Individual Differences in Group Loyalty Predict Partisan Strength

Scott Clifford1
Department of Political Science
University of Houston
447 Philip Guthrie Hoffman Hall
Houston, Texas 77204
sclifford@uh.edu

Forthcoming at Political Behavior

Abstract. The strength of an individual’s identification with their political party is a powerful
predictor of their engagement with politics, voting behavior, and polarization. Partisanship is
often characterized as primarily a social identity, rather than an expression of instrumental goals.
Yet, it is unclear why some people develop strong partisan attachments while others do not. I
argue that the moral foundation of Loyalty, which represents an individual difference in the
tendency to hold strong group attachments, facilitates stronger partisan identification. Across two
samples, including a national panel and a convenience sample, as well as multiple measures of
the moral foundations, I demonstrate that the Loyalty foundation is a robust predictor of partisan
strength. Moreover, I show that these effects cannot be explained by patriotism, ideological
extremity, or directional effects on partisanship. Overall, the results provide further evidence for
partisanship as a social identity, as well as insight into the sources of partisan strength.
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The political party an individual identifies with, and the strength with which they hold
that identity, is central to understanding political behavior. Partisan cues help simplify the
political world, providing guidance on which candidates and issues to endorse (e.g., Arceneaux
2007; Boudreau and MacKenzie 2014; Bullock 2011; Nicholson 2012), which facts to believe
and how to interpret them (Bartels 2002; Bisgaard 2015; Gaines et al. 2007; Jerit and Barabas
2012), which values to endorse (Goren, Federico, and Kittilson 2009; Goren 2005) and how to
apply them (Petersen, Slothuus, and Togeby 2010).
The effects of partisan identity are clearest among those who strongly identify with their
party. Strong partisans are more politically engaged in a variety of ways (e.g., Fowler and Kam
2007; Kenski 2005) and their vote choice is more likely to reflect their interests (Sokhey and
McClurg 2012) and partisan identity (Beck 2002). Strong partisans are also more polarized,
showing greater discrimination and negative affect towards partisan opponents (Groenendyk and
Banks 2014; Huddy, Mason, and Aarøe 2015; Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes 2012; Mason 2015). In
short, strong partisans make up the most active and polarized citizens.
How we understand partisanship has critical implications for our interpretation of these
findings. Much recent research characterizes partisanship as primarily a social identity (e.g.,
Green, Palmquist, and Schickler 2004; Groenendyk 2011, 2013; Huddy, Mason, and Aarøe
2015; Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes 2012; Iyengar and Westwood 2014; Mason 2015). On this view,
the effects of partisanship on political attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors are interpreted as efforts to
uphold and defend one’s group identity. In contrast, others take an instrumental approach,
viewing partisanship as a product of retrospective evaluations of the parties, as well as policy and
ideological goals (Achen 2002; Fiorina 1981; Weinschenk 2010). Which model best describes
partisanship holds important implications for the nature and quality of public opinion. If the
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social identity model is more accurate, then the signal sent to politicians through polls and the
voting booth may be more an expression of group identity than substantive policy goals.
In spite of the normative importance of understanding the nature of partisanship, it is
difficult to disentangle these two perspectives. Political scientists often compare the ability of
partisanship and policy or ideological attitudes to predict various political beliefs, attitudes, and
behaviors (e.g., Huddy, Mason, and Aarøe 2015; Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes 2012; Mason 2015).
Yet, without knowing what drives people to form strong partisan identities in the first place, this
common method is limited in its ability to resolve the debate. As one example, partisan divides
in factual beliefs have long been taken as evidence for the social identity model (e.g., Bartels
2002), yet many patterns of partisan divides in factual beliefs are also consistent with Bayesian
updating (Bullock 2009). Thus, understanding why some people form strong partisan identities
in the first place is crucial to interpreting a wide body of literature on partisan identity.
I contribute to this goal by examining what leads people to form strong partisan
identities. Drawing on the social identity approach to partisanship, I test the hypothesis that the
strength of partisan identity is, in part, a function of a more general dispositional tendency to
form strong group attachments. Using a national sample, I show that the moral foundation of
Loyalty, and not other moral foundations, consistently predicts stronger partisan identification. A
series of robustness tests show that this effect occurs among both Democrats and Republicans
and that it cannot be explained by patriotism. Next, I replicate these findings on a convenience
sample using multiple measures of the moral foundations. Finally, I demonstrate that the Loyalty
foundation has downstream effects, increasing the intention to vote, an effect that is mediated by
partisan strength. Overall, the results support the view that partisanship is influenced by a general
tendency to moralize group attachment, providing new evidence for partisanship as a social
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identity. The findings also demonstrate the broader utility of the moral foundations for
understanding political and social identities.

