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Abstract: Educational attainment has become a critical determinant of partisanship. The divide
between college graduates and non-college graduates is a crucial political cleavage in
contemporary American politics. In this paper, | document the rise of the diploma divide on the
micro and macro levels. First, | use ANES and CES data to assess the relationships between
educational attainment, partisanship, and vote choice. | find that post-2000, educational
attainment is an increasingly strong predictor of partisanship and, in turn, vote choice. | then
show that the increasing political salience of education at the individual level has reshaped
macro-level political alignments. Next, | demonstrate that between 2000 and 2020, the
percentage of a county’s population with a BA is one of the strongest predictors of changes in
vote share, with highly educated counties becoming more Democratic and less educated counties
becoming more Republican. Finally, I demonstrate that county-level educational context shapes
the effect of degree-holding on individual-level behavior. Having a BA is a stronger predictor of
Democratic partisanship in counties’ where a larger proportion of the population holds a college
degree. Overall, these results demonstrate the diploma divide is one of the dominant political
cleavages in contemporary American politics.
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Joe Biden’s victory in the 2020 presidential elections is often framed as a return to normalcy.
Biden, the longtime Senator, vice-president to Barack Obama, and committed institutionalist,
defeated the incumbent president, populist billionaire Donald Trump in a contentious election.
While Biden might embody a “normal politician,” Biden’s path to victory was anything but
ordinary. Many thought Biden was a viable candidate because he would appeal to working-class
Whites and ethnic and racial minorities. However, Biden could not improve upon the Democrats’
previous performances among the White working class and even lost some ground among some
ethnic and racial minority groups—Latinos in particular.! Perhaps unexpectedly, Biden exhibited
considerable strength among professional class Whites. Biden won mainly because he markedly
improved upon Hillary Clinton’s margins in a wide range of suburban areas, both in traditionally
blue and traditionally red states.

It was once common wisdom that the GOP was the party of affluent, White college
graduates (Stonecash 2000, pgs. 101-107). Flanigan and Zingale’s (1998, pg. 90) classic political
behavior text states, “Typically, lower-status people, those with less education, those with low
incomes, recently immigrated ethnic groups, racial minorities, and Catholics are more likely to
vote Democratic. Higher status people, the college-educated, those with high incomes, whites of
northern European stock, and Protestants are more likely to vote Republican.” Republicans
dominated America’s suburban areas while the Democrats were strong in the urban core and
many rural areas. However, these stereotypes are badly outdated. Biden’s strength in many of the
nation’s most well-to-do suburban areas is the product of the American electorate’s ongoing

education-based realignment, which is at least two decades in the making.

! https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/20537484-equis_post-mortem part one public deck
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There is a growing gap between college graduates and non-graduates on a variety of
attitudinal dimensions. The economic fortunes of college graduates are increasingly diverging
from those who do not hold a degree. The divides are stark. College graduates live in different
types of places than non-graduates, work in other sectors of the economy, exhibit different levels
of religiosity, and hold different attitudes about racial and ethnic minorities, immigration,
sexuality and gender, and a host of other cultural issues. The increasing proportion of the
population with a degree combined with the attitudinal differences between educational groups
combined with these attitudes’ increasing salience now divides the electorate in a heretofore
unprecedented way—along educational lines. The diploma divide is one of the dominant
political cleavages nationally and the dominant cleavage between White Americans.

| use a combination of individual-level and county-level data to demonstrate the micro
and macro foundations of America’s educational realignment. On the micro-level, | use the
Cooperative Election Study (CES) data spanning 2006-2020 and American National Election
Study (ANES) data spanning 1972-2016 to show that education is an increasingly strong
predictor of individual-level partisanship and vote choice. White Americans have seen the most
significant increase in explanatory power, though the change is not limited only to Whites. On
the macro level, | use a combination of US Census and county-level election return data
spanning 2000 to 2020 to show there has been a massive county-level realignment along
educational lines. Most American politics scholarship does not place education on the same lines
as race or religion when explaining political behavior on the individual level or patterns of
election returns on the aggregate level. | show that it is past time we revisit this assumption.

1. Education and Partisanship in American Politics

1.1 Education, Participation, and Attitudes



Scholars have long recognized that education levels are positively associated with political
participation (Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980; Hillygus 2005; Kam and Palmer 2008). The
authors of The American Voter recognized people with higher levels of education are more
civically active sixty years ago (Campbell et al. 1960, pg. 477). They noted that the highly
educated were more likely to participate in politics, both showing up at the polls and working on
campaigns, interest groups, and other types of advocacy. Moreover, Burden (2009, pg. 545)
demonstrates the correlation between education and turnout has increased post-1980. College
graduates have long been more likely to turn out than those with less education, but the gap
between the groups has become more extreme in recent decades. Perhaps unsurprisingly, college
graduates also have higher average levels of political sophistication, though it is not clear the link
is causal (Luskin 1990).

