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ABSTRACT

KRISTIN N. GARRETT: The Generation Gap Between Group Affiliation and Politics: How
Age Influences the Political Impact of Religious Commitment Amongst Evangelicals

(Under the direction of Thomas M. Carsey.)

While scholars have established that both social groups and cultural contexts matter for poli-

tics, the question of how different socializing environments mediate the political impact of group

affiliations remains unanswered. In this paper, therefore, I draw from contextual effects litera-

ture to build a case that high contextual complexity, where a person’s cultural environment and

social group convey conflicting norms and generate cross–pressures, increases the political rele-

vance of group commitment. More specifically, I argue that when contextual complexity is low,

group membership is largely sufficient to shape people’s political actions and identities. When

contextual complexity is high, however, membership alone is not enough to define individuals’

political behavior—it requires their commitment to the group. Applying this theory to religion

and politics, I find support for my hypothesis: the political effect of religious commitment is

greater amongst young evangelicals, who were socialized into politics in a more complex context

than older evangelicals.
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Introduction

Since the classic Columbia voting studies (Berelson, Lazarsfeld and McPhee 1954; Lazarsfeld,

Berelson and Gaudet 1944), scholars of American political behavior have presented persuasive

evidence that social groups influence members’ political actions and affiliations (e.g., Cohen 2003;

Conover 1988; Manza and Brooks 1991; Leege et al. 2002). Contextual effects scholarship, which

builds on the Columbia tradition, has also suggested that social environments shape individuals’

political choices (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1993; Huckfeldt 1986; Sprague 1982). Up to this point,

however, the majority of work on the political importance of group affiliations has focused on the

straightforward connection between people’s group behavior and their political behavior, largely

overlooking the influence of socializing environments on this connection. Consequently, earlier

studies have laid the foundation for us to advance scholarship on the political relevance of social

groups by investigating the mediating impact of socializing contexts. I build on this foundation

by examining how the unique environment in which people come of age politically affects the

translation of their religious affiliation to their politics.

Decades of research have established that individuals live in multiple, overlapping contexts of

social experience, including workplaces, geographic areas, social groups, and historical settings,

which influence their partisanship, issue attitudes, and voting behavior (e.g., Huckfeldt, Plutzer

and Sprague 1993; Huckfeldt et al. 1995; McClurg 2006; Segal and Meyer 1974; Wald, Owen

and Hill 1988). Based on the political messages and social norms they convey, these intersecting

environments can either strengthen the connection people feel to a particular political candidate

or party or they can pull people in different directions, placing cross–pressure on their politi-

cal decisions (Berelson, Lazarsfeld and McPhee 1954; Huckfeldt and Sprague 1993; Lazarsfeld,

Berelson and Gaudet 1944). While scholars have applied this insight in the context of polit-

ical participation, they have rarely examined how the reinforcing or conflicting pressures that

result from different socializing environments influence the translation of group affiliations to

partisanship, ideology, and voting decisions.

Drawing from contextual effects literature, I build a case that socializing environments me-

diate the connection between a particular group and politics by influencing the importance

of a person’s group commitment in shaping his or her political actions and affiliations. More

specifically, I argue that when individuals face low contextual complexity, meaning their broader

cultural context and particular group affiliation send similar political signals and encourage over-



lapping values, group membership alone is enough to shape their political behavior. In contrast,

when people face high contextual complexity, meaning their cultural settings and social groups

communicate conflicting political messages and generate cross–pressures, membership in a group

is no longer sufficient to predict their political positions. Rather, personal commitment to the

group becomes more important in shaping how the group’s norms translate to members’ politics.

I apply this theory to examine how age mediates the connection between the religious and

political behavior of evangelical Protestants. I examine age because it serves as a proxy for

having been socialized into politics under distinct environmental circumstances, and I argue that

differences in the generational period in which members of a group are introduced to politics

will influence how these members translate group norms into political actions and affiliations.

More specifically, I hypothesize that the political effect of religious commitment will be greater

amongst young evangelicals, who are pulled between the political cues of their religious group

and socializing environment, than amongst older evangelicals, who established their political

views in a social setting that largely reinforced their religious tradition’s political message.

To test this argument, I utilize 2008 American National Election Studies (ANES) data, and I

limit analysis to self–identified evangelical respondents. The findings of this study lend support

to my hypothesis: religious commitment is more politically important for young evangelicals—

the age cohort of “believers” who have experienced greater contextual complexity as they have

been socialized into politics.

Theory

Social Groups, Socializing Environments, and Political Behavior

Huckfeldt and Sprague (1993, 281) write that mass politics is best understood as “the end

product of [the] intersections between groups and individuals within a particular time period

and a particular place.” This quote illustrates two important points. First, group affiliations

affect individuals’ politics. Second, specific social environments influence how overlapping group

dynamics and personal factors translate to political behavior. These insights from the contextual

approach outline the subsequent discussion.

To the first point, decades of political behavior research have established that social groups

influence people’s voting behavior, partisanship, issue attitudes, and ideology (e.g., Berelson,

Lazarsfeld and McPhee 1954; Cohen 2003; Conover 1988; Lazarsfeld, Berelson and Gaudet 1944;

Manza and Brooks 1991; Miller et al. 1981). While multiple psychological and sociological factors

have been shown to underlie the political effect of group affiliation, for the purpose of this paper,

it is important to note that ingroups often shape individuals’ politics by socializing members into
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their values. In other words, social groups communicate shared patterns of thoughts, feelings,

symbols, and standards, which influence affiliates’ perspectives on aspects of everyday reality,

including political events, parties, issues, and candidates (Leege et al. 2002; Wuthnow 1987). By

conveying specific messages, cultivating common experiences, and facilitating distinct styles of

learning, groups encourage individuals to link cultural, religious, moral, and political values in a

particular way (Sprague 1982; Sapiro 2004). Groups also reinforce certain political perspectives

by encouraging social cohesion. When group members recurrently interact, they strengthen each

other’s commitment to shared norms. Consequently, individuals who spend a lot of time with

a group are more likely to display political attitudes consistent with the group’s values (Wald,

Owen and Hill 1990; Wald, Kellstedt and Leege 1993). Whether people are aware of it or not,

their social affiliations influence their political behavior (Cohen 2003).