Group Loyalty as a Moral Foundation
Psychological research on morality has undergone an affective turn in the past two
decades. According to the social intuitionism model, moral judgment is an intuitive process,
characterized by automatic, affective reactions to stimuli (Haidt 2001). In other words, moral
judgment is to a large extent the product of gut responses, while reasoning is more likely posthoc justification than a cause of moral judgment. Moral foundations theory categorizes these
intuitions that drive moral judgment into “foundations” (Haidt and Graham 2007; Haidt and
Joseph 2004). Each foundation represents a set of intuitions that have evolved to solve recurrent
social dilemmas. For example, cheating and free-riding are constant threats to gains from
cooperation, and the Fairness foundation evolved as a set of intuitions and emotions that help to
regulate cheating.
The current and most widely accepted draft of the theory posits five foundations, though
proponents argue there are likely more (Graham et al. 2013; Iyer et al. 2012). Moral foundations
theory holds that there are two classes of moral concerns: individualizing foundations that focus
on the well-being of the individual (Care/harm and Fairness/cheating) and binding foundations
that focus on the group or society (Authority/subversion, Loyalty/betrayal, and
Sanctity/degradation). The Care foundation represents a set of responses to perceived suffering
or need and motivates nurturing or protective behavior. As mentioned above, the Fairness
foundation is an adaptive response to collective action problems and motivates concerns about
reciprocity, including anger and punitive behavior towards those who are perceived to be
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cheaters or free-riders.2 The Authority foundation stems from hierarchical social structures. This
foundation motivates obedience, respect, and deference towards strong leaders and authority
figures. The Sanctity foundation has its roots in the emotion of disgust as a response to
pathogens and parasites. Sanctity motivates concerns about cleanliness, chastity, and purity, all
of which serve to keep the body and mind healthy.3
Finally, I turn to the last foundation, Loyalty, which is central to my argument. The
Loyalty foundation represents a “sense of attachment and obligation to groups that we identify
with (e.g., family, sports team, church, or country)” (Koleva et al. 2012, 185) and “helps
individuals form strong alliances with others” (Johnson et al. 2016, 57). Loyalty leads to
approval of “those who sacrifice for the group (e.g., soldiers) or those who contribute to its
cohesion and well-being” (Koleva et al. 2013, 185) and is exemplified by virtues like loyalty,
patriotism, and self-sacrifice (Clifford 2014; Graham, Haidt, and Nosek 2009; Haidt and Graham
2007). Loyalty thus works to coordinate group members against potential threats, while
suppressing in-group dissent and criticism (Graham et al. 2013). In short, Loyalty is an
expression of coalitional psychology.
The moral foundation of Loyalty coheres well with the social identity literature and the
well-known finding that people form group identities easily and on the basis of arbitrary
characteristics (Billig and Tajfel 1973). The ability to form and maintain group alliances, as well
as the ability to quickly identify allies, constitutes an adaptive advantage (e.g., Pietraszewski et
2

Originally the Fairness foundation was described in terms of equality and rights, however, more

recent research understands Fairness in terms of reciprocity (Haidt 2013).
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However, just because a particular intuition or moral foundation was adaptive does not imply

that it continues to be adaptive in modern society.
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al. 2015). However, socializing with and trusting any stranger poses a number of risks including
being harmed or cheated, or contracting an illness (Kurzban, Tooby, and Cosmides 2001). The
Loyalty foundation reflects this logic and motivates behavior that maintains in-group trust while
promoting distrust of threatening out-groups (Haidt and Graham 2007).4
Existing research suggests that Loyalty originates as an adaptive response to threatening
environments. Consistent with this argument, belief in a dangerous world drives endorsement of
the binding foundations, including Loyalty (Federico et al. 2013; van Leeuwen and Park 2009).
Additionally, Right-Wing Authoritarianism, a disposition involving concerns about order,
convention, and tradition (as opposed to openness) that is motivated by belief in a dangerous
world, is consistently related to higher endorsement of the binding foundations (Federico et al.
2013; Graham et al. 2011; Milojev et al. 2014).5 As a specific example of a social threat, broad
social networks pose the threat of exposure to pathogens (for recent discussion, see Aarøe,
Osmundsen, and Bang Petersen 2016). Pathogen threat motivates lower levels of openness
(Schaller and Murray 2008) and generalized trust (Aarøe, Osmundsen, and Bang Petersen 2016)
and higher levels of conformity (Murray, Trudeau, and Schaller 2011) and authoritarianism
(Murray, Schaller, and Suedfeld 2013). Pathogen threat, both in terms of regional variation and
4

In this sense, Loyalty should promote lower generalized trust, but higher particularized trust

(e.g., Uslaner and Brown 2005).
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Some of this work interprets personality traits and sociopolitical orientations (e.g., RWA) as

