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Donald Trump, contempt, and the 2016 GOP Iowa
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David P. Redlawsk a, Ira J. Rosemanb, Kyle Mattesc and Steven Katzb

aDepartment of Political Science, University of Delaware, Newark, NJ, USA; bDepartment of
Psychology, Rutgers University, Camden, NJ, USA; cDepartment of Political Science, Florida
International University, Miami, FL, USA

ABSTRACT
Theories of discrete emotions distinguish contempt from other negative
emotions, and recent evidence shows that contempt toward candidates
played a major role in two US Senate races in 2014. Contempt felt by
respondents was the most significant emotion predicting voting against three
of the four major party candidates, and had effects independent of other
emotions, such as anger, anxiety, and hope. In the present paper, the 2016
Republican Iowa Caucus provides the opportunity to examine contempt in a
different context: an intra-party primary campaign, where candidates share
the important characteristic of party affiliation. We find that while voters
perceived all leading GOP candidates as expressing at least some contempt,
Donald Trump was seen as expressing the most contempt by far. Voters also
felt contempt for at least some candidates of their own party. When they did
so, it predicts significantly lowered probabilities of voting for Cruz, Trump, and
Rubio, and increased probabilities of voting for one or more of their
opponents. Implications of these findings for theory and research on the role
of contempt and other specific emotions in voting behavior are discussed.

Voters respond to candidates based on a combination of cognitive and affec-
tive factors. Cognitive factors include, for example, issue preferences and
assessments of a candidate’s qualities. Affective responses are often measured
by a simple feeling thermometer, thought to capture a general sense of can-
didate evaluation. However, that approach fails to consider the role of specific
emotions in voter responses (see, e.g. Brader and Marcus 2013; Redlawsk and
Pierce 2017; Valentino et al. 2011). In this research, we examine a set of
specific affective responses, including the understudied but politically signifi-
cant emotion of contempt (Mattes et al. 2018; Redlawsk et al. 2016b; Roseman
2018). We investigate these emotions as expressed by 2016 Republican US
presidential candidates (and in particular, Donald Trump) and as felt toward
these candidates by likely and actual 2016 Iowa GOP caucus attendees. We
focus on the Republican campaign in an effort to understand, at least in
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part, how Trump’s unique campaign connected with Iowa voters, their
emotional responses to their party’s candidates, and whether such responses
influenced their vote.

The Republican contest coming into the Iowa caucuses was a wild free-for-
all, at one time including at least 17 declared candidates. In particular, as the
caucus season developed, Donald Trump eschewed the traditional small-scale
events, instead holding a number of large-scale rallies at which Iowans – and
the nation – got a preview of the nature of his rhetoric with its specific focus
on expressing contempt for his GOP opposition, the press, and the Democrats.
A review of these rallies suggests a significant amount of contemptuous
speech, designed to denigrate those not on the “Trump Train” as it barreled
into the February 2016 caucuses. This rhetoric (which will be illustrated
below) becamemore andmore noteworthy as the caucuses approached. Con-
tempt for his opponents, certain groups of voters, and the system itself was a
clear hallmark of Trump, as he asserted that only he could right the supposed
wrongs of America. Many Republican voters responded positively to his
approach (Redlawsk 2015).

To assess the influence, if any, of contempt on voter decision-making, we
need to disentangle it from the influence of other politically relevant
emotions, including anger and fear, and the positive emotion of hope (cf.
Finn and Glaser 2010). In doing so, we will show that contempt is indeed
important to understanding the responses of voters in the GOP caucus, and
that it plays a distinct role in support for Trump and other candidates. We
close the paper with a call for more research on contempt in light of its pro-
minence and distinctive role in the 2016 election, and its potential relevance
to the ongoing increase in partisan polarization (e.g. Iyengar and Westwood
2015).