To the second point, cultural contexts also affect people’s politics. Social environments,

including those related to a particular time, region, association, or demographic, influence polit-

ical actions and affiliations by shaping the circumstances under which individuals adopt political

commitments. More specifically, social settings circumscribe the relational interactions that

impact one’s political evaluations, filter the information that shapes one’s political reality, and

generate pressure for one to conform with collectively held political views (Huckfeldt 1986; Huck-

feldt and Sprague 1993, 1995; Huckfeldt, Johnson and Sprague 2002; MacKuen and Brown 1987;

McClurg 2006; Sprague 1982). Consequently, environmental contexts, like group associations,

help to socialize people into politics, particularly when these contexts are experienced during

the early “impressionable years” when individuals are first introduced to politics (Hyman 1959;

Pacheco 2008; Sapiro 2004; Sears and Levy 2003).1 In fact, group affiliations serve as an impor-

tant context of social and political influence because they facilitate ongoing personal contacts,

communicate particular norms, and reinforce political perspectives.

Building on the preceding points, contextual effects research suggests that the connection

between individuals, groups, social environments, and politics is hardly straightforward. Indi-

viduals affiliate with numerous social and demographic communities, and they live in multiple,

overlapping contexts of social experience (Huckfeldt, Plutzer and Sprague 1993; Pacheco 2008;

Segal and Meyer 1974). The political effects of these aggregate (e.g., a nation or neighborhood)

and interpersonal (e.g., a family or church) milieus are often interdependent. For example,

Huckfeldt, Johnson and Sprague (2002) report that the larger network environment in which

discussion partners communicate about politics influences the impact of that communication

on their political preferences. Likewise, McClurg (2006) finds that the political atmosphere of

1 Throughout the course of this paper, I will use the terms socializing environments, contexts, and settings to
indicate the aggregate national and historical, social and political contexts in which people come of age politically.
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one’s aggregate social context shapes how exposure to political disagreement in one’s immediate

relationships affects political participation.

The literature on cross–cutting cleavages and cross–pressures suggests that overlapping per-

sonal interactions, group affiliations, and social environments can either pull people in divergent

political directions, placing cross–pressure on their political decisions, or they can mutually re-

inforce people’s political commitments (e.g., Berelson, Lazarsfeld and McPhee 1954; Lazarsfeld,

Berelson and Gaudet 1944; Lipset and Rokkan 1967; Powell 1976; Simmel 1955). For the pur-

pose of this study, it is important to note that the social and political values associated with

the larger cultural environment in which a person is socialized into politics can either contradict

or complement the social and political norms espoused by a particular community. Throughout

this article, I will use the term contextual complexity to signifying the extent to which messages,

values, and norms from one’s aggregate social environment and individual group affiliation either

conflict or overlap when shaping one’s political positions. People face high contextual complexity

when their larger cultural and smaller community environments place cross–pressure on their

political decisions, and they face low contextual complexity when these social settings encourage

complementing political perspectives.

The concept of contextual complexity challenges simplistic notions regarding the direct im-

pact of group affiliations on individuals’ voting decisions, ideology, and partisanship. Rather

than a straightforward translation of group values to members’ political behavior, the effect of

one’s group affiliation on one’s politics likely depends on the extent of overlap between the norms

espoused by one’s group and by one’s broader socializing environment. Consequently, high and

low contextual complexity are expected to influence the political impact of individuals’ group

behavior in distinct ways. This raises the central question of concern: how does contextual

complexity—reflecting either reinforcing– or cross–pressures from the cultural environment in

which people are socialized into politics—affect the political impact of people’s group affilia-

tions? As I explain below, I posit that greater contextual complexity heightens the effect of

group commitment on the translation of group norms to individuals’ politics.

The cross–pressure literature suggests that people who face stress to decide between compet-

ing political alternatives are more likely to abstain from political involvement in response to the

tension they experience (e.g., Gosselin and Toka 2008; Lipset and Rokkan 1967; Mutz 2002; Toka

2003). Even if individuals who are dealing with conflicting considerations decide to participate in

politics, they still have to prioritize—whether consciously or unconsciously—between competing

messages and values. We would expect that in these situations, therefore, the factors that sway

a person toward one side or another become more influential in shaping his or her final politi-

cal stances. This suggests that the dynamics that influence people to hold particular positions
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become more politically relevant in situations where they face cross–pressure from divergent af-

filiations, environments, or values. More specifically, individuals who are pulled away from their

ingroup’s norms by pressures from their larger socializing context are more likely to adjust or

discount these norms unless countervailing forces keep them from doing so. Thus, when group

members face cross–pressure from the aggregate environment, the factors that influence them to

hold tightly to their community’s values will matter more in the translation of the community’s

norms to their political behavior. Lending evidence to this theory, McClurg (2006) finds that

the larger social and political context in which personal interactions take place influences the

effect of these interactions on political participation. He reports that, in comparison to indi-

viduals who hold the same political positions as the majority of their neighborhood, personal

exchanges with immediate friends and family have a bigger effect on the political participation

of individuals who hold less popular opinions in their district. When facing cross–pressure from

the aggregate social environment, it appears that support from one’s immediate social network

exerts more influence on one’s political involvement. In extension, when contextual complexity is

high, factors that reinforce commitment to group norms will likely become more relevant in the

translation of group values to individual voting behavior, partisanship, and ideology. For this

reason, we need to consider what dynamics strengthen people’s dedication to ingroup norms.

Extant contextual effects literature indicates that one’s level of participation with a group,

self–reported views on the importance of a group, and frequency of interaction with other group

members all influence how strongly one aligns with group values, as well as how likely one is to

apply these values to political decisions. First, several contextual studies report that frequency

of exposure to a group environment influences the political impact of that environment. For

example, scholars have found that individuals who are more involved with their church group

are more likely to afford legitimacy to and to comply with the church’s social and political

teachings (e.g., Huckfeldt, Plutzer and Sprague 1993; Leege 1988; Wald, Owen and Hill 1988).

