
1

Center for Immigration Studies

1629 K Street, NW, Suite 600, Washington, DC  20006 • Phone 202.466.8185 • Fax 202.466.8076 • www.cis.org

C  I S

CIS Letterhead_Layout 1  7/26/12  4:34 PM  Page 1

December 2017

Summary Points
 

•	 Approaching	the	2016	election,	immigration	policy	polarized	opinion	by	partisan	identity	more	than	at	
any	other	time	in	contemporary	history.

•	 Election	surveys	suggest	that	immigration	policy	opinion	was	responsible	for	moving	crossover	voters	to	
Donald	Trump	in	the	2016	presidential	election,	improving	his	performance	over	Mitt	Romney	in	2012.

•	 Contrary	to	the	post-election	conclusions	of	Romney	advisers,	Romney	would	likely	have	done	better,	
not	worse,	by	campaigning	more	vigorously	for	immigration	control.	

•	 Women	were	more	likely	to	be	moved	to	vote	for	Trump	as	a	result	of	immigration	policy	opinion	than	
men.	Working	class	men	were	more	likely	to	support	Trump	than	Romney,	but	the	difference	is	not	as-
sociated	with	immigration	policy	per	se.

•	 Voters	at	higher	levels	of	education	voted	for	Trump	over	Romney	when	they	were	more	conservative	on	
immigration.

•	 Democratic	 voters	 supported	 Trump	 more	 than	 Romney	 when	 they	 were	 more	 conservative	 on		
immigration.

•	 Trump	did	worse	than	Romney	among	some	groups	who	held	liberal	immigration	views,	including	high-
er	income	Republicans.

Introduction
As	a	policy	issue,	immigration	played	an	unusually	prominent	role	in	the	2016	election,	one	that	issues	do	not	
regularly	play	in	presidential	contests.	Donald	Trump	made	immigration	a	central	theme	of	his	campaign,	rais-
ing	the	subject	frequently	at	major	rallies	and	in	widely	covered	speeches.	It	was	one	topic	of	consistent	message	
discipline	in	an	organization	that	many	called	untidy	and	haphazard.	

Just	as	important,	the	media	has	also	paid	a	great	deal	of	attention	to	his	pledges	on	immigration.	To	be	sure,	many	
stories	have	been	written	identifying	the	president’s	views	on	infrastructure,	taxes,	and	other	issues,	but	immigra-
tion	triggers	intense	reactions	among	both	supporters	and	opponents.	Wall	building,	border	security,	and	ending	
DACA	draw	large	and	opinionated	audiences,	whereas	road	building,	the	solvency	of	Social	Security,	and	trade	
policy	do	not.	
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Background
The	polarization	of	immigration	along	party	lines	is	not	something	that	began	with	the	2016	election	cycle,	nor	with	Trump’s	
announcement	speech.	Turning	to	Gallup’s	periodic	surveys,	there	is	abundant	evidence	back	to	2000	of	a	marked	partisan	
difference	in	support	for	 increased/decreased	immigration.	The	opinion	trend	indicates	that,	after	2001,	the	gap	in	party	
support	for	immigration	widened	for	the	remainder	of	that	decade,	though	the	overall	percentage	calling	for	decreased	im-
migration	did	decline	at	first.	

The	blank	space	in	the	Gallup	survey	series	in	Figure	1	appears	because	the	standard	question	about	immigration	levels	was	
not	asked	in	2009,	2010,	or	2011.	When	they	took	up	the	question	again	in	2012,	there	was	a	surge	in	the	percentage	calling	
for	decreased	immigration,	with	an	evident	partisan	gulf	that	widened	further	in	the	years	leading	up	to	the	2016	election.1	
As	I	indicated	in	a	previous	CIS	Backgrounder,	the	Trump	campaign	seems	to	have	clearly	comprehended	these	trends	while	
rival	GOP	candidates	remained	willfully	blind,	deaf,	and	mute.2	

Figure 1. Percentage of Democrats and Republicans Favoring Decreased 
Immigration, 2001-2016

Source:	Gallup	polls,	combined,	2001-2016.

