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Introduction 

The 2016 Presidential election surprised even veteran observers of American politics. 
The primary process within both major parties was marked by the success of candi-
dates who were barely members of their respective parties and openly clashed with 
their respective establishments. Contrary to widely held expectations (Cohen et. al. 
2009), Donald Trump actually emerged as the Republican nominee despite – or per-
haps even because of – his disdain and hostility for the party’s leadership. Moreover, 
Trumps populist-tinged version of Republican politics led him to promote policies – such 
as infrastructure spending – that would more typically belong on a Democratic platform. 
And finally, Trump’s aggressively isolationist stance on many foreign policy issues led 
him to adopt positions that were very distant from the platform of any major party candi-
date in more than 70 years.  

The impact of campaign strategy can be difficult to assess because candidates typically 
select strategies that tend to counterbalance one another, and cancel out observable ef-
fects (Brady et.al. 2006). Trump’s unorthodox candidacy against a decidedly orthodox 
and establishment Democrat in Hillary Clinton provides students of American elections 
with an unusual opportunity to examine the impact of atypical or “off-equilibrium” cam-
paign behavior.  

While Trump’s campaign was unorthodox on a variety of dimensions, we focus on the 
impact of Trump’s policy positions that were outside the boundaries of policies ever ad-
vocated by any major party candidate. With regard to foreign policy, for example, a 
broad bipartisan consensus existed on a variety of issues that have constituted the core 
of American grand strategy since World War II (Gavin 2015). But Donald Trump’s cam-
paign rhetoric on NATO, free trade, nuclear weapons, and a variety of other issues was 
well outside this bipartisan consensus.  

In this study, we focus on the impact of Trump’s campaign rhetoric on nuclear weapons 
on presidential voting behavior in 2016. Nuclear weapons represent an ideal place to 
test the impact of Trump’s unorthodox rhetoric because he adopted some policy 
stances that were directly in line with Republican orthodoxy. Others, however, were un-
precedented positions for a major party Presidential candidate.  
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In order to examine the impact of these unorthodox campaign statements, we con-
ducted a pair of parallel survey experiments on a sample of over 1,500 American adults 
in the U.S. the week leading up to the presidential election. Subjects were presented 
with one of three news stories that quoted: 1) Trump’s criticisms of The Iran Nuclear 
Deal (a mainstream Republican position); 2) Trump’s statements regarding Japan and 
South Korea potentially acquiring their own nuclear weapons (breaking the taboo of nu-
clear non-proliferation); or 3) Trump’s views on potentially using a nuclear weapon 
against ISIS (breaking the taboo of nuclear weapon first-use). We also randomized the 
attribution of these quotes either to a fictional Senator named Paul Evans, or to Donald 
Trump himself.  

Our study revealed that Trump’s taboo statements on proliferation and nuclear first-use 
were extremely damaging to support for our hypothetical Republican senatorial candi-
date. Trump himself, however, proved entirely immune to this effect. Trump’s taboo nu-
clear statements had no impact on voters’ intentions to turn out to vote in the Presiden-
tial contest, nor did they influence voter’s propensity to vote for Trump.  

The differing effects of unorthodox campaign rhetoric for Trump and Evans creates an 
interesting puzzle. If voters would punish a typical Republican candidate for taking unor-
thodox policy positions, why didn’t they punish Trump? We test three different explana-
tions of Trump’s robust support in the face of what might otherwise be seen as damag-
ing foreign policy gaffes. First, we investigate whether Trump persuades voters to adopt 
his unorthodox views. Second, we investigate whether voters ignore their own attitudes 
on these issues. And finally, we investigate the impact of partisan polarization on vote 
choice. Specifically, we investigate the impact of negative partisanship in the context of 
a contested election. 

Our results indicate that voters are not generally persuaded by Trump’s rhetoric, nor do 
they ignore policy positions when making their vote. Instead, we find that Trump bene-
fits greatly from running for office during an especially polarized period in American poli-
tics where negative partisanship – in the form of negative attitudes toward partisan out-
groups – has come to dominate political decision making at the mass and elite levels. 
This negative partisanship mitigated the effects of his taboo policy positions by mobiliz-
ing party support when it matters most — during a major presidential election. Our find-
ings imply that taking up the mantle of a major political party during a high stakes elec-
tion can mobilize voters en masse, even if the candidate has clashed publicly with the 
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party establishment, and even if the candidate articulates regardless taboo policy posi-
tions that clash with party orthodoxy.  

Finally, we find that Trump does have at least one unique advantage compared to more 
typical Republican candidates. He activates independent voters that are highly retribu-
tive. These voters are more likely to favor punish the actions of others in kind, and so 
support punishing the political establishment by voting for Trump, despite the fact that 
most of these voters do not agree with his policy views. We therefore conclude that the 
two mechanisms that shielded Donald Trump from the costs of expressing taboo posi-
tions during the election are: party loyalty rooted in negative partisanship for Republi-
cans, and a willingness to punish the political establishment among Independents. 

Assessing the Impact of Taboo Campaign Rhetoric 

We examine the robustness of Trump support in the wake of unorthodox foreign policy 
statements though a pair of parallel survey experiments. Together, our samples include 
1,567 adults from the United States who were contacted during the week leading up to 
the 2016 presidential election. The samples were collected online through Qualtrics. 
Subjects were selected so as to include equal numbers of Democrats, Republicans, and 
Independents.  

Each experiment was a 1x3 between subjects design. First, subjects were randomly as-
signed either to the experiment regarding Donald Trump, or regarding the hypothetical 
Paul Evans. Next, after completing the demographics questionnaire, each participant 
was randomly assigned one of three news stories to read, each of which includes 
quotes from Donald Trump on nuclear weapons and national security as well as an im-
age of Trump delivering a campaign speech. Our three stories were created using ac-
tual news stories presented in the lead up to the election by such outlets as CNN and 
The New York Times. Each of these articles includes a set of direct quotes from Donald 
Trump, with one expressing a conventional Republican position and two expressing ta-
boo positions. Specifically, the articles cover: 1) Trump’s criticisms of The Iran nuclear 
deal (a mainstream Republican position); 2) Trump’s statements in support of Japan 
and South Korea potentially acquiring their own nuclear weapons (breaking the taboo of 
nuclear non-proliferation); and 3) Trump entertaining the idea of using a nuclear weapon 
against ISIS (breaking the taboo of nuclear weapon first-use). Thus our treatments in-
clude exposure to two taboo issue positions, while our control exposes subjects to a 
typical Republican issue position.  
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Subjects assigned to the Paul Evans experiment received the same news story treat-
ments, but the remarks were attributed to Evans, and the story was accompanied by a 
picture of a politician giving a speech whom we identified as Evans.1 After reading the 
assigned article, each participant answered several questions about their views on nu-
clear weapons issues and their willingness to support either Trump or Evans in 2016. 

There are at least three major advantages to this design that let us test our hypotheses 
effectively. First, we present both a mainstream and two taboo positions in the same is-
sue area of nuclear weapons and national security. We therefore vary issue stances 
while controlling for issue area. This means that we can see if expressing a taboo, as 
opposed to a mainstream position, hurts either candidate, and by how much. Second, 
we are able to see the if these effects vary based on the nature of the taboo that is be-
ing broken. Allowing for the proliferation of nuclear weapons to Japan and South Korea 
is a taboo position, but would be a non-assertive, or dovish, move by the United States. 
In contrast, using a nuclear weapon to strike ISIS breaks a taboo against nuclear ag-
gression, and is a hawkish move. We can therefore contrast both dovish and hawkish 
taboo positions against the mainstream position of opposing the Iran Nuclear Deal. Fi-
nally, running a parallel experiment with Paul Evans as a second speaker we can see if 
these effects vary by Republican candidate. Specifically, we can answer the question: 
“is there something in particular about Donald Trump that shields him from the losses 
that would otherwise befall a generic Republican candidate in his shoes?”  

