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The COVID-19 pandemic hit the United States 
in waves. As the life- threatening virus spread 
around the world starting in early 2020, Ameri-
can communities, states, and regions experi-
enced the dire consequences in uneven phases 
and from different standpoints. Citizens and 
leaders dealt with health and economic effects 
at different moments and leaders often dis-
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agreed about what mattered most. Neverthe-
less, as most experts and observers realized 
soon enough, only a nimble coordinated re-
sponse could have saved the United States from 
the outsized COVID-19 death trends that un-
folded over the course of 2020 and into 2021. 
National coordination informed by honest data 
was needed to ensure rapid testing, deploy and 

http://jamess@gonzaga.edu
mailto:caroline.tervo@duke.edu
mailto:skocpol@fas.harvard.edu
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3352-9336


r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

 i n s t i t u t i o n a l  c a pa c i t i e s ,  pa r t i s a n  d i v i s i o n s ,  a n d  f e d e r a l  t e n s i o n s  15 5

shift health resources, and implement mitiga-
tion efforts while limiting damage to the econ-
omy and schools. Later, when new COVID-19 
vaccines were approved at the end of 2020, fur-
ther rounds of coordinated effort were required 
to get them into American arms as quickly as 
possible.

To be sure, the United States has a federal 
system of government, in which responsibili-
ties for policymaking and implementation are 
divided among at least three levels of govern-
ment: national, state, and local. Responses to 
big crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic can 
involve national authorities claiming emer-
gency powers to force uniform actions at lower 
levels. More often, U.S. federal government au-
thorities orchestrate cooperation that includes 
allowances for varied policies or processes of 
implementation by state and local authorities 
serving diverse sets of citizens and institutional 
stakeholders. However, even a cursory overview 
of what actually happened in the United States 
during 2020 and 2021 underlines that neither 
type of theoretically possible national response 
occurred.

The global pandemic spread into the United 
States during 2020—at a politically fraught 
juncture. Controversial incumbent President 
Donald J. Trump, ever distrustful of expert ad-
vice on any matter, including public health, 
soon became obsessed with the impact of the 
unfolding crisis on his reelection prospects. 
After a brief effort to act nationally, he and his 
closest advisors took over messaging from the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) and other federal health authorities. By 
April, the administration decided to downshift 
responsibility for economically disruptive pub-
lic health measures to the states. This was an 
abdication of federal responsibility to force 
uniform national responses or orchestrate 
smooth federal cooperation––especially be-
cause the Trump White House did not just step 
back. Instead of leaving state authorities, es-
pecially governors, entirely on their own, the 
Trump administration both dumped policy-
making responsibilities on them and simulta-
neously began attacking the decisions made 
by Democratic governors and mayors (Shear 
and Mervosh 2020). Nor were many Republican 
governors allowed space to devise their own 

consistent strategies, because Trump himself 
often intervened to play one branch of state 
government against the other or encourage lo-
calities or businesses to strike out on their own 
(Olorunnipa, Witte, and Bernstein 2020). From 
2020 forward through 2021, disagreements 
grew and intensified across the multiple tiers 
of the U.S. governmental system inflected by 
clashing understandings and priorities of the 
pandemic response. No sustained federal take-
over imposed a disciplined response; no coher-
ent federal policy orchestrated cooperative 
state and local actions. Instead, state authori-
ties, governors, and legislatures and some-
times state courts were forced to jump in 
where federal authorities faltered or displaced 
responsibilities.

How to make sense of America’s subna-
tional COVID-19 responses undertaken by the 
fifty states is the focus of this article. In the 
following sections, we document and seek  
to explain several kinds of state- level actions 
during successive phases of responses to 
COVID-19.

TheoreTiCal inSiGhTS 
from PoliTiCal SCienCe 
liTer aTureS on feDer aliSm
Policymaking for the COVID-19 pandemic is 
not, of course, the only time U.S. federal divi-
sions of public authority have shaped decisions 
and results. Under the Constitution, many as-
pects of public policy have always been up to 
the fifty states and sometimes to localities 
within them. Scholars have long analyzed fed-
eral divisions of labor and dynamics of coop-
eration or disjuncture. Further, political scien-
tists have long studied the dynamics by which 
new laws or regulations diffuse––that is spread 
(or do not spread)––from state to state (for an 
overview, see Karch 2007). Especially in the 
early twentieth century, many nationwide pol-
icy innovations happened through just such a 
process––as one state copied another until all 
or most had adopted a given measure, such as 
early state laws to increase high school gradu-
ation rates (Goldin 1998), early workmen’s com-
pensation laws (Guyton 1999), and early welfare 
benefits (Skocpol et al. 1993). Even after the New 
Deal and the later Great Society, when the fed-
eral government became more actively involved 
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1. Our main controls include median income, 2016 Republican vote share, and population density. Our median 
income and population density measures come from the ACS 2018 5- year estimates. Population density is 
calculated as population per square mile.

in funding, coordinating, and uniformly legis-
lating major interventions into the industrial 
economy and social welfare provision, states 
have continued to play major roles in imple-
menting and co- funding critical public pro-
grams, as can be seen in the diffusion of auto 
safety laws (Wagenaar, Maybee, and Sullivan 
1988) or preschool (Karch 2013).

Scholars who recognize these realities of 
U.S. public policymaking and implementation 
have studied many explanatory factors to make 
sense of variations in the timing and content 
of state choices in adopting new programs––ei-
ther programs adopted in parallel by states 
learning from others, or programs that the fed-
eral government helps fund while leaving key 
decisions about adoption or administration to 
the states. Researchers studying state to state 
diffusions of innovations or federally encour-
aged state policy adoptions or refusals have 
identified key causal variables. We might ex-
pect governments to act sooner and citizens to 
respond more collaboratively if a given prob-
lem––such as COVID-19 cases or deaths––is 
more acute in their jurisdiction (Elcheroth and 
Drury 2020). Scholars have also shown that 
state actions can be influenced by economic 
factors or fiscal resources or by existing insti-
tutional governmental capacities (Capano et al. 
2020). That could mean that wealthy states, or 
states with solid public finances, or states with 
strong data- collection or public health capa-
bilities would have responded differently than 
others to the pandemic. Additional lines of ar-
gument in classic literatures probe for regional 
effects: perhaps nearby states influence one an-
other in adopting a policy response (Berry and 
Berry 1990; Glick and Rose 1999). More recent 
literature suggests that it is not proximity but 
instead shared ideology and culture among 
states that encourages policy diffusion (Butler 
et al. 2017; Karch et al. 2016).

All of these ideas consider factors inherent 
to each state’s particular internal situation or 
neighborhood ties. Other theories in the litera-
ture consider whether individual states’ rela-

tionships to the federal government, including 
ties to agencies or copartisan ties to the presi-
dential or congressional authorities, might be 
more important than severity of difficulties or 
comparative adequacy of state- level resources. 
The COVID-19 pandemic presented a host of un-
precedented conditions for American politics: 
a global pandemic during a period of intense 
political polarization, vitriol, and stalemating 
under the direction of a president with author-
itarian tendencies. Given this context, we be-
gan this research with few favored explanations 
and instead sought to test the validity of these 
existing theories from the literatures on feder-
alism and state politics. Although all of the pre-
vious approaches for examining policy re-
sponses across states and within U.S. federalism 
suggest factors we can use to characterize and 
explain America’s state- varied responses to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, we show that traditional 
perspectives are insufficient because they pay 
too little attention to extreme party polariza-
tion in the current era, and because they say 
next to nothing about factional struggles and 
clashes of ambition among politicians using 
state- level platforms to define national profiles.

