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CHAPTER 11

How Concern with Government
Overregulation and Racial Animus Reshaped
the Republican Party and Fueled Trump’s
Electoral Appeal

Peter K. Enns and Claudia L. Miner

Abstract This chapter examines how Donald Trump and the Repub-
lican Party have increasingly benefited electorally from racial animus and
concern with government overregulation since the Obama presidency.
The analysis generates new insights by using behavioral measures of racial
animus and concern with overregulation. The chapter concludes with
alternate and constructive strategies that the Republican and Democratic
Parties can employ to benefit electorally.
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Donald Trump’s 2024 presidential victory aligns with claims that the
Republican Party is “Not Reagan’s Party Anymore” (Cohn 2023) and
that “The Party of Reagan Is No More” (Wehner 2016).! Scholars
and pundits disagree, however, about what has produced these changes.
We offer new evidence of how voting patterns have shifted since
Ronald Reagan’s presidential victory in 1980, demonstrating that anti-
government sentiment—stemming from perceptions of overregulation—
and racial animus have become key predictors of the Republican vote,
particularly in the last three elections with Trump on the ballot.

Many scholars have noted the rise of anti-government and antireg-
ulatory sentiment in the United States (e.g., Cramer 2016; Tanenhaus
2009; Wuthnow 2018) as well as an association between racial animus and
support for Trump (Bouie 2016; Hooghe and Dassonneville 2018; Jacobs
2018; Jardina 2019; Schaffner et al. 2018; Sides et al. 2017; Tesler and
Sides 2016, 2018; Yglesias 2016). Yet, demonstrating a causal relationship
between these views and vote choice has proved elusive. One challenge
results because voters often adopt the policy positions of the candidates
they support, which means attitudes thought to influence the vote deci-
sion may actually follow candidate choice (Lenz 2009, 2012). Indeed,
Enns and Jardina (2021) show that during the 2016 campaign, white
Trump supporters became more likely to express racially conservative
policy positions and Clinton supporters moved in the opposite direction,
illustrating the difficulty of untangling whether racial attitudes influenced
vote choice or whether voters became more likely to express the views of
their preferred candidate.

A related challenge involves assessing whether presidential vote reflects
specific anti-government views and racial animus or broader political
orientations like party identification. The Republican Party has been iden-
tified with racial conservatism since the 1940s (Carmines and Stimson
1989; Chen 2007; Chen et al. 2008) and with limited government even
longer (Klein 2022). How do we know if vote choice reflects broader
partisan predispositions or specific anti-government and racial attitudes—
especially when these concepts are measured in the same survey? In the
next section, we solve these challenges by using behavioral measures of
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opposition to government overregulation and to racial animus from before
Trump’s 2016 presidential campaign.

MEASURING OPPOSITION
TO OVERREGULATION AND RACIAL ANIMUS

We are interested in a particular aspect of anti-government sentiment,
which we refer to as opposition to government overvegulation. That is,
the belief or perception that the federal government has overstepped its
bounds and is interfering too much in people’s lives. To measure this
concept, we take advantage of public opposition to federal government
seat belt mandates and National Highway Traffic Safety Administration
data, which allow us to identify the percent of individuals in car acci-
dents in each U.S. County who were not wearing seat belts from 1978 to
19842

Starting in 1964, all new passenger cars in the U.S. had to have some
form of lap belts and in 1968, federal law required all new passenger
cars to have lap or lap and shoulder seat belts for each seating position.?
Thus, by 1978, nearly all cars on the road had seat belts, but use of seat
belts was extremely limited and the public perceived government efforts
to mandate seat belts as an incursion on personal liberties. The percent
not wearing seat belts in a county offers a direct measure of willingness to
risk injury instead of using safety protection that the federal government
required all auto manufacturers to install. While not every person who
chose to not wear a seat belt did so because of concerns with government
regulation and overreach, given the public outcry against government seat
belt regulation at the time, we expect counties with less seat belt wearing
had higher levels of concern with government overregulation.