Moreover, a parish’s effect on members’ political attitudes is mediated by the frequency of

members’ attendance (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995). Second, the contextual effect of group

affiliation on individual behavior is greater amongst members who express that the group is

important to their lives. Relevant groups are more influential on people’s political opinions than

extraneous associations (Johnson, Shively and Stein 2002). Third, recurrent personal interactions

with other group members heighten the political impact of group contexts. People tend to learn

about, internalize, and act upon the political norms prescribed by the community of people with

whom they frequently interact (McClosky and Dahlgren 1959; Sprague 1982; Terry and Hogg

2001; Wald, Owen and Hill 1990). Work on political contexts also suggests that concrete personal

relationships, rather than broad social norms, play a bigger role in defining the political effect
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of social settings (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1993; MacKuen and Brown 1987). People are more

influenced by the political views of friends with whom they actively participate as members of a

community than they are by the abstract values of a group with which they casually associate.

To summarize these insights, group behaviors that inculcate and reinforce group norms influ-

ence how tightly individuals hold to group values, as well as how likely these values are to shape

individuals’ political actions and affiliations. For the sake of simplicity, I utilize the term group

commitment to reference one’s involvement with a group, self-reported relevance of a group,

and frequency of interaction with other group members. In summary, therefore, when people

face socializing circumstances that pull them away from an ingroup’s prevailing political posi-

tions, group commitment will play a heightened role in the translation of the ingroup’s values

to individuals’ politics. Applying this insight to the research question at hand, level of group

commitment will have a greater impact on the political relevance of group associations amongst

people who are introduced to politics in complex, cross–pressured contexts.

In contrast, when contextual complexity is low, the relative political effect of a person’s in-

volvement with a community will decrease. People do not need extra incentive to act according

to an ingroup’s social and political values when the larger cultural environment already reinforces

the ingroup’s dominant views. As I referenced above, McClurg (2006) finds that personal network

interactions have little effect on the political participation of people who side with the neigh-

borhood majority on politics because the aggregate social environment already supports their

political perspective. It appears that citizens need less immediate support to maintain political

positions that pervade the cultural context in which they come of age politically. Consequently,

I expect that group commitment will matter less to the political behavior of individuals who are

socialized into politics in an environment that largely reinforces their group’s prevalent norms.

Evangelical Affiliation

I evaluate this theory of contextual complexity on the political effect of the interaction be-

tween religious commitment and age cohort, and I focus on evangelical Protestants.2 I specify

evangelicalism as the group affiliation of interest for four primary reasons. First, evangelical

Protestants comprise a politically pertinent group affiliation. Since the earliest studies of po-

litical behavior, religion has been identified alongside race, ethnicity, social class, and region

as an important cleavage that impacts electoral politics (e.g., Allinsmith and Allinsmith 1948;

Berelson, Lazarsfeld and McPhee 1954; Lipset and Rokkan 1967; Putnam and Campbell 2010;

2 For the purpose of this analysis, evangelicals are defined as self–identified members of historically white
Protestant denominations, movements, and congregations that share conservative doctrines and practices related
to salvation and Scripture (Kellstedt, Green, Smidt and Guth 1996; Wilcox, Jelen and Leege 1993).
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Shafer 1991). Furthermore, Layman and Carmines (1997) report that the cultural division be-

tween religious traditionalists and religious liberals and secularists has surpassed Inglehart’s

Materialist–Postmaterialist division as the cultural cleavage most relevant to American politics.

More specifically, evangelicalism has played a central role in linking religious affiliates to pol-

itics since the 1970s and 1980s, when the Moral Majority and Religious Right burst on the

political scene (Green, Rozell and Wilcox 2003, 2006; Kellstedt, Green, Smidt and Guth 1996;

Layman 2001). Therefore, if socializing environments influence how evangelical religious com-

mitment translates to politics, this effect is particularly consequential for how we think about

mass political behavior in the U.S.

Second, I focus on evangelical Protestants because this group poses a “hard case” for my

theory that different socializing contexts distinctly shape the political impact of group commit-

ment. The strong link between evangelicals’ religious beliefs and their political behavior should

be difficult for forces in the aggregate social environment to shift. Historically, religious groups

provide members an identity and meaning, encourage social interactions, maintain group bound-

aries, convey norms of behavior, and shape perceptions of reality (Layman 2001; Leege, Lieske

and Wald 1991; Leege and Kellstedt 1993). Through these processes, religious affiliations help to

produce and maintain common political perspectives (Kellstedt, Green, Guth and Smidt 1996;

Leege et al. 2002; Layman and Green 2006). Consequently, religious traditions tend to have a

powerful effect on members’ political actions and affiliations (Kellstedt and Green 1993; Wald,

Owen and Hill 1988; Wilcox, Jelen and Leege 1993).

Evangelical communities, in particular, have encouraged notably strong links between their

affiliates’ religious beliefs and political behavior since the 1970s, leading scholars of religion

and politics to emphasize the tight connection between evangelicals and the Republican Party

(e.g., Green 2007; Layman 2001; Kohut et al. 2000; Putnam and Campbell 2010; Wald and

Calhoun-Brown 2007). The bond between evangelical Protestants and conservative politics is

so firmly established that evangelicals are often uniformly lumped into the “Religious Right” or

the “Christian Right” category. Any shift in the translation of evangelicals’ religious values to

their politics has to overcome this link. Therefore, the threshold is high for different socializing

contexts to influence changes in the political relevance of religious commitment.

Third, I restrict analysis to one religious affiliation in order to control for political variance

arising from different group memberships. This allows me to focus on the political effect of

individual–level variations in group commitment. As a result, I can better identify how aggregate

social environments mediate the translation of people’s religious commitment to their political

behavior and identities.
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Fourth, I examine evangelicalism because the social and political environment under which

this group’s members have been socialized into politics has shifted in the last decade, allowing me

to compare the political effect of religious commitment in socializing contexts of low versus high

contextual complexity. The older respondents in my ANES data have, by and large, received

clear and consistent cues over the years that have reinforced the tight connection between their

religious identity and the Republican Party. Only recently have evangelicals who are coming

of age politically experienced substantial cross–pressure from the cultural environment, which

challenges their religious community’s political influence. I present my full argument for this

proposition in a subsequent section.

Age Cohort Socialization

I include age in this study as a proxy for having been socialized into politics under different

eras. Decades of research have shown that age is a key variable that influences electoral politics

(e.g., Braungart and Braungart 1986; Campbell et al. 1960; Eisenstadt 1956; Fisher 2008, 2010).

More importantly, age cohort socialization facilitates the development of distinct political values

and affiliations amongst different generations (Beck and Jennings 1991; Cain 1964; Foner 1974).

