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Powerless Conservatives or Powerless
Findings?
Stephen M. Utych, Boise State University

Noting the lack of “anti-man” bias research in the 2016 election, Zigerell (2019)
argued that a relative lack of conservatives in political science can lead to bias in
publications against political science research supporting conservative viewpoints. This
article offers an alternative explanation for this lack of research: that this research produces
null findings and therefore is subject to the “file-drawer problem,” in which null effects are
less likely to be published than positive effects. Using data from the 2016 American
National Election Studies, I provide an illustrative example to support this claim and
suggest some solutions.
ABSTRACT

I

n his recent PS article, Zigerell (2019) argued that the
political ideology and partisanship of (generally liberal)
academics can lead to publication bias, especially on
research related to gender. He argued that research on
bias toward men is not examined or is not published based
on the liberal ideology of political science—and, likely, social
science generally—journal reviewers (Zigerell 2019). This article
considers an alternative explanation to this perceived bias in
publication: the “file-drawer problem,” in which results that reject
a null hypothesis are more likely to be published than results that
do not (Rosenthal 1979). Indeed, the publication of null results is
decreasing over time, suggesting that this problem may be even
more important today (Fanelli 2012).
Zigerell (2019) argued that although there is substantial work
demonstrating how bias against women influenced the 2016 US
presidential election between Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump,
there is no work that accounts for an alternative explanation
(i.e., that bias against men also influenced the election). Using
data from the 2016 American National Election Studies (ANES), I
find support for the “file-drawer problem” explanation: after
accounting for standard demographic and personality characteristics as well as perceptions of discrimination toward a variety of
groups in society, perceptions of discrimination toward men do
not significantly predict vote choice for Trump.
It is accurate to state that considerable research has found that
sexism negatively influenced Clinton’s 2016 presidential campaign
(Cassese and Holman 2019; Knuckey 2019; Monteith and Hildebrand 2019; Schaffner, MacWilliams, and Nteta 2018; Valentino,
Wayne, and Oceno 2018). However, these findings are not without
critique; Zigerell (2019) claimed that current measurements of
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sexism measure bias only toward women and do not account for
anti-man bias.
However, Zigerell (2019) presented an alternative measure of
attitudes toward men that is comparable to a question asked about
attitudes toward women. The 2016 ANES asked about how much
discrimination occurs in the United States today against both men
and women. Zigerell (2019) presented mean-frequency comparisons showing that Clinton voters were more likely than Trump
voters to perceive no discrimination against men. Drawn from
arguments in Cassese and Barnes (2019), he asserted that this
suggests that Clinton may have been advantaged by gender discrimination because “Clinton voters denied that there is discrimination among men in the United States today, suggesting that
many of these voters harbored anti-men attitudes” (Zigerell 2019).
Of course, this result does not suggest publication bias against
measures of anti-man attitudes. Using the same dataset, Monteith
and Hildebrand (2019) published similar results, using the full fivepoint scale, showing that Trump supporters perceive greater discrimination against men than Clinton supporters and that this is
mediated by both hostile and modern sexism among men.
Published work examines the effects of perceptions of antiman bias. Studies show that status-legitimizing beliefs can lead to
more positive evaluations of a man making gender-bias claims
(Wilkins, Wellman, and Schad 2017) and that perceptions of
discrimination among men and women have different consequences for their psychological well-being (Schmitt et al. 2002).
Indeed, Schmitt et al. (2002) provided a good example of the
potential for the file-drawer problem to occur when they found
that perceptions of discrimination have a negative effect on the
psychological well-being among women but have no effect among
men. Manzi (2019) provided an in-depth review of numerous
studies that examined gender discrimination against men from
various social science disciplines. Manzi (2019) noted that the
results of these existing studies are mixed, again suggesting that
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there may be a simpler, less nefarious explanation for the relative
dearth of studies about gender bias against men compared to
gender bias against women.1 That is, studies examining gender

are correlated strongly: against African Americans (r=0.57), Hispanics (r=0.55), and Muslims (r=0.42) but not whites (r=0.09) and
Christians (r=0.13). Perhaps these measures of perceptions of