Discrete emotions including contempt

In recent years, emotions have become widely recognized as important
factors in voting and other political behaviors (e.g. Brader and Marcus 2013;
Redlawsk 2006; Valentino et al. 2011). A number of political scientists have
proposed and studied positive and negative affective dimensions as having
a significant impact on voting decisions, without differentiating specific
emotions. Lodge and Taber (2013), for example, argued that we simply
need to know if voters feel positive or negative to understand the interplay
of affective and cognitive processing in their decisions. In contrast, in their
Affective Intelligence Theory, Marcus, Neuman, and MacKuen (2000)
brought a discrete emotion view to political science, arguing that anxiety
and enthusiasm are distinct emotions with different effects, and later
adding “aversion” as a second specific negative emotional state influencing
information processing and voting (see discussion in Redlawsk and Pierce
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2017). Affective Intelligence has become an important, even dominant, theory
of the role of emotions in politics.

However, “aversion” includes several states (Brader and Marcus 2013) that
many theorists and researchers (e.g. Ekman and Friesen 1986; Haidt 2003;
Izard 1991) regard as distinct emotions – anger, contempt, and disgust. Of par-
ticular relevance to the 2016 election is the fact that researchers have increas-
ingly distinguished the emotion of contempt from other emotions, such as
anger (e.g. Fischer and Roseman 2007; Hutcherson and Gross 2011; Rozin
et al. 1999). Both anger and contempt are negative emotions typically felt
toward other people. However, theories of discrete emotions indicate they
have distinct causes, components, and consequences that make contempt
especially relevant to candidate evaluations and their political outcomes, as
we explain below.

Anger has been conceptualized as an “attack” emotion (e.g. Frijda 1986),
elicited by appraisals that other persons are causing unpleasant outcomes
or blocking one’s goals, especially if this is seen as unfair (e.g. Tong 2010). It
has a universally recognized facial expression involving lowered brows with
squarish or pressed together lips (Ekman 2003), is associated with action ten-
dencies of verbal or physical confrontation or aggression (e.g. Fischer and
Roseman 2007; Potegal 2010), and a goal of hurting the target in some way
(Roseman, Wiest, and Swartz 1994), in an attempt to force the target to
alter behavior (Roseman forthcoming).

Contempt, in contrast, is a “rejection” emotion (Fischer and Roseman 2007;
Roseman 2013), elicited by appraisals of another person as unworthy, inferior,
or beneath some standard (Fischer 2011; Miller 1997; Roseman 2018), e.g. of
competence (Hutcherson and Gross 2011) or morality (Rozin et al. 1999). It
may be expressed facially by a sneer (Ekman 2003) or vocally by interjections
such as “tse,” laugh-related sounds like “huh,” or sarcastic intonation (Culpe-
per 2011; Hawk et al. 2009). It is associated with action tendencies of
looking down on and derogating its targets, and the desire to have nothing
to do with them and get other people to reject them, in an attempt to mini-
mize their impact (Fischer and Roseman 2007; Roseman 2013). In contrast to
anger, which is a relatively short-term emotion that is more easily followed by
reconciliation, contempt has been found to have longer term consequences,
leading to deterioration or severing of relationships (Fischer and Roseman
2007; Gottman and Levenson 1992).

Politically, contempt felt toward a candidate, elected official, or party may
therefore be more damaging and harder to reverse than anger (Redlawsk
et al. 2016b). Insofar as it is linked to appraisals of incompetence or immoral-
ity, voters’ contempt may be especially toxic to candidates running for office,
whose competence and integrity are central criteria for evaluation in voter
decision-making (e.g. Kinder 1986; Todorov et al. 2005). Contempt expressed
by candidates toward their opponents may be effective at reducing support
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for the target candidates, but could also backfire and damage the candidate
expressing the contempt (Roese and Sande 1993).

In a prior study, we (Redlawsk et al. 2016a) found that contempt was the
most significant emotion predicting voting against three of the four major
party candidates running in two 2014 US Senate general elections. The
observed importance of contempt is consistent with recent data indicating
that partisan polarization has increased in the US in recent years, to the
point that it rivals race as a determinant of political and nonpolitical judg-
ments and behaviors (such as discriminatory resource allocation and marital
preference; Iyengar and Westwood 2015; Mason 2018).