Each birth cohort grows up in a unique historical environment, where different political issues,

material realities, social concerns, and cultural values are salient. Consequently, generations tend

to develop distinct political norms, attitudes, and behaviors (Mannheim 1952; Ryder 1965). Ac-

cording to the persistence and impressionable years models, the political commitments that

develop early in life persist throughout later stages of life (Sears and Levy 2003). As such, the

generational politics literature argues that birth cohorts share lasting political identities (Braun-

gart and Braungart 1986; Eisenstadt 1956; Mannheim 1952; Ryder 1965). Scholars also report

that “generational effects” have contributed to party realignment along age lines in response to

key issues and events throughout American history (e.g., Campbell 2002; Foner 1974; Greene and

Saunders 2011; Sears and Levy 2003). Based on her findings, Pacheco (2008, 416) writes that

“contexts experienced during political development are as important to understanding political

behavior as contemporaneous political contexts.”

The unique historical circumstances and socialization processes that shape each generation

create the type of broad and enduring contexts that influence political behavior. Also, the social

norms and pressures resulting from different generational environments can either reinforce or

contradict the political norms espoused by different groups. Consequently, individuals from

different age cohorts experience distinct levels of contextual complexity depending on whether

the prevalent values of the era in which they come of age politically overlap or conflict with

the norms communicated by their ingroups. For this reason, age is a useful proxy to help us
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compare how reinforcing or cross–cutting forces from different socializing environments mediate

the translation of group affiliations to politics.3

In this analysis, I focus on a dichotomous comparison between older adults and the highly

publicized Millennial generation. Sociologists suggest that substantial differences separate this

new category of emerging adults from older age groups (e.g., Arnett 2004; Howe and Strauss

2000; Twenge 2006; Zukin et al. 2006). Whether labeled “Millennials,” “DotNets,” “Generation

Next,” or “Generation Me,” 18– to 29–year–old Americans have been socialized in a vastly

different social, technological, economic, and political environment than previous generations.

In comparison to older cohorts, Millennials tend to marry and have children later, to pursue

more education, to have more diverse friends, to put off long–term commitments, to question

institutional authority, and to experiment with a wide range of life experiences (Smith and

Snell 2009; Smith et al. 2011; Wuthnow 2007). More importantly, as the subsequent discussion

will expound, the social and political factors that influence the Millennial generation tend to

complicate the historical connection between evangelicals and right–wing politics. Consequently,

generational differences between young and older evangelicals provide an excellent opportunity

to test the theory that individuals’ religious commitment becomes more politically important in

the context of cross–cutting social pressures.

Contextual Complexity for Young and Older Evangelicals

In order to predict how different generational contexts and levels of religious commitment

intersect to influence political actions and affiliations, it is important to understand how the

socializing environments experienced by different generations of evangelicals reinforce or contra-

dict the values communicated by their religious tradition. As I allude to above and explain more

fully below, several factors have influenced distinct levels of contextual complexity for Millennial

and older evangelicals.

Green (2007) suggests three mechanisms that influence the translation of religious affiliations

to politics: external political cues, internal religious signals, and normative values—each of which

has taken on a distinct character for different generations of evangelicals. For older believers,

these three factors have encouraged a tight connection to the GOP (Campbell 2002; Kohut

et al. 2000; Leege and Kellstedt 1993; Wald and Calhoun-Brown 2007). First, Layman (2001)

suggests that external appeals from Republican Party leaders have played a key role in winning

3 It is important to recognize the ongoing debate in extant literature regarding whether generational experi-
ences, life-cycle developments, or some combination of the two best explains political behavior (see Braungart
and Braungart (1986) for an overview). My purpose in this paper is not to untangle the causal mechanism
underlying the different processes that socialize individuals to politics. It is to examine how the unique social
settings experienced by different generations influence the translation of group affiliations to politics.
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over evangelicals. He reports that in the 1970s, GOP activists strategically seized issues like

abortion, school prayer, and women’s rights as an opportunity to gain political ground. Since

that time, Republican candidates have actively courted evangelical leaders and voters with their

culturally conservative issue agenda.

Second, older evangelicals have received internal cues from pastors, religious leaders, and

other congregants encouraging them to support the Republican Party. Evangelical clergy have

historically urged members to adopt conservative political positions (Guth 1983; Guth et al.

1997; Welch et al. 1993). Church members have also influenced their peers to shift towards

the political right (Wald, Owen and Hill 1988, 1990). Finally, national evangelical leaders and

organizations, including Jerry Falwell, Pat Robertson, Gary Bauer, the Moral Majority, and

the Christian Coalition, have worked to rally support for the Republican Party over the years

(Green, Rozell and Wilcox 2003; Green 2007).

Third, when it comes to values, evangelical congregations have historically espoused conserva-

tive theological positions, which often translate to conservative political attitudes. Consequently,

evangelics have generally embraced traditional positions on abortion, same–sex marriage, racial

issues, social welfare, defense spending, the environment, and government involvement (Layman

and Green 2006; Putnam and Campbell 2010). In previous generations, evangelicals did not

receive as much cultural push-back for their conservative stances. All of these factors suggest

that the social and political environment in which older evangelicals were introduced to politics

helped to strengthen the connection between their religious affiliation and conservative politics.

These socializing circumstances are likely to have produced lasting effects that continue to influ-

ence older evangelicals’ political positions into the present (Beck and Jennings 1991; Campbell

et al. 1960).

While many of the same internal signals and religious values are expressed in the context of

evangelical churches today, competing cultural cues and norms also vie for young evangelicals’

attention. First, Millennial evangelicals have grown up in a different political environment than

older evangelicals. While older believers were energized by Ronald Reagan’s time in office,

young evangelicals were largely alienated by George W. Bush’s presidency and inspired by Barack

Obama’s campaigns. Furthermore, Democratic party leaders have actively appealed to Christian

constituents over the last ten years (Smidt et al. 2010). Democratic candidates have successfully

connected with Millennial evangelicals on an expanded range of moral value issues: poverty

reform, universal health care, environmental protection, racial equality, and same–sex marriage

(Putnam and Campbell 2010).

Second, young evangelicals have received several signals from the religious left about politics,
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which likely contradict the messages communicated in conservative evangelical congregations.

National religious leaders like Jim Wallis and Donald Miller, who encourage and defend lib-

eral issue attitudes with religious rationales, have become increasingly popular amongst young

evangelicals. Also, Christian organizations like Sojourners, Call to Renewal, and RELEVANT

Magazine urge young believers to translate their religious beliefs into liberal political positions

(Smidt et al. 2010).