2001

R Decreased

D Decreased

45.5%

59.6%

23.4%

63.2%

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

100%

90%

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0

Question 
Not Asked

The	partisan	gulf	in	the	most	recent	polling	can	be	seen	just	as	clearly	in	the	growing	gap	between	the	party	bases	calling	for	
increased	immigration	(see	Figure	2).	One	thing	is	for	certain,	the	increase	in	support	for	more	generous	immigration	over	
the	last	four	years	comes	overwhelmingly	from	within	the	Democratic	Party,	not	from	Republicans.	
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Figure 2. Percentage of Democrats and Republicans 
Favoring Increased Immigration, 2001-2016

Source:	Gallup	polls,	combined,	2001-2016.
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Immigration	now	polarizes	the	mass	public	to	an	extent	not	seen	in	contemporary	times.3	No	one	contests	that	the	Trump	
candidacy	in	the	2016	election	was	a	source	of	this	heightened	interest.	But	there	are	legitimate	questions	about	what	role	
immigration	played	in	vote	choice	controlling	for	traditional	influences	on	voting.	For	one	thing,	there	is	some	doubt	about	
whether	issues	really	matter	to	voters	once	we	control	for	their	deeply	rooted	partisan	identities.	If	all	the	people	favorable	to	
restrictionist	immigration	policy	would	have	voted	for	Donald	Trump	because	they	are	Republicans,	then	maybe	his	policy	
positioning	didn’t	make	the	difference	some	observers	claim.	Once	researchers	control	for	party	identification,	there	may	be	
no	remaining	role	for	issues	to	play	in	explaining	vote	choice.	On	the	other	hand,	given	the	Republican	nominee’s	widely	al-
leged	appeal	to	non-traditional	Republican	constituencies	and	to	voters	who	refused	to	support	Mitt	Romney	in	2012,	there	
are	reasons	to	think	that	Trump’s	policy	pronouncements	caused	real	political	movement.	

As	detailed	below,	data	analysis	based	on	the	Democracy	Fund	Voter	Study	Group	survey	released	in	June	2017	suggest	that	
immigration	policy	attitudes	did	drive	voters	to	support	Donald	Trump,	controlling	for	their	party	identification,	sex,	age,	
race	and	ethnicity,	income,	and	education.4	Perhaps	the	impact	of	immigration	on	this	election	appears	obvious	to	many	
observers,	but	it	is	not.	Messaging	commonly	thought	to	be	essential	to	a	candidate’s	victory	often	turns	out	not	to	be	because	
those	issues	are	already	embraced	enthusiastically	by	a	candidate’s	supporters.	No	matter	how	much	a	nominee	discusses	
them,	they	have	no	persuasive	power,	and	attract	no	crossover	support.	

To	conduct	a	plausible	test	of	the	impact	of	immigration	opinion	on	Trump	support,	a	sensible	start	is	to	create	an	additive	
index	out	of	the	responses	to	three	survey	items	tapping	immigration	opinion.	Because	immigration	is	a	multi-faceted	area	
of	public	policy,	researchers	commonly	combine	survey	measures	rather	than	rely	upon	a	single	item	to	gauge	opinion.	These	
three	items	read	as	follows,	and	the	cross-tabulated	results	by	party	identification	are	reported	in	the	appendix	tables:	

•	 Overall,	do	you	think	illegal	immigrants	make	a	contribution	to	American	society	or	are	a	drain?

•	 Do	you	favor	or	oppose	providing	a	legal	way	for	illegal	 immigrants	already	in	the	United	States	to	become	U.S.		
citizens?

•	 Do	you	think	it	should	be	easier	or	harder	for	foreigners	to	immigrate	to	the	United	States	legally	than	it	is	currently?	

As	constructed,	this	measure	ranges	from	1	to	8,	where	8	indicates	the	most	restriction-oriented	response	and	1	represents	
opinion-holding	favorable	to	generous	immigration.5	In	2016,	about	29	percent	of	all	respondents	scored	a	7	or	8	on	the	scale.	
On	the	generous	end	of	the	continuum,	about	18	percent	scored	a	1	or	2.	Similar	results	were	obtained	when	the	same	ques-
tions	were	combined	in	a	scale	for	the	earlier	wave	of	the	survey	conducted	in	2011.6	
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As	for	presidential	preference,	higher	scorers	on	this	scale	are	pronouncedly	pro-Trump	when	it	comes	to	their	November	
2016	vote	(see	Figure	3).	Comparisons	of	the	same	immigration	opinion	scale	against	the	Romney	vote	show	that	opinion	in	
the	2016	election	was	more	polarized	than	in	2012.	In	truth,	the	two	GOP	nominees	did	not	take	wildly	different	positions.	
The	difference	was	that	Romney	was	advised	to	remain	quiet	about	the	subject	on	the	campaign	trail,	having	been	repeatedly	
warned	that	his	views	would	alienate	Hispanic	voters.	Throughout	the	fall,	the	Romney	campaign	was	observed	to	be	fearful	
of	discussing	immigration,	avoiding	the	topic	and	abruptly	cutting-off	questions	about	it.7	Consequently,	many	otherwise	in-
formed	voters	reached	November	of	2012	barely	aware	of	Romney’s	views	on	a	variety	of	immigration	options.	His	campaign	
chief,	Matt	Rhoades,	was	widely	reported	to	admit	regrets	about	moving	the	candidate	toward	a	more	restriction-oriented	
immigration	policy	in	the	primary.8	