The present paper breaks new ground in going beyond general elections
to investigate whether contempt is also a significant predictor of within-
party candidate evaluations and vote choice. One might expect that it is
not. Unlike opposing party candidates, those in one’s own party share the par-
tisan affiliation that is held to have increasingly become a central feature of
one’s social as well as political identity (e.g. Bankert, Huddy, and Rosema
2017). In-party candidates are also more likely to share important demo-
graphic characteristics (e.g. race; Schildkraut 2017), values (e.g. freedom,
security; Mair, Rusch, and Hornik 2014), and issue positions (e.g. regarding glo-
balization, taxation, and spending; Hellwig 2014), that can be bases for judg-
ments of competence and morality which elicit contempt.

However, the dynamics of the 2016 presidential election, in which Donald
Trump referred to rival Jeb Bush as a “pathetic, low energy guy,”1 Lindsey
Graham as “a total lightweight,”2 Ted Cruz as “just a plain-out liar,”3 and said
of Carly Fiorina “look at that face; would anyone vote for that?”4 suggests
that contempt may also play a role in within-party races. Nor was contemptu-
ous disparagement of rivals confined to Trump. A Bush ad called Trump
“unhinged”5 and a Ted Cruz ad referred to Rubio as “just another pretty
face.”6 While the use of contempt in 2016was not without historical precedent,
its prominence in an intra-party race strongly argues for a closer examination.

Examining emotions in Iowa: data and methods

In an initial pre-caucus telephone survey during the month of October 2015,
we asked 497 GOP and 481 Democratic likely caucus attendees about their

1https://www.washingtonpost.com/video/politics/trump-bush-is-poor-pathetic-low-energy-guy/2016/01/
21/efd1347c-c090-11e5-98c8-7fab78677d51_video.html.

2http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2015/jul/21/donald-trump-lindsey-graham-total-lightweight/?
page=all.

3http://time.com/4224871/donald-trump-south-carolina-ted-cruz-liar/.
4http://fortune.com/2015/09/10/trump-on-fiorina-look-at-that-face-would-anyone-vote-for-that/.
5https://amp.twimg.com/v/11e59ebd-56b2-480d-a760-5392415df93d.
6http://thehill.com/blogs/ballot-box/presidential-races/269136-cruz-ad-on-rubio-vote-for-more-than-
pretty-face.
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emotional responses to the candidates, guided by Affective Intelligence
Theory and using wording from the 2012 American National Election Study.
We asked about three emotions: hope, fear, and anger. We did not ask
about contempt in the pre-caucus survey, as we were then working within
the framework of existing theory.7

But as the 2016 Iowa Caucus campaign unfolded, with its insulting rhetoric,
and theoretical and empirical work on contempt accumulated (see, e.g. Red-
lawsk et al. 2016b), we became convinced it was important to include “con-
tempt” in the set of emotions measured. We therefore added it to our
February 2016 post-caucus survey, which was designed to recontact as
many of the initial survey participants as possible, and asked again about
emotional responses to candidates. Working with limited time and resources,
we succeeded in recontacting about 50% of the original sample, including 243
GOP respondents. Of these, 198 had attended their caucus and 45 had not.8

Thus, the results that we present here are based on a relatively small sample.
Even so, the data provide clear and robust evidence suggestive of the impact
of emotions in Iowa GOP voter decision-making. Our Iowa Caucus survey used
the 2012 American National Election Studies (ANES) format for the voters’ felt
emotion questions, which we will refer to as “everfelt” emotions:9

Has [candidate] because of the kind of person [he/she] is or because of some-
thing [he/she] has done, ever made you feel [emotion?]

In the post-caucus survey, we also asked if voters perceived the candidates
expressing the emotion. This question was:

Have you ever heard or seen [candidate] express [emotion?]

7Affective Intelligence Theory (Marcus, Neuman, and MacKuen 2000) posits that positive and negative
emotions are not just the ends of a single dimension, but represent discrete responses driven by two
different internal systems. Anxiety, raised by the surveillance system, causes voters to learn; while enthu-
siasm, driven by the dispositional system, keeps voters engaged. In later work, Marcus et al. (2006) show
that a dimension of aversion (which includes anger) sometimes is distinct from anxiety, with different
effects on voters. Accordingly, we asked about anger and fear (anxiety) as two separate negative
emotions. Positive emotions are often thought to be unidimensional; we used hope, rather than enthu-
siasm, to reflect the nature of the campaigns. Contempt was not included in the 2015 survey, given its
absence from Affective Intelligence Theory.