causally prior to the moral foundations. Yet, recent work questions common assumptions about
the causal relationship between traits, values, and ideologies (Kandler, Zimmermann, and
McAdams 2014). Thus, more research designed to draw causal inferences will be needed to
resolve this question.
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individual perceptions, also predicts higher levels of binding foundations (Leeuwen et al. 2016;
van Leeuwen et al. 2012). Thus, group loyalty seems to be, at least in part, an adaptive response
to social dangers.
Empirical Applications of the Loyalty Foundation
Existing applications of moral foundations theory to politics have focused primarily on
directional effects (i.e., liberal vs. conservative attitudes). The individualizing foundations, Care
and Fairness, consistently predict more liberal political ideology and attitudes, while the binding
foundations, Authority, Loyalty, and Sanctity, reliably predict more conservative ideology and
attitudes (Clifford et al. 2015; Graham, Haidt, and Nosek 2009; Kertzer et al. 2014; Koleva et al.
2012; Weber and Federico 2013). These findings also hold outside of the United States (Graham
et al. 2011), including in independent tests of the theory (Davies, Sibley, and Liu 2014; Nilsson
and Erlandsson 2015).
The Loyalty foundation is a particularly strong predictor of policy stances that uphold
American interests and identity. For example, Loyalty predicts support for increased defense
spending, the use of torture on suspected terrorists, the war on terror, and opposition to flag
burning and gun control (Koleva et al. 2012; Smith et al. 2014). In the realm of foreign policy,
Loyalty is associated with more militant and less cooperative foreign policy stances, including
support for the Iraq War, carrying out strikes on Iran, and opposition to the Kyoto Protocol
(Kertzer et al. 2014). In short, Loyalty tends to predict conservative political attitudes,
particularly on issues in which the United States is perceived as competing against other
countries and groups.
Outside of the political domain, recent work demonstrates that the Loyalty foundation
predicts stronger group attachments more generally, as well as the behavioral consequences of
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group attachment. In a close parallel to arguments made about partisan identity, people higher in
the Loyalty foundation more strongly identify as sports fans, consistent with the hypothesis that
team sports are a byproduct of coalitional psychology (Winegard and Deaner 2010). Loyalty is
also associated with greater personal religiousness and commitment to one’s religious group
(e.g., through donations; Johnson et al. 2016). The Loyalty foundation sheds light on attitudes
towards whistleblowing as well – people high in Loyalty are less likely to support reporting the
unethical behavior of their group to an outside group (Waytz, Dungan, and Young 2013).
However, Loyalty also predicts willingness to sacrifice individual in-group members (such as
coworkers) for the greater good of the group (Crone and Laham 2015). Overall, several recent
studies focusing on different groups and topics find evidence that the Loyalty foundation serves
to bind people together into groups and promote loyalty to the goals of that group.
Partisanship as a Group Identity
While some view partisanship as a running tally (Fiorina 1981; Weinschenk 2010),
evidence is accumulating that partisans often behave like loyal sports fans. Indeed, many people
self-report that their partisanship is an important part of their personal identity (e.g., Greene
1999, 2004) and partisan identities are highly stable over time (Green, Palmquist, and Schickler
2004). This stability stems partly from motivated reasoning strategies that serve to minimize any
potential shift away from one’s partisan identity. For example, when faced with information that
challenge one’s partisan identity, people often use a “lesser of two evils” justification which
involves calling to mind negative information about the out-party in order to balance out
negative information about the in-party (Groenendyk 2011). Similarly, when made aware of
issue conflicts with one’s own party, respondents tend to place less importance on that issue as a
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strategy of minimizing the effect on partisan identity (Groenendyk 2013). In short, some
partisans seem willing to suppress their own interests in order to maintain their identity.
Partisans are not only motivated to uphold their own identities, but also to defend their
group’s reputation and interests. Recent research on party cues suggest that they are not merely
heuristics used to simplify the information environment, but instead serve to signal group
interests that ought to be defended (Petersen et al. 2012; Pietraszewski et al. 2015). Strong
partisans defend their parties in a variety of ways and even openly admit that winning elections
and debates is more important than using fair tactics (Miller and Conover 2015). Partisans place
greater trust in co-partisans (Carlin and Love 2011; Hetherington and Rudolph 2015), and
discriminate against their partisan opponents even in non-political domains (Gift and Gift 2014;
Iyengar and Westwood 2014).
Overall, there is considerable evidence that partisanship operates similarly to other social
identities, yet we know less about what drives people to form strong partisan identities. To the
extent that the Loyalty foundation operates as a more general tendency to form strong group
attachments, Loyalty should predict stronger partisan identities. Existing research provides some
suggestive evidence for this hypothesis, but it has not been directly tested. There is some
evidence that partisans are more likely to be “strong reciprocators” who contribute more to
public goods and punish non-contributors at higher rates than non-partisans (Smirnov et al.
2010). In this sense, partisans seem to be more sensitive to cooperative dynamics within groups.
Research on personality traits consistently finds that people who are more extraverted tend to
have stronger partisan identities (Bakker, Hopmann, and Persson 2015; Bakker et al. 2015;
Gerber et al. 2012). This finding is typically explained in terms of group identity, as extraverted
individuals are more inclined to seek out opportunities for social interaction and politics provides
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such an opportunity. However, existing research has not directly tested whether differences in
group attachment contribute to the formation of partisan strength.
My primary hypothesis is that Loyalty predicts stronger partisan identities. However, I
have no clear expectations for the effects of the remaining four foundations. Some have argued
that concerns about reciprocity in cooperative games are positively related to partisan strength
(Smirnov et al. 2010). Fairness, though, is related to greater willingness to report in-group
violations to authorities (Waytz, Dungan, and Young 2013), suggesting it might work against the
strength of partisan identity. People high in the Authority foundation might find partisan
identities appealing as a source of order and certainty, but authoritarianism tends to be negatively
related to political engagement (Hetherington and Weiler 2009). Finally, Care and Sanctity tend
to have the strongest directional effects on political ideology, and there is no clear reason why
either would motivate partisan strength.
In the next section, I provide the first test of the claim that individual differences in the
propensity to moralize group attachment predict partisan strength. I first show that the Loyalty
foundation predicts partisan strength and that this effect cannot be explained by patriotism,
ideology, or ideological extremity. Second, I replicate these effects in a convenience sample
using multiple measures of the moral foundations. Third, I demonstrate that Loyalty has a
downstream effect on partisan behavior – increasing the intention to vote – that is partially
mediated by partisan strength. Overall, the evidence supports the claim that the strength of
partisan identity is in part a result of individual differences in the tendency to form group
identities.

Data and Methods
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To test these hypotheses, I rely on the 2008-2009 American National Election Studies
(ANES) Panel, which tracked respondents between January 2008 and September 2009.
Respondents were recruited using random-digit-dialing and invited to complete surveys online.6
Between 1,420 and 2,665 respondents completed each wave of the survey, though panel attrition
and item non-response reduce the effective sample sizes in the analyses below, which range
between 762 and 911.7 In addition to 10 political waves, the panel included 11 “off-wave”
questionnaires that were written and partially funded by other investigators. The Wave 7 panel,
fielded in July 2008 included a shortened 20-item version of the Moral Foundations
Questionnaire (MFQ; Graham et al. 2011). The scale consists of two sections: one that asks
respondents to rate the moral relevance of various considerations and a second that asks about
agreement with a series of statements. The Loyalty foundation is measured as the average of two
relevance items and two agreement items (α = .64). All of the moral foundations are rescaled to
range from zero to one.8 The two relevance items ask about “Whether or not someone did
something to betray his or her group” and “Whether or not someone’s action showed love for his
or her country.” The two agreement items state “I am proud of my country’s history” and
6

Respondents who did not have internet service were offered free internet access for the duration

of the study. Further details can be found through the American National Election Studies
website.
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The Wave 7 sample size was smaller than some of the other waves. Only 1,053 respondents in

this wave completed the full MFQ.
8

Internal reliability of the Loyalty foundation and remaining foundations (Care: α = .65,