Reactions to a Department of Transportation regulation that would
have required all 1975 model cars to have an interlock system to prevent
the car from starting until all front-seat passengers fastened their seat belts
illustrate the salience of concerns with seat belt requirements (New York
Times 1974). Mashaw and Harfst (1990, 112) explain, “the interlock was
authoritarian. Congress was so outraged by this ‘social decision’ to invade
individual liberty that it not only prohibited the interlock but imposed a
potential veto on any non-voluntary restraint system.” A reader’s letter to
Time Magazine at the time echoes this concern. The letter reads,
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The most irritating aspect of compulsory seat-belting is not so much the
bother of it all as the violation of basic principles of individual freedom...
by requiring that autos carry seat belts that must be fastened in order to
start the car, or (heaven forbid!) fining people for not fastening belts in
the privacy of their own vehicles, we violate longstanding tenets of liberty,
independence and self-reliance.*

The Democratic House’s overwhelming opposition to requiring all
front seat belts to be fastened before the car would start, demonstrated
by a 337 to 49 approval of an anti-interlock amendment, highlights the
saliency and non-partisan nature of the issue (New York Times 1974).
Further evidence of the lack of partisan relationship comes from survey
data at the time. We examine five surveys conducted by Gallup between
1973 and 1985 that asked “Would you favor or oppose a law that would
fine a person $25 if he did not wear a seat belt when riding in an automo-
bile?” We pooled data across the five surveys and analyzed responses of
Democrats and Republicans. No evidence of partisan differences on seat
belt attitudes emerged (23 percent of Republicans and 23.2 percent of
Democrats indicated they favored such a law).”

These data suggest that failure to wear seat belts offers a behav-
ioral measure of concern with overregulation that is not correlated with
partisanship. Those not wearing seat belts ignored government safety
recommendations at heightened personal risk. Given the deeply held
view that seat belt regulations reflected government incursion on personal
liberty and that these views are likely shared and passed on (Van Ditmars
2023), we expect the counties with the lowest levels of seat belt wearing
in the late 1970s and early 1980s to continue to have the highest levels
of anti-government sentiment over time. If this is the case and if concern
with overregulation has become more salient to presidential politics, we
expect an increasing positive and significant relationship between this vari-
able and the percent of votes going to the Republican candidate across
counties. If this is not an enduring trait within counties or if concern with
overregulation has not become more relevant for vote choice, we would
expect no systematic shifts in the relationship over time.

To measure racial animus, we rely on work by Seth Stephens-
Davidowitz (2014) who calculates the “racially charged search rate” for
each media market from 2004 to 2007 based on Google searches of
the racial epithet, the N word (spelled out as indicated in Stephens-
Davidowitz, Table B.1). The intuition of this measure is straightforward.
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Geographic areas with a higher rate of searches using the most racist word
in the English language correspond with areas with more racial animus.
There are 196 media markets in the data that we map onto counties.

Having behavioral data measuring racial animus prior to 2004 would
be ideal. Our measure assumes that regions with the most (least) racial
hostility in the 2000s would have also had the highest (lowest) levels of
racial hostility in the 1980s.° We believe this is a safe assumption. In fact,
contemporary differences in political attitudes in counties reflect the
prevalence of slavery more than 150 years ago (Acharya et al. 2016; also
see Curtis and O’Connell 2017), suggesting that our measure offers a
valid proxy of racial animus during the period of analysis.

THE INCREASING SALIENCE OF CONCERNS
WITH OVERREGULATION AND RACIAL
ANIMUS IN U.S. PRESIDENTIAL POLITICS

Our dependent variable is the percentage of votes received by the Repub-
lican candidate in each U.S. County in each presidential election from
1984 to 2024.” The election data come from David Leip’s (2024) Atlas
of U.S. Presidential Elections, accessed through the Cornell Center for
Social Sciences. Leip compiles election results from official election agen-
cies within each state to ensure comprehensive county-level election
data.

