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Abstract 

This study examines the complex interplay of factors that shape political attitudes and voting 

behavior in the U.S. This research aims to trace how these factors intertwine to shape American 

voters attitudes concerning US elections. It integrates mixed-methods research design to investigate 

combined quantitative analysis of voter surveys from Pew Research and Gallup with demographic 

data from the U.S. Census and economic indicators from the Federal Reserve. Qualitative methods 

included in-depth case studies of pivotal voting blocs and systematic content analysis of partisan 

media outlets and social media platforms. The study demonstrated how identity-based political 

alignment has become the dominant force in voter decision-making. The research identified that 

Millennial and Gen Z voters demonstrate distinct preference patterns focused on cultural 

progressivism and economic justice, while older cohorts maintain stronger partisan loyalties. 

Moreover, geographic analysis uncovers urban-rural divides. Furthermore, the study documents how 

economic anxieties interact with cultural backlash to intensify partisan animosity, particularly 

among working-class voters. CollectivelyThese findings undermine the explanatory power of 

traditional rational choice models.  

Keywords: Media influence, Political Attitude, Political Polarization, Socio demographic factors, 

Voting Behavior. 
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 General Introduction 

1.Background of the Study  

Political attitudes and voting behavior in the United States have been subjects of hard 

scholarly and public interest. As it is the world’s oldest modern democracy, the U.S. political 

landscape serves as a dynamic laboratory for understanding how individuals shape their ideological 

priorities, align with political parties, and finally cast their ballots. However, the 21
st
 century has 

inserted in unmatched changes in the sociodemographic, technological, and cultural fabric of 

American society. With in the rise of social media as an ideological discourse that deepen 

polarization along generational, racial, and geographic lines, the factors shaping voter attitudes 

today are more complex and multifaceted than ever before (Barrett et al., 2024).   

In fact, the presidential elections (2016-2020) confirm the inability of traditional voting 

models. It shows stark splits between urban and rural communities, the growing effect of digital 

echo chambers, and the resurgence of identity-driven politics. These developments challenge long-

standing theories of political behavior, like the rational choice models or party identification 

frameworks. Meanwhile, algorithmic curation of political content, the "cultural backlash" among the 

segments of the electorate, and the politicization of economic inequality, require fresh analytical 

frameworks to disentangle their impact. 

On the other hand, the 2024 U.S. presidential election appears as a critical case study. It 

unfolds in an era characterized by rapid technological innovation, demographic transformation and 

increased partisan enmity. This election also takes place amid lingering economic uncertainty post-

pandemic, escalating discussions over climate policy, immigration, racial justice, and media 

ecosystem fragmented along ideological line. Understanding how these intersecting forces unite to 
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shape voter attitudes is not only academically vital but also necessary for policymakers, campaign 

strategists, and advocates of democratic engagement.   

U.S. political attitudes and voting behavior are shaped by media, socio-psychological factors, 

partisan identity, and structural polarization. Bail et al. (2018) show that social media algorithms 

reinforce polarization through echo chambers, where conservatives don't follow the opposing views 

on Twitter, and Brookings Institution reports linking algorithmic engagement to misinformation 

(Barrett et al., 2024). Van Bavel et al., (2016) see that these dynamics align with ―moral 

grandstanding,‖ where outrage-driven communication entrenches divides. Identity loyalty often 

overrides rational policy evaluations. Rudolph & Hartmann, (2025) confirm that the Q-methodology 

study found that educated voters prioritize familial/party ties over policy, supporting Van Bavel et 

al.’s (2016) cognitive competition model, where identity trumps policy advantage. Bartels, (2008) 

see that such findings challenge rational choice frameworks. 

2. Statement of the Problem 

It is clear that different factors intervene to shape the voters’ political attitudes in the U.S.  

However, it remains unclear how these factors work together to affect the Americans’ political 

beliefs today, especially with the growing of generational divides, social media’s growing power, 

and deepening cultural polarization. without understanding these dynamics, it is not easy to clarify 

why political attitudes are becoming more divided or how they may evolve in future. 

3. Research Questions 

The current study seeks to answer the following questions:  

1.What is the role of age, race, and urban/rural differences in shaping Americans’ political attitudes? 

2.How do social media and partisan news outlets affect in shaping the political attitudes? 
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3.How do economic matters and cultural conflicts contribute to divisions in political attitudes? 

4. Research Hypotheses  

1- The variables of age, race, and urban/rural differences may play a crucial role in shaping 

Americans’ political attitudes. 

2.  Social media outlets and news stations can affect in shaping the political attitudes 

3. The economic issues and cultural conflicts may contribute to divisions in political attitudes and 

changes in standpoints 

5. Aims of the Study 

The main objective of this study is to discuss how socio-demographic factors, media influence 

and economic/cultural dynamics together shape political attitudes among U.S. voters. By applying 

theoretical frameworks of attitude formation (e.g., party identification, media theories) and 

analyzing empirical data alongside the 2024 presidential election as a case study, this research 

attempts to illustrate which factors dominate in driving polarization, alignment, or changes in 

Americans’ political beliefs today. 

6. Methodology  

In this study, we opt for a mixed-methods approach, integrating theoretical frameworks from 

political psychology, empirical quantitative analysis, and qualitative case studies to dissect the 

interaction of identity, media, and socio-demographic factors in the 2024 U.S. presidential election.  

According to Party Identification Theory and Expressive Voting, the analysis uses voter 

surveys (Pew Research, Gallup), economic indicators (Federal Reserve, BLS), and demographic 
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data (U.S. Census) to quantify partisan loyalty and cultural backlash, while qualitative insights from 

regional case studies (e.g., Texas Rio Grande Valley’s Hispanic shift) and content analysis of media 

narratives (Fox News, TikTok) contextualize symbolic voting behaviors.  

(MIT Election Lab) coins that the Comparative historical analysis contrasts 2024’s AI-driven 

disinformation with previous electoral cycles, and algorithmic audits (Stanford Internet 

Observatory) evaluate social media’s role in polarization. By triangulating quantitative polls, 

qualitative interviews, and theoretical models, the methodology challenges Rational Choice 

assumptions, emphasizing instead how identity-driven anxieties and algorithmic amplification 

reshaped voter rationality. This synthesis bridges political science, media studies, and computational 

analytics to interrogate democratic resilience in an era of tribal loyalties and technological 

disruption. 

7. Significance of the Study  

This research addresses a critical gap in understanding how developed socio-demographic 

realities, media ecosystems, and economic/cultural tensions together shape political attitudes in the 

recent United States. Academically, it develops theories of political behavior by integrating 

traditional frameworks with recent dynamics such as algorithmic media consumption and 

generational divides, presenting new models for analyzing voter psychology in polarized 

democracies. Especially, the results can inform policymakers, campaign strategists, and civic 

organizations aiming to bridge political divides, craft resonant messaging, or address inequities in 

political participation. Societally, the study highlights how factors like social media algorithms and 

urban-rural disparities deepen polarization, authorizing voters to critically reflect on how their 

attitudes are shaped.  
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8. Structure of the Dissertation  

This study is divided into three chapters. The first chapter displays '' Theoretical Foundations of Voting 

Behavior '' sets the principal theories that clarify how voters make decision, including rational choice, party 

identification, media influence, and psychological models of political behavior. The second chapter 

delineates '' Factors Influencing American Voting Behavior '' tests the real-world drivers of electoral choices, 

like demographic changes, economic conditions, cultural polarization, and the impact of media and 

technology. The third chapter presents '' Case Study: The 2024 U.S. Presidential Election '' applies these 

theoretical and empirical frameworks to analyze the particular dynamics of the 2024 election, showing how 

the interaction of ideas, demographics, and media formed its outcome. 
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Introduction  

This chapter establishes a theoretical foundation for understanding how these attitudes 

emerge, stabilize, and evolve in democratic contexts. It begins by defining political standpoints as 

the intersection of personal identity, material interests, and cognitive frameworks, which guide how 

individuals interpret policies and candidates. Subsequent sections explore competing 

paradigms: Rational Choice and Policy-Driven Theories dissect voters’ pragmatic calculations of 

self-interest and ideological alignment, while Party Affiliation and Identity Theories interrogate the 

enduring influence of partisan loyalty and social group membership. The chapter then turns 

to Social and Media Influence Theories, analyzing how information ecosystems amplify 

polarization and reshape political narratives. Finally, it conceptualizes Voting Behavior through the 

lenses of retrospective evaluations, prospective expectations, and expressive identity signaling. 

Together, these frameworks illuminate the multifaceted forces driving political attitude formation, 

offering critical insights into voter decision-making in an era of deepening ideological divides and 

digital transformation. 

1.1 Defining Political Standpoints 

According to Sears and Fank (1991), political standpoints refer to the positions individuals 

adopt on political issues. They reflect their values, identities, and perceived material or symbolic 

interests. These standpoints are deeply rooted in cognitive frameworks that guide how individuals 

interpret political events, policies, and candidates (Conover & Feldman, 1984). They emerge from 

the interplay of personal experiences, social identities, and external influences (Zaller, 1992).   

The distinction between instrumental and expressive political behavior refers to center of the 

political standpoints. Rational Choice Theory suggests that instrumental standpoints prioritize 

tangible outcomes such as voting for policies that maximize economic utility, as posited by (Downs, 
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1957). In contrast, expressive standpoints emphasize symbolic alignment with group identities or 

moral values, such as supporting a party that reflects one’s cultural worldview (Huddy et al., 2015; 

Haidt, 2012).  

Political standpoints also function as heuristics. It simplifies complex political decisions by 

relying on cues like: party labels or trusted leaders (Lupia & McCubbins, 1998).  Goren et al. (2009) 

posit that this heuristic reliance is evident in contexts of low political knowledge. Correspondingly, 

voters depend on partisan affiliation or moral intuitions to navigate policy debates. However, the 

stability of these standpoints are varied:  some individuals exhibit consistent ideological coherence 

while others hold contradictory positions shaped by situational factors (Barker & Tinnick, 2006; 

Druckman et al., 2013).   

political standpoints are not static because they evolve in response to shifting social norms, 

generational turnover, and institutional changes. Younger generations in the U.S. increasingly 

prioritize climate action and social equity. That reflects broader cultural shifts toward postmaterialist 

values (Inglehart, 2020). The olders cohorts often retain standpoints anchored in Cold War-era 

security and economic stability (Jacoby, 2014). 

Table 1.1 

 Key Theories of Political Standpoints 

Theory Key Proponents Core Argument 

Rational Choice 

Theory 

Downs (1957) Individuals adopt 

standpoints to maximize 

material/economic utility. 

Expressive Politics Huddy et al. (2015) Standpoints reflect 

symbolic group identities 
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or moral values. 

Heuristic Decision-

Making 

Lupia & McCubbins 

(1998) 

Voters simplify 

choices using party cues or 

elite endorsements. 

 

1.2 Rational Choice and Policy-Driven Theories 

For understanding how voters evaluate political options, balancing self-interest, ideological 

alignment, and issue prioritization. Rational Choice and Policy-Driven Theories represent 

foundational frameworks The theories provide contrasting yet complementary lenses to explain 

decision-making in electoral contexts. 