Randomization of assignment was very effective in creating balanced treatment and 
control groups within each of our experiments. Respondents’ demographic characteris-
tics and other attitudes for the Trump and Evans experiments are described by treat-
ment condition in Table 1. All participants self-reported their political party affiliation 
(Republican, democrat, independent, or something else), political ideology (five items 
from very liberal to very conservative), age (categorical intervals), sex (male or female), 
race (categorical), level of education (highest degree achieved), employment type (in-
cluding two indicators for unemployment duration), and whether or not they have served 
on active military duty. Hawkish or dovish foreign policy orientation is also measured 
through self-report on a ten-point scale, where participants are asked if the United 
States should be very reluctant (one) or ready and willing (ten) to use military force 
around the world. Political knowledge is measured as the number of correct responses 
participants give to four factual political questions identifying John Kerry, Paul Ryan, 
                                                
1 Treatment and control stories are available from the authors upon request. 
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and Joe Biden’s political positions, and identifying that Republicans hold the U.S. Sen-
ate in 2016. Finally, we coded two binary indicator variables for our analyses, one for 
being white (from the race question) and another for being unemployed (coded one for 
selecting “out of work for more than one year” or “out of work for less than one year” for 
employment type). 

 

We found no statistically significant differences whatsoever across any of these poten-
tially confounding variables across the treatment and control groups for our Paul Evans 
experiment.  For the Trump experiment, we found that the treated groups (proliferation, 
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and nuclear first-use) were slightly older than the control group (Iran deal), but the differ-
ence is no substantively large.  Moreover, given that we were checking for associations 
within ten confounding variables across two experiments, it is not surprising (and per-
haps even expected) to find one association that is statistically significant at the .05 
level. Thus we find that treatment and control groups both of our experimental samples 
are well-balanced across a wide variety of plausible confounders. 

While our experimental subjects are not a probability sample of American voters, they 
are broadly representative of the American public on a variety of dimensions. We delib-
erately structured our sample to be evenly divided among Democrats, Republicans, and 
Indepdendents because we suspected that our treatment effects might vary across 
these groups. However, this division also roughly comports with Gallup’s finding that 
27% of their respondents identified as Republican in October 2016, while 32% identified 
as Democrats, and 36% as Independents (Gallup 2017 http://www.gal-
lup.com/poll/15370/party-affiliation.aspx). Moreover, when compared to 2015 data from 
the US Census Bureau (CITE), we find that 56% of our subjects were between the ages 
of 18 and 44, as compared to 54% of all American adults. Women constitute 50.3% of 
our sample, as compared to 50.8% of the public. Similarly, 78% of our subjects were 
non-hispanic Whites, who make up 77% of the US population. And approximately 7% of 
our subjects were unemployed at the time of the study, while the unemployment rate in 
the US was 4.9% in October of 2016 (CITE).  

Our subjects did differ significantly from the American public on a few dimensions. In 
particular, our sample was somewhat more educated than the public at large. Specifi-
cally, 45% of our subjects over the age of 25 held a Bachelor’s degree or higher, as 
compared to 30% of Americans over age 25 according to the Census. Additionally, 13% 
of our subjects were either current or former members of the US military, while only 
about 6% of the American population were veterans in 2016. In terms of overall support 
for Donald Trump, these two biases in our sample would seem to counterbalance one 
another to some extent, since he drew support from less educated voters but also from 
veterans. On balance, we might expect the former effect to outweigh the latter some-
what because of the relative scarcity of veterans in our sample as compared to college 
educated voters. 

The Teflon Don: Taboo Rhetoric, Vote Choice and Turnout  
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How does expressing a taboo nuclear policy position change people’s willingness to 
support Donald Trump? We look at two key indicators of attitude change, participants’ 
vote choice and their willingness to turn out to vote. Vote choice is measured as a di-
chotomous variable for each candidate. For Trump, a participant must select him from 
the list of candidates running for president in the 2016 election. For Evans, participants 
were asked the probability that they would vote for him on a five-point scale from “defi-
nitely would not” to “definitely would.” A vote for Evans is only recorded for the two most 
positive responses, in other words, only if a participant indicates they “probably” or “defi-
nitely" would vote for him.  

 

 

First, as expected, we can see that support for Donald Trump is slightly lower in our 
sample than national polls reflected at the time our study was in the field. However, this 
difference is not excessive.  About 35% of our respondents expressed an intention to 
vote for Trump, while pollster.com reported Trump receiving about 40% popular support 
in a 4-way race at the time we conducted our study. Much of this modest difference in 
support between our sample and the national polls may be due to the fact that our re-
sponse options explicitly allowed subject to state that they would not vote or that they 
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did not know how they would vote. For example, if we drop respondents who stated that 
they would not vote, or that they were uncertain for whom they would vote, then Trump 
support increases to 40% in our sample. More importantly, our focus in this study is on 
the treatment effects of Presidential rhetoric rather than an effort to forecast votes. Our 
sample appears sufficiently similar to the public to have reasonable confidence in the 
generalizability of our estimated treatment effects.   

It is also worth noting that support for Trump and Evans is nearly identical within our 
samples when both candidates speak about the Iran deal. This result suggests that our 
subjects viewed Evans much as they would a real-world Republican so long as his rhet-
oric matched their expectations for such a candidate. However, Table 2 clearly indi-
cates a sharp decline in support for Paul Evans across when he makes taboo state-
ments on nuclear weapons. Specifically, support for Evans drops by approximately thir-
teen percentage points when he moves from a mainstream position against The Iran 
nuclear deal to expressing support for Japan and South Korea’s acquisition of a nuclear 
weapon, or discussing a potential nuclear strike against ISIS. A thirteen-percentage 
point drop constitutes a loss of just over one-third of his support. These declines are 
statistically significant, with a chi-squared value of 14.55 and a p-value below .001.  

Much of the loss of support for Evans comes from Republican voters. Specifically, sup-
port for Evans drops from 55% among Republicans when he discusses the Iran deal to 
33% and 42% when he discusses proliferation and first-use against ISIS respectively 
(p<.01). However, support for Evans also drops among Independents from 23% to 11% 
and 10% respectively when he takes unorthodox positions (p<.05). And even among 
Democrats Evans loses some support when he endorses the first-use of nuclear weap-
ons relative to a typical Republican stance on the Iran deal. Specifically, his support 
among Democrats drops from 28% among Democrats when he discusses the Iran Deal 
to 14% when he endorses first-use against ISIS (p<.07), but his support only drops to 
24% when he endorses proliferation. 

In stark contrast, Table 2 also shows that voters do not change their level of support for 
Donald Trump in response to his expression of taboo issue positions. In other words, 
voters punish Paul Evans severely for making unorthodox statements, but they do not 
impose any costs on Donald Trump for making those same statements. In fact, there is 
a slight (statistically insignificant) increase in the number of votes cast for Donald Trump 
when his policy positions are unorthodox.  
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The pattern of consistent support for Trump regardless of the issue positions that he 
takes persists across partisan divides. Specifically, Trump receives the support of 75% 
to 80% of Republicans, 25% to 30% of Independents, and 5% to 10% of Democrats re-
gardless of the positions that he expresses in our experimental treatments. The only ex-
ception to this pattern is a slight reduction in Republican support to 68% when he en-
dorses first-use against ISIS, but this effect is not statistically significant. 

