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ABSTRACT 

 

Since the 2016 U.S. presidential election, media narratives on the relationship between 

unemployment, racial identity, and voter behavior have diverged. Some commentators maintain 

that struggling white voters evinced a preference for then-candidate Donald Trump because of 

economic hardship alone, while other analysts argue that whites in economically depressed areas 

were more likely to vote for Trump in light of contemporaneous economic gains made by members 

of racial and ethnic minority groups. Using more than 12,000 county-level observations from 2009 

to 2016 on unemployment rates by race from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community 

Survey and on presidential and gubernatorial general election results from the CQ Press Voting 

and Elections Collection, I examine whether the gap in unemployment rates has a substantial effect 

on party vote share in national-level U.S. elections after overall unemployment rates or the 

unemployment rate among a particular racial group and other demographic characteristics have 

been controlled for. The results of my empirical analysis suggest that the unemployment gap has 

a statistically significant—if small—association with party vote share after controlling for the level 

of unemployment among whites and among minorities, although there is no such association when 

controlling for the overall level of unemployment in a given county, nor is there a substantial 

association between party vote share and the change in the unemployment gap over time.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

The study of voter behavior in the United States dates to at least the 1940s, during which 

researchers had already begun to collect survey data on voters’ political attitudes, perceptions, 

and behavior (Inter-university Consortium for Political Science Research, 2006). According to 

Lau and Redlawsk (2006), several prominent models of voter behavior—each regarding the 

prototypical voter as a rational actor to varying degrees—coalesced in subsequent decades. 

Regardless of the mechanism through which various factors influence a voter’s decision-

making, however, political scientists since the 1970s have remarked on the powerful role of 

“racial attitude and candidate evaluation” in determining electoral outcomes (Brigham and 

Severy, 1976). Meanwhile, economic theories of voter behavior increasingly incorporate 

elements of identity into voters’ presumed utility functions, although they mostly continue to 

emphasize the role of economic factors in influencing electoral outcomes (Hansford and 

Gomez, 2015).  

This thesis aims to further illuminate the determinants of voter behavior in national-level 

elections in the United States in particular.  Specifically, I seek to determine whether party vote 

share in presidential and gubernatorial elections is influenced by the level of unemployment 

across different racial and ethnic groups in addition to overall levels of unemployment, which 

is already known to shape voter behavior at the county level (Wright, 2012). I also investigate 

whether change over time in unemployment rates across racial groups influences voter 

behavior as well. The analysis is based on more than 12,000 county-level observations of 

presidential and gubernatorial general election results between 2009 and 2016 from the CQ 

Press Voting and Elections Collection and of unemployment rates by race (as well as relevant 
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controls) from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey Five-Year Estimates, 

which are published annually. 

This thesis is structured as follows. Section II presents the context for this thesis’s 

investigation and summarizes the existing body of work on unemployment, racial identity, and 

voting behavior. Section III discusses the conceptual framework underpinning the choice of 

models used to examine the relationship between voting behavior, unemployment, and racial 

identity in this paper and presents a broad specification for these models. Section IV describes 

the data used in this analysis and provides initial descriptive statistics to characterize the 

samples in use. Section V presents the results of an empirical analysis of the relationship 

between voting outcomes and the gap in unemployment rates between whites and minorities 

in the data set, while Sections VI and VIII examine the robustness and discuss the limitations 

of these results, respectively. Finally, Section VIII discusses the implications of the presented 

findings for policy and the extant literature.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 3  

II. BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

Media narratives on the causes of President Donald Trump’s superior performance among 

white Americans with relatively low levels of education in the central United States have 

diverged since the U.S. presidential election in 2016. Analysts contend that journalists at 

“traditional” media outlets like The New York Times and The Washington Post have tended to 

attribute President Trump’s support among members of this demographic to economic factors 

in retrospective analyses of the election (Silver, 2017). Others, however, argue that “racial 

resentment”—a construct that denotes negative attitudes towards members of non-white racial 

groups—increasingly is accepted as a leading predictor of vote share in the 2016 election 

(Lopez, 2017). Still other journalists, like Porter (2016), posit that economic concerns and 

racial resentment worked in tandem to produce support for Trump, contending that economic 

stagnation became particularly salient for white residents of economically underperforming 

regions of the United States in light of the employment gains enjoyed by primarily urban black, 

Hispanic, and Asian Americans over the previous decade.  

  This dialogue (perhaps unwittingly) reflects several ongoing debates in the academic 

study of the economic and other determinants of voter behavior. The broadest debate upon 

which this dialogue touches concerns whether elements of personal identity or economic 

factors are more salient in shaping a voter’s choice between candidates (Kuziemko and 

Washington, KW 2018). Until the early 2000s, the economic literature treated voter behavior 

as a form of rational choice among policy proposals with associated payoffs; from the 1970s 

to the 1990’s, the role of identity in voter behavior largely was relegated to the political science 

literature (Jenke and Huettel, 2016). With the rise of behavioral economics over the past two 

decades and its emphasis on the role of identity in economic decision-making (Akerlof, 2000), 
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economic models of voter behavior increasingly have incorporated identity as a component of 

voters’ political utility functions.  

  Even though there appears to be growing consensus in the literature about the influence 

of personal identity in shaping electoral decision-making (Jenke and Huettel, 2016; KW, 

2018), some authors challenge this debate’s treatment of identity and economic perceptions as 

exogenous phenomena in the first place. While it may seem evident to engaged observers of 

American politics that personal identity shapes voters’ economic perceptions,1 the academic 

literature generally treats perceptions of national economic conditions as formed in a vacuum 

(Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier, 2000). Hansford and Gomez (2015) present a rare exception to 

this idea, contending instead that views of how the economy is performing are influenced by 

partisan affinity for the incumbent in a given election. Similarly, Ansolabehere et al. (2014) 

use Cooperative Congressional Election Survey data to find that a respondent’s estimation of 

the national unemployment rate corresponds with demographic features like her race and state 

of residence as well as with her choice of candidate in the 2008 U.S. presidential election. In 

the popular media, the notion that identity influences voters’ perceptions of broader economic 

performance is echoed in a 2016 New York Times article by Eduardo Porter entitled “Where 

Were Trump’s Votes? Where The Jobs Weren’t”.  Even though the title of Porter’s article 

implies that he views economic perceptions as more important than and separate from elements 

of identity when it comes to political decision-making, one could infer from his suggestion that 

white voters in economically depressed parts of the United States perceive their economic 

                                                      
1 Gallup reported in May 2017, for example, that survey respondents identifying as Republican or Democratic 

almost entirely reversed their appraisals of national economic conditions between the week before and the week 

after the 2016 presidential election (McCarthy and Jones, 2016). 
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prospects as particularly poor in the context of contemporaneous employment gains by racial 

minorities that he views economic perceptions and identity as at least partly endogenous.  

