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Introduction—"Gapology” and the
Presidential Vote

by

Laura R. Olson,
Clemson University
John C. Green,
University of Akron

11 manner of political observers are fasci-

nated by “gaps” in voting behavior.
Whether it is the now-famous gender gap, the
newly discovered religion gap, or the once-
prominent generation gap, sharp differences in
partisanship and voting behavior often emerge
around commonplace demographic characteris-
tics such as gender, worship attendance, and
age. These gaps are not just intrinsically inter-
esting; they also offer a potent way to under-
stand election results. Like batting averages in
baseball, such simple statistics offer the power
of language in describing the political world.

Of course, most people understand that such
voting “gaps” represent oversimplifications of
the complex reality of voting behavior. But it is
precisely such complexity that makes “gapol-
ogy” so attractive: it connects something of
compelling importance (such as who was
elected president) with some key facts of ev-
eryday life (people’s most obvious
characteristics).

Voters respond to
these gaps. They con-
ceive of themselves as
belonging to one group
or another, and these
feelings of group mem-
bership affect their vot-
ing choices—and
therefore who is elected
to political office. As a
consequence, voting gaps become touchstones
for political journalists and their readers. Even
more importantly, they become basic metrics
used by political professionals (the pollsters,
consultants, and campaign managers who con-
duct today’s campaigns). Even political scien-
tists find voting gaps fascinating. It is a rare
election analysis that does not begin with a
tabulation of the vote and demography—and an
inspiration for research on the social bases of
the vote.

This series of articles is designed to explore
some of the most important voting gaps in
American politics today, and particularly those
that have either changed or become more
prominent in recent years. We aim to show that
21st-century Americans are divided on a wide
range of political fronts that go far beyond the
somewhat simplistic “red state, blue state” ru-
bric that has become so popular in American
political discourse. Reality, as E. J. Dionne
(2006) recently observed in his Washington
Post column, is far more complex. In this sym-
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posium, we hope to capture and explain some
of this complexity through a collection of ob-
servations by leading scholars of a range of
voting gaps.

Gapology in 2004: An Overview

To set the stage for this exploration, it is
useful to look at the relative size of key voting
gaps in the closely contested 2004 presidential
election. Table 1 presents evidence on eight
voting gaps using the 2004 National Election
Pool data (the national “exit poll” in 2004).
Each “gap” is calculated as the net percentage
difference in the vote for George W. Bush be-
tween the two categories. The gaps are listed in
descending order of magnitude, with the over-
all two-party division at the bottom of the table
(in bold) and the marginal distributions in the
far right-hand column (in italics).

By far the largest of the voting gaps in 2004
was accounted for by race, or perhaps more
accurately, race and ethnicity. George W.
Bush obtained 58.7% of the White vote (which
comprised 77.1% of the electorate), but just
27.6% of the non-White vote (22.9% of the
electorate). Thus, the race gap was 31.1%,
which is about 10 times larger than the overall
Bush-Kerry vote differential overall (which
was 3% in these data). Considering the differ-
ence between Whites and Blacks alone, the gap
is nearly 48%, but the greater Republican vote
among Latinos, Asians, and other non-Whites
narrowed the gap.

The second largest gap in the 2004 presiden-
tial vote was the religion gap, or more pre-
cisely, the divide among those who do and
do not worship at a church, synagogue, or
mosque. At 16.8%, this gap was just a bit more
than one-half the size of the race gap, and
more than five times larger than the Bush-
Kerry differential overall. Some two-thirds of
those who reported attending worship weekly
or more often voted for Bush, and nearly as
many of the less-than-weekly attendees voted
for John Kerry. Indeed, if the religion gap had
been symmetrical and all else remained the
same, Kerry would have obtained 52% of the
popular vote—and quite possibly a lease on the
White House. The religion gap is closely re-
lated to race, but in a complicated way: the
weekly attendees include White evangelical
Protestants, one of the strongest Republican
constituencies, as well as Black Protestants,
who are among the most loyal of Democrats.
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Table 1
Voter “Gaps”

in the 2004 Two-Party Presidential Vote

good bit of the Midwest, where there were
many more close contests. Kerry won the
Northeast and the West Coast, but lost the

Mountain and Plains states, in some cases

% for % for :
G John F. Gap In % of by small margms.“Bush alio won the sub-
urbs, exurbs, and “no urbs” (rural areas).
W. Bush Kerry Bush Vote Electorate Meanwhile, Kerry won the urban vote, es-
Race Gap pecially in the big cities. Presumably, places
White 58.7 41.3 31.1 77.1 on the electoral map vary in the shade of
Non-white 27.6 72.4 22.9 red, blue, and purple in large part because
Religion Gap of the kinds of people who live there.
At last we come to the gender gap,
xVeekIt)r/‘ attendekT Hond 21; 223 e ;;g which ranked sixth out of the eight voting
ess than weekly attendee : : : gaps at 7.3%. It is quite noteworthy that the
Income Gap gender gap was less than half the size of the
$50,000 a year or more 57.0 43.0 12.3 54.8 religion gap in 2004. The major reason for
Less than $50,000 447 5.3 45.2 this was Bush’s success with women: he
. won nearly half of their votes. Meanwhile,
FECEE (€T Kerry failed to even up the score among
e, [IeTEE P e e e men, losing that contest by a sizable 10 per-
Northeast, West 46.6 53.4 42.8 i ; .
centage points. Surely part of this story was
Place Gap a “marriage” gap: 58% of married voters
Suburbs, rural 54.5 455 8.6 60.7 backed Bush and 59% of the unmarried
Large and small cities 46.9 53.1 39.3 backed Kerry. Gender strengthens this rela-
Gender Gap tlonshllp a ‘;)llt, as 63% of Irlr}flrréez(; meicn V(_)ted
Male 555 445 73 46.0 o reelect the president while 62% of un
Female 48.0 51.8 54.0 married women voted to replace him. .
The next-to-last gap in the 2004 presiden-
Generation Gap tial election was the generation gap. At
40 or older 53.3 46.7 4.4 65.5 only 4.4%, it was about a quarter the size of
Younger than 40 48.9 51.1 34.5 the religion gap and a third the size of the
Education Gap class gap. Voters over 40 years of age sup-
Some college o less 53.1 46.9 3.2 57.9 Zorted Bush on balance, while those under
College degree or more 49.9 50.1 42.1 0 were more likely to vote for Kerry. O ne
reason for the small size of the generation
ALL 51.5 48.5 3.0 100.0 gap is that age had a complex relationship

Source: 2004 National Election Pool.