The same clear pattern emerges when we examine voters’ intentions to turn out to vote.  
Table 3 describes our subjects’ statements about the likelihood that they would turn out 
to vote for Donald Trump and Paul Evans respectively. Participants who read Paul Ev-
ans’ statements are asked to describe the likelihood that they would vote in the 2016 
Senate race that he is participating in if they were in his state. Conversely, those who 
read Donald Trump’s statements are asked how probable it is that they will vote in the 
presidential election.  

Here we see that enthusiasm to turn out to vote is stronger when Trump is the candi-
date as opposed to Evans. This result is not surprising since participants had never 
heard of Evans prior to the study and did not know who his opponent would be. How-
ever, overall intention to vote does not differ as sharply as one might think across the 
studies when both candidates adopt typical Republican issue positions. Specifically, 
about 80% of our subjects stated that they would “probably” or “definitely” vote in a Sen-
atorial race in their state if Paul Evans were a candidate, while 88% stated that they 
would “probably” or “definitely” vote in the 2016 Presidential election. 
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More importantly for our purposes, when we examine how rhetoric affected intention to 
vote, we see the same pattern of punishing Evans for making unorthodox statements on 
nuclear weapons. Participant’s sharply reduced their willingness to vote when Evans ex-
presses unpopular or taboo issue positions, but these same statements do not affect 
turnout for or against Donald Trump. Specifically, when Evans shifts from criticizing the 
Iran deal to advocating proliferation or using nuclear weapons against ISIS, the percent-
age of respondents who state that they will “probably” or “definitely” not vote increases 
from 20% to 38% and 45% respectively. These changes are statistically significant at 
the p < .001 level with a Chi-squared value of 29.517. Unlike the vote choice results in 
Table 2, most of the reduction in enthusiasm to turn out for Evans is among Independ-
ents and Democrats, whose support was likely tepid at the outset.  

But with regard to Trump, the percent stating that they “probably” or “definitely” not turn 
out in the 2016 Presidential election remains almost perfectly constant at around 11% to 
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12% regardless of exposure to his campaign rhetoric. None of these changes approach 
statistical significance. Interestingly, enthusiasm to turn out remains virtually identical 
among both Democrats and Republicans regardless of Trump’s rhetoric, with about 
75% to 80% of each party stating that they will “definitely vote.” Enthusiasm to turn out 
is lower among Indepedents at around 60%, but their intention to turn out is similarly un-
affected by Trump’s rhetoric. 

Taken together, Table 2 and Table 3 indicate that voters are less willing to support a 
generic Republican candidate such as the hypothetical Paul Evans and less likely to 
turnout to vote when he makes unorthodox policy statements that stray outside the bi-
partisan foreign policy consensus. Support for Donald Trump, however, appears to be 
entirely immune to these effects. These striking experimental results comport very 
closely with many accounts of the 2016 Presidential campaign. Time and again, Trump 
would take a policy position or make a statement that many – if not most – election ob-
servers would characterize as a major gaffe. Yet time and again, Trump’s support would 
remain relatively robust in the polls. Our results would seem to give some credence to 
President Trump’s oft-repeated statement that, “I could stand in the middle of 5th Ave-
nue and shoot somebody and I wouldn’t lose voters.”2  

While the candidate himself may have had an intuitive sense of the imperviousness of 
his support to typical difficulties with campaign rhetoric and party platform, the failure of 
so many election observers to anticipate Trump’s robust appeal raises an interesting 
puzzle. Why didn’t Donald Trump suffer any losses in support when he expressed unor-
thodox and even taboo issue positions, when other Republicans would appear to suffer 
greatly in response to making identical statements? We now turn our attention to solving 
this interesting puzzle. 

Electoral Behavior and the Trump Vote 

The literature on electoral behavior is much to extensive to review here in detail.  How-
ever, this literature provides at least three prominent and plausible solutions to the puz-
zle of Trump’s robust support. The first explanation suggests that Trump is immune to 
the potentially damaging effects of his campaign rhetoric because he is unusually effec-
tive in persuading voters to adopt his positions on the issues – even when those views 
are well outside the mainstream.  The second explanation suggests that voters simply 
                                                
2 This remark was made by Donald Trump on January 23, 2016 at a campaign rally in Sioux 
Center, Iowa. 
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do not take issue positions into account when deciding whether or not to vote for Trump. 
And the third explanation suggests that the highly partisan environment of the 2016 
election led many Republicans to support Trump despite their policy disagreements with 
him. In particular, the increasingly negative nature of party identification (Iyengar et. al. 
2012; Roush 2016) may have led Republicans to support Trump because of their nega-
tive feelings toward Hillary Clinton and the Democratic Party. Note that this third expla-
nation does not contend that voters did not consider Trump’s controversial issue 
stances, but rather than the impact of these issues was overwhelmed by the impact of 
party loyalty. 

 

Candidate Persuasion 

In principle, elections create democratic representation and accountability by allowing 
citizens to express their support for candidates who express their preferred policy posi-
tions on a portfolio of issues (Enelow and Hinich 1984; Rabinowitz and MacDonald 
1989; Aldrich et. al. 1989; Kenney and Loftinia 2005). In practice, however, we know 
that citizens have hold on to limited amounts of factual information about politics (Carini 
and Keeter 1991), and their attitudes can be shaped by rhetorical cues from partisan 
elites (Zaller 1992). In particular, Gabriel Lenz (2009) argues that we often observe a 
strong correlation between candidate platforms and voter issue positions not because 
voters select candidates who share their preferences, but rather because voters adopt 
the issue stances of candidates that they prefer for other reasons. 

This argument would contend that Trump’s imperviousness to policy gaffes is a conse-
quence of his effectiveness in persuading voters to adopt his issue positions because of 
his powerful appeal on charismatic, cultural, or other grounds. If this argument is cor-
rect, then we would expect to see stable support for Trump when he makes unorthodox 
policy statements accompanied by increased support for Trump’s unorthodox positions. 
Moreover, for this phenomenon to explain the difference in popular reaction identical 
rhetoric from Trump and Evans, the President would need to be significantly more per-
suasive than our hypothetical generic Republican candidate. 

H1a: Exposure to Donald Trump’s unorthodox policy positions on nuclear weapons will 
increase support for those issue positions. 
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H1b: Rhetoric from Donald Trump will have a stronger impact on voters’ issue positions 
than rhetoric from Paul Evans. 

H1c: The impact of Donald Trump’s rhetoric on voting intentions will be mediated by its 
impact on voters’ issue positions. 

Issue Voting 

As noted above, an idealized model of democratic representation expects that citizens 
will select candidates who share their preferences on policy issues (Enelow and Hinich 
1984). However, numerous studies of electoral behavior indicate that voters may have a 
variety of things on their minds besides issues when they cast their ballot. In particular, 
a large literature suggests that voters may rely on a wide range of candidate traits in ad-
dition to – or perhaps even instead of – issue positions (Rosenberg et. al. 1986; Fridkin 
and Kenny 2011). One of the common storylines of the 2016 election was that Trump’s 
appeal came from being a different kind of candidate. Unlike typical candidates who 
carefully vet and filter their policy rhetoric, Trump appealed to voters because he ap-
peared to be “authentic” and unfiltered in his statements, regardless of their content. 
Trump’s willingness to say unpopular and controversial things may have appeared re-
freshing to some voters who found the calculating rhetoric of an establishment candi-
date like Hillary Clinton to be inauthentic and perhaps even shady.  

