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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

The Religious Dimension of Voting in the 2004 and 2008 Presidential Elections:
How—and How Much—Did Religion Matter to Vote Choice?

by

Leigh A. Bradberry

Doctor of Philosophy in Political Science

University of California, San Diego, 2011

Professor Gary C. Jacobson, Chair

In the 2004 presidential election, voters who never attend religious services 

overwhelmingly supported John Kerry while white voters who attend religious services 

more than once a week overwhelmingly supported George W. Bush.  In the wake of 

commentary suggesting that poor white voters were swayed by their religiosity and 
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thereby duped into voting for the Republican candidate (against their own economic 

interests), many scholars provided evidence that voters remain politically divided by 

income, with poorer voters more likely to identify as Democrats and wealthier voters 

more likely to identify as Republicans.  Evidence that voters are polarized along both 

religious and economic lines raises an important question in the general election context: 

which has a greater degree of influence on presidential vote choice, the religious 

dimension or the economic dimension of voting? Using numerous data sets from the 

2004 and 2008 presidential elections, this dissertation attempts to answer that question.  I

hypothesize that it depends on the emphasis placed on religion by an individual candidate 

and whether the economy is a salient issue in that particular election.  

In 2004, I find support for my hypothesis that the religious dimension of voting 

should have had a greater effect than the economic dimension in that election, given 

Bush’s emphasis on religion and his identity as a Christian, and the fact that the economy 

was not a major issue.  In 2008, however, when the American economy collapsed just 

weeks before the general election, I do not find as predicted that the economic dimension 

had a greater effect than the religious dimension.  While the economic dimension did 

influence vote choice, the religious dimension continued to matter as much or more than 

the economic dimension in the 2008 general election.  Finally, in the 2008 presidential 

primaries, I find support for the hypothesis that the candidate within each primary who 

most clearly activates the religious dimension should be the preferred candidate of the 

religious voters targeted by that candidate.  In sum, I find that religion continued to 

matter in 2008—and that it mattered a great deal—regardless of the salience of the 

economy in the general election.     



1

Chapter 1: Introduction 

I. The Religious Dimension of Voting and an Outline of the Dissertation

Prior to the 1980s, “moral values,” “faith-based voting” and “the religious right” 

were not terms most scholars used when trying to explain voting behavior in U.S. 

presidential elections.  Similarly, few at the time thought that one’s degree of religiosity

(such as one’s level of attendance at religious services) was an important explanatory 

variable.  Yet twenty-five years later, after the 2004 presidential election, many 

commentators pointed to highly religious voters as the key to George W. Bush’s victory.  

Much was written—in the vein of the “culture wars” thesis—to the effect that Americans 

were polarized along religious lines.  The raw exit poll numbers support this theory, as 

Bush received approximately 62% (compared to John Kerry’s 38%) of the votes of those 

who attend religious services more than once a week, while Kerry received 

approximately 68% (compared to Bush’s 32%) of the votes of those who never attend 

religious services.1  

Furthermore, Bush received an astounding 77% of the votes of whites who attend 

religious services more than once a week.  In addition, white evangelical Protestants 

provided the highest level of support for Bush among the major religious identification 

groups, voting for him at a rate of approximately 78%; almost as a mirror image, voters 

considered to be “seculars” voted for Kerry at a rate of 71%.  (Green et al. 2007).  All of   

                                                
1 These percentages represent the two-party vote, and come from the 2004 exit poll 
sponsored by the National Election Pool (comprising ABC News, The Associated Press, 
CBS News, CNN, Fox News and NBC News) and conducted by Edison Media 
Research/Mitofsky International.  The data were made available through The Roper 
Center for Public Opinion Research, University of Connecticut, and the data set is 
entitled “USMI2004-NATELEC.”    
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these statistics support the view that in the 2004 general election, there was a deep 

division between the “very religious,” who voted overwhelmingly for Bush, and those 

who were not religious (or “secular”), who voted overwhelmingly for Kerry.

At the very least, it is now hard to dispute that one’s religion “matters” to one’s 

voting behavior.  Put another way, religion is something that affects how Americans vote 

in presidential elections.  I argue that this “something” can be characterized as the 

connection between politics and a voter’s religiosity, religious identity or religious 

values—or, broadly speaking, the religious dimension of voting.    

However, while there is evidence that voters are polarized along the religious 

dimension, one cannot overlook the fact that voters in general elections also remain 

deeply divided by income—along the traditional left/right economic dimension—with 

poorer voters more likely to identify with the Democratic party and wealthier voters more 

likely to identify with the Republican party.  (See, e.g., Bartels 2006, Gelman et al. 2008, 

and McCarty, Poole and Rosenthal 2006).  Given the evidence that voters are polarized 

along both religious and economic lines, an important question arises in the general 

election context: what is the relative degree of influence on presidential vote choice of 

the religious dimension compared to the economic dimension?  In other words, does one 

seem to matter more than the other in any particular presidential general election?  And if 

so, why?    

In this dissertation, I offer preliminary answers to these questions by comparing

the 2004 and 2008 presidential general elections.  In Chapter 2, I compare the effect of 

the religious dimension of voting with the effect of the economic dimension of voting in 

the 2004 general presidential election by analyzing four different surveys taken just 
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before, just after, or on the day of the 2004 election.  Given the context of that election, I 

hypothesize that the religious dimension should have a greater degree of influence on 

vote choice compared to economic dimension.  Chapter 3 analyzes four data sets from 

2008 that parallel the data sets from 2004.  Given the context of the 2008 presidential 

general election, I hypothesize that we should see the opposite result compared to 2004; 

in other words, the economic dimension should have a greater degree of influence on vote 

choice compared to the religious dimension.  Chapter 4 then uses a larger and richer data 

set from 2008 to try to adjudicate between the conflicting conclusions from Chapter 3.  

Chapter 5 addresses potential critiques of how the economic dimension is operationalized 

in the prior chapters, and proceeds to see if the same conclusions from Chapters 2, 3 and 

4 hold when different variables are used to operationalize the economic dimension and 

the religious dimension.

Finally, because both parties’ primaries remained competitive for months, the 

Republican and Democratic primaries of 2008 provide a unique opportunity to see how 

the religious dimension affects presidential primary voting—a topic which has not been 

addressed in previous political science literature.  Therefore, in Chapter 6, I move away 

from the general election context and analyze the effect of the religious dimension on 

voting in the 2008 presidential primaries.  Although the context of the presidential 

primary election is very different from the presidential general election, I hypothesize 

that if a candidate in a particular primary activates the religious dimension, then the 

religious dimension should affect vote choice for that candidate in the same way as in the 

general election context.  In other words, if a candidate in a presidential primary targets 

highly religious voters, then those voters should be more likely to prefer that candidate.  
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In Section II of this chapter, I set forth a theory of why and how religion can 

matter to one’s voting behavior.  I also set forth a typology of elections for the general 

election context, and a hypothesis for each type; together, they set forth the circumstances 

under which we would expect one dimension to matter more than the other in a particular 

presidential general election.  In Section III, I discuss the ways in which the religious 

dimension can influence presidential primary elections.  I set forth hypotheses, and 

explain why the 2008 election provides a unique opportunity to test them.  Section IV 

concludes.

II.  How The Religious Dimension Influences Voting Behavior in the Presidential 
General Election Context 

The longstanding rational account of voting, put forth by Downs (1957) and 

amended by Riker and Ordeshook (1968), among others, posits that voters weigh the 

costs and benefits of voting when deciding whether to vote.  However, because the 

benefit one expects to receive must be discounted by the probability that one’s single vote 

will bring about the benefit (i.e., that one’s individual vote will be decisive), and because 

in a very large electorate that probability approximates zero, the theory predicts that it is 

not rational to vote when there are any positive costs.  In light of empirical evidence that 

millions of people nevertheless vote in national elections, Downs argues that potential 

voters value democracy itself, and understand that if no one votes, democracy collapses.  

Riker and Ordeshook propose an alternative solution to the paradox of voting: the D term 

(often called the “Duty term”), which includes many elements such as the satisfaction of 

fulfilling one’s civic duty of voting, of affirming allegiance to the political system in 

general, of affirming a partisan preference, or of affirming one’s sense of political 
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efficacy.  Others explain the paradox by setting forth an account of voting, not as 

instrumentally rational, but as an expressive act.  Most notably, Brennan and Lomasky 

(1993) argue that while an agent in the marketplace is decisive when he or she makes a 

consumer choice (i.e., she chooses between a or b, and actually gets a or b), an agent in 

the voting booth is not decisive (i.e., whether a or b wins in a large electorate does not 

depend on how any one agent votes).  Yet a rational individual who knows that her 

individual vote will not determine the outcome may still rationally vote to express her 

political preferences.  Such individuals “vote because they are expressing themselves 

about the candidate(s) and/or issues, not because they expect to alter the outcome of the 

election.”  (Copeland and Laband 2002, 352).  Put another way, they are “not motivated 

directly by a benefit-cost calculation.” (Copeland and Laband 2002, 351).  

Under the expressive account, one’s vote can be an expression of not only 

economic preferences, but also religious value preferences, group preferences (such as 

race), or preferences on issues such as wars or foreign policy.  In any of these cases, 

one’s vote choice is still perfectly “rational.”  In addition, as Lupia, McCubbins and 

Popkin (2000, 7) assert in their discussion of rationality, “people have reasons for the 

choices they make,” and thus, the desire of any individual voter to express his religious 

preferences or values in the political context is as valid and rational as the desire to 

express his economic interests.

But what is the mechanism by which the religious dimension of voting is 

triggered, and then expressed through political choices?  I propose that there are at least 
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two ways in which one’s religiosity, religious identity or religious values2 can become 

salient to one’s vote choice between or among different candidates: (1) a candidate 

emphasizes his or her own religiosity or religious identity, and thus a voter who shares 

that high level of religiosity or particular religious identity sees the candidate as being 

“one of us;” and (2) a candidate publicly takes clear stances on political issues that are 

connected to certain religious beliefs (for example, issues such as abortion and gay 

marriage), which attracts the attention of religious voters who share the candidate’s views 

on those issues.  In theory, when the religious dimension is activated by a candidate, the 

voters for whom religion is important should be more likely to respond positively by 

voting for that candidate.  But how, exactly, might a candidate’s activation work in 

practice?  

First, voters who are very religious or for whom religion is highly salient may 

identify with a particular candidate, meaning, they see the candidate as “one of us.”  As 

Samuel Popkin’s famous vignette of Gerald Ford illustrates, voters are watching to see if 

the candidate knows “how to eat a tamale,” so to speak. (Popkin 1994).  In religious 

terms, this may mean that the candidate emphasizes the importance of religion to her 

(such as being very religious in general) or that she explicitly and effectively labels 

herself as “a Christian,” or “born again,” or proclaims that “Jesus Christ is my personal 

                                                
2 I want to be clear at the outset that when I refer to one’s “religion,” “religiosity,” 
“religious values” or “religious identification,” I am including those who are not religious 
in addition to those who are affirmatively religious.  In other words, these terms 
encompass those who do not attend religious services, do not identify with any particular 
religious group (or those who affirmatively identify as “nothing” or as an atheist or 
agnostic), and/or those whose ethical and moral values are not based on religious 
teachings or beliefs.    
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savior.”  In this way, religiosity and religious identification become powerful heuristics

used by religious voters (and, conversely, by non-religious voters).    

However, as the example of Jimmy Carter—a born-again Christian—and his loss 

to Ronald Reagan in 1980 demonstrates, a candidate’s religiosity or religious identity

alone may not be enough to trigger the religious dimension if that candidate’s position on 

a particular policy issue does not line up with a voter’s religious beliefs.  The logic is as 

follows.  Religious beliefs are often the most fundamental beliefs of all.  They give us a 

complete view of the world, why we are here, the fundamental rules of right and wrong, 

and beliefs about a world after this one.  Importantly, religious beliefs are often beyond 

question because they are backed up by a higher authority—higher than mankind itself.  

If religious beliefs are beyond question, then people are less likely to change their 

religious beliefs over time.  As a result, a political candidate also can trigger the religious 

dimension by publicly emphasizing her policy positions on issues that directly relate to 

many religious voters’ beliefs.  And it is more likely that the citizen who holds such 

beliefs will support the candidate who advocates those policy choices. 

To use a concrete example, take the belief held by many Americans that the Bible 

explicitly labels homosexuality a sin (Belief A). When a political candidate connects 

Belief A to a law that prohibits gay marriage (Policy B), then Policy B becomes a policy 

choice that is strongly supported by potential voters who hold Belief A.  In theory, then, 

if Candidate 1 supports the law banning gay marriage and if Candidate 2 opposes it, the 

person who holds Belief A is more likely to vote for Candidate 1.        

In sum, I theorize that a candidate’s use of the tactics described above are the 

ways in which one’s religiosity, religious identity or religious values can become relevant 
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to and affect choices among particular candidates.  Put another way, they are the ways in 

which a candidate can activate the religious dimension of voting.  But the question 

remains of when one’s religiosity, religious identity or religious values will be more 

important than one’s economic interests.  In other words, under what circumstances will 

the religious dimension have a greater effect than the economic dimension on vote 

choice?  I hypothesize that there are four different types of general elections and thus four 

different likely outcomes.  

First, there is an election in which at least one of the candidates explicitly 

activates the religious dimension, and the economy is not a major issue (either because 

the economy is stable/strong or because the candidates do not emphasize the economic 

dimension).  Second, there is an election in which at least one of the candidates explicitly 

activates the religious dimension and the economy is a major issue (either because the 

economy is weak/deteriorating or because the candidates emphasize the economic 

dimension).  Third, there is an election in which neither candidate explicitly activates the 

religious dimension and the economy is not a major issue.  And finally, there is an 

election in which neither candidate explicitly activates the religious dimension, but the 

economy is a major issue.  The table below presents each of these four scenarios and my 

hypothesis for each type of general election.
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Table 1.1: The Religious Dimension Versus The Economic Dimension of Voting:  
A Typology of General Elections 

At least one of the candidates 
explicitly activates the 
religious dimension

Neither candidate 
explicitly activates the 
religious dimension

The Economy is not a 
major issue

TYPE 1

Hypothesis: The religious 
dimension will have a greater 
effect on vote choice than the 
economic dimension.

Example: 2004

TYPE 2

Hypothesis: There will 
be no statistically 
significant difference 
between the effects of 
the two dimensions.

Example: 1996

The Economy is a 
major issue

TYPE 3

Hypothesis: Those who are 
highly religious will be more 
affected by the religious 
dimension because that 
dimension is tied to 
unchanging, fundamental 
values instead of short-term 
economic interests.  For other 
voters, the economic dimension 
will have a greater effect. 

Example: 1980

TYPE 4

Hypothesis: The 
economic dimension will 
have a greater effect on 
vote choice than the 
religious dimension.

Example: 2008

In sum, I hypothesize that depending on the emphasis placed on each dimension 

by the candidates3 or by major external events (such as a dramatically declining stock 

market in 2008), the influence of each dimension will vary.  Specifically, I argue that the 

2004 presidential general election is a Type 1 election, and hypothesize that the religious 

                                                
3 In this dissertation, I focus primarily on public remarks made by candidates in major 
speeches and debates in order to determine whether a particular candidate has explicitly 
activated the religious dimension.
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dimension will have a greater effect than the economic dimension on vote choice.  

Conversely, I argue that the 2008 presidential general election is a Type 4 election, and 

hypothesize that the economic dimension will have a greater effect than the religious 

dimension on vote choice.

III.  How the Religious Dimension Influences Voting Behavior in the Presidential 
Primary Election Context 

The Republican and Democratic parties—particularly in the 21st century—often 

take opposing and polarized positions on major issues (recent examples include health 

insurance, the extension of unemployment benefits, the budget, and family planning 

services, to name a few).  Knowing this, many voters use the Republican and Democratic 

party labels as information shortcuts when voting in the presidential general election.  In 

fact, a voter’s party identification is the single most powerful predictor of vote choice in 

the general election context.  However, in the primary election, each set of candidates is 

from the same party.  Therefore, party identification is not a helpful heuristic for voters, 

and voters correctly perceive that there are fewer differences among candidates within the 

same party on particular policy issues.  

However, despite the fact that Republican candidates and Democratic candidates 

within their particular primaries may be more similar to each other than are general 

election candidates from different parties, the mechanism by which the religious 

dimension can matter in presidential primary voting should remain the same.  In other 

words, the two ways in which one’s religiosity, religious identity or religious values can 

become salient to one’s vote choice between or among different candidates should be the 

same in a primary election as in a general election.  As stated above, these possibilities 
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are: (1) a candidate emphasizes his or her own religiosity or religious identity, and thus a 

voter who shares that high level of religiosity or particular religious identity sees the 

candidate as being “one of us;” and (2) a candidate publicly takes clear stances on 

political issues that are connected to certain religious beliefs, which attracts the attention 

of religious voters who share the candidate’s views on those issues.  

While there may be less differentiation among primary candidates from the same 

party in terms of their positions on moral values issues, to the extent that a particular 

candidate emphasizes to a larger degree than other candidates her religiosity, religious 

identity or the importance of moral values issues, or to the extent that a particular 

candidate takes a more conservative or more liberal stance on moral values issues 

compared to her primary opponents, then that candidate arguably has activated the 

religious dimension in a particular presidential primary election.  For such a candidate, 

the ultimate effect should be the same as in the general election; that candidate’s support 

should be greater among those voters who share her high level of religiosity, her religious 

identity, or her positions on moral values issues.  If none of the candidates in a particular 

primary engages in the tactics discussed above, or if a candidate tries to activate the 

religious dimension but is unsuccessful, then the religious dimension should not affect 

vote choice in that primary.

Analyzing data from the 2008 presidential primaries, I hypothesize that in the 

Republican primary, highly religious voters should prefer the candidate who activated the 

religious dimension most clearly.  That candidate is Mike Huckabee.  In the Democratic 

primary, I argue that neither major candidate successfully activated the religious 
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dimension, and therefore, I hypothesize that the religious dimension should not have an 

effect on vote choice.  

IV.  Conclusion

Throughout this dissertation, I argue that religion can have a substantial effect on 

presidential vote choice depending on the context of the specific election at issue, and in 

particular, whether an individual candidate chooses to activate the religious dimension.  

Given the context of the 2004 presidential general election, I hypothesize that the 

religious dimension should have a greater effect than the economic dimension on vote 

choice.  Given the very different context of the 2008 general election (in particular, the 

dramatic financial collapse just before the election), I hypothesize that the economic 

dimension should have a greater effect than the religious dimension.  And in the context 

of the 2008 presidential primaries, I hypothesize that the candidate within each primary 

who most clearly activates the religious dimension should be the preferred candidate of 

the religious voters targeted by that candidate.  If neither candidate successfully activates 

the religious dimension, then one’s religiosity or religious identification should not have 

any effect on vote choice in that primary.  In order to begin testing these hypotheses, I 

now turn to an analysis of the 2004 presidential election.    
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Chapter 2: The Religious Dimension Versus the Economic Dimension of Voting 
in the 2004 Presidential General Election

I.  Introduction

As discussed in Chapter 1, the presidential election of 2004—the so-called “moral 

values” election—sparked debate over whether the religious dimension of voting was 

more important than the economic dimension.  Using the typology outlined in that 

chapter, I categorize 2004 as a Type 1 election—an election in which at least one of the 

candidates explicitly activates the religious dimension, and the economy is not a major 

issue (either because the economy is stable/strong or because the candidates do not 

emphasize the economic dimension)—and therefore hypothesize that the religious 

dimension will have a greater effect than the economic dimension on vote choice.

In order to test this hypothesis, and to determine whether the results are robust, I 

analyze four different data sets from the 2004 presidential general election.  I use total

household income as a proxy for one’s position along the left-right economic dimension, 

as one logically can conclude that given the parties’ divergent tax policies, one’s 

preference for conservative economic policies that benefit wealthier Americans should 

increase along with one’s income.4  I use religious services attendance as a proxy for 

one’s position along the left-right religious dimension, as one logically can conclude that 

those who never attend religious services are less religious and therefore likely to have 

liberal/modern views on religion and its role in politics, while those who attend religious

                                                
4 Research discussed in the next section provides indirect support for using income as a 
proxy for one’s position along the left-right economic dimension, as it shows that high-
income voters generally identify with the Republican party—the party that historically 
has favored conservative economic policies—while low-income voters generally identify 
with the Democratic party—the party that historically has favored liberal economic 
policies.  
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services at very high levels are more devout and therefore more likely to have 

conservative/traditional views on religion and its role in politics.5  

The results from the four data sets analyzed below confirm that attendance at 

religious services is a statistically significant predictor of vote choice for president in 

2004, while income is not.  These findings support the hypothesis that the religious 

dimension mattered more to George Bush’s reelection than did the economic dimension.  

In addition, I find important differential effects for religious services attendance by race, 

with increased attendance having a greater effect for white voters and Hispanic voters 

compared to African-American voters.  Specifically, Hispanic voters appear to be 

influenced in the same way, and often to the same extent, as white voters, while 

attendance has little to no effect for African-American voters.    

Finally, using the American National Election Study (“ANES”) data (which 

contains other religiosity questions), I find that when substituting other measures of 

religiosity for attendance, those measures are also statistically significant, while income 

is either not statistically significant or has a weaker effect.  These additional findings 

from the ANES reinforce the argument that in 2004 the religious dimension influenced 

voters more than did the economic dimension.

                                                
5 While some argue that a religious services attendance variable is subject to social 
desirability effects, and thus results in over-reporting, there is a solid logic in assuming, 
as Gelman does, that “people who report going to church once a week are more religious 
than those who report not going to church, regardless of their true religious attendance.” 
(Gelman et al. 2008, 81).  In other words, I assume that those who report high levels of 
attendance at religious services are, in fact, more religious (and thus, more conservative 
along the religious dimension) than those who never attend religious services, as an 
individual’s reported behavior arguably reveals the subjective importance of religion to 
that individual voter. 
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Before setting forth my specific hypotheses for testing, I first review the primary 

literature on the religious and economic dimensions of voting in presidential general 

elections.

II.  The Religious Dimension Versus The Economic Dimension of Voting in 
Presidential General Elections: The Literature  

James Davison Hunter’s now famous (or infamous) book from 1991 sets forth the 

thesis that there is a deeply rooted cultural conflict in America, which he labels a “culture 

war.”  Hunter argues that these cultural divisions have religious roots, and he points to

the political consequences of religious divisions in American history.  In sum, cultural 

divisions and religious divisions are intimately related for Hunter, and he puts his central 

question in the following terms: “Is the age of cultural and, in particular, religious

conflict in America coming to a close?” (Hunter 1991, 41) (emphasis added).  

His answer to that question is an unequivocal “No.”  He argues, specifically, that 

there are two conflicting “moral visions” in American society, manifesting in polarizing 

impulses or tendencies toward either orthodoxy or progressivism.  (Hunter 1991).  

Simply put, orthodoxy is a commitment to authority that is consistent and unchangeable, 

while progressivism sees moral authority as changing with the spirit of the age or 

contemporary times.  (Hunter 1991).  What it really comes down to are disagreements 

about the sources of moral truth, and Hunter explains that this is a disagreement that is 

now taking place within different religious traditions, not so much among different 

religious traditions, as was the case before.6  Hunter further explains that “those who 

                                                
6 These religious traditions are, broadly speaking, Protestantism, Catholicism and 
Judaism.  Note, however—as discussed below—that some scholars of religion and 
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embrace the orthodox impulse are almost always cultural conservatives, while those who 

embrace progressivist moral assumptions tend toward a liberal or libertarian social 

agenda.” (Hunter 1991, 46).  

On the surface, the 2004 election provided evidence for Hunter’s thesis.  Many 

commentators emphasized the overwhelming support for George W. Bush among 

evangelical Protestants, and many voters in exit polls chose “moral values” when asked 

which one issue mattered most in deciding for whom to vote.  As a reaction to many of 

these “values voters” who may have been voting against their economic interests, 

Thomas Frank in What’s the Matter with Kansas? lamented the fact that “[P]eople 

getting their fundamental interests wrong is what American political life is all about” and 

referred to the phenomenon as a “derangement.” (Frank 2004, 1).  His essential 

argument is that the Republicans, by focusing on cultural issues, fooled those voters who 

would not benefit from the party’s economic policies into voting for the Republican 

candidate.

In response, Larry Bartels (2006) wrote in “What’s the Matter with What’s the 

Matter with Kansas?” that Frank’s claims were overblown and in many cases, simply not 

supported by the actual data.  Specifically, Bartels argues that white working-class voters 

(defined by Frank as whites without college educations) are indeed divided by income, 

such that those in the bottom third of the income distribution have given an average of 

50% support to the Democratic candidate for President from 1952 to 2004 (compared to 

43% in the middle income category and 35% in the upper income category).  (Bartels 

                                                                                                                                                
politics further divide the broad category of Protestants into “Evangelical Protestants,” 
“Mainline Protestants,” “Black Protestants” and “Hispanic Protestants.”
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2006).  Bartels’ ultimate point is that low-income whites remain supportive of the 

Democrats and have not made a dramatic shift towards the Republican party.

Others provide evidence against the “culture war” theory to the extent that it  

“refers to a displacement of the classic economic conflicts that animated twentieth 

century politics in the advanced democracies by newly emergent moral and religious 

ones.” (Fiorina, Abrams and Pope 2006, 2).  McCarty, Poole and Rosenthal (2006) 

dispute the overly-simplistic “moral values” explanation for American voting behavior 

and demonstrate that income still matters.  They argue that the primary cleavage based on 

income persists—despite cleavages that may exist based on religion or religiosity—and 

show that party identification has become increasingly related to voters’ incomes.  

Specifically, they find that relative income is a statistically significant factor in the level 

of Republican partisanship.  (McCarty, Poole and Rosenthal 2006).  In addition, in an 

ordered probit analysis, they find that a church attendance variable is not statistically 

significant.7  More generally, they assert that “High-income voters increasingly identify 

with the Republican Party and vote for Republican presidential candidates [while] [l]ow-

income voters are increasingly in the Democratic camp,” a finding that “controverts 

recent punditry.”  (McCarty, Poole and Rosenthal 2006, 71).

                                                
7 However, the variable is a simple dummy variable for church/synagogue attendance, 
divided crudely into “at least once or twice a month” and “less than once or twice a 
month.”  While this might measure very generally a dichotomy between those who are 
“religious” and those who are “not religious,” the measure does not capture the finer 
distinctions between those who are very religious and those who are not religious at all 
(commonly referred to as seculars).  This is the religion gap that seems to matter most to 
voting behavior in recent elections, as it generally represents those who are at the far right 
and the far left of the religious dimension, respectively.
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As further evidence that income matters for presidential vote choice, Brooks and 

Brady (1999) find in their analysis of elections from 1952 through 1996 that income is a 

statistically significant predictor of vote choice (with poorer voters more likely to favor 

the Democratic candidate), and that this relationship remains statistically significant even 

with important statistical controls such as race, class, gender and specific election years 

(but note that no religiosity or religious identification variables were used as controls).  

Gelman et al. (2008) also provide evidence that there remains a positive relationship 

between income and voting Republican, and that poor voters have not, in fact, shifted to 

the Republican party.8  

More recently, Bartels (2008) set out to address the question of whether “‘moral 

values’ trump economics” and concludes that they do not.  He analyzed whether white 

working-class voters (defined as voters with family incomes of less than $35,000) 

attached more weight to cultural issues than to economic issues in their vote choices for 

president from 1984 through 2004.  In attempting to answer this question, Bartels divided 

voters into three income classes (low, middle and high) and examined the relationship 

between presidential vote choice and their responses to questions on the following six 

issues: government spending versus provision of services; defense spending; the 

                                                
8 However, Gelman does not separate out white voters, which results in an 
understatement of the effect of religious services attendance on white voters at the lower
income levels, and an overstatement of the effect of income on the most religious white 
voters. In addition, while Gelman’s work generally addresses the relationship between 
religion and income, his focus is not on predicting individual vote choice, but on 
exploring and explaining the paradox of rich states voting for the Democratic candidate 
for president, while rich voters prefer the Republican candidate and vice versa.  Thus, he 
does not attempt directly to sort out the relative effects of religion versus income on 
individual vote choice, and to the extent he does so indirectly, those results do not take 
into account important differences in these effects by race.   
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provision of government jobs and income maintenance; abortion; aid to blacks; and 

women’s role in society.  According to Bartels, his results “provide no support for the 

notion that contemporary American politics is primarily driven by cultural issues.”  

(Bartels 2008, 84).  Bartels’ ultimate conclusion is that “while contemporary American 

politics is increasingly about cultural issues, it continues to be primarily about economic 

issues.”  (Bartels 2008, 86) (emphasis in original).

While Bartels’ analysis does provide evidence that one’s expressed preferences on 

economic issues are important to one’s vote choice, and that certain economic issues may 

weigh more heavily than certain cultural issues, it is hard to dispute the conclusions of 

other literature showing that voters in 2004 were deeply divided along the religious 

dimension as measured by religiosity or religious identification variables.  For example, 

using the variable of religious services attendance, scholars found that as church 

attendance increased, so did the percentage of the Bush vote. (Green 2007).  One of the 

most striking differences is between those who are very religious and those who are not 

religious or secular (as measured by attendance).  Specifically, George W. Bush received 

only 24.3% of the votes of those who never attend religious services compared to 63.7% 

of those who attended more than once a week.  (Green 2007).  In addition, white 

evangelical Protestants provided the highest level of support for Bush among any other 

major population group, voting for him at a rate of approximately 78%; almost as a 

mirror image, voters considered to be “seculars” voted for Kerry at a rate of 71%.  (Green 

et al. 2007).  Thus, there is no doubt that in 2004, there were clear divisions among voters 

based on religion, which signals a major divide along the religious dimension.
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In addition, other scholars have found that income was not a statistically 

significant predictor of voting for George Bush in 2004.  (Guth et al. 2005).  Using data 

from the Fourth National Survey of Religion and Politics, Guth et al. separated 

respondents into major religious traditions such as Protestant, Catholic, Jewish and 

Unaffiliated.  Through detailed denominational classification, they further divided 

Protestant respondents into “White Mainline Protestants,” “White Evangelical 

Protestants,” “Hispanic Protestants” and “Black Protestants.”  They then further divided 

the white evangelical Protestants, white mainline Protestants and white Catholics into 

either modernists, centrists or traditionalists.  As they explain, this is a way of capturing a 

milder version of the “culture wars” thesis, by acknowledging that while there is not an 

all-out war, and that many people are centrists or moderates, there is a difference in 

worldview within religious traditions between those who are modernists on one side and 

traditionalists on the other.  Put another way, Guth et al. could be read to agree that there 

is a left/right religious dimension of voting that varies from liberal (or modern) on the left 

and conservative (or traditional) on the right.  

