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Abstract: Christian nationalist ideology was among the strongest predictors of
Americans voting for Trump in 2016 and remained a strong predictor of intent to
vote for him prior to the 2020 election. This study uses national data to examine
whether Christian nationalism could potentially convert the previously-unconverted
to supporting Trump or, conversely, prevent apostatizing from Trump. Among
Americans who did not vote for Trump in 2016, Christian nationalism increased
the likelihood that they intended to vote for Trump in 2020, but only those who
earlier did not vote at all or voted third party. Conversely, among Americans who
did vote for Trump in 2016, Christian nationalism reduced the likelihood that they
planned on voting for a Democratic or third party candidate. Christian nationalism
thus potentially inclined Americans who previously did not vote for Trump in
2016 to vote his way in 2020 and inoculated previous Trump-voters from
considering other candidates in 2020.

Following Trump’s surprising victory in the 2016 Presidential election, numer-
ous studies drawing on post-election surveys sought to understand which
factors played crucial roles in influencing Americans to vote for Trump.
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Along with political party identification and ideology (which are always the
strongest predictors of partisan voting behavior), social scientists identified eth-
nocentrism and racism (Major, Blodorn, and Blascovich 2018; Schaffner,
MacWilliams, and Nteta 2018; Guth 2019; Reny, Loren, Valenzuela 2019),
fear of terrorism driven or amplified by Islamophobia (Whitehead, Perry,
and Baker 2018; Guth 2019; Tucker et al. 2019), hostile sexism (Schaffner
et al. 2018; Bracic, Israel-Trummel, and Shortle 2019), economic anxiety or
dissatisfaction (Morgan and Lee 2018; Sides et al. 2018), and religious or
Christian nationalism (Gorski 2017; Whitehead et al. 2018; Whitehead and
Perry 2020) as powerful predictors. Within the past year, an emerging body
of research sought to predict who intended to vote for Trump in 2020, and
analyses yielded similar results. Specifically, researchers showed that
Christian nationalism along with xenophobia, Islamophobia, and other
factors remained powerful indicators that Americans planned on casting
their ballot for Trump in November 2020 (Baker, Perry, and Whitehead 2020).
Though critical for understanding the powerful and persistent association
between Christian nationalist ideology and Trump support in 2016 and
again in 2020, descriptively, Christian nationalism is quite prevalent
among Americans we would already expect to vote for Donald Trump:
white evangelical Protestants, partisan Republicans, Americans who hold
more xenophobic, militarist, and ethnocentric views (Perry, Whitehead,
and Grubbs 2021; Whitehead and Perry 2020). While models can
account for correlates of Trump support to isolate the net influence of
Christian nationalism, an arguably more robust test of Christian national-
ism’s influence would be an analysis of whether it had the power to influ-
ence Americans to vote for Trump in 2020 who previously did not vote
for him. The reverse is also consequential, namely, whether Christian
nationalism inoculated Americans who previously voted for Trump in
2016 from turning to other possible options in 2020. Drawing on a recent
nationally representative survey that asks about Americans’ vote choice in
2016 and their intended voting behavior in November 2020 (as of
February 2020), in this study, we document the “converting” and “prophy-
lactic” potential of Christian nationalism regarding Trump’s presidency.

CHRISTIAN NATIONALISM AND VOTING FOR TRUMP IN
2016 AND 2020

Leading up to the 2016 Presidential election, pollsters and social scientists
began to identify several common cultural threads uniting the swelling
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ranks of Americans throwing their enthusiasm behind Trump’s candidacy.
These included concerns over jobs, fear of Mexican immigrants and terror-
ism, grieving the perceived decline of masculinity, the importance of
Supreme Court appointments (a proxy both for pro-life and “religious
liberty” issues), and a general fear of the nation “losing its culture and
identity” (representing the view of roughly four out of five white
working-class evangelicals) (Pew Research Center 2016; Cox et al.
2017). Following Trump’s victory in 2016, polls and surveys confirmed
much of the same. A burgeoning literature identified “Christian national-
ism,” especially when held by white Americans, as uniting and amplifying
these attitudinal trends, which mobilized support for Trump in the elec-
tion. Drawing on 2017 data, for example, Whitehead et al. (2018) found
that, behind only partisan identification and conservative ideology,
Christian nationalism along with Islamophobia were the strongest predic-
tors that Americans voted for Trump in 2016.

