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Using multiple large national surveys, we investigate how the relationship between policy-based ideology and vote choice in
presidential elections differs across demographic groups. Specifically, we consider three key demographic characteristics: race,
education, and gender. We find that large differences exist in the way ideology relates to presidential vote for voters from
different racial groups. By contrast, we find quite small differences in this relationship when separating voters by education
level. Perhaps most surprisingly, whereas men are on average more conservative than women, the relationship between
ideology and presidential vote is estimated to be almost exactly the same for the two genders. The large sample sizes we
employ allow for relatively precise estimation of these relationships even among our various demographic subsamples and
these findings hold similarly across several recent presidential elections.
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Recent research has found strong relationships between
policy ideology and vote choice in presidential elections.
Other work has shown that demographics and other charac-
teristics can moderate the relationship between ideological
identification (i.e., ideological self-perceptions) and vote
choice. However, these studies have not directly investigated
whether different demographic groups vote similarly after
controlling for their proximity to candidates in a policy-
based ideological space. In this article, we test several
hypotheses that are informed by existing literature on how
race, gender, and education each relate to policy preferences
and vote choice, using an ideology measure that is based on
respondents’ and candidates’ positions on specific, concrete
policy proposals rather than on subjective perceptions
expressed through ordinal survey rating scales.

We first demonstrate the robust relationship between
ideological proximity to candidates in this policy space and
voters’ choices, using data from several recent American
presidential elections. We find, consistent with prior work,
that this relationship has an extremely large substantive
impact. We then examine several demographic characteris-
tics that literature and theory in political science, as well as
popular media narratives, have suggested are politically
important, asking whether each of these variables moderates
the relationship between policy ideology and vote choice.

Specifically, we estimate the relationship between voters’
ideological positions and presidential votes separately for
people of each race, education, and gender category.
Although we find large differences in this relationship by
race, the differences by education are quite small. Perhaps

most notably, we estimate little or no difference between
men and women in the relationship between policy ideology
and vote choice. The large sample sizes of the data sets ana-
lyzed allow for precise estimation of these relationships,
even among subgroups of respondents. Our findings are rela-
tively consistent across the past four presidential elections,
including ones in which gender, race, and education consid-
erations may have been made particularly salient to voters.

Background and Theory

Political science literature has long debated who can be said
to be ideological, as well as what it means for ideology or
policy views to be “real,” dating back to the influential work
of Converse (1964) in the American context. For the purposes
of this article, we define ideology as a structure of associa-
tions underlying the specific policy positions expressed by
voters.! Exactly where this type of ideology belongs in a
causal process of vote choice is the subject of much debate.
Authors such as Lenz (2012) and Achen and Bartels (2017)
argue that voters are more likely to adopt policy views that
are consistent with their established candidate or party prefer-
ences than vice versa. These arguments stand in contrast to
those of Ansolabehere et al. (2008) and Achen (1975), who
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point out that the attitude instability that has been taken as
evidence that policy views are not meaningful is also consis-
tent with measurement error.> Fowler (2020) argues that
much of the evidence presented against policy voting is over-
stated and that, in the rare instances that partisan and policy-
based behavior can be separately identified, policy voting
appears more prevalent. Carsey and Layman (2006), using
panel data, find evidence that there is reciprocal causation
between partisanship and issue positions over time.

Regardless of the causal direction at work here, we argue it
is still important to understand how closely voters’ choices
correspond to their ideological proximity to candidates, and
whether this relationship varies among distinct groups. In
other words, we do not seek to directly arbitrate between com-
peting narratives about the direction of causality, but instead
focus on whether this relationship differs across certain demo-
graphic groups. We are also not the first to look at potential
moderators of ideology and its application in political behav-
ior, although we are the first to do so using the modeling
approach detailed in this article.’ In particular, unlike previous
work looking at demographic moderation of ideological vot-
ing, we employ a policy-based ideology measure that is
directly tied to specific policy proposals, rather than to subjec-
tive understandings of terms like “liberal” or “conservative.”

The policy-based definition of ideology that we employ
here is closely related to the spatial voting framework. Dating
back to Hotelling (1929) and most prominently discussed in
political science by Downs (1957), spatial voting theory
assumes that the policy views of both voters and candidates
can be described by positions in some ideological space.
Most often in the context of American politics, this space is
assumed to consist of a single liberal-conservative dimen-
sion. Each voter is assumed to cast their ballot for the candi-
date closest to their own position in this ideological space or,
in a probabilistic spatial voting framework, voters are
assumed to be more likely to cast their vote for a candidate as
the ideological distance between their own position and the
candidates decreases. This approach presumes that voters
have well defined policy views and, at least to some extent,
can understand the positions of candidates, including which
candidate is most proximate to their own location.

Recent work has leveraged newer survey data along with
statistical modeling approaches to obtain policy-based esti-
mates of voter and candidate ideology in a spatial voting
framework. Jessee (2009, 2010), for example, finds that in
the 2004 and 2008 American presidential elections the rela-
tionship on average between voters’ ideological proximity to
candidates and their choices at the ballot box are similar to
the predictions of spatial voting theory, albeit with some
error.* Evidence for some degree of spatial voting has also
been found in American congressional elections (Adams
et al., 2017; Shor & Rogowski, 2016).> Related work has
also considered the role of ideological unpredictability
(Rogowski & Tucker, 2018) and candidate moderation
(Montagnes & Rogowski, 2015) in spatial voting.