We have defined and tested a range of pos-
sible explanatory variables that might explain 
differences in early state- level data collection 
and dissemination of plans, initial pandemic 
mitigation measures, and eventual stances af-
ter vaccination becomes possible amid a new 
surge of Delta variant infections. In each suc-
cessive analysis, we introduce our dependent 
variable definitions and measures along with 
the sets of possibly relevant explanatory factors 
we examine for each outcome. When we held 
clear expectations for a particular outcome, we 
state as much within each section. In all of our 
explanatory models and accounts, we probe rel-
evant political or institutional factors across 
the states in the context of appropriate eco-
nomic and demographic controls (for a full list 
of variables, see table A.1).1 We describe more 
specifics as we introduce each model, but our 
guiding principle was to use a cumulative 
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2. We use the CDC’s cumulative case count on the first day of the month and population estimates from the 
ACS 2018 5- year estimate divided by ten thousand to get the cumulative case rate per ten thousand resi-
dents.

3. We calculated the average marginal effects using the margins package in R. We set all continuous variables 
at their mean. When we present results, we specify how we defined the binary variables for partisan control of 
the legislature and the governorship when calculating each respective average marginal effect.

4. Note that this phase does overlap with Phase I in order to capture policy actions taken by states early in the 
pandemic. We believe having some overlap in the phases is important given the variation in when the pandemic 
hit each state most severely.

COVID-19 case rate per ten thousand residents 
measured the month before the collection of 
the outcome variable.2 In other words, if our 
outcome was measured as of July 2020, then we 
use case rate data as of June 1, 2020. Although 
our results are robust to multiple specifications 
of the COVID-19 case rate, we use this approach 
because it makes the most intuitive sense that 
public officials consider recent trends in the 
virus’s spread when making policy decisions. 
Depending on the nature of the dependent vari-
able, we run either ordinary least squares re-
gression or logistic regression models. Full re-
sults are included in the appendix. For the 
binary outcome variables, we report the regres-
sion results in the appendix and discuss the 
average marginal effects in the text.3

We now move on to flesh out our successive 
sets of dependent variables and explore rele-
vant explanatory factors for successive phases 
of U.S. state- level responses to the COVID-19 
pandemic. We examine state response in three 
phases. First, we study state approaches to col-
lecting and publicizing data early in the pan-
demic (March–July 2020), when public health 
experts and elected officials alike were scram-
bling to understand the virus and its impact. 
We turn to the second phase (March–December 
2020), when the consensus on effective mitiga-
tion strategies was clear, to understand which 
states were more likely to implement research- 
backed public health policies. 4 In this phase, 
we also examine legislative responses to guber-
natorial powers. In the third phase (January–
December 2021), we examine initial mitigation 
strategies and conclude with a discussion of 
state actions during 2021, after vaccines be-
came available and partisan control of the fed-
eral government changed. In the discussions 
to come, we report many null findings, patterns 

that do not fit inherited social science expecta-
tions about U.S. federal responses to crisis. Ba-
sically, we find that the severity of the COVID-19 
crisis is not associated with the speed or inten-
sity of policy response in either 2020 or 2021. 
Existing institutional capacities appear to have 
had a modest influence on early state- level 
tracking of the epidemic.

Partisan divides and shifting partisan dy-
namics through presidential regimes have 
been especially decisive. The role of party con-
firms existing findings from the state politics 
and federalism literatures on the filtering 
power of ideology in policy adoption. However, 
we refine the existing emphasis on party—it is 
not just party label but alignment with Donald 
Trump that best predicts state- level response 
during both the Trump (March–December 
2020) and early Biden presidencies (January–
December 2021). Those dynamics, moreover, 
turn out to be more than just Democrats versus 
Republicans, because on the Republican side 
intraparty factional differences have also influ-
enced state- level responses, especially in 2021. 
These conclusions broadly echo findings else-
where in this issue that the composition of 
state government at the outset of the pandemic 
influenced subsequent political and policy out-
comes (Evans et al. 2022, this issue).

how STaTeS GaThereD 
anD PubliCizeD DaTa 
(marCh–July 2020)
Public health officials in America’s fifty states 
initially had limited knowledge of COVID-19 
and thus scrambled to understand and com-
municate its contagiousness and modes of 
spread and devise reasonable mitigation strat-
egies and effective therapies. Federal experts in 
the CDC did offer guidance, but their messages 
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were often disrupted or muted by the Trump 
administration (Olorunnipa, Witte, and Bern-
stein 2020), leaving state governments to meld 
general federal guidance with their local con-
text and preferences to determine appropriate 
responses to the pandemic.

Although states vary in their capacities to 
collect data (Brambor et al. 2020; James 2022), 
state- level officials had no choice but to collect 
and disseminate information on COVID-19 
from early on in the crisis. Proving real- time 
information useful to citizens, institutions, and 
local authorities became an essential function 
of state government. We expected that some 
existing capacity for data collection would fa-
cilitate rapid response to the COVID crisis. 
Even so, given the antiscience stances many Re-
publicans trumpeted in the Trump era, it is rea-
sonable to consider whether the nature and 
timing of data collection and dissemination 
depended on a state’s ideological and partisan 
leanings. Fortunately, we can track information 
on such state activities using an internet ar-
chive, The Wayback Machine, and archives of 
gubernatorial press releases. Using these 
sources, we developed three measures, the first 
about the publication of a statewide county- 
level dashboards tracking of cases and deaths, 

the second about the publication of long- term 
reopening plans, and the third about the com-
mitment to contingent economic reopening 
plans with clear, health- related thresholds for 
moving from one phase of reopening to the 
next.

County- Level Dashboards
By the six- month anniversary of virus’s arrival 
in the United States, all fifty states had a regu-
larly updated and publicly available dashboard 
documenting trends in COVID-19 cases and 
deaths, but the speed with which these dash-
boards became available varied. We docu-
mented the publication date for each state’s 
COVID dashboard using The Wayback Machine 
(Internet Archive, n.d.). This gave us the date 
and time that each dashboard’s URL became 
public (see figure 1).

Four states—Alaska, Mississippi, South Da-
kota, and Virginia—published the first dash-
boards on March 6, 2020, forty- four days after 
the first documented case in the United States. 
Most states published their dashboards in April 
and the last ones, from California and Maine, 
in late June 2020. The average state published 
about 2.5 months (eighty days) after the coun-
try’s first documented COVID-19 case.

Figure 1. Month of URL Publication for Public COVID Dashboard

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from The Wayback Machine (Internet Archive, n.d.).

March
April
May
June
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Long- Term Reopening Plans
Comparing state data collection and publica-
tion early in the pandemic offers some insight 
into the type and quality of information avail-
able to officials making decisions. We also won-
dered about the extent to which public officials 
systematically incorporated this information 
into a coherent pandemic response plan. The 
publication of long- term reopening plans of-
fers some evidence of whether public officials 
anticipated using data to respond to the pan-
demic.

Many governors outlined long- term reopen-
ing plans within the first six months of the pan-
demic. These plans outlined phases of reopen-
ing state economies, guidance for businesses, 
and suggestions for guiding the public, indus-
try, and government through the uncertainty 
of the pandemic. We counted a state as having 
a long- term plan if the state website linked to 
a standalone document outlining reopening 
(and in some cases, re closing) phases, along 
with guidance on how to partake safely in pub-
lic life during each phase. Twenty- six states had 
published a long- term plan by July 2020 (see 
figure 2). Interestingly, many of the plans re-
flected state motifs, themes, and traditions in 
their title, text, and graphic design (see table 
B.1).

