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Introduction: Modern racism, nationalism, and sexism have been proposed as

major influences on contemporary U.S. politics. However, most work has not

examined these interrelated factors together. Thus, it is unclear to what extent

each form of prejudice uniquely contributes to political behavior. Furthermore,

the potential motivations underlying the link between prejudice and politics have

not been well elucidated. We sought to (1) determine the extent to which racism,

sexism, and nationalism were uniquely associated with political outcomes in

the 2020U.S. presidential election and (2) use the dual-process motivational

model to examine whether social dominance orientation (SDO) and right-wing

authoritarianism (RWA) were potential motivations underlying the link between

prejudice and political attitudes and behavior.

Methods: A national sample of U.S. adults (N = 531) completed online

questionnaires before and after the 2020 U.S. election. Structural equation

modeling was used to test mediational models in which SDO and RWA

prospectively predicted presidential candidate evaluations and vote choice

indirectly through racism, sexism, and nationalism.

Results: When examined in conjunction, modern racism (not sexism or

nationalism) was consistently associated with evaluations of both candidates

and vote choice. Furthermore, SDO and RWA both exerted indirect e�ects on

candidate evaluations and vote choice through modern racism.

Discussion: These results are aligned with previous findings indicating that

racism plays a unique role in U.S. politics and may be motivated by status threat

experienced by some majority group members.

KEYWORDS

prejudice, social dominance orientation, right-wing authoritarianism, modern racism,
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1 Introduction

Prejudice has influenced U.S. politics since the nation’s founding (Clayton et al.,

2021; Wolbrecht, 2010), but its role in presidential elections has recently received

a lot of scrutiny. Pundits and researchers have especially emphasized the impact of

racism, nationalism, and sexism on contemporary voting patterns (Brownstein, 2019;

Feffer, 2017; Thomson-DeVeaux, 2019). Indeed, these prejudices were associated with

the outcomes of Barack Obama’s presidential bids (Payne et al., 2010; Knuckey and

Kim, 2015) and Donald Trump’s 2016 victory over Hillary Clinton (Schaffner et al.,

2018; Bonikowski et al., 2021). Although research has linked racism, nationalism, and

sexism to U.S. politics, most scholarship has examined the three prejudices separately.
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However, these prejudices are generally related, such that people

who are higher in one prejudice tend to be higher in the

others (Sidanius and Pratto, 2001; Duckitt, 2001; De Figueiredo

and Elkins, 2003). Thus, the extent to which each form of

prejudice uniquely contributes to political outcomes is not well

understood. Furthermore, the motivations underlying the role of

these prejudices in politics have not been clearly elucidated.

There were two main objectives of this study. First, we assessed

all three prejudices in tandem to determine the extent to which each

form of prejudice uniquely and prospectively predicted candidate

evaluations and voting behavior in the 2020U.S. presidential

election. Second, we applied the dual-process motivational (DPM;

Duckitt, 2001) model—-a framework for understanding the

motives behind prejudice and political decision making—-to

determine whether social dominance orientation (SDO; Pratto

et al., 1994) and right-wing authoritarianism (RWA; Altemeyer,

1981) served as potential underlying motivations to the role of

prejudice in the 2020U.S. presidential election (Duckitt and Sibley,

2010).

1.1 Prejudice and politics

In the U.S., anti-Black racism has been empirically tied to

political attitudes and behavior for decades (Clayton et al., 2021;

Davis and Wilson, 2021; Bonilla-Silva, 2019; Kinder and Sears,

1981). Although overt displays of racism persist in U.S. society,

covert expressions of the prejudice have become more common

(Bonilla-Silva, 2019). Modern racism reflects these covert displays

of anti-Black prejudice, which include opposing policies that benefit

Black Americans and denying the existence of racism (McConahay,

1986). In contemporary elections, higher racism was associated

with opposition to former president Barack Obama and support

for his Republican opponents in 2008 (Pasek et al., 2009; Payne

et al., 2010; Piston, 2010; Dwyer et al., 2009; Parker et al., 2009)

and 2012 (Knuckey and Kim, 2015; Jardina, 2021). In 2016, anti-

Black racism was related to support for Donald Trump over Hillary

Clinton (Alamillo, 2019; Fording and Schram, 2023; Schaffner et al.,

2018; Abramowitz and McCoy, 2019) and accounted for Trump

support to a greater extent than other popular explanations, like

opposition to political elites (Hooghe and Dassonneville, 2018)

or economic disenfranchisement (Mutz, 2018). Anti-Black racism

particularly disadvantages Black candidates, but it affects electoral

politics regardless of candidates’ racial identities and has been

linked to lower support for White Democrats unaffiliated with the

Obama administration (Buyuker et al., 2021; Schaffner, 2022).

Nationalism is another type of bias that has been associated

with U.S. politics (Adorno et al., 1950; McFarland, 2010).

Throughout U.S. history, politicians from all parties have drawn

on nationalistic sentiments to motivate voter support (Bonikowski

et al., 2022). However, partisan differences grew during the George

W. Bush presidency, and nationalism has since become associated

with support for Republican politicians, particularly those who

champion far-right ideologies (Huddy and Del Ponte, 2021). There

are various forms of nationalism, but generally, nationalism entails

anti-immigrant sentiment, rejection of transnational organizations

and pacts, and desire to uphold old national traditions (Gusterson,

2017). One form of U.S. nationalism is civic nationalism, which

reflects beliefs that the U.S. is superior to other nations and

should dominate over them (Kosterman and Feshbach, 1989). In

recent U.S. elections, nationalism was associated with endorsing

Trump over more moderate candidates in the 2016 Republican

primary and voting for Trump over Clinton in the general election

(Bonikowski et al., 2021). Support for Trump was also related

to different forms of nationalism, such as Christian nationalism

(Whitehead et al., 2018), gendered nationalism (Deckman and

Cassese, 2021), and ethnonationalism (Thompson, 2021).