Our contribution is to connect two rich research traditions
in political science: one which investigates the importance of
certain group characteristics in voters’ development of issue
positions and voting behavior over time, and one which inves-
tigates potential biases in spatial voting. We are the first to test
whether group identities known to be important in developing
policy ideology and political views more generally produce an
additional spatial voting bias in a policy space. By analyzing
multiple large survey data sets across multiple presidential
elections, we are able to obtain precise estimates of the rela-
tionship between policy ideology and vote choice for sub-
groups of respondents. Furthermore, we are able to examine
how these patterns differ, if at all, in electoral contexts that
may be said to make those identities salient. Because of our
operationalization of candidate proximity, we are able to
directly adjudicate between research which shows, on one
hand, that the development of issue positions varies systemati-
cally between certain groups and research that shows spatial
voting can be biased by particular attitudes and identities. In
other words, we can clearly “control” for group differences in
issue positions, asking to what extent differences in vote
choices between these groups result from differing issue posi-
tions or differences in voting when holding issue positions
constant. Typically, studies of spatial voting and its potential
biases rely on ideological self-placement scales. We do not
doubt the importance of studying spatial voting with this mea-
sure. However, to understand possible group biases in spatial
voting, our issue-based measure is critical, as ordinal ideology
scales may be understood differently by different groups in
American society (Jefferson, 2020), whereas our measures are
based directly on respondents’ support/oppose positions on
concrete policy proposals.®

Our analyses below focus on three demographic charac-
teristics that previous literature has argued are particularly
relevant for the formation of political beliefs and for making
voting decisions: race, education, and gender. We explain
below why we believe each of these variables is politically
important based on existing literature and theory as well as
popular political narratives.” While we focus on these three
characteristics here, the approach we use could be applied in
future research to examine whether other factors moderate
the relationship between policy ideology and vote choice in
presidential elections.

Race

Race is consistently demonstrated to be one of the most
important cleavages in American politics, as it is a critical
driver of political socialization and voting behavior. Race
has been posited to be an identity that voters may use to
update issue positions (Collingwood et al., 2019), and racial
identity may also supersede other influences, such as class,
in the development and maintenance of political attitudes
over time (Dawson, 1994; Tate, 1993). The importance of
race in the development of political beliefs suggests
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that certain issues may systematically vary in salience and
ideological centrality across racial groups. Minority in-group
considerations, as well as perceptions of “linked fate,”® are
most clearly linked to political attitudes among African
Americans. The relationship between major political parties
and African Americans has also been quite distinctive
throughout the history of American politics (see, for exam-
ple, Frymer, 2010; Gurin et al., 1990; Philpot, 2007), includ-
ing notable shifts in party sorting (Dawson, 1994). Philpot
(2007) argues that “Blacks have developed a unique concep-
tualization of the liberal-conservative continuum, which has
grown out of their unique position in American society”
(p. 13). Yet, evidence for both a pan-ethnic identity and
linked fate attitudes among Latinos is growing (Segura,
2012). We currently know less about the strength of racial/
ethnic identity among Asian Americans, although there is
evidence that interethnic commonalities can occasionally
produce voting-bloc patterns (Tam, 1995). Perceptions of
linked fate and shared identity almost certainly influence
what issues are considered most important in the minds of
minority voters. If certain racial groups prioritize different
sets of policy issues when determining how to vote, we may
observe a different relationship between issue-based ideol-
ogy and vote for members of these groups. This effect may
be larger in elections where issues central to the ideologies of
racial and ethnic minorities are made salient.

Evidence is also mounting that racial cues might indepen-
dently influence vote choice beyond standard political pre-
dictors. Group-based economic considerations have been
shown to impact vote choice and turnout among African
Americans, even when controlling for party identity and ide-
ology (Wilson, 2012). Minority voters may be more likely
(all else equal) to vote for candidates from the same minority
group, producing patterns of racially polarized voting
(Abrajano et al., 2005). In addition, Tam (1995) finds that
ethnic cues can overwhelm partisan cues among different
Asian subgroups, depending on the electoral context.’
Finally, racial animus has been shown to bias spatial voting
among Whites (Algara & Hale, 2019). Although we do not
measure or test the spatial biasing effect of this particular
attitude, we may observe that Whites as a group are spatially
biased in elections where racial animus is brought to the fore.
This will certainly depend, of course, on the strength and
prevalence of such attitudes in the White electorate. Taken
together, these findings suggest that even if all racial sub-
groups use ideology in the same way, or the relationship
between ideology and the vote is the same for all groups, we
may observe a directional biasing effect if nonideological
considerations pull different groups away from a spatially
correct vote choice.

Algara and Hale (2019) make the point that we would
expect an additional “race” or “racial attitude” bias when the
electoral context renders race particularly salient. The two
main elections under study here—2012 and 2016—could be
said to meet this condition. In 2012, the first Black president

was running for reelection, and in 2016, the Republican can-
didate repeatedly stoked racial resentment in his public state-
ments, including questioning the legitimacy of Obama’s
American citizenship.°

Education

Education, as well as the related variables of knowledge and
sophistication, are often thought to play important roles in
political behavior. An individual’s level of education has
been linked to the decision to turnout (Sondheimer & Green,
2010) and to vote choice (Marshall, 2016). We argue that
education might moderate spatial voting, when measured
using policy ideology, because those with higher levels of
education may be better able to connect issue positions
together in a way that mirrors the organizing structure of the
liberal-conservative policy spectrum structured by political
elites (Converse, 1964). Education is also significantly cor-
related with intelligence, which affects political sophistica-
tion (Luskin, 1990) and has been linked to political interest
(Sondheimer & Green, 2010).