8The original survey (in the field through much of October 2015) used a sample of prior-Caucus attendees
drawn from (1) a list provided by the Iowa Republican Party, (2) a list provided by the Iowa Democratic
Party, and (3) a random digit dial sample of Iowa registered voters acquired from SSI. The RDD sub-
sample was used to capture new voters who had not previously caucused, and was cleaned to eliminate
duplication with the other two subsamples. It and the post-Caucus survey were fielded by an academic
survey centre [The Eagleton Center for Public Interest Polling, Rutgers University], which programmed
and administered the survey using CATI. Following the February 1 Caucuses, the post-caucus survey was
fielded from 3 to 9 February 2016.

9Our aim was to use question wording as similar as possible to the 2016 ANES. As that questionnaire had
not yet been released, we used the available wording from ANES 2012. As it turned out, ANES modified
the 2016 wording somewhat to focus more explicitly on emotions toward the candidate: “Think about
[candidate]. How often would you say you’ve felt [emotion] because of the kind of person [candidate] is
or because of something [candidate] has done… ?”
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While the ANES written emotion questions ask respondents to answer on a
five-point scale, time limits on our telephone survey administration required
that we ask both of our emotion questions in a simple yes/no format, particu-
larly given a large number of candidates running in the Iowa caucuses.

Results

We begin by considering whether voters understood what we were asking
and could distinguish “contempt” from the other emotions, including anger.
The top half of Table 1 shows that Caucus-goers were able to answer ques-
tions about contempt, that they gave different answers for contempt than
for other emotions, and that every GOP candidate was seen as expressing
contempt by more than 20% of voters. It also shows that Trump was perceived
as differentially contemptuous compared to other GOP candidates.10 Cruz was
a distant second, although still no slouch when it came to expressing con-
tempt. Trump also was most perceived as expressing anger (by over 20 per-
centage points compared to the closest rival, Christie), while he was
perceived by many fewer respondents to have expressed fear. Overall,
voters perceived Trump as expressing negative emotions more than anyone
else. It is also noteworthy that for all candidates other than Trump and Chris-
tie, the positive emotion of hope was seen as most frequently expressed.

The bottom half of Table 1 shows that significant numbers of GOP Caucus-
goers had also felt contempt in response to candidates from their own party
(though fewer voters felt contempt than saw contempt expressed). Here too
there were differences among the candidates: more than twice as many felt
contempt in response to Trump (38%) than toward any other candidate
(Christie and Bush were next in line at 18% and 16%). Perceiving a candidate
expressing an emotion had a clear relationship to voters feeling that emotion,
as seen in small but consistent correlations. For example, the two questions on
contempt expressed by a candidate and contempt felt by voters in response
to that candidate ranged from a low of phi = .107 for Carson to a high of phi
= .283 for Cruz.

The outcome of the GOP Iowa Caucus was in some doubt right up until
Caucus night. Polling showed Trump making gains, neck and neck with
Cruz, with Rubio coming up fast in the final polls. The results reflected this:

10We have data on perceptions of Bernie Sanders and Hillary Clinton in the Iowa Democratic race, though
it is not relevant for our examination of Republican Caucus attendees (respondents were only asked
about their own party candidates in this primary election). Among Democrats in the post-Caucus
survey (N = 273), Clinton and Sanders were each seen as expressing contempt by 39% of respondents,
which was far below the 77% of GOP voters who saw it expressed by Trump, and also below percentages
who saw Clinton and Sanders express anger (62% and 63%) and hope (85% and 79%). Contempt was felt
in response to Clinton by 10% of Democratic voters, and toward Sanders by 6% (less than the percen-
tages of Republicans feeling contempt in response to all GOP candidates other than Ben Carson). Demo-
crats felt afraid (10% and 14%), angry (18% and 16%) and especially hopeful (79% and 71%) in response
to Clinton and Sanders.
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Cruz won, with Trump in second, followed very closely by Rubio. No other can-
didate broke 10%. As Table 2 shows, our sample reasonably reflects the actual
GOP caucus results, slightly undercounting Trump and Rubio and overcount-
ing votes for Cruz.