Our goal is to estimate the relationship between presidential vote and
concern with overregulation and racial animus in each county and how
these relationships have changed over time. In addition to these variables,
our statistical models include the percent of the two-party vote received
by Reagan in each county in 1980. If the determinants of presidential
vote in each county remained the same during the last 44 years, the coef-
ficient on this variable would equal 1.0 and no other variables would be
statistically significant. Of course, there are numerous reasons to expect
the determinants of county-level presidential vote to have shifted.

Who lives and votes in these counties has changed. People move and
younger generations have become voting eligible while many older indi-
viduals have passed on (a 65-year-old in 1980 would have been 101
in 2016). Given our interest in understanding the relationship between
racial animus and presidential vote choice, it is especially important to
account for changes in each county’s racial composition. For this reason,
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we include the percentage of each county’s population that was white
and black in 1980 and the change in the percentage of white and black
residents between 1980 and 2022. We also want to account for other
county-level factors that could influence vote choice. Given the influence
of economic considerations on presidential vote choice generally (Enns
et al. 2024; Erikson and Wlezien 2008; Hibbs 1987) as well as related to
support for Trump (Ferguson et al. 2020), we include the unemployment
rate in 1990 and poverty rate in 1980 and the change between these years
and 2020.%

To account for the increasing importance of rural geography (Gimpel
et al. 2020; Hopkins 2017; McKee 2008; Mettler and Brown 2022), we
include a measure of the percent rural in each county and the change in
the percent rural. The models also include variables for the total popula-
tion in 1980, the change in total population, the rate of car accidents
from 1978 to 1984.° and fixed effects for each state to account for
potential unmeasured state-level factors that might influence presidential
vote.

We begin by presenting the results for 2024 in Table 11.1. Although
the voting eligible population in each county has changed during our
period of analysis, the percent of the two-party vote going to Reagan
in 1980 is a strong predictor of the percent of the two-party vote in
each county received by Trump in 2024. A one percentage point differ-
ence in support for Reagan across counties in 1980 corresponds with
a 0.27 difference in Trump vote in 2024. Turning to our measure of
concern with government overregulation (based on the proportion in
cach county not wearing seatbelts in 1978-1984), we see the expected
positive and significant relationship. While scholars have noted the rise of
anti-government and antiregulatory sentiment in the United States (e.g.,
Cramer 2016; Tanenhaus 2009; Wuthnow 2018), this result offers the
most direct evidence to date of how concern with overregulation relates
to support for Trump. The counties least likely to wear seat belts in the
late 1970s and early 1980s were more likely to vote for Trump. Further-
more, this relationship is similar in magnitude to the relationship between
county-level support for Reagan in 1980 and 2024 Trump vote.

We also see the expected positive and significant relationship between
racial animus, based on racist Google searches in the mid-2000s, and
Trump vote. Although numerous studies have documented a contem-
poraneous association between racial attitudes and Trump support (e.g.,
Hooghe and Dassonneville 2018; Jardina 2019; Schaftner et al. 2018),



11 HOW CONCERN WITH GOVERNMENT OVERREGULATION ... 137

Table 11.1 The

determinants of Reagan vote share (1980) 0.27*
county-level Republican N . o (0'02*>
. R K ot wearing seat belts 0.33
presidential vote share in (0.07)
2024 Racial animus 0.52*
(0.06)
Percent white (1980) 0.39*
(0.05)
Change in percent white 0.52*
(0.07)
Percent black (1980) —-0.21*
(0.05)
Change in percent black —0.32*
(0.08)
Percent rural (1983) 0.08*
(0.01)
Change in percent rural 0.030*
(0.004)
Poverty rate (1979) 0.001
(0.0001)
Change in poverty rate 0.0003
(0.0005)
Unemployment rate (1990) 0.006*
(0.001)
Change in unemployment rate —0.009*
(0.001)
Population size (1980) -0.07
(0.10)
Change in population size —0.26*
(0.08)
Constant —0.46*
(0.10)

Note N = 3,052, R2 = 0.74, * = p0.05; Coetficients with standard
errors, clustered by county, in parentheses. State fixed effects and
a control for the number of accidents between 1978 and 1984 in
cach county not shown

at least some of this empirical relationship reflects voters updating their
survey responses to align with Trump (and Clinton’s) rhetoric (Enns
and Jardina 2021). Our measurement strategy overcomes this challenge,
demonstrating that counties in media markets with more racist internet
search behavior were more likely to vote for Trump and the magnitude of
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this relationship was greater than the corresponding relationship for 1980
Reagan vote.