There are other variables correlated with education that
might play a role in any moderating influence we observe.
Research shows that voters whose discussion networks
include at least one political expert, for instance, are more
likely to make the proximally correct vote choice (Joesten &
Stone, 2014). It is likely that the probability of at least one
expert in a voter’s discussion network increases as one
attains higher levels of formal education.

In this article, we consider level of education, rather than
political knowledge, because of our demographic focus and
also because of the particular role education status was
thought to play in the 2016 election. Even before the elec-
tion, media outlets speculated on the role education level
would play in the eventual outcome, and Republican support
among low-education voters was credited as a major reason
for the Trump victory after the election was over.!! The edu-
cation gap in the Trump vote, among Whites in particular,
has also been the subject of scholarly inquiry in election
post-mortems (Schaftner et al., 2018). This gap is shown to
be primarily driven by racism and sexism, and, to a lesser
extent, economic considerations (Schaffner et al., 2018). We
suggest that, to add to this body of literature, it is important
to examine the role education plays as a spatial voting mod-
erator when spatial voting is operationalized through policy
positions. This will help us understand whether low-educa-
tion voters might be more likely to vote for Trump compared
not just with higher education voters, but instead compared
with higher education voters who hold similar policy
ideologies.

Gender

Previous scholarship has documented robust and persistent
differences between the partisan affiliations and vote choices
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of men and women, which first emerged in the United States
several decades ago (Clarke et al., 2005; Shapiro & Mahajan,
1986). Several explanations for these differences have been
put forth by scholars, including marriage/divorce (Edlund &
Pande, 2002) and feminism or female labor force participa-
tion (Inglehart & Norris, 2000). Furthermore, Johns and
Shephard (2007) show that evaluations of U.K. MPs on traits
such as strength are influenced by gender, particularly among
male respondents.

Critically, for our purposes here, another clear driver of
the “gender gap” in voting is gender’s influence on policy
preferences. This influence might mean that gender, in a
manner similar to race, could have an effect on the structure
of an individual’s policy ideology. Gillion et al. (2018) show
that women hold systematically different issue positions than
men, and that the partisan gender gap emerged when elites
more clearly sorted along issues on which men and women
differ. Even within the Republican party, women tend to hold
more moderate policy positions than men, suggesting again
there is a gender-specific effect on individual issue positions
(Barnes & Cassese, 2017). Gender also appears to be related
to political preference stability and perceived issue impor-
tance. Aggregate analyses show that men’s policy prefer-
ences are more responsive to policy change than women’s,
making their policy “moods” more variable (Kellstadt et al.,
2010). The policy positions most closely linked to ideologi-
cal identification are often different for men and women, and
the ideological importance of issues can change throughout
time along gendered lines (Norrander & Wilcox, 2008). This
evidence, like that of linked fate or common identity among
racial minorities, points to women and men potentially using
ideology differently when making a vote decision. This may
be particularly true, again, when issues important to one gen-
der group are highlighted in a particular electoral context.

Although there is not a great deal of evidence for a unified
“gender identity” that affects vote choice, nonideological
gender differences might also mean we observe some direc-
tional bias in which women (or men) are pulled away from
the spatially correct vote choice, even if the relationship
between ideology and vote is the same for both genders.
Women are generally more pessimistic about both the state
of the overall economy and their own personal finances than
men, which can result in an anti-incumbent bias regardless of
party identification (PID) or ideological self-placement
(Chaney et al., 1998). Theory indicates, then, that the rela-
tionship between ideology and vote could be moderated by
gender when the state of the economy highlights these gen-
der biases.

Relatedly, sexism has also been shown to influence vote
choice, even when controlling for ideology (Schaffner et al.,
2018). The role of sexism in vote choice was examined in
particular after the 2016 Trump victory. Setzler and Yanus
(2018) found that sexism among women helps explain why
women voted for Trump. Schaffner et al. (2018) show that
sexism helps explain the demonstrated education gap in vote

choice among White voters. As is also the case for racial ani-
mus among Whites, we do not measure or test a sexism mod-
eration effect in this article. Rather, we offer this as one
possible mechanism that could account for any nonideologi-
cally driven gender differences we do observe.

The 2016 electoral context makes for a particularly rele-
vant test of a gender moderation effect in spatial voting. It is
difficult to imagine an election in which sexism and gender
attitudes could be made more salient—Trump called a for-
mer Miss Universe winner “Miss Piggy,” Megyn Kelly a
“bimbo” (among other things), Rosie O’Donnell “fat and
ugly,” and journalist Maureen Dowd a “neurotic dope.”
Journalists often speculated that these comments, as well as
the Access Hollywood tape that was released in October
2016, would be a problem for Trump among female voters.
Trump’s sexism seemed particularly important because he
was facing the first female candidate nominated by a major
party in the United States. Thus, in addition to the theory
suggesting gender may be an important moderator in 2016,
we include one election in our data where gender specific
attitudes would have likely been brought to the fore.

Data and Measurement

To learn about the relationship between ideology and vote
choice in presidential elections, we use data on specific policy
positions for voters and candidates to estimate the ideology of
these two groups on the same scale.!?> We find a set of issues
and policies on which both a nationally representative sample
of voters and each of the two major presidential candidates
had taken binary support/oppose positions. We present the
results from the 2012 and 2016 presidential elections. In the
online supplemental appendix, we also present the results of
similar analyses related to the 2008 and 2004 presidential elec-
tions, each using slightly different types of survey data.