Vote choice models

We turn now to examining whether specific everfelt emotional responses to
the candidates predict the probability of voting for specific candidates. We
use the set of questions asking whether a candidate ever made the voter
feel a particular emotion. As our data are correlational, we cannot be
certain whether everfelt emotions influence voting, or having voted for a can-
didate influences how a voter reports emotions (see discussion below). We
phrase our findings in terms of predicted probabilities, while recognizing
that we cannot specifically establish causality. Nonetheless, as with a wide
range of other studies, this correlational approach shows that specific
emotions are distinguished and are differentially related to vote choice.

We model the GOP Iowa Caucus vote with a multinomial logistic regression
predicting the vote for the top three finishers in Iowa (Trump, Cruz, and
Rubio), with all other outcomes including abstaining serving as the baseline
category for the analysis. Different specifications of the models, including

Table 1. Percentage of respondents perceiving and feeling specific emotions Iowa
Caucus post-election survey, N = 239.

Cruz Trump Rubio Carson Bush Christie

Expressed emotions
Hope 77% 65% 82% 84% 69% 62%
Fear 32% 35% 28% 18% 25% 22%
Anger 61% 87% 43% 26% 47% 66%
Contempt 48% 77% 28% 22% 34% 50%
Everfelt emotions
Hopeful 62% 47% 71% 80% 39% 42%
Afraid 10% 36% 12% 6% 16% 12%
Angry 34% 56% 16% 6% 9% 26%
Contempt 12% 38% 12% 6% 16% 18%

Table 2. 2016 Actual Iowa Caucus GOP results compared to
survey reported vote.
Candidate Sample % Actual %

Cruz 30.9 27.7
Trump 19.7 24.3
Rubio 19.7 23.1
Carson 10.1 9.3
Bush 5.6 2.8
Paul 4.5 4.5
All others 8.9 8.5
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examining each candidate independently in binary logistic regressions, yield
the same substantive effects.

We include a small set of predictors that could also potentially influence
the vote, as controls. These include the demographic variables of gender
(female coded high), age, education, and an indicator for “born again Chris-
tian.” We also included two substantive measures designed to tap political
attitudes that have been identified (post-election) as important to the 2016
vote: racial resentment and personal economic situation.11

Table 3 presents the results. Predicting primary election outcomes is notor-
iously difficult (Lau and Redlawsk 2006), but even so the model correctly
classified about 64.7% of cases across the four outcomes (Trump; Cruz;
Rubio; all other.) Given four categories, chance accuracy would be 25%, so
overall this is a quite reasonable model. The model is also significantly
better than a baseline model, including only the control variables, which cor-
rectly classifies only 52.7% of cases. In the individual cases of Trump (62.5%)
and Cruz (74.5%) the model does quite well in classifying the vote. For
Rubio (25.8%) the model is little better than chance. Even this, however, is
better than the baseline model, which classifies 34.4% of Trump, 33.3% of
Cruz, and 19.4% of Rubio voters. These outcomes show that including
emotions in the model improves it, for each of the candidates.

Before turning to the emotion-related effects, we note that other signifi-
cant predictors differentiate votes for these candidates in ways that suggest
we are reasonably modeling an intra-party competition. Women were less
likely to support Trump or Rubio compared to the baseline, while older
voters were more likely to support Trump. Both Cruz and Trump benefited
by support from more conservative Republicans; Rubio did not. Moreover,
born-again Christians were particularly less likely to support Rubio, compared
to the baseline of all other options. Racial resentment predicts differential
support for Trump, with more racially resentful GOP voters more likely to
support him over the baseline category. Such heterogeneous results are not
unusual when it comes to predicting the vote in primary elections. Without
the availability of partisan identification to separate primary voters, it is
hard to build effective models. At the same time, these results fit well with
what we know about demographic and attitudinal bases of support for the
candidates in the early primary season.