While it is clear that there is a link between education and civic participation, we know
less about the relationship between education and political partisanship. Scholars have long
regarded education as a remedy for intolerance, political and otherwise (Bobo and Licari 1989).
Many studies have found positive relationships between education and support for politically
liberal attitudes such as freedom of expression, ethnic diversity, gay and lesbian rights, and non-
traditional gender roles (Marshall 2019, pg. 70). All of these issues are strongly associated with
the Democratic Party. On the other hand, college graduates are more economically affluent than
non-graduates. This increase in earnings capacity might lead individuals to oppose economic
redistribution through taxation (Marshall 2019). There is some evidence that this is the case
(Mendelberg, McCabe, and Thal, 2017). Opposition to taxes has been the central plank in the
Republican Party’s platform for decades (Goren 2013, pgs. 21-22). Thus, higher levels of

education have the potential to pull Americans in opposite partisan directions. However, for



many years the relationship between education levels and vote choice was weak—educational
attainment did not strongly predict support for one party over the other.

So what changed? Why has education suddenly become such a stark dividing line both in
the United States and abroad? Over the past several decades, we have seen the rise of populist
movements across the globe, including the Tea Party and Donald Trump in the United States, the
Brexit movement in the UK, Bolsonaro in Brazil, Duarte in the Philippines, and numerous other
far-right populist movements in Europe and elsewhere. Several common themes unite these
movements: anti-elitism, skepticism of experts, support for the traditional gender hierarchy,
distrust of multiculturalism, and a view that divides society into a homogenous in-group and
predatory outgroup(s) (Norris and Inglehart 2019, pg. 72). Norris and Inglehart (2019) tie the rise
in these populist movements to the “silent revolution” in values. Younger generations are more
ethnically diverse, better educated, and more socially liberal. These liberal values became
dominant as a function of generational replacement. Norris and Inglehart view the rise of
populism across the globe as a backlash against this “silent revolution.” Typically, the people
leading this backlash are older, Whiter, and less educated than the Millennials, who are at the
leading edge of this transformation (Norris and Inglehart 2019, pg. 259).

The rise in populism and the backlash against the “silent revolution” has triggered a
realignment along educational lines. While Trump’s populist movement was certainly unique in
many ways, | argue that education was becoming more politically relevant well before Trump’s
emergence. There were already growing economic and geographic divisions between college-
educated and not. The rise of the globally integrated knowledge economy heightened the salience
of globalization, free trade, and immigration. Positions on these issues correlate with educational

attainment. Hainmueller and Hiscox (2006) demonstrate college graduates are much more



favorable towards international trade and globalization than those without a degree. In a cross-
national study, Bekhuis et al. (2014) found that the effect of increasing globalization on
nationalist attitudes was conditional upon education. People with higher levels of education were
less likely to experience an increase in nationalistic attitudes in response to higher levels of
immigration. Cavaille and Marshall (2019) used compulsory schooling reforms as a natural
experiment to show that increased levels of schooling caused more positive attitudes towards
immigrants and lower levels of support for anti-immigrant political parties (also see Maxwell
2019). Similarly, Mocan and Pogorelova using expansions in compulsory education to show
higher levels of education are associated with lower levels of religiosity. In turn, lower levels of
religiosity are associated with higher levels of trust in science and scientists (McPhetres and
Zuckerman, 2018; Eichengreen, Aksoy, and Saka 2021) and the types of cultural attitudes that
have become more salient in recent years (Castle 2019; Layman 2001).

A look at the ANES data is revealing. Table 1 displays the differences between White
college graduates and White non-college graduates across a variety of dimensions. The top two
rows show indexes of economic and social attitudes. The economic index combines items
regarding government-guaranteed jobs, health insurance, and aid to the poor. The social index
combines abortion, gay rights, and the importance of traditional values (see Zingher and Flynn
2018). Higher values on these scales reflect higher levels of conservativism. The tables also
display the racial resentment and authoritarianism scales prominent in the recent literature
(Hetherington and Weiler 2009; Mutz 2018; Wronski et al. 2018; Reny, Collingwood, and
Valenzuela, 2019; Zingher 2020). Many, starting with Lipset (1959), have argued that
educational attainment is strongly related to levels of outgroup hostility and authoritarian

attitudes. Likewise, positive values reflect higher levels of racial resentment and



authoritarianism. Lastly, I include an ordinal measure of immigration attitudes. This item takes
on three values, reduce the number of immigrants (3), keep the number of immigrants the same
(2), and increase the number of immigrants (1).

Table 1A: Summary Statistics for White, non-College Graduates

Variable N Mean SD Min Max

Economic Attitudes 11256 0.20 0.90 -3.23 3.21
Social Attitudes 11256 0.11 0.97 -3.76 3.03
Racial Resentment 5747 0.30 0.77 -2.02 1.40
Authoritarianism 4896 0.09 0.74 -1.55 0.96
Immigration 5719 2.50 0.63 1.00 3.00

Table 1B: Summary Statistics for White College Graduates

Variable N Mean SD Min Max

Economic Attitudes 4879 0.19 1.05 -2.82 3.23
Social Attitudes 4879 -0.44 0.98 -3.18 2.96
Racial Resentment 3281 -0.18 0.93 -2.08 1.40
Authoritarianism 2934 -0.46 0.82 -1.83 0.96
Immigration 3319 2.19 0.71 1.00 3.00

As the tables clarify, we see sizeable gaps between those with a college degree and those without
a diploma. College-educated Americans are more socially liberal—the means for the two groups
are half a standard deviation apart. Likewise, the two groups are more than half a standard
deviation apart on the racial resentment and authoritarianism scales. The divide on the
immigration question is just under one-half of a standard deviation. College-educated Americans
are more liberal on social issues, more likely to believe white/black inequality is rooted in

structural factors, and express fewer rigid attitudes regarding child-rearing preferences.