Our two main data sets are the 2012 and 2016 Cooperative
Congressional Election Studies (CCES), which are online
surveys fielded to tens of thousands of respondents chosen
through a matched random sample methodology and
designed to be representative of the American population.'3
These surveys asked respondents to state their positions on a
wide variety of policies. Questions included whether respon-
dents supported increasing patrols along the U.S.-Mexico
border, whether gay marriage should be legal, and whether
the Affordable Care Act should be repealed. More broadly,
these surveys included specific policy proposals related to
gun control, abortion, immigration, taxes, the environment,
and other issue areas. We used data from 18 policy questions
in 2012 and from 30 policy questions in 2016, including all
available questions in each survey about a specific policy
proposal (one that had already been discussed or even voted
on in Congress, or in some cases a hypothetical policy) with
binary support/oppose answer choices.'* A full list of these
policy items can be found in section 6 of the online supple-
mental appendix.
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Figure |. Distribution of respondent ideology estimates.

Note. Densities of estimated ideological positions are shown for respondents by party identification (leaners treated as partisans). Candidate positions
(fixed at —.25 and .25, respectively, to identify the ideology scale) are noted on horizontal axis. “M” indicates estimated ideological position of median

voter.

The positions of the presidential candidates on each of the
issues included in the survey were coded based on a combi-
nation of online voter guides and popular media accounts
(see online supplemental appendix for more details).
Although Trump took some issue positions that were differ-
ent from those held by the majority of his party (notably
regarding trade), our coding would indicate that on the vast
majority of issues asked about by the CCES he did indeed
look like a fairly typical Republican candidate.'® To estimate
the ideological positions of the candidates and each respon-
dent in the 2016 and 2012 CCES, we assume a standard ideal
point model, following Clinton et al. (2004) and Martin et al.
(2011).'® The ideology estimates produced can be thought of
as a position on a single liberal-conservative spectrum, where
lower (higher) values mean more liberal (conservative) pol-
icy views overall. Unless otherwise stated, all references to
ideology below refer to the estimates generated from this
policy-based ideal point modeling approach. The model is
identified by fixing the positions of the Democratic and
Republican presidential candidates at —.25 and .25, respec-
tively, which allows for the estimation of citizens’ ideologi-
cal positions relative to the candidates.!” This identification
restriction is without loss of generality and is akin to choos-
ing a scale on which temperature is estimated (e.g., 0 and
100, respectively, are the freezing and boiling points for
water). Importantly, this decision does not affect the esti-
mated positions of the candidates relative to voters, but
merely pins these estimates all down to an interpretable
scale. Because they are based solely on support/oppose posi-
tions on concrete policy proposals, these estimates can be
thought of as measures of policy ideology rather than of ide-
ological identification of the kind measured by ideological
self-placement questions. In this way, they are not subject to
some of the issues of scale use or of voter attribution of can-
didate positions discussed by Adams et al. (2005), Feld and
Grofman (1991) and others.

Figure 1 plots the distributions of estimated ideology for
CCES respondents and presidential candidates in 2012 and

2016. In 2012, we see unsurprisingly that the positions of
Democrats, Independents, and Republicans are quite differ-
ent, with Democrats being almost all to the left of the mid-
point between the candidates and the vast majority of
Republicans being to the right. Independents have estimated
ideologies that are centered near the midpoint between the
candidates, but with a good degree of variation.'® The results
for 2016 are quite similar."”

The candidates in both elections are estimated to be rela-
tively extreme ideologically, but their locations relative to
voters’ are estimated with a decent amount of uncertainty.’
The median respondent is estimated to have an ideology
slightly to the left of the midpoint between the candidates’
positions.?!

Demographics and Ideology in
Presidential Voting

In this section, we investigate whether the relationship
between policy ideology and vote differs across demographic
groups. We begin by estimating probit regressions predicting
vote choice (1 = Republican candidate, 0 = Democratic
candidate, others dropped) with voters’ estimated ideologi-
cal positions, which are estimated relative to those of the two
candidates. Figure 2 shows predicted probabilities of voting
for Romney and Trump based on these models. Probit regres-
sions here and below are presented graphically, with numeri-
cal coefficient estimates and standard errors corresponding
to each model in the online supplemental appendix. Given
the huge sample sizes in both our data sets, virtually all coef-
ficient estimates are significantly different from zero and
almost all of the subgroup analyses below show significant
differences between demographic categories, even when
these differences are estimated to be substantively trivial in
magnitude. Therefore, we focus our attention on substantive
and theoretically important differences in these relationships
across demographic groups.
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Figure 2. Relationship between ideology and vote choice.

Note. Curve shows predicted probability of voting for Republican candidate in 2012 and 2016 elections from probit regression using respondent ideology.

The magnitude of the relationship in Figure 2 is quite
large, with a move from half a standard deviation below to
half a standard deviation above the midpoint between the
candidates’ positions implying an increase of nearly .7 in the
probability of voting for Romney in 2012 and an increase of
nearly .6 in the probability of voting for Trump in 2016.
Notably, one difference between these two election years is
how voters who have have their ideology estimated to be in
between the two candidates behave. In 2012, voters ideologi-
cally equidistant from both candidates have a roughly equal
chance of voting for either candidate, but in 2016, this type
of voter would be 3 times as likely to vote for Trump as
Clinton.

Our next question is whether these relationships differ
across subgroups of voters. Specifically, we consider three
major demographic classifications that are often discussed as
politically important: race, education, and gender, separately
estimating the same probit regression model of vote used in
the previous section for subgroups of each of these variables.
It is worth noting again that virtually all differences described
below are statistically significant, even including some dif-
ferences that are substantively trivial in size. The figures
below are based on estimates for the 2012 and 2016 elec-
tions, but we present the results of similar analyses related to
2004 and 2008 in the online supplemental appendix. Overall,
the patterns identified between these sets of demographic
categories are remarkably similar across all of these different
presidential contests.