Figure 3. Estimated Percent Voting for Romney and Trump by Immigration Position

Source:	Democracy	Fund,	Voter	Study	Group,	YouGov	Survey,	and	author’s	calculations.
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The	Trump	campaign	took	a	very	different	course,	announcing	immigration	restriction	as	a	major	theme	on	his	first	day	in	
the	race.9	The	candidate’s	aggressive	positioning	on	the	issue	arguably	caused	the	Clinton	team	to	embrace	racial	and	ethnic	
identity	politics	to	an	even	greater	extent	than	they	had	in	response	to	the	primary	challenge	by	rival	Bernie	Sanders.	The	end	
result	was	far	greater	polarization	between	the	two	major	party	candidates	on	immigration	policy	by	November,	as	shown	
in	Figure	3,	where	90	percent	of	those	at	the	most	conservative	pole	voted	for	Trump,	compared	to	just	5	percent	at	the	most	
liberal	pole.	Figure	3	also	shows	that	those	embracing	restrictionist	views	were	much	more	likely	to	vote	for	Trump	than	they	
were	for	Romney.	

Notably,	exit	polling	indicates	that	the	GOP	nominee	did	not	suffer	a	markedly	negative	reaction	among	Latino	voters	for	
boldly	calling	for	immigration	control.10	Hispanic	turnout	reportedly	surged,	and	yet	the	president-to-be	still	outperformed	
Romney.	In	hindsight,	Romney’s	advisers	look	to	have	been	wrong	in	pushing	him	to	remain	silent	on	immigration	for	fear	
of	alienating	Hispanics.	This	bad	advice	was	based	on	the	assumption	that	Hispanics	think	and	vote	alike,	and	are	uniformly	
favorable	toward	liberal	immigration	policies.	But	this	must	be	wrong-headed	if	Donald	Trump	can	win	28-30	percent	of	
them	without	a	great	deal	of	outreach.11	
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Network	exit	polls	are	disparaged	whenever	various	groups	wind	up	disliking	their	estimates,	but	alternative	methods	of	
obtaining	estimates	also	have	shortcomings	and	sources	of	error.12	Some	polls	show	greater	Trump	support	among	Latinos,	
others	 less,	but	certainly	 there	was	no	severe	drop-off	of	Hispanics	reporting	Republican	 loyalty.13	Some	Hispanic	voters	
valued	other	aspects	of	the	Trump	candidacy,	ignoring	his	statements	on	immigration.	Others	may	have	taken	an	intense	
disliking	to	his	opponent	or	simply	fell	back	on	their	party	identification	like	so	many	other	voters	do.	The	various	reasons	
offered	for	their	choice	press	home	the	point	that	Latinos	are	not	single-issue	voters,	and	that	the	same	explanations	that	are	
deployed	to	account	for	how	non-Latino	voters	behave	apply	to	Latino	voters	as	well.14	Talking	about	them	as	if	they	are	a	
single-minded	bloc	does	not	make	it	so,	but	neither	are	they	poised	to	surge	into	the	Republican	Party.	The	emergent	picture	
is	one	of	an	enduring	political	division	ranging	from	about	25	percent	to	the	high	30s	in	support	for	Republican	candidates	
nationally,	with	lower	turnout	bolstering	GOP	prospects.	

Middle-Income Voters 
A	majority	of	election	post-mortems	have	settled	on	lower-middle-income	voters	as	the	single	most	important	group	that	
decided	the	election	in	Trump’s	favor.	This	is	a	population	thought	to	be	animated	by	associated	concerns	including	a	slow	
economic	recovery,	a	steady	influx	of	illegal	and	legal	immigrants,	and	long-term	economic	restructuring	with	consequent	
loss	of	status.15	

Figure 4. Probability of Men in Middle Income Brackets 
Voting for Romney (2012) and Trump (2016) by Immigration Opinion