Contingent Reopening Thresholds
Some governors committed to progressing only 
through reopening phases when key mea-
sures—such as testing positivity rate, hospital 
capacity, ICU bed availability, and number of 
new cases per day—reflected a lower risk of 
contracting the virus and a high probability 
that the health system could handle any new 
cases. We call these contingent reopening 
thresholds or contingent thresholds. For exam-
ple, in June 2020, Rhode Island committed to 
moving to the next phase only in the event of a 
“14- day downward trend in the number of cases 
OR a 14- day stable trend in declining hospital-
izations” (Rhode Island 2020, 11). The Rhode 
Island plan, like other states with thresholds, 
also insisted on having at least 30 percent of 
ICU hospital bed space available before pro-
gressing to the next phase. Theoretically, com-
mitting to specific thresholds for making sub-
stantial public policy decisions (such as 
opening certain businesses or allowing inter-
state travel without quarantines) without the 
knowledge of when the state will reach them 
offers an unusual example of public officials 
constraining their future selves to data- driven 
decision- making. Advertising the objective 
thresholds to induce compliance with pan-
demic measures creates an agreement (albeit 

Figure 2. States with Advertised Long-Term Reopening Plans, July 2020

Source: Authors’ calculations based on state websites.

No

Yes
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informally) between the public and public of-
ficials regarding the prioritization of economic 
and health outcomes.

Twenty- six states advertised contingent 
thresholds for at least some portion of their 
reopening phases (see figure 3). Although this 
is the exact same number of states that pub-
lished long- term plans, the two lists are not 
perfectly aligned (see table B.1). Some states, 
such as Texas, published detailed reports out-
lining the guidance for reopening businesses 
and government but did not commit ex ante to 
metrics that would trigger progression or re-
gression through the opening phases. Others, 
such as California, did not publish a long- term 
plan but did put reopening thresholds on its 
website indicating when the governor would 
consider moving the state to the next phase of 
reopening.

Explanations of Dashboards, Plan 
Publication, and Thresholds
What explains these state- level variations in 
data tracking and publication of reopening 
plans? Our mapping and multivariate models 
controlling for region do not suggest any con-
sistent or coherent regional clustering with 
publication of data. Partisan leanings and di-
vides could, of course, have played a role. Be-

yond politics, however, the states’ existing ca-
pacities for data collection and analysis may 
have influenced responses (James 2022). Spe-
cifically, the collection and publication of data 
could be the result of state- level infrastructures 
and public health system resources before 
COVID-19. We test both sets of possible expla-
nations and find that partisanship does not ac-
count for variations in data collection and pub-
lication of data and plans (for the full results 
and models, see tables D.1–D.10).

To measure variations in dashboard publi-
cation, we count the time to publication as the 
number of days from the first documented case 
in the country—January 22, 2020—to the first 
date the URL existed according to the Wayback 
Machine. For each additional health agency, it 
took an additional three days to publish the 
COVID dashboard, controlling for COVID case 
rates as of April 1, 2020, though this variable 
only reaches statistical significance at the 0.1 
level. No relationship is apparent between 
party control of the executive or legislative 
branches and the time to dashboard publica-
tion. These results may suggest that coordinat-
ing the data collection and the technology to 
regularly update a county- level dashboard was 
facilitated by more centralized health agencies. 
Larger numbers of health agencies may have 

Figure 3. States with Advertised Contingent Reopening Thresholds, July 2020

Source: Authors’ calculations based on state websites.

 
No
Yes
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5. This result holds regardless of the partisan control of the governorship or the legislature.

slowed responses. The null results for partisan-
ship (either of the governor or the legislature) 
may reflect the insulated nature of those 
charged with collecting and maintaining public 
health dashboards; alternatively, they could re-
flect the fact that dashboards were created early 
in the pandemic, too early for the associated 
data collection to have been radically politi-
cized.

Next, we turn to explaining reopening plans 
as published by July 2020 and include case rates 
as of June 2020, just before publication. Con-
trary to expectation, we do not find any parti-
san or bureaucratic explanation for which 
states published long- term reopening plans. 
Given the relatively low political cost and po-
tential political benefit of publishing a reopen-
ing plan, both Republican and Democratic gov-
ernors may have viewed published plans as a 
valuable signal that their administrations had 
roadmaps for emerging from the pandemic. Of 
course, the detailed content of the long- term 
plans from governors of different party affilia-
tions diverge in ways our overall variable cod-
ing does not capture. In this study, we did not 
systematically evaluate plan contents, but do-
ing so in the future may be worthwhile to better 
understand how governors of different partisan 
stripes described the pandemic and explained 
their approaches to addressing the many eco-
nomic and social challenges it created.

Finally, we turn to findings about state ad-
vertisements of specific economic reopening 
thresholds during 2020. Beyond simply posting 
a general economic reopening plan, governors 
could choose to invoke and publicize data- 
based, contingent reopening thresholds. How-
ever, choosing to make such specific commit-
ments posed political risk for state leaders. 
Governors’ responses to future pandemic de-
velopments could be constrained by specific 
data markers that supposedly had to be met 
before businesses could expand their opera-
tions, and specific commitments would also 
expose governors to political controversy. Al-
though such actions can signal that the execu-
tive is observing public health guidance and 
using data as the primary indicator for evaluat-
ing conditions safe for reopening (potentially 

useful political signals), these commitments 
also narrow future options and gamble with 
shifting political pressures.

As it turns out, our statistical exploration 
shows that the number of health agencies in 
states, but not the governor’s party, was posi-
tively associated with the publication of contin-
gent thresholds as of July 2020, controlling for 
case rates as of June 2020. Each additional 
health agency in a state is associated with a 6 
percent increase in the probability that the gov-
ernor published contingent thresholds.5 We 
cannot be sure what to make of this finding, 
but it could be that more agencies created 
greater pressures on governors of many politi-
cal stripes to leverage public health data in an-
nounced choices for regulating economic activ-
ity during such an obvious public health crisis. 
Interviews with state- level officials could illu-
minate the mechanisms behind this finding.

STaTe miTiGaTion reSPonSeS 
(marCh–DeCember 2020)
Next, we turn to major efforts state authorities 
made to mitigate viral spread and illnesses dur-
ing 2020, when vaccinations were not yet avail-
able and mitigation measures were paramount. 
State executive branches were responsible for 
implementing any emergency measures 
deemed necessary to contain the spread of 
COVID-19. All U.S. governors have some capac-
ity to invoke additional powers during declared 
emergencies, and all fifty of them had in fact 
declared a state emergency by May 2020 (FEMA 
2021). Many of these emergency measures di-
rectly impacted lives and livelihoods of state 
residents. We examine how, in the absence of 
federal action, governors varied the implemen-
tation of the two main strategies to limit the 
spread of COVID-19––specifically, mask man-
dates to require people to wear masks in public 
and stay- at- home orders to limit travel, congre-
gation, and public activities for all except those 
performed by designated essential workers.

Mask Mandates
As the pandemic began raging, medical profes-
sionals and national public health officials 
were sending mixed signals about civilian mask 
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6. Based on data from the National Governor’s Association, which has been tracking state- level response.

wearing. Although scientists knew airborne 
particles were at least one method of spread, 
Dr. Anthony Fauci and others were concerned 
about the supply of personal protective equip-
ment for medical professionals, and thus were 
not originally encouraging mask wearing 
among the public. By April 3, 2020, however, the 
CDC clarified its position and recommended 
cloth masks for civilian use (see Brewster 2020). 
Shortly thereafter, mask wearing became po-
liticized, as President Trump refused to wear 
one (Victor, Serviss, and Paybarah 2020) and 
other conservative nonexperts asserted that re-
quiring people to do so was an unnecessary in-
fringement on personal liberty and an inappro-
priate response to an overblown threat of a 
virus no more dangerous than the flu (Chiu 
2020).

By July 2020, mask wearing was an encour-
aged mitigation strategy, and the CDC and a 
plethora of other public health officials repeat-
edly argued that masking was one of the sim-
plest and most effective strategies for prevent-
ing the spread of the virus. Yet despite this 
consensus, fewer than half of governors chose 
to implement statewide mask mandates (see 
figure 4). Coastal states with high- density cit-
ies, like New York City, Boston, Seattle, and sev-
eral places in California, were among the first 
to experience crippling rises in cases that far 
surpassed the availability of medical equip-
ment and hospital capacity. The initial cluster-
ing of mask mandates along the coasts largely 
aligns with these patterns of early case counts.

