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Abstract
Voters use salient issues to inform their vote choice. Using 2020 Cooperative Election Study (CES) data,
we analyze how short-, medium-, and long-term issues informed the vote for president in the 2020 elec-
tion, which witnessed record-setting participation. To explain the dynamics of presidential vote choice, we
employ a voter typology advanced by Key (1966). Specifically, compared to standpatters, who in 2020
registered the same major party vote as in 2016, we find that new voters in 2020 and voters switching
their preferences from 2016 cast their ballots in favor of Democrat Joe Biden. In the end, President
Donald Trump was denied reelection by new voters and vote switchers principally because certain issues
had a notable effect in moving their presidential preferences in the Democratic direction.

Keywords: 2020 election; issue voting; mobilization; vote switching; Trump; Biden; COVID-19; standpatter; funnel of
causality; polarization

In the final NBC News/Wall Street Journal poll released prior to the 2020 General Election,
Democratic presidential candidate Joe Biden had a 10-point lead (52–42 percent) over
Republican President Donald Trump.1 This poll was not an outlier; all of the previous polls in
the series documented a significant and stable lead for the Democratic challenger. Similarly, veteran
political handicapper Charlie Cook of the eponymous Cook Political Report was bullish on the
Democrats’ electoral prospects, likening 2020 to 1980, a wave election that swept Democratic
President Jimmy Carter out of office and installed 33 new House Republicans and a dozen more
in the Senate to give the GOP its first upper-chamber majority since 1954 (Jacobson and
Carson, 2020, 198).2 When all the votes were officially tallied, which took weeks in some states
because of slow counts associated with legions of mailed ballots and prodigious litigation by
Trump surrogates, the two-party popular total favored Biden 52–48 percent, and he defeated
Trump 306 to 232 in the Electoral College.3

Our objective is to explain how a range of short-, medium-, and long-term issues affected
presidential preferences in the 2020 General Election. Fundamental to our understanding of

© The Author(s), 2023. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of EPS Academic Ltd. This is an Open Access article, distributed
under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted
re-use, distribution and reproduction, provided the original article is properly cited.

1“Biden leads Trump by 10 points in final pre-election NBC News WSJ poll,” NBC News, available https://www.nbcnews.
com/politics/meet-the-press/biden-leads-trump-10-points-final-pre-election-nbc-news-n1245667 (last accessed October 10,
2022).

2See, “Charlie Cook: This year’s election will be more like 1980 than 2016,” available https://www.msnbc.com/stephanie-
ruhle/watch/charlie-cook-this-year-s-election-will-be-more-like-1980-than-2016-95002693527 (last accessed October 10,
2022).

3Data from Dave Leip’s Atlas of US Presidential Elections, available https://uselectionatlas.org/RESULTS/ (last accessed
October 10, 2022).
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how issues affected candidate selection in the race between Trump and Biden is turnout. “No
aspect of voting is of more fundamental importance than the individual’s decision whether to
vote at all,” observed the authors of The American Voter (Campbell et al., 1960, 40) more
than 60 years ago. Compared to a 2016 voting-eligible presidential turnout of 59.2 percent, in
the 2020 general election turnout increased to 66.2 percent, the highest participation rate since
1900.4 As we demonstrate, the impressive voter mobilization in 2020 was a key determinant of
the outcome, as Biden benefited more than Trump from the greatly expanded electorate.5

In addition to turnout, of course, is vote choice, the subsequent decision making of those who
decide to vote. Among the group of voters who reported marking ballots for president in 2016,
most registered the same partisan preference in 2020, voters Key in The Responsible Electorate
(1966, 16) refers to as “standpatters.” Indeed, if the 2020 electorate was essentially a repeat of
those who turned out in 2016, the distribution of the two-party vote in 2020 barely moves.
However, there are three other voter groups of principal interest to us in 2020, all identified
by Key (1966): “new voters,” “switchers” to the major parties, and “switchers” between the
two major parties. Although these types of 2020 presidential voters are comparably smaller
than standpatters, as we show, all three exhibited a greater propensity to vote Democratic, thereby
securing President Trump’s defeat.

To explain vote choice among the different groups of voters who turned out in the 2020 general
election, we utilize the voter typology elucidated by Key in The Responsible Electorate (1966), as
alluded to above. As we show, the variation in presidential preferences among these voter groups
is both illuminating and consequential. We examine each voter type’s partisan profile and then
assess their preferences within the context of short-, medium-, and long-term issues that shaped
the 2020 presidential election. We are mindful of the observation made by Downs (1957, 131),
that when considering standpatters, new voters, and switchers, “a change in the number of voters
per se is irrelevant; it is the distribution which counts.” As our data reveal, in the 2020 presidential
election the expanded electorate displayed a different distribution of candidate preferences, contra
2016. Additionally, it appears that in the unprecedented setting of a global pandemic and hyper-
polarization mixed with a political environment saturated with all kinds of misinformation and dis-
information, the electorate acted upon a set of issues that influenced their vote choice. Preferences
on short-term issues (experience with COVID-19, the police, and the replacement of Supreme
Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsberg), medium-term issues (both pocketbook and sociotropic
views of the economy), and long-term issues (the role of government in healthcare and immigration
policy), differentially affected vote choice across Key’s groups in the 2020 presidential contest.

To be clear, we harbor no illusions of a sophisticated voting citizenry, generally aligning our
views of the American voter with Campbell et al. (1960), Converse (1964), Popkin (1991), Achen
and Bartels (2016), and Kinder and Kalmoe (2017). Indeed, we are agnostic as to whether align-
ment with a party/candidate fosters issue preferences or in some cases issues are salient enough to
direct voter preferences (Lenz, 2009). Further, in his foreword to The Responsible Electorate (1966,
xiv), Arthur Maass writes, “Key points out that it is the parallelism of vote and policy that is sig-
nificant, not its origin. However the opinions come into being, their supportive function in the
political system should be the same.” We demonstrate that in 2020 there were a handful of issues

4These turnout data are from Michael P. McDonald’s United States Elections Project website, available http://www.
electproject.org/home/voter-turnout/voter-turnout-data (last accessed October 10, 2022), and are specific to the voting eli-
gible participation rate for president (“VEP Highest Office”) as opposed to all votes cast in the 2016 and 2020 elections.

5In 2016, there were 136,669,276 votes cast for president. In 2020, there were 158,383,403 votes cast for president. Thus, in
the presence of minimal population growth, the number of presidential votes increased by 15.8 percent (21,714,127 more
votes) in the span of four years, which is 175,940 more votes than the entire population of Florida, according to the 2020
U.S. Census (21,538,187 Sunshine State inhabitants). In 2016, Trump won 62,984,828 votes, which increased to
74,223,975 in 2020 (18 percent increase). In 2016, Clinton won 65,853,514 votes, which grew to 81,283,501 votes for
Biden in 2020 (23 percent increase). See official counts from the Federal Election Commission, available on https://www.
fec.gov/introduction-campaign-finance/election-and-voting-information/ (last accessed October 10, 2022).
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moving presidential preferences (Key, 1966) in a time of pronounced partisan polarization
(Campbell, 2016; Abramowitz, 2018; Mason, 2018), characterized by some as “political sectarian-
ism” (Finkel et al., 2020).