This argument would suggest that Trump’s controversial statements had no impact on 
his electoral support because voters did not rely on their issue positions when selecting 
a candidate. Instead, this argument suggests that Trump’s support will remain steady 
even when reminded of his controversial stances because his supporters appreciate his 
candor even if they do not agree with his policies. 

H2: Voters’ positions on nuclear weapons issues will not have any impact on support for 
Donald Trump, regardless of their exposure to his unorthodox policy statements. 

Partisan Polarization 

Perhaps the dominant characteristic of the American political system over the past 20 
years has been the steadily increasing level of partisan polarization (McCarty et. al. 
2016). For many years, foreign policy issues resisted strong party polarization (Holsti 
2009). And after the disruption of this consensus by the Vietnam War (Wittkopf 1990), 
the attacks of September 11th 2001 brought the level of bipartisan agreement on foreign 



Politics Trumps Policy   Gelpi, Assaf 

 15 

policy to levels not seen since World War II. However, the decision to attack Iraq in 
March of 2003 shattered much – though importantly not all – of this consensus (Jacob-
son 2007, 2010). 

Numerous scholars have documented the increasingly polarized voting patterns in Con-
gress over the past two decades (Thierault 2008). However, mounting evidence sug-
gests that elite partisan polarization is deeply rooted in trends in public opinion. While 
many in the public complain about gridlock in Congress, Democrats and Republicans 
have been moving farther apart from one another across a wide variety of political, so-
cial, and cultural issues (Doherty 2014).  

Moreover, the growing partisan divide within the public has taken on an increasingly 
negative tone over the past two decades. Iyengar et. al. (2012) argue that negative out-
group affect has overwhelmed ideological orientation as the primary source of partisan 
identification. Specifically, they find that affect toward partisan out-groups (i.e. Demo-
cratic feelings toward Republicans and vice versa) has declined dramatically since the 
1970’s, with an especially sharp decline beginning in the mid-1990’s. In-group partisan 
affect, however, has remained unchanged. Moreover, the negative out-group stereotyp-
ing is specifically attached to party, rather than ideology. Ideological out-group affect 
has remained largely constant over the past several decades. Similarly, Roush (2016) 
finds that ideological self-placement was a function of affect toward both partisan in-
groups and out-groups between 1988 and 1996. Since 2000, however, she finds that 
only negative affect toward partisan out-groups predicted ideological self-placement. 

This argument suggests that negative partisan affect is an increasingly powerful re-
source that candidates can draw upon to mobilize support regardless of the ideological 
positions taken by the candidate. While some research suggests that citizens may view 
many issues through a partisan lens (Popescu 2013), the impact of polarization should 
become even greater in the midst of a campaign. Indeed, a substantial body of scholar-
ship on electoral politics suggests that the primary function of a political campaign is to 
mobilize partisan identity (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1992). And Iyengar et. al. (2012) con-
clude that that negative partisan affect is a consequence of the negative tone of cam-
paign cycles. 

While our Trump and Evans treatments are identical except for the identity of the 
speaker in the news stories, there are at least two reasons to believe that subjects in 
the Trump experiment will be driven more strongly by negative partisanship relative to 
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those in the Evans study. First, while our experiments were conducted simultaneously 
during an election cycle, Paul Evans himself had not enjoyed the partisan rallying pro-
cess (and accompanying negative stereotyping of out-groups) that occurs during a real-
world campaign. Second, while our Trump and Evans treatments are identical, subjects 
in the Trump experiment understood that the likely alternative to Trump was Hillary Clin-
ton. Those in the hypothetical Evans experiment did not have a concrete representative 
of the out-group whom they could consider when expressing their support for Evans.  

As a result, Evans should have benefitted from the positive in-group affect of affiliation 
with the Republican party and the more conservative policy orientation that it repre-
sents. However, he was in a weaker position to than Trump to benefit from negative 
partisanship that accompanied the 2016 presidential campaign. Specifically, both Trump 
and Evans’ identification as Republicans should gain them support among those who 
share the conservative policy orientation that is associated with the Republican party. 
However, Trump’s participation in an ongoing (and very negative) political campaign 
combined with the presence of a very negatively perceived partisan opponent, should 
increase the impact of party identification – as opposed to conservative policy orienta-
tion - in the Trump experiment relative to those in the Evans experiment.  

H3a: The impact of ideological self-placement on voting intention will be similar for Don-
ald Trump and Paul Evans. 

H3b: The impact of party identification on voting intention will be larger for Donald 
Trump than for Paul Evans. 

Does Trump Persuade? Issue Attitudes and Taboos 

The three news stories that participants read in our study each include direct quotes 
from Donald Trump for or against an issue position. After reading one of these three 
news stories, participants were asked several policy questions directly measuring their 
positions on all three of these issues. We therefore observe changes in issue positions 
in response to each randomly assigned news story. Table 4 below shows these 
changes for attitudes pertaining to the Iran nuclear deal. Our question specifically asks: 
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“Do you think the nuclear deal with Iran makes the world safer or less safe?” with a 

“don’t know” option listed as well.  

Overall, the Iran deal criticized in this news story is fairly unpopular among our respond-
ents. Not surprisingly, if we break the responses down by party affiliation, we find that 
the opposition is much stronger among Republicans than Democrats. This is to be ex-
pected because opposition to the deal had been a standard Republican issue position 
for some time.  Even among Democrats, however, about 40% of our subjects felt that 
the deal made America less safe. 

More importantly with regard to our hypotheses, we do observe some increase in oppo-
sition to the deal when subjects hear Paul Evans criticize it. However, we see no atti-
tude changes in response to Donald Trump making the same argument. This result 
does not support the conclusion that Mr. Trump is more effectively persuading voters to 
adopt this position on the Iran nuclear deal. If anything, the analyses seems to indicate 
that Paul Evan’s cue is having a stronger effect on this issue attitude.3 

                                                
3 Trump’ weaker persuasion on this issue is largely a function of counter-arguing by Democrats. 
The Iran deal is not especially popular among Democrats and when Paul Evans criticizes the 
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Next we turn to the issue of nuclear proliferation to other states, such as Saudi Arabia, 
South Korea, and Japan. We asked each participant rate the importance of several for-
eign policy goals, including “preventing the spread of nuclear weapons,” on a four-point 
scale from “very important” to “not an important goal at all.” Table 5 below shows the re-
sponses for this question across treatments. It is worth noting that support for nuclear 

non-proliferation is quite high in our sample.  Moreover, when we break down support 
for non-proliferation by party identification, we find that a large majority of Republicans, 
Democrats, and Independents viewed non-proliferation as “very important.”  This result 
confirms our expectation that Trump’s pro-proliferation statements were outside the bi-
partisan foreign policy consensus. 