Finally, young evangelicals have grown up with more religiously, sexually, and racially diverse

friends who encourage them to celebrate a variety of social values and personal choices, as well as

to push back on conventional notions of biblical literalism and absolute morality (Arnett 2004;

Smith and Snell 2009; Smith et al. 2011; Zukin et al. 2006). This environment of increased open–

mindedness contradicts many of the conservative political cues sent to Millennial evangelicals by

their parents and pastors. As a result, young evangelicals have been socialized into politics in a

cultural context that pushes them in a different political direction than their religious affiliation.

Hypothesis

I have already presented my case that group membership alone is enough to predict political

behavior and identities when contextual complexity is low, while group commitment becomes

more politically important when contextual complexity is high. Applying this theoretical frame-

work to different generations of evangelicals, I expect that one’s level of commitment to one’s

evangelical community will matter more for the translation of evangelical norms to personal poli-

tics when one’s socializing environment and religious group generate cross–pressure. In contrast,

when the cultural context in which one comes of age politically reinforces—or, at minimum, does

not weaken—the predominant political influences of one’s evangelical association, I expect that

the evangelical label is largely enough to predict one’s political behavior, regardless of religious

commitment. Based on the lower contextual complexity experienced by older evangelicals and

the higher complexity faced by young evangelicals, I hypothesize:

The influence of religious commitment on voting behavior, partisanship, and ideology

is greater amongst Millennial evangelicals than amongst older evangelicals.

Data and Methods

In order to test this expectation, I utilize data from the 2008 American National Election

Study (ANES), and I limit analysis to evangelical Protestants. Following the rationale of Steens-

land et al.’s (2000) religious tradition measure, I code evangelical Protestants based on denomi-
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national traditions.4 Among evangelicals, African Americans and whites differ substantially in

their political behavior (see McDaniel and Ellison 2008; Steensland et al. 2000), but there are

not enough African American evangelicals in the ANES sample to analyze this group separately.

Therefore, I limit my analysis to white evangelicals. Finally, I utilize multiple imputation to

replace missing data.5

The key explanatory variables in this analysis are age, religious commitment, and an in-

teraction term consisting of age multiplied by religious commitment.6 In order to test the

mediating effect of young and older evangelicals’ different socializing environments, I code age as

a dichotomous variable where zero indicates respondents who are 30 and older and one indicates

respondents who are 18 to 29.7 In order to operationalize religious commitment, I use principal

components factor analysis to combine the standard indicators that are available in the 2008

NES study: religious salience (guidance), frequency of worship attendance, and frequency of

prayer (Green 2007; Layman 2001; Leege and Kellstedt 1993).8 All three items load strongly

on a single factor, and I use this factor score to indicate religious commitment.9 Control

variables include income, education, gender, union membership, region of residence (South vs.

non-South), and race and ethnicity.10

The dependent variables in this analysis are party identification, ideology, and presidential

4 While other methods of coding evangelicals are available (Hackett and Lindsay 2008), these methods typically
utilize questions related to religious beliefs and commitments, posing a problem for this study, which uses mea-
sures of commitment as an explanatory variable. Other measures rely on survey respondents’ self-identification
as evangelical—an indicator the 2008 ANES does not include. For these reasons, Steensland et al.’s (2000)
“RELTRAD” measure is optimal for this study. See Section A of the Appendix for the complete coding scheme.

5 Multiple imputation has been shown to be an unbiased, efficient method of dealing with missing data, which
produces better inference than standard pairwise or listwise deletion (Little and Rubin 2002; Rubin 1987; Schafer
1997). Based on Little and Rubin’s (2002) suggestion that 5-10 imputations produce unbiased estimates, I create
10 replicate data sets to use in my analysis. See Section C of the Appendix for more information on multiple
imputation.

6 The religion and politics literature typically considers religious commitment and orthodoxy to be distinct
predictors of political behavior and includes both of these indicators in all analyses (see Green et al. 1996; Green
2007; Layman 1997, 2001; Leege and Kellstedt 1993). I agree that these unique dimensions of religious affiliation
are both important predictors, but in keeping with my theory, I focus my analysis on religious commitment and
exclude doctrinal orthodoxy. Looking at the ANES questions used to measure religious orthodoxy (namely a
respondent’s view of Scripture and identification as a born–again believer), this variable largely captures how
respondents define their faith. It does not reflect religious importance or participation. While I do not include
religious orthodoxy in my primary analysis, I do run models including both religious orthodoxy and commitment.
Despite high levels of multicollinearity between these variables, the results from the orthodoxy and commitment
models are similar to the findings I present for the religious commitment models (Table 2). Also, I follow the
religion and politics literature in separating religious orthodoxy and commitment into two distinct variables, but
I do run models combining the indicators for these variables into one measure of religiosity. The results from
these religiosity models, which can be viewed in Section B of the Appendix, mirror the results from the religious
commitment models (Table 2).

7 I follow Arnett (2000, 2004), who indicates that the age range 18–29 best captures the unique life–stage of
emerging adulthood. While scholars disagree about which dates define the Emerging Adult cohort, they largely
agree that Millennials are born somewhere between 1978 and 2000 (Twenge 2006; Zukin et al. 2006). Therefore,
the 18–29 age range captures the Millennial Generation arguably well.

8 See Section A of the Appendix for the 2008 NES question wording for this indicator.

9 This factor has an eigenvalue of 2.11 and explains 70% of the total variance in the three indicators. The
factor loadings range from .81 to .87.

10 I control for race and ethnicity because, while African Americans are not included in this analysis, other races
and ethnicities are.
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vote choice. Party identification and ideology are coded as a 7–point scale, respectively ranging

from Strong Democrat to Strong Republican and from Strong Liberal to Strong Conservative.

Presidential vote choice is coded zero for the Democratic candidate, Barack Obama, and one for

the Republican candidate, John McCain. Table 1 provides an overview of the key independent

and dependent variables included in this analysis, broken down between Millennial and older

evangelicals.