The paper unfolds in the following order. We begin with two theory-based sections grounded
in the voting behavior literature that speak to issue voting and the prevailing political dynamics
shaping presidential preferences in 2020. Then we turn to a detailed assessment of voter
preferences with Cooperative Election Study (CES) data, with the aim of demonstrating how
Key’s different voter types help us better understand the outcome of the 2020 presidential
election. A mixture of salient short-, medium-, and long-term issues of varying significance
and duration—coupled with more durable changes to the American electorate—combined to ren-
der the verdict in 2020. We conclude with some final thoughts on this historic presidential contest.

1. Issue voting in the American context
In his classic treatise on southern politics, Key (1949, 94) quotes a longtime elected county judge in
Florida who, on the matter of policy guiding voting behavior, had this to say: “Issues? Why, son,
they don’t have a damn thing to do with it.” Key (1949) lamented the dearth of two-party compe-
tition during the Democratic Solid South because it had the effect of stifling issues of great concern
to the electorate; race and economics being the most salient. Furthermore, bottling up issues also
contributed to the abysmal participation rates of eligible southern voters, who found very little
to get excited about. In contrast, vibrant party competition was expected to promote divisions
on salient issues and result in sorting voters into competing camps with elections being decided
on the basis of which party offered the more compelling policy agenda. The vast realignment lit-
erature, with duly noted sundry criticisms leveled at it (Mayhew, 2002), is centered upon the sig-
nificance of certain issues capable of transforming the partisan allegiances of vast swaths of voters,
thereby reshaping party coalitions (Petrocik, 1981). For instance, Sundquist (1983) explained how
cross-cutting issues with a weighty moral tenor, like slavery leading to the Civil War in the 1860s or
a Great Depression in the 1930s, had the political heft to alter party coalitions along a new cleavage
for decades to come. Likewise, Carmines and Stimson (1989) contend that a switch in national
party positioning on Black civil rights set in motion an issue evolution in the 1960s that has
since manifest in a clear division of Democratic and Republican affiliates and greatly accounts
for southern Republican ascendancy (Black and Black, 2002; McKee, 2010; Hood et al., 2014).

Today, the two major American political parties are highly polarized and differentiated on the
lion’s share of issues capturing most voters’ attention (Abramowitz, 2018). Unlike the dealign-
ment period in the 1970s (Abramson, 1976; Beck, 1977), when the major parties had yet to dif-
ferentiate themselves definitively, consistently, and persistently on important issues (Nie et al.,
1976), voters no longer have difficulty discerning distinctions between two polarized parties
(Hetherington, 2001). Because of Americans’ partisan sort (Levendusky, 2009), underway for
multiple decades and providing greater issue structure tethered to ideology-based guideposts
(Abramowitz and Saunders, 1998), many scholars have overlooked or perhaps downplayed the
propensity for issues to influence preferences, as separable from partisan alignments.

In contrast, we think there is still room for issues that garner the most attention in a political
campaign to impact voters’ preferences even after taking into consideration party allegiances. To
be sure, most voters are standpatters, but as we will demonstrate, even after controlling for par-
tisanship, some issues moved 2020 presidential preferences. In the wake of The American Voter
(Campbell et al., 1960), which presented a convincing (and arguably foreboding) portrait of the
electorate driven by the crutch of party identification and not issues, Key (1966, 7) stepped out on
a metaphorical academic limb, pronouncing that, “The perverse and unorthodox argument of
this little book is that voters are not fools...in the large the electorate behaves about as rationally
and responsibly as we should expect, given the clarity of the alternatives presented to it and the
character of the information available to it.”
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Key (1966) is perhaps more sanguine than other scholars with respect to the political enlight-
enment of voters, but he recognized the electorate’s capability to discern differences in the pol-
itical environment that subsequently inform and guide vote choice. And certainly, all things
constant, voter preferences are more susceptible to shift on what Carmines and Stimson
(1980) conceptualize as “easy” as opposed to “hard” issues. In the presidential election previous
to 2020, several scholars homed in on distinctions in the issue positioning of Clinton and Trump
and found that voter preferences followed suit. Although the 2016 presidential election showed
more continuity than change in partisan polarized voting patterns, particularly at the macro-level
(Sances, 2019), issues moved voting behavior for some of the electorate. For example, Green
(2020) created policy indices for racial and gender attitudes, populism, and economic distress,
and found that cross-pressured voters were more likely to defect from their 2012 presidential
preference. Referring to what he calls “floating policy voters,” Green (2020, 8) concludes that
“some voters, some of the time, remain persuadable based on specific issues they care about.”
Other scholars find that attitudes rooted in racial prejudice/threat led to vote switching in the
2016 presidential election (Reny et al., 2019; Hopkins, 2021). Likewise, Mutz (2018) shows
that Trump drew notable support from voters who saw him as a defender of their dominant
group’s status being threatened by the salient issues of rising minority populations and globaliza-
tion. Additionally, primarily due to the emphasis Trump placed on the issues of race and gender
in 2016, in the following 2018 congressional midterm elections, Schaffner (2022) finds greater
switching to Democratic House candidates because voters perceived them to possess less racist
and sexist views than their GOP opponents.

In sum, despite voters’ historically polarized partisan preferences in the 2016 presidential con-
test (Jacobson, 2017), there remained evidence of issue voting. Therefore, we expect issue voting
also occurred in 2020. However, at a different time and with different concerns, we expect that
several issues animating the electorate in 2020 varied from 2016. Next, we broaden our focus,
situating the significance of issue voting within the bigger picture of voter decision-making, lay-
ing out a host of factors that condition vote choice. In this pursuit, old theories like the funnel of
causality (Campbell et al., 1960) still hold considerable purchase when explaining voting behavior
in the 2020 presidential election.

2. The funnel of causality and other relevant voting theories
The “funnel of causality,” introduced by Campbell et al. (1960) as a highly abstract metaphor for
comprehending vote choice, provides a general framework for understanding how numerous fac-
tors go into the vote decision, with some more important than others. The timing of influences
on one’s preference can be years prior to the election or alternatively consist of more pressing
short-term issues of immediate importance. Theoretically speaking, everyone has a unique funnel
of causality that ultimately registers the final product, their vote choice. Thus, in the context of
voting studies, the researcher prioritizes certain factors over others to tell a credible story about
why presidential candidate A won or conversely why candidate B lost. Facing this reality, we rec-
ognize the multiple decades-long transformations to the American electorate that have manifest
in the current hyper-partisan environment (Campbell, 2016), in which only a small segment of
the polity defects from their party affiliation when casting presidential ballots (Bartels, 2000;
Abramowitz, 2018; Jacobson, 2021).