In addition to racism and nationalism, sexism has played

a significant role in shaping U.S. voter preferences and

candidate success. According to ambivalent sexism theory,

sexism encompasses both hostile and benevolent attitudes toward

women (Glick and Fiske, 1996). Hostile sexism refers to antipathy

toward women based on beliefs that women should be subordinate

to men. Benevolent sexism idealizes women as pure and caring, but

also portrays them as weak and needing male protection. Though

benevolent sexism includes positive sentiments, both types of

sexism portray women as an inferior gender. Sexism—-particularly

hostile sexism—-is a critical hindrance to female politicians

(Lawless, 2009) and its effects also extend to evaluations of male

candidates based on their stances on gender-relate issues. During

U.S. elections, sexism was associated with support for Mitt Romney

over Obama in 2012 (Simas and Bumgardner, 2017) and Trump

over Clinton in 2016 (Knuckey, 2019; Schaffner et al., 2018; Bock

et al., 2017; Glick, 2019). Hostile sexism also predicted intention to

vote for Trump over all 2020 Democratic presidential candidates,

including eventual nominee Joe Biden (Franks, 2021).

Prejudice is often generalized, such that people who devalue

one marginalized group also tend to devalue other marginalized

groups, and this shared variance of prejudice toward multiple

groups correlated with basic personality traits (Akrami et al., 2011;

Bergh et al., 2016). This is true for the prejudices examined in our

study; generally, those who endorse racism also endorse sexism

and nationalism, and vice versa (Adorno et al., 1950; McFarland,

2010; Pratto and Pitpitan, 2008). Given the interrelated nature of

these prejudices, understanding the unique associations of each

factor requires examining them in conjunction. Including these

prejudices in one model yields the independent contribution of

each prejudice controlling for the others, which accounts for their

shared associations (VanderWeele and Vansteelandt, 2014). Using

this kind of comprehensive model with multiple predictors also

avoids the “single factor fallacy,” which can arise when relying on

one factor to explain a large amount of variance in a complex

outcome variable (Pettigrew and Hewstone, 2017; Baron and

Kenny, 1986).

A few studies have investigated the joint effects of multiple

prejudices on election outcomes, with mixed findings. When

examined together, anti-Black racism was associated with negative

evaluation of Barack Obama and positive evaluation of Sarah Palin,

but sexism was not related to evaluations of the candidates in

the 2008U.S. presidential election (Dwyer et al., 2009). In 2016,

some research found that supporting Trump over Clinton was

more strongly associated with racism than sexism (Shook et al.,

2020; Thompson, 2021), whereas other studies indicated that both

prejudices were equally strong predictors (Schaffner et al., 2018;

Knuckey, 2019; Buyuker et al., 2021). Few studies have examined
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the role of nationalism alongside other prejudices. Whitehead et al.

(2018) found that Christian nationalism, but not racism or sexism

indices, significantly predicted voting for Trump over Clinton in

2016, whereas another study found that civic nationalism was a

weaker predictor of Trump support than racism and sexism (Shook

et al., 2020). Thus, there is a lack of consensus about the possible

relative effects of these prejudices in the past few U.S. presidential

elections. Likewise, the motives behind the role of prejudice in

political attitudes and behaviors warrants further investigation.

1.2 The dual-process motivational model

Duckitt (2001) dual-process motivational (DPM) model

provides a framework for understanding the relationship between

prejudice and political behavior. The DPM model is borne from

a long line of social science research indicating that sociopolitical

ideologies largely consist of two related but distinct dimensions

(see Duckitt and Sibley, 2009 for summary). One dimension

reflects preference for hierarchy over equality; the other reflects

preference for authority and tradition over personal freedom and

progress. These dimensions are reliably captured by SDO and

RWA, respectively.

Although modestly related, SDO and RWA arise from different

predispositions and social worldviews, and they thus reflect

different motives (Duckitt, 2001; Osborne et al., 2023). SDO is

associated with tough-mindedness and the belief that the world is a

“competitive jungle” in which the weak lose and strong win. The

primary motivational goal activated by SDO is domination (i.e.,

securing power over others; Osborne et al., 2023). On the other

hand, RWA is associated with social conformity and a dangerous

worldview, which classifies the world as inherently unpredictable

and threatening. The primary goal induced by RWA is security

(i.e., maintaining social order and stability; Osborne et al., 2023).

Both ideologies predict prejudice and political outcomes, but for

different reasons consistent with their primary goals (Van Assche

et al., 2019; Duckitt and Sibley, 2010; Wedell and Bravo, 2022).

SDO is linked to prejudice against groups considered low in

power or status—-to justify intergroup superiority—-and those

threatening existing social hierarchies—-to maintain unequal

power relations. People high in SDO tend to be biased against

ethnic minority groups, particularly those viewed as threats to

the economic resources of ethnic majority groups (Sidanius and

Pratto, 2001; Duckitt and Sibley, 2010; Thomsen et al., 2008;

Craig and Richeson, 2014). This bias extends to low-power or

economically threatening nations, as SDO is associated with desires

for global dominance (Osborne et al., 2017). High SDO is also

strongly associated with hostile sexism, which reflects a desire

for male dominance over women (Sibley et al., 2007). RWA is

associated with prejudice against groups perceived to threaten

national security, order, and tradition. RWA is also related to

prejudice toward ethnic minority groups, especially those framed

as dangerous, criminal, or incompatible with mainstream majority

group culture (Cohrs and Asbrock, 2009; Craig and Richeson,

2014). On the global stage, RWA is associated with desires to

protect one’s country from physical and cultural threats posed by

foreign nations (Duckitt and Sibley, 2010). People high in RWA

generally also endorse sexism, especially benevolent sexism, which

is grounded in adherence to traditional gender roles (Sibley et al.,

2007).