Fairness: α = .67, Authority: α = .65, Sanctity: α = .73) is similar to previous work (Graham et al.
2011).
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“People should be loyal to their family members, even when they have done something wrong.”
Full question-wording for the MFQ is shown in the Online Appendix and the full questionnaires
can be found online through the American National Election Studies website. While two of the
four items are about one specific group identity – patriotism – the analysis below shows that
results are driven by Loyalty, but not patriotism.
The MFQ has been extensively validated using large, diverse samples (Graham et al.
2011). Confirmatory factor analysis supports the theorized five-factor structure, a finding that
holds up in many different countries and regions of the world and has been independently
replicated in New Zealand (Davies, Sibley, and Liu 2014), Sweden (Nilsson and Erlandsson
2015), and Turkey (Yilmaz et al. 2016). The foundations show criterion validity with related
scales and predict attitudes towards theoretically relevant social groups (Graham et al. 2011).9
As the primary dependent variable, I rely on a folded measure of partisanship, such that
zero represents a pure independent and three represents a strong partisan (e.g., Gerber et al.
2012). Partisanship was measured only in Waves 1 (January ‘08), 9 (September ‘08), 10
(October ‘08) 11 (November ’08), 17 (May ‘09), and 19 (July ‘09). In the analyses below, I
focus on Waves 9 and 19 as both contain measures of patriotism. Wave 9 is also the first wave
following measurement of the moral foundations to include partisanship, while Wave 19 was
measured approximately a year later. In addition, I rely on an index of partisan strength, which
consists of the average level of partisan strength across all waves. To simplify analysis and
9

Initial evidence suggests that the foundations are stable over time (Graham et al. 2011), but

more recent evidence calls this into question (Smith et al. 2016). Smith et al. (2016) tested the
stability of the foundations over a longer period of time, but relied on a poor measure of the
foundations (Haidt 2016), so the cumulative evidence is ambiguous.
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maintain consistency with the single-item measures, the index is split into quartiles.10 Analysis of
each individual wave is shown in Table A1 in the Online Appendix and reaches similar
substantive conclusions.
To test an alternative hypothesis that the results are driven by patriotism, I rely on two
different measures of patriotism and nationalism included in the ANES panel. The first is a
single-item measure of nationalism asking respondents whether or not the United States is the
“greatest nation in the world” (coded 1 for “greatest nation” and 0 for “not the greatest nation”).
The second is a more detailed five-item measure of patriotism, which captures more variation
and should be more reliable than a single-item measure (Ansolabehere, Rodden, and Snyder
2008). The five items ask about love for the U.S., feelings about the American flag, supporting
the country, the morality of U.S. government actions, and criticism of the U.S. Each item is
rescaled to range from zero to one, then averaged (α = .64).
Below I model each measure of partisan strength using an ordered logit model (bivariate
correlations between the key dependent and independent variables are shown in Table A2 in the
Online Appendix). Consistent with past research, each model includes controls for the remaining
four moral foundations, which is important due to moderate to high correlations between the
foundations.11 Past research has shown that the moral foundations are consistent predictors of
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number of waves completed and item non-response. Several alternative methods to scoring the
index were also tested and make no substantive difference to the results.
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In spite of the moderate correlations between the foundations, multicollinearity does not seem

to be problematic. The average variance inflation factor ranges from 1.51 to 1.52 in the key
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political ideology (Graham, Haidt, and Nosek 2009; Weber and Federico 2013), so I also control
for self-reported ideology and ideological extremity in order to ensure that any effects on
partisan strength are not being driven by political ideology.12 Finally, I also control for a set of
sociodemographic variables that are known to influence political engagement and partisan
strength: education, income, gender, age, church attendance, and whether the respondent is
African American.

Results
The results for the Wave 9 measure of partisan strength are shown in the first column of
Table 1. As expected, the Loyalty foundation significantly predicts stronger partisan
identification (p < .01). None of the other four moral foundations are significant predictors. The
second column shows the results predicting the Wave 19 partisan strength, which was measured
about a year after the moral foundations. Again, the Loyalty foundation predicts greater partisan
strength (p < .01). Surprisingly, Fairness is also a significant predictor of partisan strength, but as
shown below, this finding is not consistent across the various tests. The third column contains
the index of partisan strength averaged across survey waves. Loyalty once again predicts greater

models reported below and never rises above 2.20 for any of the individual coefficients.
Moreover, the results hold when omitting the controls for the remaining moral foundations.
12

Ideology is measured using a standard 7-point self-placement scale. Ideological extremity is