Thus, while acknowledging a variety of antecedents leading to the current state of the
American electorate, instead of presenting an account of the 2020 election that reaches back dec-
ades, we circumscribe our longitudinal scope to the tenure of President Trump. That is, our con-
cern stresses variation in turnout patterns and vote choice registered in 2020 versus 2016. As the
political constant spanning 2016 and 2020, we argue that Trump takes center stage in most
voters’ minds. In short, for much of the electorate, the question boils down to: should I reward
the President with another term or try the major party alternative? To be sure, a legion of
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considerations may enter a voter’s calculus (populating and traveling through the funnel of caus-
ality). But given the general lack of interest in politics (Downs, 1957; Converse, 1964), the deci-
sion for most voters, per usual, leans heavily on party affiliation (Campbell et al., 1960; Green
et al., 2002), social identities (Achen and Bartels, 2016; Mason, 2018), informational shortcuts
(Popkin, 1991), the salience of short-term issues/conditions (Key, 1966), and retrospective eva-
luations of incumbent/party performance (Fiorina, 1981).

Focusing on the 2020 presidential election, we argue that the greatly expanded electorate com-
pared to 2016 partly reflects a heightened importance for partisans to help their team prevail
(Mason, 2018), to adopt a sports analog. For those not affiliated with the major parties or
who were less strongly attached to a party, the decision to participate in 2020 after sitting out
2016 (either abstaining or not eligible to vote) was driven by their preference for the challenger.
Similarly, voters opting for a third-party contender in 2016 (like Gary Johnson or Jill Stein) were
more inclined to support the challenger over the incumbent in 2020. Of course, the bulk of voters
participating in both elections—the standpatters (Key, 1966)—saw no reason to switch their pref-
erence, and not surprisingly, most are steadfastly affiliated with a major party. Finally, in contrast
to the standpatters is a markedly smaller segment of 2020 voters who flipped their partisan choice
from 2016, ostensibly because salient issues, among other factors, moved them in the opposite
partisan direction (Key, 1966).6

Distilling the fundamental components of vote choice, first there are the social identities and
generally unchangeable features of voters (e.g., social characteristics and ascriptive traits) that
carry over from one election to the next. For instance, a middle-aged white male who attends
church, belongs to a union, resides in an inner-suburban neighborhood, and earns an income
around the middle of the scale in his community, is likely to exhibit this same general profile
with few alterations, no matter the specific election of interest. And, as Lazarsfeld et al. (1944)
demonstrate, these demographic characteristics and social identities of voters exert a substantial
impact on presidential preference, particularly if these features reinforce and simplify, rather than
complicate (i.e., cross-pressure), candidate selection (Berelson et al., 1954).

Over the long-term, a political realignment can permanently alter the arrangement of certain
social identities and the social groups associated with the major parties (Key, 1959; Campbell
et al., 1960). For instance, the partisan realignment of white Democratic southerners to the
GOP was decades in the making (Lupton and McKee, 2020). But this kind of sweeping trans-
formation is rare enough that whole generations can elude such a fundamental change to their
party attachments (Green et al., 2002). In any case, except for notable partisan movement
among white voters along the education continuum (and to a somewhat lesser extent the income
scale; Prysby, 2020)—the so-called “diploma divide” (Sides et al., 2018; Zingher, 2022) underway
as recently as the George W. Bush administration—there do not seem to be other clear,

6Throughout this article, we adhere to Key’s (1966) three main categories of voters: (1) standpatters (voted for the same
party in consecutive presidential elections), (2) switchers (switchers between the major parties and switchers from a minor to
a major party), and (3) new voters (those who for whatever reason (ineligible or choosing to abstain) did not vote in the
previous presidential election). The only modification/departure from Key’s typology that we make is the inclusion of switch-
ers from a minor (or what we refer to as a third-party) to a major party. A vigilant anonymous reviewer asked why we do not
consider other categories of voters, e.g., the different categories of voters in 2016 who abstained in 2020. First, we have
excluded these respondents from the analysis because we are chiefly interested in how issues affected vote choice among
those who participated in the 2020 presidential election. Second, Key (1966) limits his extensive analyses of presidential vot-
ing to just survey respondents who voted in the presidential election being considered (he is not interested in abstainers).
Third, in a footnote, Key (1966, 16) offers the justification for his approach, which we have adopted: “The meticulous student
may be unhappy because the analysis ignores other categories of voters. Thus, no heed is paid to voters who shift from a
major party to a minor party or vice versa. The inclusion of these and other such categories would complicate the analysis
without materially affecting the findings.” Certainly, variation in abstention patterns can affect the outcome of an election,
and conversely, variation in participation patterns among new voters can likewise affect the outcome of an election. As we will
show, the expanded electorate in 2020 was a net benefit to the Democratic challenger, Joe Biden.

Political Science Research and Methods 233
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large-scale cases of voter re-sorting that indicate a fundamental transformation of the American
electorate between 2016 and 2020.

As Campbell et al. (1960) emphasize, more correlated and relevant to the voting decision than
social identity and demographic characteristics is the significance of expressly political objects,
and hence, the reason The American Voter authors lean so heavily on the importance of party
identification. We raise no objection to moving from background, and primarily social/demo-
graphic characteristics, to the foreground of political objects stressed by Campbell et al.
(1960). However, in this study, we train our gaze on those issues more immediate to the vote deci-
sion, an amalgam of political concerns expected to alter preferences even after controlling for
party affiliation. In other words, we are interested in assessing the handful of issues on the
minds of voters that may have influenced candidate choice when President Trump stood for
reelection in 2020. There is variability in the political genesis and shelf-life of these issues, and
therefore some materialize earlier in the funnel of causality. Regardless, according to polling,
coupled with the face validity of living through the most salient issues registering obvious reac-
tions within the electorate, we have a credible and plausible set of issues that likely moved vote
choice in the 2020 presidential election.

3. Data and methodology
Our study relies on survey data from the 2020 Cooperative Election Study (CES). The CES is a
national stratified online survey sample administered by YouGov. Data are collected in two
waves: the pre-election survey data were collected from late September to late October, and the
post-election survey data were collected in November after the presidential election (Schaffner
et al., 2021). Our analysis is organized in two parts. First, we provide a descriptive overview of
the electorate in 2020 using Key’s (1966) voter typology. Then we estimate a series of logistic
regression models to analyze how short-, medium-, and long-term issues moved voters in
favor of one of the major party candidates in the 2020 presidential election.

We identify each of Key’s voter categories based on self-reported preference in the 2016 presi-
dential election and vote intention for the 2020 presidential election.7 Our estimations include
only respondents expressing a major party presidential preference in 2020, whose vote was vali-
dated in the 2020 CES, and if they reported: (1) not voting in 2016 or were not of voting age, or
(2) voting for a third-party candidate in 2016, or (3) voting for Trump in 2016, or (4) voting for
Clinton in 2016. We conduct our respective analyses on these voter types, which results in mark-
edly smaller sample sizes.