Along the same lines, both SDO and RWA predict support

for conservative leaders, especially those on the far-right of the

political spectrum (Cornelis and Van Hiel, 2015; Pettigrew, 2017;

Aichholzer and Zandonella, 2016). In general, SDO is associated

with support for economically conservative politicians (Ho et al.,

2015; Harnish et al., 2018). High-SDO individuals may be drawn to

leaders who oppose race- and gender-based wealth redistribution

initiatives (Ho et al., 2015; Fraser et al., 2015). They may also be

attracted to politicians who champion displays of U.S. dominance

through use of military aggression (Henry et al., 2005; Ho et al.,

2015). On the other hand, RWA ismost consistently associated with

support for politicians who promote social conservatism (Perry

and Sibley, 2013; Harnish et al., 2018). Those high in RWA may

favor politicians who oppose perceived deviations from “traditional

family values”, like abortion rights and same sex marriage (Duriez

and Van Hiel, 2002; Duriez et al., 2005); embrace “tough-on-crime”

policies (Duckitt and Sibley, 2010); and disapprove of foreign

cultural influences (Craig and Richeson, 2014; Peitz et al., 2018).

Recent applications of the DPM model have illuminated

directional relationships between SDO, RWA, prejudice, and

politics. Cornelis and Van Hiel (2015) argued that the DPM model

ideologies and prejudice are not alternative or competing predictors

of right-wing politics. Instead, SDO and RWA are underlying

motivations of prejudice, which encourage right-wing political

preferences. Indeed, in a sample of Dutch voters, the effects of SDO

and RWA on right-wing voting were mediated by ethnic prejudice

(Cornelis and Van Hiel, 2015). Van Assche et al. (2019) replicated

this mediational model in the U.S. and United Kingdom. In one

study, modern racism mediated the relationships of both SDO and

RWA with intentions to vote for Trump; in another study, anti-

immigrant attitudes mediated the relationships of SDO and RWA

with support for Trump’s ideas. In a cross-lagged panel design,

higher SDO and RWAwere associated with greater anti-immigrant

prejudice over time, which in turn was longitudinally related to

support for a British right-wing political party.

This research indicates that prejudice, at least in part,

accounts for the positive associations between SDO and RWA

and preferences for right-wing politicians. That is, higher SDO

and RWA are associated with greater prejudice toward groups

deemed threatening to related ideological values and goals; in turn,

this prejudice is positively associated with support for politicians

whose stances appear to mitigate these threats. Prior applications

of this model focused only on right-wing support and did not

examine the effects of multiple prejudices in conjunction. Thus,

we used this validated mediational model to examine the unique

effects of racism, nationalism, and sexism on voters’ evaluations of

each presidential candidate and vote choice during the 2020U.S.

presidential election.

1.3 The present research

The first aim of this study was to conceptually replicate and

extend previous examinations of the role of prejudice in U.S.
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presidential elections (Shook et al., 2020). Using a large national

sample of U.S. adults, we assessed the extent to which modern

racism, sexism (hostile and benevolent), and U.S. nationalism

uniquely prospectively predicted evaluations of presidential

candidates (Biden and Trump) and voting behavior in the 2020U.S.

presidential election. We expected to replicate previous results

and find that modern racism would be associated with election

outcomes more consistently than nationalism and sexism.

Second, we aimed to replicate and extend the mediational work

(Cornelis and Van Hiel, 2015; Van Assche et al., 2019) that clarifies

the potential motives underlying the link between prejudice and

political decision making. We examined the mediational roles of

racism, nationalism, and sexism in a unified model and predicted

that the effects of SDO and RWA on election outcomes would be

mediated through these prejudices.

2 Materials and methods

2.1 Participants and procedure

Three waves of data were utilized from a larger 29-wave

longitudinal study about social and political attitudes, health,

and wellbeing during the COVID-19 pandemic. This project was

approved by the University of Connecticut IRB (Protocol #L20-

0018). Sample size for the longitudinal study was based on Monte

Carlo simulations (N = 10,000) of themost conservativemodels for

the original data analysis plan. Aminimum of 500 participants were

necessary to provide sufficient power (>95%) to detect anticipated

effects (β = 0.15–0.20) assuming α = 0.05. A panel of 1,181U.S.

adult residents were initially recruited through the panel provider

Qualtrics to account for missing or unusable data.

All participants provided electronic consent before completing

online surveys administered on a weekly to monthly basis. The first

wave (N = 1,181) included in this project was collected between

May 11th and 17th, 2020. Participants provided their demographics

and completed measures of social dominance orientation (SDO)

and right-wing authoritarianism (RWA). The second wave (N =

777) utilized in this study was collected just before the 2020U.S.

presidential election, between October 26th and November 2nd,

2020. Participants completed measures of modern racism, U.S.

nationalism, and sexism toward women (hostile and benevolent).

They also evaluated Joe Biden and Donald Trump on several traits.

The third wave (N = 742) of data for this project was collected

after the 2020U.S. presidential election, between November 9th

and 16th, 2020. Participants were asked to indicate whether they

voted and if so, whether they voted for Joe Biden, Donald Trump,

or another presidential candidate. After completing each online

survey, participants were compensated in an amount established by

the panel provider.

Across the three waves of data used for this project, 625

participants completed all three surveys. Two participants were

excluded from analyses due to problematic response patterns (e.g.,

gibberish open-ended responses, straight line responses to close-

ended measures). Out of the participants who responded to all

waves, some did not answer any items on the measures of SDO

(0.2%), RWA (0.6%), modern racism (1.8%), U.S. nationalism

(2.2%), or sexism toward women (2.4%); did not provide answers

to any candidate evaluation items for Biden (1.4%) or Trump

(1.3%); or did not indicate their presidential vote choice (8.0%).

As our main research questions concerned factors associated with

voting for Biden or Trump specifically, we excluded participants

who voted for other candidates (3.4%). Missing value analyses

yielded a significant Little’s MCAR test statistic, indicating that data

were not missing at random (p = 0.017). As such, participants

with incomplete data were excluded from analyses. The final

sample consisted of 531 respondents. This sample size met

several requirements necessary for sufficient power to perform the

statistical modeling used to address our research questions (see

Wolf et al., 2013, for a discussion).

Comparisons of included and excluded participants were

conducted to identify any group differences. Compared to excluded

participants, participants comprising the final sample used in our

analyses were older, completed more years of education, reported

a greater annual family income, and were more likely to be White

(ps < 0.01). Those who were included in our analyses scored lower

on SDO (p = 0.013), modern racism (p = 0.003), U.S. nationalism

(p = 0.047), and hostile sexism (p = 0.013) compared to excluded

participants. Included participants also evaluated Joe Biden more

positively (p = 0.027) than excluded participants. Participants who

were included and excluded from analyses did not differ along any

other demographic factors (i.e., gender and political orientation;

ps > 0.10) nor measures of interest (i.e., RWA, benevolent sexism,

evaluation of Donald Trump, voting behavior; ps > 0.114).