Porter’s discussion touches on several lingering questions in the academic study of 

economics, identity, and voter behavior: to what extent is unemployment one of the economic 

factors that has a substantial impact on voter choice? If personal identity interacts with 

unemployment to shape political attitudes, what are the particular elements of personal identity 

that interact with unemployment in this way? Also, is the effect of unemployment on voter 

behavior reference-dependent—that is, do voters only reflect on their contemporary 

employment status when voting, or do they consider their employability in relation to some 

temporal or group benchmark? The economic literature historically has characterized the 

influence of economic conditions on voter behavior as “sociotropic”—or derived from 

perceptions of national trends—rather than as a function of individuals’ finances thereby 

discounting unemployment as a causal driver of electoral choice (Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier, 

2000).  The past decade, however, has seen the introduction of literature suggesting that local 

unemployment rates, if not individual financial circumstances, have greater influence on voter 

behavior than national trends do (Cho and Gimpel, 2009; Goetz et. al., 2018; Wright, 2012). 

Blount (2002) suggests this may be because voters perceive unemployment to be a social 

condition rather than an economic one, showing that survey respondents are more likely to 

report unemployment as a major electoral consideration when they also report education, 

health, or the environment as salient factors than when they report economic phenomena like 

inflation or interest rates as such.  

This thesis differs from or adds to existing investigations of the interplay between 

unemployment and identity in determining voter behavior in several ways. First, it examines 
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how racial identity in particular interacts with unemployment to produce forecasts of electoral 

outcomes by using the gap in unemployment rates between white and non-white Americans as 

the key explanatory variable in my model of voter choice. Most authors examining the 

influence of county-level unemployment on vote share in U.S. presidential or gubernatorial 

elections have concluded that higher unemployment tends, ceteris paribus, to benefit 

Democratic candidates (Cho and Gimpel, 2009; Goetz et. al., 2018; Wright, 2012). Few, 

however, have chosen to investigate whether social conditions mediate the extent to which 

unemployment affects vote share. Of the authors that have examined the interaction between 

social factors and unemployment, none have examined how racial dynamics in particular 

interact with unemployment rates. Avery and Fine (2012), for example, demonstrate that the 

interaction between state unemployment rates and conservatism among whites has a causal 

impact on the ability of black voters to translate their preferences into electoral outcomes in 

the U.S. Senate. Similarly, Grafstein (2005) examines how voter characteristics like income 

and educational attainment moderate the influence of unemployment on a voter’s decision-

making, but does not examine whether plausibly exogenous social factors like racial dynamics 

have a similarly moderating effect. Indeed, the treatment of unemployment as an explanatory 

variable that can be moderated by social dynamics like identity rather than by other economic 

factors alone is a relatively recent phenomenon in the broader economic literature.  

Secondly, the thesis contributes directly to the lingering disagreement in the literature 

on voting behavior about whether identity acts in tandem with economic preferences to drive 

voter behavior or whether economic preferences are derived from identity endogenously. 

Neither Hansford and Gomez (2015) nor Ansolabehere et al. (2014) examine potential 

endogeneity in racial identity and economic perceptions as it affects electoral outcomes. The 
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former examine whether economic preferences are shaped by views of an incumbent, while 

Ansolabehere et. al. only examine the links between unemployment, racial identity, and 

attitudinal outcomes.  

The final contribution is examining whether elements of racial identity can evoke 

empirically temporal reference-dependence in the way that voters perceive unemployment to 

an extent that impacts actual electoral outcomes. Wright (2012) shows that change in overall 

unemployment rates from the year before a given election has no statistically significant effect 

on party vote share after controlling for the absolute level of unemployment in an election year. 

DeNeve (2009), however, provides an empirical basis for further investigating the role of 

reference-dependence—a phenomenon wherein individuals consider the desirability of 

potential outcomes in reference to a baseline rather than as a function of the outcomes’ payoff 

levels alone—in voter choice by demonstrating that the change in unemployment during the 

year before an election is strongly associated with increasing conservatism among U.S. voters.  
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III. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND ANALYSIS PLAN 

Conceptual Framework  

I posit that the effects of racial identity and unemployment on voting outcomes are endogenous. 

As discussed above, traditional economic models of voter behavior suggest that a voter chooses 

among candidates hoping to maximize her utility for the economic outcomes that most benefit 

her and the identity-related outcomes she prefers. Imagine, for example, that a voter who 

prefers an interventionist approach to employment stimulation on the part of the government 

and thinks that the government needs to do more to provide opportunities for members of racial 

minority groups is faced with a choice between two candidates in an election: one who is 

laissez-faire in his views towards government’s role in the economy but agrees that the 

government must do more to advance racial equality, and one who believes the government 

should do more to provide jobs for all citizens but does not think it appropriate for the 

government to design policies with the aim of benefiting one racial group over another. Under 

a traditional economic model of voter behavior, the voter’s choice between these two 

candidates will be determined by weighting her preference for each candidate’s position on a 

particular issue by the relative utility she derives from ensuring her economic or identity 

preferences are fulfilled.  

Traditional economic models, however, assume that all voters in similar economic 

circumstances perceive their circumstances and the potential for certain policy proposals to 

affect those circumstances in the same way, even if each voter’s utility function places a 

different relative emphasis on matters of economics versus identity. In contrast, I contend that 

elements of personal or group identity prompt voters facing similar economic conditions to 

perceive their circumstances differently from one another. In this case, even voters with 
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otherwise similar utility functions for economic versus identity-related outcomes and who face 

similar economic circumstances may make different voting choices if elements of their 

personal identity influence the way in which they think about economic trends. In other words, 

the hypothetical voter discussed previously might shift her economic preferences or her 

assessment of various candidates’ relative ability to cater to those preferences based on her 

views towards racial equity. If I can prove empirically, therefore, that a variable incorporating 

the interaction between economic outcomes and racial identity has an effect on vote share even 

once we have controlled for the economic outcome of interest on its own, there would seem to 

be support for Porter’s claim that voters perceive their own economic success in relation to the 

economic success of members of different identity groups. In this paradigm, both elected 

officials and candidates for office would do well to consider that relative differences between 

subgroups of constituents or voters may be more meaningful in shaping constituents’ and 

voters’ evaluations of political affairs than these groups’ absolute economic position does. 

Fortunately, this theoretical framework is eminently testable. 

 

Analysis Plan 

In this paper, I test two null hypotheses.  The first is that the gap in county-level unemployment 

rates between minority groups and whites (hereafter referred to as the “unemployment gap”) 

does not exhibit a notable relationship with vote share awarded to the Republican candidate in 

presidential and gubernatorial elections (hereafter referred to as “executive elections”) after 

controlling for a county’s overall unemployment rate or the unemployment rate among whites. 