V. O. Key’s voter typology applied to the 2020 presidential election

We begin by presenting descriptive data across Key’s voter groups, broken down by their partisan
identification. We classify new voters as respondents who reported abstention (or were not of vot-
ing age) in the 2016 presidential contest but who voted for Biden (coded 1) or Trump (coded 0)
in 2020. Next, with regard to vote switching, we construct four different outcome variables.
Respondents are coded 1 if they voted for a third-party candidate in 2016 and intended to
vote for Trump in 2020, and 0 otherwise (third-party standpatters). Likewise, switchers from a
third-party candidate to Biden in 2020, are coded 1 if respondents voted for a third-party can-
didate in 2016 but supported Biden in the 2020 election, and 0 otherwise (third-party standpat-
ters). Switchers from R→D are coded 1 if the respondent voted for Trump in 2016 but supported

7We use the 2020 CES pre-election question on vote intention to minimize any post-election survey response bias for the
winner (a bandwagon effect). Nonetheless, the pre- and post-election responses on vote intention and vote choice are nearly
identical, as 99.6 percent of pre- and post-election respondents reported support for Biden in both waves and 99.3 percent of
respondents provided a consistent preference for Trump.
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Biden in the 2020 election, and 0 if they voted for Trump in 2016 and intended to vote for him
again in 2020 (R standpatters). The final outcome variable is coded 1 if the respondent voted for
Clinton in 2016 and switched to Trump in the 2020 election (switchers D→R), and 0 if they voted
for Clinton in 2016 and Biden in 2020 (D standpatters). One concern related to these variables
might be that respondents do not recall whom they voted for in the previous election. However,
Rivers and Lauderdale (2016) and Schaffner (2022) find that 95 and 92 percent of voters correctly
recall who they voted for in the previous presidential and midterm election, respectively.

In Table 1, we present the distribution of party identification (PID) in the 2020 election across
Key’s four voter types. Over three-quarters (75.11 percent) of voters in the 2020 general election
were standpatters. New voters in the 2020 election comprised 16.68 percent of the electorate and
switchers from a third-party candidate to a major party candidate (Biden or Trump) made up
5.78 percent of voters. Just 2.43 percent of those who voted in 2020 reported changing their
major party vote preference from 2016 (either Clinton to Trump, or Trump to Biden).

With regard to the seven PID categories, as Keith et al. (1992) demonstrate, Independent lea-
ners typically vote like partisans (weak if not strong partisans), in their rate of loyalty to the closer
party. As shown across the top row (“New voters”) in Table 1, after combining all Democrats
(including leaners) and all Republicans (including leaners), new voters in 2020 were much
more likely to report being Democrats, registering an 11.5-point partisan advantage (47.6 percent
Democrats versus 36.1 percent Republicans). Switchers to a major party also reported being more
Democratic, by 6.4 points (41.0 percent Democrats versus 34.6 percent Republicans). Switchers
between major parties (R → D, D → R) reported being slightly more Republican, by 1.9 points
(40.8 percent Republicans versus 38.9 percent Democrats), whereas standpatters reported being
the most Republican voter group by 5.1 points (49.2 percent Republicans versus 44.1 percent
Democrats). To no surprise, as Table 1 reports, we find that pure Independents comprise the
modal category (24.4 percent) for switchers from third-party candidates to major party candi-
dates, and also the modal category (20.2 percent) for major party switchers (D→R and R→D)
in the 2020 presidential election.

Table 2 includes only those respondents who registered a preference for Biden in 2020. Across
each row, we present the distribution of PID for each of Key’s voter types. Overall, more than 88
percent of Biden voters reported being Democrats or leaned toward the Democratic Party. And to
no surprise, less than 4 percent of Biden voters reported being Republicans (including leaners).
Across voter types, the PID distribution notably varies. For instance, among major party switch-
ers (R → D, D → R) the second most prevalent category of Biden voters (behind pure
Independents at 20.0 percent) are weak (not strong) Republicans (19.1 percent). The PID distri-
bution of new voters resembles a stepwise pattern descending from strong Democrats (39.0 per-
cent) to not strong Democrats (24.0 percent) to Democratic leaners (20.6 percent) to pure
Independents (12.3 percent). Switchers to a major party present a more bell-shaped or double-
peaked distribution of PID (albeit containing a much thicker tail among Democrats), with the
bulk of Biden voters identifying as Democratic leaners (36.5 percent) and pure Independents

Table 1. Descriptives for voter type and party ID

Party ID

Voter type Strong D Not Strong D Lean D Independent Lean R Not Strong R Strong R

New voters (16.68) 20.65 15.10 11.85 16.34 9.19 10.29 16.58
Switchers to major party (5.78) 10.13 8.91 21.98 24.42 14.04 10.13 10.38
Switchers R→D, D→R (2.43) 10.21 16.96 11.76 20.24 11.94 19.03 9.86
Standpatters (75.11) 28.19 8.72 7.17 6.71 11.34 8.70 29.17
N 5,943 2,212 1,910 2,021 2,542 2,095 6,010

Notes: Table entries are estimated using survey weights for validated voters. The size of the voter types are shown in percentages in
parentheses.
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(24.7 percent). Finally, as expected, it is among standpatters where we see the most lopsided PID
distribution in favor of Democratic affiliates. Fully 60.3 percent of standpatter Biden voters are
strong Democrats. Another 32 percent of standpatter Biden supporters round out the not strong
Democrat (16.3 percent) and Democratic leaner (16.2 percent) categories. Less than 5 percent of
standpatter Biden voters are pure Independents and only 2.3 percent comprise the sum of the
remaining Republican categories (including leaners).

Issues in the 2020 presidential election

While shifts in voter preferences appear to be relatively small, switchers and new voters can
decide the winner of the presidential race. To understand the forces influencing the 2020 elect-
orate, we focus on issues that were important to Americans. According to a PEW survey, the most
salient issues for 2020 were the COVID-19 outbreak, the Supreme Court appointment, violent
crime, the personal and national state of the economy, healthcare, and immigration.8

Fortunately, the CES contains acceptable proxies for most of these salient issues, which we divide
into three different groups classified as short-, medium-, and long-term.

We take short-term issues to be those specific to the 2020 election, such as COVID-19, the
timing of the appointment for the Supreme Court vacancy, and violent crime. COVID-19 is
coded 1 if the respondent contracted the novel coronavirus themselves or someone close to
them contracted it and 0 if they did not contract COVID-19 and do not know anyone who
did either. Supreme Court appointment is a binary variable coded 1 if respondents reported
that the replacement for the late Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg (RBG Replacement) should have hap-
pened after the election and 0 if they believed that the replacement should happen before the elec-
tion.9 The 2020 CES does not include an item measuring attitudes on violent crime. So, in this case,
we use a proxy measuring respondents’ views on policing. Following the murder of George Floyd
and the ensuing massive Black Lives Matter (BLM) protests erupting across the country, we contend
that policing was one of the salient issues of 2020. The Police variable is coded 1 if respondents
reported the police make them feel unsafe and 0 if law enforcement makes them feel safe.

