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Research typically defines evangelical belonging as affiliation with an evangelical denomination, but this ap-
proach excludes many self-identified evangelicals, even though previous studies of religious groups find that
self-identification is a powerful predictor of political preferences. Using data from the National Survey of Religion
and Politics, we investigate the usefulness of self-identification for classifying evangelicals. The effects of three
types of evangelical belonging (religious tradition-only, self-identification-only, and a combination of religious
tradition and self-identification) on respondents’ political attitudes, party identification, and vote choice suggest
that religious tradition is a good predictor of political attitudes while self-identification is a good predictor
of party identification. We conclude that self-identification and tradition are both important to understanding
evangelicalism and politics in America.

INTRODUCTION

Due to their highly visible political activity, evangelical Protestants may be one of the
most frequently studied groups in the study of religion and politics in the United States. Yet,
categorizing evangelicals is tricky, constrained by the limited data on religion in large national
surveys. Measurement is further complicated by the elusive definition of evangelicalism: for
some social scientists, evangelicalism is a religious tradition (Kellstedt et al. 1996; Steensland
et al. 2000), for others it is a belief system (Stark and Finke 2000), or a group identity (Smith
1998; Wilcox, Jelen, and Leege 1993). Because of this, categorizing evangelicals has been the
subject of recent debate among researchers, with many settling on a combination of religious
belonging, behavior, and beliefs (frequently called the 3Bs) as the three-legged stool of religious
classification (Green et al. 2007; Guth et al. 1999; Kohut et al. 2000; Layman 2001; Smidt,
Kellstedt, and Guth 2009).

While the 3Bs provide a valuable framework for religious measurement, we see the need for
further research into the “belonging” component. Specifically, we argue that a narrow view of
evangelical belonging, often defined as affiliation with a set of conservative Protestant denomina-
tions, potentially misspecifies effects of the evangelical movement. We are not alone in making
this argument. Several scholars have recognized the problematic consequences of oversimplifying
religious tradition, arguing that evangelicalism is often localized within mainline congregations
(Wilcox and Larson 2006), that mainliners may identify with the evangelical movement if they
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receive evangelical cues from media outlets (Wilcox, Jelen, and Leege 1993), and that evangeli-
cal self-identification contributes to our understanding of evangelicalism as a meaningful social
movement (Hackett and Lindsay 2008). In light of these findings and suggestions, we aim to
create a belonging variable that operationalizes the inclusion of those affiliated with the mainline
Protestant tradition who are a part of the evangelical movement.

The United Methodist Church is a prime example of a mainline tradition that contains many
evangelicals. Evangelical Methodists, in opposition to the more progressive United Methodist
General Board of Church and Society, aligned with the Good News Movement and participated in
the formation of the Institute on Religion and Democracy, a conservative advocacy group (Tipton
2007). President George W. Bush also exemplifies the division within mainline Methodism. He
attends a United Methodist Church and would be classified as a mainline Protestant using the
affiliation method, even though he self-identifies as an evangelical.

Because of problems inherent in current classification methods, we seek to improve the
categorization of evangelicals in order to better understand differences in the political views
of evangelicals inside and outside the tradition. We contend that there may be more than one
way of being an evangelical; integrating tradition and self-identification into religious affiliation
measures would improve our knowledge of evangelicals.