The second is that change over time in the unemployment gap will not exhibit a salient 
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relationship with party vote share either after controlling for the respective county’s overall 

unemployment rate or unemployment rate among whites.  

Two reasons motivate interest in these hypotheses.  First, if racial identity does not 

moderate the influence of unemployment on a voter’s decision-making (Grafstein, 2005), then 

we would not expect a significant association between the level of white unemployment or of 

the unemployment gap and party-vote share.  This would be the case as long as trends in 

unemployment for whites and minorities alike generally follow the same trajectory from year 

to year. 2 Rejecting either hypothesis specified in level form, therefore, would provide evidence 

in support of adding racial identity to the existing list of personal characteristics known to 

interact with unemployment to influence voter behavior. Secondly, testing whether change 

over time in white unemployment or the unemployment gap has no relationship with party vote 

share will allow me to investigate whether evidence for temporal “reference-dependence” in 

the effect unemployment has on electoral decision-making emerges if our reference frame is 

modified to contain an element of personal identity.  

This thesis tests the relationship between the unemployment gap and voting outcomes 

under both static and dynamic conditions. Specifically, the following two are examined: 

a. The relationship between the unemployment gap and the deviation in each county from the 

average major party vote share earned by the Republican candidate across counties 

(referred to from here onward simply as the “Republican vote deviation”) at the time of 

each electoral contest.  Formally, we attempt to determine if the there is a function, f : 

 𝑅𝑒𝑝𝑉𝐷𝑒𝑣 = 𝑓(𝑈𝑔𝑎𝑝). 

                                                      
2 If unemployment trends for members of different racial groups did not follow the same trend over time, we 

might be able to explain away a significant association between either unemployment variable and party vote 

share as an artifact of the differential impact of macroeconomic fluctuations on various racial groups. 
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b. The relationship between the change in the unemployment gap since the last comparable 

election (gubernatorial or presidential) and the change in each county’s Republican major 

party vote share since the last comparable election.  

∆𝑅𝑒𝑝𝑉𝑆ℎ𝑎𝑟𝑒 = 𝑓(∆𝑈𝑔𝑎𝑝) 

 

To estimate these relationships, this thesis follows the approach taken by Cho and Gimpel 

(2009), Goetz et. al. (2018), and Wright (2012).  These studies use ordinary least squares (OLS) 

regression to estimate the relationship between unemployment (among other factors) and party 

vote share.  OLS will be used to estimate the relationships between various specifications of 

unemployment I examine and party vote share by OLS. Specifically, I plan to use models with 

one of the following specifications:  

 

𝑅𝑒𝑝𝑉𝐷𝑒𝑣𝑐 = 𝜃 + 𝛽𝑈𝐺𝑎𝑝𝑐 + 𝛾𝑈𝑐 + 𝜅𝑋𝑐 +  휀𝑐               (1) 

 

∆𝑅𝑒𝑝𝑉𝑆ℎ𝑎𝑟𝑒𝑐 = 𝜃 +  𝛿∆𝑈𝐺𝑎𝑝𝑐 + 𝛾𝑈𝑐 + 𝜅𝑋𝑐 +  휀𝑐     (2) 

 

where 𝑐 refers to county, 𝑈𝑐 is the overall county unemployment rate or unemployment rate 

for a subset of the county population; 𝑋𝑐 consists of observed county characteristics and 휀𝑐 is 

the error term.  𝛽 is the parameter of interest in my first specification and shows the relationship 

between the unemployment gap in a given county and Republican vote deviation. 𝛿 is the 

parameter of interest in my second specification and shows the relationship between the 

unemployment gap in a given county and Republican vote deviation. The initial set of observed 

county characteristics I consider includes population; median income; percentage of residents 

who are African American or Latinx; percentage of working age (between 18 and 64, inclusive) 
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residents and percentage over 65; percentage of residents who have not completed high school 

and percentage with a four-year degree; percentage of residents living in urban areas as of the 

2010 U.S. Census; and state fixed effects.3 Each of these controls is used in at least one of the 

three studies referenced above and conceivably is associated both with party vote share and 

the unemployment rate in a given county; therefore, their inclusion will be important for 

combating omitted variable bias. Furthermore, including the overall unemployment rate and 

racial demography as controls in each model will allow us to test the strength of the theory that 

perceptions of economic conditions and identity are endogenous (Hansford and Gomez, 

2015)—if economic perceptions and identity were exogenously derived, we would expect to 

see a limited association between vote share and either race-based measure of unemployment 

after controlling for overall unemployment and racial composition separately. 

 

  

                                                      
3 U.S. Census Bureau, 2010a, 2010b, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014a, 2014b, 2015, 2016a, 2016b, 2017. 
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IV. DATA AND DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 

 This paper draws its primary data from several sources. Unemployment data come from 

the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey (ACS) published data tables as 

retrieved from the Census Bureau’s American FactFinder database. The ACS uses the Census 

Bureau’s list of all known housing units, institutional and noninstitutional “group quarters”—

such as nursing homes, prisons, dormitories, or military barracks (2016b)—and “selected non-

residential units” in the United States and Puerto Rico as its overall sample frame. The Census 

Bureau then collects separate samples from the list of housing units and group quarters from 

this frame; each housing unit or group quarter in the United States is assigned randomly to one 

of five “sub-frames,” each of which is used as the ACS’s de facto sample frame once every 

five years. The “sub-frame” to be used in a given year is then divided into twelve subsections 

per county (one for each month of the year); the Census Bureau then uses stratified sampling 

by estimated tract population within these county-month groups to collect data from 

approximately 3 million households and residents of 90,000 group quarters each year through 

the ACS (2014b). The Census Bureau annually releases summary statistics for ACS data, 

known as “estimates,” collected over the previous one, three, and five years; due to the use of 

rotating “sub-frames” in the ACS’s sampling strategy, the specificity of the information 

included in each dataset for a given level of geographic aggregation increases with the number 

of years of data collection represented in it (2018a). Each estimate’s “Employment Status” 

table contains—to varying extents—estimates of the average unemployment rate by race and 

ethnicity, age bracket, sex, family status, disability status, poverty status, and level of 

educational attainment for approximately 3,140 U.S. counties or equivalent administrative 

districts over the respective period prior to its date of publication. In this paper, I use 
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employment data from the 2005-2009 ACS Five-Year Estimate through the 2012-2016 ACS 

Five-Year Estimate as my source of information on county-level unemployment rates for the 

overall county population, for whites alone, and for members of racial or ethnic minority 

groups for a total of 25,141 county-year observations, as only the Five-Year Estimates contain 

robust county-level unemployment data by race and ethnicity for all members of non-white 

racial groups over the age of 16.4  

I draw voting data from CQ Press’s Voting and Elections Collection Election Results 

database, which hosts county-level executive election data (acquired directly from each state’s 

official election authority) for most states from 1920 onward. As the availability of data on 

county-level unemployment rates by race or ethnicity is constrained by the American 

Community Survey’s lack of five-year unemployment estimates prior to 2009, I have limited 

the data acquired from the CQ Press Election Results database to county-level returns from the 

2012 and 2016 presidential elections and from gubernatorial elections between 2009 and 2016. 