However, by the fall and winter of 2020, the 
crisis had seeped into the middle of the coun-
try, and Midwestern states began experiencing 
substantial increases in cases and deaths. One 
year into the pandemic, many more states had 
implemented mask mandates. However, more 
than ten states never implemented a statewide 
mandate in 2020, including Florida (Weber 
2021) and Oklahoma (Jones 2021), which have 
had substantial spikes in COVID case counts 
and deaths.

Stay- at- Home Orders
Facing mixed compliance with mask wearing 
and, again, uncertainty about the mechanisms 

for the virus’s transmission, local and state of-
ficials saw keeping people in their homes as 
an effective strategy for limiting its spread. 
Many governors also implemented stay- at- 
home orders, imposing curfews, business clo-
sures, and limits on public gatherings. As of 
December 2020, all but seven governors had 
implemented a statewide stay- at- home order 
at some point as part of their emergency re-
sponse (see figure 5).6 On average, the state-
wide stay- at- home orders lasted sixty days. 
Mississippi, at twenty- four days, had the 
shortest, and California holds the record for 
the longest, at 259 days, closely followed by 
New Mexico at 251 days.

What Explains Cross- State Mitigation Efforts
Mask mandates and stay- at- home orders im-
posed noticeable changes and costs to state 
residents’ daily routines, economic opportuni-
ties, and even mental health. We might there-
fore expect such measures to be salient and gar-
ner more reaction from the public, making 
such moves more politically risky and contro-
versial along partisan lines than simply posting 
dashboard data or advertising reopening plans 
or contingent thresholds. Thus we expected to 
find more clear partisan patterns to the imple-
mentation of mitigation strategies relative to 
those of data collection and publication.

We use various measures of partisanship 
and party loyalties in this article. Obviously, we 
code the partisan identity of the governor and 
the make- up of state legislatures. Beyond that, 
however, we account for a core reality of the 
present juncture––that the Republican Party, 
especially, is riven by growing internal divides 
about loyalties to the person and ever- changing 
public pronouncements of Donald Trump, the 
president during 2020 and early 2021 and then 
a highly politically visible former president ac-
tive in shaping GOP politics for the future. The 
Trump ascendancy during the COVID crisis in-
tensified and highlighted divides within the Re-
publican Party, including those involving vari-
ous Republican governors. To categorize 
governors based on their alignment with 
Trump’s approach to the pandemic, we con-
ducted Google searches for each governor’s 
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Figure 4. Statewide Mask Mandates

Source: Authors’ calculations based on NYT Reopening Tracker (New York Times 2020).
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Figure 5. Length of Stay-at-Home Orders, 2020

Source: Authors’ calculations based on NYT Reopening Tracker (New York Times 2020).
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7. Mississippi was the only state that started a mandate in 2020 to end it before the end of the year. Thus, to 
calculate the length of time a state was under a mandate in 2020, we counted the number of days between the 
start of each mandate and January 2, 2021.

name and the terms “Trump” and “COVID.” We 
examined the top fifty news results for each 
governor to identify if and how each governor 
had publicly commented on the president’s 
handling of the pandemic. Some in the party, 
such as Doug Ducey of Arizona and Ron DeSan-
tis of Florida, quickly became Trump support-
ers and have followed Trump’s lead on COVID 
policy, actively praising him for his handling of 
the crisis and invoking conspiracy theories and 
false statements to undermine public health 
guidelines for mitigating the virus. We call 
these governors the pro- Trump Republicans 
(represented by the R1 variable in our models). 
Other Republican governors, however, such  
as Charlie Baker of Massachusetts and Mike 
DeWine of Ohio, publicly denounced Trump’s 
handling of the pandemic. We call these the 
Trump skeptics (represented by R3 in our mod-
els). Last are those who have been careful to 
neither openly criticize nor laud Trump’s ap-
proach. Given that these governors avoided 
commenting on the public health response of 
their party’s leader during an unprecedented 
global pandemic, or sticking their head in the 
metaphorical sand, we refer to them as the Os-
trich Republicans (for a full list of governors 
and categories, see table C.1).

Turning to our explanatory findings about 
partisanship and mitigation strategies, we find 
that the governor’s partisanship did in fact in-
fluence the implementation and length of 
mask mandates and stay- at- home orders. 
These findings echo our existing understand-
ing of state policy response in a federal system. 
However, we provide evidence for additional 
nuance of the role of party and ideology, show-
ing that internal divisions within the GOP also 
affect the length of the mandates. Notably, we 
do not find any significant relationship be-
tween the severity of COVID within a state and 
the type or length of mitigation strategies im-
plemented. This finding undermines the tradi-
tional justification for federalism that, given 
the opportunity, states will respond to local 
conditions when developing and implement-
ing policies.

For variations in the implementation of 
mask mandates by July 2020, we find a statis-
tically significant relationship between the  
governor’s party and whether this step was 
taken, controlling for COVID rates in the state 
in the month prior. Compared with Demo-
cratic governors, Republican governors facing 
Republican- dominated legislatures were 38 
percent less likely to implement a statewide 
mask mandate during the first seven months 
of the pandemic controlling for the severity of 
the COVID cases in their state as of June. Char-
lie Baker of Massachusetts and Larry Hogan of 
Maryland were the only Republican governors 
to implement a mask mandate by July 2020. 
However, by December 2020, 21 more states had 
implemented mask mandates, and at this point 
the relationship between the governor’s party 
and mask mandates disappears. It may be that 
outbreaks during the fall and winter months 
forced governors’ hands and led early resisters 
to adopt a new policy. An alternative explana-
tion is that the new presidential administration 
represented a turning point toward depoliticiz-
ing masks, at least temporarily.

Republican- led states not only were less 
likely to have a mask mandate, when they did 
have one it was also significantly shorter than 
those in Democratically led states. On average, 
Republican governors imposed mandates 
nearly three months (eighty- eight days) shorter 
than those of their Democratic counterparts 
(see figure 6). The number of days a state re-
mained under a statewide mask mandate in 
2020 also highlights differences in approaches 
among Republican governors.7 As shown in fig-
ure 7, compared with Democratic governors, 
states led by pro- Trump and Ostrich governors 
had mandates on average four months shorter 
(121 and 119 days shorter respectively). Trump 
skeptics on average enforced mandates that 
were forty- two days shorter than their Demo-
cratic counterparts, but this difference is only 
significant at the 0.1 level.

A clear distinction between Trump skeptic 
governors and pro- Trump and Ostrich Repub-
licans remains when we compare the length of 
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mask mandates using our detailed Republican 
party categorization. The difference between 
Trump skeptics and Democratic governors is 
not statistically significant, but Pro- Trump and 
Ostrich Republican governors implemented 
mandates four months shorter (120 and 119 

days, respectively) on average than their Demo-
cratic counterparts’ (see figure 7).