Race

In terms of policy ideology, our analyses reveal strong racial
differences across groups, with Whites being roughly a third
of a standard deviation more conservative on average than
Blacks, Hispanics, and Asians.?? But how does the relation-
ship between ideology and vote differ across racial groups, if
at all? To put it differently, how much of the observed racial

differences in vote choice are due to racial differences in
policy preferences and how much are driven by differences
in vote choice across racial groups when holding ideology
constant?

As Figure 3 shows, there are large differences in vote
choice by race, even after conditioning on voters’ ideological
positions relative to the two candidates, with the results
being somewhat similar in 2012 and 2016. White voters were
the most likely to vote for the Republican candidate and
Black voters were the most likely to vote for the Democratic
candidate in both elections, holding ideology constant.
Hispanic and Asian voters were estimated to fall in between,
but were more similar to Whites than to Blacks. A wider gap
is also apparent between the estimates for Whites and Blacks
in 2016 than in 2012, but given that roughly 90% of Black
respondents in both years had estimated ideologies closer to
the Democratic candidate than the Republican, it is most
relevant to compare predictions for Blacks with ideologies
to the left of the midpoint in Figure 3. In this region, the
divergence between Black voters in the two election years is
much smaller. It should be noted that although the “Other”
racial category has been included for completeness, it con-
tains many different (often unusual or even inappropriate)
response types. Therefore, it is not clear how estimates for
this group should be interpreted.

Overall, it is clear that important, often large, racial differ-
ences exist in the relationship between ideology and voting
behavior. Voters of different races differ on average not just
in their ideological positions or their vote choices, but nota-
ble racial differences exist in presidential vote when holding
ideology constant.

Education

Figure 4 shows the results of probit regressions predicting
presidential vote with ideology, estimated separately by edu-
cation levels in both 2012 and 2016. Although there
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Figure 3. Relationship between ideology and vote choice among racial categories.
Note. Curves show predicted probability of voting for the Republican presidential candidate from probit regression using respondent ideology, estimated

separately for each race category.
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Figure 4. Relationship between ideology and vote choice among education categories.
Note. Curves show predicted probability of voting for the Republican presidential candidate from probit regression using respondent ideology, estimated

separately for each education category.

are statistically significant differences between the various
education groups, these differences are substantively small,
particularly given the focus on education in popular accounts
of the 2016 and even 2012 elections. In 2012, the main dif-
ference between groups is that more educated voters show a
slightly steeper relationship between ideology and vote. In
2016, the slope of the relationship between ideology and
vote does not appear to differ as much by education, but less
educated voters were more likely to vote for Trump holding
ideology constant (with these differences being largest
among liberals). Across both elections, the largest difference
in vote probabilities across educational categories (again,
holding ideology constant) is only around .1.

Although there were relatively large baseline differences
in vote choice by education in 2012 and 2016, these differ-
ences mostly vanish when holding ideology constant.”* The
lack of strong differences in the relationship between ideol-
ogy and vote is notable in both elections, but is particularly

so in 2016, when many popular narratives emphasized the
importance of less educated voters for Trump’s victory. Our
results suggest that regardless of their other political atti-
tudes, low-education voters chose the candidate closest to
their own policy preferences. As Figure 4 shows, the differ-
ences between the voting behavior of more and less educated
voters was actually quite small after conditioning on ideo-
logical position. These findings are similar when analyzing
only White respondents separately by education level (see
online supplemental appendix for more details). Although
popular narratives about the 2016 campaign often focused on
changes in the behavior of the so-called “White working
class,” which was frequently operationalized as Whites with-
out a college degree, our analyses show that among White
respondents the relationship between ideology and vote
exhibited similarly small differences across voter education
levels in 2016 and 2012.2* In other words, this relationship
was not particularly distinctive in 2016. Our results are
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Figure 5. Relationship between ideology and vote choice among men and women.
Note. Curves show predicted probability of voting for the Republican presidential candidate from probit regression using respondent ideology, estimated

separately for men and women.

somewhat consistent with those of Weisberg and Nawara
(2010) related to education, albeit using a different approach.
We cannot assess with these data how low-education and
high-education voters are acquiring their policy information,
or how they come to hold the policy preferences they do, but
we demonstrate that voters at all levels of education show
similar relationships between policy positions and vote
choice in a spatial voting framework.

Gender

Figure 5 shows the results of separate probit models predict-
ing vote choice for men and women in 2012 and 2016. The
relationships between ideology and presidential vote esti-
mated for men (shown with a solid curve) and for women
(dashed curve) are nearly identical in both 2012 and 2016.%
In both elections, the differences between men and women in
the probability of voting Republican, although statistically
significant, are less than 3% for voters at most ideological
positions. The largest estimated difference in either election
is roughly 6% for slightly liberal voters in 2012.

The lack of any meaningful gender differences in spatial
voting seems particularly surprising in 2016, given that the
political environment likely raised the salience of gender
issues. Perhaps our overall findings mask the female sub-
group thought to drive Trump’s success; another popular nar-
rative about 2016 was the role White women played in
Trump’s election. The online supplemental appendix pres-
ents analyses paralleling those in Figure 5 but using only
White respondents. The moderating impact of gender appears
similar among Whites as among the entire sample, demon-
strating that the findings from the full data sets are not mask-
ing any particular gender differences among Whites.