In effect, these data reflect the behavior of all individuals who voted in any presidential or 

gubernatorial general election between 2009 and 2016. Altogether, I assemble 13,238 

observations of major party vote share5 won by a Republican candidate from results for 6,319 

county-level presidential contests and 6,919 county-level gubernatorial contests.  

                                                      
4 The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics has published data drawn from the Current Population Survey on state-

level employment data by race from 1999 to 2017 and on county-level unemployment rates from 1990 to 2017 

(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2018). Similarly, the Census Bureau reports consistent county-level data on 

unemployment rates for whites from 2007 to 2013 through the ACS Three-Year Estimates and from 2007 to 

2017 through the ACS One-Year Estimates, but data on unemployment rates for African-Americans are 

sporadic and for members of other racial or ethnic groups are nonexistent in these publications, leaving the ACS 

Five-Year Estimates as the only suitable source of data for comparing unemployment rates across racial groups. 

 
5 “Major party vote share” refers to the percentage of votes won by a candidate out of the total number of votes 

earned by the Democratic and Republican candidates only in a given contest (i.e. independent candidates or 

those from third-parties are excluded from the total vote count when calculating major party vote share) (CQ 

Press, 2018).  
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I combine data from the aforementioned sources by county-year pair.6 I made or 

observed a few notable modifications to my primary datasets in the process of compiling and 

merging my data that I would like to discuss briefly here. First, I chose not to include voting 

data from Bedford County or Bedford City, VA, in my presidential vote share or gubernatorial 

vote share datasets (both compiled manually from the CQ Press Election Results database), as 

the two geographic entities were merged in 2013 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2018b). Secondly, 

Oglala Lakota County, South Dakota was known as “Shannon County” until mid-2015; as 

such, I rename Shannon County as “Oglala Lakota County” in all datasets containing data prior 

to 2016. Similarly, I change all references to “La Salle Parish, Louisiana” across the vote share 

and ACS datasets to “LaSalle Parish” to reflect the parish’s name change in 2011 (Ibid.). The 

CQ Election Returns database counts vote share in Alaska in each of 40 “election districts,” 

which do not appear to align perfectly with Alaska’s counties; additionally, whereas the CQ 

Elections Returns database contains vote share by Ward in the District of Columbia, the Census 

Bureau only reports data for the entirety of the District. As such, observations for Alaska and 

the District of Columbia are dropped in the final merge, resulting in a combined data set 

representing unemployment and vote share data for 13,223 county-level observations.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
6 As there are multiple elections in one year for counties who hold their gubernatorial elections on the same 

schedule as the presidential election cycle, ACS employment data is duplicated across some county-year 

observations pulled from the executive vote share data.  
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Descriptive Statistics: Voting and Unemployment Data, Select U.S. Counties, 2009 – 2016 

I begin my empirical investigation of the notional relationship between the 

unemployment gap and party vote share by examining summary statistics for the voting and 

unemployment data I use in my models. As shown in Figure 1, a majority of counties in the 

United States leaned Republican in executive elections that occurred between 2009 and 2016; 

Galveston County, Texas, shares the overall sample’s mean reported Republican vote share 

over this time period (between 61 and 62 percent). The distribution of Republican vote share 

across counties was fairly disperse during this time period, however; counties one standard 

deviation away from the mean—like Baldwin County, Alabama (where the average major 

party vote share awarded to the Republican candidate in national elections during this time 

period was 79.36%) or San Diego County, California (where the share was 46.88%) reported 

Republican vote share roughly 16 percentage points away from the average, as shown in Table 

1. As such, Republican vote share appears to be heterogeneous enough across counties to serve 

as a useful target variable for regression analysis.  

Additionally, counties in the sample appear overall to have reported gains over time for 

Republican candidates between 2009 and 2016; as shown in Table 1, Republican candidates 

competing in elections between 2013 and 2016 secured approximately four more percentage 

points in vote share, on average, than the Republican candidate in the previous comparable 

election. Goetz et. al. (2018) report that county-level racial demography, educational 

attainment, Mormon population, and voter turnout rates are most highly predictive of changes 

in favorability towards the Republican candidate in the 2012 and 2016 presidential elections, 

but acknowledge that economic factors—like unemployment and the nature of the sector 
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primarily responsible for driving economic output in a given county–are significantly 

predictive of Republican vote share as well.  

 

Figure 1: Distribution of County-Election Major-Party Republican Vote Share,  

2009-2016 

 

Table 1 also shows that county-level unemployment rates for minorities are 

approximately five percentage points higher on average than unemployment rates for whites 

among the observations in our sample; this gap is nearly a third smaller than the national 

unemployment gap between white (with an unemployment rate of 6.3%) and black Americans 

(with an unemployment rate of 13.3%) in 2016, the last year data in my sample represent, but 

twice as large as the national unemployment between white and Hispanic Americans (with an 

unemployment rate of 8.7%) the same year (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017). Unemployment 
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among whites contracts by approximately 0.7 percentage points on average within the four 

election cycles in our sample (2009-2013, 2010-2014, 2011-2015, and 2012-2016), but the 

average gap between unemployment rates for whites and minorities (hereafter referred to as 

the “unemployment gap”) also shrinks by approximately 0.5 percentage points within the 

election cycles represented in my sample. In other words, whites voting in a given election 

between 2013 and 2016 enjoyed improved employment prospects compared to the last time 

they voted in the same type of election,7 but their relative employment advantage over 

minorities narrowed over the same time period. This discrepancy in the direction of change for 

whites’ actual economic prospects (improved) versus the direction of change in their relative 

position compared to minorities (weakened) is quite useful for my examination of the notion 

that elements of racial identity—evoked by viewing differences in the relative performance of 

different racial groups—moderate the role that overall economic success plays in shaping a 

certain demographic group’s voting behavior. We can also see that although there is 

substantially more variation in the change over time for the unemployment gap than for 

unemployment among whites alone—suggesting that the elasticity of minority employment to 

variability in macroeconomic conditions is much higher than that for whites—each variable’s 

heterogeneity across observations is similar to or surpasses that of the overall unemployment 

rate, suggesting that both are suitable candidates for explaining variation in Republican vote 

share.  