An expanding collection of studies document Christian nationalism’s
direct association with nearly all attitudinal correlates of Trump support.
For instance, (white) Americans who more strongly hold to Christian
nationalist views exhibit nativist and xenophobic attitudes (McDaniel
et al. 2011; Sherkat and Lehman 2018; Perry et al. 2021; Whitehead
and Perry 2020), and particularly toward Muslims or refugees from
Muslim-majority countries (Shortle and Gaddie 2015; Dahab and Omori
2019); they are less favorable toward gun control (Whitehead and Perry
2020); they are more in favor of strong military intervention as well as
authoritarian policing tactics, potentially justified with tacit racism
(Davis and Perry 2020; Perry, Whitehead, and Davis 2019); they tend
to be against racial boundary-crossing in any context (Perry and
Whitehead 2015); and they are most favorable toward heterosexual, patri-
archal romantic and family relationships (Whitehead and Perry 2019;
2020).

Unsurprisingly, given the attitudinal correlates of Christian nationalism,
recent research examining the 2020 Presidential election documents the
centrality of this ideology in shaping Americans’ voting intentions.
Using 2019 data with similar measures of Christian nationalism used by
Whitehead et al. (2018), Baker et al. (2020) documented that Christian
nationalism—again, in close connection with xenophobia and
Islamophobia—remained a powerful predictor that Americans intended
to vote for Trump in 2020 over other options.

The unique data we use for this study confirm both Whitehead et al.
(2018) and Baker et al.’s (2020) findings. Using a Christian nationalism
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FiGure 1. Percentages of Americans who voted for Trump in 2016 and those
who planned on voting for Trump in November 2020 across scores on
Christian nationalism index.

index like that of Whitehead et al. (2018) (see Methods section below for
how we operationalize this), Figure 1 plots both the percentage of
Americans who voted for Trump in 2016 and the percentage who
planned on voting for Trump in 2020 across index values (higher values
indicate greater adherence to Christian nationalism). Clearly, our data also
show that Christian nationalism’s association with Trump support in both
2016 and 2020 is essentially linear, like that of the studies cited above.

But considering the 2020 Presidential election, how might Christian
nationalism have influenced those who in 2016 opted not to vote for
Trump? Correspondingly, among those who did vote for Trump in
2016, would Christian nationalism still be associated with planning on
voting for him again in 2020? Our analyses provide an initial answer to
these questions.

METHODS

Data

Data are taken from Wave 2 of the Public Discourse Ethics Survey (PDES)
(Perry and Grubbs 2020). The longitudinal survey was designed by the
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authors and Wave 2 was fielded in February 2020 by YouGov, an inter-
national research data and analytics company. YouGov recruits a panel
of respondents through websites and banner ads. These respondents are
not paid directly but are entered into lotteries for monetary prizes. In
order to draw a nationally representative sample, YouGov employs a
method called “matching.” Drawing a random sample from the
American Community Survey, YouGov then matches a respondent in
the opt-in panel who is the closest to the Census respondent based on
key sociodemographic factors. Because of the specific recruitment and
sampling design used by YouGov, the company does not publish tradi-
tional response rates. However, YouGov develops sampling weights in
order to ensure that the survey sample is in line with nationally represen-
tative norms for age, gender, race, education, and census region. Results
from the PDES compare favorably with results from the 2018 General
Social Survey on demographic factors such as age, gender, race, marital
status, region, educational attainment, and evangelical affiliation
(see Supplemental Table S1). The resulting original survey sample
included 2,519 Americans that were matched and weighted. Due to
sample attrition between waves and a very modest amount of missing
data, our final analytic sample consists of 1,665 Americans (1,086 who
did not vote for Trump in 2016; 579 who voted for Trump in 2016)
who provided information on all the measures we use in this study.