Table 1: Variable Overview: Means and Standard Deviations

18–29 30 & Older

Variable Mean SD Mean SD

Religious Commitment -0.15 0.99 0.03 1.00
Party ID (7pt scale) 4.04 1.83 4.17 2.13
Ideology (7pt scale) 4.44 1.45 4.7 1.46
2008 Pres. Vote 0.4 0.50 0.60 0.49

N 85 – 461 –

Note: With imputed data, all of the differences

in means are significant at p < 0.05

Analysis

In order to test the marginal effect of age and religious commitment on politics, I utilize

linear regression to model party identification and ideology and logitistic regression to model

presidential vote choice. I regress all three political variables on age, religious commitment, the

interaction term, and the demographic controls, modeling the following equation:

DVi = β0+β1Millennialsi+β2Commitmenti+β3(Millennialsi∗Commitmenti)+β4Controlsi+ei

After running models for each response variable, I utilize Rubin’s combination rules to pool

the results from the 10 imputed data sets (Little and Rubin 2002; Rubin 1987). This means that

I include both between and within imputation variance when calculating standard errors, and I

adjust the degrees of freedom to account for imputation uncertainty.11

Results

Table 2 presents the parameter estimates that result from the models for party identification,

ideology, and presidential vote. The coefficients on religious commitment capture the marginal

effect of this variable on the political regressands for older evangelicals. In all three cases, this

11 For more information on Rubin’s (1987) combination rules, see Section C of the Appendix.

13



effect is positive and significant at the 0.01 level, which indicates that commitment to one’s

religious group does matter, even among those who face lower contextual complexity. More

importantly, the coefficients on the interaction terms between religious commitment and age

are also positive and significant at the 0.10 level. This indicates that the marginal effect of

religious commitment on party identification, ideology, and presidential vote choice is in the same

direction, but significantly larger, for Millennial evangelicals compared to older evangelicals. For

every one unit increase in religious commitment, we expect a marginal increase of .41 in party

identification, of .27 in ideology, and of .57 in the log odds of voting for McCain amongst young

evangelicals, relative to the change we expect amongst older evangelicals. These results support

my hypothesis that religious commitment influences political behavior and identity to a greater

extent amongst young evangelicals than it does amongst older evangelicals.

Table 2: Parameter Estimates from Religious Commitment Models

Variable Party ID Ideology Pres. Vote

(Intercept) 1.71*** 3.72*** -2.60***
(0.35) (0.31) (0.66)

Millennials 0.21 -0.0004 -0.02
(0.23) (0.18) (0.36)

Religious Commitment 0.26*** 0.37*** 0.43***
(0.09) (0.07) (0.14)

Millennials*Commitment 0.41** 0.27* 0.57*
(0.23) (0.17) (0.36)

Income 0.09*** 0.04** 0.06**
(0.02) (0.01) (0.03)

Education 0.12** -0.02 0.13*
(0.06) (0.05) (0.09)

Gender (Female) -0.52*** -0.25** -0.18
(0.17) (0.13) (0.27)

Union Membership -0.52** 0.07 -0.20
(0.26) (0.21) (0.40)

Region (South) 0.11 0.05 0.37*
(0.17) (0.13) (0.23)

Race (White) 1.09*** 0.73*** 1.83***
(0.24) (0.18) (0.40)

N 546 546 546
R2 0.19 0.15 NA
Adjusted R2 0.17 0.13 NA

One-tailed tests.

*p < 0.10. **p < 0.05. ***p < 0.01.

Figure 1, Figure 2, and Figure 3 present a visual representation of the evidence supporting

my expectation that the effect of religious commitment on political actions and affiliations will

be greater amongst young versus older evangelicals. In all three figures, the X-axis shows the

observed range of religious commitment, and the Y-axis shows the expected value of the depen-

dent variable given religious commitment, holding all other variables at their means. For each
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graph, I plot the marginal effects of religious commitment on political behavior and identity for

both young (solid line) and older evangelicals (dashed line). Also, there is a rug plot on the

X-axis of each figure with tick marks showing how the observations are distributed.

Figure 1 illustrates the estimated effect of religious commitment on party identification for

Millennial and older evangelicals, holding all control variables constant at their means. This

graph shows that the slope of the line representing the predicted impact of religious commitment

on partisanship is steeper for young evangelicals than for older evangelicals. On average, moving

from the lowest to the highest level of religious commitment shifts older evangelicals less than

one point on the 7–point party identification scale, while it shifts Millennial evangelicals up two

and a half points.
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Fig. 1: Estimated Marginal Effect of Religious Commitment on Evangelicals’ Party Identification

Figure 2 illustrates the estimated effect of religious commitment on ideology for both age

groups of evangelicals, setting all control variables to their means. Figure 2 closely mirrors

Figure 1. As with partisanship, the slope of the line indicating the estimated effect of religious

commitment on ideology is greater for young than for older evangelicals. On average, moving

from the lowest to the highest level of religious commitment shifts older evangelicals slightly

more than one point on the 7–point ideology scale, and it again shifts Millennial evangelicals up

two and a half points.

15



−2 −1 0 1

3.
5

4.
0

4.
5

5.
0

5.
5

Predicted Effect of Commitment on Ideology

Religious Commitment

Id
eo

lo
gy

Millennials
Older Adults

Fig. 2: Estimated Marginal Effect of Religious Commitment on Evangelicals’ Political Ideology

Figure 3 presents the estimated effect of religious commitment on presidential vote choice for

young and older evangelicals, again holding all of the control variables constant at their means.

This graph illustrates the influence of religious commitment on the predicted probability of each

age group voting for McCain in the 2008 election. It shows that the impact of religious com-

mitment on political behavior is greater amongst Millennial than amongst older evangelicals,

complementing the results displayed in Figures 1 and 2. Based on the simulated voter profile,

moving from the lowest to the highest level of religious commitment shifts the predicted proba-

bility that older evangelicals will vote for McCain from less than forty percent to almost seventy

percent. In contrast, it moves the predicted probability that Millennial evangelicals will vote for

McCain from less than twenty percent to eighty percent.
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Fig. 3: Estimated Marginal Effect of Religious Commitment on Evangelicals’ Presidential Vote Choice

In summary, older evangelicals tend to express more stable political orientations than young

evangelicals across the range of religious commitment. Conversely, young evangelicals reflect

greater variability in partisanship, ideology, and voting behavior based on their level of religious

commitment. In short, all three figures illustrate that religious commitment matters more in

predicting the political behavior and political affiliations of young versus older evangelicals.