When we include emotions, the models perform much better. We see
specific emotions generated by the candidates differentiating the vote.
However, interpreting logit coefficients, especially in multinomial logit, is

11We compute racial resentment using three the questions from the standard scale (McConahay 1986)
which measures “modern” racial attitudes toward Blacks. Personal economic situation was measured
by asking if the voter was better off than a year before, reverse coded. Schaffner, MacWilliams, and
Nteta (2017) show that these two factors along with hostile sexism, played an important role in
Trump’s general election victory. Unfortunately, we did not measure hostile sexism.
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difficult at best, since the comparison is the baseline, when we are interested
in the direct effects on each candidate. To aid in interpretation we include a
set of predicted probability charts for each candidate/emotion pair in Figures
1 and 2, calculated from the model in Table 3. The charts vary from the coeffi-
cients in Table 3 in that they display the net differences in probability of sup-
porting a candidate between voters who reported feeling the named emotion
and those who did not. The figures also show the 95% confidence interval
around the difference estimate. For each individual emotion/candidate pair
within each chart, the remaining emotions (and non-emotion predictors)
are set at their means. The charts group results by the presence of each can-
didate/emotion pairing and display the change in the probability of a vote for
each of the three candidates modeled.

Turning to Figure 1, focusing on everfelt contempt (top row) and everfelt
anger (second row), we find that saying Donald Trump has made one feel con-
temptuous predicts a lower probability of voting for him, while increasing the
chances of a vote for Rubio, and having virtually no effect on voting for Cruz.
The relationship is reciprocal: contempt in response to Rubio slightly reduces
the likelihood of voters choosing him, while substantively increasing the like-
lihood of voting for Trump.

The results of contempt regarding Cruz are telling. Voters who had felt con-
tempt in response to Cruz were on average about 27 percentage points less
likely to vote for him compared to the group that did not, the largest such

Table 3. Predicting the GOP vote in the 2016 Iowa Caucuses.
Trump Cruz Rubio

B SE B SE B SE

Gender −1.481 0.654 −0.684 0.510 −1.069 0.521
Age 0.430 0.216 0.111 0.159 0.407 0.212
Education −0.067 0.245 −0.112 0.225 0.085 0.225
Ideology – 7Pt 0.589 0.278 0.475 0.242 0.240 0.203
Born again Christian −0.481 0.611 −0.399 0.477 −1.131 0.574
Racial resentment 1.160 0.427 0.377 0.293 0.615 0.346
Personal financial worse −0.603 0.417 −0.036 0.346 0.132 0.385
Hopeful – Trump 2.655 0.812 −0.452 0.500 −0.295 0.586
Angry – Trump −0.924 0.781 0.449 0.573 0.040 0.615
Afraid – Trump −1.350 1.037 1.109 0.586 0.678 0.601
Contempt – Trump −0.654 0.796 −0.930 0.535 −0.331 0.574
Hopeful – Cruz 0.640 0.636 2.972 0.865 .268 0.586
Angry – Cruz −0.085 0.655 −1.942 0.786 0.545 0.568
Afraid – Cruz 1.471 0.753 −1.088 0.836 −0.108 0.644
Contempt – Cruz 0.485 0.732 −0.959 1.000 0.857 0.604
Hopeful – Rubio −0.750 0.663 0.417 0.660 3.216 1.254
Angry – Rubio −0.124 0.838 −0.512 0.840 −4.474 1.911
Afraid – Rubio −0.527 0.843 0.139 0.975 0.718 1.106
Contempt – Rubio 0.524 1.049 1.523 1.026 2.382 1.492
Intercept −6.625 3.086 −4.710 2.636 −5.173 2.783

Notes: Model fit X2 = 207.692, N = 221, 57 df, p < .001, Nagelkerke pseudo r2 = .669. Multinomial logit pre-
dicting vote for Trump, Cruz, and Rubio; and baseline is all other respondents including abstainers.
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effect for contempt across all three candidates. Both Rubio and Trump were
beneficiaries: Trump gaining about an 8-point increase in vote probability,
and Rubio 9 points. Taken together, these results suggest that Trump’s con-
temptuous approach to his opponents may have paid off to some degree,

Figure 1. Change in predicted vote probabilities from vote models (Table 3) for con-
tempt and anger.
Notes: Point estimates are the difference in the likelihood of voting for the named candidate (x-axis)
between those who expressed the particular everfelt emotion about the candidate named in the title
and those who did not. Bars represent 95% confidence intervals of the difference.