Table 1 depicts a full description of the sample. The final sample

consisted of 48.8% women, was aged 21–88 years (M = 59.21, SD

= 14.11), and was 87.9%White. Average political orientation of the

sample was around the midpoint of the 0 (very conservative) to 100

(very liberal) scale (M = 50.69, SD = 29.24). Median education

level was college graduate and median annual family income was

$80,000–$89,999.

2.2 Measures

2.2.1 Demographics
Participants provided their age, gender identity, race/ethnicity,

education level, and annual family income. Participants also

indicated their political orientation, which was measured on a scale

from 0 (very conservative) to 100 (very liberal).

2.2.2 Social dominance orientation
To assess the extent to which participants endorsed social

hierarchies, we used the well-validated four-item Short Social

Dominance Orientation (SSDO) scale (Pratto et al., 2013).

Participants rated each item (e.g., “We should not push for group

equality”) on a scale from 1 (extremely oppose) to 10 (extremely

favor). Mean scores were calculated with higher values indicating

greater endorsement of SDO (α = 0.79).

2.2.3 Right-wing authoritarianism
A short six-item version of Altemeyer (1981) Right-Wing

Authoritarianism scale (Bizumic and Duckitt, 2018) was used to

measure authoritarian attitudes. Participants indicated the extent
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TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics for sample demographics.

Variable M (n) SD (%) Min. Max.

Age (years) 59.21 14.11 21 88

Political orientation 50.69 29.36 0 100

Gender identity

Woman 259 48.8% – –

Man 272 51.2% – –

Other 0 0%

Race/ethnicity

White 467 87.9% – –

Black 15 2.8% – –

Latinx/Hispanic 19 3.6% – –

Asian 20 3.8% – –

Native American 3 0.6% – –

Multiracial 3 0.6% – –

Not reported 4 0.8% – –

Income

<$10,000 11 2.1% – –

$10,000–$19,999 15 2.8% – –

$20,000–$29,999 17 3.2% – –

$30,000–$39,999 40 7.5% – –

$40,000–$49,999 35 6.6% – –

$50,000–$59,999 41 7.7% – –

$60,000–$69,999 40 7.5% – –

$70,000–$79,999 48 9.0% – –

$80,000–$89,999 41 7.7% – –

$90,000–$99,999 43 8.1% – –

$100,000–$149,999 124 23.4% – –

More than $150,000 75 14.1% – –

Not reported 1 0.2% – –

Education

GED/high school

equivalency

7 1.3% – –

High school graduate 38 7.2% – –

Vocation/trade school 8 1.5% – –

Some college 77 14.5% – –

Associate’s 2-year degree 43 8.1% – –

College graduate 176 33.1% – –

Grad

studies/professional

degree

182 34.3% – –

Political orientation was coded 0= very conservative and 100= very liberal.

to which they agreed or disagreed with each item (e.g., “What

our country needs most is discipline, with everyone following our

leaders in unity”) on a scale from 1 (very strongly disagree) to 9 (very

strongly agree). Mean scores were calculated with higher values

indicating greater endorsement of RWA (α = 0.68).

2.2.4 Modern racism
The original Modern Racism Scale (McConahay, 1986) consists

of seven items. One item (“Black people have more influence

upon school desegregation plans than they ought to have”) is less

applicable today than it was when the scale was first constructed.

We removed this item and administered a six-item scale assessing

racism toward Black Americans. Participants rated each item (e.g.,

“Black people are getting too demanding in their push for equal

rights”) on a scale from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree).

Mean scores were calculated such that higher values indicated

greater prejudice toward Black Americans (α = 0.90).

2.2.5 Patriotism/nationalism questionnaire
The eight-item nationalism subscale from the

Patriotism/Nationalism Questionnaire (Kosterman and Feshbach,

1989) was used tomeasure U.S. nationalism. Participants rated each

item (e.g., “Other countries should try to make their government

as much like ours as possible”) on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree)

to 5 (strongly agree). Mean scores were calculated with higher

values indicating greater endorsement of nationalistic attitudes (α

= 0.88).

2.2.6 Ambivalent sexism inventory
We used a short version of the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory

(Glick and Fiske, 1996), which has good psychometric properties

consistent with those of the original scale (Rollero et al., 2014). This

assessment consists of 12 items and has two subscales: hostile and

benevolent sexism toward women. Six items assess hostile sexism

(e.g., “Women seek to gain power by getting control over men”)

and six items assess benevolent sexism (e.g., “Many women have

a quality of purity that few men possess”). Participants rated their

agreement with each statement on a scale from 1 (disagree strongly)

to 6 (agree strongly). Mean scores were calculated for each subscale.

Higher values indicated greater benevolent (α = 0.84) and hostile

(α = 0.90) sexism.

2.2.7 Presidential candidate evaluations
Participants rated Joe Biden and Donald Trump on several

dimensions. Participants indicated their general trust or distrust of

each candidate on a scale of 1 (completely distrust) to 5 (completely

trust). Participants also rated how likable, competent, qualified,

intelligent, and knowledgeable they found each candidate to be

on a scale from 0 to 100, where higher numbers meant more of

the trait. All six items evaluating Joe Biden (rs: 0.79–0.97, ps <

0.001; α = 0.95) and Donald Trump (rs: 0.86–0.98, ps < 0.001;

α = 0.95) were strongly correlated and created reliable indices.

We computed a composite evaluation score for each candidate

by standardizing the items and averaging them together. Higher

values on this composite scale indicate a more positive evaluation

of the candidate.
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TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations for main study variables.

