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1 | INTRODUCTION

The return of identitarian politics to the West is one of the defining
political phenomena of our era, evinced most clearly in the way
Brexit and the election of Donald Trump in 2016 rewrote the elec-
toral landscape of the US and UK (Hooghe & Dassonneville, 2018).
Moderate parties are battling similar trends in numerous European
states, notably France, Austria, Greece and lItaly, while explicitly
identitarian parties are in power in Hungary and Poland. What explains
the political revival of racial identity, a force that last commanded
electoral salience at the time of World War [I? Some academic studies
suggest a substantial role for economic factors. Notably, Autor et al.
(2020) establish a causal relationship between rising exposure to
trade competition in US counties dominated by manufacturing and
rising political polarisation there since the 1980s. This fits with the

fact that Trump’s victory was delivered in the rust belt states where

Jan-Emmanuel De Neve?®

We use self-determination (SDT) and worldview defence theories (WDT) to explicate
the psychological roots of identitarian voting in recent US, UK and EU elections. We
test our theory using the 2016 US election as a case study, data from a representative
sample of nearly half a million Americans, and a measure of racial animus derived from
Google search data. We find that worry has a strong and significant positive association
with Trump’s vote share, as predicted by WDT. However, this is reversed in counties
with high levels of relatedness—one of the three basic psychological needs empha-
sised by SDT. The positive relationship between racial animus and Trump also loses
significance once an interaction between racial animus and relatedness is introduced.
These results imply that identitarianismis driven at least in part by a desire for in-group

affiliation emerging out of worldview defence and unmet basic psychological needs.

group identity, self-determination theory, voting, well-being, worldview defence theory

deindustrialisation has decimated previously prosperous middle-class
communities (Farley, 2019). Yet, in a prominent recent review of the
literature and evidence, Sides et al. (2018) argue that neither individual
economic circumstance nor macroeconomic conditions had much of
arole to play in Trump’s 2016 victory. They argue instead that the key
force behind Trump’s victory was ‘racialised economics’ and Trump’s
willingness and ability to leverage it. Racialised economics is the
tendency among some voters to consider economic issues not through
an individual lens but through a racial one instead. As Sides et al. (p. 8)

explain:

The important sentiment underlying Trump’s support
was not ‘I might lose my job’ but, in essence, ‘people in
my group are losing jobs to that other group’ Instead
of pure economic anxiety, what mattered was racialized

economics.
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This conclusion raises a further, deeper question, namely: how did
economic anxiety become bound up with racial identity? We provide
answers using theories from social psychology and empirical evidence
from a very large data set—the Gallup Daily Poll. We argue that there
is a channel from economic shocks to identitarian voting via psy-
chological well-being. Self-determination theory (SDT, Ryan & Deci,
2017) argues that psychological well-being is a function of three basic
psychological needs: for autonomy, competence and relatedness. As
evidenced by qualitative studies of Trump voters, economic decay
threatens all three needs (Carney, 2019; Cramer, 2016; Hochschild,
2016). For example, the offshoring of factory jobs despite the indus-
triousness of workers undermines worker autonomy. The automation
of jobs undermines worker competence. And the impoverishment and
hollowing out of neighbourhoods as economic opportunity disappears
undermines worker relatedness. When basic needs are thwarted in
this way, people will try to compensate. For example, laboratory stud-
ies suggest that individuals with a thwarted need for autonomy may
seek to increase their power despite power being a poor substitute
for autonomy (Lammers et al., 2016). They may therefore become
politically activated. Similarly, a substandard but potentially appeal-
ing way to bolster feelings of relatedness is by affiliating with salient
identity groups such as race and nation (McGregor, 2006; McGre-
gor et al.,, 2001). Relatedly, theories of so-called ‘worldview defence’
(WDT) argue that when people feel worried they will double-down on
their in-group affiliations, often through exaggerated displays of loy-
alty (Holbrook et al., 2011). In laboratory studies, these affiliations
typically overlap with broad identity markers like race and nation. Both
literatures imply that economic decline, through its pernicious effect
on psychological well-being, could encourage in-group bias and politi-
cal activism. Identitarian and nativist politicians fuel and harness these
sentiments for political gain.

Honing our hypothesis, SDT emphasises that people will first seek
to bolster feelings of relatedness through relatively intimate connec-
tions like family, friends and close groups like churches or clubs, as
these are sources of high-quality, relatively close relationships (Ryan &
Deci, 2017). Thus, in-group bias emerging from thwarted relatedness is
unlikely to result in identification with a broad group like race or nation
unless such intimate sources of relatedness are unavailable. As it turns
out, small, local sources of in-group identity, like sports clubs and trade
unions, have declined precipitously across America in recent decades,
as noted first by Robert Putnam (2001) in Bowling Alone. Religious affil-
iation and church attendance are similarly in free-fall (Pew Research
Centre, 2019). In line with the inferences of SDT and WDT, qualita-
tive studies of Trump voters have tied this cultural decay to his success
(Cramer, 2016). A central thesis of Carney’s (2019) Alienated America
is that Trump had greater cut-through in areas with low levels of so-
called ‘social capital’ and weak social institutions. Similarly, in her study
of Tea Party supporters in Louisiana, Hochschild (2016, p. 225) writes
that Trump’s ‘supporters have been in mourning for a lost way of life’
—an observation echoed in Parker and Barret’s (2013) study of the Tea
Party. These observations from American are echoed in Bolet’s (2021)
quantitative study of the UK. She finds a causal relationship between

the decline of ‘local socio-cultural hubs’, specifically community pubs,

and support for the identitarian UKIP party. We therefore hypothesise
that identitarian candidates should be successful in electorates with
high levels of worry and low levels of relatedness and social capital.

We use Trump’s 2016 election victory as a case study to test our
hypothesis empirically. Uniquely, the Gallup Daily Poll provides data
on basic psychological needs and other requisite variables from a rep-
resentative sample of nearly half a million Americans. We draw on
government sources for social capital and demographic data. We use
a measure of racial animus derived from Google searches for the N-
word developed by Stephens-Davidowitz (2014) that is increasingly
utilised in the social scientific study of racism (Chetty et al., 2020). The
results of statistical analysis of these data support our hypothesis. Mir-
roring the political science literature, we find that racial animus has a
strong, positive association with Trump’s vote share independent from
worry and relatedness. However, we find that this racial voting is driven
by worry and the need for relatedness, and is non-existent when peo-
ple have existing sources of relatedness and social capital. We show
that our results are not driven by exposure to trade shocks using the
methodology of Autor et al. (2013).

2 | CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Our conceptual framework draws on three streams of literature. We
begin with the political science literature on racialised economics.
We then review other political science scholarship on how status
threat and aversion to change contributed to Trump’s success. The
second part of our conceptual framework reviews existing studies
that illustrate how a subjective well-being (SWB) lens can illuminate
Trump’s success. While powerful, this literature struggles to explain
why declining well-being engendered identity voting rather than merely
anti-incumbent sentiment. For this, we need to bring in other litera-
tures on well-being. We turn to these in the final part of our conceptual
framework where we develop our hypotheses using SDT and WDT.
These theories suggest a channel from trade shocks and other sources
of anxiety to identity voting via psychological well-being and attempts

to improve it.