Measures

Intent to Change One’s Voting Behavior For or Away From Trump

Our two outcomes for this study involve intent to change one’s voting
behavior between the 2016 and 2020 Presidential elections. The survey
asked respondents who they voted for in 2016. Options included Hilary
Clinton, Donald Trump, Gary Johnson, Jill Stein, Evan McMullin,
Other, and did not vote for President. They were also asked who they
planned on voting for in the 2020 Presidential election. Options included
Donald Trump, the Democratic nominee, a third-party candidate, or I
would not vote. As expected, most survey respondents planned on
voting the same in 2020 as they did in 2016. For example, among those
who indicated they did not vote for Trump in 2016, 87.8% indicated
they would not vote for him in 2020. Even more consistent, among
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those who voted for Trump in 2016, 92.5% indicated they planned on
voting for him again in 2020.

For our analyses, we focused on respondents who planned on changing
their voting behavior. Among those who did not vote for Trump in 2016
(n=1,086), 12.2% said they planned on voting for him in 2020. This
outcome is coded 1 if former non-Trump voters intended to vote for
Trump in 2020, O =all other options. Among those who did vote for
Trump in 2016 (n=579), 7.5% said they did not plan on voting for him
in 2020. To explore the influence of Christian nationalism on
Americans who intended to not vote for Trump in 2020 after voting for
him in 2016, we created two different dependent variables. First, we
coded respondents 1 if they planned on voting for the Democratic candi-
date, a third party candidate, or not at all. Second, we omitted the few who
said they did not plan on voting at all to compare Christian nationalism’s
influence on voting for an actual alternate candidate besides Trump.!
Because these outcomes are dichotomous, we used binary logistic regres-
sion as our model estimation strategy.

Christian Nationalism

Following studies by Whitehead and coworkers (e.g., Perry and
Whitehead 2015; Whitehead et al. 2018; Perry et al. 2021; Whitehead
and Perry 2020), we adopted their six measures of Christian nationalism
to create an identical index. This scale includes six level-of-agreement
questions using the same statements: “The federal government should advo-
cate Christian values,” “The federal government should declare the United
States a Christian nation,” “The federal government should enforce strict sep-
aration of church and state (reverse coded),” “The federal government should
allow religious symbols in public spaces,” “The federal government should
allow prayer in public schools,” and “The success of the United States is
part of God’s plan.” Responses range from 1 =strongly disagree to 5=
strongly agree. We combine these measures into an additive scale (set to
zero) ranging from O to 24, with higher scores indicating greater adherence
to Christian nationalism (Cronbach’s o= 0.90).

Control Variables

The analysis includes a variety of controls that we theorized could be
related to Americans intending to change their voting behavior for or
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against Trump. These include vote choice in 2016, relevant religious con-
trols, ideological beliefs, and sociodemographic characteristics.

For the first analysis where we predicted intent to vote for Trump
among Americans who previously did not vote for him in 2016, we
include as controls Americans’ vote choice in 2016. We created three cat-
egories: Did not vote, voted for Hilary Clinton, and voted for a third party
candidate. The did not vote group are the reference and we create interac-
tion terms with Christian nationalism x voted for Hilary Clinton and
Christian nationalism x voted for a third party candidate.