Interestingly, we see no evidence of a gap when it comes to economic perspectives—the
two groups have nearly identical means. This evidence, while descriptive, suggests that the
increasing salience of social, cultural, and racial issues may be to blame for the growing divide
between college and non-college-educated Americans. We saw little polarization between the
educational groups when economic issues were dominant. This lack of polarization makes sense,
given the two groups are indistinguishable on economic matters. However, “culture war” issues
polarize the two groups. The rise of the culture wars corresponds with an increasingly partisan
split along educational lines. | argue the two trends are closely related.

These changes were afoot well before Trump ran for president. Populist, anti-elite, anti-
expert sentiments are always present. Anti-intellectualism has a long history in American politics
(Hofstadter 1963). According to Motta (2018, pg. 468), one form of anti-intellectualism is the
“distrust, and perhaps dislike, for individuals who claim to have superior knowledge and wisdom
about a subject matter.” Trump did not invent something new. In many ways, these themes were
natural extensions of the far-right and arguably ethno-nationalist Tea Party movement from a
decade prior (Barreto and Parker 2014, pgs. 85-89). He simply turned up the volume. Trump cast
doubt on the scientific consensus on anthropogenic climate change, vaccines, hurricane
predictions, and strategies for COVID mitigation (Aldy 2017; Hornsey et al. 2020). Trump
worked to sow distrust of experts in a variety of ways. Thus, it makes sense that anti-expert
messaging does not resonate who view themselves as having expertise in a particular subject,
generally people with formal educational credentials. An analysis by Oliver and Rahn (2016)
demonstrated distrust of experts correlated with support for Donald Trump in the 2016 election.
Thus, Trump attacking experts as untrustworthy likely increased the political relevance of formal

educational qualifications.



The recent rise in anti-elitism dovetails with the heightened salience of race and identity
in American politics. Donald Trump made explicit racial appeals part of his campaign
(\Valentino, Neuner, and Vandenbroek 2018). Trump’s first real sustained political venture was
as leader of the “Birther” movement, where he questioned whether Barack Obama, the first
African American president, was an American citizen. He attacked high-profile Black athletes
like LeBron James and Collin Kaepernick. Trump’s racialized campaign strategy sparked a
backlash. Incidents of police brutality sparked the rise of the Black Lives Movement, which
brought racial issues even more to the forefront. The heightened salience of race and diversity,
more generally, has further divided the electorate along educational lines. The Trump presidency
coincided with the so-called “Great Awokening” of White Liberals. An analysis by Sean
McElwee of Data for Progress showed that White liberals adopted sharply more liberal racial
attitudes throughout the Trump administration. Education shapes racial, and outgroup attitudes,
more generally.?

Thus on the individual level, There are multiple reasons to suspect that educational
differences are more powerful predictors of political attitudes and behavior than they once were.
Gallup’s long-running “What Do You Think Is the Most Important Problem Facing This Country
Today?” polling revealed that American’s identified “Dissatisfaction with government” and
“Immigration” as the two most pressing issues facing the country. Immigration attitudes, as we
have seen, vary as a function of education levels and opposition to immigration unites populist
movements across the globe. Likewise, “dissatisfaction with the government” fell squarely
within Donald Trump’s anti-elite, anti-technocrat “Drain the swamp” messaging. Overall,

Trump’s rise is part of a broader, worldwide rise in populism—a movement that has worked to

2 hitps://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/23/opinion/democrats-race.html
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bring social and cultural issues to the political forefront—both in the United States and abroad
(Solobewska and Ford 2020). It just so happens educational attainment strongly influences
peoples’ positions on these increasingly salient issues.

1.2 The Political Geography of Educational Attainment

As the previous section illustrated, education influences what people think, and changes in the
political context heighten the importance of these differences. Yet, educational credentials are
becoming a more important determinant of political behavior for reasons other than attitudes on
social and cultural issues. Recently, levels of educational inequality have increased, as have the
economic returns from education (Bloome et al. 2018). These changes have led to more disparity
between people with a college degree and those without (Baum et al., 2013). Education also
influences where people choose to live. However, this geographic divide is a relatively recent
phenomenon.

As Jonathan Rodden notes in his 2019 book “Why Cities Lose,” college graduates were
once roughly evenly distributed across US counties (pgs. 78-82). While there was undoubtedly
variation from county to county, the distribution was not skewed. This pattern has changed in
recent years. The emergence of the knowledge economy has caused college graduates to cluster
in a more limited number of metros, such as Boston, Washington DC, and California’s Bay Area.
The economies of these urban knowledge economy hubs have boomed in recent decades.
College graduates, especially those with postgraduate degrees, are responsible for nearly all of
the growth in income in recent decades.® Rodden reports 15 metro areas produced half of all US

patents between 2000 and 2015 (2019, pg. 79).