2.1 | Racialised economics

Donald Trump’s victory was underwritten by swings (‘Obama defec-
tors’) in the ‘rust belt’ states of lowa, Wisconsin, Michigan, Ohio and
Pennsylvania (Farley, 2019). These states have experienced substan-
tial economic decline in recent decades owing predominantly to the
impact of trade and technological change on manufacturing employ-
ment (Autor et al, 2013). Given this background, a natural early
suspicion among analysts was that economic anxiety was a key force
behind Trump’s popularity in this region. However, while not dismiss-
ing it as an important factor in the 2016 election, the political science
literature has found little support for a straightforward economic anx-
iety interpretation of the result. It instead emphasises more nuanced

explanations like racialised economics.
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As Sides et al. (2018, p. 14) note, real incomes and consumer sen-
timent were rising rapidly for all income quintiles at the time of the
election. Both unemployment and inflation were low. Moreover, in both
2012 and 2016, there was a weak statistical relationship between
respondents’ answers to questions about finances, job insecurity, and
housing and health payments on the American National Election Sur-
vey (ANES) and their voting choices once partisanship, self-reported
ideology and views of racial inequality were accounted for. Views of
trade as measured in the Views of the Electorate (VOTER) survey in
2011 had no relationship with voting in 2012 and 2016. Sides et al. (p.
173) thus argue that while economic anxiety was on people’s minds, it
was not ‘activated’ in the sense that it did not influence vote choice.
More salient were changing attitudes on race and immigration among
white Obama voters, the focus on identity-inflected issues throughout
the election campaign, and Clinton and Trump’s sharply divergent posi-
tions and rhetoric on these matters. These racial and nativist issues
became ‘activated’ and gave rise to racialised economics.

Sides et al. (p. 175) define racialised economics as ‘the belief that
undeserving groups are getting ahead while your group is left behind..
These themes are stark in qualitative studies of Trump voters in Wis-
consin and Louisiana (Cramer, 2016; Hochschild, 2016). Sides et al.
review statistical evidence that preference for Trump among the white
voters who defected from Obama in the rust belt was weakly related
to their own job security but strongly related to their views regarding
whether minorities were taking jobs from whites (Morgan & Lee, 2018).
They also provide evidence from two experimental studies (Tessler,
2016; Luttig et al., 2017) that Trump voters had racially inflected atti-
tudes to policy, in contrast to Clinton voters. These findings dovetail
with other evidence that race and ethnicity were more strongly related
to vote choice in 2016 than in previous elections. Trends in responses
to racially inflected questions in the ANES and VOTER survey show
growing polarisation in voter perceptions of Democrats and Republi-
cans on race and immigration issues (Sides et al., 2018, pp. 168-171).
The power of these questions to predict vote choice rose between
2008 and 2016, suggesting that racial resentment became an electoral
issue in 2016.

Sides et al.’s evidence is corroborated by Schaffner et al. (2018), who
analyse data from surveys taken in October 2016 immediately before
the election. They find a positive and significant relationship between
dissatisfaction with one’s economic situation and Trump voting, but the
impact of racism is three times as strong in their data, as is that of
sexism.

Two other bodies of political science literature are important to our
analysis herein. The first is work on status threat. Using panel data from
2012 to 2016, Mutz (2018) finds only weak support for the economic
hardship theory of Trump voting, and instead observes a strong role
for perceptions of declining position among traditionally high-status
Americans, notably whites, males and Christians, and among those who
perceive America’s global dominance as threatened. Similarly, Gest
et al. (2018) report a strong association between subjective percep-
tions of declining social, political and economic status among American

whites (‘nostalgic deprivation’) and support for radical right candidates.

The second is studies of aversion to change. Grossman and Thaler
(2018) measure aversion to change using two questions: ‘our country
is changing too fast, undermining traditional American values’, and
‘by accepting diverse cultures and lifestyles, our country is steadily
improving. These questions correspond intuitively to the feelings
of cultural decay and a ‘lost of way of life’ identified by qualitative
studies of Trump supporters (Carney, 2019; Cramer, 2016; Hochschild,
2016). Grossman and Thaler find that the public is markedly more
averse to social change than elites, and that aversion to change
strongly predicts Trump support, outstripping the effect of economic
attitudes, racial resentment, authoritarianism and college education.
Only partisan identification and ethnocentrism had more predictive
power.

In summary, the political science literature points to identitarian
sentiments around race, nation and cultural change as being more
important than economic anxiety in determining Trump’s success.
A question that follows naturally from this observation is why iden-
titarian sentiment became so powerful in 2016 when racism and
sexism have been trending downwards for decades (Pinker, 2011).
Sides et al. (2018) emphasise Trump’s willingness to activate these
issues with his rhetoric and policy positions, but this leaves unex-
plained why these issues were heating up in the first place. This is
especially puzzling given that the most important demographic in
Trump’s victory was voters defecting from Obama, the first Black
President. In the following sections, we draw on literature from the
study of well-being to find answers. We argue that racialised eco-
nomics is not specifically about race but rather social support and
in-groups.

2.2 | Well-being and voting

There is a nascent literature studying the power of SWB measures to
predict voting behaviour (Liberini et al., 2017, 2019; Ward, 2019). This
workstream has recently turned its attention to the 2016 US Presiden-
tial election (Herrin et al., 2018; Pinto et al., 2019; Ward et al., 2020),
inspired in part by Graham’s (2017) analysis of SWB trends in America.
She documented poor and worsening levels of stress, depression, life
satisfaction and optimism in US regions now associated with Trump
support. Another relevant paper taking a more clinical perspective is
Obschonka et al. (2018). They find that Trump performed better in
counties with high levels of neuroticism, anxiety and depression.

We augment this emerging literature using ideas about psycholog-
ical well-being from SDT and WDT. While the SWB lens is powerful,
it struggles to get beyond anti-incumbent sentiment to explain why
poor SWB led to the election of an identitarian President. It is intuitive
that people who are unhappy with life and pessimistic about the future
would seek a change of government—it is a straightforward way to
put your life on a different track. What is surprising is why dissatisfied
voters thought that a nativist candidate with racist and sexist rhetoric
offered the best new track in 2016. SDT and WDT can provide answers

here.
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2.3 | Self-determination and worldview defence
theories

SDT is a theory of human motivation that is influential in clinical, per-
sonality and social psychology (Ryan & Deci, 2017). It argues that
humans have three basic psychological needs that underpin their moti-
vations. These are the needs for autonomy, relatedness and compe-
tence. Autonomy is the sense that one’s behaviour is volitional, that one
is not controlled by external forces and that one is free to pursue activ-
ities that align with and serve one’s personal goals. Competence is the
sense that one is skilful at activities that are necessary for one to flour-
ish. And relatedness is the sense that one has nourishing, supportive
and reliable social connections, and that one is loved and cared for.

Several large sample cross-cultural studies have found that nour-
ishing basic psychological needs improves indicators of well-being like
positive affect, life satisfaction, ease of motivation, vitality, self-esteem
and the absence of psychopathology, depression, anxiety, compart-
mentalisation, defensiveness and personality rigidity (Chen et al., 2015;
Church et al., 2013; Sheldon et al., 2004, 2009). These results have
been extended to specific domains including the workplace (Baard
et al., 2004; Deci et al., 2001; llardi et al., 1993) and schools (Jang et al.,
2009). Variation in the degree to which basic needs are nourished pre-
dicts differences in objective and subjective indicators of well-being
between individuals, and variation in the degree to which each need is
nourished predicts changes in well-being within individuals (La Guardia
et al.,, 2000; Lynch et al., 2009; Reis et al., 2000; Sheldon et al., 1996).