Other county-level characteristics also correlate with vote choice as
expected. Counties with a greater proportion of white residents in 1980
voted more in favor of Trump and counties with a greater proportion of
black residents in 1980 voted less in favor of Trump. Additionally, coun-
ties that became more white voted more for Trump and counties that
became more black voted less for Trump. Rural counties in 1980 were
also more pro-Trump and counties that became more rural became more
pro-Trump.

To evaluate how the relationships between presidential vote and
concerns with overregulation and racial animus have changed over time,
we repeated the analysis in Table 11.1 for each election from 1984 to the
present. Figure 11.1 reports the estimated coefficient and corresponding
95% confidence intervals for each election for three variables: the percent
of votes Reagan received in 1980, the measure of concern with overreg-
ulation, and racial animus (the results for 2024 match those reported in
Table 11.1). Concern with government overregulation is measured as a
percent and the measure of racial animus is scaled to have the same vari-
ance as the overregulation variable, so all three coefficients are directly
comparable.

The estimated relationship between the percent voting for Reagan in
each county in 1980 and the percent voting for Reagan in 1984 and
George H.W. Bush in 1988 and 1992 remained above 0.8, relatively close
to a one-to-one relationship. Since 1996, this relationship has steadily
decreased. While some of this decreased relationship reflects changes in
the voting population of counties, we also see that the importance of
concern with overregulation and racial animus has increased in recent
elections. Our measure of concern with overregulation was unrelated
to county-level presidential vote through the 1996 presidential election.
The relationship began to increase in the 2000s, with a notable increase
in 2016 when Trump was the Republican candidate for the first time.
This pattern suggests that Trump’s anti-government rhetoric tapped into
and amplified existing concerns within the electorate about government
overstepping its bounds.

Racial animus is significantly and positively associated with vote
share for the Republican presidential candidate since 2008, when Pres-
ident Obama was first elected president (see Parker and Barreto 2013;
Stephens-Davidowitz 2014), and even more so from 2016 through 2024
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when Trump was the Republican nominee. The average coefficient size
during these three elections with Trump (0.55) is statistically different
from the two elections with Obama (0.43). The negative relationship
between racial animus and Republican vote in the 1980s and 1992 might
seem surprising. This pattern can be explained, in part, by counties in
media markets with high levels of racial animus, such as Wyoming and
McDowell Counties in West Virginia, that voted Democratic, and Reagan
in 1984 and Bush in 1988 and 1992 performing better than might be
expected in racially liberal counties in their home states of California and
Texas, respectively.

Figure 11.1 thus shows that at the county level, the influence of
Reagan has greatly diminished since 1980 while the relationship between
concern with government overregulation and racial animus and Repub-
lican vote has increased. We discuss the implications of these findings for
the future of U.S. politics below.

CHANGING PoriticAL CURRENTS HoLD CRITICAL
IMrLICATIONS FOR THE FUTURE OF U.S. PoLrTics

Trump’s 2024 victory should not have been a surprise. In the edited
volume, The 2020 Democratic Primary, Enns and Schuldt (2021) antici-
pated Trump’s 2024 candidacy four years ago (also see Schuldt and Enns
2022). Furthermore, Enns et al. (2024) correctly forecasted the 2024
presidential winner in every state using data from 100 days prior to Elec-
tion Day.! However, even if Trump’s candidacy and ultimate victory
were predictable, the sources of his popularity have been difficult to docu-
ment empirically. Using novel measurement strategies, we have offered
new evidence that support for Republican presidential candidates—and
especially Donald Trump—reflects concerns with government overregu-
lation and racial animus. These results hold important implications for
understanding contemporary U.S. politics.