 

 

                                                      
7 Vermont and New Hampshire hold gubernatorial elections once every two years; as such, I calculate the 

change in unemployment among whites and the unemployment gap for these states over two-year spans of time 

(National Governors’ Association, 2018).  
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Table 1 

Voting and Unemployment Summary Statistics - Select U.S. Counties, 2009-2016 

 

 

 

 

Variable Observations Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

Vote share      

Republican vote share 13,223 61.5 16.0 0 98.9 

Deviation from average 

Republican vote share 
13,223 0 15.8 -63.8 37.2 

Unemployment      

Unemployment rate 12,825 7.9 3.6 0 30.9 

White unemployment rate 12,825 6.9 3.04 0 31.6 

Minority unemployment rate 12,727 11.8 9.1 0 95.2 

White / minority 

unemployment gap 
12,727 4.9 8.7 -28.4 83.9 

Percentage point change 

since last comparable 
election… 

     

…in Republican vote share 6,355 4.32 10.7 -60.2 46.9 

…in unemployment rate 6,177 -.53 2.6 -16.1 21.7 

…in white unemployment 

rate 
6,177 -0.67 2.6 -27 20.9 

…in white / minority 

unemployment gap 
6,107 -.47 10.2 -69.5 86.4 



 20  

Figure 2 (see Appendix) graphically displays mean unemployment rates for the overall 

population, whites, and minorities as well as the average Republican margin of victory 

(transformed from Republican vote share for graphical intelligibility) across all counties 

participating in a presidential or gubernatorial election in a given year between 2009 and 2016. 

Unemployment rates for whites and minorities (denoted by the points at the end of each 

dumbbell) and overall unemployment rates (denoted by the grey dot within each dumbbell) 

generally move in the same direction from year to year, which—as mentioned earlier in this 

paper—is critical if we are to interpret a statistically significant relationship between the 

unemployment gap and party vote share as reflective of racial identity’s moderation of 

unemployment’s effect on voter behavior and not as reflective of some spurious omitted 

factor’s simultaneous influence on political behavior and differential employment rates across 

racial groups. Notably, the 2012-2016 election cycle is the only one over which the mean 

unemployment gap and unemployment among whites both decline; since a plurality of the 

county-election observations in my data occur in this cycle (which should be expected, as it is 

the only four-year span represented in the data that contains a presidential election cycle), it 

does not come as great surprise that the overall sample statistics reflect the 2012-2016 election 

cycle’s trends in unemployment among whites and the unemployment gap. Furthermore, as 

shown in Figure 2, the direction of year-on-year change in the unemployment rate for whites 

and for minorities is not different. While there is no discernible relationship between average 

Republican margin of victory and the unemployment gap in a given year, this should not be 

much cause for concern either, as there are a number of variables omitted from this model that 

we would expect to influence vote share systematically. 
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Table 2 displays a correlation matrix for the four key static specifications of 

employment I examine versus Republican vote deviation in my sample. The relatively strong 

negative correlation between the level of unemployment and vote deviation supports Wright’s 

conclusion (2012) that higher levels of unemployment in a given county give a substantial 

boost to the Democratic candidate in a given presidential or gubernatorial election. 

Interestingly, the unemployment rate among whites also correlates negatively with Republican 

vote deviation, but at about half the magnitude of vote deviation’s correlation with overall 

unemployment; the unemployment gap, however, correlates positively with Republican vote 

deviation as initially hypothesized (in other words, counties where minority unemployment is 

relatively high compared to that of whites are relatively unlikely to vote Republican), with a 

correlation coefficient of 0.09. 

Table 2 

Correlation Matrix – Dependent vs. Independent Variables (Static) 

 

 Deviation from Average County 

Republican Vote Share 

Unemployment Rate -.29 

White Unemployment Rate -.12 

Unemployment Gap .09 

 

When we turn to dynamic specifications of our key variables (Table 3), we find that 

the correlations between Republican vote deviation and the change in the unemployment rate 

among whites or the unemployment gap since the previous analogous election are relatively 

weak. These findings do not appear to bode well for the rejection of my null hypothesis but 

instead support and expand upon those of Wright (2012) by indicating that temporal reference-
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dependence in voter decision making may be no more evident when an element of identity 

moderates the relationship between unemployment and vote share with than when it does not.  

 

Table 3 

Correlation Matrix – Dependent vs. Independent Variables (Dynamic) 

 

 Deviation from Average County 

Republican Vote Share 

ΔUnemployment Rate .04 

ΔWhite Unemployment Rate .05 

ΔUnemployment Gap -.01 

 

Control Variables and Multicollinearity 

 

I first examine my proposed list of county-level control variables for potential multicollinearity 

in my particular sample so that I can discard variables that may reduce the efficiency of my 

model and, consequently, my ability to draw appropriate conclusions about the statistical 

significance of the relationship between Republican vote share and the unemployment gap. As 

mentioned previously, my preliminary list of control variables includes population; median 

income; percentage of residents who identify as partially or entirely non-white; percentage of 

working age (between 18 and 65, inclusive) residents and percentage over 65; percentage of 

residents who have not completed high school and percentage with a four-year degree; urban 

status; and state fixed effects (which I will include in model testing to account for time-

invariant factors related to the relative conservatism or liberalism of a county’s surrounding 

environment but will not discuss further in this section).  

Table 4 (see Appendix) presents pairwise correlation coefficients for each variable I 

consider as explanatory in the empirical model. As one might expect, demographic variables 
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like population, median household income, percentage of county population comprised by 

racial minorities, and percentage of county population between the ages of 18 and 65 are fairly 

strongly correlated with one another, suggesting that we may want to consider whether any of 

these could plausibly be excluded from the model without introducing untoward bias in my 

key coefficients of interest. Ostensibly, I should be able to eliminate median household income 

from my model without inducing substantial bias into my estimation of the relationship 

between the unemployment gap and Republican vote share as long as unemployment among 

all or a subset of a county’s population is controlled for; Hansford and Gomez (2015), for 

example, use county-level unemployment rates as an instrumental variable for voters’ 

perceptions of national-level economic rates when modeling voter attitudes, suggesting the 

omission of one absolute measure of economic performance should not bias our estimation of 

voting outcomes as long as we have controlled for another. The percentage of residents over 

65 also seems worthwhile candidate for exclusion, as it is highly collinear with other 

demographic variables like population, percent minority residents, and percent of residents 

between 18 and 65 years of age; additionally, from a conceptual standpoint, residents over 65 

are likely to place far less emphasis on unemployment dynamics—both in the absolute and in 

a relative sense—than those of working age when evaluating political candidates’ suitability.   