SDT is linked to our analysis in the following manner. As discussed
earlier, qualitative studies have documented that sites of ongoing
deindustrialisation in America have experienced long-term declines
in economic vitality, population, quality of public services and urban
amenities, civic organisations and hope, and commensurate increases
in deaths of despair, family disintegration, out-migration and opioid
addiction (Cramer, 2016; Graham, 2017; Hochschild, 2016; Putnam,
2001, 2015). These forces undermine basic needs for autonomy, com-
petence and relatedness. SDT predicts that people whose needs are so
threatened will seek to remedy their circumstances. They may become
politically active in a search for power that can compensate their
thwarted autonomy. And they may vote for identitarian candidates
who give them a sense of belonging and compensate their thwarted
relatedness. SDT here explains the link from neuroticism and unhappi-
ness to identity voting observed by Obschonka et al. (2018). We find
some support for this hypothesis from Australia. According to data
from Australia Talks, a representative survey of more than 50,000 Aus-
tralians, 9 out of 10 supporters of Australia’s far right nativist party,
One Nation, report being lonely ‘all the time’ In comparison, only
around 2 out of 10 supporters of other parties report similar levels of
loneliness (Haslam et al., 2019).

WDT explains why relatedness and identarian issues are bound
together, especially when people feel threatened by external forces.
There are four separate theories in social psychology that engage with
the notion of ‘worldview defence’: terror-management (Greenberg
et al., 1997), uncertainty management (McGregor et al., 2001), coali-

tion threat (Navarrete, 2005) and unconscious vigilance (Holbrook

etal., 2011). All of them posit that certain negative stimuli will provoke
exaggerated, typically subconscious, affirmations of in-group identity
and defensiveness against critiques of those groups. This response is
worldview defence. It would incline people to vote for candidates who
appeal to in-group markers. Indeed, this is the observation of Perrin
and Ifatunji (2020), who find an association between Trump support
and perceptions of group threat in data from the 2018 North Carolina
elections. However, we would expect the desire for identitarian voting
to be weaker among people whose in-groups are relatively micro, like
churches or neighbourhood alliances. These people would not asso-
ciate national politicians speaking to broad identities like race and

nation with their local, personal in-groups.

24 | Hypotheses

Our conceptual framework brings together many streams of research
but produces relatively succinct hypotheses. We posit that, owing
to the heterogenous distribution of their impacts, negative economic
shocks and cultural change have undermined basic needs in some com-
munities of America. This gives rise to worry, which provokes worldview
defence. We further posit that communities so affected will seek to
bolster their sense of relatedness to buffer themselves against the
negative well-being effects associated with thwarted needs. Following
both SDT and WDT, we posit that this reach for relatedness will involve
deepening affiliations with in-groups. Where no such in-groups are
ready to hand, because of community decline, for example, individuals
will seek to deepen their affiliation with more macro-level in-groups,
namely race and nation. One way they can do this is through political
allegiance to nativist candidates like Trump. His rhetoric plugs directly
into the psychology of such voters with his emphasis on ‘Make Amer-
ica Great Again’, which speaks to identity and to rewinding change. We
therefore hypothesise that:

Trump’s vote share will be positively predicted by county rates of worry.

But this relationship will weaken when counties also have high levels of
relatedness.

This is because voters with strong sources of relatedness ready to
hand do not need Trump’s nativist rhetoric to give them a sense of in-
group support. This hypothesis is summarised graphically in Figure 1.
Note that we make no claims about populism or authoritarianism, only

identitarianism.

3 | DATA

To test our hypothesis, we need four kinds of data: well-being data,
including on worry and basic psychological needs, racial animus, socio-
economic and demographic controls including social capital, and vote
choice. This is very difficult collection of variables to assemble. In
particular, psychometric data sets with information about worry and
basic needs, which rarely involve a representative sample of Ameri-
can voters, do not contain vote choice, and data sets with individual

vote choice, such as the ANES, do not measure basic needs. This
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FIGURE 1 The channel from worry and low relatedness to racial identification in voting

necessitates the use of county level election data combined with a
nationally representative sample of basic needs and worry aggregated
up to the county level. For election results (including the Republican
party primaries), we use data from Leip’s (2016) Atlas of US Presiden-
tial elections. For basic needs, the only feasible data set is the Gallup
Daily Poll.

Combining individual and county level measures in this way raises
concerns about the ecological fallacy. We address these below as best
we can. While more ideal data would be desirable, it does not exist, and
will not until there is evidence that psychological well-being can mean-
ingfully influence voting behaviour. We provide this proof of concept—
ours is the first paper to apply SDT and WDT at sociological scale—
using an exceptionally large survey of the American population. Utilis-
ing Daily Poll data from 2014 until election day 2016 gives us a sample
of over 470,000 observations in our main analysis. The Poll is a highly
reputable, random sample of 500 American adults taken daily by land-
line (40%) and mobile phone (60%). It is representative on age, race,
gender, income and location. We hope that our efforts to demonstrate
the power of SDT and WDT to illuminate political, economic, sociologi-
cal and policy issues will undergird efforts to collect psychological data
as part of general social surveys and voter sentiment studies. This will
allow future efforts to be more precise than what we can muster here.
In the meantime, county level analysis using the Daily Poll is the only
way to test our hypothesis, which we believe provides critical insights
into how and why racial identification rises to electoral salience.

The Daily Poll contains a rich set of well-being questions includ-
ing whether respondents experienced worry, stress or pain yesterday,
whether they have been treated for depression in the past month, their
life satisfaction on a scale from O to - 10, and what they expect their life
satisfaction to be in five years’ time. The Poll also includes a full battery
of socio-economic, demographic, health and political allegiance ques-
tions. There remains some controversy about our ability to measure
emotions, notably worry, in social surveys. However, in a prominent
review, Kahneman et al. (2004) concluded that ‘day reconstruction’
methods, as employed by the Daily Poll, are as accurate as gold stan-
dard (though perhaps still imprecise) experience sampling methods,
which use pagers to elicit reports of what emotions respondents are
feeling at that moment.

While the Gallup data does not include questions drawn directly

from SDT'’s basic psychological needs (BPN) survey (Deci & Ryan, 2000;

Gagné, 2003), several questions in the Gallup survey are suitable prox-
ies. Table 1 lays out questions from the basic psychological needs
survey with the analogous questions from the Gallup survey in col-
umn 2. We have only poor proxies for the autonomy items and thus
exclude this need from our analysis. However, we have arguably close
analogues for four out of six of the competence questions and seven
relatedness questions that, while far from identical, sufficiently paral-
lel items in the BPN questionnaire for a proof-of-concept exercise. The
individual questions all ask for a response on a 1-5 Likert scale where
higher numbers indicate greater agreement with the associated state-
ment. We conducted a factor analysis of each set of variables. In both
cases, the Kaiser criterion (i.e., keep factors with eigenvalues >1) sug-
gested a single factor structure. For relatedness, the first factor had
an eigenvalue of 2.35 while the second factor fell sharply to 0.5. For
competence, the eigenvalue of the first factor was 1.7 whereas for the
second it was —0.09. We extract the first factors in each case and use
them as measures of relatedness and competence in our regressions.

To track racism, we follow Stephens-Davidowitz (2014) and use
the intensity of Google searches for the n-word at the designated
market area (DMA) level for 2013-2016. Google search histories
are an appealing means of capturing racial animus because they are
unlikely to suffer from social censoring and can aggregate data over a
large area. Stephens-Davidowitz (2014) found that racial animus cost
Obama roughly 4% points of the national popular vote in 2008 and
2012. This estimate is 1.5-3 times larger than survey-based estimates.
Our 4-year window matches the electoral cycle and provides us with
sufficient search volume to obtain data for 204 out of 210 DMAs (the
missing DMAs are all small and low-population). Narrower windows
result in a large number of missing values. Stephens-Davidowitz
overcame this issue for the 2004-2007 period using a fairly complex
algorithmic approach to impute missing DMAs. By the time of our
window, Google search use is more widespread and so we can rely
on raw data. We crosswalk DMA’s to counties using Sood (2016).
We investigated whether it was possible to include other racial
slurs to capture negative sentiment towards other racial/ethnic
groups besides Blacks, but search volume for these slurs was
insufficient.