After running a logistic regression with a total of sixteen different religious group 

categories and including demographic controls for, among other things, income and 

education, they found that eleven of the sixteen categories were statistically significant, 

while income was not.  However, when party identification was added as an explanatory 

variable, only four of the religious categories retained statistical significance, indicating 

that perhaps the effect of membership in a particular religious group is mediated by party 

identification.  Ultimately, when very detailed religious group categorization was 

utilized, income was not a statistically significant predictor of vote choice in 2004.    
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In addition, Jacobson’s analysis of the 2000 election indicates that there may be a 

bigger “religion gap” than an “income gap,” meaning that the difference in voting 

behavior between the most religious and the least religious is greater than the difference 

in voting behavior between the most wealthy and the least wealthy.  (Jacobson 2007).  

Using data from the 2000 Voter News Service Exit Poll, Jacobson found that “differences 

in support for the candidates based on the two noneconomic factors, gun ownership and 

religiosity, are even larger than differences associated with income.” (Jacobson 2007, 

58).  

Fiorina, Abrams and Pope (2006) also point out that since 1992 in particular, 

there has been a huge gap in Presidential vote choice between regular churchgoers and 

nonattenders.  However, they argue that this does not mean that religiosity has eclipsed 

the importance of income as a correlate of vote choice, and point out that in recent 

elections, the difference in Democratic presidential vote percentage between the highest 

and the lowest thirds of the income distribution is nearly comparable to the difference 

between regular churchgoers and nonattenders.  They go on to state:  

We do not wish to draw any firm conclusions about the relative 
importance of income and religious differences in contemporary elections.  
Such an estimate of relative importance would require a far more elaborate 
analysis than we have carried out, and analysts would argue at great length 
about the relative merits of measures and the most appropriate methods for 
analyzing the data.  

(Fiorina, Abrams and Pope 2006, 137).  

This chapter, along with Chapters 3, 4 and 5, form an attempt at such “more 

elaborate analysis.” My approach could be considered a middle ground in the “culture 

wars” debate, because I argue that while both dimensions clearly “matter” in American 
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presidential elections, the degree to which each matters in any particular election is 

driven by which dimension is activated most clearly during the campaign, either by the 

candidates themselves or by significant external events (such as a full-scale financial 

crisis in September 2008).    

III.  Hypothesis

As I argue in Chapter 1, there are two main ways in which a candidate can 

activate the religious dimension of voting: (1) a candidate emphasizes his or her own 

religiosity or religious identity, and thus a voter who shares that high level of religiosity 

or particular religious identity sees the candidate as being “one of us;” or (2) a candidate 

publicly takes clear stances on political issues that are connected to certain religious 

beliefs (for example, issues such as abortion and gay marriage), which attracts the 

attention of religious voters who share the candidate’s views on those issues.  George W. 

Bush engaged in both of these tactics.  First, beginning as a candidate in 2000, Bush 

made it no secret that he was a Christian and that his faith in God was an important part 

of his governing philosophy. As he famously said in the Iowa Republican primary 

debates when asked what political philosopher or thinker he most identified with, and 

why, he responded: “Christ, because he changed my heart.”  When pressed to explain 

how, Bush said—to applause—that “When you turn your heart and your life over to 

Christ, when you accept Christ as the savior, it changes your heart.  It changes your life. 

And that's what happened to me.”9  Thus, Bush clearly communicated to Christian voters 

in the 2000 election that he was “one of them.”  During his presidency, he continued to 

                                                
9 Citations to the transcript of this debate come from the online archives of The American 
Presidency Project at the University of California, Santa Barbara.    
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=76120
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invoke God in his public speeches, explicitly referencing a supreme being in 94% of his 

presidential addresses to the nation through his first six years in office (Domke and Coe 

2008).  In sum, both candidate Bush and President Bush left little doubt about where he 

personally stood along the religious dimension: he was a devout, born-again Christian 

who was not ashamed to talk publicly about his faith.  

In addition, Bush made very clear during the 2004 campaign his positions on 

abortion and gay marriage, and his positions were consistent with those held by most 

religious conservatives.  Specifically, in two of the three nationally-televised presidential 

debates, in response to questions on abortion, Bush discussed his clear opposition to 

abortion and the importance of promoting a “culture of life.”  In his nationally-televised 

nomination speech at the Republican national convention, Bush mentioned his support 

for the protection of marriage—defined as the union of a man and a woman—against 

activist judges.  And in one debate, Bush responded to a direct question on gay marriage 

by discussing his support for a Constitutional amendment defining marriage as between 

one man and one woman.  Thus, on national television in front of millions of Americans, 

Bush made clear his opposition to abortion and gay marriage—an opposition shared by 

the vast majority of highly religious, conservative Christian voters.  

Adding further emphasis to the abortion issue, major Christian leaders such as 

Rick Warren and major religious organizations communicated to tens of thousands and 

millions of voters, respectively, that a candidate’s position on abortion was of the utmost 

importance, and that opposition to abortion rights was “non-negotiable.” (Domke and 

Coe 2008, 113).  Furthermore, measures banning same-sex marriage were on the ballot in 

eleven states.  The measures passed in all eleven, and Bush won nine of those eleven 
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states, leading some to believe that the gay marriage ballot measure highlighted “moral 

values” issues, and thereby increased the turnout of socially conservative voters in Bush’s 

favor.10    

In sum, Bush activated the religious dimension by signaling clearly to highly 

religious Christian voters that he was “one of them” and by publicly taking clear 

positions on abortion and gay marriage that most conservative Christian voters favored.  

On the other hand, the economy was doing relatively well11 and was not the primary 

focus of either campaign; between both campaigns, the plurality (approximately 33%) of 

campaign ads that aired in the last two months before the election focused on national 

security/Iraq/terrorism, with 25% concerning healthcare, and just under 25% discussing 

taxes/jobs/the economy.12  

Taking all of these factors into account, I categorize the presidential election of 

2004 as a Type 1 election—an election in which at least one of the candidates explicitly 

activates the religious dimension, and the economy is not a major issue—and therefore 

hypothesize that the religious dimension will have more of an effect than the economic 

dimension on vote choice.  In testing this hypothesis, I perform both cross-tabulation and 

logistic regression analyses for each of the following data sets: a Pew post-election 

                                                
10 James Dao, “Same-Sex Marriage Issue Key to Some G.O.P. Races,” New York Times, 
November 4, 2004.

11 During October 2004, the Dow Jones Industrial Average hovered around 10,000 and 
unemployment was 5.5%.  In addition, the GDP growth rate for the third quarter of 2004 
was around 3%.    

12 I reviewed the television advertisements through Stanford University’s Political 
Communication Lab database, available online at 
http://pcl.stanford.edu/campaings/2004/archive.html.
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survey; a Gallup pre-election poll; the National Election Pool Exit Poll; and the ANES

post-election survey.  The results from each data set provide support for my hypothesis.

IV.  Data and Results

A.  Pew Post-Election Survey13

1.  Descriptive Statistics 

In order to get a feel for general patterns in the data with respect to income and 

attendance, I first looked at the relationship between those variables and Bush’s vote 

share.  Specifically, I wanted to know whether Bush’s vote share would increase steadily 

as income increased, and also whether his vote share would increase as attendance 

increased.  As the first figure below shows, the answer to the first question is, generally, 

no.  As the second figure shows, the answer to the second question is yes.

                                                
13 This was a post-election survey conducted by Princeton Survey Research Associates 
International for the Pew Research Center for the People & the Press.  The data were 
made available through The Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, University of 
Connecticut (“The Roper Center”), and the data set is entitled “USPEW2004-
POSTELEC.”  After dropping missing cases for variables in the regression below, the 
number of respondents is 931, consisting of the following: White=829; African 
American=67; and Hispanic=35.  The categories for attendance at religious services are: 
never; a few times a year; once or twice a month; once a week; more than once a week.  
Income categories are: $0-$29k; $30k-$49k; $50k-$74k; $75k-$99k; and $100k+.  Party 
identification is coded from Democrat; lean towards Democrats; Independent; leans 
towards Republicans; to Republican. Ideology is coded from very liberal; liberal; 
moderate; conservative; to very conservative.  Race is divided into White, Hispanic and 
African American, while region is divided into Northeast, Midwest, West and South.        
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Figure 2.1: Percent Vote for Bush, by Income
2004 Pew Post-Election Survey

Although there is a slight increase in Bush’s vote share between the low and low-

middle income categories, the income effect essentially flattens out after that point.  The 

slope even becomes negative between the middle-high and high income category, and it 

is very striking that those with household incomes of $100,000 or more support Bush at 

only 52%.  In light of this figure, it does not seem likely that an increase in one’s income 

will have a strong, positive effect on voting for Bush, as one might otherwise expect 

given prior research documenting the link between increased income and one’s 
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propensity to identify with the Republican party.  (See, e.g., Gelman et al. 2008, Bartels 

2006 and McCarty, Poole and Rosenthal 2006).  

However, the picture looks very different when one considers the relationship 

between an increase in attendance at religious services and Bush’s vote share.
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Figure 2.2: Percent Vote for Bush, by Religious Services Attendance
2004 Pew Post-Election Survey

As the blue line indicates, Bush’s vote share increases significantly as attendance 

at religious services increases.  The increase is particularly pronounced between the 

extremes of attendance.  Specifically, Bush received 32% of the votes of those who never 
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attend religious services, compared to 78% of the votes of those who attend more than 

once a week.  It is also clear, from comparing the slope of the line in Figure 2.1 with the 

slope of the line in Figure 2.2, that the increase in Bush’s vote share as attendance 

increases is far more dramatic than the increase in his vote share as income increases.  

Based on the cross-tabulation results above, we might expect that in a more sophisticated 

regression analysis, religious services attendance would be a statistically significant 

predictor of vote choice, while income likely would not be (as would be expected for a 

Type 1 election).  I will now turn to the results of my logistic regression model, to see 

whether this prediction holds true.

2.  Regression Results

My dependent variable of interest is whether the respondent voted for George W. 

Bush (versus John Kerry).  The independent variables include party identification, 

income, attendance at religious services, ideology, race, region and gender.  Highlighted 

in yellow in the table below are the statistically significant independent variables.  With 

regard to the control variables, party identification and ideology are statistically 

significant, which is no surprise.  So is being African-American compared to being white 

(i.e., simply being African-American compared to being white substantially decreases the 

likelihood that a respondent would vote for Bush).  Region also matters, at least when it 

comes to being from the South; specifically, being from the Northeast, the Midwest or the 

West makes one less likely to vote for Bush compared to being from the South.  When 

any other region is the baseline, however, there is no statistically significant difference 

among respondents from the Northeast, the Midwest and the West.   
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Table 2.1: 2004 Presidential Vote Choice, Pew Post-Election Survey  
(Bush Vote as the Dependent Variable)

N=931; Pseudo R^2= .71

Coefficient Z score p value

Party Identification 1.585 13.53 0.000
Income -0.021 -0.21 0.835
Religious Services 
Attendance

0.415 2.83 0.005

Ideology 0.849 5.16 0.000
African American -2.439 -4.05 0.000
Hispanic 0.185 0.30 0.761
Northeast -1.300 -2.61 0.009
Midwest -0.798 -2.02 0.044
West -0.893 -2.27 0.023
Female -0.367 -1.24 0.217
Constant (White as 
baseline)

-7.159 -7.18 0.000

With regard to my two main independent variables of interest, we see that income 

is not statistically significant while attendance at religious services is.  The figure below 

helps illustrate the same point graphically, in a way that is more intuitive.  Specifically, 

we see that there is effectively no change in the likelihood of voting for Bush as income 

increases, as represented by the flat (but slightly negative) slope of the black line for 

income.  In contrast, there is a steady and overall dramatic increase in the likelihood of 

voting for Bush as attendance increases, as represented by the slope of the blue line.
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One of the most striking results shown in Figure 2.3 is that the likelihood of 

voting for Bush almost doubles when one goes from never attending religious services to 

attending more than once a week (from 40% to 78%).  In sum, as predicted, income is not 

a statistically significant predictor of vote choice, while attendance at religious services 

is, and as attendance at religious services increases, the likelihood of voting for Bush also 

increases substantially.  Based on these results, the religious dimension had a greater 

effect than the economic dimension on vote choice in 2004. 
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3.  The Relationship between Religious Services Attendance and Race

The last figure above shows the effect of religious services attendance on the 

probability of voting for Bush, for all voters.  However, the regression results tell us that   

African Americans are less likely to vote for Bush compared to whites.  We also know 

that African Americans attend religious services at high rates, but at the same time, 

overwhelmingly support Democratic candidates.  Therefore, it is possible that the effect 

of increased attendance at religious services on the likelihood of voting for Bush is 

understated for white voters and overstated for African-American voters.  Consequently, 

the figure below presents the differential effects of religious services attendance by race.  

One important point about Hispanic respondents is worth noting, however.  In the Pew 

data set (and in the ANES data set discussed at the end of this chapter) there is no 

statistically significant difference between white respondents and Hispanic respondents, 

and the figure below reflects this.  However, this anomalous result is likely due to the fact 

that there are so few Hispanics in the Pew survey (only 39 total Hispanic respondents in 

the raw data and 35 cases for the regression model) and in the ANES (only 85 and 42, 

respectively).  By contrast, in the Gallup poll and in the National Election Pool Exit Poll

(which contain many more Hispanic respondents), there is a statistically significant 

difference between Hispanic respondents and white respondents.  
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In this figure, we see that for white voters, the probability of voting for Bush 

increases dramatically as attendance at religious services increases.  Specifically, the 

likelihood that a hypothetical white voter will vote for Bush goes from 49% to 83% as 

attendance increases from never to more than once a week.  Still, it is interesting to note 

that even white voters at the lowest level of attendance have almost a 50/50 chance of 

voting for Bush.  The difference in predicted probabilities for white voters compared to 
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African-American voters is striking; the graph makes clear that simply being white (as 

opposed to being African American) makes one far more likely to vote for Bush, at all 

levels of attendance.  For African Americans, religious services attendance has almost no 

effect on vote preference.  

4.  Conflicted Voters

Aside from looking at statistical significance, another way to get a sense of the  

relative effects of each dimension is to find out what happens when the religious 

dimension arguably conflicts with the economic dimension for specific voters.  I refer to 

these voters as “conflicted voters”—voters for whom the economic dimension should 

pull them toward one candidate, while the religious dimension should pull them toward 

the other.  In an effort to analyze whether, in this situation, one dimension generally 

prevails, I generated predicted probabilities of voting for Bush for hypothetical white

voters14 in the following two categories: those with household incomes of less than 

$30,000 per year, but who attend religious services more than once a week; and those 

with household incomes of $100,000 or more, but who never attend religious services.  A 

hypothetical voter in the first category (white, poor, but highly attending) has an 81% 

likelihood of voting for Bush, while a hypothetical white voter in the second category

(white, wealthy and non-attending) has a 57% likelihood of voting for Kerry.  In either 

case, the hypothetical voter is more likely than not to vote in a way that is inconsistent 

with his income level (and arguably against his own economic interests) but consistent 

with his religiosity.  However, the degree of influence of the religious dimension is more 

                                                
14 I choose to use only white voters for this part of the analysis because (as demonstrated 
above) there is no variation in vote choice for African Americans by attendance, and 
because there are not enough Hispanic respondents on which to perform this analysis.  
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pronounced among poor voters.  In other words, while wealthy, non-attending white

voters are more likely than not (57%) to vote in a way that is inconsistent with their 

income, poor, highly attending white voters are extremely likely (81%) to do so.  

5.  Conclusion

In results from the Pew data, we see that income is not a statistically significant 

predictor of presidential vote choice in 2004, while attendance at religious services is.  

This is consistent with the hypothesis that the religious dimension should have a greater 

effect than the economic dimension on vote choice in 2004.  Regarding race, religious 

services attendance has virtually no effect on African Americans’ vote choice, while 

white voters are more likely to vote for Bush as religious services attendance increases.  

In addition, poor white voters who attend religious services at high levels are more likely 

than not to vote in a way that is inconsistent with their income level but consistent with 

their religiosity, while the same is true for wealthy white voters who never attend 

religious services.  In sum, attendance played an important role in the 2004 election, 

while income did not.

B.  Gallup Pre-Election Poll15

                                                
15 This was a national pre-election poll conducted by the Gallup Organization for Cable 
News Network and USA Today on October 29-31, 2004, in the last weekend before the 
election.  The data were made available through The Roper Center, and the data set is 
entitled “USAIPOCNUS2004-40.”  After dropping missing cases for variables in the 
regression below, the number of respondents is 1,636, consisting of the following:
White=1,373; African American=139; and Hispanic=124.  The categories for attendance 
at church or synagogue are: never; seldom; about once a month; almost every week; at 
least once a week.  Income categories are: $0-$29k; $30k-$49k; $50k-$74k; $75k-$99k; 
and $100k+.  Party identification is coded from Democrat; lean towards Democrats; 
Independent; lean towards Republicans; to Republican.  Ideology is coded from very 
liberal; liberal; moderate; conservative; to very conservative.  Race is divided into White, 
Hispanic and African American, while region is divided into Northeast, Midwest, West 
and South.   
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1.  Descriptive Statistics 

The figures presented below for income and attendance look very similar to the 

parallel figures from the Pew data.  First, we see that there is a modest increase in Bush’s 

vote share as income increases.  However, the initial increase of 20% occurs between the 

lowest and middle income categories, and then the income effect flattens out.  
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Figure 2.5: Percent Vote for Bush, by Income
2004 Gallup Pre-Election Poll

In other words, there is almost no increase in Bush’s support between the middle 

income category and those with household incomes of $100,000 or more.  What this 

means is that those with the highest household income do not support Bush at higher 

rates than those with household incomes of $50,000 to $74,999.  Again, this is somewhat 
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counterintuitive given the positive relationship between higher incomes and the 

likelihood of identifying with the Republican party.  However, as with the Pew data, the 

relationship between attendance and Bush’s vote share is very strong and positive.  
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Figure 2.6: Percent Vote for Bush, by Religious Services Attendance
2004 Gallup Pre-Election Poll

Again, these cross-tabulations give us an intuition that religious services 

attendance was an important predictor of vote choice in 2004, while income was not.  To 

test this, I now turn to the logistic regression results.
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2.  Regression Results

Table 2.2: 2004 Presidential Vote Choice, Gallup Pre-Election Survey
(Bush Vote as the Dependent Variable)

N=1,636; Pseudo R^2=.66

Coefficient Z score p value

Party Identification 1.370 18.74 0.000
Income 0.001 0.01 0.990
Religious Services 
Attendance

0.331 4.31 0.000

Ideology 0.636 5.26 0.000
African American -2.242 -4.79 0.000
Hispanic -0.900 -2.01 0.044
Northeast -0.125 -0.40 0.689
Midwest -0.198 -0.72 0.473
West -0.098 -0.30 0.767
Female -0.295 -1.34 0.179
Constant (White as 
baseline)

-7.258 -9.51 0.000

As with the Pew data, we see that income is not a statistically significant predictor 

of voting for Bush, while attendance at religious services is.  It is striking that when one 

goes from never attending religious services to attending more than once a week, the 

likelihood of voting for Bush almost doubles, from 36% to 68%.  In sum, the regression 

results from the Gallup data also support the hypothesis that the religious dimension had 

a greater influence on vote choice in 2004 than did the economic dimension.

3.  The Relationship between Religious Services Attendance and Race

In the figure below, voters are separated into white, Hispanic and African 

American, and we see the differential effects of attendance at religious services on the 

probability of voting for Bush, by race.  
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Clearly, white voters are overall much more likely to vote for Bush compared to 

Hispanic voters and African-American voters.  However, the effect of attendance on the 

probability that each category of voters will vote for Bush varies substantially.  

Specifically, the likelihood that a white voter who never attends will vote for Bush is 

50%, and that increases to 79% if the voter attends more than once a week, for an overall 

increase of 29%.  For Hispanic voters, this overall increase is 20%, and for African-
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American voters, 2%. Thus, there is a dramatic effect of attendance for white voters, a 

moderate effect for Hispanic voters, and almost no effect for African-American voters.   

4.  Conflicted Voters

Again, I generated predicted probabilities of voting for Bush for hypothetical 

white voters for whom the dimensions arguably conflict.  I found that a hypothetical 

white voter who is in the lowest income category but attends religious services at least  

once a week has a 73% chance of voting for Bush, while a hypothetical white voter who 

is in the highest income category but non-attending has a 58% chance of voting for 

Kerry.  In either case, the hypothetical voter is more likely than not to vote in a way that 

is inconsistent with his income (and therefore, arguably against his own economic 

interests), but consistent with his religiosity.  As we saw in the Pew data, this effect is 

more pronounced for poor voters than for wealthier voters.  In other words, while a 

wealthier voter is more likely than not (58%) to vote in a way that is inconsistent with his 

income, a poor voter is very likely to do so (73%).  

5. Conclusion  

In sum, the results from the Gallup data are consistent with the results from the 

Pew data.  Specifically, income is not a statistically significant predictor of presidential 

vote choice in 2004, while attendance at religious services is.  This finding further 

supports the hypothesis that the religious dimension had a greater effect than the 

economic dimension on vote choice in 2004.  In addition, religious services attendance 

has virtually no effect on African Americans’ vote choice, while both white and Hispanic 

voters are more likely to vote for Bush as religious services attendance increases.  And 

again I find that poor white voters who attend religious services at high levels are more 
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likely than not to vote in a way that is inconsistent with their income, but consistent with 

their level of religiosity, while the same is true for wealthy white voters who never attend 

religious services.  

C.  National Election Pool Exit Poll16

The National Election Pool Exit Poll (the “NEP”) has one major advantage over 

the three other data sets analyzed in this chapter: it has a much larger sample size.  In fact, 

the initial sample size of the NEP is between six and fifteen times the initial sample size 

of each of the other data sets.  Thus, while getting the same results from the Pew survey 

and the Gallup poll gives us confidence in our findings, getting the same results from the 

NEP would make the findings very robust, given the size of the NEP.  I will now see if 

the results from the NEP are consistent with the results from the Pew and Gallup data.  

1. Descriptive Statistics

In the figure below, we see a familiar pattern; initially, there is an increase in 

Bush’s vote share as income increases.  However, once a respondent reaches the middle 

                                                
16 The 2004 exit poll was conducted by Edison Media Research/Mitofsky International 
for the National Election Pool, comprising ABC News, the Associated Press, CBS News, 
CNN, Fox News and NBC News.  The data were made available through The Roper 
Center, and the data set is entitled “USMI2004-NATELEC.”  After dropping missing 
cases for variables in the regression below, the number of respondents is 8,446, 
consisting of the following: White=6,823; African American=955; and Hispanic=668.  
The religious services attendance categories are: never; a few times a year; a few times a 
month; once a week; and more than once a week.  The categories for income are: 0-$29k; 
$30k-$49k; $50k-$74k; $75k-$99k; and $100k+.  Party identification is coded from 
Democrat to Independent to Republican.  Ideology is coded from liberal to moderate to 
conservative.  Race is divided into White, Hispanic and African American, while region 
is divided into Northeast, Midwest, West and South.  The attendance question was asked 
on three of four versions.  However, according to the study documentation, the four 
versions were assigned randomly.  Because of this random assignment, the fact that the 
attendance question was not asked on every version should not bias the results.       
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category for income, the effect of income flattens out.  Again, we see very little 

difference between Bush’s vote percentage at the $50,000 to $74,999 income level, 

compared to the $100,000 or more income level (52% to 54%, respectively).  
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Figure 2.8: Percent Vote for Bush, by Income
2004 National Election Pool Exit Poll

In addition, the figure below of attendance and Bush’s vote share is also 

consistent with the parallel figures from both the Pew and Gallup data sets.  



42

0
2

0
40

60
80

Religious Services Attendance

P
e

rc
e

n
t V

o
te

 fo
r 

B
u

sh

Never A Few Times
Per Year

A Few Times
Per Month

Once
a Week

>Once
a Week

Figure 2.9: Percent Vote for Bush, by Religious Services Attendance
2004 National Election Pool Exit Poll

Again, we see a dramatic increase in Bush’s vote share as attendance at religious 

services increases.  At the extremes, when one goes from never attending to attending 

more than once a week, Bush’s percentage of the vote increases from 32% to 62%—

which repeats the pattern of almost doubling his vote share.  The ultimate point is that 

while there is an initial increase of Bush’s vote share by income, that increase flattens out 

to almost zero from the middle to the highest income levels, while Bush’s vote share 

increases with every increase in the level of attendance at religious services.    
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2.  Regression Results

Just as in the Pew and the Gallup data, we see from the table below that income is 

not a statistically significant predictor of vote choice, while attendance at religious 

services is.

Table 2.3: 2004 Presidential Vote Choice, National Election Pool Exit Poll
(Bush vote as the dependent variable)

N=8,106; Pseudo R^2=.53

Coefficient Z Score p value

Party Identification 1.957 36.78 0.000
Income 0.046 1.60 0.110
Religious Services 
Attendance

0.235 7.21 0.000

Ideology 1.193 18.42 0.000
African American -1.880 -10.77 0.000
Hispanic -0.686 -4.39 0.000
Northeast -0.677 -5.89 0.000
Midwest -0.612 -5.86 0.000
West -0.456 -3.76 0.000
Female -0.107 -1.31 0.190
Constant (White as 
baseline)

-6.310 -26.20 0.000

It is worth noting that income is just outside of statistical significance at the p<.10 

level.  Still, attendance has a much greater effect on the likelihood of voting for Bush 

compared to income, as is clear from the figure below.  
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Figure 2.10: Probability of Voting for Bush,
All Voters by Religious Services Attendance and Income

2004 National Election Pool Exit Poll 

Although there a positive slope for income, that slope is slight.  What this means 

is that there is almost no increase (and, again, there is no statistically significant increase) 

in one’s likelihood of voting for Bush as income increases.  However, there is a 

substantial increase in the likelihood of voting for Bush as attendance increases.  

Although the increase from one extreme of attendance to the other is a bit smaller than it 

was in the other data sets, the likelihood of voting for Bush increases from 39% to 62% 

as one goes from never attending to attending more than once a week.  In sum, the 
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regression results from the NEP confirm that attendance has a substantial, statistically 

significant effect on voting for Bush, while income does not.  

3.  The Relationship Between Religious Services Attendance and Race

The regression results indicate that Hispanics and African Americans are less 

likely to vote for Bush than white voters, while African Americans are also less likely to 

vote for Bush than Hispanics.  The figure below therefore separates the effect of religious 

services attendance by race. 
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Clearly, white voters are more likely to support Bush at every level of attendance 

compared to Hispanic and African-American voters.  However, the effect of attendance 

on white voters and on Hispanic voters is very similar (notice, for example, the very 

similar slopes for white respondents and Hispanic respondents).  The likelihood of voting 

for Bush increases steadily at each attendance level, with an increase from one extreme to 

the other of 22% for whites and 20% for Hispanics.  For African Americans, the line is 

relatively flat, although there is a noticeable uptick for those attending more than once a 

week.   However, the likelihood of voting for Bush at that high attendance level is still 

only 7%.  These results are very similar to those from the Gallup poll.    

4.  Conflicted Voters  

The results for conflicted voters are consistent with results from the Pew and 

Gallup data sets.  A hypothetical voter who is poor, white, and highly attending has a 

63% likelihood of voting for Bush, while a hypothetical voter who is wealthy, white and 

non-attending has a 55% likelihood of voting for Kerry.  In either case, the hypothetical 

voter is more likely than not to vote in a way that is inconsistent with his income but 

consistent with his religiosity.  It is worth noting, however, that in all three data sets 

analyzed so far, this effect is greater for poor voters than for wealthier voters.    

5.  Conclusion

The results from the NEP are consistent with the results from the Pew and Gallup

data.  Specifically, income is not a statistically significant predictor of presidential vote 

choice in 2004, while attendance at religious services is; this finding supports the 

hypothesis that the religious dimension should have a greater effect than the economic 

dimension on vote choice in 2004.  In addition, religious services attendance has a 
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negligible effect on African Americans’ vote choice, while both white and Hispanic 

voters are more likely to vote for Bush as religious services attendance increases.  As in 

the prior two data sets analyzed, poor white voters who attend religious services at the 

highest levels are more likely than not to vote in a way that is inconsistent with their

income (and therefore, arguably against their economic interests), but consistent with 

their religiosity, while the same is true for wealthy white voters who never attend 

religious services.  

D.  The American National Election Study17

Before discussing the initial cross tabs of presidential vote choice by income and 

attendance, it is worth noting an important difference in the way the American National 

Election Study (“ANES”) asks the religious services attendance question, as it produces a 

very different distribution from other surveys.  In the 1990s the ANES began using a 

filter question before asking how often one attends religious services.  The question is as 

follows: 

Lots of things come up that keep people from attending religious services
even if they want to.  Thinking about your life these days, do you ever 
attend religious services, apart from occasional weddings, baptisms or 
funerals?

                                                
17 The ANES conducted post-election interviews through December 20, 2004.  The data 
set, entitled “ANES 2004 Time Series Study,” is publicly available at  
www.electionstudies.org.  After all missing values of independent variables are dropped, 
there are 674 respondents, broken down as follows: White=535; African American=97; 
and Hispanic=42.  Religious services attendance categories are: never; a few times a year; 
once or twice a month; almost every week; once a week; and more than once a week.  
Income categories are: 0-$29k; $30k-$49k; $50k-$69k; $70k-$104k; and $105k+.  Party 
Identification is coded along the traditional seven-point scale from strong Democrat to 
strong Republican.  Ideology is coded along a seven-point scale from very liberal to 
liberal to slightly liberal to moderate to slightly conservative to conservative to very 
conservative.            
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When the question is asked this way, an astounding 34% of respondents say that 

absent these few ritualistic situations, they do not attend religious services.  Only if 

respondents answer “Yes” to this filter question are they asked the follow-up question of 

“How often do you attend religious services?”  This 34% who report never attending is 

far above the 9% in Pew, 14% in Gallup and 16% in the NEP in the “Never” category.  

The result for the purposes of my analysis is that many more respondents in the ANES 

are coded as “Never” attending religious services.  Practically speaking, what this could 

mean is that those coded as “Never” in the ANES are different in kind from those coded 

“Never” in the other surveys.  In other words, there is a logical reason to think that 

someone who responds “Never” in spite of social desirability effects genuinely will be 

less religious than someone who, when the main social desirability concern is taken 

away, admits that they “Never” attend religious services.  As a result, a distinction that 

might exist in the other surveys between true “Nevers” and those who respond “Seldom” 

or “1-2 Times a Year” is likely blurred in the ANES.  In sum, this unique question 

wording at least makes it necessary for us to be aware of any patterns or results regarding 

attendance at religious services that seem anomalous compared to the other three surveys.  