Source:	Democracy	Fund,	Voter	Study	Group,	YouGov	Survey,	and	author’s	calculations.
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Researchers	might	acquire	a	clearer	sense	of	how	much	immigration	policy	mattered	to	working	class	men	in	2016	by	look-
ing	at	estimates	of	Trump	voting	by	sex	and	income,	controlling	for	party	identification,	age,	education,	and	race.	From	these	
figures	can	be	inferred	a	policy’s	impact	on	a	specific	group’s	voting	controlling	for	these	other	characteristics.	As	described	
above,	the	Democracy	Fund data	provided	by	YouGov	are	the	basis	for	this	evaluation.16	

Figure	4	displays	graphs	summarizing	how	men	in	several	middle-income	brackets	voted,	by	the	liberal	or	conservative	na-
ture	of	their	immigration	views.	A	couple	of	aspects	of	the	comparisons	in	these	figures	stand	out.	First,	as	expected,	across	
all	the	middle-income	groups,	holding	conservative	immigration	views	predicts	high	vote	percentages	for	both	Romney	and	
Trump,	while	liberal	views	align	voters	with	Democrats	in	both	elections.	

Second,	men	in	the	two lower	middle-income	brackets	were	uniformly	more	likely	to	vote	for	Trump	than	for	Romney	at	
every	position	on	the	immigration	scale,	even	at	the	liberal	end	(Figure	4,	top).	From	this	evidence	a	reasonable	conclusion	
is	that	immigration	was	not	the	only	thing	that	attracted	middle-income	men	to	Trump,	as	those	who	were	more	liberal	on	
immigration	also	favored	him	over	Romney.	In	the	two upper	middle-income	brackets,	on	the	other	hand,	men	were	very	
similar	in	their	voting	in	both	years	(Figure	4,	bottom).	As	income	rises,	differences	in	voting	from	one	election	year	to	the	
next	grow	considerably	smaller	among	men.	Immigration	policy	positioning	matters	to	vote	choice	among	men,	but	not	that	
much	more	in	2016	than	in	2012	for	those	in	upper	middle-income	brackets.	

Women
Immigration	likely	made	a	larger	difference	in	2016	for	women	than	for	men	(Figure	5).	Women	who	favor	immigration	
restriction,	and	about	one-third	of	them	do,	voted	for	Trump	at	an	estimated	rate	of	86	percent,	compared	to	2012	when	
they	voted	for	Romney	at	about	68	percent,	a	substantial	difference	of	18	percentage	points.	Notably,	Trump	lost	the	votes	of	
women	overall,	collecting	only	42	percent	support,	compared	with	Clinton’s	estimated	54	percent.17	But	Figure	5	indicates	
that	immigration	was	both	more	divisive	for	women	in	2016	than	in	2012,	and	drove	more	women	toward	Trump	than	away	
from	him.	

Figure 5. Probability of Women Voting for Romney (2012) 
and Trump (2016) by Immigration Opinion

Source:	Democracy	Fund,	Voter	Study	Group,	YouGov	Survey,	and	author’s	calculations.
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African American and Hispanic Voters
By	now	it	is	no	secret	that	African	Americans	express	many	of	the	same	reservations	about	immigration	that	native-born	
whites	do.18	Given	this	truth,	we	should	not	be	surprised	that	a	hard-line	stance	on	immigration	won	Trump	some	votes	in	
unusual	places.	Among	black	voters	there	is	greater	evidence	of	Trump	support	at	higher	levels	of	restrictive	opinion	in	2016	
(75	percent)	than	in	2012	(32	percent).	These	are	not	trivial	differences	as	about	20	percent	of	African	American	respondents	
expressed	opposition	to	immigration	at	a	7	or	8	on	the	eight-point	scale	in	2016.	If	three-fourths	of	those	respondents	voted	
for	Trump,	black	 support	 among	
that	 group	 would	 have	 been	 at	
about	 15	 percent,	 compared	 to	
only	 about	 8	 percent	 for	 black	
voters	overall.19	Blacks	with	reser-
vations	about	immigration	can	be	
said	to	have	contributed	modestly	
to	the	Trump	victory,	while	blacks	
supportive	 of	 open	 immigration	
were	about	as	hostile	to	Trump	as	
they	had	been	to	Romney.	

As	 indicated	 above	 and	 in	 other	
research,	Latinos	are	not	uniform-
ly	pro-immigration	and	are	espe-
cially	 divided	 on	 undocumented	
immigration.20	 The	 Democracy	
Fund	survey	 indicates	 that	about	
23	 percent	 of	 Hispanic	 respon-
dents	 can	 be	 placed	 in	 the	 three	
most	 conservative	 categories	 on	
the	 immigration	 scale.	 Estimates	
from	this	analysis	also	 show	 that	
this	 subgroup	 was	 supportive	 of	
Trump,	 slightly	 more	 than	 they	
were	of	Romney	(see	Figure	6).	