We utilise a range of sources for county-level socio-economic data.
We use US Bureau of Labour Statistics (BLS, 2019) data for county-

level unemployment and Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA, 2019)
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TABLE 1 Comparison between basic psychological needs questionnaire and Gallup survey

Basic psychological need questionnaire

Competence

Often, | do not feel very competent

People | know tell me that | am good at what | do

| have been able to learn interesting new skills recently

Most days | feel a sense of accomplishment from what | do

In my life | do not get much of a chance to show how capable | am
| often do not feel very capable

Relatedness

I really like the people | interact with

| get along well with people | come into contact with

| pretty much keep to myself and don’t have a lot of social contacts
| consider the people | regularly interact with to be my friends
People in my life care about me

There are not many people that | am close to

The people | interact with regularly do not seem to like me much

People are generally pretty friendly towards me

data for county-level GDP growth rates. Our county type data (large,
medium, and small metropolitan, micropolitan, rural metro-adjacent
and rural) come from the National Centre for Health Statistics (NCHS,
2019). County-level poverty rates are drawn from the American
Community Survey via the US Census Bureau website (CB, 2019).

Our county-level social capital data comes from the Joint Eco-
nomic Committee’s Social Capital Project (JEC, 2018). This index is
composed of the following variables: registered non-profits, religious
congregations, an informal civil-society sub-index, voter turnout rates,
mail-back responses to the 2010 census, a confidence in institutions
sub-index, violent crime rates, marriage rates, out of wedlock births
and children in single parent homes. The JEC index follows Putnam'’s
(2001) measures of social capital, which have been criticised. However,
we are aware of no other nationally representative or government-
endorsed social capital index for the United States. Social capital is
similar but distinct from relatedness. Succinctly, where relatedness
concerns immediate interpersonal relationships at the individual level,
social capital concerns community cohesion. It is entirely possible
for an individual to have a low-level of relatedness despite living in
a high social capital neighbourhood, and vice versa. For example, a
homosexual might find themselves ostracised (low relatedness) from
an evangelical community that is otherwise characterised by high
rates of volunteering, community organising and collective action (high
social capital). Conversely, a community activist in a disadvantaged
neighbourhood might have several strong personal connections with
residents there (relatedness), even though the neighbourhood is oth-
erwise characterised by crime, distrust and little charity (low social
capital). Relatedness is also measured subjectively whereas social cap-

ital is measured objectively. We would expect social capital to facilitate

Gallup Daily Poll

Competence (4-20)

N/A

N/A

1-5 Scale: | learn or do something interesting every day

1-5 Scale: | felt active and productive in the last week

1-5 Scale: | get to use my strengths to do what | do best everyday
1-5 Scale: In the last 12 months, | have reached most of my goals
Relatedness (7-35)

1-5Scale: | cannot imagine living in a better community

1-5 Scale: Community pride

1-5 Scale: The city/area where | live is perfect for me

1-5 Scale: Always make time for vacations with family and friends
1-5 Scale: My relationship with my partner is stronger than ever
1-5 Scale: My friends and family give me energy every day

N/A

N/A

1-5 Scale: | have been given recognition for improvements | have
made to the neighbourhood

relatedness by making local identity and social support more read-
ily available to individuals at sites like churches, unions or community
centres. However, in our data the two variables have only a modest cor-
relation of 0.33. We utilise social capital as a control variable in the first
instance but are interested in how its effects differ from or complement
those of relatedness.

We obtain data on trade shocks at the commuting zone (CZ) level,
including industrial heritage control variables, from Dorn (2019). These
data were developed for Autor et al. (2013), a study of the impact
of China’s entry into the world trading system on US labour markets.
There are 722 CZs in the United States, typically composed of several
counties. CZs are designed to reflect a local labour market based on
where people in a region transit to on a regular basis for employment.
Our election analysis takes place at the county level, so we crosswalk
CZs to counties using US Department of Agriculture codes (USDA,
2019). Autor et al.’s data includes industrial heritage variables for the
education level of the labour force in each CZ in 1990, the share of jobs
there that could be easily outsourced or automated, the share of work-
ers who were female, the share who were foreign born and the share
of the labour force employed in manufacturing. We outline the instru-
mental variable they develop that we use to control for trade shocks in
Appendix A9. Table 2 and Figures 2-6 provide summary information on

key variables in our analysis.

4 | EMPIRICAL STRATEGY

We create county-level averages using individual-level responses in the

Daily Poll and estimate OLS models at the county level of the following
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TABLE 2 Summary statistics for key variables

Variable Obs
Worry 3092
Relatedness (normalised) 3092
Racial animus (normalised) 3077
Social capital (normalised) 2957
Can’t imagine living in a better community (1-5) 3092
Community pride (1-5) 3092
The city/area where | live is perfect for me (1-5) 3092
My relationship with my partner is strong (1-5) 3092
Make time for vacations with family/friends (1-5) 3092
Recognition for improvements to neighbourhood (1-5) 3092
My friends and family give me energy (1-5) 3092
Competence (1st factor) 3091
o
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FIGURE 2 Histograms of key variables

form:
EO. = (KIc XR.) + Rc + Cc + Kl + X + Z. + W, + e,

EO. is an election outcome at the county level, typically Trump’s vote
share. Kl is a vector of 2 key indicator variables. The first is the aver-
age level of worry in a county, which runs from O- to 1. The second is
racial animus at the county level, normalised to run from 0 to -1. R,
is the average level of relatedness in county c. We again normalise this

- R . X—Xmini
1 This is not a z-score. The normalization formula is: Xnormalized = XXminimum)

KXmaximum —Xminimum)

Mean SD Min Max
0.29 0.11 0 0.87
0.66 0.07 0 1
0.41 0.18 0 1
0.59 0.14 0 1
3.54 0.39 1 5
3.85 0.37 1 5
3.84 0.37 1 5
4.18 0.29 2 5
3.26 0.39 1 5
222 0.40 1 5
4.14 0.27 2 5

-0.38 0.23 —2.65 0.96

300
1
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200
1

100
1

0

4 .6
Social Capital

400
1

Frequency
200 300
1 1

100
1

0

0 2 4 6 .8 1
Racial Animus

variable to run from O to -1 instead of 7- to 35. C. is the average level
of competence in county c, also normalised to run from O to -1. Having
all the key variables run from O- to 1 aids comparability.

X, Z. and W, are vectors of control variables. X, and Z_. corre-
spond to county-level socio-economic and industrial heritage items
that we have already discussed, and state dummies.W, includes con-
trols derived from individual level data for the following variables
(see Appendix A1 for a full specification): life satisfaction, expected
life satisfaction in five years’ time, depression, pain, stress, inequality
sensitivity, income, unemployment, underemployment, out of labour

force status, race, union membership, age, gender, marital status,
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FIGURE 3 Relatedness by county. Notes: Based on Gallup Daily Poll data 2014-2016. Darker colours represent higher levels of relatedness.
White represents missing values

)
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FIGURE 4 Worry by county. Notes: Based on Gallup Daily Poll data 2014-2016. Darker colours represent higher levels of worry. White
represents missing values
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FIGURE 5 Racial animus by designated media area. Notes: Based on Google Trends data on intensity of searches for the N-word 2013-2016.
Darker colours represent higher levels of racial animus. White represents missing values