We examine a series of statistical models that include evangelical identity and evan-
gelical tradition measures, identifying three types of evangelical belonging: tradition-only,
self-identification-only, and self-identification and tradition evangelicals. Using a series of in-
creasingly precise independent variables and interactions, we test the relationships between each
evangelical belonging category and respondents’ political attitudes, party identification, and vote
choice. Findings support our argument that including a measure of self-identification adds ex-
planatory power; mainliners who self-identify as evangelicals have political views similar to
respondents within evangelical denominations. Moreover, respondents who are evangelical by
tradition and self-identification are by far the most politically conservative. Those in the tradi-
tion more strongly oppose same-sex marriage than self-identifiers, while self-identifiers have a
stronger association with Republican Party identification, suggesting the persistence and salience
of social identities and self-categorization. While we make no claim of causality, the relationship
between religious and political self-identification may be particularly important to consider as
we continue to explore the role of evangelicals in politics—especially where that identity may
seem to conflict with expectations for issue-based attitudes.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Analysis of the relationship between religion and a range of social and political attitudes
and behaviors relies on accurate measurement of religious affiliation. Standard techniques utilize
denominational association as the key variable in assessing religious “belonging,” and, to sort
respondents with inconclusive affiliations, researchers employ a range of additional variables, in-
cluding religious identification, practice, and salience (Kellstedt et al. 1996; Smidt, Kellstedt, and
Guth 2009); attendance (Steensland et al. 2000); and the name of the respondent’s congregation
(Dougherty, Johnson, and Polson 2007). Use of tradition to measure affiliation is reportedly less
predictive for social and political attitudes and behaviors when compared to other religious mea-
sures, such as religious participation (Driskell, Lyon, and Embry 2008); religious commitment
and belief (Olson and Warber 2008); theological orientation (Hempel and Bartkowski 2008);
religious traditionalism (Green et al. 2007); and religious particularity (Green 2004). Religious
tradition, nonetheless, remains the standard method of categorizing respondents. We suggest,
based on previous findings, that the inclusion of both religious self-identification and denomi-
national affiliation variables may more accurately capture the relationship between religion and
politics in America.
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The Value of Religious Self-Identification

Some studies argue that self-identification is a preferable “belonging” measure when study-
ing religious switching (Hadaway and Marler 1996; Smith and Sikkink 2003), the evangelical
elite (Lindsay 2006), and religious beliefs and sociopolitical attitudes (Mitchell and Tilley 2008).
Alwin et al. (2006) compare the denominational and self-identification approaches of categorizing
survey respondents and conclude that, while the denominational approach (applying Steensland
et al. 2000) “produces vastly more classifiable respondents” (Alwin et al. 2006:543), there is also a
substantial proportion of respondents whose subjective classification does not reflect their denom-
inational category. Furthermore, analyses of religious belief (afterlife and biblical literalism) and
behavior (prayer and attendance) dependent variables suggest that “denominational and subjec-
tive identity measures both contribute importantly (and additively) to the prediction of variation”
in these items (Alwin et al. 2006:560). Similarly, Hackett and Lindsay present a comparison of
classification systems used to sort evangelicals and conclude that evangelical self-identification
measures should be more widely used to “[study] the full extent of the evangelical movement”
(2008:512). While both studies establish the validity of evangelical self-identification in sur-
vey research, neither operationalizes a belonging measure that incorporates both denominational
tradition and self-identification.

Religious self-identifications have also been shown to have positive benefits in analyzing mass
opinion. Studies have found that the religious “fundamentalist” self-identification offers insight
about religious groups and political behavior (Jelen 1991; Kellstedt and Smidt 1991). Other
analyses conclude that identification with a religious movement, such as fundamentalism, may
supplement classification by tradition, though it would not be an appropriate proxy measure for
belonging (Smidt, Kellstedt, and Guth 2009). Yet, Smith (1998) explains that self-identification is
not only acceptable, but a particularly useful way to categorize respondents, reporting that “most
churchgoing people possess meaningful religious self-identities” and can “place themselves in a
multipositioned field of religious identity” (Smith 1998:234).

Religious Self-Identifications and Political Preferences

In addition to establishing the value evangelical identification, it is necessary to understand
how evangelical identification may affect political preferences. To set up a framework, we draw
upon the literature of political party identification. Beginning with The American Voter (Campbell
et al. 1960), research has shown that party identification, particularly on the individual level, is
a highly stable social-psychological identity to which individuals develop attachments in early
adulthood and use to make candidate and policy decisions throughout their lives (Campbell
et al. 1960; Green, Palmquist, and Schickler 2002; Miller and Shanks 1996). To be sure, some
political scientists object to this conception of party identification, arguing that it is a function of
individual congruence with the party’s policy positions (Downs 1957), or a continual evaluation
of the party’s performance (Fiorina 1981), and that partisan shifts are frequent on the macro level
(MacKuen, Erickson, and Stimson 1989). Yet, evidence persists that party attachments affect how
citizens evaluate policy and candidate options. Partisans see themselves as a part of a political
team, resulting in enduring loyalty (Green, Palmquist, and Schickler 2002), and this identity may
provide a heuristic to make political choices (Campbell et al. 1960; Lupia and McCubbins 1998;
Popkin 1991).