1. Cross-Tabulation Results

The relationship we see below between increasing income and Bush’s vote share 

is familiar.



49

0
2

0
4

0
6

0
8

0

Income

P
e

rc
e

n
t 

V
o

te
 f

o
r 

B
u

s
h

<$30k $30k-$49k $50k-$69k $70k-$104k $105k+

Figure 2.12: Percent Vote for Bush, by Income
2004 American National Election Study

Specifically, we see an initial increase in Bush’s vote share as income increases 

from the lowest level to the middle level, and then we see that increase flatten out.  

Another familiar pattern is that Bush’s vote share at the highest income level (here, 

$105,000 or more) is only slightly higher than his vote share at the middle income 

level—specifically, 58% compared to 54%.  The pattern for attendance, however, looks a 

bit different from the other three data sets. 
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Figure 2.13: Percent Vote for Bush, by Religious Services Attendance
2004 American National Election Study

While it is the case that from the lowest level of attendance to the highest level of 

attendance there is an overall increase in Bush’s vote share, it is also true that those in the 

“Never” category support Bush at higher levels than in any of the other data sets.  This is 

likely due to the existence of the filter question and the way it is asked (as discussed 

above).  Recall that the percentage of those in the “Never” category in the ANES is more 

than double the percentage of those in the “Never” category in each of the other three 

surveys.  As a result, there is likely a qualitative difference between those coded “Never” 
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in the ANES and those coded “Never” in the other three data sets, and this difference 

likely explains the somewhat strange pattern above.  In addition, almost half of 

respondents from the ANES report attending a few times per year or never, a percentage 

that is much higher than the percentages in the other three data sets.  In sum, the way the 

attendance question is asked in the ANES places far more respondents in the low to non-

attending categories, which, compared to the other three data sets, results in an overall 

weaker relationship between increasing attendance and Bush’s vote share.    

In order to see whether the results from ANES are completely anomalous, or 

whether they generally comport with results from the other three data sets, I now turn to 

logistic regression analysis for the ANES data.

2.  Regression Results

Table 2.4: 2004 Presidential Vote Choice, American National Election Study
(Bush vote as the dependent variable)

N=674; Pseudo R^2=.58

Coefficient Z score p value

Party Identification 0.899 9.55 0.000
Income 0.145 1.28 0.200
Religious Services 
Attendance

0.198 2.15 0.032

Ideology 0.572 5.38 0.000
African American -1.865 -3.75 0.000
Hispanic -0.336 -0.51 0.613
Northeast -0.458 -1.04 0.299
Midwest -0.580 -1.41 0.158
West -0.419 -0.97 0.331
Female -0.220 -0.73 0.468
Constant (White as 
baseline)

-5.496 -7.59 0.000

Again, we see that income is not statistically significant. And despite the pattern 

in Figure 2.13 above, attendance at religious services is statistically significant.  
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Furthermore, the likelihood of voting for Bush increases from 39% for those who never 

attend religious services to 63% for those who attend more than once a week.  

3.  The Relationship Between Religious Services Attendance and Race

Although the regression results did not expose a statistically significant difference 

between white voters and Hispanic voters (contrary to the regressions from the Gallup 

and NEP data), we do see a large separation in the overall likelihood of voting for Bush, 

by race, among whites, Hispanics and African Americans.
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In other words, Hispanic respondents are much less likely to prefer Bush than 

white respondents, at each level of attendance, while African-American respondents are 

less likely to prefer Bush compared to white and Hispanic respondents, at all levels of 

attendance.18  With regard to differential effects of attendance by race, we see that whites 

and Hispanics are affected in very similar ways by an increase in attendance at religious 

services. Specifically, the likelihood of voting for Bush increases from 54% to 78% for 

white voters who never attend and attend more than once a week, respectively.  The 

likelihood increases from 19% to 42% for Hispanic voters in these same categories.  Note 

again that while the probability for Hispanic voters in these categories never reaches the 

.5 mark, the probability more than doubles when attendance goes from never to more 

than once a week.  However, there is almost no effect of religious services attendance for 

African-American respondents.  Their likelihood of voting for Bush increases from 2% to 

only 7% at the extremes of attendance.  

4.  Conflicted Voters

Again, we see that a hypothetical voter who is poor, white, and highly attending is 

more likely than not (a likelihood of 65%) to vote for Bush.  This result is consistent with 

the parallel results from the other three data sets.  However, in the ANES, a hypothetical 

voter who is wealthy, white and non-attending has a 53% chance of voting for Bush also.  

This is the only data set in which this result occurs.  In other words, this is the only data 

set in which a white respondent who is wealthy and non-attending prefers Bush to Kerry.  

                                                
18 In the ANES, as in the Pew data, there were very few Hispanics.  There were 35 cases 
in the Pew regression model and 42 in the ANES model.  It is therefore likely that the 
differences observed between white respondents and Hispanic respondents are more 
accurate in the Gallup and NEP data sets. 
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Again, I would argue this anomalous result is likely because of the way the “Never” 

respondents are coded in the ANES and therefore, the qualitative difference between 

“Nevers” in the ANES and “Nevers” in the other three data sets.  Despite this anomalous 

result, it is still true that a poor, white and highly attending voter is more likely than not 

to vote in a way that is inconsistent with his income, but consistent with his religiosity.  

And even a white, wealthy and non-attending hypothetical voter is very close to having a 

50% chance of voting for Kerry.    

5. Alternative Measures of Religiosity

As mentioned earlier in the chapter, the ANES asks questions other than 

attendance at religious services that can be used to measure one’s religiosity and thus 

one’s likely position along the religious dimension of voting.  Specifically, the ANES 

asks respondents to quantify the frequency with which they pray.  It also asks 

respondents how much guidance religion provides in their day-to-day lives.  

I therefore substituted the frequency of prayer variable for attendance at religious 

services and kept all other variables the same as in the original regression, and separately 

substituted the religious guidance variable for attendance.19  I found that prayer was 

statistically significant while income was not, and that the likelihood of voting for Bush 

increased by 29% when a respondent goes from never praying to praying several times a 

                                                
19 Prayer is an ordinal variable coded from “never” to “once a week or less” to “a few 
times a week” to “once a day” to “several times a day.”  Regarding religious guidance, 
respondents were asked an initial filter question as to whether religion is an important 
part of his or her life.  If the respondent answered “yes” to that question, he was then 
asked how much guidance religion provides in his day-to-day living and given the 
following options: some; quite a bit; or a great deal.  As a result, this ordinal variable is 
coded in ascending order from 1 to 4, with those who responded that religion is not an 
important part of their lives being coded as 1. 
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day.  I found that religious guidance was statistically significant at the p<.001 level, while 

income was statistically significant, but at the p<.10 level.  Although income was 

statistically significant, I found that the degree of influence on vote choice was 

substantially higher for religious guidance; the likelihood of voting for Bush increased by 

30% when one moved from the statement that “religion is not an important part of my 

life” to “religion provides a great deal of guidance,” but by only 18% when one moved 

from the lowest level of income to the highest.  In sum, even when the religious 

dimension is measured using religiosity variables other than attendance, income either 

lacks statistical significance, or has less effect on vote choice than the religiosity 

variables.  Thus, despite any possible anomalies due to the attendance filter question, the 

results using other measures of religiosity confirm the result using attendance.

V.  The Relationship Between Income and Party Identification: Direct Versus 
Indirect Effects on Vote Choice    

In all four data sets analyzed above, income was not a statistically significant 

predictor of vote choice.  However, if all other independent variables are dropped from 

the model except for income and attendance, income is a statistically significant predictor 

of vote choice.  When party identification—the single most powerful predictor of vote 

choice—is added back to the model with only income and attendance, income loses its 

statistical significance in three of the four data sets.20  When party identification is then 

made the dependent variable in each data set, with only income and attendance as 

                                                
20 Although in the NEP income retains its statistical significance with party identification 
in the model, attendance has three times the effect of income on vote choice.  And recall 
that the NEP is the one data set for which income barely missed significance at the p<.10 
level when the full regression model is used. 
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independent variables, both income and attendance are statistically significant predictors 

of party identification.

These results provide strong evidence that income affected vote choice in 2004 

only indirectly, through its effect on party identification.  In other words, income did not 

have an independent, direct effect on vote choice.21  Religiosity, on the other hand, had

both a direct effect on vote choice and an indirect effect through party identification.  In 

sum, I find that in the 2004 presidential election, a voter’s religiosity had effects on vote 

choice over and above its effects on party identification, while a voter’s income did not.    

VI.  Conclusion 

The results from the four different data sets discussed in this chapter are highly 

consistent, and all point to the same conclusion: the religious dimension had a greater 

effect than the economic dimension on vote choice in the 2004 presidential election.  

Specifically, in each regression table for each data set, we see that income was not a 

statistically significant predictor of vote choice, while attendance at religious services 

was.  In addition, the results from each data set show that there were differential effects 

by race.  White voters were more likely to vote for Bush than Hispanic voters, but 

Hispanic voters were more likely to vote for Bush than African-American voters.  Whites 

and Hispanics were influenced in similar ways by attendance at religious services 

(specifically, as attendance increased, so did the probability of voting for Bush), while 

attendance at religious services had virtually no effect on the vote choices of African 

Americans.  

                                                
21 The indirect effects of income and attendance on vote choice through party 
identification and through ideology will be explored more fully in Chapter 4, in the 
context of the 2008 election, using a data set containing over 30,000 respondents.  
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And finally, in all four of the data sets, a poor but high attending white voter was 

more likely to vote for Bush.  Similarly, in three of the data sets, a wealthy but non-

attending white voter was more likely to vote for Kerry.  Both categories of hypothetical 

voters therefore were likely to vote in a way that was inconsistent with their income, but 

consistent with their religiosity.  In sum, based on these robust results, it is hard to deny 

that the religious dimension had a greater effect than the economic dimension on vote 

choice in the 2004 election.  This finding supports the hypothesis that the religious 

dimension should have a greater effect when one of the candidates activates the religious 

dimension while the economy is not a major issue in the campaign.

In the next chapter, I test the hypothesis that in the election of 2008—when the 

economy was collapsing and was the most salient issue for many voters, and when 

candidate McCain did not activate the religious dimension as did President Bush—the 

result from 2004 should be reversed.  Specifically, I predict that the economic dimension 

should have a greater effect than the religious dimension on vote choice in the 2008 

presidential general election.
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Chapter 3: The Religious Dimension Versus the Economic Dimension of Voting
in the 2008 Presidential General Election

I.  Introduction

In forming a hypothesis for the 2008 election, the first question to consider is

whether either candidate activated the religious dimension by clearly signaling to 

religious voters that he was “one of them,” or by publicly taking clear stances on policy 

issues such as abortion and gay marriage that are connected to many voters’ religious 

beliefs.  To be sure, during the campaign Barack Obama made clear public statements 

that he was a Christian.  He even participated in a nationally-televised presidential forum 

hosted by the well-known pastor Rick Warren, at Warren’s Saddleback (mega) Church, 

in which Obama professed the belief that “Jesus Christ died for my sins, and that I am 

redeemed through him.”  Obama undoubtedly was trying to speak the language of 

Christian voters, and to signal that he was “one of them.”  

However, despite his public pronouncements, only about half of Americans 

correctly identified Obama as a Christian during the campaign, with 13% of Americans 

(and 16% of evangelical Protestants) incorrectly classifying Obama as a Muslim as late 

as September, which was after the Rick Warren forum.22  As a result, it is difficult to 

conclude that Obama successfully signaled to Christian voters that he was “one of them.”  

On the Republican side, while John McCain stated publicly that he was a 

Christian, he by no means displayed the same level of public comfort in discussing his 

religion or his personal relationship with Jesus Christ compared to George W. Bush.  And

                                                
22 Source: surveys conducted in March, June and September of 2008 by The Pew 
Research Center For The People & The Press.  Summary chart available at: 
http://pewresearch.org/databank/dailynumber/?NumberID=626.
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undoubtedly, many conservative Christians in 2008 still remembered McCain’s referring 

to Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson—two of the most well known and popular television 

evangelists—as “agents of intolerance” during the 2000 campaign.23  In the end, while 

McCain stated that he was a Christian, he did not otherwise emphasize his religiosity 

during the campaign.  Thus, it is not clear that he convinced conservative Christian voters 

that he was “one of them,” as Bush undoubtedly had done in 2004.

When it came to the hot-button “moral values” issues, the differences between the 

two candidates were not as stark as one might expect.  Obama, while making clear that he 

was pro-choice, also stated that he was against so-called partial-birth abortions as long as 

there was an exception for the mother’s health.  And McCain, while stating that he was 

pro-life, also made clear in 2000 (and reaffirmed as late as May 2008) his desire to 

change the Republican party’s platform on abortion to explicitly allow for exceptions for 

rape, incest and to save the life of the mother.24  Regarding gay marriage, both Obama 

and McCain stated in the Rick Warren forum that they defined marriage as between a 

man and a woman.  In addition, McCain repeated his position that any bans on same-sex 

marriage should be decided by the states—a position that was at odds with President 

Bush and the Republican leadership.25  

                                                
23 Michael Luo, “McCain Extends His Outreach, but Evangelicals Are Still Wary,” New 
York Times, June 9, 2008.  
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/06/09/us/politics/09mccain.html

24 Katharine Q. Seelye,  “GOP Holds to Firm Stance on Abortion,” New York Times, 
August 30, 2008. http://www.nytimes.com/2008/08/31/us/politics/31abortion.html

25 See footnote 23.  In addition, during the forum McCain reiterated his position—also at 
odds with Bush and many religious conservatives—that he favored federal funding of 
embryonic stem cell research.



60

Furthermore, in analyzing the nationally-televised convention acceptance 

speeches, the three nationally-televised presidential debates and nationally-televised 

political ads from both campaigns, it is clear that neither religion nor these “moral 

values” issues were the focus of either campaign.26  Instead, as would be expected, the 

economy was the predominant topic.  Even before the economic meltdown in September, 

the primary focus of political advertisements from both campaigns ranged from national 

security to global warming to energy security, with several ads on the economy and taxes.  

Then, of course, came the economic tumult of September 2008, including the 

plummeting stock market and the frantic scrambling by President Bush, Congress, the 

Department of the Treasury and the Federal Reserve to come up with a comprehensive, 

massive bailout plan to rescue major financial institutions on the verge of collapse.  It is 

no surprise, then, that the economy was the first topic discussed in all three presidential 

debates.  Even in the first debate, which was supposed to be a debate on foreign policy 

and national security, the first questions of the night were about the financial crisis and 

the financial recovery plan, as that debate was on September 26, in the middle of efforts 

to pass a bailout package.  In addition, in the one month before the election, 

approximately 60% of Obama’s ads and approximately 33% of McCain’s ads focused on 

the economy/jobs/taxes.27  

                                                
26 Only in the third and final debate did the topic of abortion even come up, and it was in 
the context of a question about appointing Supreme Court justices based on their view of 
Roe v. Wade.  

27 In analyzing the content of the candidates’ ads, I used Stanford University’s Political 
Communication Lab database, available at http://pcl.stanford.edu/campaings/2008/. 
Representing approximately another one-third of McCain’s ads during the last month of 
the campaign were negative ads that typically began by asking “Who is Barack Obama?” 
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Considering all of these factors, I categorize the presidential election of 2008 as a 

Type 4 election—an election in which neither candidate explicitly activates the religious 

dimension, but in which the economy is a major issue in the campaign.  I therefore 

hypothesize that the economic dimension should have a greater effect on vote choice than 

the religious dimension.  What this means, practically speaking, is either that attendance 

or other religiosity variables will not be statistically significant predictors of vote choice 

while income will, or that income will have a greater effect than religiosity.

An alternative hypothesis, however, is that because religion can be fundamental to 

one’s personal identity, religiosity should continue to matter even in an election year in 

which the economy was the number one issue on most voters’ minds.  In other words, 

perhaps voters’ religiosity, religious identity or religious values need not be explicitly 

triggered by the candidates, because the religious dimension has become a subconscious 

part of voters’ calculations when choosing between the Republican and Democratic 

candidates for president.  It is possible under this theory that religiosity mattered as much 

as income to vote choice in 2008.  But it would be a startling finding if religiosity 

mattered more than did one’s income.  Still, this alternative hypothesis will be 

investigated in the analysis that follows.  

Finally, given the presence of an African-American candidate on the ballot, I  

predict that race will have a significant impact on vote choice.  As a result, I will look at 

the differential effects of the economic dimension and the religious dimension by race.

                                                                                                                                                
and that referenced Obama’s ties to Bill Ayers, ACORN or Tony Rezko.  A few other 
McCain ads discussed foreign policy.  Approximately 20% of Obama’s ads focused on 
health care.  
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II.  Data and Results

To test the hypotheses outlined above, I use four data sets from the 2008 election 

that parallel the four data sets analyzed in the preceding chapter: a Pew post-election 

survey; a Gallup pre-election poll; the National Election Pool Exit Poll (“NEP”); and 

finally, the post-election survey from the American National Election Study (“ANES”).  

In each data set, my dependent variable of interest is whether a respondent voted for John 

McCain (instead of Barack Obama).  As in the last chapter, I operationalized the 

economic dimension using income.  Also as in the preceding chapter, I used respondents’ 

attendance at religious services as my primary way of measuring the religious dimension.  

As I discuss at the end of this chapter, where the data sets allowed, I used other variables 

to operationalize the religious dimension to see if the results found in this chapter hold 

when using those other measures.  In order to compare directly results from 2008 with 

results from 2004, my control variables are the same as in the previous chapter: party 

identification, ideology, race, region and gender.

A.   Pew Post-Election Survey28

                                                
28 This was a post-election survey conducted by Princeton Research Associates 
International for the Pew Research Center for the People & the Press, from November 6 
to November 9, 2008.  The data were made available through The Roper Center for 
Public Opinion Research, University of Connecticut (“The Roper Center”), and the data 
set is entitled “USPEW2008-11POST.”  After dropping missing cases for the dependent 
and independent variables of interest, the number of respondents is 1,121, consisting of 
the following: White=950; African American=125; and Hispanic=46.  The categories for 
attendance at religious services are: never; a few times a year; once or twice a month; 
once a week; more than once a week.  Income categories are: 0-$29k; $30k-$49k; $50k-
$74k; $75k-$99k; and $100k+.  Party identification is coded from: Democrat; lean 
towards Democrats; Independent; lean towards Republicans; to Republican. Ideology is 
coded from: very conservative; conservative; moderate; liberal; to very liberal.  Race is 
divided into White, Hispanic and African American, while region is divided into 
Northeast, Midwest, West and South.
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1.  Descriptive Statistics

In the 2004 Pew post-election survey, there were very few Hispanic respondents 

and African-American respondents.  As a result, it did not make sense to present cross-

tabulations for income and vote choice separated by race.  However, given that the 

number of African-American respondents in the 2008 Pew survey almost doubled, for the 

2008 Pew survey I will present separate descriptive statistics for white and African-

American respondents.29  The differences are particularly striking in light of the presence 

of an African American as one of the two major party candidates in the general election 

for the first time in American history.  

As the figure below shows, for white respondents there is a steady increase in 

McCain’s vote share as income increases, up until the middle-high income category of 

$75,000 to $99,999.  This is more of a steady increase than we observed in the 2004 Pew 

data, in which the income effect flattened out and leveled off quickly after the low-

middle income category.  However, in the 2008 Pew data, we do see one familiar pattern: 

McCain’s support dips at the highest income level ($100,000 or more).  For African-

American respondents there is a striking pattern: McCain gets 0% of their vote, 

regardless of income level.  

                                                
29 Although the number of Hispanic respondents in the 2008 Pew survey increased by 
50% from 2004, there were still only 60 Hispanics overall in the survey.  This means that 
within some income and attendance categories, there were fewer than ten Hispanic  
respondents.  As a result, cross tabulation graphs for Hispanics are very erratic, and are 
not presented below.    
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Figure 3.1: Percent Vote for McCain, by Income and Race
2008 Pew Post-Election Survey

Turning now to the cross-tabulations for attendance and McCain’s vote share by 

race, we see a familiar pattern with respect to white voters and African-American voters. 



65

0
2

0
4

0
60

8
0

Religious Services Attendance

P
e

rc
e

n
t V

o
te

 f
o

r 
M

c
C

ai
n

White
African American

Never A Few Times
Per Year

1-2 Times
Per Month

Once
a Week

>Once
a Week

Figure 3.2: Percent Vote for McCain, by Religious Services Attendance and Race
2008 Pew Post-Election Survey

For white voters, as attendance increases so does McCain’s vote share.  In 

addition, this increase is very dramatic at the extremes of attendance; when one goes 

from never attending religious services to attending more than once a week, McCain’s 

vote share almost triples—from 28% to 77%.  For African-American respondents, the 

relationship is the same as it was for income: there is none.  Again, McCain gets zero 

percent of the votes of African-American respondents, regardless of income level.  
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In sum, the patterns we see for income and attendance for white respondents in 

the 2008 Pew survey are very similar to the pattern for all respondents in the 2004 Pew 

survey, with one exception: there seems to be a slightly stronger positive relationship 

between income and McCain’s vote share for white respondents in 2008.  For African 

Americans, there is no increase in McCain’s vote share, even at the highest income and 

attendance levels, and the African-American vote share received by McCain is even 

lower than the vote share received by Bush in 2004.  

Given that the relationship between income and Republican vote share seems a bit 

stronger in 2008 than in 2004 (i.e., an increase in income generally leads to an increase in 

Republican vote share, except at the highest level of income), I now turn to the regression 

results to see if income is indeed a statistically significant predictor of vote choice in 

2008 and if so, whether it has a greater effect than attendance at religious services.   

2. Regression Results 

Table 3.1: 2008 Presidential Vote Choice, Pew Post-Election Survey
(McCain vote as the dependent variable)

N=996; Pseudo R^2=.64

Coefficient Z score p value

Party Identification 1.276 12.78 0.000
Income 0.016 0.17 0.862
Religious Services 
Attendance

0.318 2.65 0.008

Ideology 0.965 5.67 0.000
Hispanic -1.655 -2.87 0.004
Northeast -0.171 -0.45 0.656
Midwest -0.644 -2.03 0.043
West -0.459 -1.14 0.253
Female -0.032 -0.12 0.906
Constant (White as 
baseline)

-7.411 -8.71 0.000



67

Highlighted in yellow in the table are the statistically significant independent 

variables.  Income, highlighted in grey, is not statistically significant.  This is somewhat 

of a surprise, given that in Figure 3.1 above, there seemed to be a stronger relationship 

between income and McCain’s vote share (for white respondents) than there was in 2004 

between income and Bush’s vote share.  Even more surprising is that attendance is still 

statistically significant in 2008.  Substantively, attendance has a powerful, positive effect: 

at each increased level of attendance the likelihood of voting for McCain increases, and 

all else equal, when one goes from never attending religious services to attending more 

than once a week, the likelihood that one will vote for McCain almost doubles, from 36% 

to 71%. 

3.  The Relationship Between Religious Services Attendance and Race

First, it is important to note that the racial category of “African American” is not 

presented in the table above because all African-American respondents voted for Obama.  

Stata therefore dropped “African American” as a categorical race variable from the 

regression model because being African American predicted perfectly voting for Obama.  

In light of this, it is not surprising that in the figure below (which shows the differential 

effects of increasing attendance, by race) the line for African Americans is completely 

flat.  Put another way, regardless of one’s attendance, African Americans had a zero 

percent likelihood of voting for McCain based on the regression model from the Pew 

data.  However, for white voters there is a steadily increasing positive relationship 

between increased attendance and one’s likelihood of voting for McCain.  At the highest 

level of attendance, white respondents have a 71% chance of voting for McCain.  
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Figure 3.3: Probability of Voting for McCain,
by Religious Services Attendance and Race

2008 Pew Post-Election Survey

For Hispanics, there is a positive relationship between increasing attendance and 

voting for McCain, but the effect is more moderate than for white voters.  For example, 

when one goes from never attending to attending more than once a week, the likelihood 

of voting for McCain increases by 30% for white voters, but only by 14% for Hispanics.  

Still, there is a positive relationship between attendance and voting for McCain for 

Hispanics.  
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4.  Conflicted Voters

Aside from looking at statistical significance and predicted probabilities, another 

way to get a sense of the relative effects of each dimension is to find out what happens 

when the religious dimension arguably conflicts with the economic dimension for 

specific voters.  As I state in the preceding chapter, I refer to these voters as “conflicted 

voters”—voters for whom the economic dimension should pull them towards one 

candidate, while the religious dimension should pull them towards the other.  In an effort 

to analyze whether, in this situation, one dimension generally prevails, I generated 

predicted probabilities of voting for McCain for hypothetical white voters30 in the 

following categories: those with household incomes of less than $30,000 per year, but 

who attend religious services more than once a week; and those with household incomes 

of $100,000 or more, but who never attend religious services.  A hypothetical voter in the 

first category (white, poor, but highly attending) has a 73% likelihood of voting for 

McCain, while a hypothetical voter in the second category (white, wealthy and non-

attending) has a 62% likelihood of voting for Obama.  In either case, the hypothetical 

voter is more likely than not to vote in a way that is inconsistent with his income level 

(and therefore, arguably inconsistent with his own economic interests), but consistent 

with his religiosity.  However, the degree of influence of religiosity is a bit more 

pronounced among poor, high-attending voters compared to wealthy, non-attending 

voters.  

                                                
30 I chose to use only white voters for this part of the analysis because (as demonstrated 
above) there is no variation in vote choice for African Americans by religious services 
attendance, and because there are not enough Hispanic respondents on which to perform 
this analysis.  
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5.  Conclusion

Based on the fact that this election was one in which the economy was the 

primary focus of both campaigns—while religion was not—I predicted that income 

would be a statistically significant predictor of vote choice in 2008, while attendance at 

religious services would not.  However, in the Pew data, I find the opposite result.  Not 

only is income not statistically significant, but attendance at religious services remains a 

statistically significant predictor of vote choice in 2008, despite the fact that religion was 

not emphasized by the candidates themselves or by the news media in the last two 

months of the campaign.  This finding supports the alternative hypothesis—that 

religiosity would matter more than one’s income—and hints that there may be something 

more fixed about the religious dimension of voting.  Because one’s religious identity, 

behavior and beliefs can be fundamental to who one is as a person, perhaps voter 

preferences between Democratic and Republican candidates based on religion are less 

likely to change from election to election, despite the relative importance of the economy, 

and regardless of whether the religious dimension is explicitly “triggered” by one or both 

of the candidates.     

In sum, in an election in which economic issues predominated, we see that 

attendance continued to influence vote choice while income did not.  However, one 

cannot overlook the ways in which the effect of attendance on voting for McCain varied 

by race.  For white voters, there is a strong relationship between the two, for Hispanic 

voters, there is a moderate relationship, and for African Americans, there is no 

relationship. 
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B.   Gallup Pre-Election Poll31

1.  Descriptive Statistics

In the figure below, we see a very different pattern in the Gallup data between 

income and McCain’s vote share for white respondents, compared to the Pew data.  As is 

clear from the red line at the top of graph, there is a slight, but not strong relationship 

between an increase in income and an increase in McCain’s vote share for white voters.  

Although we do see the familiar increase in vote share from the lowest income category 

to the low-middle, the increase is not dramatic.  More importantly, the increase in 

McCain’s vote share after the low-middle category is extremely small.  In fact, his share 

at the $30,000 to $49,999 level is almost the same as his vote share at the $100,000 or 

more level (52% compared to 55%).  

                                                
31 This was a pre-election poll conducted by the Gallup Organization for USA Today, 
from October 31 to November 2, 2008.  The data were made available through The Roper 
Center, and the data set is entitled “USAIPOUSA2008-43.”  After dropping missing 
cases for the dependent and independent variables of interest, the number of respondents 
is 2,356, consisting of the following: White=2,000; African American=213; and 
Hispanic=143.  The categories for attendance at religious services are: never; seldom; 
about once a month; almost every week; and at least once a week.  Income categories are: 
0-$29k; $30k-$49k; $50k-$74k; $75k-$99k; and $100k+.  Party identification is coded 
from: Democrat; lean towards Democrats; Independent; lean towards Republicans; to 
Republican. Ideology is coded from: very liberal; liberal; moderate; conservative; to very 
conservative.  Race is divided into White, Hispanic and African American, while region 
is divided into Northeast, Midwest, West and South.
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Figure 3.4: Percent Vote for McCain, by Income and Race
2008 Gallup Pre-Election Poll

With regard to Hispanic voters, there is generally an increase in McCain’s vote 

share as income increases.  Specifically, when one goes from a household income of less 

than $30,000 to a household income of $100,000 or more, McCain’s vote share for 

Hispanics more than doubles, from 17% to 38%.  For African-American voters, however, 

there is almost no effect of income (other than a small anomalous increase at the low-

middle income level).  In other words, McCain’s vote share among African-Americans is 

zero at four of the five income levels.  
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Finally, it is worth noting McCain’s vote share at levels even higher than 

$100,000 (which the Gallup poll allows us to do).  When looking at income statistics for 

all voters in the Gallup sample, it is surprising that Obama wins 58% of the votes of those 

with household incomes of $250,000 to $499,999, and 50% of the votes of those with 

household incomes of $500,000 and over.  This is very compelling evidence that voters at 

the higher end of the income distribution did not overwhelmingly favor McCain (as one 

might predict), particularly in light of Obama’s pledge during the campaign to roll back 

the Bush tax cuts, which effectively would raise the taxes of households with annual 

incomes of over $250,000.  In sum, given Obama’s stated intentions regarding taxing 

wealthy households, there were many respondents at the highest income levels who 

arguably voted against their own economic interests by voting for Obama.  This finding 

hints that perhaps income will not be a statistically significant predictor of vote choice in 

the Gallup data. 

Turning now to the relationship between attendance and McCain’s vote share, we 

see a familiar pattern for white voters in the figure below.  Specifically, there is a 

dramatic increase in McCain’s vote share as attendance at religious services increases.  

The only minor difference in this data is that the effect flattens out at the highest level.  