Figure 2. Change in predicted vote probabilities from vote models (Table 3) for fear and
hope.
Notes: Point estimates are the difference in the likelihood of voting for the named candidate (x-axis)
between those who expressed the particular everfelt emotion about the candidate named in the title
and those who did not. Bars represent 95% confidence intervals of the difference.
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although at the risk of reducing his own chances (if it led voters to feel con-
tempt toward him). Importantly, these changes already take into account
relationships with the other emotions; contempt seems to exert unique
effects, independent of other emotions felt in response to a candidate.

Anger appears similar to contempt in predicting voting regarding both a
candidate and his opponents (and is greater in magnitude for Trump and
Rubio, but not Cruz.) Feeling angry about a candidate predicts reduced
support for that candidate in every instance, and in specific cases, it also pre-
dicts increased support for an opponent. The patterns between the two
emotions are similar, but not identical. In particular, anger at Trump benefits
Cruz. Anger at Cruz equally benefits both of his opponents (though is just shy
of significance for Trump). Finally, anger at Rubio benefits Trump, but not
Cruz.

Comparing anger and contempt

Perhaps the main takeaway from Figure 1 is that the rarely studied emotion of
contempt is about as powerful a predictor of the vote as the more often
studied emotion of anger. Respondents who feel either emotion in response
to a candidate are consistently less likely to vote for that candidate, and more
likely to vote for one or more of his rivals. There are small differences: anger in
response to Trump benefits Cruz, while contempt toward Trump does not;
contempt in response to Rubio benefits Cruz, while anger does not. Anger
in response to Trump hurts him more than contempt. These differences
could represent chance fluctuations, or it could be that Trump as the chief
purveyor of contempt (see Table 1) attracts the support of voters who res-
onate with that emotion (see Roseman, Abelson, and Ewing 1986) and is
thereby less likely to be hurt by that emotion. Expressing contempt can
also engender anger from those who feel disrespected (Aristotle, Rhetoric,
Book II, Part 2), which could explain Trump’s greater vulnerability to anger
(e.g. from supporters of insulted candidates). But the most important differ-
ences between the two emotions may emerge over time (and if so, would
not be visible in these data): contempt (felt about the character of
someone) may be longer lasting than anger (felt about a person’s actions
or the outcomes they cause; Fischer and Roseman 2007).

Figure 2 reports results for fear and hope. We can summarize the hope find-
ings quite quickly: hope predicts an increased probability of voting for the
candidate generating it, although the effect for Rubio is much smaller than
the other two. We also see that feeling hopeful in response to Rubio
reduces the probability of a Trump vote. But for the most part, this emotion
stays focused on the candidate it refers to, suggesting that at least this posi-
tive emotion does not engender comparative processes, unlike the negative
emotions of anger and contempt.
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Finally, fear predicts decreased voting for Trump and Cruz, but not for
Rubio. Fear generated by Trump reduces his vote probability by 18.9 points
while increasing Cruz’s by 19.5 points, even greater than the bump Cruz
gets from those made angry by Trump. The two are linked by fear. Feeling
afraid in response to Cruz increases Trump’s vote likelihood by 10.7 points
while reducing Cruz’s own probability by 20.5 points. Even though fear may
not be an inherently comparative emotion, it may call for some resolution,
such as supporting an alternative candidate, to reduce the fear (Maddux
and Rogers 1983).

Discussion and conclusion

There is considerable debate about the role in politics of specific emotions
(e.g. Marcus, Neuman, and MacKuen 2000) versus simple positive/negative
valence (e.g. Lodge and Taber 2013; Johnston, Lavine, and Woodson 2015;
see Redlawsk and Pierce 2017 for a review). Nevertheless, to the extent that
political psychologists have focused on specific emotions, they have done
so within a very limited range.

We argue that a missing critical emotion is contempt. Contempt appears to
have identifiable effects, even in the presence of the similar yet distinguish-
able emotion of anger (Fischer and Roseman 2007; Hutcherson and Gross
2011). Whereas prior research established that contempt felt toward candi-
dates of the opposing party was the most important negative emotion influ-
encing voting in two US Senate contests (Redlawsk et al. 2016a), the present
study is the first to show that contempt also matters in within-party races,
even while accounting for anger.