…I find support for the “file-drawer problem” explanation: after accounting for standard
demographic and personality characteristics as well as perceptions of discrimination toward
a variety of groups in society, perceptions of discrimination toward men do not significantly
predict vote choice for Trump.
bias against men do not produce statistically significant results as
often as studies of gender bias against women, making them less
likely to be published.
To determine the role of gender bias against men in the 2016
election, I used a measure of perception of discrimination against
various groups in the United States from the 2016 ANES to predict
two-party vote choice and feeling-thermometer ratings of Trump.
Zigerell (2019) argued that this measure can be seen as a proxy for
“anti-men attitudes.”2 These analyses produced an illustrative
example of how the file-drawer problem, rather than anticonservative biases, could produce the same pattern of publications that Zigerell (2019) mentioned. The results in table 1 include
controls for ideology, partisanship, authoritarianism, egalitarianism, gender, age, race, political interest, the importance of religion,
income, marital status, children under the age of 18, and education.
Survey weights were used in all analyses.
At first glance, these results suggest that perceptions of discrimination against both men and women influence support for
Trump in directions that we may expect: perceptions of discrimination against women predict a decrease in Trump support,
whereas perceptions of discrimination against men predict an
increase. However, these perceptions do not necessarily happen
in a vacuum and are imperfect proxies for actual gender-biased
attitudes. For example, we could imagine two types of people who
perceive high levels of discrimination against women: (1) those
who hold no gender bias but have observed considerable gender
bias in the world; and (2) those who hold considerable gender bias
and take their own biased beliefs to mean that discrimination
against women is prevalent. Zigerell (2019) argued this well and I
agree that these are imperfect measures of bias against men.
Thankfully, the ANES also asks questions about perceptions of

discrimination against men and women serve as proxies for how
people feel about majority and minority groups. That is, those who
perceive higher discrimination against men may be demonstrating
a “majority grievance” whereas those who perceive higher discrimination against women may be demonstrating a “minority
grievance,” for lack of more succinct terms. Accounting for these
perceptions in analyses should illustrate how specific perceptions
of gender-based discrimination influenced decision making in the
2016 election. Discrimination against majority groups was an
additive index of perceptions of discrimination against whites
and Christians, whereas discrimination against minority groups
was an additive index of perceptions of discrimination against
African Americans, Hispanics, and Muslims (table 2).3
These results tell a different story about how perceived gender
discrimination influenced the 2016 election. Accounting for perceptions of discrimination against minority and majority groups
in society may help us understand the underlying correlation
between perceptions of gender discrimination and other types of
discrimination. Discrimination against women retains a significant effect on attitudes toward Trump; that is, those who perceive
more discrimination against women were less likely to vote for
Trump and rated him lower. However, there was no significant
effect of perceptions of discrimination against men on support for
Trump—although signed in the expected direction, these estimates do not approach even generous levels of statistical significance. It appears that perceptions of discrimination against other
majority groups (i.e., majority grievance) is the real predictive
work, not simply perceptions of bias against men alone.
This example illustrates the exact type of scenario in which the
file-drawer problem may be most prevalent. Reading too much
into an imperfect measure may lead to a conclusion that anti-man

These results become inconclusive and we see support for rejecting a null hypothesis in one
model. However, accounting for measurement imperfections leads to not rejecting the null
hypothesis although effects remain signed in the expected direction.
discrimination toward other groups. Some are majority groups,
such as men (whites and Christians), whereas others are minority
groups, such as women (African Americans, Hispanics, and
Muslims). Examining correlations among these variables reveals
that perceptions of bias are correlated in interesting ways. Perceptions of discrimination against men are correlated relatively
strongly: against whites (r=0.57) and Christians (r=0.41) but not
African Americans (r=0.02), Hispanics (r=0.10) or Muslims (r=0.06). Conversely, perceptions of discrimination against women
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attitudes did influence the 2016 election. A researcher could see
those measurement imperfections and attempt to correct them by
controlling, as much as possible, for an alternative explanation,
thereby producing null results. These results become inconclusive
and we see support for rejecting a null hypothesis in one model.
However, accounting for measurement imperfections leads to not
rejecting the null hypothesis although effects remain signed in the
expected direction. Given the potential for type II errors when
presenting results that “support” a null hypothesis, these results
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Table 1