More states implemented stay- at- home or-
ders than implemented mask mandates in the 
first year of the pandemic, but partisan pat-
terns remain. All twenty- four Democratic gov-

Figure 6. Length of Mask Mandates in Days (OLS)

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Democratic governors are the reference category for governor partisanship.
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Figure 7. Length of Mask Mandates in Days with Detailed Republican Categorization (OLS)

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Democratic governors are the reference category for governor partisanship.
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Figure 8. Length of Stay-at-Home Orders in 2020 in Days (OLS)

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Democratic governors are the reference category for governor partisanship.
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ernors implemented home orders, and all 
seven of the states that did not were led by Re-
publicans.8 Furthermore, orders in Republican- 
led states were nearly a month shorter than 
those in Democratic- led states, controlling for 
legislative control and COVID case rates as of 
November 2020 (see figure 8).9

We also find significant differences in the 
length of stay- at- home orders among the three 
types of Republicans. Compared with Demo-
cratic governors, pro- Trump governors imple-
mented stay- at- home orders more than thirty- 
seven days shorter, on average (see figure 9). 
Ostrich Republicans are also associated with 
stay- at- home orders that were a month shorter 
than those of Democratic governors, though 
this is statistically significant only at the .1 

level, and we find no meaningful distinction 
between Democrats and Trump skeptics.

inTerbr anCh baT TleS
In the ideal expression of federalist response 
to a pandemic, the branches of state govern-
ment would cooperate to assess and respond 
to the particulars of the crises at the local level. 
Although this may have occurred in some 
states, in others the legislative branch priori-
tized limiting the emergency powers of the ex-
ecutive even while cases and deaths in the state 
rose rapidly. The National Council for State 
Legislatures has systematically tracked the in-
troduction of state- level legislation aimed at 
curtailing executive power.10 We find clear par-
tisan patterns to these occurrences. This sug-

8. Collinearity between the independent and dependent variables of interest precludes the use of multivariate 
logistic regression in modeling this relationship.

9. Interestingly, the length of stay- at- home orders is the only model in which cumulative COVID case rate is 
correlated with our outcome of interest. This said, the substantive impact of COVID case rate is extremely small, 
a coefficient of 0.005 per ten thousand residents, meaning that a state would see a single day increase in its 
mandate length only after an additional two million cases.

10. See NCSL, “Legislative Oversight of Emergency Executive Powers,” July 14, 2022, https://www.ncsl.org 
/research/about-state-legi slatures/legislative-oversight-of-executive-orde rs.aspx (accessed July 22, 2022). The 
NCSL also tracks the fate of each piece of legislation. We focus on the introduction of legislation in this article, 
given that some of the attempts are still pending at the time of writing.

https://www.ncsl.org/research/about-state-legislatures/legislative-oversight-of-executive-orders.aspx
https://www.ncsl.org/research/about-state-legislatures/legislative-oversight-of-executive-orders.aspx
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gests that partisan divides across branches of 
state government can hinder the idealized pro-
cess of responsive state policymaking on which 
federalism relies. Legislative attempts at curb-
ing gubernatorial power during 2020 also high-
light the inter- Republican divisions we ob-
served in the implementation of mitigation 
strategies.

State legislatures facing Republican gover-
nors were overall less likely to introduce legis-
lation to curb executive power than legislatures 
paired with Democratic governors. This is per-
haps unsurprising given that Republican gov-
ernors were less likely to use their executive 
powers to impose onerous COVID mandates. 
Specifically, Republican- led legislatures paired 
with a Republican governor were 46 percent 
less likely to have introduced executive power 
curbing legislation than when paired with a 
Democratic governor. Majority Democratic leg-
islatures were 52 percent less likely to introduce 
curbing legislation for Republican governors 
versus Democratic governors.

Patterns within the Republican Party further 
show intra- Republican conflict. Legislatures 
were about half as likely to have attempted 
curbing the powers of pro- Trump governors 

than of Democratic governors. The difference 
between curb attempts for Ostrich and Trump 
skeptic Republican governors and Democratic 
governors is not statistically significant, sug-
gesting that legislatures in general may have 
had more tolerance for formal gubernatorial 
emergency powers as long as the governor was 
openly hostile to mitigation strategies (see ta-
ble D.10 in the appendix for more details).

We can now assemble our findings about ini-
tial 2020 state responses to the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Table 1 summarizes the relationships 
between our key variables of interest—partisan 
control of state government and agency struc-
ture—and our outcomes of interest—data col-
lection and publication, mitigation strategies, 
and legislative attempts to curb executive 
power. Our data show that by and large, parti-
san control of state government is associated 
with the implementation of different mitigation 
strategies and legislative power grabs, but not 
with the collection and publication of data. Ex-
isting state capacity instead plays a role in some 
state- level data collection and publication. The 
number of health agencies may be negatively 
associated with time to dashboard publication 
but have no impact on the publication of long- 

Figure 9. Length of Stay-at-Home Orders in 2020 in Days with Detailed Republican Categorization 
(OLS)

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Democratic governors are the reference category for governor partisanship.
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term plans. The number of agencies, however, 
is positively correlated with the use of contin-
gent reopening thresholds. More public health 
agencies may have translated into more internal 
pressure in the executive branch to use data- 
driven decision rules. Our models also suggest 
that the governor’s partisan affiliation is associ-
ated with the use of mitigation strategies, but 
we find no effect of the legislature’s partisan 
make up. Confirming variation in COVID re-
sponse within the Republican Party, we also 
find that among Republican governors, align-
ment with Trump is associated with shorter re-
strictive mandates.

l aTe reSPonSe: The biDen, 
VaCCine, anD DelTa er a 
(January–SeP Tember 202 1)
In the second year of the pandemic, the context 
of decision- making changed substantially. In 
late January 2021, President Joe Biden took of-
fice in the White House and brought science 
and urgency to bear on the challenges of 
COVID-19. Although state- level offices were also 

on the ballot in 2021, there were only two 
changes in partisan control: Republican Greg 
Gianforte took over the governorship from 
Democrat Steve Bullock in Montana and Re-
publicans gained control of the New Hamp-
shire statehouse. States were following CDC 
guidelines and rapidly expanding vaccine eligi-
bility. The developments combined with the 
impending summer weather suggested that 
Americans might be able to return to some 
semblance of normal life by the fall. However, 
by July 2021, the emergence of the highly con-
tagious Delta variant and plateauing vaccina-
tion rates called this progress into question.

In addition to a changing public health con-
text, state elected officials faced a new approach 
to the pandemic from the federal government. 
Just as Democrats lauded the more proactive 
and fact- based approach Biden and his team 
brought to the pandemic, many Republicans 
previewed their aversion to any national at-
tempts to impose COVID restrictions on their 
states. Yet, as Delta surged and the start of the 
school year loomed, some governors sought to 

Table 1. Summary of Findings for 2020 Outcomes

Outcome
Republican 
Governor

Alignment with 
Trump

Republican-
Controlled 
Legislature

Number of 
Health 

Agencies

Data collection and publication
Time to dashboard publication –a

Publication of long-term plans
Contingent thresholds +
Mitigation strategies
Mask mandates – –b

Length of mask mandates – –
Stay-at-home orders –b –
Length of stay-at-home orders – –
Interbranch dynamics
Legislature attempt to curb executive 

power
– –

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Each model also controlled for population density, partisan control of legislature, 2016 Republi-
can vote share, median income, and COVID case rates per ten thousand residents.
a Although this result only reaches statistical significance at the 0.1 level, we think it is substantively 
meaningful, and worth further investigation thus we include it in the summary table.
b Collinearity between the independent and dependent variables of interest precluded using multivari-
ate modeling for this relationship. This result relies on comparisons of counts between Democrat and 
Republican governors who implemented mandates.
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11. Perfect collinearity between the independent and dependent variables of interest precludes the use of mul-
tivariate logistic regression in modeling this relationship. This limitation applies to all models for the 2021 
outcome variables, thus we present tables showing partisanship and policy choices instead of regression results.

tie the hands of local officials in backtracking 
to more restrictive COVID policies.

As of July 9, 2021, the CDC changed its rec-
ommendation on masking in schools, stating 
that vaccinated teachers and students did not 
need to mask indoors (Stobee and Binkley 
2021). However, just over two weeks later, on 
July 27, the agency reversed its recommenda-
tions, citing the rise in cases and the conta-
giousness of Delta, and recommended mask-
ing indoors for all vaccinated individuals in 
schools (Sparks 2021).