Variable M SD Range α 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. SDO 3.60 1.89 1–10 0.79 –

2. RWA 4.81 1.42 1–9 0.68 0.27∗∗∗ –

3. Modern racism 2.29 1.00 1–5 0.90 0.56∗∗∗ 0.46∗∗∗ –

4. Nationalism 2.84 0.79 1–5 0.88 0.43∗∗∗ 0.51∗∗∗ 0.60∗∗∗ –

5. Benevolent

sexism

3.36 1.04 1–6 0.84 0.24∗∗∗ 0.37∗∗∗ 0.37∗∗∗ 0.50∗∗∗ –

6. Hostile sexism 2.76 1.16 1–6 0.90 0.48∗∗∗ 0.36∗∗∗ 0.63∗∗∗ 0.50∗∗∗ 0.43∗∗∗ –

7. Biden evaluation 0.04 0.98 −1.61–1.21 0.95 −0.50∗∗∗ −0.42∗∗∗ −0.60∗∗∗ −0.40∗∗∗ −0.19∗∗∗ −0.42∗∗∗ –

8. Trump

evaluation

−0.02 0.99 −0.99–1.66 0.95 0.47∗∗∗ 0.40∗∗∗ 0.62∗∗∗ 0.52∗∗∗ 0.28∗∗∗ 0.49∗∗∗ −0.80∗∗∗ –

9. Vote choice 1.60 0.49 1–2 – −0.46∗∗∗ −0.42∗∗∗ −0.57∗∗∗ −0.43∗∗∗ −0.24∗∗∗ −0.40∗∗∗ 0.81∗∗∗ −0.83∗∗∗ –

RWA, right-wing authoritarianism; SDO, social dominance orientation. Vote Choice was coded as 1= Trump/Pence and 2= Biden/Harris. ∗∗∗p < 0.001.

2.2.8 Voting behavior
During the final survey wave administered after the 2020U.S.

presidential election, participants were asked if they voted (yes

or no). Those who reported casting a vote in the election were

then asked to indicate for whom they voted (Trump/Pence,

Biden/Harris, or Other). Presidential vote choice was represented

as a binary variable, where 1 indicated voting for Trump/Pence and

2 indicated voting for Biden/Harris.

3 Results

3.1 Descriptive statistics

Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations for study

variables of interest are displayed in Table 2. Themean of the binary

vote choice variable (1= Trump/Pence and 2= Biden/Harris) was

significantly different than its theoretical mean of 1.5 (t530 = 4.55, p

< 0.001), indicating that a greater proportion of our sample voted

for Biden/Harris (59.7%) than Trump/Pence (40.3%). However,

a paired-samples t-test indicated that on average, evaluations

of Biden and Trump were not significantly different from each

other (t530 = 0.74, p = 0.46). Evaluations of the two candidates

were significantly inversely correlated. As expected, vote choice

was significantly negatively associated with Trump evaluation and

significantly positively associated with Biden evaluation, indicating

that more positive evaluations of the candidates were correlated

with voting for them in the presidential election. More positive

evaluation of Trump, less positive evaluation of Biden, and voting

for Trump/Pence were significantly correlated with higher scores

on measures of RWA, SDO, modern racism, U.S. nationalism,

hostile sexism, and benevolent sexism. RWA, SDO,modern racism,

U.S. nationalism, hostile sexism, and benevolent sexism were all

significantly positively correlated with one another.

Correlation coefficients between demographic factors and

outcome variables were also computed to identify potential

covariates. Political orientation and education level were

significantly correlated with all three outcome variables.

Participants with a more liberal political orientation evaluated

Trump less positively (r=−0.64, p< 0.001), Bidenmore positively

(r = 0.65, p < 0.001), and were more likely to vote for Biden/Harris

than Trump/Pence (r = 0.64, p < 0.001). Similarly, higher level of

education was associated with less positive Trump evaluation (r

= −0.16, p < 0.001), more positive Biden evaluation (r =0.12, p

= 0.01), and greater likelihood of voting for Biden/Harris in the

2020 presidential election (r = 0.12, p = 0.007). None of the other

demographic variables were correlated with candidate evaluations

nor vote choice (ps > 0.105).

3.2 Structural equation models

Structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to assess direct

associations between RWA, SDO, and the outcome variables

(candidate evaluations and vote choice), as well as indirect effects

through attitudes reflecting modern racism, U.S. nationalism,

benevolent sexism, and hostile sexism. SDO and RWA were

measured at wave 1; racism, nationalism, sexism, and candidate

evaluations were measured at wave 2; and vote choice was

measured at wave 3. Item-level indicators were used to specify

latent variables representing SDO, RWA, modern racism, U.S.

nationalism, benevolent sexism, hostile sexism, and evaluations of

Biden and Trump. Model fit was evaluated using standard metrics;

an acceptable fit was indicated with comparative fit index (CFI)

>0.90 and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA)

< 0.08. Some participants in the final sample missed one or

more items comprising the latent measures of SDO (2.1%), RWA

(0.2%), modern racism (0.2%), U.S. nationalism (0.6%), sexism

(0.8%), Biden evaluation (1.1%), or Trump evaluation (1.1%).

Little’s MCAR test statistic assessing this item-level missingness was

not significant (p =0.054), indicating that these items were missed

at random. We used multiple imputation to address missed items.

Analyses were performed in IBM SPSS Amos 29.

Two SEMs were created using different outcome variables.

Model 1 (Figure 1) included evaluations of the presidential

candidates as outcomes and Model 2 (Figure 2) included vote

choice as the outcome variable. In both models, SDO and RWA

were prospectively associated with outcomes via direct paths, as

well as indirect paths through racism, U.S. nationalism, benevolent
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FIGURE 1

Model 1 depicting the relationship between SDO, RWA, and candidate evaluations mediated through modern racism, U.S. nationalism, benevolent

sexism, and hostile sexism. Numbers represent standardized regression coe�cients. Political orientation and education were included as covariates

in the model. Error terms between SDO and RWA, among the mediators, and between the outcome variables were allowed to covary. ***p < 0.001,

**p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

FIGURE 2

Model 2 depicting the relationship between SDO, RWA, and vote choice mediated through modern racism, U.S. nationalism, benevolent sexism, and

hostile sexism. Note. Numbers represent standardized regression coe�cients. Political orientation and education were included as covariates in the

model. Error terms between SDO and RWA, as well as among the mediators, were allowed to covary. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01.

sexism, and hostile sexism. As both political orientation and

education level correlated significantly with candidate evaluations

and vote choice, they were included as covariates. Adding these

covariances did not change the magnitudes or signs of the paths

in either model. Given significant correlations (see Table 2), error

terms were allowed to covary between SDO and RWA. Error terms
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TABLE 3 Standardized estimates, unstandardized estimates, and standard errors for Model 1.