In this case, we do not observe any statistically significant change in response to Paul 
Evan’s delivery of the argument for nuclear proliferation to Saudi Arabia, South Korea, 

                                                
deal, Democrats become more skeptical. When Trump criticizes the deal, however, he actually 
shores up support for the deal among Democrats. Trump and Evans have essentially identical 
persuasive effects on Republican subjects.  
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and Japan. Donald Trump, on the other hand, does move participants in support of his 
position and away from the goal of non-proliferation, with only 59.78% rating the goal as 
“very important” compared to 74.15% for those who read the story on the Iran Nuclear 
Deal and 70.97% for those receiving the strike-ISIS story. These differences are statisti-
cally significant, and do support the claim that Trump might be persuading participants 
on the issue of nuclear-non-proliferation. Moreover, most of Trump’s persuasive effect 
occurred among Republicans. However, we cannot yet be certain whether Trump’s per-
suasive effects on this issue explain the differing responses to taboo rhetoric. In order to 
identify the impact of this persuasion on vote choice, we conduct mediation analyses in 
the following section. First, however, we complete our bivariate analyses of Trump’s 
persuasive effects by examining attitudes toward nuclear first-use.   

Table 6 below shows changes in support for a tactical nuclear strike against ISIS in re-
sponse to our treatments. We present all of our participants with the following question 
to measure this attitude: “Some Americans favor the use of tactical nuclear weapons 
against ISIS as a way to quickly end conflict and save lives. Others oppose first-use of 
nuclear weapons as immoral and likely to make other nations eager to develop nuclear 
weapons of their own. Which comes closer to your view?” with options: “support,” “op-
pose,” and “don’t know.” 
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Interestingly, opposition to a nuclear first-strike on ISIS is not as strong as one might 
think, and a substantial proportion of our respondents said they did not know whether 
they supported nuclear first-use in this case. This result is not simply a function of our 
reference to ISIS in the question wording, since the results were similar for a more gen-
eral question about the norm of nuclear no-first-use. Nonetheless, actual support for a 
nuclear first-strike against ISIS was a distinct minority position, and a strong plurality of 
respondents opposed first-use against ISIS regardless of their party affiliation.  Once 
again, this is as we would expect for a policy position so far outside the bipartisan con-
sensus.  

More importantly for our purposes, neither candidate demonstrates any ability to per-
suade voters to consider a nuclear first-strike against ISIS. In fact, we see some coun-
ter-arguing in the sample (as an increase in opposition to the strike in response to these 
arguments), although these differences are not statistically significant for either candi-
date. The failure of either candidate to move individuals’ attitudes toward nuclear first-
use was held true regardless of the party identification of the subject. Some scholars 
have recently raised concerns about the robustness of the no-first-use norm among the 
American public (Press et. al. 2013). While our results confirm their conclusion that the 
no-first-use norm is not universally held, our findings also contain some optimism for the 
nuclear taboo because support for this norm appears to be relatively robust against elite 
rhetoric. 

Finally, in order to assess the relative persuasiveness of Trump and Evans, we esti-
mated a series of regression models. Assignment to the Trump and Evans experiments 
was random, so the models pool together subjects from the experiments for each of the 
three issues: Iran deal, non-proliferation, and first-use. We then estimated the impact of 
attributing rhetoric to Trump rather than Evans on each of these issues. Since assign-
ment to the Trump and Evans conditions was balanced on various potential confound-
ing factors, we report bivariate regression coefficients for assignment to the Trump con-
dition. However, multivariate analyses accounting for partisanship, ideology, gender, 
race, age, education, military experience, foreign policy hawkishness, and levels politi-
cal knowledge yielded identical results.  

Figure 1 displays the persuasiveness of Trump relative to Evans. A positive coefficient 
indicates that subjects receiving the Trump treatment expressed preferences closer to 
the positions expressed by the candidate in the news story. An estimated coefficient of 
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zero indicates that the two candidates are equally persuasive on the issue, and a nega-
tive coefficient indicates that subjects receiving the Evans treatment were closer to the 
candidate’s expressed issue position. The dots indicate the estimated difference in per-
suasive effect, while the vertical bars indicate the 95% confidence intervals around 
those estimated differences. All three of the estimated differences are small. Trump is 
slightly less persuasive than Evans with regard to the Iran deal, and using nuclear 
weapons against ISIS, but he is modestly more persuasive with regard to non-prolifera-
tion.  

Figure 1: Relative Persuasiveness of Rhetoric from Trump and Evans 

 

 

Most importantly, however, the estimated confidence intervals definitely include zero in 
each case. Moreover, we find that Trump’s persuasive impact relative to Evans remains 
insignificant even within each partisan grouping. That is, Trump does not differ from Ev-
ans in his ability to persuade Republicans, Democrats, or Independents. Thus we find 
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very little empirical support for H1a and H1b. That is, Trump’s rhetoric has little impact 
on voter attitudes toward nuclear weapons, and his rhetoric does not differ in its effects 
from that of our hypothetical candidate, Paul Evans. 

Foreign Policy Issue Voting in 2016 

Next, we examine the impact of issue positions on voting behavior in the 2016 Presi-
dential Election by regressing vote choice on the issue positions that Trump adopts in 
each of the experimental treatments. However, since we measured the specific policy 
attitudes after exposure to the experimental treatments, we account for the potential en-
dogeneity of the policy attitudes through the use of mediation analysis. Additionally, as 
noted above, this technique gives us an additional opportunity to examine the persua-
sion hypothesis by explicitly modeling the indirect causal pathway from campaign rheto-
ric through policy attitudes to vote choice.  

Figure 2 displays the results of three mediation analyses testing whether or not each 
randomly assigned message affected the salient issue position, which in turn affected 
vote choice for or against Donald Trump. Each mediation analysis allowed subject’s is-
sue positions to be endogenous to Trump’s rhetoric and to their own level of hawkish-
ness on foreign policy issues. We then estimated the impact of subjects’ own issue po-
sitions on their vote choice, the direct impact of Trump’s rhetoric on vote choice, and the 
indirect impact of Trump’s rhetoric on vote choice through its impact on subjects’ issue 
positions. Since our issue positions were measured with ordinally ranked scales we re-
lied on ordinary regression estimates for the first stage of the analysis. On the other 
hand, since our voting intention measure is dichotomous, the second stage of this anal-
ysis was conducted with a logit model. Control variables in the second stage of the anal-
ysis included party identification, ideology, age, gender, race, employment status, mili-
tary experience, and levels of education and political knowledge. Complete results of 
the mediation analyses including coefficient estimates for all other control variables are 
included displayed in the appendix. The persuasion hypothesis (H1a) suggests that the 
coefficient for the direct impact of Trump’s rhetoric on individual issue positions will be 
statistically significant and that the indirect impact of Trump’s rhetoric on vote choice 
through its impact on issue positions will be significant as well. The issue voting hypoth-
esis, on the other hand, suggests that the impact of voter’s issue positions on their sup-
port for Trump will be statistically insignificant. 

 



Politics Trumps Policy   Gelpi, Assaf 

 23 

 
Figure 2: Trump Rhetoric, Issue Positions, and Vote Choice 
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First the multivariate results in Figure 2 confirm the bivariate results displayed in Table 
2. Trump’s rhetoric on the Iran deal, nuclear non-proliferation, and nuclear first-use had 
no direct impact on intentions to vote for Donald Trump. Second, the mediation anal-
yses in Figure 2 also confirm the bivariate results displayed in Tables 4, 5, and 6. Con-
trary to H1a, Donald Trump’s campaign rhetoric has no impact on participants’ attitudes 
toward the Iran nuclear deal or the use of nuclear weapons on ISIS. However, his rheto-
ric continues to have a modest impact on attitudes toward nuclear proliferation. Specifi-
cally, the coefficient of -0.171 on for the impact of Trump’s rhetoric on proliferation re-
duced subject’s ratings of the importance of nuclear non-proliferation by an average of 
0.17 points on a 4-point scale.4 Thus the estimated effect from this multivariate media-
tion model is quite similar to the effects described in Table 5, where about 15% of the 
subjects exposed to Trump’s rhetoric on proliferation reduced their estimation of the im-
portance of non-proliferation by one category from “very important” to “somewhat im-
portant.”  