The medium-term issues we include in our analysis are pocketbook and sociotropic economic
views. The Pocketbook Economy variable is a five-point item, rescaled to vary from 0 if the house-
hold annual income increased a lot over the past year to 1 if it decreased a lot. Our Sociotropic
Economy variable is also a five-point item, rescaled to vary from 0 if the respondent reported
the nation’s economy had gotten much better over the past year to 1 if it got much worse.10

Table 2. Descriptives for Biden voters by voter type and party ID

Party ID

Voter type Strong D Not Strong D Lean D Independent Lean R Not Strong R Strong R

New voters 39.03 24.02 20.56 12.27 1.37 2.28 0.46
Switchers to major party 16.30 14.24 36.52 24.67 2.93 4.13 1.20
Switchers R→D, D→R 12.75 16.52 18.55 20.00 6.67 19.13 6.38
Standpatters 60.31 16.34 16.15 4.92 0.42 1.44 0.42
N 6,237 2,031 2,173 928 109 269 78

Notes: Table entries are unweighted as they are estimated on the subset of Biden voters only.

8See, “Important issues in the 2020 election,” Pew Research Center, August 13, 2020, https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/
2020/08/13/important-issues-in-the-2020-election/ (last accessed October 12, 2021).

9To be sure, the timing of Justice Ginsberg’s replacement was a politicized issue, as were the other major issues in the
election cycle. However, our models control for party identification, and correlation coefficients for the issue variables
and party identification are relatively low.

10Arguably, economic voting can be considered a short-term issue, particularly because voters are notorious for heavily
discounting all but the most recent economic news (Achen and Bartels, 2016). This said, given the economic fallout from
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Finally, the two long-term issues are healthcare and immigration. The scales for these variables
are constructed using two different question batteries. Healthcare is a five-point scale (α = 0.6,
median r = 0.2), recoded to vary from 0 if the respondent favors no government involvement on
the issue to 1 for government involvement. Immigration is a six-point scale (α = 0.8, median r =
0.5), recoded to vary from 0 if the respondent registers the most conservative position on immigra-
tion to 1 if they take the most liberal position. In essence, we have captured a set of salient issues
emerging at different places within the voter’s funnel of causality and expect they will exhibit a con-
siderable impact on presidential preference, even after controlling for several other factors.11

To analyze how these short-, medium-, and long-term issues affected 2020 presidential
preferences, we use logistic regression in modeling each of our outcomes of interest. A voter,
indexed by i, faces two alternatives; either vote for a different party candidate in 2020 (indexed
by j = 1) or support the same party candidate as in 2016 (indexed by j = 0). The instantaneous
utility, Uij, that voter i obtains from choosing alternative j is decomposed into two components:
(1) the systematic component Vij and (2) the unsystematic component ηij. That is, Uij = Vij + ηij,
where the systematic component is known up to some parameter and the unsystematic
component is random. Now, the probability that the voter chooses to switch is:
Pr (Yi = 1) = Pr (Vi1 + hi1 . Vi0 + hi0) = Fhi0−hi1

(Vi1 − Vi0), where F( ⋅ ) is the cumulative dis-
tribution function of ηi0− ηi1 evaluated at Vi1−Vi0. Under the standard assumption that the ran-
dom component ηi := ηi0− ηi1 follows a logistic distribution, the probability that voter i switches
( j = 1) is written as follows:

Pr (Yi = 1|Xi, Wi, hs) = [1+ exp {− (a+ Xib+Wig)}]
−1 (1)

where Vi1−Vi0≡ α + Xiβ +Wiγ is linear in parameters.12 The vector of controls Xi measures
our variables of interest (contracted COVID-19, policing, RBG replacement, pocketbook
economy [worse], sociotropic economy [worse], healthcare, and immigration); Wi is a control
vector that measures voter demographics (age, gender, race, education, and income), political fac-
tors (political awareness, party identification, and ideology), and first-time voter.13 We estimate
the model parameters in equation (1) using the maximum-likelihood approach and cluster stand-
ard errors by state in order to allow for correlation in the error term, which mirrors unobserved
potential economic or political forces along the state dimension.14

the coronavirus pandemic, it appears reasonable that voters were generally working off of a retrospective timeline more than a
half a year old because the COVID-19 outbreak manifests around late February/early March of 2020.

11To create the healthcare scale variable, first we recode questions asked about (1) Medicare coverage, (2) government
negotiate drug prices, (3) Medicare eligibility age, (4) repeal the Affordable Care Act, where a value of 1 means the respondent
has a liberal stance on that specific issue and 0 a conservative position. Then we aggregated all four items into a scale with five
categories, varying from 0 if the respondent scored 0 on all four questions to 4 if the respondent scored a 1 on all four ques-
tions. We have rescaled the healthcare scale variable to vary from 0 to 1.

To create the immigration scale variable, first we recode questions asked about (1) grant legal status to all illegal immi-
grants, (2) increase the number of border patrols, (3) withhold federal funds from any local police who do not report illegal
immigrants, (4) reduce legal immigration, (5) increase spending on border security, where a value of 1 means the respondent
has a liberal stance on that specific issue and 0 a conservative position. Then we aggregated all five items into a scale with six
categories, varying from 0 if the respondent scored 0 on all five questions to 5 if the respondent scored a 1 on all five ques-
tions. We have rescaled the immigration scale variable to vary from 0 to 1.

See Appendix A for a more detailed discussion of the battery of questions used to construct both scales and scale
distribution.

12We replicate these findings controlling for state fixed effects that capture any unobserved differences in voting behavior
that possibly emanate from more localized political dynamics.

13We control for first-time voters in Table 4.
14See Appendix A for a detailed description of how we code the control variables. We provide an assessment of model

performance in Appendix D.
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4. Findings
How important were short-, medium-, and long-term issues to voters in the 2020 presidential
election? And more specifically, do issue preferences differ depending on voter type? To get a
descriptive overview of issue preferences by voter type, in Table 3 we show weighted percentages
for short-term issues and mean responses for medium- and long-term issues. Focusing on the
short-term issues, we find more than 50 percent of respondents contracted COVID-19 or
knew someone who had. With respect to RBG’s replacement, 58.9 percent of new voters, 57.6
percent of switchers to a major party, and 56.4 percent of major party switchers (R→D/D→R)
thought RBG’s replacement should take place after the election. By comparison, less than half
of standpatters reported the same preference on this issue. Hence, switchers and standpatters
hold different preferences, highlighting the political significance of this short-term issue.
Overall, regardless of voter type, most respondents reported that the police make them feel safe.