measured using this same question folded at the midpoint of the scale.
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partisan strength (p < .001), while none of the remaining foundations are statistically
significant.13
While the first two models controlled for ideology and ideological extremity, it still might
be possible that the effects of Loyalty are largely directional and only increase partisan strength
among Republicans. To test this alternative explanation, I repeat the previous analyses of Waves
9 and 19 while splitting the sample by partisanship.14 The fifth column of Table 1 tests the Wave
9 measure of partisan strength while excluding Republican identifiers and Republican leaners.
Loyalty remains a significant predictor of partisan strength (p < .01). The fifth column repeats
the same analysis on Wave 19 and Loyalty is again a significant predictor of partisan strength (p
< .01). The two rightmost columns show these analyses excluding Democrats and Democratic
leaners. In both cases, Loyalty is a statistically significant predictor of partisan strength (ps <
.05). Notably, the coefficients are similar in magnitude across the Democratic and Republican
models and Wald tests fail to reject the null hypothesis that the coefficients are equal in size
(Wave 9: p = .90; Wave 19: p = .77). Thus, Loyalty predicts partisan strength equally well
regardless of whether Democrats or Republicans are excluded from the sample.
<Table 1 here>
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Democrats and Republicans given that some individuals change their partisanship over time.
Ideological extremity is excluded from the models due to the collinearity with ideology that
occurs after removing entire partisan groups.
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To illustrate the substantive effects of Loyalty on partisan strength, I estimated the
change in partisan strength resulting from a change from one standard deviation below the mean
in Loyalty to one standard deviation above the mean, holding all other variables at their central
tendencies. Effects are estimated from the first two models in Table 1. Beginning with Wave 9,
the probability of being a strong partisan is 14% at one standard deviation below the mean of
Loyalty. Increasing Loyalty to one standard deviation above the mean increases the predicted
probability of being a strong partisan by 8 percentage points to 22%. An identical shift in
Loyalty in the Wave 19 data shows an increase in the probability of being a strong partisan from
13% to 21%, for an increase of 8 percentage points. For comparison, a two standard deviation
shift of education leads to increases of 4 to 6 percentage points, suggesting Loyalty has a
substantively meaningful effect on partisan strength.
Testing Patriotism as an Alternative Explanation
The MFQ measure of Loyalty includes two items related to loyalty to one’s country,
leading to concerns that the Loyalty foundation might be instead capturing the effects of
patriotism. I address this concern below in multiple ways – by controlling for patriotism,
controlling for nationalism, and removing the patriotism items from the MFQ scale. Each test
supports the hypothesis that the Loyalty foundation increases partisan strength.
As a first test, I rely on the single-item measure of nationalism embedded in Wave 9. The
first column of Table 2 reproduces the model from Table 1 while also controlling for the
contemporaneous measure of nationalism. Loyalty remains a significant predictor of partisan
strength (p < .01), while nationalism is not a significant predictor (p = .61). As a second test, I
turn to the Wave 19 data, which includes the five-item measure of patriotism. Notably, this test is
biased in favor of patriotism as it is measured in the same wave as partisan strength, while the
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moral foundations were measured approximately one year earlier. Column 2 of Table 2 displays
the results of a model predicting Wave 19 partisan strength with the inclusion of patriotism as a
control. Loyalty remains a significant predictor (p = .01), while patriotism does not significantly
predict partisan strength (p = .31).
<Table 2 here>
As a further test, I removed the two patriotism items from the Loyalty scale and reestimated the Wave 9 and Wave 19 models from Table 1. The resulting Loyalty measure consists
of only two items, which mention loyalty to one’s family and betraying one’s group. In spite of
the relatively poor two-item measure of Loyalty, it remains a significant predictor of partisan
strength in both Wave 9 and Wave 19 (ps < .05; results shown in columns 3 and 4 of Table 2).
As a final test, the last two columns re-estimate the Wave 9 and Wave 19 models with the
reduced two-item measure of Loyalty while also controlling for either nationalism (Wave 9) or
patriotism (Wave 19). Loyalty remains positive and statistically significant in both models (ps <
.05), while neither nationalism nor patriotism significantly predict partisan strength (p = .33, p =
.13, respectively). Overall, the results suggest that patriotism cannot explain the effects of
Loyalty.
Testing Extremity as an Alternative Explanation
Another alternative interpretation of the data is that Loyalty simply motivates more
extreme political attitudes. As noted above, however, all of the results hold while controlling for
ideological extremity, which is inconsistent with this explanation. To further rule out this
interpretation, I modeled two measures of ideological extremity (Waves 1 and 10) as a function
of the moral foundations and demographic controls. The full model results are shown in Table
A3 in the Online Appendix, but Loyalty is not a significant predictor of ideological extremity in
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either wave (p = .38, p = .29). Thus, Loyalty predicts the strength of partisan attachment but not
the extremity of one’s ideological views.

Replication Study
To provide an additional test of the Loyalty hypothesis, I rely on a sample of 858
undergraduates recruited from required introductory political science courses at a large public
university in the southern United States during the fall of 2014. Subjects completed an
approximately 30-minute survey covering a variety of political topics. A total of 833 subjects
completed the survey and are retained for analysis. Although it is a convenience sample, it is
demographically and politically diverse: 42% male, 16% black, 38% Hispanic, and 19% were
not born in the United States. As for political identity, 35% identified as Democrats, 23% as
Republicans, and the mean ideological score was 3.5 on a 1-7 scale (where 7 is very
conservative).
Although the sample is clearly not nationally representative, it allows improved
measurement of the moral foundations, which would be prohibitively costly in a nationally
representative survey. The moral foundations were measured using the full 30-item MFQ,
improving upon the 20-item measure used in the ANES study. In addition, this study included an
alternative measure of the moral foundations relying on 29 moral foundations vignettes (MFVs),
each depicting a person violating one of the foundations (Clifford et al. 2015).15 Respondents
were asked to rate the moral wrongness of each behavior. Full question-wording is shown in the
15
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Liberty foundation (Iyer et al. 2012) and 4 vignettes representing non-moral social violations.
These are not used in the analysis.
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Online Appendix, but examples of Loyalty violations include “a man leaving his family business
to go work for their main competitor,” “a teacher publicly saying she hopes another school wins
the math contest,” and “a former US General saying publicly he would never buy any American
product.” Each foundation is measured as the average wrongness rating of the five corresponding
vignettes. All measures of the foundations are rescaled to range from zero to one. Clifford et al.
(2015) validated a larger set of MFVs by showing a similar factor structure to the MFQ,
demonstrating criterion validity with the MFQ, and analyzing respondents’ interpretations of
why the scenarios are wrong. In short, the MFVs are not redundant to the MFQ, but tap into
similar concepts. Partisan strength is again operationalized as a folded partisan identification
scale, ranging from zero to three.
Following a similar approach to the models above, I predict partisan strength using an
ordered logit model (summary statistics and bivariate correlations are shown in Table A4 in the
Online Appendix). Control variables include the remaining moral foundations, ideology,
ideological extremity, and sociodemographics. Below I present two separate models, each
relying on a different measure of the moral foundations.
Results
The results for the model using the MFQ measure of the moral foundations are shown in
the first column of Table 3. As expected, the Loyalty foundation is a significant predictor of
partisan strength (p < .01), but none of the remaining foundations have a statistically significant
effect. Column 2 displays a similar model utilizing the MFV measures of the moral foundations,
rather than the MFQ. Loyalty is again a significant predictor of partisan strength (p < .001),
while none of the other foundations are significant predictors. These findings demonstrate further
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support for the hypothesis using both the full 30-item MFQ and a new measure of the moral
foundations based on judgments of concrete scenarios.
<Table 3 here>

The Benefits of Loyal Partisans
The Loyalty foundation predicts partisan strength, but is the effect large enough to affect
downstream behaviors? According to the social identity approach to partisanship, “the strongest
partisans will work most actively to increase electoral victory and partisan group status” (Huddy,
Mason, and Aarøe 2015, 3) and this has been one of the most consistent effects of partisan
strength. Thus, people high in Loyalty should be more motivated to turn out to support their
team, and this effect should be mediated by partisan strength. To test this hypothesis, I rely on
the ANES data described above. As indicators of political participation, I rely on three measures.
The first two are measures of the intention to vote in the upcoming 2008 presidential election,
which were asked in Waves 9 (September) and 10 (October).16 The third measure is self-reported
voter turnout, asked in Wave 11 (November). I predict each measure using a logit model and the
same set of control variables used in Table 1 above.
The results are shown in Table 4. As expected, the Loyalty foundation predicts higher
vote intention in both Wave 9 (p = .015) and Wave 10 (p = .013). None of the other foundations
have statistically significant effects, with the exception of Authority, which predicts lower vote
intention in both models (ps < .05), a finding that is consistent with research on authoritarianism
(Hetherington and Weiler 2009). Finally, the last column of Table 4 shows the results for self16