Third, while Trump’s impact on attitudes toward proliferation was fairly modest, the im-
pact of all three foreign policy attitudes on propensity to vote for Trump is both substan-
tial and statistically significant. For example, the coefficients for the impact of attitudes 
toward the Iran deal and nuclear proliferation are both negative and statistically signifi-
cant, indicating that more support for the Iran deal and non-proliferation lowers one’s 
propensity to vote for Trump. The coefficient for using nuclear weapons against ISIS, on 
the other hand, is positive and statistically significant, indicating that support for this 
preemptive use of nuclear weapons increased propensity to vote for Trump. 

Moreover, we find that voter’s positions on these issues had a substantial impact on 
their voting intentions. Specifically, a change in a subject’s attitude toward the Iran deal 
from thinking that it made American “less safe” to making America “safer” reduced the 
probability that she would vote for Trump by over 17%.5 Similarly, a change in attitude 
regarding the importance of nuclear non-proliferation from “not too important” to “very 
important” reduced the probability that she would vote for Trump by about 16%. The im-
pact of attitudes toward using nuclear weapons against ISIS were somewhat more 

                                                
4 This effect is equivalent to approximately one-quarter of a standard deviation in attitudes to-
ward the importance of nuclear non-proliferation. 
5 Marginal effects estimated with the Clarify module in STATA 14. 
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muted. Shifting from opposition to support for a preemptive nuclear strike increased pro-
pensity to vote for Trump by 8%. 

Subjects’ positions on these issues are, of course, strongly correlated with their parti-
sanship, and the marginal effects reported above control for party identification, ideol-
ogy and a variety of other factors. However, it is also worth noting that issue positions 
continued to have a substantial impact on vote choice even within partisan groupings. 
For example, 82% of Republicans who felt that the Iran deal made American less safe 
expressed an intention to vote for Trump, but only 67% of Republicans who felt that the 
deal made America safer expressed the intention to do so. Similarly, none of the 57 
Democrats who felt that the Iran deal made America safer stated they would vote for 
Trump, but 12% of the 107 Democrats who felt that the deal made America less safe 
said they would do so. Not surprisingly, the impact of issue positions on vote choice was 
even stronger among independents. For example, 41% of independents who felt that 
the Iran deal made the US less safe intended to vote for Trump, while only 5% of inde-
pendents who felt that the Iran deal made the US safer said they would do so. 

Attitudes toward nuclear proliferation and nuclear first-use against ISIS also had an im-
pact on voting intentions even within partisan groupings. For example, 91% of Republi-
cans who felt that nuclear non-proliferation was “not very important” stated that they in-
tended to vote for Trump, but only 72% of Republicans who rated non-proliferation as 
“very important” intended to do so. Conversely, only 4% of the 146 Democrats who op-
posed the use of nuclear weapons against ISIS intended to vote for Trump, but 12% of 
Democrats who supported first-use intended to do so. As with attitudes toward the Iran 
deal, the effects of these attitudes were somewhat stronger among independents.  

Thus, contrary to both conventional wisdom and to H2, we find that voters’ positions on 
foreign policy issues did have a consistent and significant impact on their presidential 
vote choice in 2016. These results indicate that, contrary to both appearances and ex-
pectations, voters did align with their candidates based on issue positions – including 
foreign policy issues – even after accounting for the effects of party identification, ideol-
ogy, and other demographic characteristics. 

Finally, with regard to H1c, we do see some modest evidence that Trump’s rhetoric on 
proliferation had an indirect evidence on voting behavior through its impact on attitudes 
toward proliferation. Specifically, coefficient for the indirect effect of Trump’s rhetoric as 
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mediated by attitudes toward proliferation is 0.01 (p<.05). That is, Trump’s rhetoric re-
duced the perceived importance of proliferation, which, in turn, increased intentions to 
vote for Trump. This result is consistent with Lenz’s (2009) contention that issue posi-
tions align with vote choice because elite cues influence voters’ issue positions. How-
ever, it is important to note that this effect is exceedingly modest in size and is actually 
overwhelmed by the countervailing (and statistically insignificant) direct impact of 
Trump’s rhetoric. Thus the total impact of Trump’s proliferation rhetoric remains insignifi-
cant. Moreover, contrary to H1c, we observe no indirect persuasive effect for Trump’s 
rhetoric on the Iran deal or nuclear first-use against ISIS. Thus even Trump’s modest 
persuasive effects with regard to the importance of nuclear non-proliferation cannot ex-
plain Trump’s robust support at the voting booth despite his unorthodox and unpopular 
foreign policy rhetoric. 

 

Negative Partisanship and Donald Trump’s Win in 2016 

If Donald Trump’s unorthodox policy stances were not generally popular with voters, 
Trump did not persuade voters to adopt his policy positions, and voters’ policy attitudes 
significantly shaped their vote choice, then how did Trump avoid incurring the costs that 
Paul Evans suffered when taking on those same unpopular positions? The answer is, in 
large part, strong partisanship and the effective political activation of Republican support 
for the presidential candidate in a major election. In particular, our findings suggest that 
negative partisanship – or more specifically negative partisan out-group affect – was the 
key to the robustness of his support, rather than polarization over policy issues per se.  
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Table 7: Ideology, Partisanship, and Voting Intentions 

 Donald Trump Paul Evans 
Nuclear Proliferation Cue -0.033 -0.760 
 (0.13) (3.49)** 
Nuclear First Use Cue -0.219 -0.760 
 (0.83) (3.46)** 
Foreign Policy Hawk 0.036 0.197 
 (0.86) (5.23)** 
Party Identification 0.941 0.118 
 (11.79)** (1.98)* 
Political Ideology 0.442 0.482 
 (3.88)** (4.87)** 
Age 0.085 -0.088 
 (2.30)* (2.83)** 
Education -0.106 0.231 
 (1.26) (3.20)** 
Unemployed 0.101 -0.324 
 (0.25) (0.89) 
Military Experience -0.206 -0.288 
 (0.63) (1.07) 
Caucasian 0.515 -0.020 
 (1.83) (0.08) 
Female -0.038 -0.580 
 (0.17) (3.08)** 
Political knowledge 0.318 0.174 
 (3.74)** (2.28)* 
Constant -5.730 -3.489 
 (7.42)** (5.69)** 
N 786 782 

* p<0.05; ** p<0.01 

 

Table 7 shows logistic regression analyses of vote choice for both Trump and Evans. 
As with the mediation analyses, we include partisanship, ideology, our experimental 
treatments, and a variety of demographic controls. Since we measured specific policy 
attitudes toward the Iran deal, proliferation, and first-use against ISIS after exposure to 
our experimental treatments, we do not include them in these analyses. However, we 
do include a control for subjects’ overall level of foreign policy hawkishness.  
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Perhaps the first thing to note from this multivariate analysis is that, consistent with the 
bivariate analysis in Table 2, unorthodox policy statements continue to adversely affect 
Paul Evans, but the taboo statements do not affect Donald Trump. Next, note that ideol-
ogy (measured on a five-point self-reported scale from “very liberal” to “very conserva-
tive”) has the expected effect on vote choice, such that conservatives are much more 
likely to vote for both Donald Trump and Paul Evans than for their respective oppo-
nents. This result effectively provides us with a manipulation check regarding our treat-
ment for the hypothetical Paul Evans. While subjects were unfamiliar with Evans prior to 
the experiment, they responded to our identification of him as a Republican by presum-
ing that his policy positions would be more conservative.  