Discussion

The main question raised at the start of this paper was how different socializing contexts

influence the political relevance of group behavior. The results of this analysis suggest that the

answer depends, in part, on whether or not the aggregate environment in which people come

of age politically communicates norms and produces pressures that reinforce or contradict the

prevalent political values and positions endorsed by a particular social community.

On the one hand, socializing environments have relatively little effect on the political impact

of group commitment when they reinforce a group’s dominant political perspectives. When con-

textual complexity is low, individuals’ group commitment matters less to their political behavior

than it does when contextual complexity is high. Regardless of how involved with or detached

from an ingroup people are, they are more likely to follow the ingroup’s political norms if the

circumstances under which they are socialized into politics reinforce these norms. Consequently,

group membership alone is largely enough to predict political actions and affiliations amongst
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those who develop their political views in less complex contexts. Once these political positions

are adopted, they are likely to persist through shifts in the social environment over time (Camp-

bell et al. 1960; Mannheim 1952; Pacheco 2008; Ryder 1965). Older evangelicals appear to fit

this pattern.

On the other hand, socializing environments that increase contextual complexity heighten the

political impact of group commitment. When one’s broader cultural environment and immediate

group affiliation communicate conflicting messages and pressure one in opposite directions, one

has to prioritize between competing values. Under these circumstances, people need additional

support from their community to maintain the community’s values, and group commitment,

which represents this reinforcement, becomes more important in swaying individuals to espouse

their ingroup’s political positions. The increased political effect of religious commitment amongst

young evangelicals evidences this premise.

Based on the research findings, this study makes three contributions to the extant literature.

First, it suggests that the connection between groups and politics is mediated by the broader

cultural environment. Previous research has established that group behavior influences individual

political behavior. The results of this study, however, indicate that the political effect of group

commitment is mediated by the aggregate social environments in which people come of age

politically. Consequently, these findings contribute to a more nuanced understanding of the

contingent way in which group behavior influences individual political actions and affiliations.

We know that groups matter to politics, and this study suggests that how much they matter

depends on broader social norms and pressures.

Admittedly, the political effect of the social context in which people come of age politically

is somewhat small: people are not moved from Republican to Democratic partisanship by their

socializing environment. Still, the finding of marginal movement in response to contextual com-

plexity is important. In light of the strong historical connection between evangelical Protestants

and the Republican party, the fact that age mediates the connection between evangelicals’ re-

ligious commitment and their political positions is notable. As scholars of religion and politics

have identified, religious affiliations tend to be enduring associations that powerfully influence

members’ values and politics. These groups shape people’s deeply held beliefs about moral issues,

the divine, and life after death, which, in turn, influence their political decisions. Consequently,

the social and political norms internalized and expressed by evangelical believers are not going

to change easily, even in the face of cross–pressure from the aggregate environment. While the

results of this study indicate that evangelical Protestants still tend to lean right across a range of

variables, they also reveal political variance amongst evangelicals. This evidence that socializing

contexts shift the political importance of religious commitment amongst a seemingly monolithic

18



segment of the “Religious Right” is important for our understanding of the translation of group

behavior to individual politics.

Second, this study provides evidence that various levels of aggregate and interpersonal social

contexts intersect to influence political actions and affiliations. Several authors have admitted

the challenge of trying to measure the political effect of multiple, overlapping environments (e.g.,

Huckfeldt and Sprague 1993; Huckfeldt, Plutzer and Sprague 1993; Pacheco 2008). Also, many of

the studies that examine the impact of two contexts on political participation and preferences are

susceptible to the criticism of self–selection bias, whether the interaction of concern is between

neighborhood and smaller network settings or between social network environments and dyadic

interactions (Huckfeldt, Johnson and Sprague 2002; McClurg 2006). Johnson, Shively and Stein

(2002) point out that contextual effects research faces the challenge of demonstrating that ag-

gregate social contexts are exogenous, rather than correlated with the response variable. What

appear to be aggregate efects on individual behavior might be the result of similar individuals

choosing to live in the same neighborhood or district, to work at the same company, to attend

the same church, or to send their kids to the same school. By examining the interaction effect

between age and religious commitment, however, I address the problem of self–selection bias.

Individuals do not pick the generation in which they are born based on traits that might influence

their political behavior. Therefore, by using age as a proxy for having been socialized into pol-

itics in different historical environments, I can be relatively certain that aggregate, age–related

factors have an exogenous effect on the political impact of individuals’ group commitment. As

a result, my finding that broad socializing environments and specific group dynamics interact to

shape people’s political perspectives lends stronger support to the notion that different types of

social and political contexts intersect to influence politics.

Third, the results of this study suggest that cross–pressures from different social contexts

influence voting behavior, partisanship, and ideology. Previous research has largely focused on

the inhibiting effect of cross–pressure on political participation. I find that cross–pressure from

different socializing environments and group affiliations, which I summarize as higher contextual

complexity, leads to another outcome: it heightens the impact of group behavior on presiden-

tial voting, party identification, and ideology. Consequently, this study suggests that we should

expand our analysis of cross–pressures beyond political participation. We should also be cre-

ative when we consider the range of dynamics and interactions that generate cross–pressure on

individuals’ political decisions.
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Conclusion

Ultimately, these findings advance scholarship on the political effect of group behavior by

modeling the mediating impact of socializing contexts. This study demonstrates that even strong

connections between groups and politics are influenced by the environment in which people come

of age politically. More specifically, greater contextual complexity heightens the effect of group

commitment on the translation of group norms to individuals’ political behavior.

While this analysis focuses on the impact of age cohort socialization on the political effect of

group behavior, the unique patterns of political learning that result from other contexts, such

as geographic regions or social classes, are expected to exert a similar influence. Across different

environments, the fundamental factor defining the mediating impact of socializing contexts on

the political relevance of group commitment is whether these contexts reinforce or counter a

group’s political norms. Furthermore, if social settings can weaken even the tight connection

between people’s evangelical commitment and their political behavior, they can likely modify

the political relevance of other group affiliations as well.