One reason for this could be a slight difference in the attendance categories at the highest 

levels in the Gallup data.  In the other data sets, the highest two categories are “once a 

week” and “more than once a week.”  Here, the choices are “almost every week” and “at 

least once a week.”  It may be that there is less substantive difference among respondents 

in the highest two categories in Gallup compared to the highest two categories in the 

other data sets.  Additionally, it could be that the effect simply tops out; when one goes 
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from never attending to attending almost once a week, McCain’s percentage of the vote 

more than doubles, from 27% to 68%.  Either way, the overall increase is very dramatic, 

and is consistent with the positive effect of attendance on McCain’s vote share among 

white voters in the Pew data.  
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Figure 3.5: Percent Vote for McCain, by Religious Services Attendance and Race
2008 Gallup Pre-Election Poll

For Hispanic voters, the pattern is a bit erratic.  However, there is an overall 

increase in McCain’s vote share from the lowest level of attendance to the highest, and his 

vote share among Hispanics jumps from 19% for those who attend once a month to an 
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astounding 46% for those who attend almost every week.  This is the closest McCain gets 

in any data set to achieving 50% of the Hispanic vote.  For African Americans, there is 

almost no effect of attendance on McCain’s vote share.  Although there is a slight increase 

for African Americans attending at least once a week, McCain manages to get only 4% of 

their votes.  

2.  Regression Results

Table 3.2: 2008 Presidential Vote Choice, Gallup Pre-Election Poll
(McCain vote as the dependent variable)

N=2,356; Pseudo R^2=.62

Coefficient Z score p value

Party Identification 1.218 17.55 0.000
Income 0.045 0.72 0.469
Religious Services 
Attendance

0.211 3.35 0.001

Ideology 0.697 5.59 0.000
African American -4.167 -6.38 0.000
Hispanic -1.515 -3.49 0.000
Northeast -0.438 -1.63 0.103
Midwest -0.610 -2.54 0.011
West -0.615 -2.37 0.018
Female -0.114 -0.60 0.547
Constant (White as 
baseline)

-6.049 -12.52 0.000

As with the Pew data, we see that income is not statistically significant, while 

attendance at religious services is.  However, there is a more moderate effect of 

increasing attendance on the likelihood of voting for McCain compared to the Pew data.  

Specifically, when one goes from never attending to attending at least once a week, the 

likelihood of voting for McCain increases from 28% to 48%.  One possible reason that 

this increase at the extremes of attendance is not quite as high as in the Pew data is that 

the top income category in Gallup is “at least once a week” whereas the top category in 
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the Pew data is “more than once a week” (emphasis added). At any rate, there is still a 

significant effect of attendance on vote choice.  

3.  The Relationship Between Religious Services Attendance and Race
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Figure 3.6: Probability of Voting for McCain,
by Religious Services Attendance and Race

2008 Gallup Pre-Election Poll

Again we see differential effects of attendance, by race.  For white voters, there is 

a steady, increasingly positive relationship between attendance and one’s likelihood of 

voting for McCain.  For Hispanic voters, there is an increase in the likelihood of voting 

for McCain, but it is very slight, especially compared to the effect for white voters.  For 



77

African Americans in the Gallup data, there is no effect of increased attendance.  Put 

another way, there is zero likelihood that African Americans will vote for McCain, 

regardless of their attendance levels.  In sum, we see that attendance still has a powerful 

effect for white respondents, a slight effect for Hispanic respondents, and no effect for 

African-American respondents.  

4.  Conflicted Voters

Similar to the results from the Pew data, I found that a hypothetical voter who is 

white, poor, but highly attending has a 57% likelihood of voting for McCain, while a 

hypothetical voter who is white, wealthy and non-attending has a 59% likelihood of 

voting for Obama.  Consistent with the regression results discussed above, the effect of 

the religious dimension in these two cases is not quite as strong as it was in the Pew data.  

Still, in either case, the hypothetical voter is more likely than not to vote in a way that is 

inconsistent with his income level, but consistent with his religiosity.

5.  Conclusion

In the 2008 Gallup data, we see results that are very similar to those from the 

2008 Pew data: income is not a statistically significant predictor of vote choice, while 

attendance at religious services is.  Although the effect of increasing attendance on the 

likelihood of voting for McCain is not quite as dramatic as it was in the Pew data, it is 

nonetheless striking that in an election in which the economy was the primary issue, and 

in which religion was not the focus of either campaign, attendance would remain 

statistically significant, as it was in 2004.  In addition, we see again the differential 

effects of attendance on vote choice by race, with increasing attendance producing 

dramatic effects for white voters, mild effects for Hispanic voters, and no effect for 
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African Americans. And finally, we see that when the economic dimension and the 

religious dimension arguably conflict, it is more likely than not that a hypothetical voter 

will vote in a way that is consistent with his religiosity but inconsistent with his income.  

In sum, these findings from the Gallup data do not support the hypothesis that income 

should matter more than religiosity in 2008.  Instead, they support the alternative 

hypothesis that religiosity should matter as much as income in 2008.   

C.  The National Election Pool Exit Poll32

In the 2004 NEP, the question on religious services attendance was asked on three 

of four versions of the survey.  Unfortunately in 2008, the attendance question was asked 

only on one of four versions.  Still, as pointed out in the previous chapter, this does not 

bias the results because the four versions were randomly assigned to respondents, and 

each version was given to 25% of the respondents.  Even considering only the 

respondents who received the version with the attendance question, this leaves over 3,000 

cases in the regression results discussed in this chapter, which is more than double the 

number of respondents in the 2008 ANES.    

                                                
32 The 2008 exit poll was conducted by Edison Media Research/Mitofsky International 
for the National Election Pool, comprising ABC News, the Associated Press, CBS News, 
CNN, Fox News and NBC News.  The data were made available through The Roper 
Center, and the data set is entitled “USMI2008-NATELEC.”  After dropping missing 
cases for the dependent and independent variables of interest, there are 3,304 cases in the 
regression, broken down as follows: White=2,491; African American=500; and 
Hispanic=313.  The categories for religious services attendance are: never; a few times a 
year; a few times a month; once a week; and more than once a week.  The categories for 
income are: 0-$29k; $30k-$49k; $50k-$74k; $75k-$99k; and $100k+.  Party 
identification is coded from Democrat to Independent to Republican.  Ideology is coded 
from liberal to moderate to conservative.  Race is divided into White, Hispanic and 
African American, while region is divided into Northeast, Midwest, West and South.   
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1.  Descriptive Statistics

The figure below presents the relationship between increasing income and 

McCain’s vote share, separated by race. 
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Figure 3.7: Percent Vote for McCain, by Income and Race
2008 National Election Pool Exit Poll

In the NEP data, the slope of the line for white voters is, overall, very flat.  From 

the lowest level of income (less than $30,000) to the low-mid level ($30,000 to $49,999), 

there is a positive but small increase in McCain’s vote share.  However, the line for 

income flattens out after that point.  In addition, once a respondent’s income reaches the 
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$50,000 to $74,999 range, the relationship between income and voting for McCain 

becomes slightly negative.  And in fact, voters with household incomes of $200,000 or 

more preferred Obama by 56% to 44%.  As mentioned in the discussion of the Gallup 

data, this is unexpected considering that many of the respondents in this highest group 

would have been included in the group of voters told by Obama during his campaign that 

he intended, in effect, to raise their taxes by letting the Bush tax cuts expire for those with 

household incomes of $250,000 or more.  Arguably, voters in that income category who 

voted for Obama were voting against their own economic interests.  The ultimate point 

from the figure above for white voters is that after the slight increase between the first 

and second income groups, there is little to no increase in McCain’s vote share as income 

increases.

For Hispanic voters, there is a stronger positive relationship between increasing 

income and McCain’s vote share.  While only 20% of Hispanic voters in the lowest 

income category voted for McCain, that percentage almost doubles to 37% for Hispanics 

in the middle-high income category.  Unsurprisingly, McCain’s vote share is under 5% in 

every income category for African-American respondents.  

Turning now to the relationship between attendance at religious services and vote 

choice, the figure below looks very similar to the parallel graphs from the Pew and 

Gallup data sets, with an even more dramatic relationship between increased attendance 

and McCain’s vote share for white voters.   
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Figure 3.8: Percent Vote for McCain, by Religious Services Attendance and Race
2008 National Election Pool Exit Poll

Strikingly, only 25% of white respondents who report never attending religious 

services voted for McCain, while 71% of those respondents who report attending more 

than once a week voted for McCain, a difference of 46%.  Among Hispanics, there is also 

an overall positive relationship between an increase in attendance and preferring McCain.  

However, the vast majority of the increase occurs between those who attend a few times a 

month and those who attend once a week (an increase of 24%).  For African Americans, 

the line is mostly flat.
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In sum, for white respondents, there is a slightly positive income effect from the 

low income to the low-middle income levels, but no real income effect after that.  

However, there is a strong and positive relationship between an increase in attendance at 

religious services and voting for McCain.  For Hispanic respondents, there is a moderate 

positive effect for both income and religious services attendance.  For African-American 

respondents, there is almost no effect for income or religious services attendance.

2.  Regression Results

Table 3.3: 2008 Presidential Vote Choice, National Election Pool Exit Poll
(McCain vote as the dependent variable)

N=3,304; Pseudo R^2=.50

Coefficient Z score p value

Party Identification 1.617 17.4 0.000
Income 0.125 0.23 0.817
Religious Services 
Attendance

0.232 4.06 0.000

Ideology 1.258 10.32 0.000
African American -2.973 -9.74 0.000
Hispanic -0.960 -3.31 0.001
Northeast -0.558 -2.71 0.007
Midwest -0.677 -3.29 0.001
West -0.465 -2.04 0.041
Female -0.265 -1.80 0.072
Constant (White as 
baseline)

-5.987 -15.37 0.000

As in the Pew data and the Gallup data, income is not a statistically significant 

predictor of vote choice; however, attendance at religious services is, and going from 

never attending to attending more than once a week increases the likelihood of voting for 

McCain by 19%.  Perhaps more striking is the fact that income is not statistically 

significant despite the fact that every other independent variable is.  In sum, even with a 

very large sample size in the NEP, income still has no effect on vote choice in 2008.   
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3.  The Relationship Between Religious Services Attendance and Race
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Figure 3.9: Probability of Voting for McCain, 
by Religious Services Attendance and Race

2008 National Election Pool Exit Poll

The figure above looks very similar to the parallel figure from the Gallup data. 

Specifically, for white respondents there is a dramatic increase in the probability of 

voting for McCain as attendance increases; for Hispanic respondents, there is a modest 

increase; but for African-American respondents, attendance has no effect on vote choice.
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4.  Conflicted Voters

Because the NEP has more respondents than the other three data sets, it is 

possible to look at the cross-tabulations for very detailed voter profiles.  In particular, I 

wanted to isolate voters for whom the dimensions aligned and for whom the dimensions

conflicted.  The table below presents these statistics.  The upper left and lower right 

boxes represent cases in which the dimensions align, for respondents who are either 

lowest income/lowest attendance or highest income/highest attendance.  The upper right 

and lower left boxes represent cases in which the dimensions conflict, for respondents 

who are either lowest income/highest attendance or highest income/lowest attendance.   

Table 3.4: Candidate Vote Share When the Economic and 
Religious Dimensions Align or Conflict, White Voters

2008 National Election Pool Exit Poll

Never Attending Attending More Than 
Once a Week

Lowest Income Dimensions Align: 
Obama Predicted

Obama 82%

Dimensions Conflict:
Obama if Economic;
McCain if Religious

McCain 67%

Highest Income Dimensions Conflict:
McCain if Economic;
Obama if Religious

Obama 78%

Dimensions Align: 
McCain Predicted

McCain 55%

For those white voters with the lowest incomes and lowest attendance levels (the 

upper left box), the prediction is that Obama should win.  Obama in fact got 82% of the 

votes of respondents in that category.  For those white voters with the highest incomes 

and highest attendance levels (the lower right box), the prediction is that McCain should 
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win.  McCain in fact got 55% of the votes of respondents in that category.  For voters 

who are lowest income and highest attending, the prediction is Obama if the economic 

dimension controls, and McCain if the religious dimension predominates.  In fact, 

McCain wins 67% of the votes of respondents in this category.  For voters who are 

highest income and lowest attending, the prediction is McCain if the economic dimension 

controls, and Obama if the religious dimension predominates.  In fact, Obama wins 78% 

of the votes of respondents in this category.   In sum, what Table 3.4 shows is that for 

white voters for whom the dimensions align, the “correct” (i.e., the predicted) candidate 

wins.  However, when the dimensions arguably pull in opposite directions, the religious 

dimension controls.  

Based on the regression results, I also generated predicted probabilities of voting 

for McCain for hypothetical white conflicted voters.  A hypothetical voter who is white, 

poor, but high attending has a 53% likelihood of voting for McCain.  While this is not an 

overwhelming percentage, it does mean that poor, high attending white voters were more 

likely than not to vote in a way that was inconsistent with their income level but 

consistent with their religiosity.  This result is also consistent with the parallel results 

from the Pew and Gallup data sets.  On the other hand, a voter who is white, wealthy, but 

non-attending has a 70% likelihood of voting for Obama, and thus, in a way that is 

inconsistent with his income, but consistent with his religiosity.  This finding is 

consistent with the other three data sets.  

5.  Conclusion

The regression results from the 2008 NEP confirm that income was not a 

statistically significant predictor of vote choice, while attendance at religious services 
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was.  This finding is consistent with the findings from both the Pew data and the Gallup 

data.  Again, it is striking that in an election in which the economy was the primary issue, 

and in which religion was not the focus of either campaign, attendance would remain 

statistically significant, as it was in 2004.  In addition, we see the same pattern of the 

differential effects of attendance on vote choice by race, with increasing attendance 

producing dramatic effects for white voters, moderate effects for Hispanic voters, and no 

effect for African Americans. And finally, we see that when the economic dimension and 

the religious dimension arguably conflict, a hypothetical white voter is more likely than 

not to vote in a way that is consistent with his religiosity, but inconsistent with his 

income.  In sum, none of the results presented so far supports the hypothesis that the 

economic dimension should matter more than the religious dimension in the 2008 

election.  Instead, they support the alternative hypothesis that the religious dimension 

mattered as much or more than the economic dimension in 2008.  

D.  The American National Election Study33

The number of respondents in the 2008 ANES is much larger than in the 2004 

ANES; the number of post-election interview respondents reporting a vote for president 

almost doubled (from 823 in 2004 to 1,564 in 2008).  In addition, Hispanics and African 

                                                
33 The ANES conducted post-election interviews through the end of December 2008.  
The data set, entitled “ANES 2008 Time Series Study,” is available to the public at 
www.electionstudies.org.  After all missing values of independent variables are dropped, 
there are just over 1,300 respondents, broken down as follows: White=734; African 
American=349; and Hispanic=221.  Religious services attendance categories are: never; a 
few times a year; once or twice a month; almost every week; once a week; and more than 
once a week.  Income categories are: 0-$29k; $30k-$49k; $50k-$69k; $70k-$104k; and 
$105k+.  Party Identification is coded along the 7 point scale from strong Democrat to 
strong Republican.  The coding for ideology is discussed in the regression results section.    
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Americans were oversampled.  As a result, the number of Hispanics in the sample 

increased from 86 to 184, and the number of African Americans increased from 434 to 

572.  These increased numbers should mean that patterns for both income and attendance 

will be less erratic than in datasets with smaller numbers of Hispanics and African 

Americans. 

1.  Descriptive Statistics

The figure below shows McCain’s vote share by income levels, separated by race.     
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Figure 3.10: Percent Vote for McCain, by Income and Race
2008 American National Election Study
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Among white voters, there is a clear, positive relationship between an increase in 

income and an increase in the percentage vote for McCain.  At the lowest household 

income category (less than $30,000), McCain wins 47% of the vote.  This percentage is 

perhaps a bit higher than one might expect, since it includes many respondents at or 

below the poverty level, which was $21,200 for a family of four in 2008.34  At the highest 

household income category, McCain wins 66% of the vote.  This is an overall increase of 

almost 20% from the lowest level to the highest level (which is also the highest 

percentage increase by income in any of the 2008 data sets).  The same positive 

relationship appears among Hispanics, with McCain’s support at the lowest income level 

at only 12%, which almost triples to 35% at the highest level.  Among African 

Americans, there is no income effect, as McCain’s support at all income levels is 

effectively zero.   In sum, there is a positive relationship between increasing income and 

McCain’s vote share for whites and Hispanics, but no effect for African Americans.

Turning to the relationship between attendance and vote choice, the figure below 

presents the percent vote for McCain by religious services attendance, separated by race.

                                                
34 Source: The 2008 Poverty Guidelines from the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services.
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Figure 3.11: Percent Vote for McCain, by Religious Services Attendance and Race
2008 American National Election Study

Here, we see that for white respondents the effect of an increase in attendance at 

religious services on McCain’s vote share is more dramatic than the effect of an increase 

in income.  Specifically, one can see that the slope of the red line above for attendance is 

far more steep than the slope of the red line in Figure 3.10 for income.  Among those 

whites who never attend religious services, McCain wins 42% of the vote; among those 

who attend religious services more than once a week, McCain’s percentage more than 

doubles to 85%.  Among Hispanics, there is a positive effect of an increase in attendance 
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at religious services, but the effect is not as dramatic as it is for white respondents.  

McCain does manage to capture 33% of the votes of Hispanics who attend religious 

services once a week.  Still, that is the highest percentage for McCain in any attendance 

category.  The effect of attendance on vote choice for African Americans is the same as 

the effect of income: there is no effect. Indeed, these initial descriptive statistics parallel 

an important finding from the other data sets: for African Americans, race overwhelmed 

both income and religious services attendance.  

In sum, for white respondents, as income increased, so did McCain’s vote share.  

As attendance at religious services increased, so did McCain’s vote share.  However, the 

increase in McCain’s vote share was more dramatic for attendance than for income.  For 

Hispanic respondents, there was a moderate positive increase in McCain’s vote share as 

both income and religious services attendance increased.  There was no increase in 

McCain’s vote share for African Americans, regardless of income or attendance.  

I will now turn to more sophisticated statistical analyses to see if the initial results 

from these descriptive statistics are borne out by logistic regression.  In particular, I want 

to know whether income will be a statistically significant predictor of vote choice, given 

that in the ANES, we do see a more compelling relationship between an increase in 

income and an increase in McCain’s vote share, at least for white and Hispanic voters.  

Again, my theory would predict, at a minimum, that income is statistically significant in 

2008, despite the fact that it was not in 2004. 

2.  Regression Results 

The regression results from the 2008 ANES are complicated and do not produce a 

clear answer to the question of, which mattered more in 2008: attendance or income?  
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The central problem is that the way the ideology variable is coded ultimately affects the 

relative degree of influence that income and attendance have on vote choice in 2008, and 

the reason there are several different options for coding ideology is because of the way 

the ideology questions are asked in the ANES.  

Before discussing the coding of ideology and the conflicting results depending on 

that coding, however, I will first present the regression results without ideology in the 

model, but with all other variables coded the same way as in the 2004 ANES.  

Table 3.5: 2008 Presidential Vote Choice, American National Election Study
(McCain vote as the dependent variable)

N=1,344; Pseudo R^2=.56

Coefficient Z score p value

Party Identification 0.998 13.33 0.000
Income 0.166 1.98 0.048
Religious Services 
Attendance

0.163 2.42 0.015

African American -4.164 -5.91 0.000
Hispanic -1.154 -3.61 0.000
Northeast -0.662 -1.74 0.081
Midwest -0.475 -1.52 0.128
West -0.746 -2.69 0.007
Female -0.059 -0.25 0.804
Constant -4.310 -9.16 0.000

Here we see that both income and attendance are statistically significant 

predictors of voting for McCain, and both are significant at the p<.05 level.  Because both 

variables are significant, I generated predicted probabilities of voting for McCain as 

income increased and as attendance increased, in order to compare the effects of each 

variable on vote choice.  As it turns out, the effects of increasing income and increasing 

attendance on the likelihood of voting for McCain are almost identical—although 

attendance has a slightly greater effect on vote choice.  The figure below demonstrates 
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this by showing the increase in the probability of voting for McCain as one goes from the 

lowest level of income to the highest, and as one goes from the lowest level of attendance 

to the highest, for white voters.35    
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Figure 3.12: Probability of Voting for McCain,
White Voters by Religious Services Attendance and Income

2008 American National Election Study

                                                
35 Although the companion graphs for Hispanic respondents and for African-American 
respondents are not shown, the slope of the lines for Hispanic respondents is almost 
identical the slope of the lines for white respondents, with the overall position of both 
lines simply shifted downward.  For African-American respondents, the slope of each 
line is flat, meaning that neither an increase in income nor an increase in attendance 
increased their likelihood of voting for McCain.  
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In sum, without ideology in the model, I find that both income and attendance 

influenced vote choice in 2008, with attendance having slightly more of an effect.  This 

result provides at least partial support for my hypothesis that the economic dimension (as 

measured by income) would influence vote choice in 2008, despite the fact that it did not

in 2004.  However, consistent with results from the other three data sets discussed in this 

chapter, it is not the case that the economic dimension had a greater effect than the 

religious dimension.  

3.  Conflicted Voters

When it comes to conflicted voters, I find that a white, wealthy voter who never 

attends religious services has a 60% likelihood of voting for Obama, and thus, in a way 

that is inconsistent with his income level but consistent with his religiosity.  This agrees 

with the findings from each of the other three data sets.  However, the result in the ANES 

for the poorest whites who attend at the highest level is different from the results in the 

other data sets; a hypothetical voter in that category in the ANES has a 56% chance of 

voting for Obama.  Although this is the only data set for which this was the case, this 

finding at least partially supports the hypothesis that voters in the 2008 election were 

more driven by income than by their religiosity, because at least these poor white voters 

were more likely than not to vote in a way that was consistent with their income, but 

inconsistent with their religiosity.    

4. Coding Ideology and Conflicting Results

As indicated before, the initial regression results above do not include ideology 

because adding ideology produces conflicting results for attendance and income

depending on how ideology is coded.  Before discussing those results, it is important to 
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explain why there are various ways to code ideology.  In the ANES, respondents are not 

simply asked to place themselves along a three-point ideology scale from liberal to 

moderate to conservative, or along a five-point scale from very liberal to very 

conservative, as is the case in the other data sets discussed in this chapter.  Instead, the 

ANES first asks respondents where they would place themselves along a seven-point 

ideology scale from: extremely liberal; liberal; slightly liberal; moderate/middle of the 

road; slightly conservative; conservative; to extremely conservative.  The ANES then

asks a follow-up question to those who responded “haven’t thought much about it” or 

“don’t know,” and also to those who responded “moderate/middle of the road” to the first 

question: “If you had to choose, would you consider yourself a liberal or a conservative?”  

This creates a dilemma of how to code those who chose liberal or conservative in 

the follow-up question.  Should they be placed in the “slightly liberal” or “slightly 

conservative” categories (because, after all, they did not choose “liberal” or

“conservative” in response to the filter question), or should they simply be recoded into 

the “liberal” or “conservative” categories?  Alternatively, ideology could be condensed 

into “liberal,” “moderate” and “conservative,” which would solve the problem of exactly 

where to place the respondents who received the follow-up question.36

In the 2004 ANES, I chose the first option.  However, I also ran regressions with 

ideology coded in the other two ways, and the result was the same no matter how 

ideology was coded; income was not a statistically significant predictor of vote choice, 

                                                
36 In addition, the follow-up question essentially forces respondents who initially chose 
“moderate” into a liberal or conservative category because they have to volunteer the 
response “moderate” in the follow-up question.    
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while attendance was.  Unfortunately, this is not the case for the 2008 ANES, because the 

way that ideology is coded is outcome-determinative when it comes to comparing the 

relative degree of influence of income and attendance on vote choice.  Specifically, when 

I code ideology the same way as I did in the 2004 ANES (by re-coding those who 

received the follow-up question into the “slightly liberal” and “slightly conservative” 

categories along the seven-point scale), income is statistically significant, while 

attendance is not.  This result, of course, supports my hypothesis that the economic 

dimension should have a greater effect than the religious dimension in 2008.   

However, the opposite occurs when the coding is condensed and respondents are 

simply coded as either “liberal,” “moderate” or “conservative,” meaning, attendance is 

statistically significant while income is not.  And finally, when those who received the 

follow-up question are placed into the “liberal” and “conservative” categories along the 

seven-point scale, we get yet a third result: both income and attendance are statistically 

significant, and each has roughly the same degree of influence on vote choice (the same 

result as when ideology is not in the model).  In sum, there are three different results for 

income and attendance in the 2008 ANES, depending on how ideology is coded.

The majority finding, however, is that income is statistically significant, and has 

the same effect as attendance or a greater effect than attendance on vote choice.  In order 

to have more confidence about this positive result for income, however, I decided to 

compare the effect of income when other religiosity variables are substituted for 

attendance.  Fortunately, the ANES asks respondents other religiosity questions, 

including respondents’ frequency of prayer and the degree to which religion provides 

guidance in respondents’ lives.  In addition, a related question that arguably reveals 
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where one falls on the left-right religious dimension is the degree to which one interprets 

the Bible literally.  I argue that if these other measures of the religious dimension are 

substituted for attendance, and if income is statistically significant regardless of how 

ideology is measured, then we can have confidence in concluding that income influenced 

vote choice in 2008.  The only remaining question would be whether income had a 

greater effect than religiosity or whether they had roughly equal influence on vote choice.

5.  Alternative Measures of the Religious Dimension

With regard to frequency of prayer, respondents’ answer choices were coded 

along an ordinal five-point scale that ranged from “never” to “several times a day.”  

When prayer is substituted for attendance, I find that regardless of which of the three 

ways ideology is coded, both income and prayer are statistically significant.  However, 

the frequency of prayer variable has a slightly greater effect than income on the 

likelihood of voting for McCain.  The figure below presents this result for white voters, 

when ideology is coded as it was in the 2004 ANES (and therefore in a way that supports 

my hypothesis that income should matter more than religiosity, at least when attendance 

is the independent religiosity variable).37  The slope of the blue line—representing the 

effect of an increase in the frequency of praying—is slightly steeper than the slope of the 

black line—representing the effect of an increase in income.    

                                                
37 Parallel graphs for Hispanic and African-American respondents are not shown.  
However, for each of the three graphs for white voters in this section, parallel graphs for 
Hispanic respondents show similar slopes, with each line shifted downward compared to 
the lines for white respondents.  For African Americans, however, the slopes of all of 
these lines are flat.  In other words, the frequency with which one prays, the degree of 
guidance religion provides in one’s daily life and one’s view of the Bible have similar 
effects relative to income for Hispanics as for whites, but no effect for African-
Americans.  
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Figure 3.13: Probability of Voting for McCain,
White Voters by Frequency of Prayer and Income

2008 American National Election Study

The ANES also asked respondents how much guidance religion provides in their 

day-to-day lives.  Responses were coded on a four-point scale from “none” to “a great 

deal.”  When the degree of religious guidance variable is substituted for attendance, I find 

that regardless of the way ideology is coded, both income and the degree of religious 

guidance are statistically significant.  However, the degree of religious guidance variable 

has a slightly greater effect than income on the likelihood of voting for McCain.  Again, 
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the figure below presents this result for white voters, using the same coding of ideology 

as I did in the 2004 ANES.
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Figure 3.14: Probability of Voting for McCain,
White Voters by Religious Guidance and Income

2008 American National Election Study

Finally, the ANES asks respondents their view of the Bible.  Answer choices are 

the following, and are therefore coded along a three-point ordinal scale: “the Bible is the 

actual word of God, to be taken literally, word for word;” “the Bible is the word of God, 

but not everything in it should be taken literally;” and “the Bible is a book written by men 

and is not the word of God.”  When I substitute Biblical views for attendance, I find that 
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regardless of how ideology is coded, both one’s view of the Bible and income are 

statistically significant predictors of vote choice.  Yet again, the religion variable has a 

slightly greater effect.  The figure below presents this result for white voters.
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Figure 3.15: Probability of Voting for McCain,
White Voters by View of the Bible and Income

2008 American National Election Study

In sum, when any of the three alternatives to attendance is used to measure the 

religious dimension, the result is the same, regardless of which measure of ideology is 

used: both income and each of the religious dimension measures predict vote choice, but 

each measure of the religious dimension has a slightly greater effect compared to income.  
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The finding that income is statistically significant is consistent with the initial regression 

without ideology, and with regressions using two of the three possible ways of coding 

ideology.  

6.  Conclusion

On balance, the results from the 2008 ANES show that income, as predicted, was 

a statistically significant predictor of vote choice.  This was a change from the 2004 

election, and it makes sense in light of both campaigns’ focus on the economy following 

the economic collapse just weeks before the election.  However, despite the fact that the 

economy was the central issue in the two months prior to the campaign, and the fact that 

religion was not the focus of either campaign, religiosity variables remained a statistically 

significant predictor of vote choice (with the exception of one regression).  In sum, the 

results from the 2008 ANES provide support for the hypothesis that income influenced 

vote choice in 2008, but are inconclusive as to whether income had less, the same, or 

more influence compared to attendance or other religiosity variables.

III.  The Relationship Between Income and Party Identification: Direct Versus   
Indirect Effects on Vote Choice    

In three of the four data sets presented, income was not a statistically significant 

predictor of vote choice.  However, if all other independent variables are dropped from 

the regression model—except for income and attendance—income is a statistically 

significant predictor of vote choice in the Pew, Gallup and NEP data sets.  When party 

identification—the single most powerful predictor of vote choice—is added back to the 

model with only income and attendance, income loses its statistical significance in those 

three data sets.  When party identification is then made the dependent variable, with only 
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income and attendance as independent variables, both income and attendance are 

statistically significant predictors of party identification.

These additional results from the Pew, Gallup and NEP data sets provide strong 

evidence that income affected vote choice in 2008 mainly indirectly, through its effect on 

party identification.  In other words, in these three data sets, income did not have an 

independent, direct effect on vote choice.38  Religiosity, on the other hand, had both a 

direct effect on vote choice and an indirect effect through party identification.  In sum, in 

three of the four data sets from the 2008 presidential election, I find that a voter’s 

religiosity has effects on vote choice over and above its effects on party identification, 

while a voter’s income does not.  The 2008 ANES, of course, provides evidence to the 

contrary.     

IV.  Conclusion

In 2004, the fact that a plurality (22%) of voters in the NEP Exit Poll chose 

“moral values” as the issue that mattered most in deciding how they voted for president

caused quite a stir, and generated much speculation over the influence of “values voters.”  

Despite the fact that almost the same percentage of people chose the economy/jobs (20%) 

and terrorism (19%) in response to the question, it does appear from my analysis in the 

previous chapter that the religious dimension—measured by one’s attendance at religious 

services—had a greater effect on vote choice than the economic dimension—measured 

by household income.  This is as predicted, because in 2004 the economy was not the 

                                                
38 The indirect effects of income and attendance on vote choice through party 
identification and through ideology will be explored more fully in Chapter 4, using a data 
set containing over 30,000 respondents.  
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primary focus of either campaign, and George W. Bush activated the religious dimension 

of voting by signaling to Christians that he was “one of them.” 