The findings also suggest strategies for reducing the influence of anti-
government sentiment and racial animus in U.S. politics. Even though the
Republican Party, and Trump in particular, have seemingly benefited from
racial animus and anti-government sentiment, both parties face incentives
to emphasize more constructive political appeals. The perfect alignment
between the 2024 election outcome and the Enns et al. (2024) elec-
tion forecast illustrates why Trump should temper appeals based on racial
animus and opposition to government. Their forecast relied on economic
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conditions and evaluations of Biden and Harris. If the Trump admin-
istration’s policies harm the economy or do not deliver results, Trump
will face the same negative conditions that led to his defeat in 2020 and
Harris’s defeat in 2024.

Appealing to the public’s biases is not a strategy for reelection. Not
only do these appeals fail to offer an affirmative case for reelection, but
the striking increase documented above in the relationship between racial
animus and the share of votes for the Republican candidate does not neces-
sarily imply that the United States has become more racist. In fact, public
opinion data suggest the public has become more racially tolerant since
the late 1970s (Atkinson et al. 2021; 2011; Kellstedt 2000; Moberg et al.
2019). Even if racial animus has become more correlated with presidential
vote choice, more total votes align with an egalitarian perspective. Strate-
gically, Trump should avoid extreme and disruptive policies that are likely
to hurt his approval ratings and the chances of future Republican candi-
dates, and should instead focus on policies with the broadest possible
economic benefit.!!

There are also lessons for Democrats. Opposition to overregulation is
real. Concerns of government overreach have been central to U.S. polit-
ical discourse since the country’s founding.!? Former President Obama
acknowledged public concerns recently when he remarked, “the govern-
ment itself got really big. What that meant is sometimes it felt distant
and unresponsive, and rules are a hassle. Some of the rules aren’t smart,
and people get frustrated.” The Democratic Party would be wise to
acknowledge that legitimate concerns with government overreach can
exist and to articulate a vision for how Democratic policies can provide
solutions the public expects without being perceived as interfering in
daily life. Democrats should also reflect on times when—as the progres-
sive party on race—they won counties in media markets with high levels
of racial animus, such as Wyoming and McDowell Counties in West
Virginia in 1984. Such an approach does not require ignoring race
or racism. In 1967, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. announced the Poor
People’s Campaign, writing, “We also look for participation by represen-
tatives of the millions of non-Negro poor-Indians, Mexican Americans,
Puerto Ricans, Appalachians, and others.”!® Dr. King’s quote shows
that progressive movements can unite different racial and ethnic groups
around common economic goals. While inequalities and racism must be
called out, the Democratic Party can also follow Dr. King and emphasize
the unifying aspects of their proposed policies.
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The growing relationship between anti-government sentiment and
racist attitudes and presidential vote could hold ominous implications
for the United States.!* Equally concerning are the anti-democratic posi-
tions expressed by Trump and his allies (Leonhardt 2024; Phillips 2024,
Woodward 2024). Heightened racism and authoritarianism in politics
are not, however, an inexorable outcome. Both Democrats and Repub-
licans can improve their political chances by appealing to more unifying
and constructive policy positions. Early actions by the Trump administra-
tion have challenged democratic norms (Basu 2025; Burga 2025; Rector
2025; Riccardi 2025), but we deeply hope that our leaders recognize
these electoral incentives and embrace unifying and democratic positions.

NOTES

1. Also see ABC News (2017), Blake (2024), and Druke (2022).

2. “NHTSA File Downloads.” National Highway Traffic Safety
Administration. https://www.nhtsa.gov/file-downloads?p=nhtsa/
downloads/FARS /. Results are robust to limiting our measure of
not wearing seatbelts to the years 1978-1982 and 1978-1980 as
well as to data restricted to those not wearing seatbelts in accidents
that involved fatalities during these three time windows.