Table 2

Gender Discrimination

Gender Discrimination and Status
Discrimination

Vote for Trump

Trump Feeling Thermometer

Discrimination
Against Women

-0.316* (0.143)

-3.168** (0.697)

Discrimination
Against Men

0.507** (0.112)

2.840** (0.698)

Discrimination
Against Women

Conservative

0.514** (0.133)

3.060** (0.642)

Discrimination
Against Men

Republican

0.928** (0.078)

7.496** (0.466)

Authoritarianism

0.272** (0.103)

2.494** (0.519)

Egalitarianism

-0.157** (0.040)

-0.555* (0.220)

-0.066 (0.260)

-1.558 (1.188)

Female

Vote for Trump

Trump Feeling Thermometer

-0.355* (0.164)

-2.886** (0.878)

0.069 (0.140)

0.966 (0.809)

Discrimination
Against Majority
Groups

0.521** (0.102)

2.002** (0.469)

Discrimination
Against Minority
Groups

-0.177** (0.060)

-0.895* (0.372)

Conservative

0.440** (0.123)

2.582** (0.643)

Republican

0.955** (0.083)

7.359** (0.468)

0.211* (0.103)

2.310** (0.525)
-0.324 (0.218)

Age

-0.002 (0.009)

0.027 (0.040)

Black

-4.610** (1.087)

-8.856** (2.112)

Hispanic

-2.332** (0.477)

-10.994** (2.417)

Other Race

-1.014** (0.324)

-5.024* (2.154)

Authoritarianism

2.286** (0.619)

Egalitarianism

-0.104* (0.041)

Female

-0.208 (0.275)

-1.597 (1.196)

Age

0.001 (0.009)

0.037 (0.040)

Political Interest
Religion Important

0.033 (0.122)
0.421 (0.260)

2.487 (1.319)

Income

-0.053** (0.020)

-0.132 (0.096)

Married

0.429 (0.270)

1.316 (1.395)

Black

-4.022** (0.757)

-6.766** (2.114)

Children Under 18

0.161 (0.339)

0.185 (1.408)

Hispanic

-1.936** (0.429)

-9.694** (2.400)

Education

-0.110 (0.093)

-1.723** (0.435)

Other Race

-0.937** (0.352)

-4.775* (2.077)

Constant

-3.701** (1.056)

-0.994 (5.229)

0.033 (0.130)

2.193** (0.621)

1,897

2,469

Religion Important

0.286 (0.281)

1.166 (1.335)

0.5749

Income

-0.055** (0.021)

-0.106 (0.096)

Married

0.503 (0.276)

1.361 (1.390)

Children Under 18

0.127 (0.348)

-0.330 (1.399)

Education

-0.086 (0.097)

-1.614** (0.439)

Constant

-3.550** (1.040)

2.230 (5.634)

N
(pseudo) R

2

0.7166

Note: Table entries are logit (column 1) or OLS (column 2) coefficients with standard
errors in parentheses. *p<0.05, **p<0.01

are likely to be less well received than a precisely estimated effect
of essentially zero. Indeed, null and mixed results are both less likely
to be published and also less likely to be written up than strong
results (Franco, Malhotra, and Simonovits 2014). Therefore, results
like this are less likely to be published, leading to a conflating factor:
Are results presenting a “conservative” argument not published
because studies are not being conducted due to bias against conservatives or because the findings are not as compelling? This
question is difficult to answer with available data.
There are many reasons why studies about bias against men in
the 2016 presidential election are not published at nearly the same
rate (if at all) as studies about bias against women. Zigerell (2019)
suggested that the primary explanation is the ideology of a
reviewer pool for these manuscripts. Another explanation is the
availability of measures of bias against men—although this may be
related to the ideology of political science researchers. However, I
have another explanation: perhaps studies examining the effect of
bias against men in the 2016 election do not find an independent
effect of bias against men on vote choice. These null results are less
likely to be published, showing that differential rates of publication are not due to nefarious ideological biases of gatekeepers but
rather to a different (and likely more pervasive) type of bias in
political science: bias against publishing null results, especially
imprecisely estimated nulls. Of course, this is only one example of
the file-drawer problem; previous studies of bias against men have
found similarly mixed results (Manzi 2019).
Issues with measurement for determining the extent of antiman bias using the ANES question are legitimate: perceptions of