On	the	other	hand,	Latinos	on	the	
generous	end	of	the	opinion	scale	
are	 decidedly	 pro-Clinton,	 simi-
lar	to	African	Americans.	Trump	
seems	to	have	alienated	more	pro-
immigration	 Latinos	 than	 Rom-
ney	did,	while	winning	a	 slightly	
larger	share	of	the	most	conserva-
tive	Latinos.	For	all	of	the	Trump	
emphasis	 on	 immigration	 and	
wall-building,	the	net	change	was	
surprisingly	 small.	 Across	 elec-
tions,	Latino	support	for	Republi-
cans	rises	or	falls	marginally	when	
support	for	GOP	candidates	rises	
or	 falls	 among	 the	 broader	 elec-
torate	of	which	they	are	a	part.	To	

Figure 6. Probability of African Americans & Hispanics Vot-
ing for Romney (2012) & Trump (2016) by Immigration 

Source:	Democracy	Fund,	Voter	Study	Group,	YouGov	Survey,	and	author’s	calculations.
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the	extent	that	they	can	be	characterized	as	a	group	at	all,	their	behavior	runs	more	consistent	with	electoral	tides	than	against	
them.	

Strong and Weak Partisans
Despite	the	partisan	divide	on	immigration	identified	above,	we	do	see	strong	Republicans	and	strong	Democrats	support-
ing	Trump	at	higher	levels	when	they	are	favorable	to	immigration	restriction	than	when	they	are	not.	From	Figure	7,	for	
example,	an	estimated	26	percent	of	Democratic	restrictionists	voted	for	Trump,	compared	to	only	around	11	percent	who	
supported	Romney	four	years	earlier.	

On	the	Republican	side,	some	fall-off	in	Trump	support	is	also	visible	at	the	left	end	of	the	opinion	distribution	(see	Figure	
7).	Strong	Republicans	who	favored	a	more	generous	 immigration	policy	voted	for	Trump	at	a	rate	of	about	18	percent,	
compared	to	the	40	percent	who	supported	Romney	in	2012.	At	the	conservative	end	of	immigration	opinion,	the	strong	
Republicans	were	about	the	same	in	their	support	for	the	Republican	nominees	both	years	(see	Figure	7).

Figure 7. Probability of Strong and Weak Partisans Voting for Romney (2012) and 
Trump (2016) by Immigration Opinion

Source:	Democracy	Fund,	Voter	Study	Group,	YouGov	Survey,	and	author’s	calculations.
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Among	weak	partisans,	 it	 is	pretty	clear	that	weak	Democrats	were	cross-pressured	by	immigration	in	2016	to	an	extent	
that	they	were	not	in	2012.	Figure	7	shows	that	the	probability	of	weak	Democrats	voting	for	Trump	steadily	rises	as	they	
come	to	hold	more	restrictionist	views.	An	estimated	46	percent	of	these	Democrats	supported	the	Republican	nominee	in	
2016,	compared	with	only	11	percent	four	years	earlier.	This	result	suggests	considerable	prescience	on	the	part	of	political	
scientists	writing	in	2014	who	found	immigration	politics	to	be	an	ongoing	source	of	white	Democratic	defection.21	Was	
this	support	by	Democrats	desiring	 immigration	 limits	counterbalanced	by	Republicans	who	held	more	 liberal	views	on	
immigration?	No.	While	there	was	some	drop-off	in	Trump	support,	a	much	smaller	share	of	weak	Republicans	defected	to	
Clinton	than	weak	Democrats	supported	Trump.	

Education
So	far,	these	survey	data	suggest	that	immigration	was	an	ideal	example	of	a	wedge	issue	that	benefitted	the	Trump	candidacy,	
moving	many	ordinary	Democratic	voters	over	to	the	Trump	side	while	alienating	fewer	Republicans.	What	about	educa-
tion?	Voters	in	the	highest	education	categories	(e.g.,	bachelor’s	degree,	post-graduate	education)	are	pretty	commonly	split	
between	the	parties,	or	even	lean	Democratic.	Network	exit	polling	awarded	Clinton	a	nine-point	lead	(52	percent	to	43	
percent)	among	college	graduates	and	the	data	reported	here	suggested	a	Democratic	lead	about	six	points	greater	among	
those	with	post-graduate	degrees	(i.e.,	M.A.,	M.S.,	JD,	Ph.D).	Even	so,	the	choice	for	president	among	the	better-educated	
was	clearly	related	to	their	immigration	views	(Table	1).	As	voters	move	to	the	more	restriction-oriented	end	of	the	opinion	
scale,	we	see	a	notable	uptick	in	support	for	Trump	across	all	three	of	these	levels	of	education,	with	a	notable	shift	toward	
Trump	in	the	two	most	conservative	opinion	categories	(see	Table	1).	