In 2008, the conditions were very different.  Arguably, neither candidate 

effectively convinced Christian voters (particularly conservative Christian voters) that he 

was “one of them,” and neither, strictly speaking, held the same positions as most 

conservative Christian voters on “moral values” issues such as abortion, gay marriage 

and stem cell research.  On the other hand, the economy was undoubtedly the most 

salient issue in the last weeks before the election.  Coverage of the economic meltdown 

dominated television news, and the economy was the lead topic in each of the three 

presidential debates.  

It is surprising, then, that in three of the four data sets analyzed in this chapter, 

income was not a statistically significant predictor of vote choice, while attendance was.  

Only in the ANES was income statistically significant, regardless of which variable was 

used to measure the religious dimension.  In sum, the religious dimension remained a 

statistically significant predictor of vote choice, even in a year in which the economy was 

the primary issue on voters’ minds (in the NEP, an overwhelming 63% of respondents 

chose the economy as the most important issue), and even when religion was not the 

focus of either campaign.  In addition, in each of the four data sets, whites who were at 

the top of the income distribution yet non-attending were more likely to vote for Obama; 

and in three of four cases, whites who were at the lowest end of the income distribution 

yet who attend at the highest level were more likely to vote for McCain.  Therefore, in 

the overwhelming majority of cases, white voters for whom the dimensions arguably 
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conflict voted in a way that was inconsistent with their income level, but consistent with 

their religiosity.  

These findings could signal that the religious dimension is a more fundamental 

dimension of voting compared to the economic dimension, and its impact on vote choice 

is less likely to vary from election to election.  In other words, the influence of the 

religious dimension may be here to stay, regardless of the influence of the economic 

dimension.  However, one final note is in order.  Because income was statistically 

significant in almost every regression from the 2008 ANES, this minority finding at least 

leaves open the possibility that the economic dimension influenced vote choice in 2008.  

In order to adjudicate between this finding and the majority finding from the Pew, Gallup 

and NEP data sets, in the next chapter I will harness the power of the more than 30,000

respondents in the 2008 Cooperative Congressional Election Study (“CCES”) to see if 

income affected vote choice in that data set, and if so, to what degree.  In addition, I will 

use the breadth of questions in the CCES to explore the relationship between income and 

attendance when other independent variables are added to the model.
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Chapter 4: Harnessing the Power of the Cooperative Congressional Election Study
to Determine Whether the Economic Dimension or the Religious Dimension Had a 

Greater Effect on Vote Choice in 2008

I.  Introduction

In Chapter 3, I found that income was not a statistically significant predictor of 

vote choice in the 2008 presidential general election in three of the four data sets

analyzed.  However, in the 2008 ANES, income did predict vote choice (although, on 

balance, it had about the same or less effect compared to attendance and other religiosity 

variables).  In light of these conflicting findings, this chapter analyzes the 2008 CCES, 

which contains thousands more respondents—in fact, up to six times more—than any of 

the four surveys analyzed in Chapter 3.  The first goal is to determine whether the 

economic dimension as measured by income influenced vote choice in 2008.  If so, the 

second goal is to determine whether a voter’s income had a greater effect than his 

religiosity on vote choice.  

Harnessing the power of the number of respondents combined with the broad 

array of questions asked in the CCES, I also explore what happens to the relationship 

among income, attendance and vote choice when other independent variables are added 

to the model.  In addition, I analyze whether income and attendance have statistically 

significant effects on party identification and ideology—and to what degree—in order to 

see whether income and attendance have indirect effects on vote choice through those 

two very important variables.  In sum, the extremely large size of the CCES and the depth 

of questions asked present the opportunity to verify or reject the anomalous findings from 

the 2008 ANES.  Put another way, the CCES will help determine which hypothesis is 

more likely in the 2008 election: (1) the economic dimension had a greater effect than 
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the religious dimension on vote choice; or (2) the religious dimension had at least as 

much of an effect as the economic dimension.   

II.  The CCES: Results from the Basic Model

The Codebook from the 2008 CCES explains how the survey was conducted, 

which resulted in an extremely large social science sample:

The 2008 CCES involved 30 teams, yielding a Common Content sample 
of 32,800 cases.  The subjects for this study were recruited during the fall 
of 2008.  Each research team purchased a 1,000 person national sample 
survey, conducted in October and November of 2008 by YouGov/
Polimetrix of Palo Alto, CA. Each survey has approximately 120 
questions. For each survey of 1,000 persons, half of the questionnaire was 
developed and controlled entirely by each the [sic] individual research 
team, and half of the questionnaire is devoted to Common Content. The 
Common Content consists of the questions common to all team modules 
and has a sample size equal to the total sample size of all team modules 
combined. . . . All cases were selected through the Internet and 
YouGov/Polimetrix constructed matched random samples for this study.39

In the 2008 ANES—in which income was a statistically significant predictor of 

vote choice—there were approximately 1,300 cases in the regression analysis and in the 

NEP, there were over 3,000 cases.  In the CCES, there are over 19,000 cases in the 

regression analysis (representing respondents who reported actually voting for either 

Obama or McCain for president), which gives us high confidence that any results we see 

are not artifacts of a small or peculiar data set, but rather, results that give us insight into 

the true relationship among income, religious services attendance and vote choice.

                                                
39 Ansolabehere, Stephen, COOPERATIVE CONGRESSIONAL ELECTION STUDY, 
2008:  COMMON CONTENT. [Computer File]  Release 1: February 2, 2009.  
Cambridge, MA: M.I.T. [producer].  I sincerely thank Gary Jacobson for giving me 
access to this data.



106

A.  Descriptive Statistics

The figure below shows the relationship between income and McCain’s vote 

share, by race.
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Figure 4.1: Percent Vote for McCain, by Income and Race
2008 CCES

The lines in this figure look very similar to the parallel lines based on the NEP 

data in the preceding chapter.  The positive relationship between income and voting for 

McCain is very flat for white voters, and the only small increase is between the less than 

$30,000 category and the $30,000-$49,999 category.  To put things in perspective, 
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consider that McCain’s vote share among white respondents with household incomes of 

$100,000 or more is 53%, which is only 5% more than his vote share among white 

respondents with household incomes of less than $30,000.  For Hispanic voters, there is 

an initial, substantial increase in McCain’s vote share from the lowest to the middle 

income category (from 23% to 48%).  However, the income effect flattens out after the 

$50,000-$69,999 category.  The CCES is the only data set for which there is a slight 

increase in support for McCain as income increases among African Americans.

Turning now to the relationship between attendance and McCain’s vote share, the 

figure below shows a familiar pattern.
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There is a strong, positive relationship between increasing attendance at religious 

services and voting for McCain among both white and Hispanic respondents.  

Specifically, white respondents who never attend religious services support McCain at 

only 30%, but white respondents who attend religious services more than once a week 

support McCain at 81%.  Hispanic voters exhibit the same pattern, with Hispanic voters 

who never attend religious services supporting McCain at only 17%, increasing over four 

times to 75% for those who attend religious services more than once a week.  There is a 
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small, but modest effect for African Americans.  At the highest level of attendance, 

McCain does manage to capture 11% of the votes of African Americans.  

The large size of the CCES also presents the opportunity to look at the descriptive 

statistics for specific subsets of voters for whom the economic dimension and the 

religious dimension either align or conflict.  The table below presents the results for 

white respondents.  The upper left and lower right boxes represent cases in which the 

dimensions align, either for lowest income/lowest attendance respondents or for highest 

income/highest attendance respondents.  The upper right and lower left boxes represent 

cases in which the dimensions conflict, either for lowest income/highest attendance 

respondents or for highest income/lowest attendance respondents.

Table 4.1: Candidate Vote Share When the Economic and
Religious Dimensions Align or Conflict, White Voters

2008 CCES

Never Attending Attending More Than 
Once a Week

Lowest Income Dimensions Align: 
Obama Predicted

Obama 71%

Dimensions Conflict:
Obama if Economic;
McCain if Religious

McCain 75%

Highest Income Dimensions Conflict:
McCain if Economic;
Obama if Religious

Obama 72%

Dimensions Align: 
McCain Predicted

McCain 70%

For those white voters with the lowest incomes and lowest attendance levels (the 

upper left box), the prediction is that Obama should win.  Obama in fact got 71% of the 

votes of respondents in that category.  For those white voters with the highest incomes 
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and highest attendance levels (the lower right box), the prediction is that McCain should 

win.  McCain in fact got 70% of the votes of respondents in that category.  For voters 

who are lowest income and highest attending (the upper right box), the prediction is 

Obama if the economic dimension is more influential, and McCain if the religious 

dimension dominates.  McCain wins 75% of the votes of respondents in this category.  

For voters who are highest income and lowest attending (the lower left box), the 

prediction is McCain if the economic dimension controls, and Obama if the religious 

dimension controls.  Obama wins 72% of the votes of respondents in this category.   In 

sum, what Table 4.1 shows is that for voters for whom the dimensions align, the “correct” 

(i.e., the predicted) candidate wins.  However, when the dimensions arguably pull in 

opposite directions, the religious dimension controls.  

These initial descriptive statistics lead us to suspect that the regression results 

from the 2008 CCES will be similar to the results from the 2008 Pew, Gallup and NEP 

data sets, and different from the 2008 ANES results. In other words, we likely will find 

that income is not a statistically significant predictor of voting for McCain, while 

attendance at religious services has a dramatic effect.  The regression table presented 

below confirms this suspicion.
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B.  Regression Results

Table 4.2: 2008 Presidential Vote Choice, CCES
(McCain vote as the dependent variable)

N=19,269; Pseudo R^2=.63

Coefficient Z score p value

Party Identification 0.839 46.53 0.000
Income 0.005 0.26 0.797
Attendance at Religious 
Services

0.227 9.61 0.000

Ideology 1.275 28.56 0.000
African American -2.661 -17.16 0.000
Hispanic -0.259 -2.49 0.013
Northeast -0.150 -1.92 0.055
Midwest -0.337 -4.52 0.000
West -0.359 -4.44 0.000
Female 0.045 0.79 0.427
Constant (White as 
baseline)

-7.620 -44.71 0.000

Here, as in the NEP, Pew and Gallup data sets from 2008, income is not a 

statistically significant predictor of presidential vote choice.  Therefore, an increase in 

one’s income even from the lowest level to the highest level increases one’s likelihood of 

voting for McCain by, effectively, zero percent.  By comparison, when one goes from 

never attending to attending more than once a week, one’s likelihood of voting for 

McCain increases by 22%.  As in the other data sets, this effect is present for white 

respondents and Hispanic respondents, but not for African-American respondents.  

It is also the case, consistent with the 2008 NEP, that the religious dimension is 

more influential than the economic dimension for “conflicted voters.” Specifically, a 

white voter who is poor but high attending has a 65% likelihood of voting for McCain.  

Conversely, a high-income white voter who never attends religious services has a 57% 

likelihood of voting for Obama.  Hypothetical voters in both of these cases are voting in 
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ways that are inconsistent with their income, yet consistent with their religiosity.  As a 

result, they are arguably influenced more by the religious dimension than by the 

economic dimension of voting.

In sum, when the basic regression model is run using the 2008 CCES data, the 

results are consistent with the basic regression models from the 2008 NEP, Pew and 

Gallup data sets.  However, that is not the end of the story.  In the next section, I use the 

breadth of questions available in the CCES to see if this result holds when other 

potentially important independent variables are added to the model.

III. The Effect of Other Independent Variables on the Basic Model

A.  Approval of President Bush and the War in Iraq

For every respondent, the CCES includes questions on two potentially powerful 

independent variables: approval of President Bush and approval of the war in Iraq.  When 

each of these is added to the basic model as an independent variable, the effects are the 

same; income is not statistically significant, while attendance is.  This is despite the fact 

that a respondent’s approval of the outgoing president and his opinion of the war in Iraq 

are both extremely strong predictors of voting for McCain.  For example, when one 

moves from strongly disapproving of Bush to strongly approving of Bush, the likelihood 

of voting for McCain increases by an astounding 75%—surpassing even party 

identification in terms of the relative effect on vote choice (as measured by changes in 

predicted probabilities).  Yet attendance remains statistically significant while income is 

not, and the likelihood of voting for McCain increases by 11% when a hypothetical 

respondent goes from never attending religious services to attending more than once a 

week.
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When one moves from the opinion that Iraq was a mistake from the beginning, to 

the opinion that Iraq was the right thing to do and that no mistakes were made, the 

likelihood of voting for McCain increases by 80%.  This is more than the overall increase 

in the probability of voting for McCain when going from one extreme to the other of 

party identification or of ideology.  Yet attendance remains statistically significant and 

the likelihood of voting for McCain increases by 16% when one goes from never 

attending to attending more than once a week.

And even when both Bush approval and approval of the war in Iraq are added to 

the original model, attendance remains statistically significant, while income still is not.  

The ultimate point is that even with extremely powerful predictors such as party 

identification, ideology, Bush approval and Iraq approval in the model, attendance retains 

its statistical significance and still has a modest substantive effect on vote choice.  

B. Education

In exploring the effect of other potentially important independent variables on 

income and attendance, there is one variable that when added changes the substantive 

results presented so far with regard to income.  That independent variable is education.  

Before discussing the results of adding education to the model, however, it is important to 

note that adding education to the four data sets discussed in the last chapter either has no 

effect on the overall results, or makes income less statistically significant.  Specifically, 

adding education to the regressions from the 2008 NEP, Pew and Gallup data sets has no 

effect (i.e., attendance is still statistically significant while income is not), and adding 

education to the regression from the 2008 ANES causes income to fall just outside of the 

p<.10 level of statistical significance.  
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However, adding education to the 2008 CCES changes the results presented in 

Table 4.2 above.  As can be seen below, when education is added to the model,40 income 

is now statistically significant (as is education itself).  

Table 4.3: 2008 Presidential Vote Choice, CCES
Including Education as an Independent Variable

(McCain Vote as the Dependent Variable)
N=19,269; Pseudo R^2 = .64

Coefficient Z score p value

Party Identification 0.849 46.41 0.000
Income 0.075 3.36 0.001
Attendance at 
Religious Services

0.245 10.25 0.000

Ideology 1.237 27.39 0.000
Education -0.281 -9.11 0.000
African American -2.657 -17.17 0.000
Hispanic -0.245 -2.33 0.020
Northeast -0.155 -1.95 0.051
Midwest -0.348 -4.66 0.000
West -0.345 -4.26 0.000
Female 0.051 0.89 0.376
Constant (White as 
baseline)

-7.227 -41.00 0.000

Although this finding of statistical significance for income is consistent with the 

results from the 2008 ANES, the changes in predicted probabilities show that increasing 

attendance has over three times the effect of increasing income on the likelihood of 

voting for McCain.  Specifically, the likelihood of voting for McCain increases by 24% 

when a hypothetical voter goes from never attending religious services to attending more 

than once a week.  In contrast, the likelihood of voting for McCain increases by only 7% 

when a hypothetical voter moves from a household income of less than $30,000 a year to 

                                                
40 Education was coded into the following categories: High School or Less; Some 
College; Four Year College Degree; and Post-Graduate Education.
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a household income of $100,000 or more.41  The figure below illustrates this difference, 

for white voters.  
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Figure 4.3: Probability of Voting for McCain,
White Voters by Religious Services Attendance and Income

2008 CCES

Notably, this figure looks extremely similar to the figures from the 2008 ANES in 

the prior chapter using frequency of prayer, religious guidance and biblical literalism 

measures.  The critical point is that although with education in the model there is a 

                                                
41 Even when the differences are standardized by measuring the change in predicted 
probabilities between one standard deviation below the mean and one standard deviation 
above the mean for income and for attendance, the increase in the likelihood of voting for 
McCain is still three times greater for attendance than for income.  
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slightly positive slope for income (represented by the black line), and therefore a modest 

increase in the likelihood of voting for McCain as income increases, there is a more 

dramatic increase in the probability of voting for McCain as attendance increases 

(represented by the slope of the blue line).  The same is true for Hispanic voters (graph 

not shown), although there is the expected downward shift for each line compared to 

white voters.  For African-American voters, the results are unsurprising: there is no effect 

of either income or attendance.    

Given that income was far outside even p<.10 statistical significance without 

education in the model, the results presented above beg the question, why is income 

statistically significant when education is added to the model?  The figure below provides 

a partial answer.
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Figure 4.4: Percent Vote for McCain, by Education and Income
2008 CCES

As the figure above demonstrates, at the lowest level of education (high school or 

less), there is a steady increase in McCain’s vote share as income increases, as evidenced 

by the slope of the solid red line.  However, for those at the highest level of education 

(post-graduate education), the blue dotted line is basically flat after the initial increase 

from the lowest income category to the low-middle income category.  Specifically, 

McCain’s vote share increases from 35% at the second income level to only 37% at the 

highest income level.  By comparison, McCain’s vote share among those with a high 
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school education or less increases at every level of increasing income.  Put another way, 

if one has a high school education or less, then as that person’s income increases, they are 

more likely to vote for McCain.  However, if someone has a post-graduate education, an 

increase in that person’s income has almost no effect on voting for McCain after one 

reaches at least $30,000 in income.  So, one possibility for why income becomes 

statistically significant when education is added to the model is that for those in the lower 

income categories, income has a strong positive effect.  And because a plurality of 

respondents in the CCES sample have a high school education or less (39%), while only 

9% have a post-graduate education, the high number of respondents with low levels of 

education drive the overall impact of income.42  

In sum, it is possible that the effect of income is mediated by education (and thus, 

only shows up when education is added to the model), because income has a strong effect 

for those who are less educated, but a weak effect for those who are more educated.  In 

addition, because education and income are positively correlated, adding education—

which is statistically significant—logically could make income statistically significant as 

well.    

Ultimately, however, the addition of education to the model does not change the 

fact that religious services attendance is a statistically significant predictor of vote choice, 

nor does it change the fact that attendance has three times the overall effect of income on 

the likelihood of voting for McCain.  Therefore, substantively, the only change is that 

income is statistically significant when education is in the model.  Finally, it is worth 

                                                
42 There is also a strong positive relationship between increasing income and McCain’s 
vote share for those with two years of college or some college.  In total, 70% of the 
overall sample has an education level at or below two years of college.   
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noting that attendance is still statistically significant and has a greater effect than income 

even when Bush approval, Iraq approval and education are included together in one 

model.  

IV.  Alternative Measures of the Religious Dimension

In the preceding section, we see that with education added to the original model, 

income is statistically significant, but attendance still has a greater effect on the 

likelihood of voting for McCain.  As in the previous chapter, I wanted to see if that same 

result would hold even when other religiosity measures were used to operationalize the 

religious dimension.  I used two alternatives: (1) respondents’ reported frequency of 

prayer; and (2) the subjective importance of religion to respondents.  The first measure 

parallels the frequency of prayer measure used in the 2008 ANES, while the second 

measure is similar to the religious guidance measure in the 2008 ANES.  When each of 

these measures is used in place of attendance at religious services, each is statistically 

significant, as is income.  However, as was the case in the 2008 ANES, each of these 

alternative measures of religiosity has a greater effect on the likelihood of voting for 

McCain compared to income, as shown by the figures below.    



120

0
.0

0
.2

0
.4

0
.6

0
.8

Frequency of Prayer and Income, White Voters

P
ro

b
a

b
ili

ty
 o

f V
o

tin
g

 f
o

r 
M

c
C

a
in

Prayer: Never to Several Times a Day
Income: Less Than $30,000 to $100,000 or More

Figure 4.5: Probability of Voting for McCain,
White Voters by Frequency of Prayer and Income

2008 CCES

Specifically, the effect on the likelihood of voting for McCain when a 

hypothetical respondent goes from never praying to praying several times a day is almost 

three times greater than the effect when going from the lowest level of income to the 

highest.  Similarly, as shown below, going from the opinion that religion is not at all 

important to the opinion that religion is very important has more than three times the 

effect of going from the lowest level of income to the highest.  
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Figure 4.6: Probability of Voting for McCain,
White Voters by Subjective Importance of Religion and Income

2008 CCES

Again, it is clear that no matter which measure of religiosity is used, religiosity 

has a greater effect than income on vote choice in 2008.  

V.  Party Identification and Ideology as the Dependent Variables

Given the results above that income is a statistically significant predictor of vote 

choice, but that attendance and other measures of religiosity have more of an effect, I 

wanted to see whether income would have more of an effect than attendance on party 

identification and ideology, since those variables are such powerful predictors of vote 
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choice.  In other words, I wanted to see whether income might have stronger indirect 

effects on vote choice through those two predictors.  As a result, I made party 

identification and ideology the dependent variables.    

A.  Party Identification

One possible reason why income has less of an effect on vote choice compared to 

attendance is because income is an important predictor of party identification (McCarty, 

Poole and Rosenthal 2006), which is in turn one of the most powerful predictors of vote 

choice.  In other words, income might have a strong indirect effect on vote choice 

through party identification, while attendance at religious services might not.  In order to 

determine whether the effect of income on voting for McCain is mediated by party 

identification, I ran an ordered logit model in which income, religious services 

attendance, education, race, region and gender were used to predict party identification 

(coded along the seven-point scale from Strong Democrat to Weak Democrat to Leaning 

Democrat to Independent to Leaning Republican to Weak Republican to Strong 

Republican).  The table below presents the results.

Table 4.4: Prediction of (Republican) Party Identification, 2008 CCES
N=27,941; Pseudo R^2 =.05

Coefficient Z score p value

Income 0.089 8.97 0.000
Attendance at 
Religious Services

0.342 32.01 0.000

Education -0.172 -11.89 0.000
African American -1.999 -37.14 0.000
Hispanic -0.708 -15.26 0.000
Northeast -0.321 -8.74 0.000
Midwest -0.311 -9.10 0.000
West -0.106 -2.93 0.003
Female -0.307 -11.72 0.000



123

As is clear, income is a statistically significant predictor of party identification.  

Specifically, as income increases, one is more likely to identify as a Republican.  So, 

there is at least initial evidence that income does have an indirect effect on vote choice 

through its direct effect on party identification.  However, religious services attendance, 

education,43 being African American (compared to being white), being Hispanic 

(compared to being white), region (each region compared to the South) and being female 

are all statistically significant predictors of party identification as well, and all signs are 

in the expected direction.  

Because attendance in particular is also a statistically significant predictor of party 

identification, we must again compare the effects of income and religious services 

attendance on party identification, which means looking at the changes in predicted 

probabilities for each variable.  In doing so, I found that the likelihood that a respondent 

will move one point (towards Republican identification) along the seven-point party 

identification scale increases by only 2.5% when one moves from the lowest level of 

income to the highest.  However, the likelihood of moving one point along the seven-

point scale increases by over 9% when one moves from the lowest level of religious 

services attendance to the highest.  In other words, the average change in predicted 

probabilities along the seven-point party identification scale when going from the lowest 

value of attendance to the highest is almost four times the average change when going 

from the lowest value of income to the highest.  

                                                
43 Given that education has the relationship with income described above, I included 
education in this model.  However, even without education in this model, income is still a 
statistically significant predictor of Republican party identification.    
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Another intuitive way to compare the differential effects of income and 

attendance is to consider the following.  When one moves from having a household 

income of less than $30,000 a year to having a household income of $100,000 or more, 

the likelihood that that person will identify as a strong Republican increases by 5%.  By 

comparison, when one moves from never attending religious services to attending more 

than once a week, the likelihood that that person will identify as a strong Republican 

increases by 20%.  Similarly, when one moves from the lowest income category to the 

highest, the likelihood of identifying as a strong Democrat decreases by 6%.  Yet when 

one moves from never attending to attending more than once a week, the likelihood of 

identifying as a strong Democrat decreases by 22%.  By these measures, the effect of 

attendance on identifying as a strong Republican or a strong Democrat is about four times 

the effect of income on identifying as a strong Republican or a strong Democrat.  

A few final notes are in order.  First, of the variables in the regression above, 

attendance is second only to being African American in terms of the relative effects on 

party identification.  Second, even when the powerful variable of ideology is added as an 

independent variable to the above model (which tends to overwhelm every other variable 

in the model except for being African American), attendance still has a greater effect than 

income, although the average effect on party identification when going from the 

minimum value to the maximum value of each variable is much lower with ideology in 

the model—2.4% and 1.6%, respectively. 

In sum, when party identification is the dependent variable, I find that income is a 

statistically significant predictor—with or without education or ideology in the model—
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but I also find that attendance is a statistically significant predictor, and that it has a 

stronger effect than income on party identification.  

B.  Ideology

As the table below shows, both income and attendance are statistically significant 

predictors of ideology (coded from Very Liberal to Liberal to Moderate to Conservative 

to Very Conservative).  

Table 4.5: Prediction of (Conservative) Ideology, 2008 CCES
N=26,576; Pseudo R^2 =.06

Coefficient Z score p value

Income 0.079 7.11 0.000
Attendance at 
Religious Services

0.514 41.21 0.000

Education -0.337 -21.33 0.000
African American -0.934 -17.97 0.000
Hispanic -0.520 -10.32 0.000
Northeast -0.363 -8.96 0.000
Midwest -0.251 -6.64 0.000
West -0.237 -6.00 0.000
Female -0.266 -9.24 0.000

Again, looking at predicted probabilities, I find that the likelihood that a 

respondent will move one point (towards “very conservative” self-placement) along the 

five-point ideology scale increases by only 3% when one moves from the lowest level of 

income to the highest.  However, the likelihood of moving one point along the five-point 

ideology scale increases by 18% when one moves from the lowest level of religious 

services attendance to the highest.  In other words, the average change in predicted 

probabilities along the five-point ideology scale when going from the lowest value of 
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attendance to the highest is six times the average change when going from the lowest 

value of income to the highest.44  

In addition, when one moves from having a household income of less than 

$30,000 a year to having a household income of $100,000 or more, the likelihood of 

identifying as very conservative increases only by 2%.  By comparison, when one moves 

from never attending religious services to attending more than once a week, the 

likelihood of identifying as very conservative increases by 18%.  Similarly, when one 

moves from the lowest income category to the highest, the likelihood of identifying as 

very liberal decreases by less than 2%.  Yet when one moves from never attending to 

attending more than once a week, the likelihood of identifying as very liberal decreases

by 11%.  By these additional measures, the effect of attendance on identifying as very 

conservative is nine times the effect of income, and the effect of attendance on 

identifying as very liberal is five times the effect of income.  

Finally, it should be noted that even when party identification is added to the 

model, the effects of attendance are second only to party identification, and the average 

effects when going from the lowest value to the highest value of income and attendance 

                                                
44 My finding that the religious dimension has a much greater effect than the economic 
dimension on ideology lends support to the argument, set forth by Feldman and Johnston 
(2011), that a unidimensional model of ideology is incomplete because ideology 
comprises two dimensions—economic and social.  My results arguably provide evidence 
that when respondents are asked to self-report ideology, they think of that measure 
primarily in terms of the religious dimension (or what Feldman and Johnston refer to as 
the social dimension).  This is in line with Feldman and Johnston’s finding that religiosity 
is strongly associated with conservatism in models conceiving of ideology as 
unidimensional, while income has much less of an effect.  On the other hand, when they 
separate ideology into economic and social components, religiosity has a large effect on 
the social dimension, but no significant effect on the economic dimension, while the 
opposite is true for income.  
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are 1% and 12%, respectively.  In sum, attendance has a much greater effect on ideology 

than does income; as a result, attendance not only has a greater direct effect on vote 

choice, but a greater indirect effect on vote choice through ideology and party 

identification.  

VI.  Conclusion

When the basic model was run using the CCES data, the regression results 

confirmed the findings from the NEP, Gallup and Pew data sets in the prior chapter (i.e., 

that income was not a statistically significant predictor of vote choice, while attendance 

was).  However, when education was added to the basic model using the CCES data, 

income turned out to be statistically significant; this result is consistent with my findings 

from the 2008 ANES data.  Despite this finding, however, attendance had three times the 

effect of income on vote choice, and other religiosity variables also had a larger effect 

than income.  In addition, the results from the CCES show that not only does attendance 

have a greater direct effect on vote choice than does income; it also has greater indirect

effects on vote choice through party identification and ideology.

Taken together, all of these results from the CCES support the more narrow 

hypothesis that the economic dimension influenced vote choice in 2008, but they do not 

support the broader hypothesis that the economic dimension had a greater effect than the 

religious dimension.  Instead, the results indicate that the alternative hypothesis is more 

likely: the religious dimension had a greater effect than the economic dimension, whether 

measured by direct effects on vote choice or indirect effects through party identification 

and ideology.  The fact that the religious dimension continued to matter in substantively 

impressive ways—despite the salience of the economic dimension—may mean that the 
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religious dimension in a presidential general election need not be specifically triggered by 

the candidates.  Instead, perhaps the religious dimension has become a fundamental, even 

subconscious part of voters’ calculations when choosing between the Republican and 

Democratic candidates for president.  

A possible critique of all of these results, however, is the following: perhaps the 

reason income either is not a statistically significant predictor of vote choice or has a 

weaker effect compared to religiosity variables is because income is not a particularly 

good measure of one’s position along the economic dimension.  Although the connection 

between income and party identification is well established in political science literature, 

this is at least a possibility worth investigating.  The next chapter therefore uses economic 

issue preferences in the place of income as a proxy for respondents’ positions along the 

economic dimension.
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Chapter 5: Alternative Measures of the Economic Dimension and the Religious 
Dimension: Substituting Economic Issue Preferences and Social Issue Preferences 

for Income and Attendance

I.  Introduction

One potential critique of the results from prior chapters is that income is not a 

particularly good measure of one’s left-right position along the economic dimension.  In 

other words, perhaps some poor voters think it is in their economic interests to support 

traditionally Republican economic policies (such as tax cuts for businesses) while some 

wealthy voters may think it is in their economic interests to support traditionally 

Democratic policies (such as the expansion of health insurance to those who are not 

covered).  In such circumstances, a low income voter would be on the “right” of the 

economic dimension, and a high income voter would be on the “left” of the economic 

dimension.45

In order to address this concern, this chapter explores the effect on vote choice  

when the economic dimension is measured not by income, but by economic issue 

preferences that should be good proxies for one’s position along the left-right economic 

dimension.  In order to compare apples to apples, I create a parallel “social issue” 

preference variable to compare results when the religious dimension is measured not by 

one’s level of religiosity, but by preferences on social issues that are often driven by

                                                
45 This critique itself, however, must be kept in perspective given recent findings that 
“[h]igh-income voters increasingly identify with the Republican Party and vote for 
Republican presidential candidates [while] [l]ow-income voters are increasingly in the 
Democratic camp.” (McCarty, Poole and Rosenthal 2006, 71).  Gelman et al. 2008 and 
Bartels 2006 also document the link between increased income and one’s propensity to 
identify with the Republican party.  
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religious beliefs, as those preferences are likely to represent how liberal or how 

conservative one is along the religious dimension.