FIGURE 6 Social capital by county. Notes: Based on Joint Economic Committee data for 2016. Darker colours represent higher levels of social
capital. White represents missing values
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TABLE 3 Well-being and Trump’s vote share in 2016
Variable/model (1) OLS (2) OLS (3)OLS (4) IV
Relatedness 0.1419*** 0.1497** 0.1265* 0.0747
(0.0537) (0.0713) (0.0747) (0.0960)
Experienced WORRY yesterday 0.2964*** 0.2926*** 0.2499** 0.2224
(0.1044) (0.1070) (0.1122) (0.1478)
Worry* —0.4698*** —0.4640*** —0.5083*** —0.4546**
Relatedness (0.1559) (0.1597) (0.1647) (0.1998)
Racial Animus 0.0777*** 0.0922 0.1688* 0.0906
(0.0137) (0.0888) (0.0928) (0.1246)
Social Capital 0.1561*** 0.1560*** 0.2206*** 0.2118***
(0.0239) (0.0239) (0.0518) (0.0529)
Racial_Animus* —0.0225 0.0682 0.1097
Relatedness (0.1355) (0.1417) 0.1894)
Social_Capital* 0.1128 0.1013
Worry (0.0970) (0.1151)
Social_Capital* —0.2345*** —0.1900*
Racial_Animus (0.0898) (0.1083)
Trade Exposure —0.0023
(0.0078)
Trade_Exposure* 0.0032
Relatedness (0.0118)
R? 0.760 0.760 0.761 0.775
N 2851 2851 2851 2851

*Sig. 10%, **Sig 5%, ***Sig. 1%. See Appendix A1 for the full specification and results.

educational attainment, church attendance and party identification.
We apply sampling weights supplied by the Gallup organisation.

An alternative estimation strategy would be to estimate this
equation at the level of the individual (subscript i), but there is no
variation in the dependent variable across individuals within county.
Anindividual-level regression will thus misrepresent the true variation
in the data, giving standard errors that are overly precise. It will also
be (approximately) equivalent to the above county-level regression
weighted by within-county sample sizes. Neither of these outcomes
seems desirable. We return to these issues below in a discussion of the

ecological fallacy.

5 | MAIN RESULTS

Table 3 reports selected coefficient estimates from our regression anal-
yses (see Appendix A1 for the full results) for Trump’s vote share in
2016. Column 1 reports results from an OLS model featuring only
worry, relatedness and the worry-relatedness interaction, with social
capital as a control variable. Each of these variables is highly significant.
Worry is strongly and positively related to Trump’s vote share, while
the relatedness-worry interaction is negative. This result supports
our hypothesis of worldview defence and unmet needs for related-

ness undergirding Trump’s success. Relatedness and social capital are
positively associated with Trump’s vote share, which seems counterin-
tuitive; more on this in a moment. We find no effect for competence in
any of our regressions.

Column 2 adds an interaction for relatedness and racial animus.
As a result, racial animus becomes insignificant, even at the 10%
level.2 This implies that a need for relatedness is one underlying
driver of rising racial identification in the 2016 election. However,
racial animus is again positive and significant at the 10% level in
column 3, where we introduce interaction effects involving social
capital. We do this to test two hypotheses. The first is that placating
worry requires relatedness rather than social capital. People need
close connections at the immediate interpersonal level to address
anxiety. The second is that people will not need to identify with

a racial group if their community has other groups available. This

2 Note that we use an 0.1 significance cut-off when reporting all our results, rather than the
more conventional 0.05 level. This is not to make our results appear stronger than they are.
Instead, it is to make the results that are less convenient for our theory stronger. For example,
the key variables for our hypothesis in Table 3 are worry and the worry-relatedness interac-
tion, and we argue that racial animus is merely standing in for unmet needs for relatedness.
If we used an 0.05 cut-off, the significance of racial animus would disappear from column 2
onwards whereas worry and worry-relatedness would remain significant, supporting our case.
We think this would be somewhat misleading. The significance of racial animus does not disap-
pear entirely—it merely grows weaker. We feel our cut-offs are a more honest presentation of
the competing hypotheses in this literature.
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availability is measured by social capital. In support of this hypothesis,
the worry-social capital interaction is insignificant. In contrast, we
find a strong and significant negative relationship between the social
capital and racial animus interaction and Trump’s vote share. This
brings us back to our main hypothesis: where individuals are able to find
relatedness in their local community, they do not resort to racial political
identification.

A puzzle remains, however, namely why social capital and related-
ness independently are positively associated with Trump voting. Our
literature review suggested that cohesive communities should be less
inclined to vote for a nativist candidate. Our suspicion is that rural
and religious communities tend to be more cohesive and tend to vote
Republican. We thus need to test whether Trump has two separate
sources of popularity: nativism and Republican partisanship. We do
this in several ways below.

Our other results, reported in Appendix A1, are broadly in line with
the literature. We find that Trump’s vote share is positively associated
with low and lower-middle class incomes and underemployment,
non-Hispanic whites, less educated voters and Republican partisans.
In some contrast to Ward et al. (2020), we find a significant negative
relationship between life satisfaction and Trump’s vote share, but no
effect for expected life satisfaction in 5 years. As reported in column
4, we find no significant result for trade exposure, in some contrast to
Autor et al. (2020).

We report further robustness checks in Appendices A2 and A3. Our
results do not appear to be driven by the application of Gallup’s sam-
pling weights or the inclusion of party affiliation as control variables. In
Appendix A10, we report results from models identical to Table 2 but
with relatedness drawn from a factor analysis of only the variables in
the Gallup data with little relationship to social capital. The results are
almost identical.

We were concerned that our results were driven by under-sampled
counties, especially in heartland states. However, if we drop all counties
with fewer than 20 individuals sampled our results only grow starker
and our estimates more precise, as depicted in Table 4. The most note-
worthy difference from our main results is that the racism-relatedness
interaction is large and highly significant, and its introduction into the
model eliminates the independent significance of relatedness and sees
the independent effect of racial animus turn negative. This is in line with
the results of Grimmer and Marble (2019), who find that Trump actu-
ally performed worse than Romney among the most racist whites. His
success stems from rising racial identification among moderate whites.
Our results suggest that this is driven by worldview defence and unmet

needs for relatedness.

5.1 | Effect sizes

The interaction terms in the regression model make it difficult to
interpret the coefficients in isolation, as many of the marginal effects
reported in the regression tables will vary depending on the level
of the variables with which they interact. As shown in Figures 7-9,

the marginal effects of racial animus and worry clearly switch sign

Marginal effect of worry

4 .
relatedness

FIGURE 7 Marginal effect of worry on Trump vote share by
relatedness (0-1). Notes: Figure based on results in Table 3, column 3;
95% confidence interval shown in grey

A
I

Marginal effect of racial animus
0
1

-1

4 .
relatedness

FIGURE 8 Marginal effect of racial animus on Trump vote share
by relatedness (0-1). Notes: Figure based on results in Table 3, column
3; 95% confidence interval shown in grey

Marginal effect of racial animus
1
L

soc_cap

FIGURE 9 Marginal effect of racial animus on Trump vote share
by social capital (0-1). Notes: Figure based on results in Table 3,
column 3; 95% confidence interval shown in grey
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TABLE 4 Trump’s vote share in 2016 with under-sampled counties dropped
Variable/model (1) OLS (2) OLS (3)OLS (4) IV
Relatedness 0.1947** 0.0195 —0.0658 —0.1037
(0.0906) (0.1056) (0.1157) (0.1213)
Experienced WORRY yesterday 0.6692*** 0.7715*** 0.7792*** 0.7541***
(0.1832) (0.1855) (0.1865) (0.1771)
Worry* —1.0686*** —1.2174*** —1.1836™** —-1.1290***
Relatedness (0.2767) (0.2799) (0.3026) (0.2938)
Racial Animus 0.0501*** —0.2786*** —0.2328** —0.2239*
(0.0135) (0.1032) (0.1049) (0.1223)
Social Capital 0.1280*** 0.1271*** 0.2677*** 0.2621***
(0.0271) (0.0271) (0.0706) (0.0704)
Racial_Animus* 0.5078*** 0.6892*** 0.6242***
Relatedness (0.1581) (0.1700) (0.1822)
Social_Capital* -0.0512 -0.0617
Worry (0.1661) (0.1688)
Social_Capital* —0.2879*** —0.2607**
Racial_Animus (0.1008) (0.1102)
Trade Exposure —0.0096
(0.0066)
Trade_Exposure* 0.0145
Relatedness (0.0103)
R? 0.812 0.813 0.814 0.822
N 2319 2319 2319 2319