Overall, to the extent that gender mattered for voting in
2016, these differences almost completely vanish after con-
ditioning on voters’ ideological positions. For example,
although women were roughly 10% more likely overall to

support Clinton than men, this difference appears due to the
fact that women were more liberal on average and, in fact,
were 10% more likely than men to have ideological positions
estimated closer to Clinton than to Trump. Our results here
can be seen as consistent with those of Gillion et al. (2018)
who argue that differences between male and female prefer-
ences remained fairly stable over time and that the gender
gap emerged as a consequence of the two major parties
sorting ideologically.

Additional Analyses

In addition to the analyses in the previous sections, which
group respondents by a single demographic variable at a
time, we also estimate “omnibus” probit models for 2012
and 2016, predicting presidential vote with dummy variables
for race, education, and gender categories. These models
also include 7-point PID, which is strongly related to vote
choice and to many aspects of political behavior more gener-
ally (e.g., Campbell et al., 1960). Of course, the relationship
between PID and vote choice, and to presidential vote choice
in particular, is strong both empirically and conceptually. We
could, for example, imagine a voter choosing a candidate
because of her PID, but we could also imagine a voter chang-
ing her PID because she likes the candidate from a given
party. This raises the question of what it means to include
PID on the right hand side of a regression predicting vote
choice. For example, how should we interpret the relation-
ship between ideology and vote after controlling for PID?2
Given these concerns, we interpret these results cautiously.
Overall, these models tell a substantively similar story to
those presented above and also allow us to easily compare
the magnitude of the relationships between various variables
and vote choice on the probit scale. We find that ideology has
the strongest relationship with vote. A move from the posi-
tion of the Democratic candidate to that of the Republican
candidate corresponds to a shift on the probit scale for vote



758

American Politics Research 48(6)

choice that is the same as a change of 5.4 points on the PID
scale in 2012 and a change of 11.7 points on the PID scale in
2016 (recall that the candidates’ positions are fixed at —25
and .25 to identify the model).?” The difference on the probit
scale for vote probability between male and female respon-
dents with the same ideology is roughly the same as the dif-
ference between two respondents of the same gender but
with only a very small difference on the ideology scale: .03
in 2012 and .01 in 2016. Although the other demographic
covariates are more predictive of vote than gender, the most
impactful changes in race and education are equivalent to
shifts of only .15 and .02, respectively, in 2012 and .1 and
.04, respectively, in 2016.2 It should be noted that these
results from the “omnibus” models are based on the smaller
coefficient estimates on ideology that result from including
PID in the model. For those who may believe that PID should
be left out of these models, perhaps because it may be thought
to be largely synonymous with presidential vote, the impact
of ideology relative to demographics may be understated
here. The online supplemental appendix also includes results
for estimating the same models as in the previous three
subsections separately for Democrats, Republicans, and
independents. Overall, these analyses tell a similar story to
the ones above.

In addition to the “omnibus” models, we also ran separate
probit models in each election for each demographic interac-
tion group (i.e., Race X Education X Gender), predicting
presidential vote with ideology and PID. The results, avail-
able in the online supplemental appendix, show strong nega-
tive correlations between groups’ estimated party and
ideology coefficients. But this finding might also be expected
if variation in these terms by groups was small, simply due to
the fact that PID and ideology are so highly correlated. In
particular, this correlation is largely driven by groups with
relatively small sample sizes, suggesting that it may simply
be the result of sampling error. The most striking pattern in
both the 2012 and 2016 plots for these analyses is the much
lower coefficient on both ideology and party ID for Black
respondents across education and gender categories.

Using Perception-Based Measures of Ideology

The analyses presented above all utilize a policy-based mea-
sure of ideology. But it may also be interesting to assess
whether the relationship between ideology and presidential
vote, including its possible variation by demographic catego-
ries, is similar when instead using an ideology measure that
is based on perceptions rather than policy. To this end, an
analysis presented in the online supplemental appendix rep-
licates the probit analyses using estimates following an
approach similar to Hare et al. (2015). These new estimates
of'ideology are based not on respondent and candidate policy
positions, but instead on respondents’ perceptions, specifi-
cally their 7-point scale ratings of the ideology of themselves
and of political actors including presidential candidates.

Overall, the results using these new measures are quite
similar to those presented above. The only notable differ-
ences are slightly larger discrepancies estimated for Hispanic
and other race respondents and Whites, with predictions for
these groups falling closer to midway between those for
Whites and Blacks. There are also very slightly larger differ-
ences estimated by education and also by gender. As dis-
cussed in the online supplemental appendix, it is unclear
whether these differences reflect real substantive findings or
are instead due to the much larger uncertainty in the percep-
tual ideology estimates as compared with the policy-based
ideology used here. It appears that on balance, the findings
above apply similarly when using perception-based ideology
measures instead of policy-based ones. The relationship
between respondents’ ideologies and vote choices is similar
whether one defines ideology based on specific policy posi-
tions or on overall ideological perceptions.

Discussion

We set out to understand whether group identities, revealed
in previous work to be important in the development of issue
positions and vote choice, altered the relationship between
policy ideology and vote choice. Testing hypotheses about
demographic moderation of spatial policy voting for race,
education, and gender, we find that, whereas race is a potent
moderator of the relationship between ideology and presi-
dential vote in recent elections, education and gender exert at
most a minimal moderating force.