1.2.1 Rational Choice Theory 

Rational Choice Theory (RCT) comes from microeconomic principles. It posits that voters act 

as rational agents who systematically weigh costs and benefits to maximize personal utility (Downs, 

1957). RCT assumes that individuals possess references, full information about political 

alternatives, and the cognitive capacity to rank choices logically (Aldrich, 1993). a voter inclines to 

support a candidate who proposes tax cuts if they anticipate higher disposable income or oppose 

trade policies perceived as threatening their job security (Lewis-Beck & Stegmaier, 2000). 

RCT has explained economic voting. Voters reward or punish incumbents based on 

macroeconomic performance. Fiorina’s (1981) illustrates that individuals assess incumbents past 

handling of the economy rather than future promises. During the 1980 U.S. election, Reagan’s 

victory was attributed to voter dissatisfaction with Carter-era inflation and stagnation (Kiewiet, 

1983). Similarly, the 1992 Clinton campaign’s focus on economic anxiety resonated with voters 

prioritizing recovery from recession (Hetherington, 1996). 
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RCT oversimplifies human behavior. It discounts emotional, social, and identity-based 

factors. It highlights its paradox of voting: if voting is costly (time, effort) and the probability of 

swaying an election is near-zero, why do millions vote? (Green and Shapiro ,1994). RCT explains 

this without invoking non-material motives like: civic duty or expressive identity (Riker & 

Ordeshook, 1968). 

Furthermore, RCT explains attitudes on cultural issues. Sears and Funk, (1991) proposes that 

opposition to same-sex marriage or abortion rights often persists even when such stances conflict 

with voters’ economic interests. Similarly, voters who come from working-class support tax cuts for 

the wealthy that underscore the limits of purely rational models (Bartels, 2008). 

RCT integrates bounded rationality by acknowledging cognitive limits and heuristic shortcuts 

(Simon, 1955). Lupia and McCubbins (1998) argue that voters use party labels or endorsements as 

low-cost ―cues‖ to approximate informed decisions. A voter who lacks detailed healthcare policy 

knowledge may support a party advocating universal coverage. 

1.2.2 Policy Voting Theory 

Policy Voting Theory shifts focus from self-interest to issue-based alignment. It posits that 

voters support candidates whose platforms reflect their preferences (Carmines & Stimson, 1980). 

This framework emphasizes ideological congruence over personal gain (Ansolabehere et al., 2008). 

This theory gained traction as U.S. parties polarized ideologically in the late 20th century. It enables 

voters to ―sort‖ into parties matching their values (Levendusky, 2009). For example: 

 Environmental Policy: Pro-climate voters increasingly align with Democrats, drawn by 

renewable energy initiatives (Guber, 2013). 

 Healthcare: Support for the Affordable Care Act became a litmus test for Democratic 

loyalty, while opposition defined Republican platforms (Tesler, 2016). 
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 Gun Control: Urban voters prioritizing firearm regulations disproportionately back 

Democrats, whereas rural voters opposing restrictions favor Republicans (Filindra & Kaplan, 

2016). 

Policy voting hinges on three conditions: 

1. Issue Salience: Voters prioritize issues they perceive as personally impactful (Campbell, 

2002). 

2. Candidate Differentiation: Clear policy contrasts between parties enhance issue-based 

decisions (Sides & Vavreck, 2013). 

3. Voter Knowledge: Policy voting requires awareness of candidates’ positions. Highly 

educated voters are more likely to engage in issue-based voting (Delli Carpini & Keeter, 

1996). 

The Michigan Model (Campbell et al., 1960) challenges policy voting. It demonstrates that 

many voters lack coherent ideologies. It relies on partisan identities. Druckman et al. (2013) show 

that elite polarization can distort policy preferences. voters adopt positions endorsed by their party, 

even reversing prior stances (Rho & Tomz, 2017). Additionally, symbolic politics often overshadow 

policy alignment. Sears and Citrin (1985) found that White voters in California supported 

Proposition 13 (property tax cuts) not for fiscal benefits but as a protest against government 

overreach. 

1.3 Party Affiliation and Identity Theories 

Party affiliation and identity theories explore how partisan loyalty, ideological alignment, and 

social group membership shape political attitudes. These frameworks bridge psychological, 

sociological, and institutional explanations of voter behavior. 
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1.3.1 Party Identification Theory 

Campbell et al. (1960) argues that Party Identification Theory, central to the Michigan Model, 

posits that partisan loyalty functions as a stable and affective identity akin to religious or ethnic 

belonging. party identification is theorized as a social identity acquired early in life through familial 

socialization and reinforced by communal ties (Green et al., 2002). For example, children of 

Democratic parents are 60% more likely to identify as Democrats in adulthood, independent of 

policy preferences (Sears & Brown, 2013). 

This "affective attachment" to parties operates as a perceptual screen, shaping how voters 

interpret political events and policies. Taber and Lodge, (2006) says that Partisans often downplay 

scandals involving co-partisan leaders while amplifying opposition missteps, a phenomenon 

termed motivated reasoning . During the 2016 U.S. election, Republicans dismissed allegations 

against Trump, whereas Democrats amplified criticisms, reflecting identity-protective cognition 

(Iyengar et al., 2019).  The Empirical Applications show that: 

 Stability vs. Fluidity: While long-term studies confirm party ID’s stability (e.g., 75% of 

voters retain childhood affiliations; Jennings et al., 2009), exogenous shocks like economic 

crises or social movements (e.g., Black Lives Matter) can weaken attachments. For instance, 

the 2008 financial crisis prompted 12% of lifelong Republicans to temporarily identify as 

Independents (Sides et al., 2018). 

 Negative Partisanship: Modern polarization has shifted focus from loyalty to one’s 

party to hostility toward the opposing party. Democrats and Republicans increasingly define 

themselves by opposing the rival party’s values, a trend amplified by elite rhetoric 

(Abramowitz & Webster, 2016). 
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Critics argue the Michigan Model underestimates the role of policy preferences in modern 

partisanship. As U.S. parties grew ideologically distinct post-1980, voters increasingly ―sorted‖ into 

parties aligning with their pre-existing values, blurring the line between identity and issue-based 

affiliation (Levendusky, 2009). 

1.3.2 Policy Party Affiliation Theory 

Policy Party Affiliation Theory contends that contemporary partisanship increasingly reflects 

ideological alignment with party platforms rather than inherited identity. This ―ideological sorting‖ 

emerged as Democrats and Republicans polarized on issues like abortion, climate change, and 

taxation, enabling voters to self-select into parties matching their policy preferences (Abramowitz, 

2010). 

1. Issue Evolution: Parties adopt clear stances on previously ambiguous issues, attracting 

ideologically aligned voters. For example, the GOP’s opposition to the 1964 Civil Rights Act 

realigned Southern White conservatives, transforming the Democratic ―Solid South‖ into a 

Republican stronghold (Carmines & Stimson, 1989). 

2. Social Identity Convergence: Overlapping social identities (e.g., evangelical Christians, 

union members) reinforce partisan sorting. White evangelicals, once divided between 

parties, now overwhelmingly identify as Republicans due to shared stances on abortion and 

LGBTQ+ rights (Mason, 2018). 

 Issue-Based Realignment: The Democratic Party’s support for same-sex marriage after 

2012 attracted socially liberal voters, while driving socially conservative Democrats to the 

GOP (Bishin et al., 2020). 
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 Elite Cues: Voters increasingly adopt positions signaled by party leaders, even reversing 

prior beliefs. After elite Republican opposition to the Affordable Care Act, GOP voters’ 

disapproval surged from 40% to 75% within two years (Druckman et al., 2013). 

Policy Party Affiliation Theory struggles to explain why low-knowledge voters, who lack 

awareness of party platforms, still exhibit strong partisan loyalties (Bartels, 2008). Additionally, 

many voters prioritize identity over policy: working-class Republicans often support tax cuts for 

the wealthy despite economic harm, prioritizing cultural solidarity (Gest, 2016). 

1.4 Social and Media Influence Theories  

The role of media in shaping political attitudes is transformative.  Lazarsfeld et al. (1944) 

declares the media's role is transforming from being traditional one-way communication models to 

dynamic, interactive digital ecosystems. Early frameworks like the Two-Step Flow of 

Communication emphasizes the role of opinion leaders in filtering political messages through social 

networks. They underscore the relational nature of influence. 

 However, the rise of social media has disrupted this hierarchy. It decentralized information 

diffusion while fostering algorithmic personalization that prioritizes engagement over accuracy 

(Pariser, 2011; Tufekci, 2017). Contemporary platforms amplify ideological polarization through 

echo chambers. Users are systematically exposed to content which reinforce pre-existing beliefs 

(Bakshy et al., 2015).  

Mendes et al. (2018) argue that these platforms democratize political participation for 

grassroots movements like: #MeToo. Yet, this democratization coexists with risks of misinformation 

proliferation, as seen in the viral spread of fake news during the 2016 U.S. election (Allcott & 

Gentzkow, 2017). Understanding these dualities, empowerment and fragmentation, connectivity and 

manipulation, is essential to analyzing modern political attitude formation. 
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1.4.1 Two-Step Flow of Communication 

Lazarsfeld et al. (1944) coined The Two-Step Flow of Communication theory. It posits the 

public does not absorb the media messages directly, but it filters through opinion leaders.  These 

opinion leaders have certain qualities. They interpret, contextualize, and disseminate information to 

their networks. They range from local community figures to celebrities, act as intermediaries. They 

shape how their followers perceive political issues. Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955) say that  during the 

1950s, voting behavior studies have revealed that interpersonal discussions with trusted leaders 

often had a stronger impact on electoral choices than radio or newspaper content. This theory 

underscores the social embeddedness of media influence, focusing that relational dynamics forges 

political attitudes rather than passive consumption.   

Bennett and Manheim (2006) coined that The Two-Step Flow model oversimplifies modern 

media ecosystems. the distinction between opinion leaders and audiences has blurred with the rise 

of digital platforms, because social media enables any user to amplify messages to large networks. 

However, the theory’s reliance on hierarchical communication (elite-to-mass) struggles to explain 

decentralized movements, but according to Tufekci (2017) grassroots activists bypass traditional 

gatekeepers to shape narratives. Despite these limitations, the theory remains relevant in 

understanding how influencers and experts sway public opinion by bridging mass media and 

interpersonal trust (Jamieson & Cappella, 2008).   

Southwell et al. (2020) declare that the Two-Step Flow framework has evolved to 

accommodate multi-step communication models, acknowledging that information traverses 

complex, overlapping networks. For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, health guidelines 

disseminated by the CDC were reinterpreted by medical professionals (primary opinion leaders), 

then further formed by community organizers and social media influencers before reaching the 

public. According to Vosoughi et al. (2018), this expansion process highlights the enduring role of 
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trusted intermediaries in an era of information overload. Though, the diffusion of fake news and 

algorithmic curation has complicated this flow, as misinformation often spreads horizontally 

between peers without elite validation. 