Reinstating mask mandates, particularly in 
schools, was especially politicized. School 
board meetings leading into the 2021 school 
year reflected vitriolic debates between public 
health advocates and those arguing that mask 
mandates infringed on student and parent lib-
erties (West, Johnson, and Linnane 2021). Some 
states committed to allowing local school dis-
tricts to make decisions about masking based 
on local conditions; governors of other states 
proactively banned local or school mandates, 
against CDC recommendations (Durkee 2021). 
As of September 15, 2021, nine states had active 
bans on localities or school districts imple-
menting mask mandates (see table 2). Repub-
lican governors lead all nine of these states.11 
Eight are pro- Trump and Ostrich governors; all 
but one Trump skeptic governor have refrained 
from tying the hands of local officials. The ex-
ception is Spencer Cox of Utah, who in late Au-
gust 2021 deliberated signing an executive or-

der to roll back the state law that banned local 
or school mask mandates, which he had signed 
in May before Delta became widespread.

On September 9, 2021, President Biden an-
nounced a sweeping vaccination and testing 
mandate that affected all federal workers, fed-
eral contractors, and private businesses with 
more than one hundred employees. Federal 
workers and contractors are required to be vac-
cinated, and employees of private businesses 
must be vaccinated or submit to weekly COVID 
testing. Twenty- one of the twenty- seven Repub-
lican governors denounced the mandates 
within days and in some cases within hours of 
Biden’s announcement (Jackson 2021). Reflect-
ing their continual opposition to the use of 
science- backed mitigation strategies, 100 per-
cent of pro- Trump and 88 percent of Ostrich 
Republicans spoke against Biden’s plan. Only 
28 percent of Trump skeptics did so. All but one 
of six Republican governors who refrained 
from commenting were Trump skeptics; the ex-
ception was Bill Lee of Tennessee, whom we 
coded as an Ostrich Republican (see table 3 for 
full categorizations).

In 2021, state legislatures continued to defy 
the logic of federalism and limit the powers of 
the executive branch, adding local public 
health officials as targets. As shown in table 4, 
twenty- six state legislatures passed restrictions 
on the powers of public health officials (Weber 
and Barry- Jester 2021). Twenty- two of the 
twenty- six legislatures have Republican major-

Table 2. Governors Who Banned Mask Mandates as of September 2021

State Governor Republican Type

Arizona Doug Ducey Pro-Trump
Florida Ron DeSantis Pro-Trump
Georgia Brian Kemp Pro-Trump
Iowa Kim Reynolds Ostrich
Montana Greg Gianforte Ostrich
South Carolina Henry McMaster Pro-Trump
Tennessee Bill Lee Ostrich
Texas Greg Abbott Pro-Trump
Utah Spencer Cox Trump skeptic

Source: Authors’ calculations.
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ities, and legislatures in fourteen of the twenty- 
six states have also introduced legislation to 
curb the governor’s emergency powers during 
the pandemic. Well into 2021, partisan patterns 
persisted.

Republican governors were far more likely 
to tie the hands of local lawmakers and experts 
than their Democratic counterparts were, both 
when it came to restricting schools or locali-
ties from mandating masks and when it came 
to passing restrictions on public health offi-
cials. Despite decentralization being a long- 
standing tenet of the GOP platform, many Re-
publican governors acted proactively to restrict 
the ability of local entities to respond to the 
pandemic in their jurisdiction in the way they 
best saw fit. Most Republican governors sup-
ported Trump’s “locally executed, state man-
aged, and federally supported” approach to 
handling the pandemic––yet many also insti-
tuted bans on local governments or school dis-
tricts mandating masks. This indicates that 
the principle of federalism, or decentralization 
in the case of the Republican Party, is often 

implemented selectively in accordance with 
partisan priorities.

ConCluSion
In this article, we have taken account of the cen-
trality of state governments in shaping the 
overall U.S. response to the COVID-19 pan-
demic in 2020 and 2021. We have sought to de-
scribe important variations in state- level re-
sponses at various stages, from early efforts to 
track the growing pandemic county by county 
to early deployments of state authority to limit 
the spread of a deadly virus, to ongoing state 
responses to new surges of COVID spread even 
after effective vaccines were available for state-
wide and nationwide use by all adult Ameri-
cans. To make sense of the timing and variety 
of state responses, we have paid careful atten-
tion to partisan compositions of state govern-
ments as well as to the divisions between Re-
publicans who either publicly identify with 
their party’s controversial head or signal some 
distance from him. Along with variables refer-
ring to partisanship and factional loyalties––

Table 3. Governors Denouncing September 2021 Vaccine Mandate

State Governor Republican Type

Alaska Mike Dunleavy Pro-Trump
Alabama Kay Ivey Pro-Trump
Arkansas Asa Hutchinson Ostrich
Arizona Doug Ducey Pro-Trump
Florida Ron DeSantis Pro-Trump
Georgia Brian Kemp Pro-Trump
Iowa Kim Reynolds Ostrich
Idaho Brad Little Ostrich
Indiana Eric Holcomb Ostrich
Missouri Mike Parson Ostrich
Mississippi Tate Reeves Ostrich
Montana Greg Gianforte Ostrich
North Dakota Doug Burgum Pro-Trump
Nebraska Pete Ricketts Pro-Trump
Ohio Mike DeWine Trump skeptic
Oklahoma Kevin Stitt Pro-Trump
South Carolina Henry McMaster Pro-Trump
South Dakota Kristi Noem Pro-Trump
Texas Greg Abbott Pro-Trump
West Virginia Jim Justice Trump skeptic
Wyoming Mark Gordon Ostrich

Source: Authors’ calculations.
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especially for state governors—we have also 
heeded classic political science literatures 
about the diffusion of policy innovations and 
theories about cross- level cooperation within 
U.S. federalism.

We first examined how states collected and 
published data in the midst of an unprece-
dented public health emergency caused by a 
new and therefore, at least initially, poorly un-
derstood virus. We find that existing state ca-
pacities, not partisanship, offer modest expla-
nations for how quickly states gathered and 
publicized data in this first phase. Our findings 
also suggest a more nuanced relationship be-
tween state capacity and data collection than 
exists in the current literature. Decentralized 
public health agencies may hinder initial data- 
collection efforts, but more people and agen-
cies in public health may provide additional 

pressure for the executive to leverage specific 
data in her decision- making.

COVID-19 policymaking in the United 
States—most of it through the fifty states and 
their dealings with local governments in their 
jurisdictions—turns out not to fit traditional 
theoretical expectations about divisions of au-
thority, cooperative dynamics, and imitation of 
best practices across states in U.S. federalism. 
Across the fifty states, governors and legisla-
tures all devised policy responses on the fly, 
largely in response to party- centered partisan 
and factional dynamics. The Democratic versus 
Republican affiliations of presidents and gov-
ernors turn out to be the main drivers of gov-
ernment responses at each phase. On the Re-
publican side, even the partisan label as such 
is not enough to make sense of state- level re-
sponses that have shifted with little scientific 

Table 4. States That Have Attempted to Curb Power of Public Health Officials

State Governor Party Legislative Control

Alabama Kay Ivey Pro-Trump Split
Alaska Mike Dunleavy Pro-Trump Republican
Arizona Doug Ducey Pro-Trump Republican
Arkansas Asa Hutchinson Ostrich Republican
Florida Ron DeSantis Pro-Trump Republican
Idaho Brad Little Ostrich Republican
Indiana Eric Holcomb Ostrich Republican
Iowa Kim Reynolds Ostrich Republican
Kansas Laura Kelly Democrat Republican
Kentucky Andy Beshear Democrat Republican
Louisiana John Bel Edwards Democrat Republican
Michigan Gretchen Whitmer Democrat Republican
Missouri Mike Parson Ostrich Republican
Montana Greg Gianforte Ostrich Republican
Nevada Steve Sisolak Democrat Democrat
New Hampshire Chris Sununu Trump skeptic Democrat
New York Andrew Cuomo Democrat Democrat
North Dakota Doug Burgum Pro-Trump Republican
Ohio Mike DeWine Trump skeptic Republican
Oklahoma Kevin Stitt Pro-Trump Republican
South Carolina Henry McMaster Pro-Trump Republican
South Dakota Kristi Noem Pro-Trump Republican
Tennessee Bill Lee Ostrich Republican
Texas Greg Abbott Pro-Trump Republican
Utah Spencer Cox Trump skeptic Republican
Wyoming Mark Gordon Ostrich Republican

Source: Authors’ calculations.
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or principled ideological rationale. Fifty state 
governors have been the key players in Ameri-
ca’s unfolding and uneven responses to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and what each has been 
willing to do, when, depends on the party of the 
governor, on which party controls Washington, 
D.C., and on factional struggles within the Re-
publican Party.