Turning to medium-term issues, the overwhelming majority of respondents perceived the
national economy to be doing worse compared to the previous year. This is no revelation
given the relationship between the pandemic and economic conditions. Compared to standpat-
ters, new voters, switchers to a major party, and major party switchers were all more concerned
about the declining national economy. Lastly, with regard to long-term issues, we observe that the
majority of new voters and switchers favored government’s intervention in healthcare policy and
supported a more lenient immigration policy.

In sum, Table 3 shows that most new voters, switchers, and standpatters contracted
COVID-19 or knew someone who contracted it, felt safe with the police, and cared about the tim-
ing of the new Supreme Court appointment. The majority reported that their household annual
income had not changed much but the national economy was doing worse over the past year. In
general, survey respondents were supportive of government’s involvement in healthcare and
supportive of lenient immigration policies. However, standpatters were generally the most conser-
vative group across all issues, which reflects their closer division in the 2020 two-party presiden-
tial vote.

While our descriptive analysis shows voters cared about these issues and held different policy
preferences depending on the voter type, it does not explain whether these issues had any signifi-
cant effect on their 2020 presidential preference. To see if these short-, medium-, and long-term
issues affected vote choice in the 2020 presidential election, we estimate a series of logistic regres-
sion models.

Table 3. Short-, medium-, and long-term issues by voter type

Percent response

All
respondents

New
voters

Switchers to major
party

Switchers R→D &
D→R Standpatters

Short-term issues
Experience with COVID-19 53.94 48.27 64.65 49.83 54.39
Police [not safe] 22.87 25.87 22.37 12.29 15.26
RBG replacement [after

election]
59.35 58.87 57.56 56.40 46.29

Mean response
Medium-term issues
Pocketbook economy [worse] 0.54 0.54 0.53 0.53 0.52
Sociotropic economy [worse] 0.72 0.76 0.81 0.74 0.69
Long-term issues
Healthcare [gov’t

involvement]
0.69 0.73 0.70 0.69 0.63

Immigration [support] 0.59 0.64 0.68 0.53 0.54

Notes: Percentages are estimated using survey weights for validated voters. R(D) → D(R) shows voters who switched from Trump (Clinton) in
2016 to Biden (Trump) in 2020.
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New voters

Table 4 displays alternative logistic regression specifications for new voter preferences in order to
identify the consistency of the main effects. Column (1), in Table 4, is our baseline model con-
trolling for short-term policy issues only. All three short-term issues—COVID-19, police, and
RBG replacement—are significant at p , 0.05. In column (2), we re-estimate the model while
controlling for individual demographics, and political variables. Our findings in column (2)
are consistent with column (1) for demographically, politically, and geographically comparable
voters. In addition to short-term issues, in column (3), we show the results of the baseline policy
model, which controls for short-, medium-, and long-term issues only. COVID-19 is not signifi-
cant once we control for personal economy, national economy, healthcare, and immigration
issues.15 In column (4), we estimate the full model controlling for all policy issues, demographics,
and political variables. We find that RBG’s replacement is the only short-term issue that is sig-
nificant across all specifications (1)–(4). In addition, we find that three out of four (not pocket-
book economy) medium- and long-term issues are significant at p , 0.05.

Because logistic regression estimates are difficult to interpret, in Figure 1 we show the change
in probability of new voters supporting Biden using the observed-value approach to calculate the
marginal effects (Hanmer and Kalkan, 2013). The points measure the effect of a discrete change
(moving from minimum to maximum) for the four issues that are significant across all models in
our analysis (RBG replacement, sociotropic economy, healthcare, and immigration), according to
PID (Democrat, Independent, Republican) on the probability of voting for Biden.16 In Figure 1,
we see that regardless of PID, across the four issues new voters were more likely to support Biden.

Table 4. Logistic regression models for new voters voting for Biden in the 2020 presidential election

DV: non-voter 2016 → Biden voter 2020

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Short-term Experience with COVID-19 0.571*** 0.546* 0.180 0.269
(0.148) (0.219) (0.179) (0.257)

Police [not safe] 1.801*** 1.091** 0.999*** 0.631
(0.233) (0.333) (0.266) (0.379)

RBG replacement [after election] 4.584*** 4.038*** 2.975*** 2.898***
(0.150) (0.247) (0.181) (0.268)

Medium-term Pocketbook economy [worse] 0.137 0.902
(0.437) (0.595)

Sociotropic economy [worse] 2.096*** 1.446**
(0.344) (0.493)

Long-term Healthcare [gov’t involvement] 3.056*** 1.997***
(0.378) (0.523)

Immigration [supportive] 3.470*** 3.587***
(0.307) (0.470)

Individual demographics No Yes No Yes
Political variables No Yes No Yes
N 2, 594 2, 165 2, 475 2, 077

Notes: The dependent variable in models (1)–(4) is coded as one if a voter voted for Biden in 2020 presidential election and zero for Trump.
All estimated models (1)–(4) include an intercept and controls for individual demographics include age, female, non-white, college-educated,
and income. Controls for political variables include political awareness, party ID, ideology, and first-time voter. All logistic regression models
(1)–(4) are estimated using maximum likelihood. Robust standard errors in parentheses are clustered by state. The complete regression
results are shown in Appendix C Table 4. *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.

15We recognize that our COVID-19 variable fails to capture the pandemic as a performance issue (Fiorina, 1981; Petrocik,
1996). As the National Exit Poll indicates, President Trump was strongly opposed by voters giving him low marks on his
handling of the coronavirus. Recent articles by Neundorf and Pardos-Prado (2021) and Shino and Smith (2021) offer add-
itional support for the claim that Trump’s handling of COVID-19 was detrimental to his reelection bid and in part because of
the pandemic’s negative impact on the economy.

16Throughout the analysis, we code Independent leaners as partisans based on the party to which they report being closer.
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For example, new voters who self-identified as Independents and who said RBG’s replacement
should happen after the election were 28 percentage points more likely to vote for Biden than
their counterparts preferring the new justice be seated prior to the election. Republican new
voters who thought RBG’s replacement should happen after the election were nearly 22 percent-
age points more likely to support Biden than Republican new voters who thought Trump should
appoint RBG’s successor before the election. In addition, when we shift Republican new voters
from the most conservative to most liberal position on the immigration issue, it results in a 24
percentage point greater probability of voting for Biden. We observe similar, albeit less dramatic,
patterns for the other two policy issues, sociotropic economy and healthcare. In sum, a clear pat-
tern exists among new voters, when moving from the minimum to the maximum values on the
four issues: they are all significantly more likely to vote for Biden.

