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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

Recent  research  has  examined  how  variation  across  the  states  in  the  “Big  Five”  personality
trait  taxonomy  helps  explain  the  proportion  of votes  the  presidential  candidates  receive  in
the  states,  concluding  that  state  personality  traits  had a direct  effect  on  presidential  vote
share  in  the  1996,  2000,  and  2004  presidential  elections.  The  current  study  has  three  goals:
First,  to examine  the influence  of personality  traits  on  Barack  Obama’s  vote  share  in  the  2008
and 2012  elections;  second  to test  whether  the influence  of  personality  traits  on  vote  share
holds  under  stricter  controls  for  political  factors  and  white  racial  prejudice;  and,  third,  to
test for potential  meditating  effects  of state-level  political  characteristics  and white  racial
prejudice  in  linking  state-level  personality  traits  with  Obama’s  vote  share.  The  findings
indicate  that  two  state  personality  traits  – conscientiousness  and  openness  – had  indirect
effects  on  Obama’s  2008  and  2012  vote  share  through  their influence  on state  ideology,
partisanship,  and  white  racial  prejudice.
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Political scientists have long been interested in explain-
ing presidential election outcomes. Research has identified
a number of factors that influence presidential election out-
comes, including national economic conditions (Downs,
1957; Erikson & Wlezien, 2012; Fair, 1996, 2009; Hibbs,
2012), economic expectations (Lockerbie, 2012), incum-
bency (Holbrook, 2012; Lewis-Beck & Tien, 2012), and the
extent of war-time fatalities (Hibbs, 2008, 2012) among
others. Given the importance of the Electoral College in
presidential elections, explaining election outcomes in the
fifty states is paramount. Social scientists have identified
a number of state economic, political, and sociological
characteristics that influence state presidential vote share.
Economic variables that influence the presidential vote in
the states include personal income change (Berry & Bickers,
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2012; Klarner, 2012), unemployment rate (Berry & Bickers,
2012), median income (Gelman, Shor, Bafumi, & Park,
2007), and change in house prices (Zimmer, 2010). Polit-
ical variables found to influence state vote share include
the partisan (Jerome & Jerome-Speziari, 2012) and ideolog-
ical (Campbell, 1992; Holbrook, 1991) leanings of states’
citizens. Other research has found that regional subcul-
tures were important predictors of vote share in the 2000
elections (Lieske, 2010) and that the level of white racial
prejudice in a state influenced Obama’s vote share in the
2008 presidential election (Highton, 2011). Still others have
identified a home-state effect in which candidates win their
home state by large margins (Disarro, Barber, & Rice, 2007;
Klarner, 2012).

Beyond economic, political, and sociological factors,
recent research has identified state-level personality char-
acteristics as potential predictors of how well presidential
candidates fare in the states. This research argues that
regional differences in political culture are associated with
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important regional variations in personality, which helps
explain regional difference in political orientation and
vote choice. Recent studies have examined how variation
across states in the “Big Five” personality trait taxonomy,
which include openness, conscientiousness, extraversion,
agreeableness, and neuroticism, help explain candidate
vote share in the 1996, 2000, and 2004 presidential elec-
tions (Rentfrow, Jost, Gosling, & Potter, 2009). While this
research represents an important contribution to the study
of presidential voting in the states, more research is
needed to establish how personality differences across
states influence election outcomes. The current study seeks
to make three contributions to this literature. First, this
study extends the research on state personality traits and
presidential vote share by examining this relationship in
the 2008 and 2012 elections. Second, the current study
tests whether the effect of state personality traits on vote
share found in previous studies (Rentfrow et al., 2009)
holds under stricter control for political factors and white
racial prejudice, the latter being particularly relevant for
presidential elections that involved an African-American
candidate. Third, the analysis identifies state political ideol-
ogy, partisanship, and white racial prejudice as meditating
factors that link state-level personality with candidate vote
share. The findings indicate that conscientiousness and
openness influenced Obama’s vote share in both elections,
though their influence was indirect such that conscien-
tiousness and openness influenced political factors and
white racial prejudice, which then influenced Obama’s vote
share. The paper proceeds by reviewing the research on
subcultures and the Big Five personality trait taxonomy.
This is followed by a discussion of the expectations for the
2008 and 2012 elections, a discussion of the data, meas-
ures, and methods. The paper ends with a presentation of
the findings and discussion of the conclusions.