Evaluation of Biden Evaluation of Trump

Variable B SE β p B SE β p

Predictor

SDO −0.13 0.02 −0.25 <0.001 0.04 0.02 0.07 0.16

RWA −0.27 0.11 −0.19 0.01 0.08 0.10 0.05 0.45

Mediator

Modern racism −0.33 0.07 −0.31 <0.001 0.30 0.07 0.27 <0.001

Nationalism 0.06 0.06 0.06 0.29 0.18 0.06 0.17 0.003

Benevolent sexism 0.11 0.05 0.11 0.02 −0.10 0.05 −0.09 0.05

Hostile sexism 0.04 0.03 0.05 0.32 0.03 0.04 0.03 0.54

Covariate

Political orientation 0.01 0.00 0.32 <0.001 −0.01 0.00 −0.37 <0.001

Education 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.74 −0.02 0.02 −0.03 0.36

SDO, social dominance orientation; RWA, right-wing authoritarianism.

were also allowed to covary among all the mediators (modern

racism, U.S. nationalism, benevolent sexism, and hostile sexism).

In Model 1, the error terms of candidate evaluations were allowed

to covary. Modification indices suggested that, for both models,

the demographic covariates (i.e., political orientation and education

level) should also covary with SDO and RWA. Political orientation

was significantly negatively correlated with RWA (r = −0.58, p

< 0.001) and SDO (r = −0.54, p < 0.001), and education was

significantly negatively correlated with RWA (r=−0.20, p< 0.001)

but not significantly associated with SDO (r = 0.08, p= 0.05).

Both models yielded acceptable model fit: Model 1 (χ2/df =

2.99, RMSEA [90% CI] = 0.061 [0.059, 0.064], CFI = 0.904)

and Model 2 (χ2/df = 3.18, RMSEA [90% CI] = 0.064 [0.061,

0.067], CFI =0.866). Regarding paths from SDO and RWA to

the mediators in both models, SDO was significantly positively

associated with modern racism (B= 0.20, SE= 0.02, β= 0.42), U.S.

nationalism (B = 0.09, SE = 0.02, β = 0.18), and hostile sexism (B

= 0.19, SE= 0.03, β = 0.32; ps < 0.001). SDO was not significantly

associated with benevolent sexism (B= 0.01, SE= 0.03, β = 0.01, p

= 0.82). RWA was significantly positively associated with modern

racism (B = 0.66, SE = 0.12, β = 0.49), U.S. nationalism (B =

0.86, SE = 0.15, β =0.63), hostile sexism (B = 0.69, SE = 0.14, β

= 0.41; ps < 0.001), and benevolent sexism (B = 0.78, SE = 0.15,

β = 0.55, p < 0.001). Tables 3, 4 display the standardized estimates,

unstandardized estimates, and standard errors for all direct paths

to the outcome variables in Models 1 and 2, respectively.

In Model 1, higher SDO and higher RWA were both

significantly negatively related to evaluation of Biden, but neither

the direct path from SDO nor RWA to evaluation of Trump

was significant. Greater endorsement of modern racism was

significantly negatively related to evaluation of Biden and positively

related to evaluation of Trump. More positive Trump evaluation

was also associated with higher nationalism, but nationalism was

not significantly related to evaluation of Biden. Finally, benevolent

sexism significantly was positively related to evaluation of Biden;

however, the correlational relationship between benevolent sexism

and Biden evaluation (see Table 2) was negative, suggesting the

TABLE 4 Standardized estimates, unstandardized estimates, and standard

errors for Model 2.

Vote Choice

Variable B SE β p

Predictor

SDO −0.04 0.01 −0.15 0.001

RWA −0.11 0.06 −0.14 0.06

Mediator

Modern racism −0.16 0.04 −0.28 <0.001

Nationalism −0.01 0.03 −0.01 0.87

Benevolent sexism 0.03 0.03 0.06 0.20

Hostile sexism 0.03 0.02 0.07 0.20

Covariate

Political orientation 0.01 0.00 0.38 <0.001

Education 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.79

SDO, social dominance orientation; RWA, right-wing authoritarianism. Vote Choice was

coded as 1= Trump/Pence and 2= Biden/Harris.

positive relationship between the two variables in Model 1 was the

result of a suppression effect (Darlington, 1968).

Specific indirect effects were calculated via user-defined

estimands to assess the associations between both SDO and RWA

on candidate evaluations through each of the four mediators.

Modern racism significantly mediated the negative relationship

between SDO and evaluation of Biden (B [95% CI] = −0.065

[−0.107, −0.029], p =0.01), as well as the positive relationship

between SDO and evaluation of Trump (B [95% CI] =0.059

[.023,0.113], p =0.006). Modern racism also significantly mediated

the negative relationship between RWA and evaluation of Biden

(B [95% CI] = −0.217 [−0.485, −0.081], p =0.009) and positive

relationship between RWA and evaluation of Trump (B [95%

CI] =0.197 [.063,0.442], p =0.012). Nationalism also significantly
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mediated the positive relationships between both SDO (B [95%

CI] =0.016 [.003,0.038], p =0.024) and RWA (B [95% CI] =0.158

[.039,0.341], p =0.028) and evaluation of Trump. Nationalism

was not a significant mediator for evaluation of Biden. Finally,

the indirect effect of RWA through benevolent sexism was

significant and positive on evaluation of Biden (B [95% CI]=0.087

[.023,0.238], p =0.02); however, as was the case with the direct

relationship between benevolent sexism and Biden evaluation, this

positive mediational relationship was likely due to a suppression

effect. Indeed, a simple mediation analysis performed using the

Hayes PROCESS macro indicated that benevolent sexism did not

mediate the relationship between RWA and Biden evaluation (B

[95% CI] = −0.009 [−0.032,0.012]) when tested without modern

racism, nationalism, or hostile sexism.