Third-party switchers to major party

Table 5 focuses on switchers from supporting third-party candidates in 2016 to one of the two
major party candidates in 2020. In the first panel, columns (1)–(4), we analyze third-party voters
in 2016 who switched to Trump in 2020. In column (4), the full policy model shows that police,
RBG replacement, and immigration are negatively associated with vote switching to Trump in

Figure 1. Change in Biden vote probability among new voters. Note: Points measure the effect of a discrete change on the
probability when each variable is moved from its minimum to maximum value, while holding all the other controls at their
observed values (Hanmer and Kalkan, 2013). The error bars show the 95 percent confidence intervals of each point esti-
mate. The points and their confidence intervals are constructed using the full model in Table 4 column (4).
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Table 5. Logistic regression models for switchers to major party voting for Biden (Trump) in the 2020 presidential election

DV: Third party voter 2016 → Trump voter 2020 DV: third-party voter 2016 → Biden voter 2020

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Short-term Experience with COVID-19 −0.370* −0.102 −0.118 0.073 0.276 0.398 0.212 0.346
(0.186) (0.252) (0.210) (0.271) (0.163) (0.207) (0.172) (0.221)

Police [not safe] −2.139*** −1.427*** −1.516*** −1.028* −0.831*** −0.525* −1.197*** −0.727**
(0.292) (0.411) (0.328) (0.470) (0.164) (0.219) (0.178) (0.236)

RBG replacement [after election] −2.504*** −2.585*** −1.476*** −1.684*** 3.201*** 2.991*** 2.395*** 2.405***
(0.284) (0.362) (0.346) (0.386) (0.202) (0.258) (0.237) (0.288)

Medium-term Pocketbook economy [worse] −0.822 −1.314 −0.628 −0.358
(0.496) (0.716) (0.351) (0.444)

Sociotropic economy [worse] −1.018** −0.778 1.092* 1.721**
(0.352) (0.453) (0.475) (0.627)

Long-term Healthcare [gov’t involvement] 0.010 −0.580 2.460*** 2.639***
(0.373) (0.520) (0.327) (0.477)

Immigration [supportive] −2.627*** −2.113*** 0.058 0.328
(0.345) (0.491) (0.335) (0.449)

Individual demographics No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes
Political variables No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes
N 736 515 709 496 1, 211 925 1, 192 910

Notes: The dependent variable in models (1)–(8) is coded as one if a voter voted for a third-party candidate in 2016 but switched to Biden (Trump) in 2020 presidential election, and zero for third-party
standpatters. All estimated models (1)–(4) include an intercept and controls for individual demographics include age, female, non-white, college-educated, and income. Controls for political variables include
party ID and ideology. All logistic regression models (1)–(8) are estimated using maximum likelihood. Robust standard errors in parentheses are clustered by state. The complete regression results are shown in
Appendix C Table 5. *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.
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2020 for this subgroup of the electorate. These estimates are significant across specifications in
columns (1)–(3). On the other hand, in the second panel, columns (5)–(8), we find that RBG
replacement, sociotropic economy, and healthcare drove third-party voters toward Biden in
2020, while police was negatively associated with voting for Biden.

To analyze the substantive effects of these issues on vote switching among switchers to a major
party, Figure 2 shows the change in probability of switching conditional of party identification,
again using observed values to calculate the marginal effects (Hanmer and Kalkan, 2013). In
Figure 2(a), we see that Republicans who voted for a third-party candidate in 2016 were less likely
to vote for Trump in 2020. Republicans who wanted RBG’s replacement to happen after the elec-
tion were over 30 percentage points less likely to switch to Trump in 2020. This effect is similar in
absolute value when compared to Democrats and Independents who held the same opinion on
this issue. It is also clear that Trump’s restrictive policies and incendiary rhetoric on immigration
also drastically depressed Republican support for him in 2020. The effect of this long-term issue
among Republicans is even greater in absolute terms than the short- and medium-term issues.

Figure 2(b) shows the patterns of voters, by party, who supported third-party candidates in
2016 but switched to Biden in 2020. RBG’s replacement and healthcare have the greatest effects
on the likelihood of Republicans switching from a third-party candidate to Biden. Republican
third-party voters in 2016 who supported RBG’s replacement to occur after the election were
54 percentage points more likely to switch to Biden in 2020 compared to their counterparts
who believed that the replacement should occur prior to the election. We observe a similar pat-
tern with respect to healthcare and economic issues, as Republicans who voted third-party in
2016 were more than 50 and 30 percentage points, respectively, more likely to switch to Biden
if they supported greater government involvement in healthcare or said the economy was
doing worse. We observe similar patterns across these issues for Independents who in 2016
had voted for a third-party candidate.

Major party switchers

Finally, in Table 6, we analyze the forces pushing 2016 Trump (Clinton) voters to switch to Biden
(Trump) in 2020. In the first panel, column (4), we estimate the full model and identify issues
driving those who voted for Trump in 2016 to switch in favor of Biden in 2020. Similar to the
discussion above, we find that the four main issues moving voters away from Trump in 2020
are the timing of RBG’s replacement, sociotropic economy, healthcare, and immigration. All
four issues are statistically significant at p , 0.05 across different specifications in columns
(1)–(3). In the second panel of Table 6 column 8, we see that COVID-19 helped Democrats to
retain their voters in 2020, as 2016 Clinton voters who contracted COVID-19 or knew someone
who had were less likely to switch to Trump in 2020. However, COVID-19 did not push 2016
Trump voters away from him in 2020. This finding indicates the politicization of the
COVID-19 pandemic.

In Figure 3(a), which again plots marginal effects using the observed-value approach (Hanmer and
Kalkan, 2013), we see that 2016 Republican Trump voters who wanted RBG’s replacement to occur
after the election were nearly 10 percentage points more likely to switch to Biden versus Republicans
who wanted the replacement done prior to the 2020 election. The other three issues register effects
closer in magnitude across party identification, and notably smaller when compared to the RBG
replacement issue. In Figure 3(b), across all four issues, 2016 Clinton voters were less likely to switch
to Trump in 2020. For example, 2016 Independent (Republican) Clinton voters who supported a
more lenient immigration policy were roughly 6 (3) percentage points less likely to switch to
Trump in 2020, compared to their counterparts holding the most conservative views on this issue.

In sum, the short-term issue of RBG’s replacement played an important role in moving the
2020 electorate’s presidential preferences. Republicans’ decision to replace RBG with Amy
Coney Barrett prior to the election led third-party and Trump voters in 2016, and also new voters,
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Figure 2. Change in vote probability for switchers to major party (a) Third-Party 2016 Ñ Trump 2020, (b) Third-Party 2016 Ñ Biden 2020. Notes: Points measure the effect of a discrete
change on the probability when each variable is moved from its minimum to maximum value, while holding all the other controls at their observed values (Hanmer and Kalkan, 2013).
The error bars show the 95 percent confidence intervals of each point estimate. The points and their confidence intervals for third-party candidate 2016 → Trump 2020 and third-party
candidate 2016 → Biden 2020 are constructed using the full models in Table 5 columns (4) and (8), respectively.
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Table 6. Logistic regression models for switchers voting for Biden (Trump) in the 2020 presidential election

DV: Trump voter 2016 → Biden voter
2020 DV: Clinton voter 2016 → Trump voter 2020

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Short-term Experience with COVID-19 0.295 0.178 0.027 −0.013 −0.691*** −0.898*** −0.504* −0.763***
(0.167) (0.207) (0.193) (0.232) (0.177) (0.214) (0.212) (0.232)