Religious factors include religious commitment and whether respon-
dents are white born-again or evangelical Protestants. Religious commit-
ment is an index made from three measures that include church
attendance (1 =never, 6 =more than once a week), prayer frequency
(1 =never, 7 =several times a day), and religious importance (1 =not at
all important, 4 =very important). Measures were transformed into
Z-scores and summed to construct the index with a Cronbach’s o of
0.84. Because evangelical or born-again Protestants were among the stron-
gest supporters of Trump in the 2016 election and still overwhelmingly
support him (Baker et al. 2020), we created a dummy variable for
whether Americans were white and considered themselves a “born-again
or evangelical Christian” = 1, all other Americans = 0.2

We account for several ideological controls that tap issues related to
Trump support. First, we account for how someone considers themselves
politically, ranging from 1 =very liberal to 5=very conservative. The
survey also asked respondents how much discrimination various groups
received these days. Options ranged from 1=“None at all” to 4="A
lot.” We include respondents’ responses to how much discrimination
they thought “whites” and “Christians” received these days in order to
tap whether respondents would change their vote for or against Trump
because they perceived persecution against either group. We also
include seven level-of-agreement statements intended to gauge respon-
dents’ attitudes toward terrorism, border control, climate change, transgen-
der rights, gun control, racial inequality, and sexism. (The full wording of
these statements is available from the authors upon request.) Response
options to all ideological statements ranged from 1 = Strongly Disagree
to 5 = Strongly Agree.

Last, the analysis includes a number of relevant sociodemographic
factors: age (in years), gender (male=1, female=0), race (white=0,
Black =1, Hispanic=1, Asian=1, Other race=1), region (South=1,
other=0), education (1=no high school degree, 6 =post-graduate
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degree), and political party identification (1 = Strong Democrat, 7 = Strong
Republican). Table 1 presents descriptive statistics as well as bivariate
associations between the outcome variables and all predictors.

RESULTS

Table 1 establishes clear bivariate associations between our variables of
interest and intent to change one’s voting behavior regarding Trump
between 2016 and 2020. Notably, while almost all of the ideological
and political variables are significantly associated with intent to change
one’s voting behavior, the association between Christian nationalism
and intent to change one’s voting behavior for Trump (r=0.36,
p<0.001) or against Trump (r=-0.24, p<0.001) is of comparable
size. It is also far stronger than either religious commitment or being a
white born-again Protestant.

Turning to the multivariate models, Tables 2 and 3 present odds ratios
and fully standardized logistic regression coefficients in order to establish
the substantive magnitude of the effects. In Table 2, Model 1 demonstrates
that Christian nationalism is significantly and positively associated with
Americans who previously did not vote for Trump in 2016 planning on
voting for him in 2020 (OR =1.09; p <0.05; f=0.14). In terms of sub-
stantive significance, Christian nationalism is the fifth strongest predictor
of intent to change one’s voting behavior toward Trump, behind
Republican party identification ( =0.37), belief that the federal govern-
ment must strengthen our Southern border (f=0.21), opposition to stricter
gun laws (B=-0.17), and disregard for the consequences of climate
change (p=-0.16).

Model 2 includes interaction terms for Christian nationalism x voted for
Hilary Clinton and Christian nationalism x voted for a third party candi-
date. Voting for Clinton in 2016 significantly moderated the association
between Christian nationalism and intent to vote for Trump in 2020.
Specifically, the interaction term (OR=0.85; p<0.05; p=-0.21) was
negative indicating that for Americans who voted Clinton, the association
between Christian nationalism and changing their vote to Trump was not
as strong compared to those who did not vote at all in 2016. The interac-
tion term for Christian nationalism and voting third party in 2016 was
non-significant indicating that the slopes did not differ between third
party voters and those who did not vote in 2016.

The predicted probabilities plotted out in Figure 2 illustrate these find-
ings. As Christian nationalism increased, those who either did not vote in
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics

Sample: Did Not Vote Trump in 2016

Sample: Voted Trump in 2016

Corr. With Voting

Corr. With Not Voting

Variables Range Mean/%  S.D. Trump in 2020 Mean/% S.D. Trump in 2020
Outcomes
(No Trump in 2016) Yes 0-1 12%
Trump in 2020
(Yes Trump in 2016) No  0-1 8%
Trump in 2020
Christian Nationalism 0-24 8.6 6.5 0.36%** 16.5 5 —0.24%%*
2016 Voter Choice
Voted Donald Trump 0-1 0% 100%
Voted Hilary Clinton 0-1 58% —0.33%%%
Voted Third Party 0-1 7% 0.09%%*
Did Not Vote 0-1 35% 0.29%*
Relevant Religion Controls
Religious Commitment —4.05 to 3.85 -0.67 2.6 0.10%%* 1.0 23 -0.01
White Born-Again 0-1 6% 0.127%%* 30% —0.14%*
Protestant
Ideological Controls
Conservative Political 1-5 2.5 1.1 0.41%** 4.1 0.9 —0.31%%%*
Ideology
Whites Discriminated 1-4 1.9 0.83 0.25%** 2.8 0.9 —0.25%**
Against
Christians Discriminated 1-4 2.1 0.93 0.24%** 3.0 0.9 —0.25%%%*
Against
Refugees Are Terrorist 1-5 32 1.8 0.36%** 53 1.3 —0.31%%%*
Threat
Continued
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Table 1. Continued

Sample: Did Not Vote Trump in 2016

Sample: Voted Trump in 2016

Corr. With Voting

Corr. With Not Voting

Variables Range Mean/% S.D. Trump in 2020 Mean/% S.D. Trump in 2020
Gov’t. Needs to Control 1-5 3.7 1.8 (.39 6.3 1.2 —0.40%**
Borders
Climate Change Will Be 1-5 5.8 1.6 —0.42%*% 2.9 1.9 0.30%**
Disaster
Trans* Persons Can 1-5 4.8 2.1 —(0.33%%* 2.2 1.7 0.26%**
Choose Bathroom
Gov’t. Needs Stricter Gun  1-5 5.5 1.8 —(0.43%%% 2.7 2 0.357%%:*
Laws
Police Treat Blacks/Whites 1-5 2.7 1.7 0.38%** 49 1.6 —0.20%**
Equally
Men Better Suited for 1-5 2.6 1.7 0.26%** 3.9 1.7 —0.08+
Politics

Sociodemographic Controls
Age 18-89 48.8 15.9 0.02 58.8 14.8 —(0.23%%:*
Male 0-1 45% -0.02 50% 0.03
White (reference) 0-1 58% 0.02 83% —0.11%*
Black/African American 0-1 17% —0.12%** 2% 0.19%%*
Hispanic/Latino 0-1 17% 0.05 8% 0.00
Asian 0-1 4% 0.06 1% 0.01
Other Race 0-1 5% 0.03 5% 0.07
Southern Region 0-1 37% 0.07* 39% —0.03
Education 1-6 34 1.5 —0.13%%** 3.3 1.5 0.03
Political Party 1-7 2.6 1.7 0.55%%* 5.8 14 —(0.29%%*
Identification

Source: 2020 Public Discourse and Ethics Survey, Wave 2.
+p <0.05; *p<0.05; **p <0.01; ***p <0.001 (two-tailed tests).
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Table 2. Binary logistic regression models predicting intent to vote for Trump
2020 among Americans who did not vote for him in 2016