In Model 2, higher SDO and higher modern racism

were significantly associated with voting for Trump/Pence over

Biden/Harris. RWA, U.S. nationalism, benevolent sexism, and

hostile sexism were not significantly associated with vote choice.

The relationship between SDO and vote choice was mediated by

modern racism (B [95%CI]=−0.032 [−0.058,−0.015], p=0.007),

as was the relationship between RWA and vote choice (B [95% CI]

=−0.107 [−0.212,−0.038], p= 0.018).

4 Discussion

4.1 Unique e�ects of racism, nationalism,
and sexism

The first aim of this study was to compare the effects of

racism, nationalism, and sexism on U.S. presidential election

outcomes. Shook et al. (2020) identified modern racism against

Black Americans as the most consistent predictor of 2016

election outcomes, and we replicated this finding in the 2020

election. All the prejudices were significantly correlated with the

outcome variables, but modern racism was the only prejudice

that significantly predicted all outcomes in our structural equation

models. Lower racism was associated with a more favorable

evaluation of Biden, while higher racism was associated with

a more favorable evaluation of Trump. Racism was the only

prejudice associated with vote choice in our models, prospectively

predicting greater likelihood of voting for Trump over Biden.

These associations were significant independent of SDO, RWA,

sexism, nationalism, education level, and political orientation. Prior

to the 2020 election, the police killing of George Floyd inspired

nationwide protests calling for racial justice, which attracted record

breaking numbers of attendees (Buchanan et al., 2020). Our results

suggest that racial attitudes remained salient at the polls.

U.S. nationalism was the only other prejudice independently

associated with an election outcome in our models. Unlike racism,

it did not account for evaluation of Biden nor vote choice,

but it was uniquely associated with more positive evaluation

of Trump. Trump’s anti-globalist doctrine (Feffer, 2017) and

“America First” slogan may have garnered favor from proponents

of U.S. superiority. However, in our sample, this civic nationalism

was ultimately not uniquely related to voting behavior.

Of the three prejudices, sexism had the least influence in

our models. In bivariate correlations, greater hostile sexism was

moderately related to more negative evaluation of Biden, more

positive evaluation of Trump, and voting for Trump over Biden.

The same patterns emerged for benevolent sexism. However, in

our structural equation models, hostile sexism was not significantly

associated with any outcome variables. In Model 1, there was

a positive relationship between benevolent sexism and Biden

evaluation, but, as these variables shared a negative correlation,

this finding was most likely a suppression effect (Darlington,

1968). Otherwise, when examined in conjunction with other

factors, sexism was not a unique determinant of voter attitudes

or behaviors. More research is needed to understand the relative

roles of racism and sexism in political preferences, but some

work suggests that the lesser impact of sexism may be related

to differences among American women voters. While women of

color have generally voted for Democrats and progressive policies,

White women have predominately voted for Republicans since

gaining suffrage (Junn, 2017). White women’s motives to maintain

their racial supremacy may increase the relative impact of race-

compared to gender-related attitudes on political preferences and

behavior (Frasure-Yokley, 2018; Junn, 2017).

Our findings closely mirrored other research identifying anti-

Black racism as a stronger unique predictor of election outcomes

than sexism and nationalism (Dwyer et al., 2009; Shook et al.,

2020; Thompson, 2021). However, they deviated from research

identifying Christian nationalism, but not racism or sexism, as

an independent predictor of voting behavior (Whitehead et al.,

2018) as well as research finding racism and sexism to be equally

strong independent predictors of election outcomes (Schaffner

et al., 2018; Knuckey, 2019; Buyuker et al., 2021). There are several

possible explanations for these mixed findings, including study

design and operationalization differences. For one, our measure of

nationalism captures beliefs in U.S. superiority and desires for U.S.

dominance over other nations. Other research has focused heavily

on exclusionary forms of nationalism, like Christian nationalism

and ethnonationalism (Whitehead et al., 2018; Thompson, 2021),

which entail beliefs that “true Americans” are White U.S.-born

Christians. These forms of nationalism are based on White

supremacist ideals, and studies linking them to election outcomes

are congruent with our emphasis on the role of racism. Moreover,

many studies relied on retrospective analyses of national opinion

polls, which did not include validated measures of each concept of

interest. For example, Whitehead et al. (2018) had to approximate

anti-Black racism using two items assessing beliefs about police

brutality toward Black Americans. Additionally, though comparing

multiple prejudices, some studies were designed to evidence the

effect of one prejudice of interest, treating the other prejudices as

controls. Our study design allowed us to assess all prejudices using

validated scales, all of which showed good internal consistency. We

also used the same scales as Shook et al. (2020) did to study 2016

election outcomes, allowing a direct replication of their work.

4.2 A DPM model mediational framework
of prejudice and politics

In addition to examining the unique effects

of several prejudices, we aimed to clarify motives
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underlying these prejudices and associated prospective

political outcomes. We replicated research illustrating a

mediational relationship between sociopolitical ideology,

prejudice, and political preferences (Cornelis and Van

Hiel, 2015; Van Assche et al., 2019). Prejudice served

as a mediator between SDO, RWA, and all three

election outcomes, suggesting that voter prejudice was

underlain by desires to maintain social dominance and

social order.

Modern racism mediated all the relationships in both models.