In some sense, evangelical identity may function like religious partisanship. Party identi-
fication scholars have argued that partisanship is a social-psychological attachment similar to
religious identification (Green, Palmquist, and Schickler 2002; Miller and Shanks 1996). This
fits with findings that religious identity is often established early in life and, once salient, may
serve as a mechanism to shape religious beliefs (Peek 2005; Starks 2009). Religious identity
is constructed and reinforced as individuals engage both secular and religious narratives about
that identity (Ammerman 2003). If, in forming a religious identity, individuals make a judgment
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about their self and their perception of particular social groups, then self-identification with
evangelicalism may, like party identification, tell us about group loyalties and choices.

Similar to the relationship between religious self-identification and group preferences, pre-
vious research provides evidence of the political nature of religious identification. Identification
with a religious subculture may both affect and reflect an individual’s social and political views
(Edgell and Tranby 2007; Jelen 1991; Kellstedt and Smidt 1991), though it should be noted
that self-identification does not reflect monolithic political persuasions. Also, political behaviors
and attitudes and the ways in which evangelicals engage political issues and employ political
resources (e.g., values, ideology, and practices) may vary as a result of religious subcultural
association (Hecht 2001).

Some might argue that belonging to a church community is elemental to the transmission
of political attitudes (Wald, Owen, and Hill 1988). But, self-identified evangelicals may receive
messages that sway their views from sources other than their evangelical denomination; political
messages may be transmitted more effectively—when they originate with religious elites than
from co-religionists (Jelen and Chandler 1996). The evangelical media excel at presenting a
congruent, clear-cut message that draws logical boundaries around a family of behaviors, attitudes,
and identities (Martin 2003; Van Geest 2007), and they offer political prompts that may translate
into behavior that includes voting choices (Newman and Smith 2007).

According to identity theory, identity groups have an impact on individuals that alters their
social behavior, and the most salient identities will drive behavior (Hogg, Terry, and White 1995;
McCall and Simmons 1978; Stryker 1968; Wiley 1991). Assuming that religious identification
and party identification are foundational social identities, they may be the most stable and salient
of competing identities (Green, Palmquist, and Schickler 2002), especially considering that as the
divide between religious traditions increases so does religious salience for the committed (Kohut
et al. 2000).

Identity salience is central to understanding variations in the relationship between identity
and behavior (Callero 1985; Hogg, Terry, and White 1995; Stryker 1980; Stryker and Stratham
1985; Thoits 1991), and religious self-identification may be useful because it suggests an achieved
identity that implies greater salience than ascribed religious identities (Griel and Davidman 2007).
Identity salience measures, such as behavior (e.g., religious attendance) and belief (e.g., biblical
literalism), are often used to distinguish evangelicals in research (Kellstedt 1989; Smith 1998),
assess religiosity (Allston 1975) and social connectedness (Timpone 1998), and predict political
attitudes (Guth et al. 1997). While tradition has been used in conjunction with belief and behavior
measures, tradition alone may not be sufficient in sorting out all respondents who imagine
themselves as part of the evangelical group; tradition does not account for private and social
behaviors and attitudes that may demonstrate religious commitment (Wald and Smidt 1993).

Evangelical self-identification would not be an appropriate replacement for denominational
affiliation as a way to construct belonging, but it measures a different facet of belonging (Alwin
et al. 2006) and not everyone who fits within the evangelical category identifies as one (Woodberry
and Smith 1998). But, self-identification clearly has been shown to possess distinct elements of
religious belonging and to have empirical weight (Hackett and Lindsay 2008).

Propositions

Drawing from theories of religious and political identities and affiliations, along with find-
ings from empirical studies of evangelicals, we expect that (a) those evangelicals who both
self-identify and are affiliated by denomination will report the most conservative political re-
sponses, as they receive the local messages from affiliating with a church in the tradition and
identify with the broader cultural-political movement; (b) evangelicals who self-identify but are
not affiliated by tradition will be at least as conservative on most political measures as those who
are categorized as evangelical by virtue of their denominational affiliation alone, as they conceive
of themselves as part of the evangelical tradition; (c) orthodox evangelical beliefs and behaviors
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will prove to be important factors in predicting conservative political attitudes and behaviors, but
measures of evangelical belonging will remain predictive; and finally, (d) incorporating evangel-
ical self-identification into belonging measures that currently rely on denominational affiliation
will enhance the predictive quality of belonging on significant political issues, as religious self-
identification, similar to party identification, likely serves as a filtering mechanism for political
attitudes and preferences, particularly as religious groups have become more political.