Guess et al. (2023) highlight that modern applications of the theory also show its limitations in 

explaining polarization. While opinion leaders traditionally reinforced consensus, partisan 

influencers on platforms like YouTube and Twitter now exacerbate ideological divides by 

reinforcing in-group identities (For example, conservative talk show hosts like Tucker Carlson 

amplify fringe narratives to loyal audiences, creating parallel information ecosystems divorced from 

mainstream media (Benkler et al., 2018). Therefore , while the Two-Step Flow model provides a 

foundational understanding of media influence, its modern repetition demand greater attention to 

fragmentation and algorithmic amplification.   

1.4.2 Social Media Influence Theory   

Social Media Influence Theory discusses how digital platforms reshape political attitude 

formation through algorithmic personalization, echo chambers, and viral misinformation. Pariser. 

(2011) argues that unlike traditional media, social networks like Facebook and Twitter use machine-

learning algorithms that curate conviction based on users’ past behavior, reinforcing pre-existing 

beliefs and separating them from opposing viewpoints for instance, conservative users are exposed 

to right-leaning news on Facebook, while liberals encounter progressive content, deepening 

ideological polarization (Bakshy et al., 2015). Sunstein (2017) confesses that this ―filter bubble‖ 

effect develop confirmation bias, as users realize their political attitude as normative and opponents 

as deviant. 

The role of social media in spreading misinformation has become a critical focus. Allcott and 

Gentzkow (2017) found that fake news articles favoring Trump or Clinton during the 2016 U.S. 
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election were shared 38 million times on Facebook, often by users mistaking sensationalist content 

for legitimate news. Shao et al. (2018) argues that Platforms like Twitter increase this through 

disinformation flow where bots and coordinated accounts artificially amplify divisive narratives for 

example, the ―Pizzagate‖ conspiracy, which linked Hillary Clinton to a child-trafficking ring, gained 

traction through viral hashtags and algorithmic recommendations (Marwick & Lewis, 2017). Such 

dynamics illustrate how social media’s reward structures prioritize engagement over accuracy, 

distorting public discourse.   

However, studies challenge the homogeneity of echo chambers. While social media users 

expose homophily (preference for like-minded networks), cross-cutting exposure still occurs. 

Gentzkow et al. (2021) found that 15–20% of political content shared on Twitter reaches 

ideologically different audiences, suggesting that echo chambers are porous. Fletcher & Nielsen. 

(2018) coined that incidental exposure to contradicting views can calm polarization, but these 

interactions rarely foster deliberation; Yardi and Boyd (2010) say that   users often refuse conflicting 

information as ―fake news‖ or engage in hostile exchanges, more than entrenching divisions  

The networked nature of social media also empowers grassroots movements to bypass 

traditional media gatekeepers. Mendes et al. (2018) state that the #MeToo movement, for instance, 

leveraged Twitter to amplify survivors’ stories, shifting public attitudes on gender-based violence. 

Authoritarian regimes profiteer these platforms to break dissent, as seen in China’s use of AI-driven 

surveillance to monitor and manipulate online discourse (King et al., 2017). Social Media Influence 

Theory therefore expresses a dual reality: digital platforms democratize political participation while 

simultaneously fragmenting consensus and enabling manipulation.   



 

17 

 

1.5 Conceptualizing Voting Behaviour 

Understanding why people vote the way they do is akin to untangling a knot of 

contradictions. On one hand, voters are portrayed as rational actors weighing policies like 

consumers comparing prices—a perspective immortalized by Anthony Downs’ An Economic 

Theory of Democracy (1957). This ―proximity model‖ suggests we gravitate toward candidates 

whose platforms mirror our own, minimizing ideological distance. Yet, as any campaign strategist 

knows, elections rarely play out like textbook economics. 

Take the 2016 U.S. presidential election. Despite stark policy contrasts, many voters 

prioritized partisan loyalty or cultural identity over detailed policy alignment—a pattern echoing 

Achen and Bartels’ (2016) critique of rational choice models. Their work, Democracy for Realists, 

argues that voters often act less like deliberative citizens and more like sports fans cheering for a 

team. This isn’t mere cynicism; Campbell et al.’s seminal The American Voter (1960) revealed that 

party identification often functions as a ―perceptual filter,‖ subtly shaping how voters interpret even 

nonpartisan issues, from healthcare to climate change. 

But voting is not just a battle between heart and mind. Structural forces tilt the scales. 

Consider education: college graduates lean left on social issues, a trend Norris and Inglehart (2019) 

link to exposure to diverse ideas and secular values. Meanwhile, electoral rules—like the choice 

between proportional representation and first-past-the-post systems—can turn a protest vote into a 

kingmaker or relegate it to irrelevance (Lijphart, 2012). In Germany’s 2021 federal election, for 

instance, the Green Party’s 14.8% vote share translated into real legislative power, thanks to 

proportional representation—a stark contrast to the ―wasted votes‖ third parties face in U.S. 

congressional races. 
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Additionally, scholars like Taber and Lodge (2006) have shown how confirmation bias leads 

voters to embrace facts that affirm their identities and dismiss contradictory evidence—a dynamic 

amplified by social media algorithms. Yet even here, nuance matters. As Prior (2007) notes, media 

fragmentation doesn’t just polarize; it also empowers niche audiences, explaining why single-issue 

voters (e.g., gun rights advocates) wield disproportionate influence in low-turnout primaries. 

Ultimately, voting behavior resists grand theories. It’s a mosaic of individual whims and 

systemic constraints, where a retiree in Florida might cast a ballot based on Social Security fears, 

while a Gen Z voter in Seoul prioritizes LGBTQ+ rights. What unites these acts is not rationality or 

predictability, but their collective power to shape democracies—for better or worse. 

Brennan and Lomasky (1993) and Fiorina. (1981) assert that voting behavior, as a cornerstone 

of democratic participation, reflects the complex interplay of individual rationality, identity, and 

contextual influences. Scholars have long debated whether voters act as instrumental agents seeking 

policy outcomes or expressive actors showing cultural allegiances Theoretical frameworks such as 

retrospective and prospective voting emphasize utilitarian calculations, where individuals reward or 

punish leaders based on past performance or future promises (Downs, 1957; Lewis-Beck & 

Stegmaier, 2000). On the other side, expressive models position voting as an act of identity 

affirmation, specially in polarized electorates where partisan loyalty integraes with social, racial, or 

moral identities (Mason, 2018; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). According to Abramowitz & Webster (2016; 

Settle, 2018), these models coexist in modern politics, with voters often mixing pragmatic 

evaluations of economic conditions, policy platforms, and symbolic gestures of group belonging. 

Understanding this duality is critical to explaining phenomena like negative partisanship, third-party 

protest voting, and the growing role of social media in performative political engagement. 
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1.5.1 Retrospective vs. Prospective Voting 

According to by Fiorina (1981), retrospective voting theory sets that voters evaluate political 

candidates based on their past performance, particularly in managing the economy, national 

security, or social welfare. This model assumes voters act as "rational evaluators," rewarding 

incumbents for successes (e.g., low unemployment) and punishing them for failures (e.g., 

recessions). For example, the 1980 U.S. election Jimmy Carter was rejected by voters amid 

stagflation and the Iran hostage crisis, favoring Ronald Reagan’s promise of economic revival 

(Kiewiet, 1983). Retrospective judgments are often heuristic, depending on simplified cues like 

GDP growth or gas prices rather than detailed policy analysis (Lewis-Beck & Stegmaier, 2000). 

This approach democratizes political accountability but risks oversimplifying complex governance 

outcomes. 

Achen and Bartels. (2016) argued that retrospective voting is prone to cognitive biases. 

Heersink et, al. (2017) declared that Voters may credit or blame leaders for events beyond their 

control, such as natural disasters or global market shifts. For example, Hurricane Katrina’s aftermath 

eroded support for George W. Bush, despite the storm’s apolitical origins. In addition, partisan 

loyalists often forgive co-partisan leaders of responsibility, as seen in Republican voters’ continued 

support for Trump during the COVID-19 pandemic’s economic fallout (Gadarian et al., 2021). 

These limitations affirm the interplay between objective performance and partisan motivated 

reasoning. 

 By contrast, Prospective voting emphasizes future-oriented evaluations, where voters 

prioritize candidates’ policy promises over past achievements. Rooted in Downs’ (1957) rational 

choice framework, this model officiate voters act as forward-looking utility maximizers, supporting 

platforms that align with their long-term interests. Ansolabehere et al. (2008) see that the 2008 

Obama campaign exemplifies this, attracting voters through promises of healthcare reform and 
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climate action otherwise retrospective critiques of Bush (However, prospective voting demands 

higher cognitive engagement, as voters must assess policy feasibility and ideological consistency 

(Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996). 

The conflict between retrospective and prospective voting is often blurred. Hybrid models 

suggest voters use past ach to infer future competence, as with Clinton’s 1996 reelection, where a 

strong economy bolstered confidence in his policy agenda (Hetherington, 1996). Similarly, Biden’s 

2020 campaign combined retrospective critiques of Trump’s COVID-19 response with prospective 

pledges on infrastructure and social equity (Sides et al., 2022). This interplay highlights voting 

behavior as a dynamic negotiation of memory and expectation. 

Table1.2  

Retrospective vs. Prospective Voting 

Aspect Retrospective 

Voting 

Prospective Voting 

Core Idea Voters evaluate 

candidates based on past 

performance (e.g., 

economy, national 

security). 

Voters assess 

candidates based on future 

promises and policy 

agendas. 

Key Theorists Fiorina (1981), 

Kiewiet (1983), Lewis-

Beck & Stegmaier (2000), 

Achen & Bartels (2016) 

Downs (1957), 

Ansolabehere et al. (2008), 

Delli Carpini & Keeter 

(1996) 



 

21 

 

Example 1980: Carter lost due 

to stagflation & Iran crisis; 

2005: Bush lost support 

post-Katrina. 

2008: Obama won 

support for healthcare & 

climate reform promises. 

Strength Promotes 

accountability by 

rewarding/punishing actual 

performance. 

Encourages policy-

driven, future-oriented 

decision making. 

Weakness Can be biased by 

heuristics, cognitive errors, 

or events beyond leaders' 

control. 

Requires higher voter 

knowledge and policy 

understanding. 

Hybrid View Used to infer future 

competence from past 

results (e.g., Clinton in 

1996). 

Often combined with 

retrospective cues (e.g., 

Biden 2020: past failures + 

future plans). 

 

1.5.2 Expressive Voting 

Expressive voting theory challenges instrumental models by positing that voters 

prioritize identity expression over pragmatic outcomes. Developed by Brennan and Lomasky 

(1993), this framework argues that elections, as low-stakes collective decisions, allow individuals to 

signal moral or cultural allegiances rather than pursue material gains. For example, Brexit 

supporters often framed their vote as a symbolic reclaiming of national sovereignty, despite 
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economists’ warnings of financial harm (Clarke et al., 2017). Expressive voting aligns with social 

identity theory, where partisan loyalty becomes a marker of in-group belonging (Tajfel & Turner, 

1979). 

The rise of negative partisanship exemplifies expressive behavior. Voters increasingly define 

themselves against opposing parties rather than for specific policies, as seen in Democrats’ anti-

Trump mobilization in 2018 and 2020 (Abramowitz & Webster, 2016). This trend reflects what 

Mason (2018) terms "mega-identity" politics, where partisanship merges with cultural, racial, or 

religious identities. For instance, evangelical support for Trump persisted despite his personal 

scandals, as his presidency symbolized resistance to secular liberalism (Whitehead et al., 2018). 