*Sig. 10%, **Sig. 5%, ***Sig. 1%.

depending on the value of relatedness or social capital. To illustrate,
consider two counties, one with a relatedness of 0.58 and the other
with relatedness of 0.74. These scores are, respectively, the cut-offs
for the bottom and top deciles of relatedness across counties. The
average marginal effect of worry in the bottom decile county is to
increase Trump’s vote share by 3.65% points. In contrast, the aver-
age marginal effect of worry in the top decile county is to decrease
Trump’s vote share by 4% points. It is worth noting in this context
that relatedness is short tailed, sitting largely between 0.4 and 0.8
with a strong central tendency (see Figure 2). This makes Figures 7
and 8 slightly misleading. Notably, the marginal effect of racial animus
is almost always positive because negative coefficients only begin
when relatedness is less than 0.4, which is rare, and these are statis-
tically insignificant in any case. Nonetheless, our sample size appears
sufficiently large to obtain consistent estimates within the top and
bottom deciles of relatedness and where social capital is moderate to
high.

Table 5 attempts to aid interpretation by summarising the marginal
and total effects of worry and racial animus at different levels of relat-
edness and social capital. The marginal effect row reports the average
marginal effect of the corresponding variable, while the total effect row
reports the average marginal effect multiplied by the mean level of the
corresponding variable.

Given the imprecision of estimates in extreme cases and the sub-
stantial role of interaction effects in our model, these calculations
should not be understood as substantive interpretations of marginal
effects, but only as an aid to interpreting the effect sizes and pat-
tern of results. However, they make broad conclusions clear enough.
Worry switches from positively associated with Trump’s vote share at
low levels of relatedness and social capital to negative at high levels.
This switch in sign is driven by relatedness and only partially offset by
the Republican partisan effect of high social capital. The story is more
complicated for racial animus. In alienated counties with low related-
ness and social capital, it has a strong positive effect on Trump’s vote
share of 7% points. This rises slightly with relatedness, suggesting that
some people rely on racial identification for their relatedness. How-
ever, social capital has a strong dampening effect on racial animus,
pushing its effect close to zero when social capital is high, regardless

of relatedness.

6 | REPUBLICAN PARTY PRIMARIES

To further tease apart Trump’s nativist appeal from his appeal to
Republican partisans in the general election we follow Carney (2019)
and analyse Trump’s performance in the Republican party primaries. In
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TABLE 5 Effects at top and bottom deciles of relatedness and social capital
R = bottom R = bottom R =top R =top
Variable Effect type SC = bottom SC =top SC = bottom SC=top
Worry Marginal 0.002 0.04 —0.08 —-0.04
Total 0.0007 0.01 —-0.02 -0.01
Racial animus Marginal 0.1 0.03 0.1 0.04
Total 0.04 0.01 0.05 0.02

Total effects are calculated at the mean of worry (0.29) and racial animus (0.41); rounded to two decimal places.

those contests, Trump was competing against other Republican party
politicians for the votes of only Republican partisans. As such, if worry,
relatedness and racial animus but not social capital predict Trump’s
performance in the primaries then it suggests that these variables are
associated specifically with Trump’s success rather than that of any
Republican Presidential candidate.

One challenge that we face in this analysis is that the Gallup
data contain few individuals who self-identify as Republicans (per-
haps because of the ‘shy conservative’ phenomenon) and thus could
effectively proxy for primary voters. Appendix A4 reports results from
regressions using a sub-sample of only these individuals. While esti-
mates mirror those in Table 2, they are all highly imprecise. To garner a
bigger sample while preserving a focus on people who vote Republican,
we estimate regressions on a sub-sample that excludes people who say
that they vote or lean Democrat. The results are reported in Table 6.

The results unambiguously support our hypotheses. Worry has a
large and significant positive relationship with Trump’s primary per-
formance while the worry-relatedness interaction has an even larger
negative relationship. Social capital, meanwhile, has a statistically
significant negative relationship. Racial animus is positively and signif-
icantly related to Trump’s vote share in column 1, but loses significance
once an interaction with relatedness is introduced. These results sug-
gest that Trump’s success is driven by worried and alienated individuals
seeking to boost their relatedness and worldview defence through
racial identification. Cohesive rural and religious communities high in
social capital may have voted for him in the general election because
he was the Republican candidate, but they did not vote for him in the
primaries. They do not need his nativist rhetoric to feel a sense of

belonging.

7 | CHANGE IN REPUBLICAN VOTE SHARE

In a further effort to assess whether Trump’s popularity came from
relatedness rather than Republican loyalty, we use our model to anal-
yse the change in Republican vote share between the 2012 and 2016
Presidential elections. If our hypothesis is correct, then we would
expect to see significant effects in the relatedness, worry and racial
animus nexus, but not for social capital. This would imply that our sig-
nificant results for social capital in Table 2 reflect Republican party
loyalty that was present for Romney, while the worry, relatedness and

racial animus effects reflect a new phenomenon unique to Trump. It

would also imply that these effects underwrote the phenomenon of
‘Obama Defectors’ in the rust belt states who were critical to Trump’s
success.

The results are reported in Table 7 and lend support to these theo-
ries. Social capital and its interactions have no statistically significant
effects in columns 1 and 2, and the coefficient in column 3 is half the
size of that reported in Table 2. In contrast, the results for worry and
the worry-relatedness interaction remain as large and significant as
they arein Table 2. Furthermore, the interaction between racial animus
and relatedness not only eliminates the significance of racial animus
independently but is itself significant in column 3. These results again
suggest that Trump’s success is a function of rising racial identification
among moderate whites driven by worry and relatedness.

8 | COMPARISON WITH THE 2012 ELECTION

It is possible that worry and relatedness are predictive of elections in
general and not associated in some special way with Trump’s electoral
appeal. To this test hypothesis, we replicate our analysis for the 2012
election contest between Mitt Romney and Barack Obama. We use
Obama'’s vote share and the change in Democratic vote share as out-
come variables. We face tighter data limitations in this exercise than
in our main analysis as the relatedness variables do not appear in the
Gallup data until after the election in 2013 and half of them arrive in
2014.