DATA AND METHODS

Data

We use the 2004 Fourth National Survey of Religion and Politics (NSRP). This telephone
survey is a national random sample of 4,000 adults conducted before the 2004 presidential
election (ME = .020), and after the election 2,730 cases were reinterviewed (ME = .025; Green
et al. 2005). For most of our models, we use the preelection survey, conducted from March–May
2004. Respondents’ vote in the 2004 presidential election, one of the dependent variables, was
collected in the November–December 2004 survey. We do not expect an effect from the timing
of the survey, as most of the items employed in these analyses are taken from the spring of 2004
preelection survey.1

Measures

The NSRP contains extensive questions about religious attitudes and behaviors (Campbell
2007). The survey is particularly useful for our purposes because it is a follow-up edition of the
same survey used by Kellstedt et al. (1996); they incorporated religious affiliation and involvement
into their measure of belonging and concluded that it was politically relevant.

Evangelical Belonging

We sort affiliates into three categories based on how they belong: religious tradition, self-
identification, and both tradition and self-identification. Measurement of religious tradition is
based on the variable (RELTRAD) created by Kellstedt et al. (1996) and revised by Steensland
et al. (2000) that places respondents in categories based on the religious denomination with which
they identify, an assignment procedure where ambiguous religious affiliations are evaluated and
placed into categories according to responses on other religious questions. Twenty-five percent of
respondents are categorized as evangelical Protestant, 16 percent mainline Protestant, 9 percent
black Protestant, 18 percent Catholic, and 17 percent are categorized as unaffiliated.

Protestant respondents were asked if the term “evangelical Christian” applied to them. In
total, 651 respondents (16 percent of the total sample and 32 percent of all Protestants) claimed
evangelical identity. In order to eliminate categorizing respondents from the black Protestant
tradition as evangelicals using this self-identification item, we limited our use of this variable
to only white self-identifiers, leaving us 526 white, self-identifying respondents (81 percent of
all evangelical self-identifiers). We then use this self-identification categorization, along with the
evangelical affiliation variable, to create three types of evangelical belonging.

1 The items that measure evangelical belonging (i.e., religious tradition items and evangelical self-identification) were
asked in the preelection survey, so the widespread postelection speculations about the influence of evangelicals on the
outcome of the 2004 election would not have influenced respondents’ self-identification. The preelection data collection
took place in what was certainly a politically charged environment, as it was an election year, but we expect the results
are generalizable beyond that time period given that the survey was conducted well before the final push toward Election
Day.
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Religious Believing and Behaving

We created a religious orthodoxy scale (low, medium, and high) based on religious believing
and behaving measures.2 First, we develop a religious believing scale, performing a factor analysis
on five items: (1) belief in God; (2) view of Bible; (3) belief in life after death; (4) view of evolution;
and (5) the existence of the Devil.3 Next, we create a religious behaving variable, performing
a factor analysis on four items: (1) frequency of attending religious services; (2) frequency of
praying; (3) frequency of reading the Bible; and (4) percentage of church contributions.4 Finally,
we factor analyze the believing and behaving variables.5 The variable created by the factor
analysis effectively represents orthodox religious belief and behavior. To develop the orthodoxy
scale, this variable is then split into thirds using the 33rd and 66th percentiles, creating a low,
medium, and high orthodoxy, which is recoded as −1, 0, and 1. This scaled variable is used as
an independent explanatory variable in the first two series of models, and it is then presented as
an interaction with the evangelical belonging variables in the final series of models.