Further, complicating the expectations of 
traditional federalism are interbranch battles 
for control over state policy. Effectively shut out 
of decision- making about COVID response, leg-
islatures have sought to claw back authority 
from the governors and their public health of-

ficials who used emergency powers most liber-
ally. These efforts further reflect the inter-  and 
intraparty dynamics we documented with the 
implementation of mitigation policies.

When a public health emergency occurred 
in America, the Republican Party was not only 
in charge of most executive offices in Washing-
ton, D.C., and state capitols. It was—and con-
tinues to be—a party very much in the throes 
of rapid shifts in outlooks and leadership at all 
levels, and the GOP’s internal struggles during 
these shifts have had an outsized influence on 
state and local governments’ willingness and 
capacity to counter the COVID-19 pandemic.

Table A.1. Data Description and Sources

Variable 
State

Description
State Abbreviation

Values
Text

Source
N/A

Governor.2020 Did the governor in January 2020 
identify as a Republican? 

0,1 Ballotpedia

Governor.2021 Did the governor in January 2021 
identify as a Republican? 

0,1 Ballotpedia

Party_Detailed_2020 Detailed party categorization using 
three categories of Republicans in 
2020

D, R1, R2, R3 Ballotpedia & author coding

Party_Detailed_2021 Detailed party categorization using 
three categories of Republicans in 
2021

D, R1, R2, R3 Ballotpedia & author coding

LegControl_R_2020 Did Republicans control both 
houses of the legislature in 
January 2020? Split legislatures 
coded as 0

0,1 Ballotpedia

LegControl_R_2021 Did Republicans control both 
houses of the legislature in 
January 2021? Split legislatures 
coded as 0

0,1 Ballotpedia

Voteshare_R_2016 Voteshare for Donald Trump in the 
2016 presidential election in 
percentage points

30-68 New York Times election 
results

Pop_Sq_Mi Population per square mile 1.3-1207.7 ACS 2018 5-year estimates
CasesPer10K_June20 Cumulative cases per 10,000 

residents per state, calculated as 
of June 1, 2020

6.3-202.9 Case count from CDC; 
population count from 
ACS 2018 5-year 
estimates

CasesPer10K_Feb21 Cumulative cases per 10,000 
residents per state, calculated as 
of February 1, 2021

194.1-1310.2 Case count from CDC; 
population count from 
ACS 2018 5-year 
estimates

aPPenDix
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Median_Income State-level median income 54933-99403 ACS 2018 5-year estimates
Creation_date First date the state’s dashboard 

URL was publicly available 
according to the Wayback 
Machine

3/6/20-6/12/20 The Wayback Machine

Days_to_Dashboard Number of days from first detected 
case in the U.S. (1/22/20) to the 
publication date

44-142 Authors’ calculation based 
on Wayback Machine 
dates

LTP Did the state’s website have a 
standalone document that 
outlined different phases of re-
opening and principles guiding 
the state’s response to the 
pandemic?

0,1 State websites

Thresholds In either the state’s long-term plan 
or on the state’s website, did the 
state advertise specific thresholds 
for moving from one re-opening 
phase to another

0,1 State websites

Mask_720 Had the state implemented a 
statewide mask mandate as of 
July 2020?

0,1 New York Times state 
COVID info pages

Length_Mandate_2020 Number of days the mandate 
lasted, calculated by taking the 
difference between the end and 
start dates

0-336 Authors’ calculation based 
on New York Times state 
COVID info pages

Health_Agencies The number of independently listed 
agencies on a state’s website that 
contain the word “health”

1-9 State agency directories

SAHO Binary indicator for whether the 
state ever had a statewide stay-
at-home order

0,1 National Governors’ 
Association

SAHO_Length How many days did the stay-at-
home order last

0-255 Authors’ calculation based 
on dates from National 
Governors’ Association

CurbAttempted2020 Did the state legislature introduce 
legislation to curb executive 
power in 2020?

0,1 National Council for State 
Legislatures

LocalMaskBan_Sept21 Did the state have a ban on local or 
school district mask mandates as 
of September 15, 2021

0,1 Authors’ calculations based 
on media archives

RestrictPublicHealth Did the legislature restrict the 
power of public health officials as 
of September 15, 2021?

0,1 Kaiser Health News

Source: Authors’ calculations.

Table A.1. (continued)

Variable 
State

Description
State Abbreviation

Values
Text

Source
N/A
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Table B.1. State Reopening Plan Titles

State Campaign Name State Campaign Name

AK Reopen Alaska NJ The road back
AL Altogether NB Nebraska: Road to Recovery
CO Can Do Colorado NY New York Forward
FL Safe. Smart. Step by step. OH Responsible Restart Ohio
HI Beyond Recovery: Reopening Hawai’i OK Open Up and Recover Safely
ID Idaho Reobunds: Path to prosperity RI Reopening RI: Testing the Water
IL Restore Illinois SC Accelerate SC
IN Back on Track SD Back to Normal Plan
KS AD Astra: A Plan to Reopen Kansas TN The Tennessee Pledge: A Plan to Reopen TN responsibly
KY Healthy at work TX Texans helping Texans
MN Stay safe UT Utah Leads together
MO Show me strong recovery plan WA Safe Start Washington
MT Reopening the Big Sky WI Badger Bounce Back
ND ND smart restart WV West Virginia Strong—The Comeback

Source: Authors’ calculations.

Figure B.1. Long-Term Plans and Reopening Thresholds by State

Source: Authors’ calculations.

None
Long-term plan (LTP)
Data thresholds
LTP and thresholds 
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Table C.1. Subcategorization of Republican Governors 2021

State Name 2021 Detailed Party Label

Alabama Kay Ivey Pro-Trump
Alaska Mike Dunleavy Pro-Trump
Arizona Doug Ducey Pro-Trump
Arkansas Asa Hutchinson Ostrich
Florida Ron DeSantis Pro-Trump
Idaho Brad Little Ostrich
Indiana Eric Holcomb Ostrich
Iowa Kim Reynolds Ostrich
Kansas Laura Kelly D
Kentucky Andy Beshear D
Louisiana John Bel Edwards D
Michigan Gretchen Whitmer D
Missouri Mike Parson Ostrich
Montana Greg Gianforte Ostrich
Nevada Steve Sisolak D
New Hampshire Chris Sununu Trump skeptic
New York Andrew Cuomo D
North Dakota Doug Burgum Pro-Trump
Ohio Mike DeWine Trump skeptic
Oklahoma Kevin Stitt Pro-Trump
South Carolina Henry McMaster Pro-Trump
South Dakota Kristi Noem Pro-Trump
Tennessee Bill Lee Ostrich
Texas Greg Abbott Pro-Trump
Utah Spencer Cox Trump skeptic
Wyoming Mark Gordon Ostrich

Source: Authors’ calculations.