Political Interest

N
(pseudo) R2

1,854

2,415

0.7357

0.5840

Note: Table entries are logit (column 1) or OLS (column 2) coefficients with standard
errors in parentheses. *p<0.05, **p<0.01.

bias against groups in society do not wholly map onto an actual
bias of the respondent toward that group. A better test of the
effects of anti-man bias on political attitudes would involve better
data, including a scale to determine respondents’ actual attitudes
toward men rather than their perceptions of bias. Of course, it is
possible that due to their ideology, individuals simply are not
attempting to study anti-man bias in the 2016 election or in
general. This is a reasonable claim but one that might be remedied
by changing the incentives to attempt to uncover null results in
research. If null results are more publishable, scholars who do not
believe anti-man bias is occurring may be encouraged to develop
scales and attempt to demonstrate this empirically, which would
allow for a rigorous test of the effects of this bias.
Why do we not see measures of individual bias against majority
groups on large social science surveys (e.g., the ANES) like those
we see for minority groups? Part of the explanation certainly may
be ideological. However, a more compelling explanation may be
that we choose topics to research—regardless of our ideology—
based on what we observe about the world. Many scholars simply
do not observe considerable bias against majority groups in
society. Indeed, this idea is supported by the 2016 ANES data;
PS • October 2020
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even Trump supporters view discrimination against women as
occurring more often than discrimination against men (Monteith
and Hildebrand 2019; Zigerell 2019). Even among those most
predisposed to believe that discrimination against men is occurring, discrimination against women still is perceived as more
prevalent in society. This is not an unreasonable finding given
that women (as well as other traditionally marginalized groups)
have faced considerably more historical discrimination than men
(or those in majority groups). Therefore, it is likely that discrimination against these groups is correctly perceived as more prevalent. Given the history of discrimination against minority groups
in society, it is likely that these attitudes have more significant
effects on political attitudes and behaviors. Of course, this is a
compelling rationale for why the file-drawer problem may be more
likely to exist in studies in which discrimination against majority
groups is examined. If such discrimination does exist, it is likely
that the effects are smaller in magnitude and therefore less likely
to produce the statistically significant relationships that are more
likely to be published.
For this reason, the lack of measures of individual bias against
men and other majority groups on large national surveys can
connect to the file-drawer problem. Given limited time and
resources, if a researcher expects null effects, it is likely not a
fruitful project to pursue because null results are considerably
more difficult to publish than results that differ from zero. Therefore, it may not make sense to include measures in large surveys
that may not be fruitful for researchers who are unlikely to embark
on their own data collection—which often is expensive and time
consuming—to collect data where they may expect null results.

are suppressing quality research that opposes their worldview.
Another explanation is that these effects simply do not exist and
that efforts to examine them have led to broad null results that are
not entirely conclusive in one way or the other.
Of course, the answer is probably somewhere between these
two extremes. Given that these cognitive biases often are implicit
(Gampa et al. 2019), it could create structural biases that are
further exacerbated by results that simply are not as compelling.
That is, we easily could imagine that cognitive biases cause
generally conservative findings to be held to a higher standard
than work that aligns with a (generally liberal) set of beliefs.
However, this is not limited to political ideology—reviewers can
be more critical of methods they dislike or findings that oppose
conventional wisdom in political science (and perhaps, especially,
their own research). Although these biases can be clearly frustrating for researchers, there is little empirical evidence to suggest that
publication bias against work that challenges a liberal worldview
is occurring systematically. Cognitive biases can be a serious
problem in the publication of a host of findings but they also
seem to be a structural problem of the current review process,
which is becoming increasingly competitive.
Zigerell’s (2019) solution to this problem is a more rigorous
peer-review process, including a post-acceptance public-comment
period. I do not view this as a solution, especially given that the
real issue may be the file-drawer problem rather than ideological
bias. First, it seems unclear how a post-acceptance publiccomment process would lead to fewer issues with ideological bias
if it is as pervasive in the discipline as Zigerell (2019) claimed. If
ideological biases cause individuals to be more critical of a piece’s