3 https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Final-Report Education-Middle-Class-Status-
1.pdf
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Conversely, many rural areas are experiencing a brain drain, where children from these
areas go off to college and then do not return after they graduate. The transformation to the
knowledge economy has left these places out when it comes to economic growth. Wages for high
school graduates have remained flat or even decreased when controlling for inflation (Lemieux
2006). The result is more uneven dispersion of college graduates across the country and more
economic polarization between highly educated urban hubs and the surrounding countryside.

We have already seen the education influences attitudes. This geographic and economic
polarization introduces the possibility the effects of education on political attitudes vary from
place to place. A wide swath of political science literature demonstrates behavior is context-
dependent. The same individuals will exhibit different behaviors when placed in various racial
(Enos 2016; Anoll 2018), electoral (Horowitz 2000; Norris 2004), or economic contexts (Green
and McElwee 2018). The existence of these contextual effects raises the possibility that
educational context shapes attitudes and behaviors as well. Living around a large number of
college graduates might reinforce the norms, beliefs, and political preferences typical of college-
educated professionals. Likewise, the effect of educational attainment on attitudes might be
weaker in places where there are few college graduates. These places could be less likely to
enforce the values and norms college graduates typically hold—other studies reach similar
conclusions. Gimpel et al. (2020) found that living in an urban or rural area shaped political
attitudes even when controlling for a host of other variables that vary as a function of
urbanization. They attribute these findings to differences in socialization across geographies (pg.
1363). This possibility implies that education matters, but how it matters is likely conditional
upon the broader context.

1.3 Compositional Changes in Educational Attainment
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A comprehensive set of emerging issues—globalization, immigration, race, and the new fronts
on the culture war, such as trans rights-divide the electorate along educational lines. The
electorate is geographically divided along educational lines, too. Yet, these are not the only
significant education-related changes. There is a compositional change afoot, too. More
Americans have access to higher education than ever before. In 1970, roughly one in 10
Americans had completed college. By 1990, that number had risen to 21 percent. Today, 36
percent of adults have completed a bachelor’s degree. Education’s increasing political relevance
compounds this three-and-a-half-fold increase in the degree-holding portion of the population.
White college graduates comprised 10 percent of the population in 1972. That number had
increased to 21 percent in 2016 (Zingher 2019). White college graduates are an even larger share
of the electorate, given that college graduates turn out at a higher rate than the general population
(Leighley and Nagler, 2014). Exit polls and academic analyses have revealed a growing divide
between college graduates and non-college graduates over the last several election cycles, with
college graduates increasingly favoring Democrats and non-graduates favoring Republicans.*
This recent trend is a departure from the traditional sociological division between the parties,
which saw college graduates gravitate towards the Republican Party and high school graduates
favor the Democrats.

| argue that the increasing political salience of educational credentials combined with the
growing size of the college graduate population realigned the electorate. Academic credentials
are more powerful predictors of partisanship and vote choice on the individual level, and macro-
level vote shifts reflect these changes. Figure 1 displays the relationship between the percentage

of a state’s population with a Bachelor’s degree and Democratic vote share in the 2000 and 2020

4 https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2021/04/14/trump-didnt-bring-white-working-class-voters-
republican-party-data-suggest-he-kept-them-away/
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elections. As the figure clarifies, the relationship’s magnitude has increased significantly over the
past two decades. The coefficient of the regression line was .75 in 2000. In 2020, it was 1.47,
nearly double what it was 20 years prior. Likewise, the r?, the percentage of the variation in the
dependent variable explained by the independent variable, moved from .14 to .54. Thus, both the
magnitude of the effect and the strength of the relationship have increased markedly. Post-2000,
the most educated states have moved sharply towards the Democratic Party (Colorado and
Virginia are striking examples) while the less educated have become markedly more Republican
(e.g., lowa and Ohio).

Interestingly, nearly all the 2020 swing states (PA, WI, MI, AZ, NC, TX, GA & FL) were
within a point or two of the median education level, 30.9 percent of the population with a BA or
higher. Therefore, a state’s education level explains a lot more about how it voted in 2020
compared to 2000. Obviously, this evidence is descriptive and does not account for other factors,

but it is powerful, nonetheless.

Figure 1: The Relationship between the Percentage of a State’s Population with a
Bachelor’s Degree and Democratic Presidential VVote Share, 2000 & 2020
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1.4 Hypotheses

| contend that educational credentials, particularly holding a college degree, are stronger
predictors of political attitudes and behaviors than they once were. Moreover, | argue that the
effect of educational attainment is context-dependent—Iliving in an area with many other college
graduates amplifies the impact of having a degree on the likelihood of supporting the Democratic
Party while living with fewer graduates mitigates it. In turn, | argue this shift on the individual
level has produced a realignment on the mass level. These expectations lead to the following
three hypotheses

H1: In comparing individuals, college graduates are more likely to identify with and vote for the
Democratic Party than non-college graduates. I posit this relationship has grown stronger over
time.

H2: In comparing individuals, college graduates who live in counties with a higher percentage
of college graduates are more Democratic than college graduates who live in less educated
counties.