Immigration Opinion

1	-	Generous
2
3
4
5
6
7
8	-	Restrictive

Table 1. Estimated Percentage 
Voting for Donald Trump in 2016 by 
Education Level and Immigration Opinion 

Source:	Estimates	derived	from	Democracy	Fund	Voter	Study	
Group	Data	by	YouGov,	released	June	2017.

Two-Year 
College

2.4%
4.7%
9.1%

17.0%
29.4%
45.8%
63.2%
77.8%

Four-Year 
College

2.6%
5.2%

10.0%
18.5%
31.5%
48.4%
65.6%
79.5%

Post 
Graduate

2.1%
4.3%
8.3%

15.5%
27.2%
43.1%
60.7%
75.8%



10

Center for Immigration Studies

Those	with	post-graduate	degrees	were	much	more	likely	to	support	Trump	than	they	were	Romney	when	they	were	more	
conservative	on	immigration	(Figure	8).	But	similar	voters	who	were	liberal	on	immigration	were	about	equally	likely	to	
support	Clinton	in	2016	as	 they	were	Obama	in	2012.	These	comparisons	suggest	 that	even	among	the	highly	educated,	
President	Trump	won	many	voters	who	had	voted	for	Obama	in	2012,	and	that	taking	such	a	prominent	stand	on	immigra-
tion	probably	contributed	to	that	success.	Any	trade-offs	in	electoral	support	resulting	from	his	controversial	views	worked	
more	in	his	favor	than	against	him.	

Figure 8. Probability of Post-Graduate 
Degree Holders Voting for Romney (2012) 
and Trump (2016) by Immigration Opinion

Source:	Democracy	Fund,	Voter	Study	Group,	YouGov	Survey,	and	author’s	calculations.

Generous Restrictive

1.0

0.9
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0.7

0.6
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0.3

0.2

0.1

0
0.041
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Summary and Conclusions
In	the	above	analysis	I	have	taken	stock	of	several	ways	in	which	opinion	on	immigration	shaped	voting	behavior	in	the	2016	
election.	This	contest	was	associated	with	an	unprecedented	level	of	partisan	division	on	many	topics,	including	the	subject	
of	immigration.	The	partisan	divide	both	preceded	the	Trump	campaign	as	a	visible	trend	in	available	polls,	and	was	height-
ened	by	it,	as	the	campaign	was	an	information	source	driving	opinion-holding	on	the	issue.	The	Pew	Research	Center’s	latest	
report	(2017)	suggests	that	this	polarization	has	only	been	sustained	or	augmented	10	months	into	the	president’s	first	term.22	

Not	addressed	here	is	the	impact	of	the	2016	campaign	on	turnout	levels	for	the	candidates.	Certainly	the	Trump	campaign	
might	have	also	improved	on	Romney’s	performance	based	on	the	higher	turnout	of	certain	electoral	subgroups,	and	the	
diminished	enthusiasm	of	others.	Because	the	Democracy	Fund	Voter	Study	Group	data	constitute	a	panel	of	voters,	with	
few	non-voters	included,	it	is	not	a	suitable	resource	for	studying	differences	in	participation	across	the	two	elections.	These	
data	also	have	all	of	the	weaknesses	of	other	observational	studies,	including	ambiguity	about	casual	direction,	and	the	pos-
sibility	that	important	explanatory	variables	have	been	omitted.	Even	so,	the	results	here	for	immigration	policy	opinion	are	
too	robust	to	be	the	consequence	of	false	positivity.	