Perhaps the real solution to assist with potential bias, although not a less rigorous review
process, is a more open view about how we think of research.
Indeed, groups other than conservatives (e.g., women and
racial or ethnic minorities) traditionally have been and remain
underrepresented in the social sciences. This underrepresentation,
however, has not led to a lack of research concerning gender, race,
and ethnicity in political science scholarship. Although we easily
can argue that these fields traditionally have been underrepresented in political science research, it is difficult to state that
research on these topics is being actively suppressed, given the
wealth of existing scholarship. We could argue that this research is
published because it fits with a broader liberal worldview. However, this does not explain the extensive debate about measurement issues on important topics including race, such as the
validity of the Implicit Association Test for racial attitudes
(Blanton et al. 2009) and the racial resentment scale (Cramer
2020). Important and well-cited work in social science, at varying
levels, pushed back against a general liberal worldview on controversial topics such as racial bias (Sniderman and Piazza 1993) and
gun control (Lott and Mustard 1997). It is important to note that
these debates occurred and that work considered to contrast with a
generalized liberal worldview has been published.
The file-drawer problem leaves us with an unknown of how
many scholars have attempted to examine how bias against men
(or other majority groups) works in the political realm. One
explanation is that the liberal gatekeepers of academic journals
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methodology (Gampa et al. 2019) and political scientists skew
liberal, this should mean that reviewers will be more critical of
studies objecting to their worldview—given that more reviewers
(who will be self-selected) will provide (presumably critical) comments on accepted work. Of course, this may lead to more balance,
where conservatives take on more of these reviewers to lead to
more rigorous and transparent review for articles of which progressives may be predisposed to approve. However, given that the
most common reason for declining to engage in peer review is, in
some form, being too busy to do more reviews (Bruening et al.
2015), we can imagine reviewers being too overwhelmed with
existing peer-review work to volunteer for more, unless they had
their own predisposition either strongly in favor of or strongly
against the work.
Perhaps the real solution to assist with potential bias, although
not a less rigorous review process, is a more open view about how
we think of research. This includes an increased willingness not
only to publish null findings that precisely and convincingly
estimate null effects but also to publish research that is inconclusive or has null effects that do not provide strong evidence of an
effect of zero. Whereas answers to a research question of “probably
but I am not sure” may not be wholly satisfying to scholars, these
results are common in social science research. Showing a demonstrated commitment to publishing inconclusive results could serve

.............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................
to open up the types of research questions that scholars ask, perhaps
by encouraging them to pursue fewer “low-hanging-fruit” research
questions and take more risks in their scholarship, understanding
that a well-executed study is still publishable regardless of results.
Current, small efforts to focus on results-blind studies are working
to accomplish this; however, as a discipline, we would strongly
benefit from an increase in this type of review.
Whereas conservatives admittedly may find an ideological
landscape in political science more daunting than liberals, I argue
that there are multiple explanations for why studies of bias may
not be published as frequently as findings of bias against women,
most of which are not ideological. Although conservatives in
political science remain a minority, many scholars in the field
identify as conservative (Ceaser and Maranto 2009). In fact, many
conservative scholars have found political science to be a discipline in which they can thrive, especially post-tenure (Maranto and
Woessner 2012).
Zigerell (2019) presented arguments that research supporting a
conservative ideology is less likely to be published than research
supporting a liberal ideology, focusing on the most serious accusations of ideological bias and research malfeasance. This article
considers another less sinister explanation—that research about
issues such as anti-man bias may not be published because it is
difficult to show conclusive evidence that it exists or has an effect
on the political world. A more open review process, focused on
research design rather than research results, could address this
alternative explanation. ▪
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than gender bias against men.
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