 

Specification Analysis 

It is instructive to examine graphically the relationship between measures of unemployment 

and the Republican vote share.  Figure 3 shows the relationship between Republican vote 

deviation and both the unemployment rate and the unemployment rate among whites to be 

relatively linear but also that heteroskedasticity is present in the widening dispersion of 
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Republican vote deviation as unemployment increases, suggesting the empirical estimation 

needs to adjust for robust standard errors. The third panel of Figure 3 shows a fairly weak 

bivariate relationship between the unemployment gap and vote deviation, which was also 

evident in their negligible correlation coefficient shown earlier. Figure 4 shows the weak 

relationships between the change in measures of unemployment and concurrent change in 

Republican vote share—but otherwise does not point to any outstanding specification issues. 
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V. RESULTS 

This section presents and discusses the empirical results for various specifications of the 

relationship between voting outcomes and unemployment, where the basic specification is that 

deviation from the average Republican vote share is a function of the unemployment gap and 

a set of covariates that includes the unemployment rate for some or all of the county population. 

Table 5 presents the results of an initial regression of Republican vote deviation on 

overall county-level unemployment and the unemployment gap with aforementioned controls 

included (state fixed effects were applied as well but are not displayed in this table), per the 

specification discussed in Section III of this paper. Table 5 shows, as posited, that the 

Republican vote share is lower in larger, more diverse and more educated counties. The 

estimated effect of the level of unemployment (𝛾) is -0.84 and statistically significant at the 𝛼 

< 0.001 level of significance; for every percentage point increase in a county’s unemployment 

rate, the Republican vote share falls by nearly one percentage point.  These results affirm those 

of Wright (2012). The relationship between the unemployment gap and Republican vote 

deviation (�̂�), however, is not significant at any conventional level of significance, with a p-

value of 0.32, suggesting that the relationship between the unemployment gap and voting 

outcomes is relatively negligible when holding constant a county’s overall level of 

unemployment. In other words, in a system where the overall level of county unemployment 

plays a salient role in voter decision-making, considerations about economic disparities 

between members of different racial groups do not appear to play a substantial role in voter 

behavior. 
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Table 4 

Regression Results – Republican Vote Deviation vs. Overall Unemployment and 

Unemployment Gap 

 

Variable Coefficient p-Value 

Unemployment rate*** 
-.84 

(0.05) 
< 0.001 

White/minority 

unemployment gap 

-.01 

(0.01) 
0.32 

Population*** 
-2.42E-06 

(4.55E-07) 
< 0.001 

Percent minority 

residents*** 

-0.63 

(0.01) 
< 0.001 

Percent residents between 18 

and 65*** 

-0.48 

(0.04) 
< 0.001 

Percent residents with at 

least a bachelor’s degree*** 

-0.17 

(0.01) 
< 0.001 

Percent residents with less 

than high school 

completion*** 

0.06 

(0.02) 
< 0.001 

Percent urban residents*** 
-0.03 

(0.004) 
< 0.001 

 

n = 12,600 | *** = statistically significant at 𝛼 = .01 

 

The picture shifts, however, when we replace the overall county unemployment rate 

with the unemployment rate among whites (Table 6). The unemployment gap (in addition to 

the unemployment rate among whites) is now statistically significant at the 𝛼 < 0.001 level of 

significance. The impact is now nearly half (0.19) that of the white unemployment rate (-0.49), 

and comparable to that of the effect of being college educated in our initial model. Notably, 

the diverging signs of these two coefficients remain robust to the inclusion of additional 

controls and state fixed effects, affirming the preliminary results we derived from examining 

the bivariate correlation coefficients between these variables and Republican vote deviation—
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that a rise in the unemployment rate among whites ceteris paribus may be associated with 

diminished enthusiasm for Republican candidates, but voters are more likely to choose a 

Republican candidate in counties where minorities’ economic position relative to whites is 

good (holding the unemployment rate among whites constant). It is not necessarily true to 

conflate this result as indicating that voters are more likely to choose a Republican when 

minorities make relative gains full-stop: as shown in Table 7, the relationship between the 

unemployment gap and Republican vote share is positive when controlling for the overall level 

of unemployment among minorities in a given country, suggesting that voters are less likely to 

choose a Republican candidate when minorities’ economic position relative to whites is good 

when we hold unemployment among minorities constant. This result indicates that the 

direction of the relationship between Republican vote deviation and the unemployment gap 

depends on the economic circumstances of the primary racial group we are taking into 

consideration at any given time. Nevertheless, the negligible interaction term in Table 6 and 

Table 7 indicate voters respond the same way to the unemployment gap regardless of the level 

of white or minority unemployment.  

 

Table 5 

 Republican Vote Deviation vs. White Unemployment Rate and Unemployment Gap, 

U.S. Counties, 2009-2016 

 

Variable Coefficient p-Value 

White unemployment rate*** 
-0.49 

(0.05) 
< 0.001 

Unemployment gap*** 
0.19 

(0.03) 
< 0.001 

White unemployment rate x 

unemployment gap*** 

-0.02 

(0.003) 
< 0.001 

 

n = 12,600 | *** = statistically significant at 𝛼 = .01 
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Table 6  

Republican Vote Deviation vs. Minority Unemployment Rate and Unemployment Gap, 

U.S. Counties, 2009-2016 

 

Variable Coefficient p-Value 

Minority unemployment 

rate*** 

-0.43 

(0.05) 
< 0.001 

Unemployment gap*** 
0.38 

(0.05) 
< 0.001 

Minority unemployment rate 

x unemployment gap*** 

0.0003 

(0.0005) 
< 0.001 

 

n = 12,420 | *** = statistically significant at 𝛼 = .01 

 

Table 8 reports the results of both analogous dynamic regressions of Republican vote 

share on change in the unemployment gap and the overall unemployment rate (I) or the 

unemployment rate among whites (II). Although change in the overall unemployment rate 

and in the white unemployment rate have relatively robust relationships with the change in 

Republican vote share, change in the unemployment gap is statistically insignificant at 

conventional levels in model I and statistically significant but relatively small in model II 

(with coefficients of -.02 and .03, respectively). Why might this be? We may have an answer 

in examining the distribution of the unemployment gap versus the change in the gap over 

time. As seen in Figure 5 (see Appendix), the distribution of the change in the gap is far more 

narrow than that of the gap itself, suggesting that our relatively low coefficient on the change 

in the unemployment gap in both models may be an artifact of its relatively minimal 

variance.  

 

 



 29  

 

Table 7 

Republican Vote Deviation vs. Change in Unemployment Rates and in Unemployment 

Gap Since Previous Equivalent Election, U.S. Counties, 2009-2016 

 

Variable Coefficient p-Value 

I.    

Change in overall 

unemployment rate** 

-0.17 

(0.07) 
0.01 

Change in unemployment 

gap 

-0.02 

(0.01) 
0.17 

II.    