Despite these concerns, the results, summarised in Table 8, are
encouraging for our theory. The effect signs are all reversed from our
main analysis, as Democrat vote share is now the dependent variable.
We see significant effects for worry and the worry-relatedness inter-
action. However, these coefficients are only a third the size of those
in our main analysis and these differences are statistically significant.
Social capital retains its strong negative relationship with Obama’s
vote share, as we would expect if it reflects cohesive rural and religious
counties that tend to vote conservative. The interaction between social
capital and racial animus is positive and significant. This is an odd result
because it suggests that places with a high degree of racism and social
capital voted for a black President. However, the coefficient must be
interpreted in the context of the independent effects of racial animus
and social capital. Against that background, the large positive coeffi-
cient on the social capital and racial animus interactions implies that
partisan Republican counties are generally not prejudicially racist.
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TABLE 6 Trump's vote share in the 2016 Republican party primaries (Democrats excluded)
Variable/model (1) OLS (2) OLS (3)OLS (4) IV
Relatedness 0.1138*** 0.0797 0.0905* 0.0461
(0.0352) (0.0487) (0.0510) (0.0609)
Experienced WORRY yesterday 0.2850*** 0.2999*** 0.3019*** 0.2737***
(0.0663) (0.0679) (0.0703) (0.0906)
Worry* —0.4256™** —0.4481*** —0.4464*** -0.3913***
Relatedness (0.0990) (0.1015) (0.1070) (0.1396)
Racial Animus 0.0343*** —0.0269 —0.0490 —0.0695
(0.0096) (0.0613) (0.0646) (0.0799)
Social Capital —0.0413** —0.0408** —0.0690* —0.0665
(0.0171) (0.0171) (0.0362) (0.0411)
Racial_Animus* 0.0940 0.0661 0.1261
Relatedness (0.0931) (0.0966) (0.1146)
Social_Capital* —0.0046 —0.0140
Worry (0.0663) (0.0749)
Social_Capital* 0.0704 0.0410
Racial_Animus (0.0635) (0.0761)
Trade Exposure 0.0007
(0.0052)
Trade_Exposure* —0.0013
Relatedness (0.0074)
R? 0.888 0.888 0.888 0.893
N 2689 2689 2689 2689

*Sig. 10%, **Sig 5%, ***Sig. 1%.

Our interpretation of these results is that voter dynamics were
somewhat similar but meaningfully different in the 2016 election com-
pared to 2012. Worry was weaker, triggering less worldview defence.?
Sources of relatedness other than racial identification also appear to
have been stronger and better able to placate worry than in 2016. The
seeds of racialised economics were ready for further economic and
cultural decay and Trump’s candidacy to germinate them. We provide
further supportive evidence for this conclusion in Appendix A5 table,
which reports results for the change in Democrat vote share between
2008 and 2012. Only social capital and racial animus are significant,
and racial animus always hurts Obama. This suggests that the power

of worry and relatedness only emerges leading into the 2016 election.

9 | ADDRESSING THE ECOLOGICAL FALLACY

A concern for our methodology is the ‘ecologically fallacy’. This is where
inferences about individuals are drawn from characteristics of the
groups to which they belong. In our case, our conceptual framework

3 Note that here (Table 8) the 0.1 significance cut-off again works in favour of our competitors
and against our hypotheses. If we used 0.05 then the variables we think explain 2016 would
not be significant at all, more strongly supporting our case.

is founded on the psychology of individuals, but our outcome variable
of interest is voting at the county level. More generally, our models
combine items measured at the individual level, like relatedness and
worry, with items measured at different scales, notably social capi-
tal and racial animus. Unfortunately, while Gallup conducts surveys of
voting intention, these do not include the relatedness questions.

We undertake two robustness checks on the potential role of the
ecological fallacy in biasing our results. First, we use our model to
predict whether someone says that they are a Republican or lean
Republican between 2014 and 2016 in the Gallup data. The pattern of
results, reported in Appendix A6, mirrors those of our main analysis.
However, the coefficients do not attain statistical significance. In any
case, this model is not ideal because we are interested in understanding
the motivations of swing voters rather than Republicans. Second, we
estimate our model using variables measured either at the individual
or county level. The results from the individual level regressions mirror
our main results, but this is because the models are very similar (see
Appendix A7).

The quasi county-level analysis is more valuable. If one wanted to
obtain a measure of relatedness and worry at the county level, one
would take a representative sample of voters from each county and
measure their worry and relatedness. One would then aggregate these
to arrive at a county-level measure. This is effectively what the Gallup
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TABLE 7 Well-being and the change in Republican vote share 2012-2016

Variable/model (1) OLS

Relatedness 0.1379**
(0.0617)

Experienced WORRY yesterday 0.2853**
(0.1200)

Worry* —0.4630***

Relatedness (0.1795)

Racial Animus 0.0623***
(0.0159)

Social Capital 0.0073
(0.0274)

Racial_Animus*

Relatedness

Social_Capital*

Worry

Social_Capital*

Racial_Animus

Trade Exposure

Trade_Exposure*

Relatedness

R? 0.606

N 2908

*Sig. 10%, **Sig 5%, ***Sig. 1%.

Daily Poll does. We replace the control variables for age, race, educa-
tion and income derived from the Gallup data in our main regressions
with county-level measures from the US Census Bureau (CB, 2018) and
US Department of Agriculture (USDA, 2018a, 2018b). Other control-
variables derived from the Gallup Data are dropped (see Appendix A8
for the full specification). We follow our specification in Table 3 and
drop under-sampled counties. The results, summarised in Table 9, again
mirror those from our primary analysis.

An additional point worth raising in the context of the ecological
fallacy is that our hypothesis can only be tested at the county level.
We are trying to explain why racial identification rose to electoral rel-
evance in 2016. If we showed a relationship at the individual level
between worry, relatedness, racial identification and Trump support
this would not demonstrate that these issues were decisive in getting
Trump elected. Ideally, we would show that our theory holds at both the
individual and county level. This would evidence the individual-level
psycho-dynamics and the county-level political consequences. Alas,
data only exists to test our hypothesis at the county level and cannot be
retroactively created. We feel that our insights are sufficiently impor-
tant to warrant taking our results seriously despite concerns about the
ecological fallacy, with an eye to testing our theories at the individual
level at the next available opportunity.

(2)OLS (3)OLS (4)1Iv
0.0741 0.0220 —-0.0073
(0.0808) (0.0847) (0.1027)
0.3176*** 0.3207** 0.2993*
(0.1228) (0.1292) (0.1807)
—0.5106"** —0.4961*** —0.4577**
(0.1837) (0.1892) (0.2274)
—0.0594 0.0192 —0.0174
(0.1008) (0.1057) (0.1425)
0.0078 0.1283** 0.1255**
(0.0274) (0.0592) (0.0638)
0.1879 0.3130* 0.2998
(0.1538) (0.1607) (0.1976)
-0.0217 —0.0242
(0.1118) (0.1282)
—0.2770"** —0.2381*
(0.1031) (0.1250)
—0.0032
(0.0082)
0.0058
(0.0124)
0.607 0.608 0.622
2908 2908 2908

10 | GENERAL DISCUSSION

Our empirical methods do not provide causal identification, but our
research question is highly resistant to causal analysis. While it is pos-
sible to manipulate worry, racial animus or relatedness in a laboratory,
it is arguably impossible to do so at the sociological scale of our anal-
ysis. The 2016 election also only occurred once, which rules out most
causal identification methods. However, our conceptual framework is
grounded in extensive experimental evidence from SDT and WDT stud-
ies. We have good data on individual well-being and a large sample size,
and we employ an extensive suite of control variables. Our findings par-
allel themes from qualitative studies of voters in districts associated
with support for Trump. Our study can thus be thought of as a quantita-
tive falsification test for these studies—one that they pass. We feel that
our results call for greater quantitative inquiry into the effect of world-
view defence and basic psychological needs on political behaviour. We
have revealed a suite of psycho-social factors that underpin the rise of
racial identification to political salience. This is a major insight.