It is perhaps unsurprising that the strongest moderating
effects were observed in racial subgroup analyses. The links
between race, attitudes related to race, and vote choice are
historically some of the most dramatic relationships in
American voting behavior. Previous work has demonstrated
that racial identities matter for politics, but our analyses add
nuance to these accounts. We are able to show very explic-
itly that racial group differences in vote are not solely attrib-
utable to the difference in average policy positions between
groups, but hold even when comparing respondents of dif-
ferent races who have the same ideological position.
Mirroring the findings of the separate demographic analy-
ses, race contributes a clear independent (and substantively
meaningful) effect on vote choice in omnibus analyses that
control for policy ideology and PID. We add to the work of
Algara and Hale (2019) by revealing that race (and attitudes
correlated with race) can also bias non-White voting groups
in a spatial framework, that this finding is robust to the
inclusion of several elections, and that observed racial dif-
ferences are not solely attributable to unique understandings
of the “liberal” and “conservative” continuum. To our
knowledge, we are the first to present such a robust picture
of the potential of race and racial identity to contribute a
clear spatial biasing effect. We also show that Whites, as
a group, exhibit spatial voting bias. In our data, Whites in
particular may often be biased away from the spatially
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“correct” vote choice, because they are more likely to have
policy ideologies close to the midpoint between the
Democratic and the Republican candidate.

Our findings also show that more and less educated voters
who hold the same ideologies vote quite similarly. The sub-
stantive takeaway from this is that low-education voters who
chose Trump in 2016 most often aligned with him on policy.
It is possible that these voters simply adopted Trump’s posi-
tions on issues, though our analysis cannot speak to the
extent to which that is true. Regardless, voters’ expressed
issue positions match those of their candidate choice fairly
well across all levels of education. In this way, we supple-
ment the findings of Schaffner et al. (2018), who showed that
sexism and racism explain much of the White “education
gap” in Trump support. We do not find an additional “low
education” spatial bias when controlling for policy ideology,
suggesting perhaps that the differences across groups identi-
fied by these authors are picked up in policy positions. We
hazard this interpretation with caution, as we do not run the
same tests as Schaffner, MacWilliams, and Nteta. But, at a
minimum, we can say that low-education Whites are not
biased away from the candidate closest to them on a left—
right policy dimension to a greater degree than other White
education groups. Our findings also show that educational
differences in the relationship between ideology and vote
were similarly small in 2016 and 2012, which might be
thought to refute popular accounts about Trump’s unique
appeal to so-called “White working class,” which was often
defined as Whites without a college degree. Of course, class
and education are not the same thing, and a more careful and
complete treatment of class in this type of analysis remains a
potentially interesting avenue for future study.

Perhaps, most surprisingly, men and women show only
tiny differences in vote probabilities holding ideology con-
stant. This is true even in 2016 when gender-related consid-
erations loomed particularly large. We do not believe that the
null effects of gender in our analyses mean that gender never
has a meaningful independent effect on vote choice, or that
men and women always use ideology to make voting deci-
sions in the same way. It may simply be the case that the
gendered context of 2016 did not bias all women (or men) in
the same direction. Yet, it is still interesting to note that we
observe little unidirectional spatial bias among women as a
group in four different presidential elections, and this finding
remains similar when we estimate our models separately by
PID. This suggests that women, on average, vote differently
than men mainly because they hold different issue positions
than men. For example, men are “uniformly more conserva-
tive than women” (Kaufmann & Petrocik, 1999), women are
more supportive of policies that help disadvantaged groups
(Hutchings et al., 2004), and women prefer increased social
welfare spending (Kaufmann & Petrocik, 1999). Our analy-
sis shows that there is not much evidence of an additional
“gender effect” on the vote, given that gender has virtually
no relationship with vote conditional on ideology.

Our results, while suggesting a narrower role for some
demographic characteristics, can also be read as consistent
with the “Columbia School” approach insofar as it empha-
sizes group consciousness and social networks more than
demographics themselves. Our findings of important mod-
eration by race, particularly for African Americans, but small
moderation by education or gender, arguably fit this pattern.
These findings are robust to alternative operationalizations
of ideology, as shown in self-perception scale tests, and the
inclusion of alternative elections, as shown in our analyses of
2004 and 2008 in the online supplemental appendix. These
robustness checks provide confidence that the demographic
moderation findings we see here are not a product of the
unique electoral circumstances of 2012 and 2016—elections
in which racial and gender considerations may have been
particularly salient. It appears unlikely that these results are
driven by a particular confluence of events in a single elec-
tion or by the specific set of questions included in a single
survey.

This work reveals that many of the demographic group
differences commonly observed in voting behavior can be
explained by the policy positions of these groups. In addi-
tion, we argue that our results suggest future opportunities
for inquiry. It will be useful to assess in future research
under what conditions these or other demographic factors
might offer additional power predicting vote when control-
ling for ideology. Other studies might explore changes in
these demographic relationships over time or in a compara-
tive context. And, although we examine potential demo-
graphic moderators suggested by political science literature
to be important, we have not included in our analyses pos-
sible attitudinal moderators of spatial voting like religious
identity. This further research will be important because a
better understanding of when people vote for candidates
who are not closest to them on a left-right policy scale
helps shed light on voting behavior generally and on elec-
toral contexts and outcomes thought to be particularly
unique. While the 2016 presidential election is one example
of this type of election, it almost certainly will not be the
last.
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Notes

1.

10.

I1.

12.

13.

14.

15.

There are alternative definitions of ideology—Ellis and
Stimson (2012) explore definitional distinctions.

See also the work of Mason (2018) who argues that social
identities shape both partisanship and views.

Federico and Scneider (2007), for example, assess how some-
one’s need to evaluate moderates the connection between
political expertise and use of higher order concepts in political
evaluations. Joesten and Stone (2014) show how alternative
decision rules, like presidential approval, often produce voting
decisions consistent with a “proximity” rule.