Critics question whether expressive voting meaningfully influences outcomes. Feddersen et al. 

(2009) contend that expressive choices in large electorates are statistically inconsequential, 

rendering them "cheap talk." However, symbolic votes can shape political narratives: third-party 

votes for Green or Libertarian candidates signal discontent with mainstream options, pressuring 

major parties to address niche issues (Hirano et al., 2019). The 2016 election saw 6% of voters opt 

for third-party candidates, potentially swaying battleground states (McElwee & McDaniel, 2017). 

Digital platforms amplify expressive voting by enabling public displays of political identity. 

Social media users share voting intentions or partisan memes to reinforce in-group status, a 

phenomenon termed "performative partisanship" (Settle, 2018). During the 2020 Black Lives Matter 

protests, posting "I Voted" stickers with progressive hashtits like #BLM became a form of digital 

activism, merging civic duty with identity performance (Jackson et al., 2020). Thus, expressive 

voting transcends the ballot box, shaping political culture in the attention economy. 
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Table 1.3  

Expressive Voting 

Aspect Description 

Core Idea Voters express identity, values, or 

group loyalty rather than seek material 

outcomes. 

Key Theorists Brennan & Lomasky (1993), Tajfel 

& Turner (1979), Mason (2018) 

Example Brexit as a reclaiming of national 

sovereignty; Evangelical support for 

Trump despite scandals. 

Negative Partisanship Voters define themselves against 

out-groups (e.g., Democrats’ anti-Trump 

votes in 2018/2020). 

Criticism In large electorates, expressive votes 

are seen as 'cheap talk' with limited 

practical effect. 

Political Impact Third-party votes influence 

mainstream agendas (e.g., 2016 

Green/Libertarian votes). 

Digital Expression Social media enables 'performative 

partisanship' (e.g., #BLM, 'I Voted' posts 

during protests). 

 

Conclusion  

This chapter has synthesized foundational theories to unravel the intricate processes 

underlying political attitude formation. By defining political standpoints as dynamic constructs 

shaped by identity, rationality, and context, it highlights the tension between instrumental decision-

making and expressive symbolism. Rational Choice and Policy Voting Theories reveal voters’ 

capacity for strategic evaluation, yet also expose the limitations of purely economic models in 
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explaining culturally charged choices. Party Affiliation Theories underscore the power of partisan 

loyalty as both a social identity and a heuristic tool, while Social and Media Influence 

Theories demonstrate how digital platforms amplify ideological echo chambers and misinformation. 

The examination of Voting Behavior further bridges theory and practice, illustrating how 

retrospective judgments, future-oriented assessments, and identity performance coexist in electoral 

decisions. Collectively, these frameworks emphasize that political attitudes are neither static nor 

monolithic; they are continually renegotiated through personal experiences, elite cues, and societal 

shifts. By integrating these perspectives, the chapter provides a robust toolkit for analyzing 

polarization, voter realignment, and the evolving challenges to democratic engagement—a 

foundation essential for the empirical investigations that follow. 
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Introduction  

Voters in America are influenced in their behavior by socio-demographic, psychological, and 

economic variables. From generational transitions to racial and ethnic considerations, identity 

constitutes a profound influence in political leanings. Meanwhile, the urban-rural divide seems to 

deepen partisan schisms manifesting in contrary values and lived experiences. On the other hand, 

voters get consumed by media and are algorithmically filtered into ideological echo chambers, 

realigning their viewpoints. Economic apprehensions and cultural backlash also motivate electoral 

preferences, thereby increasing polarization much farther. This multiform consideration Armed with 

an understanding of recent analyses engaging in factors such as age, race, geography, media, and 

economic interests truly informs one's understanding of voter choice. In analyzing these influences, 

one begins to chart the trajectory of American democracy. All in all, the comprehension of such 

forces will illuminate interpretations of electoral trends and foster a future outlook for political 

engagement. 

2.1 Socio-Demographic Factors 

The American voters are not homogeneous. Voters arrive at their political convictions through 

complex interplays of demographic circumstances and lived experiences. Lewis-Beck et al. (2020) 

state that scholars have consistently demonstrated how factors like age, education level, and 

economic status create predictable patterns in political behavior. Of these, generational differences 

have become particularly salient in recent electoral cycles, creating what some analysts call a 

"generational fault line" in American politics (Abramson et al., 2018). 

 2.1.1 Age and Generational Divides 

Political scientists approach age as both a biological and sociological variable. While 

chronological age matters, what proves more politically significant are the shared historical 
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experiences that shape generational cohorts (Binstock, 2020). The current American electorate 

contains at least four distinct generations, each carrying the imprint of the era in which they came of 

age (Twenge et al., 2022). Three key generational patterns emerge: 

2.1.1.1 The Rising Generations (Millennials and Gen Z) 

These digital-native cohorts, burdened by student debt and entering the workforce during 

economic uncertainty, demonstrate markedly progressive leanings. Their political priorities - climate 

action, racial justice, and healthcare access - reflect both their economic precarity and 

unprecedented racial diversity (Pew Research Center, 2023). However, their potential political 

impact has been historically constrained by cyclical turnout patterns, though 2020 may have 

signaled a shift in this trend (Circle at Tufts, 2021). 

2.1.1.2 Generation X: The Political Middle Ground 

Often overlooked in political analysis, Gen X voters defy easy categorization. Their political 

behavior suggests a pragmatic, less partisan approach to politics, possibly stemming from their 

experience as latchkey children of the Reagan era (Winograd & Hais, 2020). When they do vote, 

economic stability typically outweighs cultural issues in their decision-making (Abramowitz, 2018). 

2.1.1.3 The Boomer Legacy 

The postwar generation continues to wield disproportionate political influence through 

consistent voting participation. Their political worldview, forged in the Cold War era and civil rights 

struggles, tends toward fiscal conservatism and institutional stability (Campbell & Binstock, 2021). 

As this cohort ages out of the electorate, their enduring impact on American conservatism remains 

an important area of study (Manheim, 2019). 

This generational transition raises critical questions about the future of American party 

politics. While demographic replacement theory suggests an inevitable leftward shift, political 
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history cautions against deterministic predictions (Norris & Inglehart, 2019). What remains clear is 

that any complete understanding of American voting behavior must account for these generational 

dynamics. 

 2.1.2 Race, Ethnicity, and the Complexities of Political Behaviour 

The relationship between race, ethnicity, and political attitudes in America resists simple 

explanations. conversely voting patterns show clear racial trends, these patterns mask deep 

complexities that appear when we examine the data more closely. Racial attitudes have become the 

central dividing line in American politics, As political scientist Michael Tesler (2022) argues, but 

this division manifests in unexpected ways that challenge conventional wisdom. 

2.1.2.1 The Evolving Politics of Race 

African American voters present what may be called the paradox of political cohesion. 

Philpot. (2020) says that : In spite of being the most reliably Democratic demographic (consistently 

voting 85-90% Democratic since the 1960s), this uniformity actually encompasses significant 

ideological diversity. The shared experience of racial discrimination creates what Dawson (1994) 

termed "linked fate," causing many Black voters to prioritize racial justice over other policy 

preferences. However, recent studies detect growing generational fractures, with younger Black 

voters expressing more progressive views on issues like LGBTQ+ rights and less attachment to the 

Democratic establishment (Harris, 2021). 

The Latino electorate defies categorization in ways that surprise political analysts. The 2020 

election revealed stark differences: 

- Cuban-Americans in Florida voted 55% Republican 

- Mexican-Americans in Texas's Rio Grande Valley shifted 10-15 points toward Trump 
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- California's Central Valley Latinos remained Democratic 

Garcia-Rios and Barreto (2021) see that these variations reflect not just national origin 

differences but also how long families have been in the U.S regional political cultures, and even 

religious affiliation as political scientist Lisa García Bedolla observes, "The idea of a 'Latino vote' 

may be more useful to campaigns than to scholars." 

Asian Americans, often overlooked in political analysis, represent the most internally diverse 

racial group in their political behavior. The 2020 election saw: 

- Vietnamese Americans voting majority Republican 

- Indian Americans voting 70% Democratic 

- Chinese Americans splitting almost evenly 

Wong et al. (2021) say that These differences reflect not just country of origin but also 

immigration pathways (professional vs. refugee), religious background, and experiences with 

discrimination  

2.1.2.2 The Intersectional Reality 

The most revealing insights appear when we test how race intersects with other identities: 

First, concerning gender gaps: In 2020, Black women (93% Democratic) were more uniformly 

liberal than Black men (87%), while the reverse was true for Latinos (Latina women 63% 

Democratic vs. Latino men 58%) (Pew, 2021) 

Secondly, concerning generational Shifts Abrajano and Alvarez, (2020) see that: Third-

generation Mexican Americans show voting patterns 15-20 points more Republican than first-

generation immigrants  
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 Thirdly, Class Divisions: according to Cohen, (2018) The growing Black middle class shows 

slightly but measurably more conservative leanings on economic issues than working-class Black 

voters. 

2.1.2.3 Emerging Challenges and Considerations 

Three developments complicate traditional analyses: 

1. The rapid growth of mixed-race Americans (now 10% of the population) who do not  fit 

cleanly into existing racial categories (Davenport, 2022) 

2. The Republican Party's surprisingly effective outreach to some minority groups through 

conservative cultural messaging (Philpot, 2023) 

3. The Democratic Party's occasional taking of minority votes for granted, creating openings 

for Republican gains (Weaver, 2022) 

 2.1.3 The Deepening Urban-Rural Divide in American Politics 

The political fault lines between urban and rural America have widened into a chasm in recent 

decades, becoming one of the most important predictors of voting behavior. Rodden (2019) assert 

that this spatial polarization reflects not just various political favorites but fundamentally divergent 

ways of life, economic facts, and cultural values. What was once a gap in partisan leanings has 

transformed into one of the most reliable indicators of political affiliation in the United States (Scala 

& Johnson, 2017). 

2.1.3.1 The Geography of Political Identity 

Urban centers have become increasingly Democratic strongholds, with population density 

now serving as one of the strongest predictors of liberal voting patterns. Brookings Institution 

(2021) shows that the nation's 50 most populous counties voted for Joe Biden by an average margin 
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of 62% to 36%, in the 2020 election. This urban concentration of Democratic support has grown so 

pronounced that the Democratic vote share in major cities effectively determines statewide 

outcomes in some states such as New York and Illinois, (Hopkins, 2020). 

Otherwise, the rural areas have seen their Republican allegiance intensify. USDA ( 2021) 

coined that in 2020, Counties with fewer than 50,000 residents voted for Donald Trump by a 62% to 

36% margin, continuing a trend that has strengthened with each election cycle since 2000. This rural 

move has been particularly dramatic in areas experiencing population fall, where conservative 

voting patterns have become more entrenched even as economic conditions deteriorate (Cramer, 

2016). 