Apparently	tapping	into	widespread	discontent	with	the	trajectory	of	U.S.	immigration	policy	was	a	winning	strategy	in	2016,	
as	evidenced	by	Trump’s	improvement	over	Romney	among	voters	with	conservative	convictions.	The	Republican	nominee’s	
emphasis	pushed	the	Democrats	into	a	difficult	corner	in	which	they	were	forced	to	choose	between	white	working	class	
voters	and	racial	and	ethnic	identity	politics.	That	fateful	choice,	and	the	election	result,	indicates	that	immigration	was	a	
wedge	issue	in	the	campaign,	and	one	that	Democrats	will	struggle	to	address	going	forward.23	Like	other	wedge	issues	in	past	
campaigns,	however,	it	is	unlikely	to	be	permanent,	as	electoral	circumstances	change	and	parties	adapt.24	

Immigration	politics	had	a	notable	impact	on	the	improvement	of	the	Trump	vote	over	the	Romney	vote	for	the	follow-
ing	subgroups	of	the	population	when	they	were	found	to	adhere	to	conservative	immigration	policies:	the	well-educated,	
women,	African	Americans,	and	weak	Democrats.	At	the	same	time,	when	voters	were	proponents	of	generous	immigra-
tion	policy,	Trump	did	worse	than	Romney	among	the	following	groups:	Hispanics,	strong	Republicans,	and	higher	income	
voters.	Trump	also	did	better	than	Romney	among	lower-middle-income	men,	but	this	improvement	runs	across	the	entire	
range	of	immigration	viewpoints,	and	so	cannot	be	attributed	to	immigration	restriction	per	se.	Related	research	has	shown	
that	the	shift	of	working	class	men	toward	Republicans	is	a	long-term	phenomenon.25	Only	further	analysis	will	reveal	what	
other	specific	issues	might	have	been	a	source	of	Trump	support	among	men.	

Any	campaign	strategy	emphasizing	an	incendiary	wedge	issue	will	produce	trade-offs	in	support,	as	a	candidate	may	lose	
voters	that	an	alternative	candidate	from	their	party	might	have	won,	while	 improving	on	support	from	other	blocs	that	
another	candidate	would	have	lost.	From	the	evidence	assembled	here,	the	gains	from	a	focus	on	immigration	restriction	
appear	to	have	been	considerably	larger	than	the	losses	(see	Figure	3).	

What	any	campaign	manager	hopes	is	that	the	groups	crossing	over	to	benefit	their	candidate	will	be	larger	than	those	de-
fecting	the	other	way.	Alienating	a	few	affluent	and	liberal-leaning	Republicans	turned	out	to	be	a	small	price	to	pay,	at	least	
for	a	campaign	that	was	not	required	to	beg	for	money.	These	same	affluent	elites	are	now	scrambling	to	regain	control	of	
their	party	from	a	populist	hijacking.	Success	will	require	that	they	take	a	less	libertarian	view	of	the	nation’s	border,	favoring	
modest	but	reasonable	immigration	control	measures.	Immigration	is	not	the	only	issue	on	which	Republican	elites	will	have	
to	make	adjustments	in	Donald	Trump’s	direction,	but	doing	so	will	be	a	step	back	toward	regaining	that	most	important	of	
political	resources:	electoral	trust.	
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Appendix Tables

Response

Mostly	make	a	contribution
Neither
Mostly	a	drain
Don’t	know
Total

Response

Favor
Oppose
Not	sure
Total

Response

Much	easier
Slightly	easier
No	change
Slightly	harder
Much	harder
Don’t	know
Total

Overall, do you think illegal immigrants make a contribution to American society 
or are a drain?

Do you favor or oppose providing a legal way for illegal immigrants already in the 
United States to become U.S. citizens?

Do you think it should be easier or harder for foreigners to immigrate to the US 
legally than it is currently?

Table A1. Responses to Democracy Fund Questions on 
Immigration Policy, 2011 & 2016 from YouGov Survey 

Source:	Frequency	table	from	survey	items,	Democracy	Fund	Voter	Study	Group	
Survey	by	YouGov,	released	June	2017.	Data	are	weighted.

Number

2,017
1,025
4,090
803

7,935

Number

3,161
3,008
1,765
7,935

Number

718
1,388
1,819
1,415
1,904
680

7,923

Number

2,833
972

3,461
673

7,939

Number

3,832
2,794
1,322
7,948

Number

681
1,104
2,135
1,453
1,955
606

7,953

Percent

25.2%
12.8%
51.1%
10.0%

Percent

39.5%
37.6%
22.1%

Percent

9.0%
17.3%
22.7%
17.7%
23.8%
8.5%

Percent

35.4%
12.2%
43.3%
8.4%

Percent

47.9%
34.9%
16.5%

Percent

9.3%
15.1%
29.1%
19.8%
26.7%
7.6%

2011

2011

2011

2016

2016

2016
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Independent Variable

Immigration	Opinion	Scale	(high	is	more	restrictive)
Strong	Democrat
Democrat
Lean	Democrat
Lean	Republican
Republican
Strong	Republican
Income	$20-29,999
Income	$30-39,999
Income	$40-49,999
Income	$50-59,999
Income	$60-69,999
Income	$70-79,999
Income	$80-99,999
Income	$100-119,999
Income	$120-149,999
Income	$150,000	and	above
High	School
Some	College
2-Year	Degree
4-Year	Degree
Post	Graduate	Degree
Black
Hispanic
Age	65	Up
Age	18-29
Female