H3: In comparing counties, the Democratic vote share will increase as a function of the percent
of the county’s population that holds a college degree. | posit this relationship has grown
stronger over time.

In the next section, | present a series of tests designed to test these three hypotheses.

2. Data

My analyses rely on individual and county-level data. The individual-level data come from two
gold-standard long-running political surveys, the American National Election Study (ANES) and
the Cooperative Election Study (CES, formerly CCES). | use these two individual-level datasets
to assess the relationship between education and policy attitudes, partisanship, and vote choice
on the individual level. The CES and ANES have different strengths, which allow me to test my

individual-level hypotheses in various ways. The CES survey is fielded in each year beginning in

2006 and contains extensive samples of respondents, which range from 60 thousand in election
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years to 20 thousand in off years. The ANES, on the other hand, is only administered in
presidential election years and contains a much smaller number of respondents. However, the
ANES spans a much more extended period (going back to 1948) and includes a more expansive
battery of policy questions, which allows me to tease out why education has become such an
important determinant of political attitudes and behaviors

In the aggregate level analysis, | examine the relationship between county demographics,
including the percentage of the county’s adult population that holds a college diploma and
presidential voting patterns. First, | obtain county-level demographic data from the US Census.
The Census’s American Community Survey releases yearly estimates of the percentage of each
county’s population that holds a college degree and a host of other demographic variables such
as racial composition, median income, and poverty. Second, I obtain county-level election results
for 2000-2016 from MIT’s Election and Data Science Lab. The 2020 results were hand collected
by the author.
2.1 Individual-Level Analytic Approach
| theorize that education has become a stronger predictor of political attitudes and behaviors. To
demonstrate this point empirically, | assess how public opinion varies across educational levels
and then determine how the relationship between educational attainment and partisanship has
evolved. | begin with a simple model that uses the standard 7-point measure of partisanship as
the dependent variable, and educational attainment is the independent variable. Partisanship is a
longstanding psychological attachment to a political party (Campbell et al. 1960). Some even go
so far as to describe partisanship as a standalone group identity (Green, Palmquist, and Shickler
2002). Next, | measure educational attainment as whether someone has a college degree or not.

In addition, I include controls for age, race, religion, income, gender, and union membership. |
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also include year fixed effects. Finally, I interact educational attainment with year to test whether
the impact of education has increased in recent years. Equation 1 displays the core theoretical
model.

Equation 1:

In addition, I also assess how holding advanced educational credentials affects
presidential and congressional vote choice, which are more variable behavioral manifestations of
partisan attachments. Here, the theoretical equation is nearly identical, only | add party
identification as an additional control variable and use Democratic vote choice (1/0) as the
dependent variable. I specify this vote choice model as a logit.

The next step is to establish how education shapes partisanship. As | mentioned, there is
considerable evidence that social and cultural attitudes are essential predictors of partisanship
and vote choice and have become more important in recent years. Moreover, there is evidence
that education shapes several different policy and cultural attitudes and that these same attitudes
have recently become more salient. Thus, there are many potential paths through which
education could shape political attachments. | briefly explore these possibilities at the end of this
section.

2.2 County-Level Analytic Approach

Individual-level changes aggregate up to influence macro-level outcomes. For example, the
increasing importance of education at the individual level manifests in changing vote patterns at
the county level. | expect that more highly educated counties have become more Democratic,
while less educated counties have become more Republican. To model this, I use Democratic
vote share as the dependent variable and the lagged percentage of the county’s population with a

Bachelor’s degree or above as the independent variable. This specification tests whether a
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county’s level of education explains year-to-year changes in vote share. | also control for the
previous Democratic vote share, the county’s racial demographics, income, and urbanization. In
addition, I also include controls for changes in these variables from time t-4 to time t. This setup
helps distinguish between realignment effects (demographics stay the same but voting behavior
changes) and compositional effects (voting behavior remains constant within groups, but the
ratio of groups within counties changes). | outline the theoretical model below.
Equation 3
3.1 Individual-Level Analysis
| begin my analysis by regressing party identification (1-7 scale, with seven being Strong
Republican) on a binary measure of education (B.A./no B.A.), a battery of demographic control
variables, and year dummy variables. | also interact education with the year variables to account
for the possibility that educational credentials have become more powerful determinants of
partisanship. These regression tables are long, so instead of the tables, | present the substantive
results in figure 2 and the corresponding regression tables in the appendix (Tables Al and A2).
Here, | display the effect of holding a Bachelor’s degree on partisanship by year. The left-hand
panels contain the results of the CES analyses (2006-2020), while the right-hand panels display
the ANES results (presidential years spanning 1972-2016). The top panels contain the results
from the complete sample analysis. The bottom panels are the results when 1 restrict the analysis
to White respondents only.