Model 1 Model 2
Predictors OR B OR B
Christian Nationalism 1.09%* 0.14 1.15%* 0.23
2016 Voter Choice
Did Not Vote (reference)
Voted Hilary Clinton 0.99 0.00 7.23* 0.24
Voted Third Party 0.43 -0.05 1.80 0.04
Interaction Terms
Christian Nationalism x Voted Hilary Clinton 0.85% —0.21
Christian Nationalism x Voted Third Party 0.89 -0.07
Relevant Religion Controls
Religious Commitment 0.92 —-0.05 0.95 -0.03
White Born-Again Protestant 1.00 0.00 0.95 0.00
Ideological Controls
Conservative Political Ideology 1.50* 0.12  1.50% 0.12
Whites Discriminated Against 1.11 0.02 1.19 0.04
Christians Discriminated Against 0.83 —0.04 0.82 0.05
Refugees Are Terrorist Threat 1.22 0.09 1.25+ 0.10
Gov’t. Needs to Control Borders 1.58%%#%* 0.21  1.59%** 0.23
Climate Change Will Be Disaster 0.73%* —0.16 0.70** —-0.19
Trans* Persons Can Choose Bathroom 0.92 —0.04 0.93 -0.04
Gov’t. Needs Stricter Gun Laws 0.73%* —-0.17  0.71%%* -0.19
Police Treat Blacks/Whites Equally 1.03 0.01 1.02 0.01
Men Better Suited for Politics 0.99 —-0.01 1.03 0.01
Sociodemographic Controls
Age 1.01 0.04 1.01 0.04
Male 1.07 0.01 1.07 0.01
White (reference)
Black/African American 0.24%%* —0.11 0.25* -0.11
Hispanic/Latino 1.17 0.01 1.13 0.01
Asian 1.22 0.01 1.09 0.04
Other Race 0.74 —-0.02 0.74 -0.02
Southern Region 1.45 0.04 1.52 0.05
Education 0.82 -0.07 0.83 -0.07
Political Party Identification 2.07%** 0.37  2.03%** 0.38
Constant 0.002%** 0.001***
Nagelkerke Pseudo R> 0.684 0.690

Source: 2020 Public Discourse and Ethics Survey, Wave 2 (N = 1,086).
+p <0.05; *p<0.05; **p <0.01; ***p<0.001 (two-tailed tests).

2016 or voted third party in 2016 increased in their likelihood of intending
to vote for Trump in 2020 at a steep rate. Compared to these two groups,
however, Americans who voted for Clinton in 2016 only increased in their
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Table 3. Binary logistic regression models predicting intent to vote against
Trump in 2020 among Americans who voted for him in 2016

Democratic
Nominee, Third Democratic
Party, or Nominee or
Wouldn’t Vote Third Party
Predictors OR i} OR p
Christian Nationalism 0.88* —0.23 0.87* -0.24
Relevant Religion Controls
Religious Commitment 1.22 0.14 1.15 0.09
White Born-Again Protestant 0.17* —0.16 0.12* —0.18
Ideological Controls
Conservative Political Ideology 0.98 —0.01 1.03 0.01
Whites Discriminated Against 0.42%%* -0.21 0.37* -0.23
Christians Discriminated Against 1.21 0.05 1.51 0.11
Refugees Are Terrorist Threat 0.67+ -0.20 0.65+ -0.21
Gov’t. Needs to Control Borders 0.53%* -0.33 0.60* -0.26
Climate Change Will Be Disaster 1.46* 0.22 1.80%** 0.32
Trans* Persons Can Choose Bathroom 0.92 —0.05 0.86 -0.09
Gov’t. Needs Stricter Gun Laws 1.20 0.09 1.13 0.07
Police Treat Blacks/Whites Equally 1.02 0.01 1.01 0.01
Men Better Suited for Politics 1.02 0.01 1.11 0.05
Sociodemographic Controls
Age 0.98 -0.10 0.98 0.11
Male 2.03 0.09 1.86 0.08
White (reference) 1.04
Black/African American 0.86 —-0.01 0.45 0.01
Hispanic/Latino 0.27 -0.12 1.68 -0.07
Asian 1.22 0.01 1.68 0.02
Other Race 2.82 0.06 0.29 —-0.07
Southern Region 0.96 —0.01 0.77 —0.03
Education 0.74+ -0.12 0.87 —-0.05
Political Party Identification 0.62%%* -0.28 0.57*%* -0.31
Constant 6785%* 1325%
Nagelkerke Pseudo R” 0.595 0.613
N 579 572

Source: 2020 Public Discourse and Ethics Survey, Wave 2.
+p <0.05; *p<0.05; **p <0.01; ***p <0.001 (two-tailed tests).

likelihood of intending to vote for Trump at the most extreme levels of
Christian nationalist ideology. In sum, Christian nationalism increased
the likelihood of intent to vote for Trump in 2020 among those who

were less committed to strictly partisan Democratic choice in 2016.