The only 2004/2008 companion data sets analyzed in previous chapters that allow 

me to create issue preference variables are the 2004 ANES and the 2008 ANES, as they 

ask questions on economic issue preferences in addition to income.  They also ask 

questions on abortion and gay marriage that allow me to use a parallel measure of social 

issue preferences in the place of religiosity.  Therefore, the results presented in this 

chapter compare the effect of economic issue preferences and social issue preferences on 

vote choice in 2004 and 2008, respectively, using the 2004 ANES and the 2008 ANES.  I 

find that in the 2004 ANES, both economic issue preferences and social issue preferences 

affected vote choice, while in the 2008 ANES, social issue preferences affected vote 

choice while economic issue preferences did not.  

This finding from the 2008 ANES is unexpected in light of my hypothesis that the 

economic dimension should have influenced vote choice in 2008, but also in light of the  

regression results from the 2008 ANES in which income—as the measure of the 

economic dimension—is a statistically significant predictor of vote choice.  As a result, I 

also analyze the effect of issue preferences on vote choice from the 2008 CCES data, in 

order to see if the 2008 ANES result is confirmed or contradicted by a second data set 

that contains many more thousands of respondents and a broad array of questions on 

economic issue preferences.    

II.  The 2004 ANES

A.  Economic Issue Preferences 

In attempting to measure a respondent’s left-right position along the economic 
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dimension using economic issue attitude questions, I selected two questions that are 

directly related to attitudes about government-run programs and services.  I argue that 

those who are on the economic “left” generally favor the government’s providing 

services, even if it means an increase in government spending or government’s role in the 

economy, while those who are on the economic “right” generally oppose the 

government’s providing services because they think government’s role in the economy 

should be limited.  Put in terms of the popular debate about the size of government, those 

on the “left” favor a larger role for government while those on the “right” favor a smaller 

role for government.  The first question selected asks respondents’ preferences when 

there is a trade off between government spending and the government’s provision of 

services:      

Some people think the government should provide fewer services even in 
areas such as health and education in order to reduce spending.  Suppose 
these people are at one end of a scale, at point 1. Other people feel it is 
important for the government to provide many more services even if it 
means an increase in spending. Suppose these people are at the other end, 
at point 7. And, of course, some other people have opinions somewhere in 
between, at points 2, 3, 4, 5 or 6.  Where would you place yourself on this 
scale, or haven’t you thought much about this?  

The second question asks respondents’ preferences when the choice is between 

government health insurance and private health insurance:   
  
There is much concern about the rapid rise in medical and hospital costs.  
Some people feel there should be a government insurance plan which 
would cover all medical and hospital expenses for everyone. Suppose 
these people are at one end of a scale, at point 1. Others feel that all 
medical expenses should be paid by individuals through private insurance 
plans like Blue Cross or other company paid plans. Suppose these people 
are at the other end, at point 7. And, of course, some other people have 
opinions somewhere in between, at points 2, 3, 4, 5, or 6.  Where would 
you place yourself on this scale, or haven’t you thought much about this?
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I took the given values for each question (ranging from 1 to 7), rescaled them from -1 to 

+1, and then created a composite economic preferences measure by combining 

respondents’ scores from both questions.

B.  Social Issue Preferences

In creating the social issue preferences composite measure, I chose questions on 

abortion and gay marriage because many Americans’ views on these issues are tied to 

their religious beliefs (or, for Americans who are affirmatively non-religious, to their 

non-religious beliefs).  Those who most strongly favor a woman’s right to have an 

abortion and who also favor gay marriage are the most liberal along the religious 

dimension (and therefore, on the far “left”) while those who oppose abortion and gay 

marriage completely are the most conservative along the religious dimension (and 

therefore, on the far “right”).  

On abortion, respondents were asked which of the following best agrees with their 

own view of abortion: by law, a woman should always be able to obtain an abortion as a 

matter of personal choice; the law should permit abortion for reasons other than rape, 

incest or danger to the woman’s life, but only after the need for the abortion has been 

clearly established; the law should permit abortion only in cases of rape, incest, or when 

the woman’s life is in danger; or by law, abortion should never be permitted.  

On gay marriage, respondents were asked whether same-sex couples should be 

allowed to marry.  However, some respondents volunteered a third option: gay couples 

should not be allowed to marry but should be allowed to legally form a civil union.  

Those responses are included, and are considered as a middle option in between those 

who think gay marriage should not be allowed at all and those who think it should be 
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allowed.  Again, I scaled responses to each question from -1 to +1 and then combined the 

scores to create one composite measure.

C.  Regression Results 

The table below presents the results when the economic issue preferences variable 

and the social issue preferences variable are used in the original regression from the 2004 

ANES, in place of income and attendance at religious services.

Table 5.1: 2004 Presidential Vote Choice, ANES   
(Bush Vote as the Dependent Variable)

N=602; Pseudo R^2= .61

Coefficient Z score p value

Party Identification 0.892 8.34 0.000
Economic Issue Preferences 0.013 2.67 0.008
Social Issue Preferences 0.011 4.03 0.000
Ideology 0.208 1.53 0.125
African American -1.613 -2.52 0.012
Hispanic 0.073 0.11 0.914
Northeast -0.056 -0.11 0.910
Midwest -0.474 -1.08 0.280
West 0.002 0.00 0.997
Female 0.098 0.29 0.771
Constant (White as baseline) -5.562 -8.69 0.000

Recall that in the regression using income and attendance in the 2004 ANES, 

income was not statistically significant, while attendance was.  However, here, the 

economic issue preferences variable in place of income is statistically significant.  Like 

attendance, the social issue preferences variable is also statistically significant.  Because 

both are statistically significant, it is necessary to compare the changes in predicted 

probabilities of voting for Bush for each variable.  As the figure below shows, the effects 

are very similar when one goes from the most liberal position to the most conservative 

position along each dimension.  
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2004 ANES

While the slope for economic issue preferences is slightly steeper, the difference 

between the two lines is negligible.  In addition, when differences in the probability of 

voting for Bush are calculated by using standard deviations above and below the mean 

for each issue preference variable, the results are reversed; there is a slightly higher 

increase in the probability of voting for Bush along the social issue preferences 

dimension compared to the economic issue preferences dimension.  In sum, in 2004, 

when issue preferences are used instead of the demographic variables of income and 
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religiosity, both dimensions are statistically significant and have large substantive effects 

on voting for Bush.  However, given the fact that social issue preferences have an equal 

effect on vote choice compared to economic issue preferences, and the fact that 

religiosity was a statistically significant predictor of vote choice while income was not, 

the results presented above do not change the central finding from Chapter 2 that the 

religious dimension had a greater effect than the economic dimension in 2004.      

D.  The Relationship Between Income and Economic Issue Attitudes

In the 2004 ANES, when income and attendance were used as independent 

variables in the regression, income was not statistically significant, while attendance was.  

However, in this chapter, I find that the economic issue attitudes variable is statistically 

significant.  This raises the question, might income indirectly affect vote choice through 

its effect on economic issue attitudes?  

To answer this question, I made the economic issue attitudes variable the 

dependent variable.  As the table below shows, income is a statistically significant 

predictor of one’s economic issue attitudes, regardless of which independent variables are 

added in different models.  Specifically, as one’s income increases, one’s economic issue 

attitudes become more conservative.  However, until ideology is added to the model, it is 

also true that as one’s level of attendance at religious services increases, one’s economic 

issue attitudes become more conservative.  Still, in each model in which both income and 

attendance are statistically significant, income has approximately twice the effect as 

attendance on the likelihood of having conservative economic issue preferences.  In sum, 

while income did not have a direct effect on vote choice in 2004, it did have a small 

indirect effect on vote choice through its effect on economic issue preferences.
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Table 5.2: Economic Issue Preferences, 2004 ANES
(Coded in the Conservative Direction)

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Income† .32***
+.05

.27***
+.04

.25***
+.04

.28***
+.04

.30***
+.04

Attendance .14***
+.03

.10**
+.02

.09**
+.02

.09**
+.02

.05

Party ID .36***
+.07

.36***
+.08

.36***
+.07

.19***
+.04

Education .04

African-
American‡

-.05

Hispanic -.55

Ideology .48***
+.09

Sample Size 791 782 782 743 757

Pseudo R^2 .02 .05 .05 .05 .07

†The first number listed for each variable is the coefficient.  The number below the 
coefficient is the average increase (or decrease) in the probability of moving towards 
economic conservatism, when one goes from the lowest value of the variable to the highest—
i.e., from never attending to attending more than once a week.
*** Significant at the p<.01 level.
  ** Significant at the p<.05 level.
‡White is the comparison category for the results presented.  There is no statistically 
significant difference between African Americans and Hispanics.
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E.  The Relationship Between Attendance and Social Issue Attitudes

A parallel question, however, is whether attendance (and income) indirectly affect 

vote choice through their effect on social issue attitudes.  As the table below shows, as 

one’s level of attendance increases, one’s social issue attitudes become more 

conservative.  Notably, income has a negative effect on conservative social attitudes; as 

income increases, one is less likely to have conservative social attitudes.  In each model, 

attendance has between two and three times the effect on conservative social attitudes 

compared to income.    
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Table 5.3: Social Issue Preferences, 2004 ANES
(Coded in the Conservative Direction)

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Income† -.21***
-.04

-.29***
-.05

-.16***
-.03

-.16***
-.03

-.19***
-.03

Attendance .50***
+.10

.50***
+.10

.51***
+.10

.50***
+10

.47***
+.10

Party ID .28***
+.07

.28***
+.07

.30***
+.08

.19***
+.05

Education -.43***
-.06

-.40***
-.05

-.36***
-.05

African-
American‡

.35*
+.02

.20

Hispanic .15 .33

Ideology .34***
+.08

Sample Size 881 869 869 825 798

Pseudo R^2 .06 .08 .10 .10 .11

†The first number listed for each variable is the coefficient.  The number below the 
coefficient is the average increase (or decrease) in the probability of moving towards social 
conservatism, when one goes from the lowest value of the variable to the highest—i.e., from 
never attending to attending more than once a week.
*** Significant at the p<.01 level; ** Significant at the p<.05 level; * Significant at the p<.10
level.
‡White is the comparison category for the results presented.  There is also no statistically 
significant difference between African-Americans and Hispanics.
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In sum, attendance had a direct effect on vote choice in 2004 as well as an indirect

effect through social issue preferences and through economic issue preferences.  Income 

had no direct effect, but it did have a positive indirect effect on vote choice through 

economic issue preferences and a negative indirect effect on vote choice through social 

issue preferences.  The overall effect of income on economic issue preferences was about 

twice that of attendance, while, conversely, the overall effect of attendance on social

issue preferences was two to three times that of income.  Based on all of the findings 

from the 2004 ANES data in Chapter 2 and this chapter, it is fair to conclude that 

although the religious dimension had a greater effect on vote choice in 2004 than did the 

economic dimension—as predicted—the economic dimension also influenced vote 

choice. 

III.  The 2008 ANES: Economic Issue Preferences and Social Issue Preferences 

Half of the respondents in the 2008 ANES were given the same questions as the 

ones I used from the 2004 ANES to construct the economic issue preferences and social

issue preferences variables.  The other half were given either new versions of these 

questions with slightly different wording, or related, but different questions.  Although 

the wording of the new versions of the spending/services question and the health

insurance question are close enough to the old versions so that they could be considered 

functional equivalents, that is not the case for the abortion question.  Because half of the 

respondents in the 2008 ANES were given completely different abortion questions, those 

respondents cannot be included in the analysis.  Fortunately, however, the same 

respondents who got the old version of the abortion question are the same respondents 

who got the old version of the spending/services question and the health insurance 
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question, so half of the overall sample can be used for this analysis.46

As discussed in Chapter 3, there are three possible ways to code ideology, and the 

way ideology is coded in the 2008 ANES affected whether income was a statistically 

significant predictor of vote choice when ideology was one of the independent variables.  

Similarly, the way ideology is coded affects whether the economic issue preferences 

variable is statistically significant.  Specifically, two of the three options for coding 

ideology result in the economic issue preferences variable’s not being a statistically 

significant predictor of vote choice.  When ideology is coded the third way, the economic 

issue preferences variable is statistically significant at the p<.10 level, as seen below.  

Table 5.4: 2008 Presidential Vote Choice, ANES  
(McCain Vote as the Dependent Variable)

N=538; Pseudo R^2= .60

Coefficient Z score p value

Party Identification 0.747 5.79 0.000
Economic Issue Preferences 0.007 1.66 0.096
Social Issue Preferences 0.011 3.23 0.001
Ideology 0.244 2.43 0.015
African American -5.469 -4.99 0.000
Hispanic -1.138 -1.98 0.047
Northeast -1.290 -2.31 0.021
Midwest -0.670 -1.36 0.174
West -0.382 -0.76 0.445
Female -0.207 -0.48 0.628
Constant (White as baseline) -4.629 -6.10 0.000

However, the social issue preferences variable is statistically significant at the 

p<.01 level; it also has almost double the effect on vote choice compared to the economic 

issue preferences variable, as shown in the figure below. 

                                                
46 Because respondents were randomly assigned to either the old versions or the new 
versions of these questions, the use of half of the sample should not bias the results.  
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Figure 5.2: Probability of Voting for McCain, by
Economic Issue Preferences and Social Issue Preferences

2008 ANES

In sum, given the three possible ways of coding ideology, the economic issue 

preferences variable is either not statistically significant or has a substantially smaller 

effect on vote choice compared to the social issue preferences variable.  This result is 

surprising, not simply because the economy was the primary issue in the final weeks of 

the campaign while social issues were not, but because in all but one of the regressions 
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from the 2008 ANES, income was statistically significant.47  

In order to see whether this unexpected result is somehow an artifact of the 2008 

ANES, I next perform a similar analysis using the 2008 CCES.  One of the benefits of 

using the CCES—in addition to the massive number of respondents—is that it offers 

many different options for operationalizing the economic dimension.  As a result, I 

created not one, but two alternative measures of the economic dimension based on 

economic issue preference questions from the 2008 CCES.  The results presented below 

from the 2008 CCES indicate that economic issue preferences did matter to vote choice 

in 2008; therefore, these results do not square with the results from the 2008 ANES.  

IV. The 2008 CCES

A.  Respondents’ Preferences on Government Assistance/Intervention on 
Economic Issues

First, I created a composite measure of the economic dimension using responses 

to three questions concerning: the federal government’s guarantee of health insurance to 

all; increasing the minimum wage; and federal government assistance during the housing 

crisis.48  My rationale for choosing these three items is the same as my rationale for 

                                                
47 Because the majority finding is that the economic issue preferences variable does not 
have a direct effect on vote choice in the 2008 ANES, it is logically not possible that 
income could have an indirect effect on vote choice through its effect on economic issue 
preferences.  Therefore, I do not perform a parallel analysis to the one from the 2004 
ANES in which economic issue preferences form the dependent variable (and thus, it is 
not necessary to perform the companion analysis in which social issue preferences form 
the dependent variable).    

48 Respondents were asked: “Do you favor or oppose the U.S. government guaranteeing 
health insurance for all citizens, even if it means raising taxes?”  For increasing the 
minimum wage and federal assistance during the housing crisis, respondents were asked: 
“Congress considered many important bills over the past two years. For each of the 
following tell us whether you support or oppose the legislation in principle.”  
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choosing the questions in the ANES; they are good proxies for whether someone favors 

government assistance/intervention in the economy (and is therefore an economic liberal) 

or whether someone opposes government assistance/intervention (and is therefore an 

economic conservative).  I created a four-point scale ranging from most liberal to most 

conservative, with: 1 representing a respondent who supported all three instances of 

government assistance/intervention; 2 representing a respondent who supported two out 

of three; 3 representing a respondent who opposed two out of three, and 4 representing a 

respondent who opposed all three.49  My coding operates on the presumption that 

respondents who support health care for all, raising the minimum wage and federal 

assistance for the housing crisis are liberal along the economic dimension because they 

favor government intervention in the economy/government provision of services, while 

respondents who oppose all three policies are conservative along the economic dimension

because they oppose government intervention/government provision of services.  

For the composite religious dimension measure, I combined respondents’ answers 

on abortion and gay marriage preferences to form a seven-point scale coded from most 

liberal to most conservative.  So, for example, someone who is the most liberal on that 

dimension has a combination of “by law, always allow abortion” and an opposition to an 

amendment banning gay marriage.  Someone who is most conservative on that dimension 

has a combination of “by law, never permit abortion” and support for an amendment to 

                                                
49 On the health care question, strongly support and somewhat support were combined 
into “support” and strongly oppose and somewhat oppose were combined into “oppose.”  
Excluded from these composite codings were respondents who responded “not sure” to 
any of the individual questions.  However, if “not sure” responses are coded as moderate 
responses (i.e., in between liberal and conservative responses of support and oppose), the 
regression results presented below still hold.
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ban gay marriage.50 The dependent variable again is voting for McCain, and independent 

variables are party identification, ideology, education, race, region and gender.  Income 

and attendance have been replaced by the composite measures of respondents’ attitudes 

on the government assistance questions described above and by the composite measure of 

abortion and gay marriage attitudes, respectively.  The table below shows the results. 

Table 5.5: 2008 Presidential Vote Choice, CCES
(McCain Vote as the Dependent Variable)

N=14,146; Pseudo R^2= .71

Coefficient Z score p value

Party Identification 0.642 29.66 0.000
Economic Assistance Issue 
Preferences

1.153 25.01 0.000

Social Issue Preferences 0.406 20.27 0.000
Ideology 0.714 12.84 0.000
Education -0.156 -3.94 0.000
African American -2.568 -14.31 0.000
Hispanic -0.078 -0.58 0.564
Northeast 0.037 0.35 0.725
Midwest -0.359 -3.50 0.000
West -0.277 -2.48 0.013
Female 0.339 4.36 0.000
Constant (White as baseline) -8.045 -36.85 0.000

In the CCES, both the composite measure of economic assistance issue 

preferences and the composite measure of social issue preferences are statistically 

significant predictors of voting for McCain.  Because both dimensions are statistically 
                                                
50  The exact question wording on abortion was the following:  “Which one of the 
opinions on this page best agrees with your view on abortion?”  Ranked from most liberal 
to most conservative, the responses presented to respondents were: by law, always allow 
abortion; allow abortion only if the need is established; allow abortion only if rape, incest 
or [presumably, the mother’s] life is in danger; and by law, never permit abortion.  For 
the gay marriage question, respondents were again told “Congress has considered many 
important bills over the past two years. . . . tell us whether you support or oppose the 
legislation in principle” and the legislation presented was an “Amendment to Ban Gay 
Marriage.”  
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significant, however, we must again compare changes in predicted probabilities.  The 

figure below presents those results.
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Figure 5.3: Probability of Voting for McCain, by Government Assistance 
Preferences and Abortion/Gay Marriage Preferences

2008 CCES

Looking at the changes in predicted probabilities for each dimension, the 

likelihood of voting for McCain increases by 68% when a respondent goes from being 

the most liberal to the most conservative on the economic assistance scale.  By 

comparison, the likelihood of voting for McCain increases by 53% when a respondent 

goes from being the most liberal to the most conservative on the composite abortion/gay 
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marriage scale.  While both percentage increases are substantively impressive, the 

economic measure does have slightly more of an overall effect.51

In sum, when the economic dimension and the religious dimension are 

operationalized in the 2008 CCES not by income and attendance, but by preferences on 

government assistance and on abortion and gay marriage, respectively, the economic 

dimension has a greater effect than the religious dimension.  This finding supports the 

hypothesis that the economic dimension should have a greater effect than the religious 

dimension on vote choice in 2008.52

B.  Respondents’ Preferences on Raising Taxes Versus Cutting Spending 

Respondents were asked:

If your state were to have a budget deficit this year it would have to raise 
taxes on income or sales or cut spending, such as on education, health 
care, welfare, and road construction. What would you prefer more, raising 
taxes or cutting spending? Choose a point along the scale from 100% tax 
increases (and no spending cuts) to 100% spending cuts (and no tax 
increases).

I took the responses to this question (originally coded from 0, representing 100% 

in tax increases, to 100, representing 100% in spending cuts) and created a seven-

                                                
51 Even when differences are standardized by measuring the change in predicted 
probabilities between one standard deviation below the mean and one standard deviation 
above the mean for each variable, the increase in the likelihood of voting for McCain is 
still greater for the government assistance measure compared to the abortion/gay 
marriage measure.

52 I also ran the model above with income and attendance included.  Income was not 
statistically significant, while attendance was.  Attendance still had an independent effect, 
but the magnitude was small (an increase in the likelihood of voting for McCain of 8% 
when going from the lowest level of attendance to the highest).  This did not change the 
fact, however, that the economic assistance issue preferences variable had a slightly 
greater effect than did the social issue preferences variable. 
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category variable, with the lowest category representing those who wanted at least 85% 

in tax increases combined with no more than 15% in spending cuts, and with the highest 

category representing those who wanted at least 85% in spending cuts combined with no 

more than 15% in tax increases.  I divided the responses into categories instead of 

keeping the raw 0 to 100 point distribution because, unsurprisingly, the distribution was 

very skewed towards spending cuts.  In other words, the percentage of respondents who 

preferred tax increases to spending cuts was very low.53  In fact, only 3% of respondents 

are in the lowest category—those who prefer 85% or more in tax increases, while over 

21% are in the highest category—those who prefer 85% or more in spending cuts.

Again, the dependent variable is whether the respondent voted for McCain 

(instead of Obama) and the independent variables include party identification, ideology, 

education, race, region and being female.  The two main independent variables of interest 

representing the economic dimension and the religious dimension, respectively, are the 

higher taxes versus spending cuts preference and the composite score from the abortion 

and gay marriage questions, as outlined above.  The results are presented in the table 

below.

                                                
53 Of the almost 24,000 respondents who answered the question, only 21% preferred at 
least 51% in tax increases, compared to 60% who preferred at least 51% in spending cuts 
(19% of respondents wanted the tax increases and spending cuts split 50/50).  It is 
unsurprising that most respondents, when given an abstract choice between tax increases 
and spending cuts, overwhelmingly chose spending cuts.  After all, no one was forced to 
choose between tax increases that apply to everyone and the government services he or 
she actually receives.  Still, this question offers an alternative measure of how liberal or 
how conservative someone is on the left-right economic dimension, as it reveals a 
respondent’s general preferences for tax increases versus cuts in domestic services.     
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Table 5.6: 2008 Presidential Vote Choice, CCES
(McCain Vote as the Dependent Variable)

N=18,631; Pseudo R^2=.69

Coefficient Z score p value

Party Identification 0.771 39.28 0.000
Tax Increases Versus 
Spending Cuts 
Preferences

0.343 16.73 0.000

Social Issue 
Preferences 

0.405 24.14 0.000

Ideology 0.909 17.75 0.000
Education -0.045 -2.05 0.040
African American -2.912 -18.33 0.000
Hispanic -0.208 -1.67 0.095
Northeast -0.072 -0.81 0.420
Midwest -0.344 -4.09 0.000
West -0.263 -2.91 0.004
Female 0.141 2.21 0.027
Constant -8.557 -41.54 0.000

Again we see that both the economic dimension (as measured by the tax increases 

versus spending cuts question) and the religious dimension (as measured by the 

abortion/gay marriage questions) are statistically significant predictors of voting for 

McCain.  However, when looking at predicted probabilities, we see the reverse of the 

result in the previous section.  Here, the religious dimension has a greater effect when 

one goes from the most liberal to the most conservative values of the variables.  

Specifically, when going from the most liberal to the most conservative position along 

the tax/spending cuts measure, the likelihood of voting for McCain increases by 46%.  

When going from the most liberal to the most conservative position along the 
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abortion/gay marriage composite measure, the likelihood of voting for McCain increases 

by 55%.54  Figure 5.4 below presents these results.
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2008 CCES

                                                
54 Even when the differences are standardized by measuring the change in predicted 
probabilities between one standard deviation below the mean and one standard deviation 
above the mean for each variable, the increase in the likelihood of voting for McCain is 
still greater for the abortion/gay marriage measure compared to the tax increases/
spending cuts measure.
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As is clear, each variable has a large substantive effect on the probability of 

voting for McCain, but the slope of the blue line (abortion/gay marriage attitudes) is 

slightly steeper than the slope of the black line (tax increases/spending cuts).  Thus, when 

the tax increases/spending cuts measure is used, the economic dimension and the 

religious dimension both have a statistically significant and substantively large effect on 

vote choice, with the religious dimension having a greater effect.55

In sum, when the first alternative measure of the economic dimension in the 

CCES is used, the economic dimension has a slightly greater effect.  When the second 

alternative measure is used, the religious dimension has a slightly greater effect.  From 

this, it is obvious that each dimension had a large substantive effect on vote choice in 

2008, and that the effects are very similar.  The finding from the 2008 CCES that the 

economic dimension as measured by economic issue preferences influenced vote choice 

contradicts the findings from the 2008 ANES using economic issue preferences as an 

independent variable, but agrees with the findings from the 2008 ANES using income as 

an independent variable.  

V.  Conclusion 

In Chapter 2, I analyzed four data sets from the 2004 election and found across 

the board that religiosity had a greater effect than income on vote choice.  This was as 

predicted, given the emphasis in the 2004 campaign on Bush’s religiosity and on moral 

                                                
55 Finally, even when income and attendance are added to the model, the overall results 
do not change.  Attendance is not statistically significant, while income is, but the 
religious dimension as measured by the composite abortion/gay marriage preferences still 
has a greater effect than the economic dimension as measured by the respondents’ 
preferences on tax increases versus spending cuts.  
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values issues, and given the fact that the economy was doing well.  However, in this 

chapter, we see from the 2004 ANES that when the economic dimension is measured by 

economic issue preferences instead of income, and when the religious dimension is 

measured by social issue preferences instead of religiosity, economic issue preferences 

did influence vote choice.  Thus, there is at least some evidence that the economic 

dimension mattered in 2004.  Still, on balance, the evidence indicates that the religious 

dimension had a greater effect on vote choice because attendance had a direct effect on 

vote choice while income did not, and social issue preferences had approximately the 

same effect as economic issue preferences.

When it comes to the 2008 election, the results are not as clear cut.  In prior 

chapters, the predominant finding was that religiosity had a greater effect than income on 

vote choice.  Evidence in this chapter from the 2008 ANES supports that finding because 

when social issue preferences and economic issue preferences were used in place of 

religiosity and income, economic issue preferences either did not reach statistical 

significance, or had half the effect of social issue preferences.  However, in the 2008 

CCES, in regressions containing over 18,000 respondents, economic issue preferences 

were statistically significant predictors of vote choice—even when measured in two 

different ways—and had a large substantive impact on the likelihood of voting for 

McCain.  

Taking all findings from Chapters 3, 4 and 5 into account, we cannot rule out the 

hypothesis that the economic dimension influenced vote choice in 2008.  But we also 

cannot conclude that the economic dimension had a greater effect than the religious 

dimension, as my hypothesis would predict.  This is the case for several reasons.  First, 
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although in the 2008 ANES income was statistically significant, it had roughly the same 

effect compared to attendance, and a weaker effect compared to three other religiosity 

variables.  Also in the 2008 ANES, economic issue preferences either were not 

statistically significant while social issue preferences were, or economic issue preferences 

had a substantially smaller effect than did social issue preferences.  And finally, although 

in the 2008 CCES economic issue preferences had a substantial impact on vote choice, 

the effect of social issue preferences was roughly equal.  At the very least, these findings 

from 2008 call into question Bartels’ conclusion—based on an analysis of elections prior 

to 2008—that “while contemporary American politics is increasingly about cultural 

issues, it continues to be primarily about economic issues.” (Bartels 2008, 86) (emphasis 

in original).  In other words, if there were any election in which economic issues should 

have predominated, it should have been the 2008 election; yet, the findings from this 

chapter do not support the hypothesis that economic issues had a greater effect than social 

issues on vote choice in 2008.  

In sum, although some of the results in this chapter provide evidence that the 

economic dimension influenced vote choice in 2008, we do not find conclusive evidence, 

as we might expect, to support the hypothesis that the economic dimension had a greater 

effect than the religious dimension.  Again we see that the religious dimension continued 

to matter in 2008, despite the fact that the focus of the 2008 presidential general election 

was the economy and not religion.   
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Chapter 6: The Effect of the Religious Dimension on 
Vote Choice in the 2008 Presidential Primaries

I.  Introduction

The previous chapters compared the effects of the religious dimension and the 

economic dimension on voting in general elections for president.  In this chapter, I step 

back and consider the effect of the religious dimension in a different context: presidential 

primary voting, as the relationship between religiosity or religious identity and voting in 

presidential primaries has not been addressed in prior literature.  However, the same 

theory used in the prior chapters applies: the effect of religion in a presidential primary 

should depend on the candidates and circumstances of that particular primary election, in 

that particular party.  In other words, although the context of a primary election is very 

different from that of a general election, if a particular candidate explicitly makes appeals 

based on religion—for example, to highly religious voters or to particular religious 

constituencies—then one’s degree of religiosity or identification with a particular 

religious (or non-religious) group should be a statistically significant predictor of voting 

for that candidate vis-à-vis each of the other candidates.  If none of the candidates makes

appeals based on religion, we would not expect religiosity or religious identity to have a 

significant impact on vote choice, absent some external source (such as the news media) 

making religion relevant to the campaign.  

To review briefly, I argue in Chapter 1 that there are two ways that a candidate 

can activate the religious dimension of voting: (1) the candidate can signal to a specific 
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religious constituency, such as highly religious voters or evangelical Protestants that “I 

am one of you,” by explicitly talking about his religiosity or religious identity; and        

(2) the candidate publicly can take clear stances on political issues that many voters 

connect to their religious beliefs (for example, issues such as abortion and gay marriage).  

In sum, I theorize that a candidate’s use of these tactics are the primary ways in which 

one’s religion can become relevant to and affect political choices among candidates.  

Given this mechanism, the effect of a candidate’s activating the religious dimension 

should be similar in both a general election and a primary election.  In other words, one’s 

religiosity or religious identity should predict vote choice for the candidate who most 

explicitly and clearly convinces certain religious voters that he is one of them or who 

most explicitly and clearly raises issues directly related to religious beliefs.

Therefore, my specific hypotheses for each of the 2008 primaries are as follows.  

With regard to religiosity, I predict that as a respondent’s level of attendance at religious 

services increases, so will the likelihood of voting for the candidate who most explicitly 

makes appeals based on religion.  With regard to one’s identification with a particular 

religious group (or, as the case may be, identification with a non-religious group such as 

atheists), I predict that membership in that group will make one more likely to vote for 

the candidate who explicitly identifies with that group; conversely, I predict that 

membership in a particular religious or non-religious group will make one less likely to 

vote for any candidate who makes negative statements about that group.  If none of the 

candidates in a particular primary successfully activates the religious dimension, then 

one’s level of attendance and one’s religious identification will not be statistically 
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significant predictors of vote choice, unless external events or circumstances cause them 

to be directly relevant to the campaign and therefore to voters’ decisions.