3. See https://www.nhtsa.gov,/book/countermeasures-that-work /
seat-belts-and-child-restraints and Federal Motor Vebicle Safety
Standavds and Regulations, Standard 208: https://web.archive.
org/web,/20140529033515/, http:/ /www.nhtsa.gov/cars/
rules/import/fmvss/#SN209.

4. Letter from Albert L. Weeks to Time Magazine (May 20, 1974):
https: //time.com /archive /6877916 /letters-may-20-1974 /.
Writing on the constitutionality of mandatory seat belt laws,
Booz (1986, 1) expresses a similar perspective, writing, “While
passive restraints were objectionable because they were involuntary,
mandatory use laws are more odious because of the introduction
of compulsion. This imposition on personal liberty may produce
more vociferous objections than its less obstructive predecessors.”
Concerns with government overregulation with seat belt laws were
not limited to the United States, further illustrating the salient
nature of the opposition (Leichter 1986).

5. Weighted analysis reported (n = 7,640). An analysis of just
the 1985 survey yields the same conclusions (difference across


https://www.nhtsa.gov/file-downloads?p=nhtsa/downloads/FARS/
https://www.nhtsa.gov/file-downloads?p=nhtsa/downloads/FARS/
https://www.nhtsa.gov/book/countermeasures-that-work/seat-belts-and-child-restraints
https://www.nhtsa.gov/book/countermeasures-that-work/seat-belts-and-child-restraints
https://web.archive.org/web/20140529033515/
https://web.archive.org/web/20140529033515/
http://www.nhtsa.gov/cars/rules/import/fmvss/
http://www.nhtsa.gov/cars/rules/import/fmvss/
https://time.com/archive/6877916/letters-may-20-1974/

10.

11.

12.

13.
14.
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Democrats and Republicans = 0.8%, p = 0.81, n = 1523). Gallup
survey data obtained from the Roper Center for Public Opinion
Research. Full survey details in the reference section.

. More specifically, our measure assumes that if the internet existed in

the late 1970s and early 1980s, the counties with the most (least)
racist web searches in the 2000s would be the counties with the
most (least) racist web searches in the decades prior.

. We measure percent of Republican votes out of the two-party vote

share; i.e., percent of Republican votes / (percent of Republican +
percent of Democratic votes) (see, e.g., Campbell 2016; Enns and
Lagodny 2021).

. While these years cover much of the analysis, county-level measures

of unemployment and poverty do not exist for the exact years of
study. County race and poverty data from the U.S. Census Bureau,
unemployment from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, and rurality
from the USDA ERS Rural Urban Continuum Codes.

. The accident rate is not correlated with not wearing seat belts (r

= —0.01, p = 0.42), but we include the accident rate in case the
rate of traffic accidents reflects unmeasured risky behavior that is
distinct from the anti-government sentiment captured by our seat
belt variable.

Enns and Lagodny (2021) also correctly forecasted the 2020 elec-
tion winner, accurately forecasting the result in 49/50 states,
offering further evidence of the predictability of election outcomes.
Conversation at Hamilton College, April 4, 2025: https://bar
ackobama.medium.com/conversation-at-hamilton-college-0c4422
8acObd.

In Federalist 41, for example, James Madison wrote, “Is the aggre-
gate power of the general government greater than ought to have
been vested in it?” and “in all cases where power is to be conferred,
the point first to be decided is, whether such a power be necessary
to the public good; as the next will be, in case of an affirmative
decision, to guard as effectually as possible against a perversion of
the power to the public detriment.”

https: //www.crmvet.org,/docs/6712_mlk_ppc-anc.pdf.

Also see Parker and Lavine’s (2025) work on status threat, which
builds on Parker and Barreto (2013).


https://barackobama.medium.com/conversation-at-hamilton-college-0c44228ac0bd
https://barackobama.medium.com/conversation-at-hamilton-college-0c44228ac0bd
https://barackobama.medium.com/conversation-at-hamilton-college-0c44228ac0bd
https://www.crmvet.org/docs/6712_mlk_ppc-anc.pdf
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