Additionally, consistent with H3a, the impact of ideological self-placement on vote 
choice is quite similar for Trump and Evans. The coefficients for both candidates are 
positive and statistically significant, indicating that more conservative subjects were 
more likely to express an intention to vote for each of the Republican candidates. More-
over, Figure 3 demonstrates that the substantive size of these effects was similar for 
the two candidates. The grey vertical bars in the figure indicate the marginal change in 
the probability of voting for Trump or Evans as the subject’s ideology shifts from “very 
liberal” to “very conservative,” and the narrow black vertical bars indicate the 95% confi-
dence intervals surrounding those estimates. Changing a subject’s ideology from “very 
liberal” to “very conservative” increased the probability that they would vote for Trump 
by 35%, and the probability that they would vote for Evans by 36%. Thus when consid-
ering partisanship in terms of the liberal and conservative issue positions that the party 
labels imply, voters responded quite similarly to Paul Evans and Donald Trump.  

As noted in H3b, however, partisan identification in the context of a political campaign is 
not simply about the collection of conservative or liberal policy positions. It is also about 
the mobilization of in-group identity through conflict with out-groups (Huckfeldt and 
Sprague 1992; Iyengar et. al. 2012; Rousch 2016). By virtue of his participation in the 
2016 Presidential campaign, Donald Trump enjoyed the benefit of a partisan opponent. 
For Republicans, choosing not to support Trump was effectively helping Hillary Clinton. 
Republicans in the Paul Evans experiment, however, did not suffer as acutely from this 
dilemma, since he was a hypothetical candidate. Failure to support him did not come 
with the emotional cost of enabling Hillary Clinton. This potential impact of negative par-
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tisanship in real-world elections led us to expect that while the expectation of conserva-
tive policy positions should have a similar impact for Trump and Evans, the in-group 
identification of being Republican per se should be significantly larger for Trump.  

As expected, partisan self-identification is the single most important factor in determin-
ing whether or not a respondent will vote for Donald Trump. Partisan identification con-
tinues to have a statistically significant impact on subjects in the Paul Evans experi-
ment, however, this effect is substantively much smaller. Once again, the estimated 
marginal effects of this variable are displayed in Figure 3. Party identification is meas-
ured on a 5-point scale that includes Democrats, independents who lean toward the 
Democratic Party, true independents, those who lean toward the Republican Party, and 
Republicans. Shifting a subject’s partisan self-identification from Democrat to Republi-
can increases the probability that she will vote for Donald Trump by 66%, even after ac-
counting for ideology, race, gender, age, and all of the other control variables in Table 
7. Paul Evans, on the other hand, only receives an 8% increase in support from Repub-
licans relative to democrats after one accounts for ideological self-placement and other 
confounding factors. Unlike Trump, Paul Evans benefits his partisan label mainly be-
cause of the perceived ideological and policy alignment with voters that it creates. 
Trump, on the other hand, because of his participation in a real-world electoral cam-
paign that mobilizes voters on the basis of negative partisanship, receives a strong 
boost from partisan identification over and above its implications for ideological align-
ment.  
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This evidence suggests that Donald Trump won despite his unorthodox and unpopular 
policy statements in large part because of strong partisan activation on his behalf. As 
we have shown above, Trump’s win is not a product of convincing the public to adopt 
his foreign policy positions. Our respondents are not convinced by Trump to adopt his 
policy positions to a greater degree than they do Paul Evans’. Moreover, our subjects 
did rely on their attitudes toward nuclear policy issues when casting their votes for or 
against Trump. Nonetheless, the effect of party identification is strong enough to over-
whelm these policy effects. Donald Trump benefitted greatly from being the Republican 
candidate during a polarized period in American politics. Partisan loyalty mitigated the 
effects of his taboo policy positions by mobilizing party support, despite substantive dis-
agreement, in support of winning a major presidential election. Paul Evans, on the other 
hand, does not benefit as strongly from partisan polarization because there was no 
campaign mobilizing Republicans on Evan’s behalf and no partisan opponent against 
whom Republicans would rally in opposition. This absence of an opportunity for nega-
tive partisanship creates a less polarized context for electoral choice, wherein voters 
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can evaluate Evans based on his stated policy positions directly, rather than on party 
loyalties based on negative out-group stereotypes. 

Robustness Checks 

We investigated several alternative explanations for the fact that Trump’s electoral sup-
port was so insensitive to his unorthodox policy statements. First, while Trump’s state-
ments on nuclear weapons attracted substantial attention during the 2016 campaign, 
other issues such as immigration, health care, and Hillary Clinton’s emails appeared to 
be even more central. Perhaps our campaign rhetoric treatments had no impact be-
cause our participants cared more about other issues. Thus we examined the impact of 
our treatments on vote choice among subjects who ranked foreign policy or terrorism 
among the top three most important issues in the campaign, since these were the is-
sues referenced in our treatments. Our results remained unchanged. For those who 
cared most about foreign policy or terrorism, Trump’s rhetoric regarding non-prolifera-
tion and ISIS had no impact at all on voters’ support for him. However, Evans suffered 
statistically significant losses of 20% and 14% when he expressed the same positions 
as Trump on non-proliferation and ISIS to voters focused on these issues. 

Second, since voters may have been aware of Trump’s nuclear weapons policy stances 
prior to our experiment, perhaps the news story treatments had no impact because vot-
ers had already incorporated those attitudes into their voting decisions. In this case, 
even if subjects were already aware of Trump’s stances on these issues, we would still 
expect that exposure to the rhetoric should raise or lower support depending on whether 
the subject agreed or disagreed with Trump’s position. Specifically, through the process 
of priming (Krosnik and Kinder 1990; Druckman and Holmes 2004), exposure to the 
news story should raise the salience of that issue in voters’ calculations and increase its 
weight relative to other considerations.  

In order to test for this possibility, we interacted our treatments with subjects’ foreign 
policy hawkishness, which we measured prior to exposure to the treatment. The state-
ments in the Iran deal and ISIS conditions were quite hawkish, while the statement in 
the non-proliferation condition was more dovish because it would allow for the substan-
tial military retrenchment by the United States. Thus priming subjects with these issue 
positions should lead hawks to shift toward the candidates in the Iran deal and ISIS con-
ditions, and doves to do so in the non-proliferation condition. However, we found no sig-
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nificant interaction between hawkishness and response to any of our treatments for ei-
ther of the candidates. Thus we conclude that the lack of impact of Trump’s rhetoric is 
not due to subjects’ prior knowledge of his policy views. 

Finally, perhaps the loss in support that Trump experienced from some voters was 
counterbalanced by an increase in support among those who agreed with these unor-
thodox policies. This argument could not explain why subjects in the Evans experiment 
did not rally to his support when they agreed with him. Moreover, like the second argu-
ment regarding prior exposure to Trump’s issue positions, it would lead to the expecta-
tion that those who agreed with the policies should rally to support the candidates. Once 
again, the lack of any interaction with subjects’ hawkishness suggests that this process 
cannot explain our results. 