Police [not safe] 0.820* 0.700 0.223 0.262 −1.784*** −1.051** −1.487*** −0.742
(0.344) (0.377) (0.415) (0.428) (0.359) (0.371) (0.409) (0.438)

RBG replacement [after election] 5.459*** 5.469*** 3.651*** 3.938*** −4.702*** −4.115*** −3.308*** −3.114***
(0.186) (0.274) (0.210) (0.273) (0.188) (0.245) (0.235) (0.274)

Medium-term Pocketbook economy [worse] −0.263 −0.093 0.872 0.542
(0.505) (0.567) (0.512) (0.612)

Sociotropic economy [worse] 2.926*** 2.422*** −1.660*** −1.964***
(0.446) (0.540) (0.398) (0.505)

Long-term Healthcare [gov’t involvement] 3.138*** 3.495*** −2.381*** −1.830***
(0.409) (0.464) (0.455) (0.518)

Immigration [supportive] 2.712*** 2.724*** −3.041*** −2.925***
(0.338) (0.445) (0.353) (0.412)

Individual demographics No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes
Political variables No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes
N 7, 901 6, 636 7, 610 6, 414 8, 876 7, 923 8, 673 7, 762

Note: The dependent variable in models (1)–(8) is coded as one if a voter voted for Trump (Clinton) in 2016 but switched to Biden (Trump) in 2020 presidential election, and zero for standpatters. All estimated
models (1)–(8) include an intercept and controls for individual demographics include age, female, non-white, college-educated, and income. Controls for political variables include party ID and ideology. All
logistic regression models (1)–(8) are estimated using maximum likelihood. Robust standard errors in parentheses are clustered by state. The complete regression results are shown in Appendix C Table 6. *** p <
0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.
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Figure 3. Change in vote probability for switchers (a) Trump 2016 Ñ Biden 2020, (b) Clinton 2016 Ñ Trump 2020. Notes: Points measure the effect of a discrete change on the probability
when each variable is moved from its minimum to maximum value, while holding all the other controls at their observed values (Hanmer and Kalkan, 2013). The error bars show the 95
percent confidence intervals of each point estimate. The points and their confidence intervals for Trump 2016 → Biden 2020 and Clinton 2016 → Trump 2020 are constructed using the
full models in Table 6 columns (4) and (8), respectively.
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to shift toward Biden in 2020. Additionally, in 2020, these voters’ presidential preferences were
influenced by the medium-term issue of a worsening national economy and the long-term issues
of healthcare and immigration.

5. Conclusion
Near the outset of this study, we posed the basic question in generic form of why one presidential
candidate wins, or conversely, the other loses. The two hallmarks of the 2020 presidential election
were that the incumbent lost reelection and turnout reached its highest level in well over 100
years. These two facts are of course connected. The historic mobilization of presidential
voters resulted in greater support for the Democratic challenger Joe Biden. Employing the
voter typology advanced by Key (1966), we examined variation in presidential preferences
among and across these groups. Turnout was a fundamental part of the explanation for the out-
come in 2020, particularly because new voters were decidedly more supportive of the Democratic
candidate versus the much larger group of standpatters who reaffirmed their partisan choice
in 2016.

To understand variation in presidential preferences by voter type, we considered several of the
most important and salient issues on the minds of the electorate in 2020. With the large-N 2020
Cooperative Election Study (CES), we identified a set of issues that influenced presidential pre-
ferences even after controlling for a host of demographic and political variables. In the theoretical
parlance of Campbell et al. (1960), an individual’s vote choice emerges through a funnel of caus-
ality, which contains many factors weighing on, and shaping, this important decision.

Four issues of short-, medium-, and long-term duration consistently shaped presidential vote
choice in 2020 across Key’s (1966) voter typology: the timing of the Supreme Court replacement
of Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, the state of the national economy, government involvement in
healthcare, and views toward immigration. Regardless of voter type and controlling for partisan-
ship, these issues had a marked effect on 2020 presidential preferences. Specifically, those voters
who: (1) favored filling the Supreme Court vacancy after the election; (2) thought the national
economy had gotten worse over the past year; (3) favored greater government involvement in
healthcare; and (4) held liberal views on immigration, were significantly more likely to cast a
Democratic presidential ballot in 2020. Relative to standpatters, new voters, third-party switchers
to a major party, and major party switchers were more likely to hold these positions, which again
speaks to how these groups in an altered and expanded 2020 electorate contributed to President
Trump’s defeat.

Even in an age of historically and increasingly loyal partisans (Bartels, 2000; Abramowitz,
2018) and polarized social identities aligning with party affiliation and reinforcing party-line vot-
ing (Mason, 2018), salient issues can sway enough voters to ultimately decide an election. To be
clear, it is far from issues alone that determine electoral outcomes; rather this is the component of
the funnel of causality we focus our attention on in this study. Alternatively, there is no doubt that
presidential performance is another factor that weighs heavily on the minds of voters.

In this regard, President Trump was vastly unpopular (McKee et al., 2022), with his uncon-
ventional and at times erratic behavior (Woodward, 2020) rendering a retrospective judgment
on performance (Fiorina, 1981) that cost him a second term. In lieu of veering down a different
research path, we can simply note that based on the voter types offered by Key (1966), it was the
dynamic element of the 2020 electorate that denied President Trump reelection. According to the
2020 CES, 53 percent of standpatters approved of Trump. In contrast, 58 percent of major party
switchers, 62 percent of new voters, and 63 percent of switchers from a third-party to a major
party disapproved of the president.

To conclude, we find that the greatly expanded 2020 presidential electorate held a set of pre-
ferences different from the comparably smaller 2016 electorate. In a time of hyper-partisan polar-
ization, Democratic and Republican tribes were highly mobilized in 2020. Indeed, as President
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Trump and his supporters mentioned on numerous occasions, he won the second highest popu-
lar vote in American history. But Trump’s Democratic opponent, Joe Biden, won the most popu-
lar votes in the history of American presidential elections. In doing so, Biden was greatly aided by
the turnout of voters who switched their preferences from 2016 and the substantial segment of
the electorate who did not vote in 2016. Necessarily, if the 2020 electorate only consisted of stand-
patters who participated in 2016, then President Trump would have been reelected. Instead, the
three other types of voters were Key’s (1966) “responsible electorate” who terminated Trump’s
tenure. Finally, while acknowledging the notorious lack of political interest, political sophistica-
tion, and political knowledge possessed by typical American voters (Campbell et al., 1960;
Converse, 1964; Luskin, 1990; Delli Carpini and Keeter, 1996; Achen and Bartels, 2016;
Kinder and Kalmoe, 2017), for better or worse, they can still make enough sense of the political
world to cast a ballot that generally aligns with their preferences (Lau and Redlawsk, 1997).

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2023.40.
To obtain replication material for this article, https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/VXLJUH
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