There are multiple lines of research that could complement our
analysis, but they all face data challenges. To support the view that
the decline of relatedness lies behind the rise of identity politics, it
would be helpful to study the popularity of identitarian candidates over
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TABLE 8 Well-being and Obama’s vote share in the 2012 Presidential election
Variable/model (1) OLS (2) OLS (3)OLS (4)1Iv
Relatedness —0.0944*** —0.0586 —0.0394 —-0.0513
(0.0323) (0.0544) (0.0553) (0.0539)
Experienced WORRY yesterday —0.0890* —0.0907* —0.1078* —0.1263**
(0.0520) (0.0520) (0.0596) (0.0599)
Worry* 0.1318* 0.1344* 0.1249 0.1633**
Relatedness (0.0762) (0.0763) (0.0776) (0.0796)
Racial Animus —0.0571*** —0.0015 —0.0990 —0.0082
(0.0147) (0.0696) (0.0833) (0.0908)
Social Capital —0.2756*** —0.2765*** —0.3736™** —0.3359***
(0.0249) (0.0249) (0.0504) (0.0654)
Racial_Animus* —0.0853 —0.1180 —0.1301
Relatedness (0.1046) (0.1057) 0.1062)
Social_Capital* 0.0370 0.0293
Worry (0.0614) (0.0642)
Social_Capital* 0.2046** 0.1212
Racial_Animus (0.0926) (0.1130)
Trade Exposure —0.0009
(0.0039)
Trade_Exposure* 0.0022
Relatedness (0.0060)
R? 0.671 0.672 0.672 0.697
N 2871 2871 2871 2871

*Sig. 10%, **Sig 5%, ***Sig. 1%.

time in counties with higher and lower levels of relatedness. For this,
researchers would need data on relatedness going back earlier than
2013. Alternatively, researchers could examine elections to offices
other than President in the years since 2013. It would also be helpful
to examine identity voting trends on the political left.

Our results suggest that subjective measures of relatedness might
be a useful complement to objective measures of social capital. Scep-
ticism remains around whether things that are commonly included in
social capital indexes, such as voter turnout rates and NGO numbers,
capture networks of reciprocity and other forms of social capital. While
subjective, questions about community pride, time with friends and
family, and the like could capture whether people themselves feel part
of a social network. It would be ideal to have the basic psychological
needs questionnaire integrated into large-scale surveys of social cap-
ital, such as alongside the generalised trust questions of the World
Values Survey.

The discussion above points to the need to incorporate more psy-
chological variables into general social surveys (Martela & Ryan, 2021).
This would facilitate the study of how psychological forces at the indi-
vidual level interact with aggregate phenomena and explain events of
societal and policy significance. At present, interdisciplinary studies
like this one must rely on proxy variables to demonstrate the power of
psychological insights, which can be unconvincing. Efforts to adapt psy-

chological variables to social surveys are sometimes held back by the
length of psychometric questionnaires. Space is at a premium in social
surveys, and a 21-item questionnaire like that used to measure basic
psychological needs is simply too long in many cases. This issue com-
pounds the more psychological variables are included. Greater effort
to develop short-form questionnaires with sufficient accuracy to track
psychological phenomena at sociological scale, assisted by the large
sample sizes of social surveys, would be valuable. The Mid-Life in the
United States (MIDUS—see ICPSR, 2022) panel provides a useful tem-
plate for how to do this. While waiting for such large social surveys
to incorporate more psychological variables, researchers could imple-
ment smaller-scale, purposive surveys through platforms like MTurk or
Qualtrics to study contemporary phenomena where the psychological
variables we highlight are salient.

One last point to raise concerns the implications of our results. We
wonder whether deep structural issues affecting worry and related-
ness drive politicians or vice versa. Pundits have repeatedly noted that
Trump made his campaign team listen to hundreds of hours of talk-
back radio to get a sense for the electorate (Sides et al., 2018). This
suggests that he is responding to realities on the ground. Yet much
has also been made of fake news, social media and Russian attempts
to ferment polarisation and anxiety during the 2016 campaign (All-
cott & Gentzkow, 2017; Hall Jamieson, 2018). Even greater volumes
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TABLE 9 Well-being and Trump’s vote share 2016, county-level variables only

Variable/model (1) OLS

Relatedness 0.0570*
(0.0331)

Experienced WORRY yesterday 0.1257**
(0.0597)

Worry* —0.2839***

Relatedness (0.1023)

Racial Animus 0.0210*
(0.0116)

Social Capital 0.0564***
(0.0209)

Racial_Animus*

Relatedness

Social_Capital*

Worry

Social_Capital*

Racial_Animus

Trade Exposure

Trade_Exposure*

Relatedness

R? 0.859

N 2319

*Sig. 10%, **Sig 5%, ***Sig. 1%.

of ink have been spilled lamenting the influence of Fox News, MSNBC
and talkback radio in engendering similar feelings (Rosenwald, 2019).
Political actors might be creating these feelings of anxiety and promot-
ing racial identification rather than responding to cultural shifts. The
source of these feelings determines how one should act if one wants to

restore civic norms in America.

11 | CONCLUSION

This article explicated the psychological channel from economic decay
to racial voting. WDT argues that a natural, often subconscious
response to anxiety is to bolster feelings of in-group affiliation. SDT
similarly predicts that threats to autonomy, competence and relat-
edness from economic decay will motivate people to try to improve
their sense of autonomy through political power, and their sense of
relatedness through identitarian voting. People with local, ready-to-
hand sources of relatedness will be buffered against these motivations.
However, those without immediate access to in-groups that can pro-
vide relatedness may reach for salient and accessible but broader
in-groups, such as racial and national identity. Trump appealed to
such individuals with his America First, pro-white, and anti-immigrant
rhetoric and policy positions. We therefore hypothesised that Trump

(2)OLs (3)OLS (4)Iv
0.0540 0.0033 —-0.0096
(0.0397) (0.0431) (0.049¢6)

0.1269** 0.1657** 0.1379*

(0.0603) (0.0760) (0.0736)
—0.2859*** —0.2483** —-0.2079*
(0.1033) (0.1113) (0.1175)
0.0165 0.1305*** 0.0920
(0.0345) (0.0455) (0.0610)
0.0564*** 0.2114** 0.2004***
(0.0209) (0.0518) (0.0510)
0.0082 0.0995 0.1322*
(0.0592) (0.0632) (0.0749)
—0.0987 —-0.0947
(0.1180) (0.1262)
-0.2819*** —0.2709***
(0.0725) (0.0950)
0.0004
(0.0022)
—0.0030
(0.0040)
0.859 0.860 0.867
2319 2319 2319

would be more electorally successful in counties with high rates of
worry and low rates of relatedness.

Our results supported this hypothesis and evidenced distinct roles
for relatedness and social capital. We found a strong, positive relation-
ship between rates of worry and Trump’s vote share, and a negative
relationship between an interaction of worry with relatedness and
Trump’s vote share. Furthermore, introducing an interaction between
relatedness and racial animus reduced the significance of racial ani-
mus and even reversed its sign in some regressions. This supports
the view that Trump’s success was driven by rising racial identifica-
tion among moderate white voters looking for relatedness. Challenging
our claims about cohesive communities rejecting Trump, we found that
social capital had a strong, positive relationship with Trump’s vote
share. We hypothesised that this was because rural and religious com-
munities tend to be more cohesive and traditionally vote Republican.
In support of this, we found that Trump’s vote share in the Republi-
can party primaries was only associated with relatedness and worry,
not social capital. We also found that growth in Republican vote share
between 2012 and 2016 was largely a function of worry and related-
ness rather than social capital. In further support of our central claims,
we found that an interaction between social capital and racial animus
was strongly negative. While cohesive communities might tend to vote
Republican, voters there have no need for racial identification to feel
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part of a group. We found no effect for trade shocks as a driver of
Trump’s success, but economic decline is a clear antecedent of the
psychological phenomena we observe.

While our methods do not allow for causal identification, our results
provide suggestive evidence for the importance of worldview defence
and relatedness in Trump’s victory. Racialised economics among pre-
viously moderate whites might be less about outright prejudice—a
charge that struggles to stick to Obama defectors—and more about
meeting needs for relatedness to support psychological well-being.
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