Punishing the Establishment: Retributive Orientation as a Predictor of Support 
for Donald Trump 

Thus far, our results indicate that Donald Trump emerged victorious in 2016 for reasons 
that have little to do with his eccentricities and everything to do with long-term partisan 
trends. That is, our results suggest that in terms of mobilizing popular support, Trump is 
very much a “typical” Republican candidate in an era of strong negative partisanship. 
Party identification can explain robust Republican support and Democratic opposition, 
but how did independents choose between Trump and Clinton? Is there anything unique 
about Donald Trump’s personal appeal as a candidate that helped him attract support?  

Although our evidence shows that party loyalty and activation is the single biggest factor 
differentiating Trump from a generic Republican, we also looked for more idiosyncratic 
elements of Trump’s appeal that might activate supporters, especially those without 
strong party loyalties. Retributiveness is a personality trait that recent scholarship has 
highlighted as an important determinant of foreign policy attitudes (Liberman 2013; 
Stein 2015; Liberman and Sitka 2017), but it has received less attention as a source of 
voting behavior. Retributive individuals are more willing to punish others for perceived 
wrongdoing. As an anti-establishment candidate, Trump frequently campaigned on a 
promise to “Drain the Swamp” and reform Washington. Thus we investigated whether 
the desire to punish the political establishment became a pillar of support for Trump in 
2016.  
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We operationalize retributive orientation using Liberman’s (2013) five item inventory and 
normalize the scale from 0 to 1. Interestingly, unlike other psychological characteristics, 
such as right-wing authoritarianism (RWA) or social dominance orientation (SDO), re-
tributive orientation is not strongly correlated with party identification or political ideol-
ogy. In our sample, for example, the correlation between RWA and party identification 
and ideology are approximately 0.4 and 0.5 respectively. Retributiveness, on the other 
hand, only correlates with party and ideology at 0.14 and 0.09. Moreover, retributive-
ness is not strongly correlated foreign policy attitudes, such as hawkishness. In this 
case, the correlation is 0.11 Thus retributiveness has the potential to act as an alterna-
tive dimension of political mobilization beyond the call of party and ideology.  

In Table 8 we add the impact retributiveness to our previous analyses of support for 
Trump and Evans. Additionally, since our previous results indicated a strong – perhaps 
even overwhelming – impact for partisanship, we interact retributiveness with party 
identification.6 Our results indicate that retributive orientation is a powerful factor in de-
termining whether or not independent voters will select Donald Trump.  Figure 4 dis-
plays the relationship between retributive orientation and intention to vote for Donald 
Trump among Democrats, Republicans, and Independents based on the coefficients in 
Table 8. As expected given our findings on partisan polarization, we find that Demo-
cratic support for Trump is consistently low regardless of retributive orientation, while 
support among Republicans is consistently high. However, retributiveness has a dra-
matic impact on the willingness of Independents to support Trump. Specifically, Donald 
Trump acutely activates Independents high on the retributive orientation scale. The 
probability of voting for Trump jumps from about 4.4 percent for Independent voters who 
are lowest on the retributive orientation scale to about 64.6 percent for those at the top 
of the retributive orientation scale. This effect is second only in size to the impact of par-
tisanship described above. Trump’s position as a political outsider is well-known, and 
therefore appeals to those unaffiliated with a political party who wish to punish the politi-
cal establishment. Many independents were upset with mainstream politics during the 
2016 election, and found electing Donald Trump to be an effective way to punish the po-
litical establishment. 

  

                                                
6 We did not observe any interaction effect between retributiveness and our experimental treat-
ments. 
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Table 8: Retributive Orientation and Voting Intentions 

 Donald Trump Paul Evans 
Nuclear Proliferation Cue -0.134 -0.761 
 (0.52) (3.45)** 
Nuclear First Use Cue -0.211 -0.815 
 (0.82) (3.65)** 
Foreign Policy Hawk 0.034 0.180 
 (0.83) (4.63)** 
Republican 4.107 2.080 
 (4.67)** (2.12)* 
Democrat 0.593 1.387 
 (0.51) (1.35) 
Political Ideology 0.564 0.451 
 (5.08)** (4.57)** 
Age 0.082 -0.080 
 (2.29)* (2.56)* 
Education -0.124 0.221 
 (1.48) (3.00)** 
Unemployed 0.333 -0.283 
 (0.83) (0.76) 
Military Experience -0.314 -0.384 
 (0.98) (1.41) 
Caucasian 0.642 0.037 
 (2.33)* (0.15) 
Female -0.140 -0.624 
 (0.63) (3.25)** 
Politial Knowledge 0.348 0.166 
 (4.10)** (2.14)* 
Retributive Orientation 3.688 1.016 
 (4.25)** (0.88) 
Retributive x Republican -3.619 -1.662 
 (2.93)** (1.20) 
Retributive x Democrat -3.418 -1.290 
 (2.02)* (0.86) 
Constant -6.551 -4.208 
 (6.80)** (4.15)** 
N 786 782 

* p<0.05; ** p<0.01 
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Conversely, the coefficients in Table 8 indicate that retributive orientation has no signifi-
cant effect on support for our conventional Republican candidate, Paul Evans, regard-
less of party affiliation. Thus the one way in which Trump differed from a “typical” Re-
publican in terms of his mobilization of support seems to be the extent to which he at-
tracted independent voters with angry promises of retribution against “crooked” politi-
cians who are invested in the status quo.7 

Figure 4 

 

                                                
7 Both RWA and SDO had similar effects for Trump and Evans with individuals who scored 
higher on these scales tending to be more supportive of the Republican candidates. 
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Conclusion 

Donald Trump famously bragged that, “I could stand in the middle of 5th Avenue and 
shoot somebody and I wouldn’t lose voters.” The results of this study suggest that 
Trump was not wrong to assert that support for him was almost impervious to anything 
he said or did – no matter how unorthodox or taboo.  Just as importantly, however, our 
study is able to shed important light on the reasons that Trump’s support is so robust. 
While both Trump and the news media promote an image of the President as a different 
kind of political candidate, we find that his sources of electoral support parallel those of 
more typical Republican candidates.  Specifically, we find that Trump does not differ sig-
nificantly from our hypothetical Republican candidate in terms of his ability to persuade 
the public to support his policy positions. Moreover, we find that voters do consider their 
own views on policy issues when selecting a candidate. However, in the current political 
climate we find that the effects of issue positions – while significant – are far outweighed 
by the impact of partisan polarization. It is largely the phenomenon of polarization that 
can account for Trumps surprising victory in November 2016. 

While our results suggest that Trump’s victory in the general election is well explained 
by traditionally important variables such as partisanship, we recognize that other as-
pects of Trump’s surprising rise are more difficult to account for with this explanation. In 
particular, our findings cannot explain Trump’s strong performance in the Republican 
primary. Moreover, we do find some evidence of more unusual elements of Trump’s ap-
peal, especially among independents.  Specifically, we find that retributive orientation is 
a very substantial predictor of Trump support among independent voters. Retributive-
ness reflects an individual’s desire to punish, and Trump’s promise to “drain the swamp” 
of crooked politicians in Washington appears to have resonated with independent and 
highly retributive voters. We hope that future studies will investigate the impact of retrib-
utive orientation on other political attitudes. While many important personality character 
traits may be difficult to disentangle from partisanship, retributive orientation appears to 
be almost entirely independent of other political attitudes. Thus we believe that retribu-
tiveness may constitute a secondary dimension along which candidates may seek to 
mobilize those without party loyalties. 
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