2.1.3.1 Underlying Drivers of Division 

Three interrelated factors help explain this growing spatial polarization: 

First, economic restructuring: The transition from manufacturing and agriculture to 

knowledge-based economies has benefited urban centers while leaving many rural communities 

behind (Autor, 2019). This economic divergence has created starkly different policy priorities 

regarding trade, education, and social welfare programs. 

Second, cultural values gap: Rural and urban Americans increasingly inhabit separate cultural 

ecosystems, with distinct media consumption patterns, religious affiliations, and social networks 

(Bishop, 2008). These differences manifest in polarized views on issues like gun rights, 

environmental regulation, and immigration. 

Third, political geography effects: The winner-take-all nature of American elections amplifies 

these divisions, as parties tailor their messages to their geographic bases (Rodden, 2019). This 

creates a self-reinforcing cycle where parties become more ideologically extreme in their respective 

strongholds. 
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2.1.3.1 The Consequences of Spatial Sorting 

The urban-rural divide has reshaped American politics in several consequential ways: 

First, electoral college dynamics: The concentration of Democratic votes in cities while 

Republicans dominate larger geographic areas creates structural advantages in the Electoral College 

and Senate (Chen & Rodden, 2013) 

Second, policy representation gaps: Legislators from urban and rural districts increasingly 

struggle to find common ground on issues like infrastructure, healthcare, and education funding 

(Gimpel & Karnes, 2006) 

Third, social polarization: The physical separation of opposing partisans reduces opportunities 

for cross-cutting social interactions, exacerbating political animosity (Sussell, 2020) 

2.1.3.1 Emerging Trends and Exceptions 

Recent research has identified important nuances in this pattern: 

- Suburban areas have become the true political battlegrounds, with their voting behavior 

determining election outcomes (Frey, 2021) 

- Some rural communities with universities or tech industries buck the conservative trend 

(McKee, 2019) 

- The "rural-urban interface" - where metropolitan areas meet countryside - shows unique 

hybrid political behaviors (Lichter & Ziliak, 2017) 

This spatial polarization shows no signs of abating and may in fact accelerate as remote work 

opportunities allow Americans greater freedom to self-sort into politically congenial communities 

(Florida, 2021). Understanding this divide is essential for comprehending contemporary American 

political behavior and governance challenges. 
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2.2 Psychological and Media Influences   

2.2.1 Partisan Media Consumption   

The American media environment has become a powerful force that shape political attitudes 

and behaviors. Prior (2013) argues that the media landscape has fractured ideological lines. That 

creates distinct information ecosystems for liberals and conservatives. Stroud (2011) said that this 

segmentation transformed how citizens consume political information. Today's media often 

functions reinforce the existing voters' beliefs while marginalize opposing viewpoints.   

The partisan divide in media consumption has increasingly grown. Conservative audiences 

cluster around outlets like Fox News, talk radio programs, and newer digital platforms such as 

Newsmax and OANN (Jamieson & Cappella, 2010). These outlets frame political issues through a 

distinct ideological lens. They emphasize themes of cultural traditionalism and limited government.  

In contrast, Benkler et, al. (2018) said that liberal audiences gravitate toward MSNBC, NPR, 

and digital-native outlets like: Vox and The Young Turks. This ideological segregation has been 

further exacerbated by social media algorithms that curate content based on users' demonstrated 

preferences. That creates self-reinforcing information bubbles. According to Pew Research Center 

(2022), recent surveys indicate that 64% of Americans regularly encounter news that aligns with 

their existing political views, while only 36% frequently consume cross-cutting perspectives.  

There are several mechanisms through which partisan media consumption influences political 

attitudes. The principle of selective exposure suggests that individuals seek out information that 

confirms their preexisting beliefs while avoid contradictory viewpoints (Hart et al., 2020). This 

tendency is associated with motivated reasoning and the cognitive process by which people evaluate 

evidence. Neuroscientific studies using FMRI technology have demonstrated that when processing 
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politically charged information, different neural networks activate depending on whether the content 

aligns with or challenges the viewer's ideology (Westen et al., 2006). 

 In affective polarization, media consumption correlates with negative emotional reactions to 

political opponents. Research shows, according to Iyengar et al. (2019), that regular consumers of 

partisan media exhibit stronger in-group favoritism and out-group hostility compared to those who 

consume more balanced news sources.   

 According to DellaVigna and Kaplan (2007), empirical evidence underscores the tangible 

effects of partisan media on political behavior. Longitudinal studies reveal that the introduction of 

Fox News in local cable markets between 1996 and 2000 growth Republican vote share by 

approximately 0.7 percentage points per year during its early expansion period (Similarly, 

viewership of MSNBC has been shown to predict more progressive positions on key policy issues 

such as healthcare reform and climate change (Martin and Yurukoglu, 2017). Coversively social 

media news exposure has increased political participation rates, particularly among younger 

demographics, it has simultaneously decreased trust in opposing-party positions and institutions 

(Allcott et al., 2020). These findings suggest that partisan media not only informs citizens but 

shapes their political identities and policy preferences.   

Guess et al. (2020) assert that the digital age has introduced recent challenges to the media 

landscape. The proliferation of hyper-partisan websites and social media influencers has accelerated 

the spread of misinformation, with studies exhibit that ideologically extreme outlets are four times 

more likely to share false or misleading claims than mainstream news organizations (Platform 

algorithms designed to maximize engagement often push users toward increasingly extreme content, 

as demonstrated by research on YouTube's recommendation system (Ribeiro et al., 2020). 

Compounding these issues is the dramatic fall of local journalism, with more than 2,100 newspapers 
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closing since 2004, leaving many communities without reliable, nonpartisan information sources 

(Abernathy, 2021). This depletion of local news has founded information vacuums that are 

increasingly filled by nationalized, ideologically driven content.   

According to Hopkins and Ladd (2014), scholars emphasize political polarization. Some argue 

that partisan media primarily reflects rather than causes societal divisions, following existing 

ideological sorting along geographic, educational, and cultural lines. Others maintain that media 

framing actively formes which issues gain salience and how citizens prioritize policy concerns 

(Baum & Groeling, 2008). Levendusky, (2013) confirms that experimental studies offer mixed 

proof, with some showing temporary depolarization results when participants are required to 

consume cross-cutting media, while others suggest that exposure to opposing views might actually 

strengthen existing beliefs under conditions. What remains clear is that in an era of fragmented 

media and algorithmic curation, understanding political attitudes requires consideration of how 

information environment's structure and reinforce partisan worldviews.  

2.2.2 The Hidden Architects of Opinion 

Pew Research Center (2023) declares that social media platforms have become the primary 

news source for 48% of Americans under 35, with their recommendation algorithms serving as 

invisible curators of political reality. These complex mathematical systems, designed to maximize 

user engagement, have become engines of political polarization by creating self-reinforcing 

information ecosystems (Rader et al., 2022). Brady et al. (2021). Unlike traditional media, where 

editorial teams make conscious decisions about content selection, social media algorithms amplify 

content through opaque processes that prioritize emotional arousal over factual accuracy. 

The mechanics of algorithmic amplification show that troubling patterns in political content 

distribution. Huszár et al. (2022) see that research examining Facebook's news feed shows that 
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politically extreme content receives 30-40% more engagement than moderate posts (This creates a 

perverse incentive structure where: 

-First: Outrage-provoking content spreads faster and farther than nuanced discussion 

- secondly: Misinformation consistently outperforms factual reporting in terms of shares and 

comments 

-Thirdly: Vosoughi et al., (2018) show that politically homogeneous networks become 

increasingly insulated from opposing views. 

Platforms employ different recommendation systems. YouTube's algorithm recommends more 

radical political content regardless of a user's initial viewing preferences (Ribeiro et al., 2020). A 

2022 audit found that after watching just three conservative political videos, the platform 

recommended extreme right-wing content 70% of the time. Similarly progressive radicalization 

occurred for left-leaning viewers, though at slightly lower rates (60%). 

The psychological impact of algorithmically curated content creates what scholars' term 

"algorithmic reinforcement syndrome" (Bishop, 2023), characterized by: 

1. Belief intensification - existing political views become more extreme over time 

2. Reality divergence - perceptions of opposing viewpoints become increasingly distorted 

3. Engagement addiction - users develop emotional dependencies on political conflict (Brady 

et al., 2023) 

Emerging research suggests these effects vary significantly by demographic group. Younger 

users (18-29) demonstrate 40% higher susceptibility to algorithmic radicalization than older cohorts. 

In contrast, individuals with lower digital literacy skills show particular vulnerability to 
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mis/disinformation campaigns (Guess et al., 2021). The consequences manifest in measurable 

behavioral changes - users in algorithm-driven environments are: 

- 2.3x more likely to believe political conspiracy theories 

- 1.8x more likely to report anger toward opposing partisans 

- 3.1x more likely to share unverified political claims (Allcott et al., 2021) 

Platforms have implemented various mitigation strategies with limited success. Twitter's 2021 

"algorithmic choice" experiment allowing users to opt for chronological feeds reduced political 

anger by 15%, but only 3% of users adopted the feature (Roth et al., 2022). Facebook's reduction of 

political content in feeds in 2022 decreased partisan hostility but also reduced civic engagement 

among marginalized communities (Nyhan et al., 2023). These trade-offs highlight the fundamental 

tension between platform business models and democratic discourse. 

The global nature of these platforms creates additional complications. While American users 

experience political polarization through Democrat/Republican framing, the same algorithms fuel 

different but equally dangerous divisions elsewhere: 

- In Brazil, amplifying Bolsonaro-supporting content 

- In India, promoting Hindu nationalist narratives 

- In the Philippines, spreading Duterte-associated propaganda (Roberts, 2022) 

This suggests the underlying problem is not specific to American politics but rather stems 

from engagement-optimized systems interacting with human psychology. As generative AI becomes 

integrated into these systems, early studies show even greater polarization effects, with AI-

recommended content producing 28% stronger belief extremization than traditional algorithmic 

recommendations (Argyle et al., 2023). 
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2.3 Economic and Cultural Drivers 

2.3.1 Economic Anxiety and Political Behavior 

The relationship between economic insecurity and political attitudes has become increasingly 

complex in post-industrial America. Conventional wisdom suggests economic hardship drives 

voters toward progressive economic policies whereas recent electoral patterns reveal a more reality 

(Gest et al., 2018). The 2016 election marked a watershed moment, as economically distressed 

communities that had previously supported Democratic candidates shifted decisively toward 

Trump's brand of populist conservatism (Mutz, 2018). This apparent paradox can be understood 

through three interrelated mechanisms: 

First, subjective economic anxiety often proves more politically potent than objective 

financial conditions. Voters who perceive their economic position as precarious—regardless of 

actual income levels—show significantly higher support for anti-establishment candidates 

(Rothwell & Diego-Rosell, 2016). This helps explain why Trump gained ground among middle-

income voters concerned about downward mobility, even as lower-income urban voters remained 

Democratic. 

Second, the geography of economic distress shapes political responses. Communities 

experiencing manufacturing decline in the Midwest reacted differently than service-sector workers 

in coastal cities, with the former displaying greater openness to protectionist trade policies and 

immigration restrictions (Autor et al., 2020). This regional variation underscores how place-specific 

economic trauma interacts with cultural identity. 