Change in white 

unemployment rate*** 

-0.26 

(0.07) 
< 0.001 

Change in unemployment 

gap** 

0.03 

(0.01) 
0.04 

n = 6,105 | ** = statistically significant at 𝛼 = .05, *** = statistically significant at 𝛼 = .01 

 

VI. ROBUSTNESS CHECKS   

Next, I seek to test whether certain aspects of my data are obscuring a stronger 

relationship between the change over time in Republican vote share and in the unemployment 

gap; I also formally examine the robustness of my posited relationship between economic 

disparities between racial groups and voting outcomes.  

Table 9 presents the results of regression analyses performed on specific subsets of the 

unemployment gap data. It appears that the relationship between change in the unemployment 

gap and Republican vote deviation becomes extremely inconsequential when broken into these 

extreme subsets, however, suggesting that perhaps an element of temporal reference-

dependence in voter decisionmaking does not emerge when we modify it with an element of 

personal identity.  
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Table 8 

Republican Vote Share vs. Change in Unemployment Rates and in Unemployment Gap, 

Select Percentiles of Unemployment Gap – U.S. Counties, 2009-2016 

 

Change in unemployment 

gap: percentile 

Coefficient p-Value Obs. 

Below 25th 
-.0001 

(.0278) 
0.995 1,527 

Above 75th 
.01 

(.03) 
0.86 1,527 

Above 90th 
.02 

(.04) 
0.58 610 

 

Although the unemployment gap is statistically insignificant in our initial model of voting 

outcomes, the statistical significance of the unemployment gap becomes notable upon 

controlling for unemployment among whites alone and remains robust to specification changes 

across all additional models in which a racial or temporal dimension has been added to our 

measure of unemployment, indicating that the unemployment gap does become a salient 

feature in electoral decision making to the extent that we assume voters think about 

unemployment in reference to a particular social group’s performance—most likely their 

own—in the present or past at all when choosing between candidates. Indeed, my models do 

appear to provide evidence for this prerequisite assumption as well, given the statistical 

significance (at the 𝛼 < 0.001 level of significance) and notable magnitudes of the coefficients 

on the change in the overall unemployment rate over time and in both the level of and change 

in white unemployment in my latter three models. The statistical significance of the 

coefficients on these variables and the unemployment gap in the latter three models also 

persists with the inclusion of robust standard errors given our visual observation of 

heteroskedasticity.  
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 As an additional test of robustness, I investigate whether the posited relationship 

between the racial gap in economic outcomes and major party vote share remains under 

alternate specifications of economic performance. Table 10 displays the results of a regression 

of Republican vote deviation on median household income, the gap in median household 

income between black and white Americans, and the interaction between these two terms (as 

well as the same controls used in the previously discussed models). As you can see, the 

statistical significance of the “economic gap” (p = 0.02) remains robust when we respecify our 

key economic variables in terms of median household income (in thousands of dollars), which 

we may have reason to believe encapsulates voters’ perceptions of economic conditions more 

than unemployment might if voters see unemployment as a social ill rather than a financial one 

(Blount, 2002). In fact, the income gap is statistically significant in this model even though the 

unemployment gap was not when we controlled for the overall level of unemployment, 

suggesting that the endogeneity of economic and identity preferences may be even stronger 

than my initial model suggests.   

Table 9 

Regression Results – Republican Vote Deviation vs. Median Household Income 

(Thousands of Dollars), U.S. Counties, 2009-2016 

Variable Coefficient p-value 

Median household income 
.14 

(0.02) 
< 0.001 

Median household income 

gap between black and white 

Americans 

-0.08 

(0.04) 
0.02 

Median household income x 

gap 

0.002 

(0.001) 
0.003 

 

n = 8,452 | *** = statistically significant at 𝛼 = .01 
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VII. LIMITATIONS OF EMPIRICAL RESULTS 

This empirical research has three critical limitations. First, an ideal model seeking to establish 

whether the unemployment gap truly affects white voters’ decision-making would use data on 

actual voting patterns among white voters as the source of information for the dependent 

variable in its specification. As U.S. elections use a secret ballot and post-election voter surveys 

do not collect sufficient county-level data on voting by racial demographic, however, these 

ideal data are unavailable; instead, in this paper, I control for the rate of unemployment among 

whites as a proxy for white voters’ preferences in a sample representing voting behavior for 

members of all races. As such, there is a possibility that the models discussed in my paper do 

not necessarily reflect voters’ attitudes towards race. Instead, they may reflect somewhat 

expected changes in voter behavior in the presence of unobserved phenomena that produce 

economic disparities between members of various racial groups and affect voting outcomes 

(like we might expect the general sense of political progressiveness in a given county to do). 

It may then seem reasonable to add some county-year fixed effects to the empirical model to 

control for features that remain fixed within a given county in a given year but vary within 

counties across years or counties within years. This variable, however, would be perfectly 

collinear with the key independent variable of interest in the static model (the unemployment 

gap) and conceptually inappropriate to include in an inherently dynamic model.  It would also 

be useful then to include some sort of measure of the general level of conservatism among the 

citizens in a given county separate from its citizens’ voting record. Future research would be 

able to address the limitations of this work only if prominent survey firms conduct systematic, 

large-sample post-election surveys in each county in the United States, thus enabling 

researchers to study the specific voting behavior of white and minority voters directly.  
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The second major limitation is potential omitted variable bias, which renders the 

relationship between the gap and voting outcomes as non-causal. Even with data on white 

residents’ voting choices—thereby obviating the omitted variable bias from a county’s level 

of conservatism—it would still be possible the same local attitudes driving county officials to 

enact policies that help or hinder minorities’ opportunities for economic advancement are the 

same attitudes that drive white voters to prefer the Republican candidate in a given election, 

and that the coefficient on the gap exhibits significant upward bias. Ideally, I would model the 

relationship between the unemployment gap and voting outcomes using an instrumental 

variable (IV) to avoid this issue. The issue, as always, is that there is no variable that 

immediately appears to satisfy the relevance (the assumption that we can find a variable that 

has a strong relationship with the unemployment gap) and exogeneity (the assumption that 

there is no variable that has a relationship with voting outcomes independent of that variable’s 

relationship with the unemployment gap) and requirements for IV regression, nor is such a 

variable discussed in the extant literature on voting behavior; in fact, Hansford and Gomez 

(2015) use county-level unemployment rates themselves to instrument for perceptions of 

national-level economic conditions.  