As the figures clarify, holding a Bachelor’s degree has become a stronger predictor of
Democratic partisanship. Both the CES and ANES analyses speak to this fact in different ways.
The CES analysis reveals that holding a Bachelor’s degree has been a significant predictor of

Democratic partisanship in each year since 2008. Perhaps more importantly, the effect of holding
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a degree increased markedly starting in 2014. The impact of having a college degree on
Democratic partisanship doubled between 2013 and 2020, with degree holders being nearly .75
points more Democratic along the seven-point scale. The relationship between party
identification and educational attainment is similar in the entire sample and White subsample
analyses. However, the association is marginally stronger when | restrict the analysis to Whites.
The ANES models expand the scope of the analysis backward in time a great deal,
though | estimate these effects with less precision than the CES estimates due to the much
smaller sample sizes. However, the extended timeframe highlights some interesting patterns not
apparent in the CES data. Namely, The ANES analysis reveals the direction of the relationship
between holding a college diploma and partisanship has reversed over the past 40 years. In 1972,
holding a college degree was a significant predictor of Republican partisanship (reflected by the
positive coefficient), confirming the assertions of some older works on political behavior (e.g.,
Flanigan and Zingale, 1998). This coefficient generally remained positive through the 1990s
(though not significantly different than zero) before slightly drifting towards the Democrats post-
2000. The most significant jump occurred in 2016, when degree holders’ partisanship became
much more Democratic, even when controlling for other variables. This finding lines up with a
great deal of popular commentary that argues Donald Trump’s presidency helped trigger an

education-based realignment.
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Figure 2: The Relationship between Holding a College Degree and Party Identification in
the CES (2006-2020) and ANES (1972-2016) Data
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The next question whether this realignment extends to vote choice? | address this question in
Figure 3 (Appendix Tables A3 and A4 contain the full results). The results in Figure 3 might
seem counterintuitive at first blush. The CES results reveal that holding a Bachelor’s degree is
associated with a roughly 5 percent increase in the odds of voting for the Democratic candidate
in presidential elections. The effect is consistent across the four presidential elections included in
the CES sample. However, it is crucial to keep in mind that this is while controlling for
partisanship and a host of other variables. The ANES results are more variable, which perhaps is
not surprising given the much broader timeframe. Here, the relationship between degree-holding
and Democratic vote choice grows stronger over time. Like with partisanship, we saw the most
potent effect in 2016. These findings raise the question, “relative to partisanship, why do we not

see a similar pattern in the CES data and a weaker pattern in the ANES when it comes to vote
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choice?” The answer to this question is these effects are while controlling for partisanship, which
mediates the relationship between education and vote choice.

Figure 3: The Relationship between Holding a College Degree and Presidential Vote Choice
in the CES (2006-2020) and ANES (1972-2016) Data
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This mediation effect stems from the fact that education levels shape partisanship, and
both partisanship and educational attainment shape vote choice. This mediation implies that we
only see the partial effect of education when controlling for partisanship because education’s
effects travel indirectly through partisanship. In the supplemental appendix, | present a formal
mediation analysis that demonstrates this point empirically. Figure 2 implies the total and
indirect effect of education on vote choice increases over time. In the 2016 ANES, the indirect
impact of holding a degree is just as large as the direct effect. This indirect effect means the total
effect of education on vote choice is twice as large as the coefficient depicted in the top right

panel of Figure 2.
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Moreover, in the 2020 CES data, the indirect effect of holding a BA is twice as large as
the direct effect. From a substantive perspective, these shifts in party identification suggest a
long-term and still unfolding realignment of the American party coalitions. Many scholars regard
partisanship as the “unmoved mover” in the study of political behavior (Johnston 2006). Shifts in
party ID rarely occur, and in the event they do change, these changes are enduring (Campbell et
al. 1960; Green, Palmquist and Shickler 2002). Partisanship is increasingly tracking educational
attainment, suggesting this is not a short-term perturbation brought on by Donald Trump’s
unique candidacy and presidency. The CES results suggest this realignment was afoot before
Trump ran, which is another indicator of its transformative nature. Overall, these results provide
robust support for H1.
3.2 County-Level Analysis
Educational attainment has become a stronger predictor of partisanship and vote choice on the
individual level. Thus, it stands to reason that these changes at the individual level have reshaped
voting patterns in the aggregate. This section evaluates the relationship between educational
attainment on the county level and Democratic vote share in presidential elections between 2000
and 2020. | assess whether a county’s level of educational attainment explains changes in its
Democratic vote share from one election to the next. The electorate is realigning along
educational lines. | find evidence of this realignment at both the individual and aggregate levels.

In Table 2, | present the results of an OLS regression analysis. The dependent variable is
the change in the Democratic vote percentage between time t and t-4 (the previous presidential
election). I utilize several demographic measures as independent variables. | include the Asian,
Black, and Latino percentages of the county’s population lagged four years, in addition to the

lagged percentage with a Bachelor’s or above. We have seen quite a lot of change in the average
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American county's racial, ethnic, and educational makeup between 2000 and 2020. The
(population-weighted) average county has moved from 24 percent of the population with a BA to
34 percent—a ten-point increase. This increase raises the possibility that not only is education
becoming a more powerful predictor of behavior, but that the growth of the population with a
degree is reshaping politics. College graduates hold a distinct set of positions, and there are
many more of them than there were 20 years ago. This increase is, perhaps, an under-emphasized
part of the changes we have seen in contemporary American politics. Likewise, the Asian
percentage has increased from 3.8 to 6.2%, while the Latino percentage has grown from 12.6 to
18.3%. The African American percentage grew just slightly, moving from 12.7 to 13.4%.