Higher racism mediated the relationships of high SDO and RWA

with more positive Trump evaluation and greater likelihood of

voting for Trump over Biden. Much of Trump’s race-related

rhetoric was likely to motivate support from voters high in

SDO and RWA. He claimed that affirmative action policies

advantaged Black Americans at the expense of White Americans,

which may have elicited intergroup competition motives (Sides

et al., 2019; Ho et al., 2015). He also grossly exaggerated

rates of violent crimes committed by Black Americans, possibly

evoking security motives (Sides et al., 2019; Duckitt and Sibley,

2010). Thus, our mediational models suggests that pro-Trump

attitudes and voting for Trump were, in part, motivated by

desires to uphold White supremacy and maintain a law-and-

order system that prioritized White safety and privilege. These

findings align with prior research (Cornelis and Van Hiel, 2015;

Van Assche et al., 2019), which has predominantly examined

these relationships in the context of far-right support. However,

our study suggests that these models can also explain support

for Democratic candidates. Inversely to relationships with Trump

support, lower SDO and RWA predicted more positive Biden

evaluation and voting for Biden through lower racism. While

racial animus may have motivated endorsement of Trump, in

our sample, desires for racial equality (indicated by low SDO)

and social progress (indicated by low RWA) were equally

strong correlates of Biden support. A large portion of the

electorate may be drawn to candidates who promote justice for

Black Americans.

Nationalism was the only other significant mediator; in Model

1, higher SDO and RWA were indirectly associated with more

positive Trump evaluation through higher nationalism. Trump’s

emphasis on U.S. economic and military prowess (Jaffe and

Johnson, 2017) may have appealed to high–SDO voters’ desires

for U.S. global dominance (Ho et al., 2015), and his devaluation

of outside cultural influence (Lind, 2015) may have aligned

with RWA-related social cohesion motives (Duckitt and Sibley,

2010).

SDO and RWA also exerted direct effects in our models. In

Model 1, lower SDO and RWA were both directly associated

with more positive Biden evaluation but had no direct effects

on evaluation of Trump. In Model 2, higher SDO was directly

associated with greater likelihood of voting for Trump, but

RWA exerted no direct effect. DPM literature outlines instances

in which SDO and RWA differentially predict prejudice and

politics; however, we are cautious not to overinterpret full

and partial mediations in our models (Hayes, 2009). More

work is needed to understand whether SDO and RWA played

different roles in voter attitudes and behaviors during recent U.S.

presidential elections.

4.3 Limitations and future directions

The results of this study must be taken in light of certain study

limitations. Our sample was notably devoid of racial, ethnic, and

gender diversity and thus not representative of the U.S. population.

Our findings may most accurately represent White, heterosexual,

cisgender Americans, and may not generalize to the electorate

at large. Although our data were longitudinal, such that our

predictors were collected prior to our mediators and outcomes,

and research has offered support for a causal relationship between

the variables in our models (Van Assche et al., 2019), it is crucial

to note that our study design was correlational and does not

allow for causal interpretation. We also relied exclusively on self-

report measures, which introduces concerns of exaggerated variable

associations due to common method variance. This topic would

thus benefit from research using representative samples of U.S.

adults, longitudinal or experimental study designs, and behavioral

or implicit measurement methods.

Furthermore, while we employed comprehensive models that

includedmultiple prejudices, we did not examine ingroup attitudes,

which may also play a significant role in shaping political

outcomes. Specifically, joint effects between ingroup identification

and outgroup bias could amplify the relationships in our models.

Research suggests that ingroup identification is associated with

SDO and RWA, and stronger ingroup identification may lead to

increased political polarization and bias (Vargas-Salfate et al., 2020;

Ehrlich and Gramzow, 2015; Levin and Sidanius, 1999). Thus,

future studies should examine how ethnic or national identification

interacts with the variables we investigated, as this may provide

a more nuanced understanding of the mechanisms and societal

contexts that reinforce prejudice and impact political behaviors.

Our study also did not assess politically relevant prejudices

like xenophobia, Islamophobia, homophobia, or transphobia.

Xenophobia may be particularly important in this context, as one

study identified it as the strongest predictor of Trump support in

2016 and intended Trump support in 2020, independent of racial

resentment, sexism, and White identity (Buyuker et al., 2021).

Moreover, xenophobia is closely associated with modern racism

and nationalism and may represent a confound in our study.

Future research should thus include measures of xenophobia and

may further examine opposition to specific migrant groups. Given

strong associations between racial attitudes and U.S. presidential

election outcomes, it is likely that White immigrants from majority

Christian countries may elicit less opposition from right-wing

ideologues than non-Christian migrants of color. Attitudes toward

different migrant groups may also be differentially associated with

SDO and RWA.

4.4 Practical implications and conclusion

This work highlights the enduring impact of anti-Black racism

on U.S. politics. We find that the relationship between prejudice

and politics is driven, in part, by desires to maintain existing

social hierarchies and national norms. Notably, our research does

not negate the detrimental effects of sexism and nationalism on

U.S. politics. The relationship between prejudice and political
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preferences is likely to vary based on contextual factors, and

the relative roles of different prejudices may shift over time.

However, our work adds to research consistently linking anti-Black

prejudice to political preferences across multiple U.S. elections

featuring politicians with varying racial and gender backgrounds.

According to recent public opinion polls, racial attitudes will

remain particularly significant in the coming presidential election

(Pew Research Center, 2024; Rhodes et al., 2024). As such, anti-

Black racism warrants timely and effective intervention. Since

prejudice is a systemic issue, racism would ideally be addressed

at the systems level. Systemic actions could include revoking

discriminatory policies, improving socioeconomic conditions for

marginalized racial groups (Clark et al., 2022), and codifying racial

equality into federal law. Many interventions to combat anti-Black

racism can also be implemented at the individual, interpersonal,

and community levels (Watson-Thompson et al., 2022). Research

has also found that SDO and RWA can be reduced directly through

intergroup contact (Shook et al., 2016; Dhont et al., 2014; Pettigrew

et al., 2011), but this approachmay be difficult to execute and places

the onus of redressing systemic prejudice on marginalized groups.

Advocates and policymakers may additionally consider SDO- and

RWA-related motives when crafting interventions and framing

political messaging. For example, dispelling myths that present

the social and economic standing of Black and White Americans

as zero-sum could attenuate dominance motives associated with

SDO (Craig and Richeson, 2014), and emphasizing polyculturalism,

rather than White supremacy, as the basis of U.S. culture could

attenuate RWA-related motives to maintain national norms (Rios

et al., 2018). Diminishing these motives could reduce prejudice

which would catalyze a downstream effect on political behavior,

ultimately contributing to a more just democracy.
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