What about intending to change one’s vote away from Trump in 2020?
Table 3 presents two logistic regression models predicting choosing an
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FiGure 2. Predicted probability that Americans who DID NOT vote for Trump
in 2016 planned on voting for him in November 2020 by voting behavior in 2016
and Christian nationalism.

alternative to Trump in 2020 among those Americans who voted for
Trump in 2016. The first model includes all other options (voting
Democrat, third party, or not voting at all) versus Trump. As expected,
Christian nationalism was significantly and negatively associated with
alternatives to voting Trump (OR =0.88; p<0.05; B=-0.23) and was
the third strongest predictor in the model behind the belief that the govern-
ment should do more to control our Southern border (B=-0.33) and
Republican party identification (f = —0.28). In order to refine the analysis
slightly, Model 2 omits the few respondents who indicated that they did
not plan on voting in 2020. This allows us to focus on Americans who
planned to make a choice between Trump and an actual alternate
candidate. Again, Christian nationalism was a significant, negative pre-
dictor of planning to vote for anyone besides Trump (OR =0.87;
p<0.05; p=-0.24), but it was the fourth strongest predictor behind
disregard for climate change (B =0.32), Republican party identification
(B=-0.31), and belief that the government should control the Southern
border (p=-0.26).

Figure 3 illustrates this relationship by plotting the predicted probability
that those who voted for Trump in 2016 would intend to vote for another
candidate in 2020 across values of Christian nationalism. While the like-
lihood of voting for a Democratic or third party candidate was essentially a
coin flip for former Trump-voters who largely reject Christian nationalist
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FiGure 3. Predicted probability that Americans who voted for Trump in 2016
planned on voting for a Democratic or Third Party candidate in November
2020 across Christian nationalism.

ideology, this likelihood declined rapidly as adherence to Christian nation-
alism increased.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Previous research establishes the strong association between Christian
nationalism and voting for Donald Trump in the 2016 Presidential election
as well as intent to vote for him in 2020 (Baker et al. 2020; Whitehead
et al. 2018). In order to further explore the strength of Christian national-
ism’s influence on voter behavior and provide nuance to that association,
our study shifts the focus to examine how this ideology potentially moti-
vated or prevented changing one’s voting behavior between 2016 and
2020. Among Americans who did not vote for Trump in 2016,
Christian nationalism was a significant predictor that such Americans
intended to vote for him in 2020, but mostly among those who either
did not vote or voted third party in 2016. The influence of Christian
nationalism was much less pronounced among Clinton voters.
Conversely, focusing on Americans who voted for Trump in 2016,
Christian nationalism was a significant, negative predictor that they
would consider another candidate (either Democratic or third party) in
2020. Our findings thus suggest that Christian nationalism may have
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influenced the “conversion” of Americans into Trump-voters, and for
those who earlier voted for Trump in 2016, it inoculated them from con-
sidering other candidates besides Trump.

Our findings extend our understanding of both Christian nationalism
and the 2020 Presidential election in several important ways. First,
Christian nationalism is a vital explanation of which Americans were
most likely to become Trump-voters. However, it does not affect all
voters equally. Americans who voted for Hilary Clinton in 2016 were
likely solidly-partisan and would be reluctant to vote for Donald Trump
in 2020 no matter their ideology regarding America’s relationship to
Christianity. Conversely, however, Americans who either did not vote in
2016 or voted third party were by comparison weakly tied to partisan
commitments, and thus, Christian nationalist ideology (combined with
Trump’s appeals to Christian nationalist rhetoric) could have effectively
drawn this population toward Trump as a candidate. That is, Christian
nationalism had the potential to move Americans in the middle toward
Trump. While those on the far right would already vote for Trump regard-
less, and those on the far left would vote against him, Trump’s appeals to
America’s religious heritage, threats against religious freedom, stoking
fears of ethno-religious outsiders (Muslims), and promises of Supreme
Court justices may have attracted the Americans in the moderate
middle, many of whom—as Whitehead and Perry (2020) have recently
shown—are often quite amenable to Christian nationalist ideology.