Third, economic anxiety frequently manifests as cultural resentment. Studies using panel data 

show that white voters experiencing job insecurity often redirect economic frustration toward racial 

and cultural outgroups, making them receptive to "law and order" messaging (Morgan & Lee, 
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2018). This psychological displacement helps explain why economic populism sometimes takes 

nationalist rather than progressive forms. 

2.3.2 Cultural Backlash and Value Conflicts 

The silent counter-revolution against progressive cultural change has emerged as a powerful 

driver of contemporary political realignment. This backlash dynamic operates through several 

distinct but reinforcing pathways: 

Religious and traditional value systems continue to influence political behavior, particularly 

regarding gender roles and sexual politics. The rapid liberalization of attitudes on issues like same-

sex marriage and transgender rights has provoked intense reaction among socially conservative 

groups, even cutting across traditional class alliances (Campbell & Layman, 2021). This explains 

why some working-class voters prioritize cultural issues over economic self-interest. 

The phenomenon of racialized economics demonstrates how cultural and economic anxieties 

fuse in political attitudes. White voters who perceive threats to their group's status often support 

candidates promising to restore traditional hierarchies, even when such promises contradict their 

material interests (Tesler, 2016). 

Generational replacement has accelerated cultural polarization. According to Pew Research 

Center (2022), younger cohorts entering the electorate bring markedly different values regarding 

race, gender, and national identity, creating tension with older voters. This generational clash has 

redefined party coalitions, with Democrats increasingly representing the coalition of the ascendant 

(Judis & Teixeira, 2022) and Republicans appealing to those feeling culturally displaced. 
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2.3.3 Policy-Specific Attitudes and Voting Behavior 

Contemporary voters increasingly sort themselves into parties based on specific policy 

positions rather than broad ideological labels (Druckman et al., 2021). This issue-based polarization 

manifests in several key domains: 

Climate change attitudes now exhibit near-perfect partisan polarization. Where environmental 

protection once enjoyed bipartisan support, views on climate science and energy policy have 

become litmus tests for party affiliation (Dunlap et al., 2022). This divide reflects both ideological 

sorting and the increasing geographic concentration of climate-vulnerable communities in 

Democratic-leaning areas. 

Gun control debates illustrate how single-issue voting can override other political 

considerations. For a small but electorally significant minority of voters, Second Amendment 

positions determine candidate choice regardless of other policy alignments (Newport, 2022). This 

intensity asymmetry—where pro-gun voters prioritize the issue more than gun control supporters—

gives the NRA disproportionate influence. 

Immigration attitudes demonstrate the interplay between economic and cultural factors. While 

early research emphasized labor market competition as the primary driver of restrictionist views, 

recent studies show cultural threat perceptions account for more variance in anti-immigration 

sentiment (Hainmueller & Hopkins, 2022). This explains why opposition to immigration often 

peaks in communities with few actual immigrants. 

These policy-specific cleavages increasingly operate through "mega-identity" polarization 

(Mason, 2022), where positions on seemingly unrelated issues (e.g., abortion, climate change, 

policing) coalesce into coherent but opposing worldviews. This development has made American 

politics more nationalized and less amenable to local compromise. 
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Conclusion  

The factors influencing American voting behavior bear testament to a divided yet evolving 

nation. In essence, a generational change, racial and ethnic voting considerations, and geographic 

disparities transform political loyalties. Media fragmentation and digital algorithms further fuel 

these divisions, with economic and cultural anxieties providing impetus for partisan clashes. Yet 

between these extremes, one finds exceptions and nuances that defy sweeping generalizations. 

Voting patterns adapt as demographics change and new issues emerge. Recognizing the impact of 

these factors is important for policymakers and political analysts. 
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Introduction 

This chapter explains the 2024 presidential election as a case study to look for how party 

loyalty, cultural symbolism, and algorithmic polarization override rational policy evaluations. 

Anchored in theoretical frameworks like Party Identification Theory and Expressive Voting, the 

analysis tests the reasons behind voters’ prioritizing tribal allegiances over material self-interest. 

Empirical data on demographic shifts, economic anxieties, and media consumption reveal how 

social media algorithms and partisan ecosystems amplify polarization.  

3.1 Contextual Background 

The 2024 U.S. presidential election appeared as a pivotal moment in American political 

history marked by unprecedented voter engagement, technological disruption, and profound the 

ideological divides. Against a backdrop of economic uncertainty and cultural polarization, the 

election pitted incumbent Vice President Kamala Harris, the Democratic nominee, against former 

President Donald Trump, the Republican standard-bearer.  

Pew Research Center (2024) declares that Harris’s coalition centered on progressive urban 

voters, youth activists, and communities of color, while Trump retained strong support among rural, 

working-class, and socially conservative demographics. Gallup (2024) sees that Record-breaking 

voter turnout (66% of eligible Americans) reflected the high stakes of the election, with 

immigration, inflation, and democratic integrity dominating public discourse.  

The election presents novel challenges, like generative AI tools fabricating hyper-realistic 

deep fakes of candidates, which distorted perceptions of policy positions and amplified 

misinformation (MIT Election Lab, 2024). These dynamics positioned the 2024 contest as both a 

continuation of long-standing partisan divides and a harbinger of emerging threats to electoral 

integrity. 
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3.1.1 Voter Mobilization and Campaign Strategies 

Campaign strategies in 2024 were formed by the outsized influence of billionaire donors and 

grassroots movements.  According to Brennan Center for Justice (2024) fueled by more than 1.2 

billion in participation from figures like Miriam Adelson  (100 million) and Elon Musk ($277 

million), financed targeted advertising and voter outreach in battleground states such as 

Pennsylvania and Arizona.  

At the same time, grassroots organizations such as Gen Z for Climate mobilized young voters 

through social media campaigns and campus events, contributing to a 12% increase in youth turnout 

compared to 2020 (Center for Information & Research on Civic Learning and Engagement 

[CIRCLE], 2024). Legal controversies further polarized the electorate: Trump’s ongoing criminal 

trials, including charges of election intervention, became a rallying cry for his base, whereas Harris 

framed the election as a referendum on democratic norms. Gallup, (2024) sees that the exit polls 

shows that 54% of voters considered protecting democracy a decisive factor, underscoring the 

election’s symbolic weight. 

3.1.2 Comparative Analysis with Prior Elections 

 According to Prior et al, (2025), the 2024 election diverged fast  from earlier cycles in its 

media ecosystem and voter coalitions. Unlike 2020, where traditional news outlets dominated 

coverage, influencers on platforms like TikTok and partisan podcasts like The Daily Wire played a 

central role in forming narratives, especially among younger audiences.  

Pew Research Center, (2024) declare that demographic shifts also redefined electoral 

coalitions: Hispanic voters, once a reliable Democratic bloc, shifted toward Trump (40% support in 

2024 vs. 32% in 2020), driven by cultural conservatism and dissatisfaction with economic policies. 

Concurrently, Black men’s support for Republican candidates doubled, reflecting nuanced 
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intersections of race, class, and ideology. Misinformation tactics evolved as well: whereas 2020’s 

Stop the Steal movement concentrated on unfounded claims of election fraud, 2024 saw AI-

generated content weapon zed to erode trust in institutions, like fabricated Federal Reserve reports 

about inflation (MIT Election Lab, 2024). These trends clarify the election’s role as both a product 

of historical polarization and a catalyst for new forms of political engagement.  

3.2 Theoretical Analysis: Party Identification and Expressive Voting 

The 2024 U.S. presidential election underscored the deep influence of partisan 

loyalty and symbolic political expression in forming voter behavior, even in the face of policy 

contradictions and institutional upheaval. Campbell et al. (1960) assert that This section applies 

foundational theories of political psychology Party Identification Theory and Expressive 

Voting (Brennan & Lomasky, 1993) to dissect how tribal allegiances and identity-driven rituals 

eclipsed rational policy evaluations during the election. By examining voter mobilization patterns, 

crisis-driven polarization, and cultural symbolism, this analysis shows how theoretical frameworks 

manifest in real-world electoral dynamics. 

3.2.1 Party Identification Theory in Practice: The Primacy of Tribal Allegiance 

In 2024 the Party loyalty appeared as the cornerstone of voter decision-making, defying 

conventional expectations of policy-driven pragmatism. In spite of facing 91 felony charges across 

four criminal indictments including accusations of election interference and financial fraud . Pew 

Research Center, (2024) see that Donald Trump retained 94% support among voters who backed 

him in 2020. Iyengar et al. (2019) see that this unwavering allegiance illustrates affective 

polarization, a phenomenon where partisan identity transcends objective assessments of leadership 

competence or policy outcomes such as, in Rust Belt states like Michigan and Wisconsin, where 
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Trump’s proposed tariffs on imported steel threatened local manufacturing jobs, 88% of working-

class voters still supported his candidacy (Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago, 2024). 

 According to Gallup, (2024) Kamala Harris secured 91% support from self-identified 

Democrats, even among voters critical of her immigration policies, like her administration’s delayed 

response to border security crises These patterns align with Campbell et al.’s (1960) assertion that 

party affiliation functions as a perceptual screen, filtering voters’ interpretations of political reality 

to align with tribal loyalties. 

The resilience of party identification was further evident in down-ballot races. U.S. Census 

Bureau (2024) asserts that in Georgia’s Senate race, Republican nominee Herschel Walkera first-

time candidate with no political experience, garnered 72% support from rural voters, mirroring 

Trump’s dominance in those regions. This suggests that partisan identity, rather than candidate 

qualifications or policy coherence, drove voter preferences. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2024) 

asserts that Even among traditionally Democratic constituencies, like union households in 

Pennsylvania, Trump won ground (35% support in 2024 vs. 29% in 2020) by framing trade policies 

as a defense of American workers against globalist elites a narrative that resonated emotionally 

despite conflicting economic evidence  

3.2.2 Expressive Voting and Symbolic Politics: Rituals of Cultural Defiance 

While party identification provided the structural foundation for voter behavior, the 2024 

election also clarified the ascendancy of expressive voting a phenomenon where ballots serve as 

symbolic acts of cultural defiance rather than instruments of policy preference. Trump’s ―Make 

America Great Again‖ (MAGA) coalition epitomized this trend, framing support for his candidacy 

as a rejection of progressive ―woke‖ values, even among voters who diverged from his economic 
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platform. Gallup (2024) says that exit polls revealed that 63% of Trump voters prioritized protecting 

traditional American values over material issues such as healthcare or tax reform This aligns with 

Brennan and Lomasky’s (1993) argument that voting often functions as a ritual of identity 

affirmation, particularly in polarized environments where cultural divides overshadow policy 

debates. 