Table A2. Odds Ratios Associated with 
Clinton-Trump Voting in the 2016 November Election

Source:	Democracy	Fund	Voter	Study	Group	Survey	by	YouGov,	released	June	2017.
Dependent	 variable:	 0=Clinton	 vote;	 1=Trump	 vote;	 third	 party	 voters	 have	 been		
excluded.
Cell	entries	are	odds	ratios	showing	by	how	much	the	odds	of	voting	for	Donald	Trump	
increase/decrease	for	each	one	unit	change	in	x,	holding	other	variables	constant.
Statistical	significance	levels:	1	p≤.05	2	p≤.01.
Example:	For	each	additional	increase	on	the	immigration	restriction	opinion	scale,	the	
odds	of	voting	for	Romney	increase	by	1.52,	and	for	Trump	by	2.03,	holding	all	other	
variables	constant.

2012 Vote

1.52
.01
.18
.03

24.85
5.72

68.19
1.24
2.02
1.65
1.94
2.63
2.10
2.12
1.85
2.77
3.12
.41
.34
.25
.27
.24
.16
.88

1.23
.55
.66

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

1

2

2

1

2

2

1

1

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

1

1

2

1

2

2

2016 Vote

2.03
.02
.14
.05

13.21
5.31

37.11
1.75
2.52
3.13
3.35
2.93
2.86
2.71
1.58
1.48
2.04
.55
.51
.44
.44
.36
.38
.40

1.30
.29
.70
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Independent Variable

Immigration	Opinion	Scale	(high	is	more	restrictive)

Strong	Democrat

Democrat

Lean	Democrat

Lean	Republican

Republican

Strong	Republican

Income	$20-29,999

Income	$30-39,999

Income	$40-49,999

Income	$50-59,999

Income	$60-69,999

Income	$70-79,999

Income	$80-99,999

Income	$100-119,999

Income	$120-149,999

Income	$150,000	and	above

High	School

Some	College

2-Year	Degree

4-Year	Degree

Post	Graduate	Degree

Black

Hispanic

Age	65	Up

Age	18-29

Female

Constant

Log	pseudolikelihood
N
%	Correctly	Classified
Null	Model

Table A3. Complete Logistic Regression Model of  
Clinton-Trump Voting in the 2016 November Election

Source:	Democracy	Fund	Voter	Study	Group	Survey	by	YouGov,	released	June	2017.
Dependent	variable:	0=Clinton	vote;	1=Trump	vote;	third	party	voters	have	been	ex-
cluded.
Cell	entries	are	logistic	regression	coefficients	(standard	errors	clustered	by	state)	
Statistical	significance	levels:	1	p≤.05	2	p≤.01.

2012 Vote

0.416
(.030)
-4.282
(.229)
-1.734
(.151)
-3.375
(.232)
3.213
(.265)
1.744
(.225)
4.222
(.320)
0.212
(.311)
0.704
(.302)
0.499
(.323)
0.661
(.225)
0.968
(.356)
0.743
(.442)
0.750
(.331)
0.615
(.322)
1.019
(.388)
1.137
(.361)
-0.899
(.437)
-1.092
(.458)
-1.395
(.444)
-1.328
(.410)
-1.435
(.448)
-1.852
(.490)
-0.132
(.186)
0.206
(.152)
-0.592
(.326)
-0.415
(.119)
-1.556
(.537)

-880.973
4,462
92.0
52.5

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

1

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

1

1

2

2

2

2

2

2016 Vote

0.710
(.040)
-4.186
(.333)
-1.996
(.225)
-3.043
(.256)
2.581
(.303)
1.670
(.235)
3.614
(.375)
0.557
(.309)
0.924
(.255)
1.141
(.255)
1.208
(.298)
1.075
(.285)
1.051
(.306)
0.998
(.343)
0.456
(.271)
0.393
(.309)
0.712
(.313)
-0.590
(.388)
-0.675
(.403)
-0.817
(.406)
-0.830
(.421)
-1.016
(.389)
-0.978
(.393)
-0.929
(.321)
0.258
(.157)
-1.233
(.756)
-0.359
(.106)
-3.906
(.549)

-847.112
4,837
89.4
50.5
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