In addition, I include median household income lagged four years. | also include the
percentage change in all of these variables from t-4 to t to assess whether election-to-election
changes in demographics drive changes in vote shares. Likewise, to control for the urban-rural
divide, which has been growing in recent years (Gimpel et al. 2020), | use the county’s score on
the Census’s 10-point urban-rural continuum scale as an independent variable. A score of one is
the most urban while ten is the most rural. | do not include the change in this urban-rural
continuum variable because there is little year-to-year change. Lastly, | include the Democratic
vote percentage from the most recent election (i.e., the lagged DV) to control for any variation in
counties' political preferences not reflected by demographics.

The results in table 2 demonstrate that, while a county’s previous Democratic vote share
a strong predictor of its current vote share (B=.87), the percent of a county’s population with a
Bachelor’s degree was the single strongest predictor of pro-Democratic vote shifts from one
election to the next. The coefficient (B=.21) on Bachelor’s percentage demonstrates that we

expect a roughly 1.05-percentage point increase in county-level Democratic vote share from one
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election to the next for every five percent of the county’s population with a Bachelor’s degree.
This shift is despite the fact I am controlling for the previous Democratic vote share—meaning
highly educated counties are becoming more Democratic—even if they were heavily Democratic
two decades ago. One point that deserves mention is how different the heavily populated urban
hubs are from the ‘average’ county. Across the data, in the median county, 17.54% of the
population holds a college degree. However, when | weight by county population (as I do in the
regression model), the median jumps to 28.9%. This discrepancy shows just how different the
large, highly educated urban counties are from most counties in the country. As numerous
observers have noted, the Democratic Party is winning a smaller and smaller share of counties
despite winning a consistent (if not growing) share of the vote in national elections. One
common theme across recent elections is that the Democrats win the large, educated urban areas
while the Republicans win everything else.

This pro-Democratic shift in America’s more educated counties is counteracted to a
degree by the relationship between median income and changes in Democratic vote shares,
which cut in the opposite direction. Higher median income levels are associated with shifts
towards the Republican Party from one election to the next (B=.03). However, the effect is not as
large as what we observe with education, even when I account for the differences in metrics.
Unsurprisingly, the lagged Black and Latino populations are positively associated with shifts
towards the Democratic Party. Finally, the urban/rural continuum variable exerts a significant
and powerful effect on vote shares (B=-.13). This coefficient suggests that counties with high
scores on the urban-rural index (i.e., rural counties) have shifted towards the Republican Party,

even when controlling for their prior vote share.
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Overall, the lagged demographic variables explain more variation in election-to-election
vote swings than the variables that capture changes between t-4 and t. This finding is likely
because demographics do not change rapidly, and four years is a relatively short time when
demographic shifts are concerned. Demographic groups behave differently over time, which
explains most of the changes in vote shares. Still, changes in the size of the African American
population are associated with pro-Democratic vote shifts. Here, the size of the effect size is
relatively large (B=.5), though the median four-year change is minimal (.09). Conversely,
increases in median income are associated with pro-Republican shifts in vote share, while

decreases are related to pro-Democratic shifts (B=-.07).
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Table 2: Change in County-Level Democratic Vote Share Regressed on County Level %
with Bachelor’s Degree and Demographics, 2000-2020

VARIABLES
Dem% t-4 0.87*
(0.01)
BA A -0.02
(0.08)
Median Income A -0.07*
(0.02)
% Asian A -0.00
(0.23)
% Black A 0.50*
(0.07)
% Latino A 0.07
(0.10)
% BA t-4 0.21*
(0.01)
Median Income t-4 -0.03*
(0.01)
% Asian t-4 0.03
(0.02)
% Black t-4 0.13*
(0.01)
% Latino t-4 0.06*
(0.01)
Urban-Rural Continuum | -0.13*
(0.02)
State Fixed Effects Yes
Year Fixed Effects Yes
Constant -2.81*
(0.35)
Observations 15,562
R-squared 0.96

Standard Errors in Parentheses * p<.05

It helps to look at a graph to get a complete sense of just how much the relationship between
county-level educational attainment and Democratic vote share has changed over the last 20

years. Figure 4 depicts the relationship between the two variables in each of the six most recent
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elections. The size of the circles represents each county’s population size. As the figure makes
clear, the strength of the relationship has strengthened a great deal. The slope of the population-
weighted bivariate regression line was .32 in 2000. The r? was .06. By 2020, the coefficient had
increased to .88, while the r2 had risen to .38. The percentage of a county’s population with a
Bachelor’s degree explains a great deal about how the county votes in 2020. The changes in
aggregate reflect shifts in behavior at the individual level—counties have realigned along

educational lines.