Table D.1. OLS Regression Results for Days to Dashboard Publication from January 22, 2020

  Estimate Std. Error t value Pr(>|t|)

(Intercept) 122.4 52.66 2.324 0.02489
Governor.2020R –4.853 8.832 –0.5494 0.5856
Median_Income –0.0003016 0.0004913 –0.6137 0.5426
LegControl_R_2020 –8.041 13.08 –0.6147 0.542
Voteshare_R_2016 –0.3694 0.6184 –0.5974 0.5534
HealthAgencies 3.038 2.012 1.51 0.1383
Pop_Sq_Mi –0.01212 0.01771 –0.6845 0.4973

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Democratic governors are the reference category unless otherwise noted.
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Table D.2. Logistic Regression Results for the Publication of a Long–Term Reopening Plan in 2020

  Estimate Std. Error z value Pr(>|z|)

(Intercept) –1.916 4.398 –0.4356 0.6631
Governor.2020R 0.03567 0.7224 0.04938 0.9606
LegControl_R_2020 0.5795 1.033 0.5608 0.5749
Median_Income 1.757e–05 3.96e–05 0.4436 0.6573
Voteshare_R_2016 0.003436 0.05141 0.06684 0.9467
HealthAgencies –0.09768 0.1756 –0.5564 0.578
Pop_Sq_Mi 0.004157 0.002261 1.839 0.06592
CasesPer10K_June20 –0.0007463 0.0007622 –0.9792 0.3275

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Democratic governors are the reference category unless otherwise noted.

Table D.3. Logistic Regression Results for Advertisement of Contingent Reopening Thresholds in 2020

  Estimate Std. Error z value Pr(>|z|)

(Intercept) –0.6075 4.59 –0.1324 0.8947
Governor.2020R –1.112 0.7716 –1.441 0.1497
Median_Income 1.407e–05 4.187e–05 0.3361 0.7368
LegControl_R_2020 1.912 1.262 1.515 0.1298
Voteshare_R_2016 –0.04462 0.05615 –0.7947 0.4268
HealthAgencies 0.396 0.1986 1.994 0.04618
Pop_Sq_Mi –0.0002704 0.0018 –0.1502 0.8806
CasesPer10K_June20 0.0007403 0.0007922 0.9344 0.3501

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Democratic governors are the reference category unless otherwise noted.

Table D.4. Logistic Regression Results for Statewide Mask Mandate, July 2020

  Estimate Std. Error z value Pr(>|z|)

(Intercept) 9.328 8.854 1.054 0.2921
Governor.2020R –5.006 2.256 –2.219 0.02646
LegControl_R_2020 –1.368 2.108 –0.6491 0.5162
Median_Income –0.0001079 8.324e–05 –1.297 0.1947
Voteshare_R_2016 –0.06424 0.116 –0.5537 0.5798
HealthAgencies 0.4125 0.4016 1.027 0.3043
Pop_Sq_Mi 0.01311 0.007367 1.779 0.07519
CasesPer10K_June20 8.841e–05 0.001406 0.06287 0.9499

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Democratic governors are the reference category unless otherwise noted.
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Table D.5. OLS Regression Results for Length of Mask Mandates in Days in 2020

  Estimate Std. Error t value Pr(>|t|)

(Intercept) 317 121.8 2.603 0.0127
Governor.2020R –88.42 20.07 –4.405 7.155e–05
LegControl_R_2020 –43.42 29.69 –1.463 0.151
Median_Income –0.001188 0.001107 –1.073 0.2893
Voteshare_R_2016 –1.116 1.435 –0.7778 0.441
HealthAgencies 5.968 4.622 1.291 0.2037
Pop_Sq_Mi 0.05641 0.04495 1.255 0.2164
CasesPer10K_June20 0.02086 0.01918 1.088 0.2828

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Democratic governors are the reference category unless otherwise noted.

Table D.6. OLS regression Results for Length of Mask Mandates During 2020 in Days with Detailed 
Republican Party Labels

  Estimate Std. Error t value Pr(>|t|)

(Intercept) 298.6 115.4 2.587 0.01343
Party_Detailed_2020R1 –120.9 24.43 –4.948 1.396e–05
Party_Detailed_2020R2 –119.3 27.85 –4.283 0.0001123
Party_Detailed_2020R3 –42.15 25.61 –1.646 0.1076
LegControl_R_2020 –43.89 28.03 –1.566 0.1253
Median_Income –0.00151 0.001062 –1.422 0.1627
Voteshare_R_2016 –0.04676 1.413 –0.03309 0.9738
HealthAgencies 3.857 4.448 0.8671 0.3911
Pop_Sq_Mi 0.05173 0.04262 1.214 0.2319
CasesPer10K_June20 0.02594 0.0182 1.425 0.1619

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Democratic governors are the reference category unless otherwise noted.

Table D.7. OLS Regression Results for Length of Stay–at–Home Orders During 2020 in Days

  Estimate Std. Error t value Pr(>|t|)

(Intercept) 253.7 80.79 3.141 0.003082
Governor.2020R –26.27 12.65 –2.076 0.04401
Median_Income –0.001466 0.0007169 –2.045 0.04714
Voteshare_R_2016 –1.472 0.9536 –1.544 0.1302
LegControl_R_2020 –33.34 19.49 –1.71 0.09457
HealthAgencies 1.043 2.879 0.3622 0.719
Pop_Sq_Mi –0.00549 0.02563 –0.2142 0.8314
CasesPer10K_Nov20 0.004452 0.002063 2.158 0.03673

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Democratic governors are the reference category unless otherwise noted.
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Table D.8. OLS Regression Results for Length of Stay-at-Home Orders During 2020 in Days with 
Detailed Republican Party Labels

  Estimate Std. Error t value Pr(>|t|)

(Intercept) 237.5 83.51 2.844 0.006981
Party_Detailed_2020R1 –37.73 17.36 –2.173 0.03578
Party_Detailed_2020R2 –32.54 18.91 –1.721 0.09305
Party_Detailed_2020R3 –13.88 17.39 –0.7985 0.4293
Median_Income –0.001479 0.0007376 –2.005 0.05181
Voteshare_R_2016 –1.07 1.033 –1.036 0.3063
LegControl_R_2020 –35.09 19.75 –1.777 0.08325
HealthAgencies 0.48 2.977 0.1612 0.8727
Pop_Sq_Mi –0.007365 0.02609 –0.2823 0.7791
CasesPer10K_Nov20 0.005275 0.002242 2.352 0.02367

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Democratic governors are the reference category unless otherwise noted.

Table D.9. Logistic Regression Results for Legislative Attempts at Curbing Executive Power in 2020

  Estimate Std. Error z value Pr(>|z|)

(Intercept) 6.727 5.611 1.199 0.2305
Governor.2020R –2.833 1.149 –2.466 0.01365
Median_Income –7.445e–05 5.27e–05 –1.413 0.1577
LegControl_R_2020 1.609 1.529 1.053 0.2925
Voteshare_R_2016 –0.02138 0.05946 –0.3596 0.7191
HealthAgencies –0.1563 0.2018 –0.7749 0.4384
Pop_Sq_Mi 0.001098 0.002442 0.4498 0.6529
Cases_PerTenThousand_June20 0.01355 0.01308 1.036 0.3002

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Democratic governors are the reference category unless otherwise noted.

Table D.10. Logistic Regression Results for Legislative Attempts at Curbing Executive Power in 2020 
with Detailed Republican Party Categories

  Estimate Std. Error z value Pr(>|z|)

(Intercept) 7.324 5.859 1.25 0.2112
GovRepub_R1_20 –3.657 1.407 –2.6 0.009331
GovRepub_R2_20 –2.21 1.455 –1.519 0.1288
GovRepub_R3_20 –2.132 1.335 –1.597 0.1102
Median_Income –9.027e–05 5.836e–05 –1.547 0.1219
LegControl_R_2020 1.117 1.728 0.6461 0.5182
Voteshare_R_2016 0.005255 0.06765 0.07767 0.9381
HealthAgencies –0.2471 0.2324 –1.063 0.2877
Pop_Sq_Mi 0.002028 0.002007 1.01 0.3123
CasesPer10K_June20 0.001391 0.001071 1.299 0.1939

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Democratic governors are the reference category unless otherwise noted.
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