These questions asked whether respondents “expect to vote in the national elections this

coming November, or not?”
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reported turnout. Again, the coefficient on Loyalty is positive, however, it is not statistically
significant (p = .55). Thus, Loyalty generates stronger intentions to vote, but the effects are not
large enough to increase actual turnout behavior.
<Table 4 here>
To test whether partisan strength mediates these effects, I turn to the causal mediation
framework (Imai, Keele, and Tingley 2010; Imai et al. 2011) using the mediation package in
Stata (Hicks and Tingley 2011). To satisfy the sequential ignorability assumption, I control for
the same set of covariates used above in both stages of the model (for a similar approach, see
Gadarian and Albertson 2014).17 Because the model results are similar to those shown in Tables
1 and 4, I discuss the key results here while showing the model details in the Online Appendix
(see Table A5). As expected, the results show that partisan strength is a significant mediator of
the effect of Loyalty on Wave 9 vote intention (p < .05). Turning to the Wave 10 results, partisan
strength again significantly mediates the effect of Loyalty (p < .05). For the turnout model, the
total effect of Loyalty on turnout is not statistically significant, however, there is a significant
mediating effect of partisan strength (p < .05). Overall, the results are consistent with the
prediction that Loyalty increases political engagement, at least for vote intentions, and partisan
strength mediates this effect.

Do Republicans Have a Loyalty Advantage?
So far, the results show that Loyalty predicts greater partisan strength and may have
downstream effects, such as increased political engagement. As a result, political parties likely
17

The package does not allow for ordinal models, so linear regression is used to model partisan

strength.
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benefit from loyal group members. Yet, because aspects of conservative political ideology are
more appealing to individuals high in the Loyalty foundation (e.g., Clifford et al. 2015; Graham,
Haidt, and Nosek 2009; Weber and Federico 2013), the benefits of group Loyalty may
disproportionately accrue to the Republican party. To examine the size of this potential
advantage, I rely on simulations based on the ANES Wave 9 model shown in the first column of
Table 1 above. Among Democrats (including leaners), the mean value of Loyalty is 0.63. Among
Republicans, this value is significantly higher at 0.71. Holding all other variables at their central
tendencies, I simulated the effect of increasing Loyalty from 0.63 to 0.71. For Democratic levels
of Loyalty, the estimated probability of being a strong partisan is 17%. At Republican levels of
Loyalty, this probability increases to 19%. Thus, while Republicans do tend to score higher in
the Loyalty foundation, which in turn translates into higher levels of partisan strength, this two
percentage point increase is unlikely to generate meaningful gains in turnout, cooperation, or
polarization. Nonetheless, the public is becoming better ideologically sorted (e.g., Levendusky
2009; Mason 2015). As the two parties become more ideologically distinct, the Loyalty gap
between Democrats and Republicans may become even larger. Thus, partisan sorting may
increase the size of the partisan Loyalty gap and the corresponding benefits to the Republican
party.

Conclusion
Political scientists increasingly portray partisanship as more of a team sport than an
instrumental investment in policies or outcomes, downplaying the role of ideological and issuebased concerns in political behavior and attitudes (e.g., Groenendyk 2011, 2013; Huddy, Mason,
and Aarøe 2015; Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes 2012). Support for this social identity perspective
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has come from a variety of methods, such as self-reports of social identity (e.g., Greene 1999,
2004), group favoritism (Miller and Conover 2015), and discriminatory behavior (Gift and Gift
2014; Iyengar and Westwood 2014). Yet, it leaves open the question of why some people come
to strongly identify with a party, even if the party is not closely aligned with their beliefs and
interests.
Across two studies and multiple measures of the moral foundations, the findings here
demonstrate that the Loyalty foundation is a robust predictor of the strength of partisan identity,
providing support for the social identity approach to partisanship. These findings suggest that
some people are more inclined to form strong group attachments than others, and hence more
likely to become strong partisans. A series of robustness tests show that this effect cannot be
explained by patriotism or political ideology and the effects are similar among both Democrats
and Republicans. As with virtually all research on partisanship and partisan strength, these
studies rely on observational designs (for an exception, see Gerber, Huber, and Washington
2010), raising questions about whether the effects are causal. However, the results are consistent
with expectations across a variety of tests and several alternative explanations have been ruled
out. Thus, while firm causal claims cannot be made, the evidence suggests that people who
moralize group loyalty are more likely to form strong partisan identities.
While these results provide support for the social identity approach to partisanship, they
do not imply that instrumental goals, such as particular policy outcomes, are unimportant to the
formation of partisan identities. For example, an instrumental goal, such as one’s stance on
abortion, may contribute to the formation of or change in one’s partisan identity (e.g., Adams
1997; Carsey and Layman 2006). While the initial impetus may have been instrumental, people
high in Loyalty may be more likely to then form a strong partisan identity. In this sense, Loyalty
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may enhance the effects of instrumental goals that bring an individual into a party and strengthen
their identification with it. However, if an individual’s instrumental goals shift over time, or the
parties’ positions on the topic shift, a party identification retained due to feelings of group loyalty
may come to be less representative of one’s instrumental goals. Thus, an important area for
future research is to analyze how Loyalty, partisan identity, and instrumental goals evolve
together over time, particularly among young voters who are still forming their partisan identities
(e.g., Alwin and Krosnick 1991).
The results presented here were highly consistent across multiple data sources and
measures, yet they focused only on the United States and covered a limited time frame. Taking
on the latter point, the ongoing process of partisan sorting may play a role in the relationship
between Loyalty and partisan strength. Given that the moral foundations, including Loyalty, are
more strongly related to ideology than to partisan strength, partisan sorting should increase the
relationship between the moral foundations and partisanship.18 As a result, the Loyalty gap
between Democrats and Republicans should become larger, leading to stronger partisan
identification among Republicans. Turning to the issue of geography, there is considerable crosscultural variability in the moral foundations, and Loyalty tends to be higher in Eastern countries
(Graham et al. 2011). Thus, Loyalty may help explain cross-cultural variation in the strength of
partisan attachments. Yet, partisan attachments also depend on the institutions that structure
political parties. An important question that remains to be answered is how individual differences
in Loyalty interact with the structure and dimensionality of party systems to create partisan
attachments.
18