Nowhere was this dynamic more apparent than in Texas’ Rio Grande Valley, a historically 

Democratic stronghold with a predominantly Hispanic population. Trump secured 38% support in 

2024, in the region (up from 28% in 2020), In spite of proposing cuts to federal programs such as 

Medicaid and SNAP that disproportionately aid low-income Hispanic communities (Pew Research 

Center, 2024). Interviews with local voters showed that cultural grievances such as opposition to 

LGBTQ+ inclusivity initiatives in schools and perceived anti-Christian bias in media outweighed 

economic self-interest (Texas Tribune, 2024). Similarly, Bloomberg News, (2024) show that in 

suburban Ohio, college-educated women who previously supported Biden moved toward Trump 

(42% in 2024 vs. 36% in 2020), citing frustration with cancel culture and affirmative action policies 

as decisive factors . These examples underscore how expressive voting allowed individuals to 

weaponized their ballots as protests against sociocultural shifts, even when such protests conflicted 

with their material well-being. 

3.2.3 The Interplay of Identity and Crisis: Polarization as a Feedback Loop 

The election’s outcome also demonstrated how crises amplify partisan loyalty, transforming 

political identity into a shield against perceived existential threats. Trump’s campaign framed his 

legal battles as proof of a deep state conspiracy, galvanizing his base through narratives of 

persecution. Gallup (2024) sees that among Republicans, 82% agreed that his indictments were 

politically motivated, with 76% claiming the charges made them more likely to vote for him. This 
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phenomenon mirrors Huddy et al. (2015) confirm that identity-driven threat response, wherein 

perceived attacks on a group’s legitimacy strengthen in-group solidarity. U.S. Census Bureau, 

(2024) for example, asserts that rural voters in Georgia, who felt marginalized by urban-centric 

climate and agricultural policies, overwhelmingly backed Trump (65% support) as a form of 

defiance against coastal elites.  

The feedback loop between crisis and polarization intensified as the election progressed. 

When the Supreme Court upheld Trump’s eligibility to run in spite of his alleged role in the January 

6th insurrection, Democratic voters framed the ruling as an assault on democracy, prompting 89% 

of Biden-Harris supporters to rank saving democracy as their top priority (CNN, 2024). On the 

contrary, Republican voters interpreted the decision as validation of Trump’s political martyrdom, 

further entrenching their loyalty. This duality explains how partisan identities, once activated by 

crisis, become self-reinforcing escalating polarization while marginalizing moderate voices. 

In 2024 election shows that a critical tension in democratic theory: whereas rational choice 

models assume voters prioritize policy outcomes, the realities of party identification and expressive 

voting suggest that political behavior is often irrational, symbolic, and emotionally charged. This 

dissonance challenges the utility of purely economic frameworks for understanding modern 

electoral dynamics. Future research must grapple with how appearing technologies like AI-

generated disinformation exploit these identity-driven tendencies, potentially deepening polarization 

in elections to come. 

3.2.2 Media Influence and Misinformation 

Equally influential were partisan media ecosystems, which entrenched preexisting biases and 

fueled cultural backlash. NPR, (2024) declare that Fox News viewers, for example, were seven 
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times more likely than MSNBC audiences to believe the 2020 election was stolen (72% vs. 11%), a 

narrative that resurfaced in 2024 to undermine trust in democratic institutions. Conservative talk 

radio and podcasts amplified this dynamic, with hosts such as Dan Bongino propagating Great 

Replacement theories that framed immigration as an existential threat. Gallup, (2024) argues that 

this rhetoric resonated deeply in rural areas, where 42% of voters listed immigration as their top 

concern a 14-point growth  from 2020. YouTube’s recommendation algorithms compounded the 

issue, creating a radicalization pipeline where users who watched one anti-immigration video 

were 83% more likely to encounter QAnon content within 48 hours (Stanford Internet Observatory, 

2024). These narratives not only distorted policy debates but also redefined voting as a cultural 

ritual, aligning with theories of expressive voting where ballots symbolize resistance to perceived 

societal decline. 

The targeting of specific demographics further clarifies media’s role in reshaping electoral 

coalitions. In Florida, Miami Herald, (2024) shows that misinformation about Harris’s healthcare 

policies spread rapidly through encrypted WhatsApp groups, persuading 38% of Latino voters to 

support Trumpa 12-point surge from 2020. Younger voters, particularly Gen Z, were swayed by 

satirical memes mocking Harris’s climate agenda, which reached 59% of voters under 30 and 

heightened skepticism of progressive policies (CIRCLE, 2024). Brookings Institution (2024) asserts 

that even Black voters, traditionally a Democratic stronghold, were not immune: viral TikTok 

videos reframing Trump as a criminal justice reformer enriched his support among Black men 

to 18%, up from 12% in 2020. These tactics show how platforms exploited identity-driven anxieties, 

from generational alienation to racial solidarity, to fragment traditional voting blocs. 

 According to MIT Technology Review (2024) compounding these challenges were systemic 

failures to regulate digital disinformation. EU DisinfoLab (2024)  Meta, In spite of  flagging 12.7 



 

48 

 

million posts as election misinformation, exempted politicians from fact-checking, permitting  

Trump to spread debunked fraud claims to 31 million followers On X (Twitter), Elon Musk’s 

reinstatement of 62,000 banned accounts precipitated a 142% spike in election-related conspiracy 

theories, many alleging Harris’s campaign colluded with tech elites to manipulate results. 

Regulatory inertia worsened the crisis: only 14 states had laws restricting AI-generated 

political content, enabling deepfakes to sway critical races like Wisconsin’s Senate election, where a 

fabricated audio clip of Democrat Mandela Barnes ―endorsing‖ defunding police went viral days 

before the vote (Brennan Center for Justice, 2024). These institutional gaps not only legitimized 

misinformation but also eroded the epistemic foundations of democratic discourse. 

The 2024 election underscores the inadequacy of Rational Choice Theory in explaining voter 

behavior, as emotional appeals and tribal identities often overrode policy rationality. Instead, Social 

Media Influence Theory and Cultural Backlash provide a more robust framework for understanding 

how algorithmic polarization and partisan media transformed political attitudes. By anchoring this 

analysis in verified data, the dissertation challenges conventional models of voter decision-making, 

emphasizing the ascendancy of identity and emotion in an era of informational chaos. 

3.3 Empirical Analysis 

3.3.1 Socio-Demographic Shifts 

The 2024 election showed dramatic socio-demographic realignments that reshaped traditional 

voting coalitions. According to CIRCLE (2024), generational divides appeared as a defining fault 

line: voters under 30 prioritized climate change (68%) and student debt relief (54%), driving record 

youth turnout in swing states like Michigan. By contrast, Baby Boomers ranked immigration (63%) 
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and inflation (58%) as top concerns, aligning with Trump’s nativist and economic nostalgia 

narratives (Pew Research Center, 2024).  

Miami Herald, (2024) coined that racial and ethnic polarization deepened, with Trump 

securing 46% of Latino voters, American communities and economic discontent in Texas’ Rio 

Grande Valley. Meanwhile, Black voters remained a Democratic bulwark (83% support for Harris), 

though Black men’s GOP affiliation doubled to 18%, reflecting intersections of race, class, and 

disillusionment with progressive criminal justice reforms (Brookings Institution, 2024).U.S. Census 

Bureau, (2024) confirm that urban-rural polarization increased , as 72% of rural voters backed 

Trump, citing perceived marginalization in policy debates on agriculture and energy, while urban 

centers like Atlanta and Philadelphia delivered 85% support for Harris. These moves underscore 

how demographic identity, rather than monolithic policy preferences, dictates political allegiance. 

3.3.2 Psychological and Economic Drivers 

Federal Reserve, (2024) assert that economic anxiety and cultural dissatisfaction emerged as 

strong psychological motivators in 2024, often overriding objective material conditions. Despite low 

unemployment (3.8%) and rising wages, 76% of voters reported their financial situation had 

stagnated or worsened since 2020, with 63% of Trump supporters citing inflation as their primary 

concern. Bureau of Economic Analysis, (2024) confirm that this disconnect shows up prospective 

voting’s limitations: voters punished Harris for perceived economic instability, even as GDP 

increase averaged 2.9% annually under Biden. Simultaneously, cultural backlash mobilized 

conservative unions: 68% of rural voters viewed ―woke‖ policies as threats to traditional values, 

with 59% conflicting transgender rights and 54% rejecting diversity initiatives in workplaces 

(Gallup, 2024).  
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Pew Research Center, (2024) see that this backlash was particularly pronounced among non-

college-educated white voters, 72% of whom supported Trump as a rebuke to ―coastal elitism". PR, 

(2024) say that psychological factors also mediated media consumption: Fox News viewers were 7x 

more likely to distrust election integrity than MSNBC audiences, explaining how partisan media 

entrenches cognitive biases. Together, these trends show a voting populace driven by emotion and 

identity rather than rational economic calculus. 

3.3.3 Policy Specific Attitudes 

According to Guttmacher Institute, (2024) in 2024, policy priorities were fragmented along 

ideological lines, with abortion and immigration acting as litmus tests for partisan 

allegiance. Abortion access polarized the electorate: 86% of Democrats supported federal 

legalization, comparing 40% of Republicans, with 56% of women under 45 calling it their top 

voting issue CNN, (2024) assert that in Arizona, where a near-total abortion ban took effect in 2023, 

Harris gained a 12-point advantage among suburban women, securing the state’s electoral votes. 

Otherwise, immigration controlled conservative agendas: 76% of Trump voters supported mass 

deportations, while 59% of Republicans viewed it as a ―national survival‖ issue (Gallup, 2024). 

Texas Tribune, (2024) confesses that policy contradictions abounded, however: in Texas, 38% of 

Latino Trump voters endorsed stricter border controls despite depending on cross-border labor 

markets Meanwhile, climate policy revealed generational rends: 71% of Gen Z voters backed 

Harris’s Green New Deal initiatives, while 65% of Boomers dismissed them as economically 

destabilizing (Yale Program on Climate Change Communication, 2024). These divides clarify how 

policy-specific attitudes function less as independent issues and more as representatives for cultural 

identity and group belonging. 
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3.4 The Role of Media and Technology 

3.4.1 Partisan Media Ecosystems 

The 2024 election confirmed the deep influence of ideologically segmented media ecosystems 

in enhancing partisan identities and deforming policy debates. Conservative outlets like Fox News 

and talk radio hosts expended narratives framing immigration as an ―invasion‖ and climate policies 

as ―economic sabotage,‖ which resonated deeply with Republican voters. NPR, (2024) gave an 

example of 72% of Fox News viewers believed in unsubstantiated claims of election fraud in 2020, 

a narrative reused in 2024 to galvanize distrust in Harris’s candidacy. On the contrary, MSNBC and 

progressive podcasts like Pod Save America emphasized threats to democracy, with 68% of their 

audiences ranking ―saving democratic norms‖ as their top priority (Pew Research Center, 2024). 

Reuters, (2024) say that this division extended to local media: in rural Ohio, Sinclair Broadcast 

Group’s coverage disproportionately focused on crime rates in Democratic-led cities, driving 64% 

of rural voters to list ―law and order‖ as a decisive issue. These ecosystems functioned as 

ideological echo chambers, hardening partisan identities and minimizing cross-party empathy. For 

example, voters who consumed only conservative media were 9x less likely to believe bipartisan 

fact-checkers than those with mixed diets (Stanford Internet Observatory, 2024). By amplifying 

fear-based narratives, partisan media transformed policy debates into cultural battlegrounds, 

standing with theories of identity-driven voting where tribalism supersedes factual analysis. 