Conversely, the fact that Christian nationalism was still a robust predic-
tor that Americans who already voted for Trump in 2016 would vote for
him again in 2020 over either a Democratic or third party candidate, even
after taking into account relevant political and religious characteristics,
suggests that Trump had been succeeding in the eyes of those who
wished to realize Christian nationalist goals. Those goals may be under-
stood by disaggregating the measures in our Christian nationalist index:
Americans who believe the government should advocate Christian
values and declare the United States a Christian nation, that religious ico-
nography and rituals should have a place in the public square, that there
need not be a strict separation of church and state, or that we should
acknowledge America’s special place in God’s plan. Our findings
suggest that Trump’s appeals to Christian nationalism and his (reputed)
track record at scoring political victories on the issues important to
Christian nationalists solidified their support for Trump. The likelihood
that they saw Trump as the best option among any collection of choices
was a virtual certainty.
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Before further discussing the implications of our findings, several data
limitations should be acknowledged in order to chart a path for future
research. First, the data are cross-sectional. While our analysis does take
into consideration change in one’s political behavior (e.g., from not
voting for Trump in 2016 to voting for him in 2020, or vice versa), our
working causal model (e.g., Christian nationalism influencing voting pat-
terns) makes more sense than the alternative, and our models control for a
large variety of potential confounds, our causal claims must be made with
the caveat that we have not definitely determined temporal precedence.
Future research would ideally make use of panel designs that inquire
about these attitudes and behaviors over time—and especially after
elections—in order to isolate how these factors vary together. Another
data limitation would be the precise mechanisms at work in the relation-
ships we identify. Though we propose that Trump’s successful appeals
to Christian nationalist dog whistles (“religious liberty,” “religious
freedom,” generic “God” references) and his repeated claims of “promises
made, promises kept” on such issues were effectually solidifying the con-
nection between Christian nationalism and voting for him in 2020, qual-
itative data would be ideal to dig into the thought processes relevant to
Christian nationalism that would lead Americans who did not vote for
Trump in 2016 to plan on voting for him in 2020.

In addition to filling these gaps with future data, future studies on this
topic should also attend to Christian nationalism’s role in (1) continuing
support for Trump despite his ultimate loss in November 2020, and (2)
influencing support for whomever would be the next Republican presiden-
tial candidate to follow Trump. If Trump has intentionally drawn on
Christian nationalist rhetoric in order to shore up support among a strategic
voting block of Americans, despite his election loss and subsequent impli-
cation in the deadly Capitol insurrection on January 6, 2021, it will be
important to see whether this community’s political utility for him will
be spent. Correspondingly, to the extent that Trump no longer makes
regular appeals to Christian nationalist rhetoric and issues, it will be inter-
esting to see whether the link between Christian nationalism and ongoing
support for him post-presidency remains as strong.

Supplementary material

The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/
10.1017/S175504832100002X.
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NOTES

1. Because such a small number of respondents in the survey who voted for Trump in 2016 planned
on voting for someone else in 2020, we could not split the outcome to look at intentions to vote for the
Democratic candidate or a third party candidate. Initial analyses showed that multinomial logistic
regression where voting for Trump =0, voting Democrat = 1, and voting third party =2, showed that
Christian nationalism had a marginal effect on both (p <0.09 for both). But because of the small n
in the two alternate outcomes, a number of control variables had zeros in cells. Thus, we opted to
predict whether Americans who voted for Trump in 2016 would choose to either vote for him
again (=0) or for another candidate (=1).

2. While there were other denominational affiliations and traditions in the survey, breaking catego-
ries of religious tradition down further did not yield substantively different results. Models available
upon request.
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