Indeed, in the ANES sample used here, Loyalty, and the moral foundations more generally,

tend to be more strongly related to ideology than to partisanship.
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In addition to lending insights to the nature of partisan identity, the findings here
contribute to research on moral foundations theory. Previous work applying moral foundations
theory to politics has largely focused on directional effects, demonstrating associations between
the binding foundations and conservative political attitudes and identities (Clifford et al. 2015;
Graham, Haidt, and Nosek 2009; Kertzer et al. 2014; Koleva et al. 2012; Weber and Federico
2013). This has led some to worry that the Loyalty foundation captures little more than
patriotism or ideological sentiments. However, the findings here demonstrate a non-directional
effect of Loyalty on the strength of political identity. Moreover, this effect remained after
controlling for patriotism, which itself did not predict partisan strength. These findings help
demonstrate the validity of the Loyalty foundation as a measure of general group loyalty and also
point to future research questions. If Loyalty serves to strengthen a variety of group identities,
then it may have multi-faceted effects on political attitudes and identities. For example, a strong
racial identity may drive a white voter to hold more conservative political attitudes (Jardina
2014), but lead an African American voter to more liberal attitudes (e.g., Dawson 2001). In this
sense, the effects of Loyalty on political attitudes may be mediated by multiple identities. Yet,
because identities can have cross-cutting effects on partisan identity (Brader, Tucker, and
Therriault 2014), Loyalty could even lead to weaker partisan identities among cross-pressured
subgroups. Thus, exploring how Loyalty affects a broader set of group identities will provide a
more nuanced understanding of how the Loyalty foundation affects political attitudes and
ideologies.
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Table 1. The Loyalty Foundation Predicts Partisan Strength (ANES)
Full Sample
Wave 9
Wave 19
Index
Sept. '08
July '09
Moral Foundations
Loyalty
1.52 **
1.56 **
1.63 ***
(.49)
(.54)
(.51)
Authority
-0.13
-0.37
-0.35
(.55)
(.62)
(.57)
Sanctity
-0.63
0.08
-0.30
(.45)
(.48)
(.47)
Care
-0.16
-1.06 +
-0.33
(.53)
(.56)
(.53)
Fairness
0.49
1.31 *
1.22 *
(.56)
(.59)
(.58)
Controls
Ideology
Ideological Extremity
Church Attendance
Education
Income
African-American
Male
Age

Observations

-0.04
(.04)
0.70 ***
(.07)
0.49
(.51)
0.12 **
(.05)
-0.07
(.07)
0.91 **
(.30)
-0.49 ***
(.13)
0.01
(.00)
888

-0.14 **
(.05)
0.95 ***
(.08)
0.24
(.49)
0.05
(.05)
-0.02
(.07)
1.34 ***
(.36)
-0.61 ***
(.15)
0.00
(.01)
769

-0.01
(.04)
0.66 ***
(.07)
0.59
(.53)
0.13 **
(.05)
-0.1
(.07)
0.79 *
(.32)
-0.51 ***
(.14)
0.00
(.00)
911

Excluding Republicans
Wave 9
Wave 19
Sept. '08
July '09

Excluding Democrats
Wave 9
Wave 19
Sept. '08
July '09

1.96 **
(.63)
-1.22 +
(.71)
-1.11 +
(.60)
0.73
(.70)
0.83
(.75)

1.84 **
(.69)
-1.30
(.79)
-0.78
(.62)
-0.41
(.75)
2.34 **
(.84)

1.87 **
(.67)
1.27
(.80)
-0.06
(.63)
-0.74
(.71)
-0.50
(.76)

1.58 *
(.73)
1.08
(.85)
0.15
(.68)
-1.32 +
(.74)
0.31
(.76)

-0.32 ***
(.06)
-

-0.39 ***
(.07)
-

0.62 ***
(.07)
-

0.51 ***
(.07)
-

-0.78
(.73)
0.19 **
(.06)
-0.14
(.09)
1.46 ***
(.33)
-0.46 *
(.18)
0.01 *
(.01)

-0.38
(.77)
0.17 *
(.07)
-0.16 +
(.09)
1.55 ***
(.35)
-0.50 **
(.19)
0.01 *
(.01)

0.97
(.65)
0.13 *
(.06)
0.14
(.09)
-2.45 **
(.86)
-0.44 *
(.18)
0.00
(.01)

0.81
(.60)
0.13 *
(.06)
0.16 +
(.09)
-3.79 ***
(1.14)
-0.66 ***
(.19)
-0.01
(.01)