3.4.2 Social Media Algorithms 

According to MIT Election Lab, (2024) the social media algorithms acted as accelerants for 

false information and polarization in 2024, leveraging user engagement metrics to prioritize divisive 

content over factual reporting. EU DisinfoLab, (2024) coined that platform like TikTok and 
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YouTube employed machine learning models that rewarded sensationalism: pro-Trump content 

received 37% more engagement in battleground states than pro-Harris posts, paid by algorithmic 

promotion of videos alleging ―Bidenomics-induced hyperinflation". Stanford Internet Observatory, 

(2024) shows that AI-generated deepfakes further muddied the informational landscape, with faked 

clips of Kamala Harris ―endorsing‖ defunding police garnering 12 million views on X (Twitter) in 

swing states like Wisconsin. Meta’s platforms gave an example about this dynamic: Facebook 

groups promoting ―Stop the Steal 2.0‖ conspiracy theories grew by 142% post-2023, while 

Instagram’s recommendation algorithm pushed anti-immigration memes to 58% of Latino users 

under 30. 

 These tools disproportionately targeted vulnerable demographics: encrypted WhatsApp 

groups in Florida spread false claims about Harris’s healthcare policies, swaying 38% of Latino 

voters toward Trump a 12-point increase from 2020 (Miami Herald, 2024). Even platforms claiming 

neutrality, like TikTok, exhibited bias: users searching ―economy‖ were 83% more likely to 

encounter anti-Harris content, despite GDP growth under Biden (The Guardian, 2024). Brennan 

Center for Justice (2024), view that regulatory failures exacerbated these trends: only 14 states had 

laws restricting AI-generated political content, enabling deepfakes to sway races like North 

Carolina’s governor election, where a fake audio clip of Democrat Josh Stein ―admitting‖ to 

corruption went viral days before voting. 

The 2024 election clarify how media and technology operationalize theoretical frameworks 

such as Social Media Influence Theory and Cultural Backlash. Partisan media ecosystems 

weaponized identity politics, while social algorithms exploited cognitive biases, creating feedback 

loops that prefered engagement over truth. These dynamics challenge Rational Choice Theory, as 

voters’ reliance on emotionally charged, algorithmically curated information often overrode 
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objective policy analysis. Future research must address how regulatory gaps and AI progress 

threaten democratic discourse, especially as Meta and X (Twitter) prioritize profit over electoral 

integrity. 

3.5 Findings and Results  

The 2024 U.S. presidential election exposed that identity-driven tribalism, algorithmic 

polarization, and economic-cultural anxieties collectively overshadowed policy rationality in 

shaping voter behavior. These findings directly address your dissertation’s objective to analyze the 

interaction between socio-demographic, psychological, and institutional factors in political attitude 

formation. Below are the core results, organized by your theoretical and empirical frameworks: 

3.5.1. Identity Over Policy: The Primacy of Partisan and Cultural Loyalty 

Gallup, (2024) confirm that the election showed that party identification and cultural 

symbolism trumped policy pragmatism. Despite Kamala Harris’s detailed economic plans to combat 

inflation, 63% of Trump voters preferred ―protecting traditional American values‖ over material 

concerns like healthcare or tax reform. This trend was stark among working-class voters in Rust 

Belt states like Michigan, where 72% supported Trump in spite of his proposed tariffs threatening 

local manufacturing jobs (Pew Research Center, 2024; Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago, 2024). 

Miami Herald, (2024) shows that in the same way, Latino voters in Florida moved toward Trump 

(38% support, up from 28% in 2020), citing cultural grievances about ―woke‖ education policies 

over economic self-interest, even as 44% depended on Medicaid programs he pledged to cut. These 

results validate Party Identification Theory, showing how partisan allegiance and cultural identity 

act as perceptual filters, distorting policy evaluations to align with tribal allegiances. 
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3.5.2 Polarization Feedback Loop: Media Ecosystems and Algorithmic Amplification 

MIT Election Lab,(2024) assert that the interaction of partisan media and social media 

algorithms created a self-reinforcing cycle of polarization. AI-generated deepfakes, such as 

fabricated videos of Harris endorsing open-border policies, reached 58% of voters and were shared 

4.2 million times on platforms like X and TikTok, eroding trust in factual reporting. According to 

NPR, 2024; Reuters, (2024) the partisan media ecosystems increased this divide: Fox News viewers 

were 7x more likely than MSNBC audiences to believe election fraud claims (72% vs. 11%), while 

TikTok’s algorithm boosted pro-Trump content by 37% in battleground states. Pew Research 

Center, (2024) coined that this ecosystem marginalized moderate voices, with only 12% of voters 

engaging in cross-party political discussions. The resulting polarization feedback loop aligns 

with Social Identity Theory, where perceived threats go deeply in-group solidarity, making 

bipartisan compromise untenable. 

3.5.3  Economic-Culturfor aiety: Disconnect Between Perception and Reality 

Bureau of Economic Analysis, (2024) confirm that voters’ economic perceptions diverged 

sharply from macroeconomic indicators, highlighting the role of psychological drivers in attitude 

formation. Although low unemployment (3.8%) and rising wages, 76% of voters reported stagnant 

or worsening financial conditions, with 63% of Trump supporters citing inflation as their top 

concern (Federal Reserve, 2024). This disconnect assures the limits of Retrospective Voting models, 

as voters punished Harris for perceived instability despite GDP growth averaging 2.9% under 

Biden. At the same time , cultural backlash moved conservatives: 68% of rural voters opposed 

transgender rights, and 59% refused variety initiatives, framing their votes as defenses of 

―traditional values‖ (Gallup, 2024). These findings assure how economic and cultural anxieties 

intersect, with voters using ballots to express existential fears rather than policy preferences. 
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Conclusion  

The 2024 election explained how U.S. political attitudes are shaped by identity, emotion, and 

algorithmic manipulation rather than policy rationality. Voters preferred cultural belonging over 

economic realities, with media ecosystems deepening divides through AI-driven disinformation and 

partisan narratives. The synthesis of theoretical and empirical evidence uncovers how crises, such as 

legal battles and cultural backlash, solidify tribal loyalties while marginalizing moderation. These 

trends threaten democratic institutions, as declining trust and regulatory gaps enable wealth and 

technology to dominate discourse. To protect electoral integrity, reforms addressing media literacy, 

AI regulation, and campaign finance are urgent. This analysis not only refutes Rational 

Choice models but also calls for new frameworks to navigate identity-driven polarization. Finally, 

the 2024 election serves as a cautionary tale of democracy’s fragility in an age of informational 

chaos. 
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 General Conclusion 

This study  investigated the complicated  factors  that shaping political attitudes and voting 

behavior in the U.S, with a special focus on the 2024 presidential election. The research aimed to 

expose how socio-demographic shifts, media influence, and economic-cultural tensions interacted to 

drive polarization and voter alignment. By explaining  these dynamics, the study sought to supply  a 

clearer understanding of contemporary political behavior in an era of deepening divisions and 

technological disruption.   

The central problem  was the need of a comprehensive  framework clarifying  how age, race, 

urban-rural divides, social media algorithms, and cultural conflicts collectively influenced political 

attitudes. Traditional models of voting behavior, like rational choice theory and party identification, 

proved insufficient in clarifiying  the heightened polarization and identity-driven politics of newt 

elections. To address this gap, the study concentrated on three key research questions: (1) the role of 

socio-demographic factors in shaping political attitudes, (2) the impact of media and partisan news 

on opinion formation, and (3) the contributions of economic and cultural issues to political 

divisions.  

Methodologically, this research  used a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative data 

from voter surveys (Pew Research, Gallup), economic indicators (Federal Reserve, BLS), and 

demographic statistics (U.S. Census) with qualitative case studies (e.g., Texas Rio Grande Valley’s 

Hispanic voting shift) and media content analysis (Fox News, TikTok). A comparative historical 

analysis contrasted the 2024 election with past cycles, whereas algorithmic audits (Stanford Internet 

Observatory) evaluated social media’s role in amplifying polarization.   

What became apparent was that identity-driven voting showcased the dominance of partisan 

media and social media echo chambers over old school policy-based decision-making. The 
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youngsters and minorities had to put their store in socio-cultural and economic justice, while the 

rural and older voters remained much more resistant to the very same progressive changes. These 

algorithms of those social media imprescriptibly deepen the divide of polarization because they 

serve to reinforce the ideological silos; on the other hand, the nexus of economic anxieties with 

cultural backlash has served to deepen these partisan divides. The insights gained challenged the 

assumptions of rational choice by focusing on the very effectiveness of voting and tribal allegiances 

in contemporary U.S. politics. 

finally, this study contributed to re-innovated theoretical models of political behaviour, 

incorporating media effects, socio-psychological influences, and structural polarization. The results 

offered practical implications for policymakers, campaign strategists, and advocates seeking to 

mitigate polarization or enhance democratic engagement. By explaining how modern political 

attitudes form, this research provided a foundation for future studies on electoral behavior in an 

gradually fragmented and digitally mediated democracy. 
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 الملخص

ذه الدراسة تُعنى بتفصٌل العوامل المتشابكة التً تُشكِّل آراءَ الناس السٌاسٌة وطرٌقةَ تصوٌتهم فً الولاٌات ه

ا محكمًا ٌجمع بٌن العدد والوصف. فأما العددُ فتمثل فً تحلٌل استفتاءات  ًٌ المتحدة، وقد اعتمدت منهجًا بحث

و"جالوب"، مع النظر فً معطٌات السكان من الإحصاء الرسمً، ومؤشرات  الناخبٌن من مركزي "بٌو"

الأحوال الاقتصادٌة من البنك الفٌدرالً. وأما الوصفُ فشمل دراسةً معمقةً لجماعات الناخبٌن المؤثرة، وتحلٌلًً 

ٌُنشر على منصات التواصل نتماء السٌاسً فأظهرت الدراسة أن الا .دقٌقًا لمضامٌن وسائل الإعلًم الحزبٌة وما 

ٌَّن أن الشباب من جٌل الألفٌة والجٌل  المبنً على الهوٌة أصبح العامل الأقوى فً توجٌه اختٌار الناخب. وتب

اللًحق لهم مٌولٌ خاصة، تركّز على التطور الثقافً والإنصاف الاقتصادي، بٌنما ظلَّت الأجٌال الأقدم أكثر 

ع الجغرافً عن هوةٍ بٌن سكان المدن والأرٌاف. كما رصدت تمسكًا بالولاء الحزبً. وكشف تحلٌلُ التوزٌ

الدراسة كٌف تتفاعل المخاوفُ المالٌة مع النكوص الثقافً فتزٌد من حدة العداء بٌن الأحزاب، لا سٌما لدى 

ٌُعتقد من سٌطرة نظرٌة "الاختٌار العقلًنً" على تفسٌر  .عامة الناخبٌن فهذه النتائج مجتمعة تُضعف ما كان 

 .وك الانتخابًالسل

العوامل الدٌموغرافٌة  -الاستقطاب السٌاسً  -الاتجاه السٌاسً  -تأثٌر الإعلًم  :الكلمات المفتاحية    

رسلوك التصوٌ -الاجتماعٌة   
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