 Finally, a lingering limitation of the model is that it does not necessarily address the 

debate concerning whether economic voting is primarily of a “sociotropic” or “pocketbook” 

nature. While the statistical significance of the coefficient on the unemployment gap—

inherently a sociotropic phenomenon, as the unemployment gap is a social phenomenon that 

does not constrain individuals’ income as much as reflect relative constraints between 

members of different social groups—is indeed high across the majority of my models, its 

magnitude may not be meaningful depending on whether we interpret the unemployment rate 
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for which we control as primarily reflecting concerns that are sociotropic (voters view the 

county-level unemployment rate as a social issue that politicians must confront) or pocketbook 

(voters are personally affected by unemployment and want the candidate they think is most 

likely to help them out of a difficult situation) in nature. Absent data on individual voters’ 

economic characteristics and voting choices and given the remaining disagreement in the 

extant literature on whether unemployment reflects pocketbook or sociotropic political 

decision making (Cho and Gimpel, 2009), it is impossible to determine which phenomena is 

primarily reflected in the white or dynamic unemployment rates. As such, it is difficult to 

determine whether the observed relationship between the unemployment gap and voting 

outcomes is robust to the inclusion of another sociotropic variable or simply reflects all 

sociotropic concerns having solely controlled for pocketbook ones. 
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VIII. POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

This thesis has discovered a previously unrecognized result in the empirical literature on 

voting, racial identity, and economic phenomena: a statistically significant relationship 

between the unemployment gap and voting outcomes. This relationship has both political and 

societal implications. The most evident implication is they strengthen the extant hypothesis 

that a voter’s economic preferences and sense of identity are endogenously derived. this is 

shown in the robust statistical significance—and fairly substantial magnitude--of the 

coefficient representing the unemployment gap in models that control for the level of 

unemployment among whites and among minorities. If economic preferences and identity were 

not endogenously derived, we would not expect to see a statistically significant unemployment 

gap term in a model that already controlled for 1) the level of unemployment among members 

of a particular racial group and 2) the proportion of minorities in a given county. In more 

practical terms, my findings suggest that political strategists would do well to consider the gap 

in economic performance between minorities and whites—and not just economic metrics for 

a county’s aggregate population—when attempting to forecast voting outcomes. It appears that 

the “Democratic advantage” (Wright, 2012) may extend to the disaggregated unemployment 

rates for both whites and minorities, and even remains true when we control for the 

unemployment gap. The unemployment gap itself, however, does not exhibit a uniform 

advantage for one party over another, conditional on the demographic group whose economic 

performance we control for: voters are more likely to choose a Republican candidate when 

minorities perform well relative to whites, holding white unemployment constant, but a 

Democratic candidate under the same circumstances holding unemployment among minorities 

constant. These findings would seem to have a clear implication for political candidates: 
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highlighting unemployment or deteriorating economic conditions in impoverished or 

economically stagnant parts of the United States may not necessarily be a good tactic for 

Democratic candidates depending on how economic success is distributed among residents of 

the county. As of the months preceding the 2018 U.S. midterm elections, however, Lowrey 

(2018) suggested that neither major American political party had widely considered updating 

its campaign strategy to reach out to voters that might not share their party affiliation in a way 

that reflected an understanding that personal identification can affect perceptions of economic 

outcomes. A corollary political implication is that American voters across the political 

spectrum appear to perceive that each of the two major U.S. political parties espouse policies 

that benefit members of separate racial groups. If voters perceived that either the Democratic 

or Republican party primarily sought to “lift all boats” at once, we would not expect to see the 

sign of the coefficient on unemployment gap change across sets of controls.  

Perhaps more importantly, however, my findings provide new evidence towards Robert 

Putnam’s (2000) hypothesis that the value of “social capital” in the United States is 

diminishing. This degradation of communal ties between social groups—which Putnam (1995) 

claims are necessary to “facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit”—plausibly 

has social and political consequences in addition to those observed in this paper; for his part, 

Putnam uses regression analysis to show that the consequences of diminished social capital 

(which he observes by other measures) include an increase in crime, economic inequality, and 

tax evasion along with a decrease public health outcomes, educational attainment, and child 

welfare (Putnam, 2001). In a social system where intergroup ties were strong, we would not 

expect the direction of the relationship between the unemployment gap and voting outcomes 

to change when we control for the overall economic performance of one group versus that of 
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another. It is possible that the phenomenon wherein different political parties espouse 

platforms perceived to benefit racial groups differently even in a world where communal ties 

were strong, but in this scenario, we would at most expect to see different signs on the 

relationships between various unemployment rates and Republican vote share. This is not to 

suggest that Democratic politicians or liberal policymakers should not seek to improve 

economic conditions for historically underprivileged groups out of concern that they will 

advance Republican candidates’ prospects in doing so. This is not simply for ethical reasons, 

but because I cannot claim to have identified a strictly causal relationship between the 

unemployment gap and voting outcomes in this paper. At the very least, however, it may be 

disconcerting for some policymakers to discover that voters react differently not only to 

changes in their own economic circumstances but to the perception of economic ascendancy 

among minorities as well.  
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APPENDIX 

 

Figure 2: Trends in Unemployment and Voting Outcomes, Select U.S. Counties, 2009-2016 
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Table 10 

Testing Independent Variables for Multicollinearity 
 

 

 

 
Unemp. 

Rate 

White Unemp. 

Rate 

Unemp. 

Gap 

White 

Unemp. 

Rate * Gap 

Pop. 
Median 

Household 

income 

Percent 

Minority 

Percent 

Working 

Age (18-

65) 

Percent 

Over 65 

Percent 

With At 

Least 

Bachelor’s 

Degree 

Percent 

Less than 

High 

School 

Graduate 

White 

Unemployment 

Rate 

.80           

Unemployment 

Gap 
.19 -.03          

White 

Unemployment 

Rate * Gap 

.28 .14 .87         

Population .05 .04 -.01 .01        

Median 

Household 

income 

-.41 -.31 -.10 -.12 .25       

Percent 

Minority 
.36 .08 .08 .07 .21 -.17      

Percent 

Working Age 

(18-65) 
.15 .16 .03 .07 .20 .21 .18     

Percent Over 65 -.16 -.06 -.03 -.03 .-22 -.27 -.31 -.65    

Percent With At 

Least 

Bachelor’s 

Degree 

-.28 -.28 -.07 -.10 .17 .40 -.02 .12 .01   

Percent Less 

than High 

School 

Graduate 

.28 .20 .06 .07 -.09 -.37 .27 -.17 -.01 -.49  

Percent Urban .05 .04 -.01 .02 .39 .38 .26 .39 -.48 .21 -.20 
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Figure 3: Bivariate Graphical Analysis of Unemployment vs. Republican Vote Deviation (Static) 
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Figure 4: Bivariate Graphical Analysis of Unemployment vs. Republican Vote Deviation (Dynamic) 
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Figure 5: Distribution of Select U.S. County-Level Unemployment Statistics, 2009-2016
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