506

447

501

450

Note: Sta nda rd errors i n pa renthes es . + p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. Dependent va ri a bl e i s a fol ded mea s ure of pa rti s a n s trength, where
0 = pure i ndependent a nd 3 = s trong pa rti s a n. Al l DVs a re model ed us i ng ordered l ogi t. The dependent va ri a bl e i n the thi rd model i s a n i ndex
cons tructed from a l l non-mi s s i ng mea s ures of pa rti s a n s trength. Ea ch non-mi s s i ng mea s ure wa s a vera ged, then the i ndex wa s s pl i t i nto qua rti l es .
Model s excl udi ng Republ i ca ns (Democra ts ) omi t a l l s el f-i denti fi ed Republ i ca ns (Democra ts ) a nd i ndependents who l ea n Republ i ca n (Democra t).
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Table 2. Patriotism Cannot Explain the Effects of Loyalty on Partisan Strength
Controlling for Patriotism
Excluding Patriotism Items
Wave 9
Wave 19
Wave 9
Wave 19
Sept. '08
July '09
Sept. '08
July '09
Moral Foundations
Loyalty
1.50 **
1.38 *
(.51)
(.56)
Loyalty (no patriotism items)
0.75 *
0.99 *
(.37)
(.39)
Authority
-0.41
-0.41
0.18
-0.16
(.56)
(.62)
(.54)
(.60)
Sanctity
-0.46
0.09
-0.49
0.22
(.46)
(.48)
(.45)
(.47)
Care
-0.09
-1.01 +
-0.04
-0.93 +
(.53)
(.57)
(.52)
(.55)
Fairness
0.47
1.26 *
0.56
1.27 *
(.57)
(.59)
(.56)
(.59)
Patriotism and Nationalism
Nationalism
0.10
(.19)
Patriotism
0.56
(.55)
Controls
Ideology
-0.05
-0.14 **
-0.03
-0.12 *
(.04)
(.05)
(.04)
(.05)
Ideological Extremity
0.69 ***
0.94 ***
0.70
0.94 ***
(.07)
(.08)
(.07)
(.08)
Church Attendance
0.62
0.42
0.49
0.26
(.52)
(.50)
(.51)
(.49)
Education
0.12 **
0.06
0.12 *
0.05
(.05)
(.05)
(.05)
(.05)
Income
-0.07
-0.02
-0.06
-0.03
(.07)
(.07)
(.07)
(.07)
African-American
1.06 ***
1.52 ***
0.82 **
1.24 ***
(.31)
(.37)
(.30)
(.35)
Male
-0.47 ***
-0.58 ***
-0.46 ***
-0.60 ***

Controlling & Excluding
Wave 9
Wave 19
Sept. '08
July '09
0.79 *
(.37)
-0.15
(.55)
-0.34
(.45)
0.03
(.53)
0.55
(.57)
0.18
(.19)
-

0.97 *
(.40)
-0.31
(.60)
0.21
(.48)
-0.90
(.56)
1.21 *
(.60)
0.79
(.53)

-0.04
(.04)
0.69 ***
(.07)
0.62
(.52)
0.12 *
(.05)
-0.06
(.07)
0.98 **
(.31)
-0.44 ***

-0.12
(.05)
0.93
(.08)
0.46 **
(.50)
0.07 ***
(.05)
-0.03 ***
(.07)
1.45
(.37)
-0.57
(.15)
0.00 ***
(.01)

Age

(.14)
0.01
(.00)

(.15)
0.00
(.01)

(.13)
0.01
(.00)

(.15)
0.00
(.00)

(.13)
0.01
(.00)

Observations

874

762

892

772

878

765

Note: Sta nda rd errors i n pa renthes es . + p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. Dependent va ri a bl e i s a fol ded mea s ure of pa rti s a n
s trength, where 0 = pure i ndependent a nd 3 = s trong pa rti s a n. Al l DVs a re model ed us i ng ordered l ogi t.
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Table 3. The Loyalty Foundation Predicts Partisan Strength (Student Sample)
Measure of the Foundations:
MFQ
MFVs
Moral Foundations
Loyalty
1.68 **
1.13 ***
(.55)
(.34)
Authority
-0.23
-0.63
(.62)
(.49)
Sanctity
-0.05
0.11
(.48)
(.38)
Care
-0.41
-0.73
(.59)
(.48)
Fairness
-0.56
0.07
(.61)
(.43)
Controls
Ideology
0.08
0.09
(.05)
(.05)
Ideological Extremity
0.61 ***
0.60 ***
(.07)
(.07)
Church Attendance
0.04
0.05
(.05)
(.05)
African-American
0.15
0.07
(.18)
(.18)
Hispanic
0.23
0.21
(.14)
(.14)
Foreign Born
-0.23
-0.20
(.17)
(.17)
Male
-0.08
0.01
(.14)
(.14)
Observations

817

815

Note: Standa rd errors i n pa renthes es . + p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
Dependent va ri a bl e i s a fol ded mea s ure of pa rtis a n s trength, where 0 = pure
i ndependent a nd 3 = s trong pa rtis a n. Al l DVs a re model ed us i ng ordered l ogi t.
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Table 4. The Loyalty Foundation Predicts Intention to Vote
Wave 9
Wave 10
Wave 11
Intention
Intention
Turnout
Moral Foundations
Loyalty
2.69 *
2.79 *
0.61
(1.11)
(1.12)
(1.00)
Authority
-3.28 *
-3.70 **
-1.03
(1.39)
(1.43)
(1.19)
Sanctity
-0.65
0.33
-0.45
(1.05)
(1.06)
(.96)
Care
0.85
0.15
-0.18
(1.20)
(1.20)
(1.06)
Fairness
0.47
0.05
0.24
(1.30)
(1.32)
(1.16)
Controls
Ideology
Ideological Extremity
Church Attendance
Education
Income
African-American
Male
Age

Observations
Mediation Effect

0.26 *
(.12)
0.83 ***
(.15)
-1.81 +
(.94)
0.60 ***
(.12)
-0.07
(.15)
0.76
(.58)
-0.38
(.30)
0.05 ***
(.01)
892
0.055
[.003, .132]

0.12
(.12)
0.67 ***
(.15)
-1.23
(.97)
0.39 ***
(.11)
0.24
(.15)
0.72
(.60)
-0.05
(.31)
0.05 ***
(.01)
830
0.041
[.003, .104]

0.00
(.11)
0.79 ***
(.14)
-0.65
(.93)
0.45 ***
(.10)
0.22 +
(.14)
0.36
(.52)
-0.64 *
(.27)
0.05 ***
(.01)
837
0.029
[.001, .069]

Note: Sta nda rd errors i n pa renthes es . + p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
Al l DVs a re di chotomous a nd model ed us i ng l ogi t. Medi a ti on effects a re
ca l cul a ted us i ng model s s hown i n Ta bl e A5 i n the a ppendi x.
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