1. Subcultures, personality, and vote share

Research on regional subcultures in USA shows that
different types of people live in different regions of the
country. The study of regional subcultures in USA came
to prominence when Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1962) used
the concept of subcultures to explain variations in violence
over the regions of the USA, arguing that subcultures exist
which view behaviors as normal that the major culture
considers deviant. Another early study found that indi-
viduals living in the South and Mountain regions were
lower in “creative productivity” than were individuals liv-
ing in the Northeast, Midwest, and West Coast (Krug &
Kulhavy, 1973). Regional differences in subcultures are
usually explained by differences in historical migration
patterns whereby immigrants selected regions to settle
based on their psychological and physical needs (Fischer,
1989). Political preferences may  have also influenced
migration patterns. Elazar (1984, 1994) argues that migra-
tion patterns influence regional differences in political
culture across USA and identifies three specific subcultures
including individualistic, moralistic, and traditional sub-
cultures. Elazar defines the individualistic subculture as
being associated with the commercialism and social plu-
ralism present among the English, Eastern European, and

Mediterranean immigrants who settled the North Mid-
Atlantic and eventually the West Coast. The moralistic
subculture, characterized by greater support for a govern-
ment working toward the greatest good for all individuals,
was identified as being present among Puritan, Jewish, and
Western European immigrants of New England. Finally,
traditionalistic subcultures were identified among those
immigrating to the South, and were characterized by sup-
port for hierarchical social structures and for government
upholding social order.

Elazar’s political culture typologies have been used in
dozens of studies and political culture has been identified
as an important contextual characteristic helping explain
political behavior in the states (Conway, 1989), including
Obama’s vote share in the 2008 primary elections (Fisher,
2010). Recent research has improved on Elazar’s typology,
identifying 13 regional subcultures and five more general
cultural categories that are powerful predictors of a num-
ber of state political characteristics (Lieske, 1993, 2010,
2011). Indeed, Lieske’s (2010) subcultures appear to out-
perform Elazar’s typology as well as environmental and
diversity models of politics in explaining a host of state
variables, including presidential vote share in the 2000
presidential election.

Historical migration patterns and the regional sub-
cultures that developed based on them have produced
important regional differences in personality traits across
the American states. As Rentfrow, Gosling, and Potter
(2008, p. 342) note, “the intellectual histories, customs,
lifestyles, and daily practices of early settlers could have
established social norms which may  have influenced the
prevalence of particular behavioral tendencies and per-
sonality traits within the region” (Lieske, 2010; Rentfrow
et al., 2009). Mondak and Canache (2014) suggest three
processes by which regional differences in personality may
persist across time following initial migration patterns,
including enculturation within geographic units, biological
differences in the ancestries of the population, and selective
migration whereby individuals with similar personality
structures are attracted to features of particular geographic
areas (Rentfrow et al., 2008). Indeed, Mondak and Canache
(2014) find strong correlations between Elazar’s culture
typologies and collective personality traits in the American
states.1

Perhaps most noteworthy in the study of variation in
personality traits across the states is the work of Rentfrow
et al. (2008). They propose a process by which (1) per-
sonality traits in a state such as creativity, curiosity,
or imaginativeness may  influence (2) psychological and
behavioral tendencies such as interests in art, literature,

1 Importantly, regional subcultures and regional personality traits are
distinct concepts. On one hand, a subculture is a “way of life and system of
shared values that legitimate a preferred set of social relationships. . .[and]
provide individuals with their basic social identities (the identity func-
tion), norms for socially acceptable behavior (the boundary maintenance
function), and standards for judging social institutions (the legitimating
function)” (Lieske, 2010, p. 540). On the other hand, “personality” refers
to  “a multifaceted, enduring, internal psychological structure” (Mondak
et al., 2010, p. 86), and is primarily a function of genes (Hatemi, Medland,
&  Eaves, 2009).
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