Before turning to my empirical results, I will discuss briefly some of the literature 

on theories of vote choice in presidential primaries.  However, one final note is in order.  

In the previous chapters analyzing vote choice in the general election context, a critical 

part of my analysis was comparing the effect of the economic dimension to the effect of 

the religious dimension on vote choice.  In the primary context, I argue that the economic 

dimension should not have as much influence on vote choice.  This is because candidates 

from the same party generally do not diverge very much on economic policy (which 

includes government tax policy and government intervention in the economy to provide 

services and benefits to individual citizens).  In other words, while the economic policy 

divide between Republicans and Democrats is often very pronounced—and therefore 

should matter in the general election context—candidates within each party generally 

have similar views on economic policy.  Specifically, Republican party candidates tend to 

fall on the “right” side of the economic dimension because they favor a smaller role for 

government while candidates within the Democratic party tend to fall on the “left” side of 

the economic dimension because they favor a larger role for government.  As a result, we 

would not expect the economic dimension to influence substantially vote choice in 

presidential primaries.56  

                                                
56Although one might make the same argument with regard to the religious dimension, I 
would point out that there can be a great deal of diversity within both the Republican 
party and the Democratic party when it comes to particular candidates’ religious 
identification and the degree to which a particular candidate emphasizes his religion or 
religiosity.  This diversity in the 2008 primaries is discussed in more detail later in the 
chapter.
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To the extent, however, that differences based on the economic dimension appear 

in the following analysis—perhaps because a candidate within a particular party makes it 

clear that he is very different from his fellow partisans on economic issues, or if he is 

perceived as being very different by the voters in that primary—those differences will be 

discussed. 

II.  Vote Choice in Presidential Primaries: The Literature

The context of presidential primaries is very different from that of general 

elections.  In general elections, the explanatory variable with the most predictive power is 

party identification.  In primary elections, however, voters choose among candidates from 

the same party.  In addition, candidates within the same party typically do not differ as 

much on issues as do candidates from different parties.  And finally, unlike the general 

election, primaries take place over an extended period of time.  As a result, theories about 

what motivates vote choice in general elections are not easily transferrable to the primary 

context. 

So, what are the variables one might consider?  In much of the literature 

analyzing primary vote choice, the main explanatory variables considered and tested are 

candidate qualities (Norrander 1986), issues/issue positions (Gopoian 1982; Wattier 

1983; Norrander 1986), and ideology (Wattier 1983; Norrander 1986).  However, none 

has emerged as the clear winner in terms of explanatory power.  Specifically, the 

evidence is mixed on the relationship between issues and candidate preference (cf. 

Gopoian 1982 with Wattier 1983 and Norrander 1986), and as Aldrich and Alvarez 

(1994, 289) assert, more candidate-specific factors “have been discounted by many who 

have written about primary voting.”  The evidence is a bit more solid, however, for the 
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influence of ideology.  (See, e.g., Wattier 1983, 1020, who finds that “primary voters 

usually support the candidate closer to their ideological identification,” and Norrander 

(1986), who finds that ideology mattered to some degree in some of the Republican 

primaries of 1980).

Aldrich and Alvarez (1994) present a novel explanatory variable: policy 

priorities.  They note that because primaries are intraparty contests, “the political issues 

that typically divide the parties are not relevant in primaries.”  (Aldrich and Alvarez 

1994, 289).  However, they argue that there is such a thing as policy priorities, meaning, 

the policy issues that each candidate chooses to emphasize or focus on.  This in turn helps 

voters who ask “Which candidate has priorities that most closely match my own?”

My theory is different from, but perhaps not inconsistent with, Aldrich and 

Alvarez’s, because the candidate within a particular party who most explicitly signals to 

religious voters that “I am one of you” and/or who focuses on issues that are tied to 

religion could be seen in Aldrich and Alvarez’s model as signaling that the issues 

enveloped by the religious dimension are a policy priority for her.  Ultimately, however, 

my primary variables of interest—religious services attendance and religious 

identification—are distinct from variables such as policy priorities and ideology.  I 

therefore turn to my attempt to determine, empirically, the effect of the religious 

dimension on candidate preference in the 2008 presidential primaries.  
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III.  The Effect of the Religious Dimension on Candidate Preference in the 2008 
Republican Primaries

A.  Hypotheses

Based on results from the previous chapters, we might expect that voters in the 

Republican primaries would, overall, exhibit higher levels of attendance at religious 

services than voters in the Democratic primaries (at least compared to white voters in the 

Democratic primaries).  And in fact, the following comparisons from the 2008 CCES 

data are striking: of the white respondents who reported voting in the Democratic 

primaries or caucuses, 25% responded that they never attend religious services; this 

number is only 10% among respondents who reported voting in the Republican primaries 

or caucuses.  Conversely, only 6% of white respondents voting in the Democratic 

primaries reported that they attend religious services more than once a week compared to 

18% of Republican voters who reported attending more than once a week.  Still, even 

among voters in the Republican primaries, there is variation in attendance (for example, 

33% of them reported attending only a few times a year), and thus, I hypothesize that as 

one’s attendance at religious services increases, so will the likelihood of voting for the 

candidate who most explicitly makes appeals to voters based on religion.  

In addition, to the extent that any candidate explicitly identifies as a member of a 

particular religious group, I hypothesize that a respondent’s membership in that same

group will make her more likely to vote for that candidate.  Conversely, to the extent that 

any candidate’s self-identification with a particular group or statements about others’ 

religion are seen as hostile to other religious or non-religious groups, I hypothesize that a 
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respondent will be less likely to vote for the candidate who is openly negative or hostile 

towards the respondent’s own religious or non-religious group.  

Because the two data sets I analyze are national surveys, I used a national data 

source to determine which candidate most explicitly activated the religious dimension.  

Specifically, I chose to analyze the text from nationally televised debates so that each 

person in the survey had a roughly equal probability of having watched the debates, and 

thus having been exposed to any candidate’s attempt to activate the religious dimension.  

In determining which Republican candidate most explicitly activated the religious 

dimension, I read and analyzed the full text of the six Republican debates immediately 

prior to Super Tuesday (and thus, the debates immediately prior to the Pew survey I use 

in this analysis).  My textual analysis indicates that, while the major Republican 

candidates had similar positions on “values” issues, Huckabee was the only candidate 

who—even when not prompted by the question—consistently and explicitly referenced 

God, religion or faith and who also consistently brought up topics such as abortion and 

gay marriage.  Therefore, he is the Republican candidate who most explicitly activated 

the religious dimension in the national debates immediately prior to Super Tuesday by 

appealing to highly religious Republican primary voters.57  In addition, Huckabee made it 

                                                
57 If there were any doubt as to Huckabee’s overt appeals to religious voters and, 
particularly, to Christians, in one of his earliest television ads (which he ran in Iowa and 
South Carolina), he says that his faith doesn’t just influence him, it defines him.  He also 
states his belief that life begins at conception, and his graphics include the words 
“Christian leader” as well as statements that he supports a federal life amendment and 
that he passed a marriage amendment as governor.  Neither McCain nor Romney nor 
Paul aired primary ads with these kinds of explicit references to religion.  Source: 
Stanford University’s Political Communications Lab database, available at: 
http://pcl.stanford.edu/campaigns/2008/primary/.      
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no secret that he was a Baptist minister, and therefore he fairly can be categorized as 

belonging to the born again or evangelical tradition within Protestantism.  

In addition, Huckabee was endorsed by some evangelical leaders who were 

viewed as anti-Catholic. The most well-known example was Huckabee’s endorsement by 

the television evangelist John Hagee, followed by Huckabee’s visiting and speaking at 

Hagee’s mega-church.  Huckabee’s acceptance of Hagee’s endorsement was 

disconcerting to Catholics, given Hagee’s prior inflammatory statements suggesting that 

the Pope is the anti-Christ and that the Catholic Church implicitly supported Hitler and 

the Nazis in their attempt to exterminate the Jews.58

Taking all of this background into account, my hypothesis regarding attendance is 

that as a voter’s level of religious services attendance increases, so should his preference 

for Huckabee compared to each of the other candidates.  I test this hypothesis on two 

different data sets, the first of which is a Pew survey conducted from January 30, 2008, to 

February 2, 2008.59  This was just before Super Tuesday on February 5, 2008, and 

                                                
58 Catholic News Agency, “Mike Huckabee to Speak at Strongly Anti-Catholic 
Preacher’s Church.” December 20, 2007.  Article available at:
http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/mike_huckabee_to_speak_at_strongly_anticat
holic_preachers_church/.  Although Huckabee did later say that he could not speak for 
Hagee and that he would never characterize the Catholic Church as being pro-Nazi, 
Huckabee did not reject Hagee’s endorsement, nor did he firmly denounce Hagee’s anti-
Catholic comments.  Incidentally, after John McCain became the nominee, Hagee 
endorsed McCain; following similar controversy over Hagee’s comments, McCain 
openly rejected Hagee’s endorsement.  See USA Today, “McCain Rejects Hagee’s Views 
on Catholics,” March 7, 2008. Article available at: 
http://www.usatoday.com/news/politics/election2008/2008-03-07-mccain-hagee_N.htm.

59 This survey was conducted by Princeton Survey Research Associates International for 
The Pew Research Center For The People & The Press.  The data were made available 
through The Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, University of Connecticut, and 
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after60 the withdrawal of every major Republican candidate except for Mike Huckabee, 

John McCain, Mitt Romney and Ron Paul.  The sample had an original N of 1,502, with 

455 respondents expressing a preference for one of these four Republican candidates.  

The second survey I use is the CCES.  Although the CCES was taken months after the 

primaries, it has the advantage of size (over seventeen times more Republican 

respondents, for example) and depth of questions (such as more detailed religious 

identification questions).  In addition, the results can be compared to those from the Pew 

poll, which was roughly contemporaneous with Super Tuesday.    

My hypotheses regarding religious identification are as follows.  First, a 

respondent who identifies as a born again or evangelical Protestant will be more likely to 

vote for Huckabee compared to each of the other candidates.  Conversely, given 

Huckabee’s relationship with and endorsement by Hagee, I predict that a respondent who 

identifies as Catholic will be less likely to vote for Huckabee compared to each of the 

other candidates.  Using the CCES data, which contains many more respondents within 

even small sub-groups, I also predict that a respondent who identifies as a Mormon will 

be more likely to vote for Mitt Romney (who is Mormon) compared to each of the other 

candidates.  And finally, given Huckabee’s explicit focus on his religious identity and 

how his religious beliefs influence his politics (particularly his views on abortion and gay 

marriage), I hypothesize that respondents in the Pew data who do not identify with a 

                                                                                                                                                
the data set is entitled “Pew Research Center Poll # 2008-02ECO: February Economy 
Survey.” 

60 In the case of Guiliani, part of the survey could have been contemporaneous with his 
withdrawal, which was announced on January 30, 2008.  However, he was not included 
as one of the named answer choices for Republican primary respondents.
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particular religion and those in the CCES who identify as an atheist, an agnostic or 

“nothing in particular” will be less likely to vote for Huckabee compared to each of the 

other candidates.

While religious services attendance and religious identification are my primary 

variables of interest, I include self-reported ideology in my model as a control variable, as 

it is the one explanatory variable used by others in the primary election literature for 

which the evidence of its effect on primary voting is relatively strong.  I also include the 

following standard independent variables: income, education, gender, race and region.  

Finally, I include age as an independent variable, due to McCain’s presence in the race.

B. The Pew Pre-Super Tuesday Survey 

1.  Descriptive Statistics: Religious Attendance

The figure below presents each Republican candidate’s vote share at the five 

different levels of religious services attendance.  
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Figure 6.1: Republican Candidate Vote Share, by Religious Services Attendance
2008 Pew Pre-Super Tuesday Survey

We see that McCain is preferred by a majority of respondents in the no 

attendance, low attendance (a few times a year) and moderate attendance (1-2 times a 

month) categories.  However, McCain’s lead decreases steadily as attendance increases.  

Conversely, Huckabee’s vote share increases significantly as attendance increases, from a 

low of 3.5% among those who never attend religious services, to a high of 44% among 

those who attend more than once a week.  In the latter category, Huckabee even surpasses 

McCain.  In addition, Huckabee’s percentage increases dramatically between the once a 
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week and more than once a week categories, from 20% to 44%.  For Romney, excluding 

the “never” category,61 his support is steady, between 25% and 35% for three of the four 

categories.  However, his support then drops by about half, to only 16% among those 

who attend more than once a week. Among those voters, Romney comes in third, below 

McCain and Huckabee.  This may be indirect evidence of an anti-Mormon bias among 

the most highly religious Republicans.  Level of attendance has almost no effect for Paul, 

except that his level of support is slightly higher among the lowest attenders.  From these 

statistics, it seems likely that increased religiosity will hurt McCain but help Huckabee.  I 

now turn to the regression results to see if that is the case.  

2.  Regression Results

Below are the multinomial logistic regression tables for vote choice in the 

Republican primaries.  Huckabee, as the candidate who expressly activated the religious 

dimension, is the baseline outcome, and there are three separate regression results for 

Huckabee compared to each of the other candidates.  For each of the regressions, 

attendance at religious services is statistically significant (as highlighted in blue) and 

other statistically significant independent variables are highlighted in yellow. 

                                                
61 Among Republican respondents in the Pew survey, only 28 were in the “never” 
category.  Because 75% of those few respondents chose McCain, the initial drop-off for 
McCain looks far more dramatic than if the “nevers” are combined with the “few times a 
year” respondents.  Similarly, the line for Romney would be flat through the “once a 
week” category (instead of appearing to be curvilinear) if these two lowest-attending 
categories are combined.      
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Table 6.1: 2008 Republican Primary/Caucus Vote, Pew Pre-Super Tuesday Survey
(Huckabee as the base outcome)

Coefficient Z score p value

vs.  McCain
Attendance at 
Religious Services

-0.689 -3.55 0.000

Income -0.153 -1.03 0.302
Ideology -0.520 -1.53 0.127
Education 0.405 1.90 0.057
Age 0.040 2.93 0.003
Non-White 0.344 0.92 0.359
Northeast 1.753 2.61 0.009
Midwest 2.503 2.62 0.009
West 0.323 0.75 0.450
Female 0.757 1.40 0.162
Constant 1.956 1.08 0.280

vs. Romney
Attendance at 
Religious Services

-0.827 -4.26 0.000

Income -0.188 -1.26 0.208
Ideology 0.143 0.44 0.659
Education 0.450 2.01 0.044
Age 0.037 2.84 0.004
Non-White 0.403 1.03 0.301
Northeast 1.200 1.55 0.121
Midwest 2.196 2.20 0.028
West 0.372 0.76 0.448
Female 1.771 3.18 0.001
Constant -0.951 -0.56 0.573
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Table 6.1, Continued: 2008 Republican Primary/Caucus Vote,
Pew Pre-Super Tuesday Survey
(Huckabee as the base outcome)

Coefficient Z score p value

vs.  Paul
Attendance at 
Religious Services

-0.494 -1.98 0.048

Income -0.254 -1.02 0.307
Ideology -0.418 -0.89 0.374
Education 0.164 0.48 0.634
Age -0.018 -1.10 0.273
Non-White -0.330 -0.57 0.568
Northeast -34.020 -47.71 0.000
Midwest 2.533 2.27 0.023
West -0.252 -0.32 0.745
Female 1.354 1.43 0.152
Constant 3.590 1.70 0.088

The negative and statistically significant coefficients for attendance in the three 

separate regressions mean that when Huckabee is the baseline for comparison, increased 

attendance results in an increase in support for Huckabee compared to each of the other 

candidates.  Put another way, as one’s level of attendance at religious services increases, 

so does the probability that one will prefer Huckabee to McCain, Huckabee to Romney, 

and Huckabee to Paul.  These results provide support for the hypothesis that highly 

religious voters preferred the candidate who most clearly activated the religious 

dimension.  

Other notable results (including those from regressions with each of the other 

candidates as the baseline) include: income is not statistically significant no matter who 

the baseline candidate is.  This finding indirectly supports my argument that candidates 

within the same party do not differ substantially on economic policy.  Some of the control 
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variables are statistically significant depending on the pairing.  For example, the higher 

one’s level of education, the more one preferred McCain to Huckabee and Romney to 

Huckabee.  Older voters preferred McCain and Romney to Huckabee, but younger voters

preferred Paul to McCain and Romney. And finally, with regard to ideology, the only 

result for which ideology is statistically significant is when McCain is the base outcome; 

as one becomes more conservative, he or she is more likely to prefer Romney to McCain.

However, in order to take these logistic regression results and translate them into 

something more practical, I generated predicted probabilities of candidate preference by 

attendance at religious services (with all other variables held at their means).  The figure 

below summarizes these results.
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Figure 6.2: Probability of Voting for Each Republican Candidate,
by Religious Services Attendance 

2008 Pew Pre-Super Tuesday Survey

It is clear that as religious services attendance increases, so does the probability of 

voting for Huckabee.  In addition, this increase is quite dramatic; as one goes from never 

attending to attending more than once a week, the likelihood of voting for Huckabee 

increases from 2% to 29%.  The likelihood of voting for McCain decreases moderately as 

attendance increases, from 61% to 52%.  However, the likelihood of voting for Romney 

decreases more substantially as attendance increases (by half, from 37% to 18%), to the 
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point that (all else equal) Huckabee surpasses Romney among respondents who attend 

religious services more than once a week.  Again, this possibly reflects an anti-Mormon 

bias against Romney among the most highly religious Republican primary/caucus voters. 

In addition, when I generated predicted probabilities for over a dozen various 

hypothetical voters, the probability that any hypothetical voter who never attends 

religious services would prefer Huckabee only ranged from .01 to .05.  However, going 

from never attending religious services to attending more than once a week increased the 

probability of preferring Huckabee by at least .15, and in some cases, by as much as .44.  

For McCain, as attendance at religious services increased, the predicted probabilities 

among various hypothetical voters decreased slightly to moderately.  For Romney, 

however, the predicted probability decreased in many cases by half or close to half.  In 

sum, the probability of preferring Huckabee—the candidate who most explicitly activated 

the religious dimension—increased dramatically as religious services attendance 

increased.  In addition, the data show that an increase in religious services attendance 

slightly to moderately hurt McCain but more significantly hurt Romney.  This could be a 

sign that Republican primary voters preferred a candidate who was not particularly 

religious (McCain) to a candidate who was—in the eyes of many very religious 

Republican voters—the “wrong” religion (i.e., Mormon).  

3.  The Effect of Religious Identification

My second main independent variable of interest is a voter’s identification with a 

particular religious group (or lack of identification with any religious group).  My first 

specific hypothesis is that a respondent who identifies as a born again or evangelical 

Protestant will be more likely to vote for Huckabee compared to each of the other 
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candidates.  In addition, because Huckabee failed to denounce a well-known supporter 

who expressed very strong anti-Catholic sentiments, I hypothesize that a respondent who 

identifies as Catholic will be less likely to vote for Huckabee compared to each of the 

other candidates.  And finally, I predict that voters in the non-religious categories 

(atheists, agnostics and those who responded “nothing in particular”) will be less likely to 

vote for Huckabee compared to each of the other candidates.    

First, with regard to descriptive statistics, the figures below show the percent vote 

for the candidates in the Republican primaries and caucuses for the following groups: 

Protestants who self-identify as born again or evangelical;62 Catholics; and what I refer to 

as religious “nones”—i.e., respondents who do not identify with any religious group.  

The latter group includes atheists, agnostics, and respondents who chose “nothing in 

particular.” 

                                                
62 In the CCES data analyzed in the next section, Protestant respondents are divided into 
either Evangelical Protestants or Mainline Protestants based on detailed denominational 
affiliation questions asked in that survey.  Because the Pew survey does not contain 
denominational affiliation questions, I use an alternative method of assigning respondents 
into two Protestant categories—born again/evangelical Protestants versus non-born 
again/evangelical Protestants—based on their response of “Protestant” to the general 
religious identification question combined with their responses on the born 
again/evangelical question, which asks: “Would you describe yourself as a ‘born again’ 
or evangelical Christian, or not?”
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Figure 6.3: Republican Candidate Vote Share Among 
Born-Again/Evangelical Protestants
2008 Pew Pre-Super Tuesday Survey

(N=147)

First, with regard to Protestants who self-identify as born again or evangelical, 

Huckabee almost wins this group, with his 36% just shy of McCain’s 37%.  This is the 

highest percentage won by Huckabee in any religious identification category.  Again, 

because Huckabee is a born again/evangelical Protestant, it is not surprising that he 

would do well among this group.  What is somewhat surprising, however, is that McCain 
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would do as well as he did, especially given his comments when he was running for 

president in 2000 referring to Pat Robertson and Jerry Falwell—two major leaders of 

evangelical Protestants—as “agents of intolerance.”  

Among Catholic voters, however, Huckabee does very poorly.  As shown below, 

he wins only 7% of their vote.  
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Figure 6.4: Republican Candidate Vote Share Among Catholics
2008 Pew Pre-Super Tuesday Survey

(N=101)
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This provides some initial evidence that Huckabee did not fare well among 

Catholic voters in the Republican primaries.  Although McCain wins Catholic voters by a 

large margin with almost 60% of the vote, Romney does fairly well, winning over 30% of 

this group (his highest second-place showing).  Finally, the figure below presents results 

for religious “nones,” who make up only 7.5% of Republican voters in the Pew survey.
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Figure 6.5: Republican Candidate Vote Share Among Those Who
Identify as Atheist, Agnostic or Nothing in Particular

2008 Pew Pre-Super Tuesday Survey; (N=34)
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McCain wins this group overwhelmingly, by his highest margin (65% to Romney’s 

second-place showing of 18%).  Unsurprisingly, Huckabee’s vote share of the religious 

“nones” group is less than 9%.   

Looking at these cross tabulations, we might expect that religious identification 

would be a statistically significant independent variable in several specific cases.  I 

therefore created dummy variables for each of: Born-Again/Evangelical Protestants; 

Non-Born-Again/Non-Evangelical Protestants; Catholics; and Religious “Nones.” I then 

ran the same regression as the first one presented above, with one change: I substituted 

these religious identification dummy variables for attendance.  In this new regression, the 

following relationships were statistically significant: Catholic voters were more likely to 

vote for McCain versus Huckabee (p<.05), and for Romney versus Huckabee (p<.10).  

Both of these results support the hypothesis that identifying as a Catholic makes one less

likely to vote for Huckabee.  Protestants who identified as born again or evangelical were 

more likely to vote for Huckabee versus Romney (p<.10).63  This provides some evidence 

for the hypothesis that identifying as a born again or evangelical Protestant would make 

one more likely to vote for Huckabee.  In the much larger CCES data set discussed in the 

                                                
63 The lack of a negative relationship between voting for Huckabee and not identifying 
with any religious group (which we might have expected due to Huckabee’s evangelical 
self-identification and his appeal to highly religious voters) is likely an artifact of the 
small number of “nones” among Republican primary voters (N=36).  In the much larger 
CCES data set discussed in the next section, we will see statistically significant 
differences in vote choice among the various groups that make up the “nones” in the Pew 
data.
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next section, I also find that being an evangelical Protestant makes one more likely to 

prefer Huckabee to McCain and to Paul.64  

In sum, we see in the Pew data that religion mattered to vote choice in the 

Republican primaries in 2008.  Specifically, support for Huckabee (the candidate who 

most explicitly activated the religious dimension) increased compared to each of the other 

Republican candidates as attendance at religious services increased.  In addition, when 

religious identification was used as an independent variable instead of attendance, we see 

that being Catholic made one less likely to vote for Huckabee compared to McCain and 

Romney, and that being a Protestant who identified as born again or evangelical made 

one more likely to vote for Huckabee compared to Romney.  Thus, religion had an 

important substantive impact on vote choice in the 2008 Republican primaries, and in the 

expected directions. 

C.  The CCES

Given the CCES’ much larger size (over 8,000 respondents who reported voting 

in the 2008 Republican primaries and caucuses compared to 455 in the Pew survey) and 

breadth of questions, I will now see whether the initial results from the Pew survey hold, 

and whether other expected relationships show up within a much larger data set.  This 

section therefore proceeds as follows.  First, I will examine the effect of religious services 

attendance on Republican vote choice.  I will then examine the effect of religious 

identification on Republican vote choice.

                                                
64 I would note, however, that with attendance in the model in addition to these religious 
identification categories, attendance was still statistically significant in the same ways as 
discussed above, but the only statistically significant relationship based on religious 
identification was that Catholics were still more likely to prefer McCain to Huckabee.
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1.  The Effect of Religious Services Attendance

The figure below presents each Republican candidate’s vote share for each level 

of attendance at religious services.
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Figure 6.6: Republican Candidate Vote Share, by Religious Services Attendance
2008 CCES

As is clear, McCain’s support decreases gradually (although modestly) after the 

“few times a year” category, until he is surpassed by Huckabee as the first choice among 

those who attend religious services more than once a week.  Romney’s support is 

generally constant at around 30%, but then we see the familiar dip among those who 



177

attend more than once a week.  The most dramatic effect of attendance, of course, is for 

Huckabee, who goes from 11% among Republican voters who never attend, to 39% 

among those who attend more than once a week.  As with the Pew data, we see that 

Huckabee’s percentage of the vote rises with each increase in the level of attendance.  

And finally, with the much larger number of respondents in the CCES, we can see the 

opposite effect for Ron Paul; his support was very high among those who never attend, 

and that support decreased dramatically as attendance increased.   

Turning now to the regression results, we see in the table below that religious 

services attendance again is an important predictor of vote choice in the Republican 

primaries, and that Huckabee is the beneficiary of increasing attendance compared to  

each of the other candidates (as evidenced by the negative coefficient on attendance for 

each of the other candidates).  

Table 6.2: 2008 Republican Primary/Caucus Vote, CCES
(Huckabee as the base outcome)

Coefficient Z score p value

vs.  McCain
Attendance at 
Religious Services

-0.316 -9.70 0.000

Ideology -0.479 -8.29 0.000
Income 0.016 0.51 0.611
Education 0.043 0.97 0.333
Age 0.434 6.71 0.000
African American -0.330 -0.76 0.445
Hispanic 0.381 2.11 0.035
Northeast 0.810 5.81 0.000
Midwest 0.199 2.01 0.045
West 0.826 7.27 0.000
Female 0.115 1.44 0.150
Constant 2.077 6.36 0.000
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Table 6.2, Continued: 2008 Republican Primary/Caucus Vote, CCES
(Huckabee as the base outcome)

Coefficient Z score p value

vs. Romney
Attendance at 
Religious Services

-0.367 -10.94 0.000

Ideology 0.131 2.18 0.030
Income 0.178 5.42 0.000
Education 0.181 4.02 0.000
Age 0.414 6.25 0.000
African American -0.131 -0.40 0.687
Hispanic 0.414 2.34 0.019
Northeast 0.893 6.42 0.000
Midwest 0.385 3.71 0.000
West 1.285 11.24 0.000
Female -0.133 -1.62 0.105
Constant -1.199 -3.59 0.000

vs.  Paul
Attendance at 
Religious Services

-0.635 -11.16 0.000

Ideology -0.582 -6.31 0.000
Income -0.064 -1.31 0.192
Education 0.159 2.31 0.021
Age -0.416 -4.50 0.000
African American -0.312 -0.70 0.484
Hispanic 0.675 2.85 0.004
Northeast 0.704 3.58 0.000
Midwest 0.158 0.96 0.335
West 0.927 5.65 0.000
Female -0.777 -5.79 0.000
Constant 4.024 9.44 0.000

We also see in the separate regression table below that when McCain is the base 

outcome instead of Huckabee, as attendance at religious services increases, Republican 

voters are more likely to prefer McCain to Romney.  Combined with high-attending 
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Republican voters’ preference for Huckabee to Romney as well, these results could be 

further evidence of an anti-Mormon bias among highly religious Republican voters.

Table 6.3: 2008 Republican Primary/Caucus Vote, CCES
(McCain as the base outcome)

Coefficient Z score p value

vs.  Romney

Attendance at 
Religious Services

-0.051 -1.90 0.057

Ideology 0.610 12.63 0.000
Income 0.161 6.01 0.000
Education 0.138 3.81 0.000
Age -0.019 -0.35 0.729
African American 0.200 0.66 0.509
Hispanic 0.033 0.23 0.822
Northeast 0.083 0.81 0.417
Midwest 0.186 1.97 0.048
West 0.458 5.41 0.000
Female -0.247 -3.65 0.000
Constant -3.277 -11.67 0.000

The figure below translates all of these regression results for attendance into 

predicted probabilities, with all other variables held at their means.  



180

0.
0

0.
1

0.
2

0
.3

0
.4

0
.5

0
.6

Religious Services Attendance

P
re

d
ic

te
d

 P
ro

b
a

b
ili

ty
McCain
Romney
Huckabee
Paul

Never A Few Times
Per Year

1-2 Times
Per Month

Once
a Week

>Once
a Week

Figure 6.7: Probability of Voting for Each Republican Candidate,
by Religious Services Attendance

2008 CCES

The most striking result is the trajectory of the green line, representing the 

likelihood of voting for Huckabee as attendance increases.  The likelihood of preferring 

Huckabee increases from less than 10% for those who never attend to over 30% for those 

who attend religious services more than once a week.  Also at this highest level of 

attendance, the likelihood that one will vote for Huckabee surpasses the likelihood that 

one will vote for Romney, and approaches the likelihood of voting for McCain.  
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Comparatively, as a hypothetical voter goes from the lowest value of attendance to the 

highest, he is 3% less likely to vote for McCain, 9% less likely to vote for Romney, and 

9% less likely to vote for Paul.  

In sum, increasing attendance substantially increases the likelihood that Huckabee 

will be one’s preferred candidate, slightly decreases the likelihood that McCain will be 

one’s preferred candidate, and moderately decreases the likelihood that Romney or Paul 

will be one’s preferred candidate.  This result provides evidence for the hypothesis that as 

attendance at religious services increases, so does the likelihood of voting for Huckabee, 

the candidate who most explicitly activated the religious dimension.  

2.  The Effects of Variables Other Than Attendance 

It is worth noting (particularly given the discussions in prior chapters) that for one 

candidate, the income of respondents mattered in the CCES.  That candidate was 

Romney.  As the figure below shows, for each of the other candidates there is a very 

small negative effect overall as income increases from the lowest category to the highest 

(a 7% decrease for McCain, a 5% decrease for Huckabee, and a 3% decrease for Paul).  