This study demonstrates that aggregate socializing contexts mediate the political impact

of group behavior. It does not unpack the micro–level psychological and sociological factors

that underlie the influence of the environment in which people come of age politically on the

translation of group norms to individual politics. Consequently, questions remain unanswered

regarding the specific mechanisms by which contextual complexity affects the impact of group

commitment on political behavior. Future work should investigate which dynamics of the larger

political environment, whether political issues, political candidates, national events, news frames,

or social movements, play the most important role in mediating the political impact of group

behavior.
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APPENDIX

Section A

Evangelical Protestants

Denominations coded as evangelical : Seventh-Day Adventist, American Baptist Association,
Baptist Bible Fellowship, Baptist General Conference, Baptist Missionary Association of Amer-
ica, Conservative Baptist Association of America, General Association of Regular Baptist
Churches, National Association of Free Will Baptists, Primitive Baptists, Reformed Baptists,
Southern Baptist Convention, Mennonite Church, Evangelical Covenant Church, Evangelical
Free Church, Congregational Christian, Brethren in Christ, Mennonite Brethren, Christian and
Missionary Alliance, Church of God (Anderson, Ind.), Church of the Nazarene, Free Methodist
Church, Salvation Army, Wesleyan Church, Church of God of Findlay, Ohio, Plymouth Brethren,
Independent Fundamentalist Churches of America, Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, Wiscon-
sin Evangelical Lutheran Synod, Congregational Methodist, Assemblies of God, Church of
God (Cleveland, Tenn.), Church of God (Huntsville, AL), International Church of the Four
Square Gospel, Pentecostal Church of God, Pentecostal Holiness Church, Church of God of the
Apostolic Faith, Church of God of Prophecy, Apostolic Pentecostal, Cumberland Presbyterian
Church, Presbyterian Church in America, Evangelical Presbyterian, Christian Reformed Church.

Respondents selecting “No Denomination,” “Nondenominational,” “Protestant,” and “Just
Christian” were coded as evangelicals if they attend church at least once a month.

Religious Commitment

Church Attendance: Do you go to religious services every week, almost every week, once or twice
a month, a few times a year, or never?
1 = Never
2 = A few times a year
3 = Once or twice a month
4 = Almost every week
5 = Once a week
6 = More than once a week

Religious Salience: Would you say your religion provides some guidance in your day-to-day
living, quite a bit of guidance, or a great deal of guidance in your day-to-day life?
1 = None
2 = Some
3 = Quite a bit
4 = A great deal

Prayer : Do you pray several times a day, once a day, a few times a week, once a week or less, or
never?
1 = Never
2 = Once a week
3 = A few times a week
4 = Once a day
5 = Several times a day
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Section B

Religious Orthodoxy

Scriptural Authority : Which of these statements comes closest to describing your feelings about
the Bible?
1 = The Bible is a book written by men and is not the Word of God.
2 = The Bible is the Word of God but not everything in it should be taken literally, word for
word.
3 = The Bible is the actual Word of God and is to be taken literally, word for word.

Born-Again Christian: Would you call yourself a born-again Christian, that is, have you per-
sonally had a conversion experience related to Jesus Christ?
0 = No
1 = Yes

Religiosity

In order to operationalize religiosity, I use principal components factor analysis to combine the
three indicators for religious commitment and the two indicators for religious orthodoxy. All five
items load strongly on a single factor, and I use this factor score to indicate religiosity.12

Table 3: Parameter Estimates from Religiosity Models

Variable Party ID Ideology Pres. Vote

(Intercept) 1.70*** 3.71*** -2.66***
(0.35) (0.31) (0.68)

Millennials 0.23 0.03 0.02
(0.23) (0.18) (0.37)

Religiosity 0.28*** 0.42*** 0.48***
(0.09) (0.07) (0.14)

Millennials*Religiosity 0.37* 0.24* 0.57*
(0.23) (0.18) (0.37)

Income 0.09*** 0.04** 0.06**
(0.02) (0.01) (0.03)

Education 0.14** -0.01 0.15*
(0.06) (0.05) (0.09)

Gender (Female) -0.52*** -0.26** -0.19
(0.17) (0.13) (0.27)

Union Membership -0.51** 0.08 -0.18
(0.26) (0.21) (0.40)

Region (South) 0.10 0.03 0.36*
(0.17) (0.13) (0.23)

Race (White) 1.07*** 0.71*** 1.83***
(0.24) (0.18) (0.41)

N 546 546 546
R2 0.19 0.17 NA
Adjusted R2 0.18 0.15 NA

One-tailed tests.

*p < 0.10. **p < 0.05. ***p < 0.01.

12 This factor has an eigenvalue of 2.87 and explains 57% of the total variance in the five indicators. The factor
loadings range from .64 to .85.
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Section C

Multiple Imputation

I used the Multivariate Imputation by Chained Equation (MICE) package in R to fill in
missing data with plausible values. MICE applies a fully conditional specification method,
which means that it specifies an imputation model for each variable with missing values and
then iterates over these conditionally specified models, sequentially imputing missing values.
These plausible values reflect uncertainty about the nonresponse model.

In applying MICE to this project, I generated imputations of the missing data 10 different
times, producing 10 replicate datasets—each with somewhat different values filled in for the
missing data. I chose this number based on the accepted guideline that only 5 to 10 imputations
are necessary for efficient results (Little and Rubin 2002). I ran my models on each of the
10 dataset and then averaged the results from each analysis to get a single estimate for each
parameter.

In order to get accurate standard error estimates, I had to account for the variance within
each dataset and the variance between the datasets, which multiple imputation produces. To
do this, I calculated the within imputation variance, which is simply the mean of the individual
variances from each imputation, and the between imputation variance, which is the mean of the
squared differences between individual parameter estimates and the average, overall parameter
estimate. I combined the within and the between imputation variance to get the total variance.
Then I took the square root of the total variance to get accurate standard errors. I also had to ac-
count for the multiple imputation datasets by adjusting the degrees of freedom for the t–statistic.

Average Estimates

θ̄M =
1

M

M∑
m=1

(θ̂m)

Within lmputation Variance

W̄M =
1

M

M∑
m=1

Σm

Between Imputation Variance

BM =
1

M − 1

M∑
m=1

(θ̂m − θ̄M )2

Total Variance

TM = W̄M + (1 +
1

M
)BM

Adjusting the Degrees of Freedom

(M − 1)(1 + (
1

M + 1
)(
W̄M

BM
))2

In all equations, M represents the number of imputations, θ̂m represents the parameter esti-
mates computed individually from each imputed data set, θ̄M represents the average parameter
estimate, and Σm signifies the variances associated with θ̂m.
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