Indeed, the full range of religious variables, including both affil-
iation and attendance, produces very large gaps in the presiden-
tial vote. For example, the division between weekly attending
White born-again Protestants and religiously unaffiliated voters
was nearly 56 percentage points in 2004, rivaling the size of the
gap between Whites and Blacks.

The class gap (which is really based on income) was the
third most substantial voting gap in 2004. At 12.3%, it was
about two-fifths the size of the race gap and a bit smaller than
the religion gap—and roughly four times bigger than the Bush-
Kerry vote difference overall. Voters with incomes of $50,000 a
year or more voted 57% for Bush (about the same as Whites
overall), while 55% of voters with an annual income below
$50,000 voted for Kerry (about the same as less-than-weekly
worship attendees). The income gap actually obscures the full
range of the income variable: 64.1% of voters with incomes of
$200,000 or more (3.4% of the total) voted for Bush, and 63.6%
of those earning less than $15,000 (8.3% of the electorate)
voted for Kerry. Voters with incomes between $30,000 and
$50,000 broke almost evenly between the major party
candidates.

The region and place gaps come next, each at 8.6%. These
figures were almost three times the size of the overall Bush-
Kerry vote differential. In a crude way, these geographic gaps
represented the “red” and “blue” states—or to be more sophisti-
cated, the “red” and “blue” localities within the states. Of
course, creating dichotomous geographic measures is more than
a bit arbitrary: Bush won the South quite handily, as well as a
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with the 2004 vote. The very youngest vot-

ers (ages 18 to 24) went solidly for Kerry,

but so did the very oldest voters (ages 75
and older). Bush did well with the middle-aged vote, but there
was a good bit of variation, with his strongest support coming
from 60- to 64-year olds. However, he nearly lost the 50- to
59-year-old vote.

The smallest of the voting gaps in 2004 was the education
gap. At 3.2%, this gap was about one-tenth the size of the race
gap. Bush won among those with less than a college degree,
while the candidates broke even among those with college de-
grees and additional schooling. This dichotomy masks a strong
curvilinear relationship. Kerry won the post-graduate vote by
ten percentage points, and then just edged Bush out among vot-
ers without high school diplomas. In contrast, Bush won among
high school, trade school, and college graduates with small ma-
jorities. Perhaps more than the other demographic factors dis-
cussed here, age and education are related to other gaps. Age
and gender are linked to worship attendance; education to class
and religious affiliation. And of course, age and education are
closely related, given the increasing level of educational
achievement of each successive generation.

A Peek at Multivariate Relationships

The possible links among these demographic factors begs the
question of whether each has independent effects on the 2004
presidential vote. Although a full model of the vote is beyond
the scope of this article, Table 2 offers a quick peek at this
issue. These results are the product of binary logistic regression
with the Bush vote coded “1” and the Kerry vote “0”; all the
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Second, the magnitude of the effects largely

Table 2 parallels the size of the gaps presented in
Voter Gaps and the 2004 Bush Vote (Binary Logistic Table 1, with the race, religion, and class
Regression) gaps retaining their high rankings. Third,
- there are two important exceptions to the
Voter Gaps B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp(B) ordering of the gaps: the education and gen-
Race Gap 1498 0075 396779  1.000  0.000  4.474 der gaps now appear more important than
Religion Gap 0.838  0.059 200.652 1.000 0.000 2311 they did in the original analysis. Here the
education gap comes in just below the class
Class Gap 0.518  0.060 73599  1.000 0.000  1.678 gap in fourth place. This pattern is hardly
Education Gap 0.451 0.061 55.444 1.000 0.000 1.569 surprising, since education is often concep-
Gender Gap 0.414 0.057 52.897 1.000 0.000 1.513 tualized as a component of social class. The
Region Gap 0.311  0.057 29.500  1.000  0.000 1.365 gender gap leapfrogs the geography gaps to
Place Gap 0.181  0.059 9517  1.000  0.002  1.198 fifth place, right behind education. These
. changes suggest that the electoral impact of
Generation Gap —-0.060 0.060 1.009 1.000 0.315 0.942 region and place may in part reflect eco-
Constant -2.495 0.110 511.380 1.000  0.000 0.082 nomic and cultural factors to which educa-

Source: 2004 National Election Pool. Sixty-five percent

correctly.

of cases predicted

tion and gender are central.

This crude analysis is designed to illumi-
nate the popular and scholarly fascination
with “gapology.” But certainly there is

gaps are also coded dichotomously, with the category hypoth-
esized to benefit Bush set as “1.”

The results are instructive. First, each and every one of the
gaps, crude as they may be, is statistically significant in this

multivariate analysis, with the exception of the generation gap.
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much more to be known about causes, consequences, and
changes with regard to voting gaps, particularly as they affected
the 2004 election and might be likely to affect the 2006 mid-
term elections. It is to a further exploration that we now turn in
subsequent articles.
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