However, as income increases so does the likelihood that a respondent will vote for 

Romney, with an overall increase of 15% as one moves from the lowest value of income 

to the highest.  
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Figure 6.8: Probability of Voting for Each Republican Candidate, by Income
2008 CCES

One possible reason for this income effect for Romney is that perhaps high 

income Republican voters saw Romney as being “one of them” given his background as a 

Harvard Business School graduate and his years spent working for and/or managing 

consulting and private equity firms.  In any event, there were slight negative effects of 

increasing income on voting for McCain, Huckabee and Paul, but moderate positive 

effects for Romney.
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Other notable results include the following.  As one becomes more ideologically 

conservative, one prefers Romney to McCain and to Huckabee, and Huckabee to 

McCain.  As education increases, one prefers Romney to McCain and Huckabee.  As age 

increases, one prefers McCain and Romney to Huckabee.  And, finally, Hispanic 

Republican voters also preferred McCain and Romney to Huckabee.   

3. The Effect of Religious Identification on Republican Primary Voting

One of the biggest advantages of the CCES’ size is that it presents the ability to 

explore different subgroups of religious identification.  There are enough respondents 

falling into even some of the smallest categories of religious identification (or non-

identification, as the case may be), so that we can speak meaningfully about differences 

in vote choice among those groups.  The groups I have selected for presentation of 

descriptive statistics are: Evangelical Protestants; Mainline Protestants; Catholics; 

Mormons; and Atheists.65  I selected the first three groups because they are the categories 

of religious identification with the largest numbers of respondents, Mormons because of 

Mitt Romney’s presence in the race, and atheists because those respondents are at the far, 

non-religious end of the religious identification spectrum (i.e., the furthest “left” in terms 

                                                
65 In the CCES data, Protestants are divided into either “Evangelical Protestants” or 
“Mainline Protestants” based on their responses to detailed follow-up denominational 
affiliation questions.  In assigning different Protestant denominations to either the 
Evangelical or Mainline category, I followed the same coding as that of noted religion 
and politics scholars John Green, Lyman Kellstedt, Corwin Smidt and James Guth.  The 
general idea behind their coding is that those who fall into the Evangelical Protestant 
category are more traditional in terms of their religious practices and beliefs, compared to 
those who fall into the Mainline Protestant category, who tend to be more modernist in 
their practices and beliefs.  (See, e.g., Green, John C.  2007.  The Faith Factor: How 
Religion Influences American Elections, “The Old Religion Gap: The Politics of 
Belonging.” Westport, Connecticut: Praeger).    
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of distance away from identifying with any religion, and in terms of their substantive lack 

of belief in God).  In the following figures, candidates are listed in descending order of 

the percentage of votes they got within each sub-group of voters. 
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Figure 6.9: Republican Candidate Vote Share Among Evangelical Protestants
2008 CCES
(N=2,782)

First, with regard to Evangelical Protestants, Huckabee edges out McCain to 

claim the highest percentage of votes.  It is the only religious group for which Huckabee 

has (or even comes close to) a plurality.  However, it is notable that McCain still does 
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very well among this group, despite the fact that he is not an Evangelical Protestant, and 

despite his prior pejorative comments about the religious right.

Among Mainline Protestants, Huckabee falls to third place, McCain wins a solid 

plurality (approaching 50%), and Romney makes a strong second-place showing.  
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Figure 6.10: Republican Candidate Vote Share Among Mainline Protestants
2008 CCES
(N=1,529)

Note that both Romney’s percentage of the vote and his rank among Mainline 

Protestants are higher than his vote share and his rank among Evangelical Protestants.  
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Among Catholics, we see the same pattern as in the smaller Pew data set: McCain 

is first, Romney is a respectable second, and Huckabee is a distant third.  Based on both 

the Pew and the CCES data, it seems that Huckabee’s failure to disavow his high-profile 

supporter’s anti-Catholic comments did not go unnoticed by Catholic Republicans.  
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Figure 6.11: Republican Candidate Vote Share Among Catholics
2008 CCES
(N=1,817)
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With regard to Republican respondents who identify as Mormon, it is no surprise 

that Romney overwhelmingly wins this group, with almost 80% of the vote. 
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Figure 6.12: Republican Candidate Vote Share Among Mormons
2008 CCES

(N=277)

It is worth noting that Huckabee comes in last, barely registering 1% of the vote 

among Mormons.  This is possibly due to the fact that Huckabee made comments early in 
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the campaign that were seen by many as expressing the view (common among some

evangelical Protestants), that Mormonism is a cult, and not a Christian religion.

Finally, although it comes as no surprise that Huckabee would not fare well 

among atheists, it is surprising that Ron Paul won this group.   
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Figure 6.13: Republican Candidate Vote Share Among Atheists
2008 CCES

(N=87)

Despite the fact that Paul is personally pro-life, perhaps he makes a strong 

showing among atheists because he also claims to be a libertarian.  Therefore, it is 
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possible that his candidacy appealed to those in the Republican party with libertarian 

leanings, or those who do not favor government intervention into citizens’ private lives 

(including government intervention based on religion, such as on moral values issues).  

In light of these descriptive statistics, I created dummy variables for each 

identification group and then ran the regression discussed above, substituting these 

religious identification dummy variables for attendance.66  When I did so, I found the 

following statistically significant relationships that provide evidence for my hypotheses.  

 Evangelical Protestants were more likely to vote for Huckabee compared to 
each of the other three candidates.

  
 Catholics were more likely to vote for McCain instead of Huckabee, and for 

Romney instead of Huckabee.  

 Mormons were more likely to vote for Romney compared to each of the other 
three candidates. 

 “Nothing in Particular” identifiers were more likely to vote for McCain 
instead of Huckabee, for Romney instead of Huckabee and for Paul instead of 
Huckabee.

In addition, the following relationships between being a member of a particular 

identification group and preferring one Republican candidate over another were also 

statistically significant.  

 Evangelical Protestants were more likely to vote for McCain instead 
of Paul.  However, there was no statistically significant difference 
among Evangelical Protestants in the likelihood of voting for McCain 
instead of Romney.  

                                                
66 When attendance is included in the model in addition to these identification groups, 
attendance retains its statistical significance, and in the ways described in the first 
regression.  
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 Mainline Protestants were more likely to vote for McCain instead of 
Huckabee, and for McCain instead of Paul.  There was no statistically 
significant difference among Mainline Protestants in the likelihood of 
voting for McCain instead of Romney.  

 Atheists were more likely to vote for Paul compared to each of the 
other three candidates.    

 Agnostics were more likely to vote for Paul compared to each of the 
other three candidates.  They also were more likely to vote for 
Romney instead of McCain and for Romney instead of Huckabee.

In sum, the results above provide further evidence for my hypothesis that 

identification with an Evangelical Protestant denomination should increase the likelihood 

of preferring Huckabee to each of the other candidates.  In addition, these results support 

the hypothesis that identification as a Catholic should make one less likely to vote for 

Huckabee.  Also, identifying as a Mormon increased the likelihood that one would prefer 

Romney to each of the other candidates.  And finally, while those who identified as 

“nothing in particular” were less likely to vote for Huckabee compared to each of the 

other candidates, the picture was a bit more complicated for atheists and agnostics.  

While those respondents were unlikely to vote for Huckabee, it turns out that Paul was 

preferred to Huckabee as well as to McCain and to Romney.  In other words, 

identification as an atheist or agnostic made one more likely to vote for Paul compared to 

each of the other three candidates.  Again, perhaps Paul’s appeal to the libertarian wing 

of the Republican party explains this result.  

Thus, it is clear that religious identification mattered a great deal in the 2008 

Republican primaries, as different identifications affected pair-wise comparisons among 

the candidates in many different ways.  For the most part, the statistically significant 
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differences we observe are as predicted, based on the behavior and religious identity of 

particular candidates in this particular primary.

IV.  The Effect of the Religious Dimension on Candidate Preference in the 2008 
Democratic Primary

A. Did Either Candidate Activate the Religious Dimension?

In determining whether Barack Obama or Hillary Clinton effectively activated the 

religious dimension, I reviewed transcripts of the five nationally televised Democratic 

debates that took place immediately prior to Super Tuesday.67  In these debates, there was 

almost no mention of religion, faith, abortion or gay rights.  However, in one debate, 

Obama did proactively take the opportunity to say that he was “a proud Christian,” and 

that the Democratic party needed to reach out to evangelicals.  He then referred to 

himself as someone “who believes deeply in the precepts of Jesus Christ.”  In another 

debate, Obama was asked specifically about the internet rumor that he was really a 

Muslim.  His response was “[L]et’s make clear what the facts are: I am a Christian.  I 

have been sworn in with a Bible.”  Therefore, it certainly seems that Obama tried to 

activate the religious dimension by appealing specifically to Christian voters.  

However, despite the fact that Obama spoke openly about being a Christian and 

his faith in these debates, only about half of Americans correctly identified Obama as a 

Christian during the campaign, with between 10% and 13% of Americans incorrectly 

                                                
67 Again, I used these national debates because the Pew survey is a national survey that 
took place immediately prior to Super Tuesday.  
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identifying Obama as a Muslim.68  Given the intransigence with which this erroneous 

belief was held, I conclude that Obama did not effectively activate the religious dimension 

by successfully signaling to Christian voters that he was “one of them.”  In other words, 

he tried to signal, but only about half of the voters got the signal clearly. Because there is 

also no evidence in the five debates prior to Super Tuesday that Hillary Clinton explicitly 

activated the religious dimension, I hypothesize that one’s level of attendance at religious 

services and one’s religious identification will not be statistically significant factors in 

predicting one’s preference for Obama or Clinton.  

B.  Regression Results from the Pew Data

Using the same Pew survey analyzed above for Republican candidates (in which 

there were 493 respondents expressing a preference for one of the two major Democratic 

candidates), I find that attendance is not a statistically significant predictor of vote choice 

in the Democratic primaries, as shown in the table below.  This is as predicted because 

neither candidate successfully activated the religious dimension of voting.

                                                
68 Source: Surveys conducted in March, June and September 2008 by The Pew Research 
Center For The People & The Press.  Summary chart available at: 
http://pewresearch.org/databank/dailynumber/?NumberID=626.
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Table 6.4: 2008 Democratic Primary/Caucus Vote, Pew Pre-Super Tuesday Survey
(Clinton as the base outcome)

Coefficient Z score p value
vs.  Obama

Attendance at Religious 
Services

-0.017 -0.14 0.891

Income 0.051 0.53 0.596
Ideology -0.031 -0.22 0.829
Education 0.577 4.27 0.000
Age -0.017 -1.98 0.048
African American 0.911 2.32 0.020
Hispanic -0.325 -0.69 0.490
Northeast -0.157 -0.40 0.689
Midwest -0.191 -0.54 0.591
West 0.622 1.56 0.120
Female -0.582 -2.15 0.031
Constant (White) 0.086 0.10 0.918

(African American as the 
residual category)
White -0.911 -2.32 0.020
Hispanic -1.236 -2.12 0.034
Constant (African American) 0.996 1.13 0.258

However, education, gender and race are all statistically significant.  Taking the 

table above and generating predicted probabilities, I find that education, race and sex 

matter in the following ways.  When one goes from having a high school education or 

less to having a post-graduate education, the likelihood of voting for Obama increases by 

41%.  Being female increases the likelihood of voting for Clinton by 14%.  Being African 

American instead of white increases the likelihood of voting for Obama by 22%, and 

being African American instead of Hispanic increases the likelihood of voting for Obama 

by 27%.  There is no statistically significant difference in the likelihood of voting for 

Obama between white respondents and Hispanic respondents.  In addition, as age 
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increases, so does the likelihood of voting for Clinton.  In sum, these variables matter for 

vote choice between Clinton and Obama, while one’s level of attendance at religious 

services has no statistically significant effect on one’s vote choice in the Democratic 

primaries and caucuses.  

In addition, even when I created dummy variables for white born 

again/evangelical Protestants, white non-born again/non-evangelical Protestants, 

Catholics and those who identify with no religion at all, those variables were not 

statistically significant, while education, age, race and gender remained statistically 

significant.  Thus, based on the Pew Pre-Super Tuesday survey data, neither attendance 

nor religious identification was a statistically significant predictor of vote choice in the 

Democratic primaries in 2008.  I will now turn to the CCES to see if these results are 

replicated with a much larger data set.

C.  Results from the CCES

1.  Descriptive Statistics: Religious Services Attendance

In the Pew data, there were very few respondents who were African American or 

Hispanic, so presentation of cross tabulations of attendance and vote choice by race was 

not very useful (for example, very few African-American respondents report attendance 

at the lower levels, so with only a few African-American respondents overall, cross-tab 

results can be erratic).  However, the greater number of respondents in the CCES presents 

the opportunity to look at the relationship between attendance and vote choice in the 

Democratic primary by race, which is an important variable given Barack Obama’s 

identity as an African American, and given the presence of many more Hispanic and 

African-American voters in the Democratic primaries compared to the Republican 
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primaries.  The three figures below therefore present Clinton’s and Obama’s percentages 

of the vote, by attendance, for white voters, Hispanic voters and African-American 

voters, respectively.
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Figure 6.14: Democratic Candidate Vote Share, White Voters
by Religious Services Attendance

2008 CCES

It is generally true that as attendance increases for white voters, Clinton’s vote 

share increases, while Obama’s vote share decreases.  However, note that the most 

dramatic differences are at the ends of the attendance spectrum between those who never 

attend and those who attend more than once a week.  Specifically, those white 
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respondents who never attend favor Obama 60% to Clinton’s 40%, while those who 

attend more than once a week favor Clinton 58% to Obama’s 42%.  At the three middle 

levels, the vote shares for Clinton and Obama do not fluctuate very much.  

For Hispanics, there is an overall 11% increase for Clinton and an overall 11% 

decrease for Obama when going from the lowest level of attendance to the highest.
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Figure 6.15: Democratic Candidate Vote Share, Hispanic Voters
by Religious Services Attendance

2008 CCES

However, the main change in the level of support is from the never category to the 

few times a year category (Obama’s support drops from 60% to 43%, while Clinton’s 
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increases from 40% to 57%).  After that, the percentages received by each candidate 

change only slightly, and in the opposite direction, with Obama’s increasing to 49% and 

Clinton’s decreasing to 51% in the “more than once a week” category.

Finally, as seen below, for African-American respondents Obama’s support level 

remains high regardless of the level of attendance at religious services.  
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2008 CCES
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The three preceding graphs show that although there are differences in the effect 

of attendance by race, the pattern for white voters and for Hispanic voters is not one of a 

steady increase for one candidate and a steady decrease for the other candidate as 

attendance increases.  Instead, there are big differences between the candidates’ support 

levels at the extremes of attendance for white voters, and a large difference in candidate 

preference for those Hispanic voters who never attend religious services.  Therefore, it is 

far from clear that attendance will have a statistically significant effect on vote choice in 

the Democratic primaries.  I now turn to the regression results to see if this is the case.  

2.  Regression Results: Religious Services Attendance

As is evident from the table below, attendance at religious services is not a 

statistically significant predictor of vote choice in the 2008 Democratic primary.  Recall 

that we saw the same result in the regression based on the Pew data.  

Table 6.5: 2008 Democratic Primary/Caucus Vote, CCES
(Clinton as the base outcome)

Coefficient Z score p value

vs.  Obama

Attendance at Religious 
Services

-0.016 -0.72 0.469

Income 0.029 -8.76 0.134
Ideology -0.270 1.50 0.000
Education 0.125 4.72 0.000
Age -0.287 -7.63 0.000
African American 1.935 20.17 0.000
Hispanic -0.235 -2.50 0.012
Northeast 0.046 0.64 0.519
Midwest 0.286 4.24 0.000
West 0.541 7.18 0.000
Female -0.393 -7.64 0.000
Constant (White) 1.063 6.93 0.000
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Table 6.5, Continued: 2008 Democratic Primary/Caucus Vote, CCES
(Clinton as the base outcome)

Coefficient Z score p value

African American as the 
residual category

White -1.935 -20.17 0.000
Hispanic -2.170 -17.28 0.000
Constant (African 
American)

2.998 17.29 0.000

This lack of statistical significance is consistent with my hypothesis that because 

neither Democratic candidate effectively activated the religious dimension, we would not 

expect increasing attendance to result in increasing support for either Clinton or Obama.  

The variables that have a large substantive effect, all else equal, are ideology and race.  

Specifically, as a Democratic voter goes from being very liberal to being very 

conservative, the likelihood of voting for Obama decreases by 26% (from 61% to 35%).  

In other words, the more conservative Democratic voters are, the more they favor 

Clinton.  In addition, being African American compared to being white increases the 

likelihood of voting for Obama by 39%, and being African American compared to being 

Hispanic increases the likelihood of voting for Obama by 47%.  Being Hispanic 

compared to being white increases the likelihood of voting for Clinton by 6%.  Finally, 

age, being female and education all have more moderate effects, with increased age and 

being female benefitting Clinton and increased education benefitting Obama.  

3.  The Effect of Religious Identification

One alternative possibility regarding the effect of religion in the Democratic 

primaries is that the importance of religious identification was triggered, not by the 
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candidates themselves, but by external forces.  For example, the media’s coverage of 

Obama’s relationship with his former pastor, Reverend Jeremiah Wright, dominated the 

news cycle in March 2008, in the middle of the primary season.  This coverage could 

have activated the religious dimension based on religious identification—but in a 

negative way for Obama.  As mentioned earlier, the erroneous belief that Obama was a 

Muslim persisted among many voters, and among other voters, there was still uncertainty 

as to whether Obama was a Christian.  When one adds to this the controversy that began 

with the news media’s uncovering inflammatory statements from some of Reverend 

Wright’s old sermons (in which, for example, he stated that September 11th was 

“America’s chickens [] coming home to roost”), followed by Obama’s efforts to distance 

himself from Reverend Wright, there may have also been a fear among non-African-

American voters that Obama was not the “right” kind of Christian, so to speak.  In other 

words, it is possible that the religious dimension mattered because of Obama’s religious 

identification problem, which had nothing to do with levels of religiosity per se.  

Therefore, one alternative hypothesis is that identification with one of the major 

Christian religious groups—at least among white and Hispanic respondents—would 

make one less likely to vote for Obama.  However, given that Evangelical Protestant

denominations are generally more traditional in their religious beliefs and practices than 

Mainline Protestant denominations (see footnote 65), respondents in the former category 

likely would be the most concerned about Obama’s relationship with Reverend Wright 

and allegations that Obama was a Muslim.  Still, it is possible that even white Mainline 

Protestants, white Catholics and Hispanic Catholics could share these concerns, which 
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would make them less likely to vote for Obama (although the effect should not be as 

strong as for white Evangelical Protestants).    

Before testing any hypotheses regarding religious identification in a regression 

analysis, I first created cross tabulations of vote choice in the Democratic primaries, by 

religious identification group.  The two figures below present those religious 

identification groups for which Clinton won at least 51% of the vote and for which 

Obama won at least 51% of the vote, respectively.  The groups included are: White 

Evangelical Protestants; White Mainline Protestants; Black Protestants; White Catholics;

Hispanic Catholics; Jews; Atheists; Agnostics; and those who responded “Nothing in 

Particular” or “Something Else.”  (The only groups not included are those that had fewer 

than one hundred members among the CCES Democratic primary voters).  
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Figure 6.17: Clinton’s Vote Share, by Religious Identification Group
2008 CCES
(N=5,262)

Although Clinton wins the majority of the votes of those identifying with these 

groups, most of her margins are between 52% and 58%.  Only among white Evangelical 

Protestants does she win just over 60% of the vote.  Still, it is clear that among the major 

religious traditions for white and Hispanic voters, Clinton is the preferred candidate.
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By comparison, of the groups for which Obama wins a majority, all of his 

percentages are over 60%.  
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Figure 6.18: Obama’s Vote Share, by Religious Identification Group
2008 CCES
(N=5,147)

Notably, many of the identification categories that Obama wins are those that can 

be categorized as non-religious (atheists, agnostics and “nothing in particular”) or at least 

as outside of the major religious traditions in the United States (e.g., Buddhists and those 

who identify as “something else”).  Outside of the non-religious groups or non-major 
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traditions, Obama wins only African-American Protestants.  Perhaps more importantly, 

African-American Protestants are the only major Christian group won by Obama.

I then created dummy variables for the categories above, and added each of those 

categories of religious identification to the original regression model in place of 

attendance at religious services.  I found the following statistically significant 

relationships.  All else equal:

 Being a White Evangelical Protestant increased the likelihood of voting for 
Clinton by 16%.

 Being a White Mainline Protestant increased the likelihood of voting for Clinton 
by 9%.

 Being a White Catholic increased the likelihood of voting for Clinton by 13%.

 Being a Hispanic Catholic increased the likelihood of voting for Clinton by 10%.

 Being Jewish increased the likelihood of voting for Clinton by 16%.

While the first four of these religious identification categories are separated by 

race, it is important to note that these effects are separate from the overall effects of being 

white, being Hispanic or being African-American.69  Specifically, even with the addition 

of the religious identification categories in the model, being African American instead of   

white still increased the likelihood of voting for Obama by 33%.  Being African 

                                                
69 It is worth noting that even when Evangelical Protestants, Mainline Protestants and 
Catholics are not separated into white and Hispanic categories, being a non-African-
American Evangelical Protestant, a non-African-American Mainline Protestant or a non-
African-American Catholic still increases the likelihood of voting for Clinton by 14%, 
8% and 12%, respectively.  Furthermore, even when African-Americans are included in 
these three groups, being an Evangelical Protestant, generally, increases the likelihood of 
voting for Clinton by 10%, and being Catholic, generally, increases the likelihood of 
voting for Clinton by 12%.  When African-Americans are included in the Mainline 
Protestant category, being a member of that category is just outside of p<.10 statistical 
significance (p value of .109).      
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American instead of Hispanic increased the likelihood of voting for Obama by 42%, and 

being Hispanic instead of white increased the likelihood of voting for Clinton by 7%.  In 

addition, ideology again had a large substantive influence on vote choice.  As a 

respondent goes from being very liberal to very conservative, the likelihood of voting for 

Clinton increases by 22%.  In sum, there is evidence for the hypothesis that being a 

member of a major Christian group—at least for non-African-American respondents—

made one more likely to prefer Clinton and less likely to prefer Obama, and that this 

effect was the largest for white Evangelical Protestants.  

V.  Conclusion 

Taking the results from both the Pew data and the CCES data, we see that for 

Republicans, both attendance at religious services and religious identification affected 

vote choice in the 2008 primaries.  First, attendance mattered as predicted; as attendance 

increased, so did the likelihood of preferring Huckabee to each of the other candidates.  

Second, religious identification mattered as predicted.  Specifically, simply identifying as 

a born again or evangelical Protestant increased the likelihood of voting for Huckabee 

compared to each of the other candidates.  Simply identifying as Catholic decreased the 

likelihood of voting for Huckabee compared to each of the other candidates.  Being 

Mormon made one more likely to vote for Romney compared to each of the other 

candidates.  And finally, being an atheist, an agnostic or nothing in particular made one 

less likely to vote for Huckabee compared to each of the other candidates.  All of these 

results are as predicted, given: Huckabee’s focus in the campaign on God, his faith and 

moral values issues; his personal identification as a born-again/evangelical Protestant; his 

or his supporters’ negative statements about Catholics; and (implicitly) his negative view 
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of those who are not religious, whether in terms of never attending or identifying as an 

atheist, an agnostic or nothing in particular.

In the Democratic primaries, we see that even though Obama tried to emphasize 

the fact that he was a Christian, many voters did not (or perhaps did not want to) receive 

the message.  Therefore, he did not successfully activate the religious dimension.  

Because Clinton did not activate the religious dimension either, I find as predicted that 

attendance at religious services is not a statistically significant predictor of vote choice in 

the Democratic primaries.  Within the CCES data, however, I find that being a member of 

a Christian religious group (for non-African Americans) makes one more likely to vote 

for Clinton.  This result is possibly due to the fact that many voters suspected (although 

erroneously) that Obama was not really a Christian, and the fact that many non-African-

American voters were turned off by the Revered Wright scandal.  In other words, perhaps 

religious identification affected Obama in a negative way because non-African-American 

Christians who voted in the Democratic primaries were concerned either that he was not 

really a Christian, or that he wasn’t their kind of Christian.  

In sum, even though the context of the primaries is very different from that of the 

general election, we see again that religion has important substantive effects on vote 

choice, and that these effects vary depending on the behaviors and religious identities of 

the particular candidates in a particular primary election.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion

There is no doubt that in the presidential election of 2004, Americans were 

divided sharply by religiosity when choosing between George W. Bush and John Kerry.  

But that election also sparked debate over whether one’s degree of religiosity was more 

important to vote choice than one’s income, in light of evidence from many scholars that 

poorer voters remain more likely to identify with the Democratic party and wealthier 

voters remain more likely to identify with the Republican party.  Thus, evidence that 

voters are polarized along both religious and economic lines leads to an important 

question in the general election context: which has a greater degree of influence on 

presidential vote choice, the religious dimension or the economic dimension?  In other 

words, does one seem to matter more than the other in any particular presidential general 

election?  And if so, why?  

My initial answer to this question of comparative influence is, “It depends.”  I 

argue that while the religious dimension can have substantial effects on vote choice, 

whether the religious dimension or the economic dimension predominates depends on the 

context of the specific presidential election at issue.  In particular, we must take into 

account whether an individual candidate chooses to activate the religious dimension and 

also whether the economy is a major issue in the campaign.  For example, given the fact 

that George W. Bush emphasized his religiosity in 2004 while the economy was doing 

well and was not a major issue or the focus of either campaign, I hypothesized that the 

religious dimension should have a greater effect than the economic dimension on vote 

choice.  Based on an analysis of four different data sets from 2004, I find support
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for this hypothesis.  Specifically, I find that income is not a statistically significant 

predictor of vote choice in any of the data sets, while attendance at religious services is.  

In addition, I find that when the dimensions conflict for white voters (that is, when one’s 

attendance pulls in the direction of one candidate but one’s income pulls in the direction 

of the other), the religious dimension predominates.  In other words, when low income 

but high attending white voters or high income but low attending white voters have to 

make a decision, they are more likely than not to vote in a way that is consistent with 

their religiosity, but inconsistent with their income.  And finally, I find that although 

income has an indirect effect on vote choice through party identification, attendance does 

as well.  In sum, attendance has both a direct and an indirect effect on vote choice in 

2004, and attendance was more influential than income for conflicted white voters.    

In 2008, however, the context of the general election was quite different.  Unlike 

Bush in 2004, John McCain did not focus on religion, and to the extent Barack Obama 

did, he was not successful in signaling to Christian voters that he was “one of them.”  On 

the other hand, the dramatic financial collapse in the weeks just before the election 

dominated both campaigns as well as the news, and for many voters, the economy was 

the most salient issue when casting their ballots.  I therefore hypothesized that the 

economic dimension should have a greater effect than the religious dimension on vote 

choice in 2008.  However, I do not find support for this hypothesis.  Instead, I find that 

attendance continued to predict vote choice while income was not statistically significant 

in several of the 2008 data sets analyzed.  And although in two other data sets I find that 

income did influence vote choice, on balance attendance (as well as other religiosity 
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variables) still had a greater effect.  In addition, conflicted white voters continued to be 

influenced more by religiosity than by income. 

Finally, even when I use economic issue preferences in the place of income and 

social issue preferences in the place of attendance, I find that economic issue preferences 

at best had an equal effect compared to social issue preferences, and at worst, were not a 

statistically significant predictor of vote choice while social issue preferences were.  

Therefore, while I do find evidence that the economic dimension as measured by income 

or economic issue preferences influenced vote choice in 2008 (and at least this finding is 

as predicted), I do not find evidence to support the hypothesis that the economic 

dimension had a greater effect than the religious dimension.    

In the general election context, this could mean that the religious dimension is not 

contextual, as my theory predicts.  Instead, the religious dimension’s effect on choosing 

between the Republican and Democratic candidates could be more fixed, and the effect of 

one’s religiosity more predictable, even if the candidates themselves do not emphasize 

religion.  Perhaps this is because religion can be fundamental to one’s personal identity 

and therefore, once a particular political party has established a connection with highly 

religious voters, those voters are unlikely to switch to the other party’s candidate in a 

particular election.  Translated into stark political terms, perhaps the Republican party has 

“captured” highly religious white voters, and to the extent that being highly religious has 

become synonymous with voting Republican (at least for white voters), it may be hard 

for Democratic candidates to break this connection.  Still, it is at least plausible that a 

Democratic candidate who focuses on his religiosity and who does not have to deal with 
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misperceptions about his religious identity may be able to activate the religious 

dimension in a way that would positively influence highly religious voters, regardless of 

whether those highly religious voters are white, Hispanic or African American.  

Despite these surprising results for the 2008 general presidential election, in the 

primary election I do find support for my hypothesis that the candidate within each 

primary who most clearly activates the religious dimension should be the preferred 

candidate of the religious voters targeted by that candidate.  In the Republican primary, 

that candidate was Mike Huckabee.  Specifically, I find that as attendance at religious 

services increased, so did the likelihood of preferring Huckabee to each of the other 

candidates.  In addition, simply identifying as a born again or evangelical Protestant—

Huckabee’s religious identification—increased the likelihood of voting for Huckabee 

compared to each of the other candidates.  Conversely, identifying as a Catholic or as an 

atheist, an agnostic or nothing in particular made one less likely to prefer Huckabee to 

each of the other candidates.  In the Democratic primary, I hypothesized that neither 

candidate successfully activated the religious dimension, and most results support this 

hypothesis.  Specifically, attendance at religious services was not a statistically 

significant predictor of vote choice in either of the two data sets analyzed.  However, I do 

find that identification with one of the major Christian groups (at least for non-African 

Americans) helped Clinton but hurt Obama; this could be a consequence of many voters’ 

uncertainty over whether Obama really was a Christian.        

In the end, it is hard to dispute that one’s religion “matters” to one’s voting 

behavior.  And many results presented in this dissertation indicate that a voter’s degree of 
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religiosity or her religious identity can matter a great deal depending on the context of the 

particular election and, specifically, whether a particular candidate chooses to activate the 

religious dimension.  But there is also evidence in the general election context that the 

substantial influence of religiosity on vote choice may not depend as much on what the 

candidates do, but on the fact that one’s religiosity is now embedded in one’s voting 

decision when choosing between the Republican and Democratic candidates for 

president—at least among highly religious white voters, and perhaps among highly 

religious Hispanic voters as well.  Ultimately, the results from this dissertation show that 

the influence of the religious dimension in U.S. presidential elections is likely here to 

stay, regardless of the salience or degree of influence of the economic dimension.
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