Figure 4: The Relationship between the % of a County’s Population with a Bachelor’s
Degree and Democratic Presidential Vote Share, 2000-2020
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3.3 County Level Context and Individual Level Behavior

The previous two sections demonstrated that education is becoming a stronger predictor of
individual-level partisanship and vote choice, and county-level vote trends reflect these changes
in preferences. In this section, I assess whether the relationship between educational attainment

and partisanship is context-dependent. Does living around many other college graduates amplify
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the effect of holding a degree on attitudes and behavior? There is considerable evidence that
education reinforces a set of liberal norms (e.g., free expression, tolerance of diversity, support
for gay rights, etc.). It is possible that living in an area comprised of many college graduates
works to emphasize these norms. Another way of thinking about this is that the environment may
condition the effect of education on attitudes.

| put this possibility to the test by incorporating county-level data into my individual-
level models. Figure 5 displays the results (corresponding regression table in appendix AB).
Here, | replicate the CES models from figures 2 and 3. Still, I include an additional interaction
term where | interact educational attainment (Bachelor’s degree 1/0) with the percentage of the
county’s population with a Bachelor’s degree or above.> Again, | present the corresponding
regression table in the supplemental appendix. This interaction term assesses whether the effect
of educational attainment on the individual level is conditional upon the overall level of
educational attainment where they live. This relationship is the crux of H3.

Figure 5: The Marginal Effect of Individual-Level Educational Attainment on Whites’
Party Identification across varying levels of County-Level Educational Attainment

Whites Only

Effect of BA on Party ID

I I I I I I I I
10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80
County BA%

® | can only replicate the CES models here because the ANES does not contain information on what
county respondents live in, therefore, it is not possible to link the county with the individual level data.
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As the figure clarifies, educational attainment at the county level strongly conditions the
effect of education on partisanship at the individual level. Holding a Bachelor’s degree is
associated with stronger Democratic partisanship in counties where a more significant proportion
of the population has a Bachelor’s degree. For example, the effect of holding a degree jumps
from .2 in counties where 10 percent of the population has a degree to just over .8 in counties
where 80 percent of the population has a BA (the maximum observed value in the dataset). The
effect is even more extreme if | examine 2016-2020 in isolation. There are a wide variety of
mechanisms that could contribute to this relationship. High densities of college-educated people
likely reinforce a similar set of values on race relations, diversity, immigration, and the broader
set of ‘culture war’ attitudes salient in contemporary politics. Overall, the results of this analysis
provide support for H3.

This interaction between individual-level degree-holding and county-level educational
attainment helps explain many patterns we have seen over the past decades. The proportion of
the population with a college degree has increased markedly. People with degrees, especially
people with postsecondary degrees, increasingly live in large metropolitan areas. The fact that
college graduates are more likely to live around other college graduates, combined with the
Republican Party’s recent populist turn, might explain their political realignment.

4.1 Discussion

Three coincident trends are reshaping the American electorate: 1.) a growing percentage of the
population has a college degree 2.) a higher rate of college graduates identify as Democratic
partisans 3.) degree holders are increasingly concentrated in the large metropolitan areas. The
movement of college graduates, especially white college graduates, towards the Democratic

Party in recent years serves as a counterweight to another significant trend: the movement of
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“working class” Whites (often defined as Whites without a college degree) into the Republican
Party (Zingher 2019). The conventional wisdom is that working-class Whites are socially and
racially conservative. This conservatism led towards the Republican Party as social and racial
issues came to the political forefront. This Republican shift was even though many working-class
Whites still had common ground with the Democrats regarding economic policy. My analysis
shows that the Republican focus of social conservatism might have attracted working-class
White voters, but it also helped to alienate socially moderate to liberate White college graduates.
Trump’s nomination and subsequent presidency worked to exacerbate Republican losses further.
The movement of “working class” Whites into the Republican Party and the subsequent shift of
college graduates into the Democratic coalition has split the electorate along educational lines.

The recent split between college-educated and non-college-educated Americans reflects a
worldwide trend. Across the globe, educated citizens have moved to the left. A recent study by
The Economist found this trend was near-universal in Western democracies.® As Thomas Piketty
and others have noted, this divide along educational lines has opened the door for right-wing
populism. Electorates have sorted based on personality traits like authoritarianism and
xenophobia. Authoritarian personality traits were once uncorrelated with partisanship
(Hetherington and Weiler 2009). People with authoritarian personality traits coalesced into a
single party, which provides a convenient vehicle for authoritarian movements. As a result, we
have seen a rise in right-wing populism in countries across the globe, with very few exceptions.
The United States is perhaps particularly prone to right-wing populist movements given its

unique electoral institutions that severely restrict the number of viable political parties.

6 hitps://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2021/05/29/educated-voters-leftward-shift-is-surprisingly-
old-and-international
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Regardless, the diploma divide is a critical component of contemporary politics, both in the
United States and abroad.

These results present some potentially troubling implications for higher education in the
United States from a broader perspective. As a series of recent Pew surveys have noted, the
American public’s confidence in higher education has declined in recent years.” Republicans’
decreasing confidence in colleges and universities is fueling this decline. The fact that
partisanship and educational attainment correlate so strongly are politicizing perceptions of
colleges and universities. As Hofstader (1963) and others have pointed out, politicians attacking
academics, intellectuals, and universities as effete “egg heads” is nothing new. What is new,
perhaps, is the way these criticisms of higher education break along partisan lines. The elite
consensus that college and universities exert a positive effect on society is breaking down as
Republican elites are increasingly willing to attack professors and institutions of higher
education more generally. Republican partisans in the electorate are receiving these cues. Higher
education, much of which is under the purview of state legislatures, will be at greater risk as a
result.
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