See also Adams et al. (2005) for similar arguments relying on
ideological rating scales.

But see Tausanovitch and Warshaw (2018) for an argument of
relatively small effects.

Relatedly, Hare et al. (2015) propose a modeling framework
based on Aldrich and McKelvey (1977) for estimating partisan
differences in scale use. Using a related model but employing
anchoring vignettes, Jessee (2020) shows that these partisan
discrepancies are mainly driven by perceptual, rather than
scale use, differences.

See, for example, https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/clinton-
couldnt-win-over-white-women/, among many others.

“An acute sense of awareness (or recognition) that what hap-
pens to the group will also affect the individual member”
(Simien, 2005, p. 529).

See also recent findings about the effects of ethnic group
endorsements (Boudreau et al., 2019) and the role of racial
animus in 2016 (Algara & Hale, 2019).
https://fortune.com/2016/06/07/donald-trump-racism-quotes/;
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/trumps-courtship
-of-black-voters-hampered-by-decades-of-race-controver-
sies/2016/07/19/d9822250-4d2e-11e6-aal4-e0c1087f7583
story.html.

See, for example, https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/
oct/16/college-educated-voters-trump-clinton-turnout and
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2018/11/
education-gap-explains-american-politics/575113/

Our strategy thus stands in contrast to Abramowitz and
Saunders (2006) and others, who consider symbolic ideology.
For more information about the design and content of the
Cooperative Congressional Election Studies (CCES), see
https://cces.gov.harvard.edu

For example, “What do you think the U.S. Government
should do about immigration? Grant Legal Status to all ille-
gal immigrants who have held jobs and paid taxes for at
least 3 years, and have not been convicted of any felony
crimes” with response options “Yes” or “No.” Our data
include only one Likert-type question, which was an affir-
mative action question from 2012 with response options
strongly support, somewhat support, somewhat oppose, and
strongly oppose, making it straightforward to dichotomize.
A complete list of questions can be found in the online
supplemental appendix. In 2016, we dropped seven items
that were asked only of a nonrandom subset of respondents
rather than the full sample. Ideology estimates also utilizing
these items are nearly identical to ours (see below), being
correlated at .997.

See online supplemental appendix for all issue position codes.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

The model is estimated using the MCMCirt1d function from
the MCMCpack package in R. The function’s default prior
specifications were used. All policy parameter estimates can
be found in the online supplemental appendix.

The ideal point model was run in an unidentified state and the
output was post-processed to impose these identifying restric-
tions. Because the candidates are fixed at —25 and .25, uncer-
tainty about their ideological positions will propagate into
citizen ideal point estimates.

Independents here are defined as “pure” independents, with
leaners treated as partisans.

We do not directly investigate the assumption of a common
dimension between voters and candidates here because there
are only two candidates analyzed in each election, making the
group-based scaling approach essentially meaningless. See
Jessee (2016) and Tausanovitch and Lewis (2013) for two
largely opposing arguments about the plausibility of these
sorts of assumptions.

For example, the 95% credible intervals for the proportions of
respondents more liberal than Obama and more conservative
than Romney are [.02, .40] and [.02, .32], respectively, whereas
the 95% credible intervals for the proportions more liberal than
Clinton and more conservative than Trump are [.01, .30] and
[.00, .10], respectively. The relationships between voter ideol-
ogy and presidential vote choice, however, are estimated with
a high degree of precision, given the very large sample sizes
for both surveys. This means that the central results presented
below about differences between different types of voters are
precisely estimated.

Weights provided by the CCES are used when calculating val-
ues for survey respondents such as these. The posterior prob-
ability that the median respondent is more liberal than this
midpoint between the candidates is .85.

“Other” race respondents were estimated to be slightly more
conservative than Whites on average, but the difference was
not statistically significant.

These baseline differences estimated from our data sets
roughly parallel those estimated from the National Election
Pool exit poll Edison Research (2016).

Of course, education and class are not the same thing (see,
for example, Knapp & Yoon, 2012). A proper treatment of
class, which is beyond the scope our our analyses here, would
include a larger number of variables and remains a potential
topic for future study.

In 2016, there are statistically significant differences between
both the intercepts and coefficients on ideology for men and
women. In 2012, gender differences in the intercepts are sta-
tistically significant, but the difference between the coefficient
on ideology for men and women is highly insignificant (p =
.84) despite the huge sample size.

For example, Jessee (2012) shows that as measurement error
for ideology estimates decreases, it more strongly predicts
vote choice, while the relationship between party identifica-
tion (PID) and vote choice is attenuated (see also Ansolabehere
et al., 2008, for a related point).

The maximum shift on the 7-point PID scale is 6 (moving from
1 to 7). This demonstrates that changes on the ideology scale
are much more impactful on predicted vote than changes in
PID.


https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/clinton-couldnt-win-over-white-women/
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/clinton-couldnt-win-over-white-women/
https://fortune.com/2016/06/07/donald-trump-racism-quotes/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/trumps-courtship
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/oct/16/college-educated-voters-trump-clinton-turnout
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/oct/16/college-educated-voters-trump-clinton-turnout
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2018/11/education-gap-explains-american-politics/575113/
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2018/11/education-gap-explains-american-politics/575113/
https://cces.gov.harvard.edu
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28. The most impactful changes on race are from Black to Other
in 2012 and from Black to White in 2016. For education, the
largest differences in predicted vote probabilities correspond
to moving from high school or less to some college in 2012
and from high school or less to graduate in 2016.
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