In the run-up to the 2016 Iowa Caucuses, all GOP candidates were seen as
expressing contempt by at least 22% of the party’s voters. Trump was the king
of contempt, with 77% saying they had seen him express it. However, our
data, like the quotes we cited earlier, show that Trump was not the only can-
didate seen by members of his party as contemptuous: 50% and 48% of Iowa
Republican Caucus-goers said they saw or heard Christie and Cruz (respect-
ively) expressing the emotion.

Although it may have been particularly salient in 2016, contempt is not
unique to this election. In addition to its significant role in 2014 Senate
races (Redlawsk et al. 2016a), there are examples of contempt in many
other contests, including campaign ads used by the Humphrey campaign
against vice presidential candidate Spiro Agnew in 1968,12 the Nixon cam-
paign against McGovern in 1972,13 and the George W. Bush campaign
against Kerry in 2004.14 There is also a salient example of contempt in a

12http://www.cbsnews.com/pictures/memorable-campaign-ads/6/.
13http://www.livingroomcandidate.org/commercials/1972/mcgovern-defense.
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within-party race: Hillary Clinton mocking then candidate Barack Obama’s
hopeful rhetoric in 2008.15

Iowa GOP voters also felt contempt regarding candidates from their own
party, despite sharing partisan identification and related attitudinal and
demographic characteristics. Although (as in Redlawsk et al. 2016a), contempt
was felt somewhat less than anger, in the present study it was felt toward each
of the six leading candidates by as many or more Caucus-goers than was fear.
Contempt was not only felt, it also appears to have been influential, account-
ing for unique variance (beyond the variance accounted for by anger, fear,
and other emotions and demographic characteristics), and predicting signifi-
cantly lowered probability of voting for Cruz, Trump, and Rubio and increased
probability of voting for one or more of their opponents.

As acknowledged above, correlational research cannot resolve questions
about causality. Given the history of contemptuous statements and the
data on perceived and felt contempt reported by 2016 Iowa Caucus-goers,
it is plausible that the candidates generated contempt (both toward their
opponents, and also toward themselves), and that contempt thus generated
influenced voter perceptions of the candidates and thus their vote. But of
course, one could imagine that having made a choice for or against a candi-
date could, in a post-election survey, condition emotional responses to the
candidates. We suspect both processes are happening, and thus we must
be careful in our causal claims. What we can say with confidence is that
feeling contempt for one candidate indeed predicts lower likelihood of
voting for that candidate and higher likelihood of voting for opponents.

These findings argue for including contempt in future research and theory
on the impact of emotions on candidate evaluation and voting, and seeking
causal evidence. Our purpose here was to determine whether contempt mat-
tered in an intra-party election. Our finding that contempt significantly pre-
dicted voting against every candidate strongly suggests that questions
about contempt should be added to the affect battery in future iterations
of the ANES. Indeed, it was the inclusion and separate analysis of the
additional negative emotion terms such as “contemptuous” in the 1995
ANES pilot study that allowed differentiation of the aversion factor from
general negative affect and provided the empirical basis for the development
of Affective Intelligence Theory (Marcus, Neuman, and MacKuen 2000). Differ-
entiating contempt from anger in theories of emotions and voting builds on
and extends this work. It also furthers the consideration of specific (“discrete”)
emotion models in politics. In a time when partisan polarization appears to be
dramatically increasing (Iyengar and Westwood 2015), it seems particularly
important to take cognizance of the emotion of contempt.

14http://www.swiftvets.com/index.php?topic=Ads.
15https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=89ia8I2jtfI.
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One could hardly ask for a clearer example of the relevance of contempt
than the 2016 US presidential election. Whether the phenomenon of voters
feeling contempt is being driven by candidates’ and office holders’ rhetoric
and expressions of the emotion (see, e.g. Grimmer and King 2011 on the fre-
quent use of language in Congressional press releases that puts down
opponents and devalues their ideas), or whether candidates are merely
reflecting voters’ increasing partisan animosity, is an interesting question
for future research. Our study notably finds that contempt is expressed by,
felt toward, and predicts voting against candidates within one’s party. The
contempt expressed at times by President Trump for Congressional Republi-
cans, and by some Senators for a President from their own party, further
exemplifies and will perhaps increase the impact of this phenomenon.
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