In addition to the explanatory variables, we include the same 12 control variables in each
model. We control for seven demographic characteristics: (1) education—an ordinal measure
of education levels completed; (2) region—dummy variables for Northeast, Midwest, and South
(West is the omitted category); (3) race/ethnicity—dummy variables for black and Hispanic (white
is the omitted category); (4) gender—a dummy variable for female; (5) age—a discrete variable
for age based on year born; (6) income—ordinal categories for household income earned; and
(7) marital status—for married and previously married (single is the omitted category). The final
control variable is respondent ideology, based on an ordinal variable that measures ideological
preferences ranging from extremely liberal to extremely conservative.

Dependent Variables

We utilize three dependent variables that represent political attitudes: view of abortion policy,
view of same-sex marriage laws, and party identification (see Table 2). These dependent variables
are highly relevant to contemporary policy debates involving the role of religion and politics.
They measure attitudes toward specific policies that are part of everyday discourse (as opposed to
items that measure ideological positions or more obscure policies), and the items are quite directly
worded and fairly specific about policy positions (as opposed to items that ask about generalized
concerns on broad issues such as international relations). We also analyze one dependent variable
related to political activity: the respondent’s vote in the 2004 presidential election, corrected for
the turnout in the election. All dependent variables are coded from liberal to conservative (low to
high).

RESULTS

We first evaluate self-identification as an independent variable to determine if it is a useful
predictor of political attitudes and party preference, and we examine its effects independent of
belonging to the evangelical tradition and adhering to orthodox evangelical beliefs and behaviors.

2 Some authors have categorized this as “traditionalists,” “centrists,” and “modernists” (see Guth et al. 2006). We choose
to refrain from making such theoretical distinctions, using the basic low, medium, and high orthodoxy labels.
3 The eigenvalue was 3.08 for the first-order factor, explaining almost 62 percent of the variance; Cronbach’s alpha was
.84.
4 Eigenvalue was 2.74 for the first-order factor, explaining almost 69 percent of the variance; Cronbach’s alpha was .85.
5 Eigenvalue was 1.7, explaining over 85 percent of the variance; Cronbach’s alpha was .82.
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Table 1: Regression results of religion variables for evangelical identification

Same-Sex 2004
Abortion Marriage Party-ID Presidential
(Oppose) (Oppose) (Republican) Vote (Bush)

(Constant) standard error −6.11∗∗ (2.06) 12.94∗∗∗ (1.57) −18.87∗∗∗ (4.17) −6.01∗∗∗ (1.39)
Religious variables

“Evangelical” by tradition .14∗∗∗ (.04) .16∗∗∗ (.03) .17+ (.09) .07∗ (.03)
“Evangelical” by .06 (.05) −.02 (.04) .39∗∗∗ (.10) −.001 (.03)

self-identification
Orthodox beliefs .46∗∗∗ (.02) .33∗∗∗ (.02) .23∗∗∗ (.05) .09∗∗∗ (.02)

and behaviors
Adjusted R2 .30 .36 .35 .42
N 3,391 3,377 3,344 1,480

∗∗∗p ≤ .001; ∗∗p ≤ .01; ∗p ≤ .05; +p ≤ .1.
Standard errors are in parentheses.
Each model includes control variables for education, region, race, gender, age, income, marital
status, and ideology.

After confirming that evangelical self-identification is a useful explanatory variable, we then use
evangelical self-identification and denominational affiliation to create three types of evangelical
belonging: (1) evangelicals who affiliate with a traditionally evangelical church and self-identify
as evangelicals; (2) evangelicals who affiliate with a traditionally evangelical church but do
not self-identify as evangelicals; and (3) evangelicals who do not affiliate with a traditionally
evangelical church (i.e., mainline Protestants), but who do self-identify as evangelicals.

Testing the Explanatory Value of Evangelical Self-Identification

We run multivariate regression models on four dependent variables: views on abortion,
views on legal marriage, party identification, and the 2004 presidential vote.6 Evangelical self-
identification, evangelical religious tradition, and the orthodox belief and behavior factor score
serve as the explanatory variables, and we control for the demographic variables mentioned in
the previous section. Missing values are not included.7

Table 1 displays the results. For three of the four models, the orthodoxy variable is the
strongest predictor; for all four models orthodoxy has a statistically significant positive relation-
ship with conservative policy views, Republican Party identification, and voting for George W.
Bush. In the abortion and marriage law models, the orthodoxy coefficient is at least twice as strong
as evangelical tradition and evangelical self-identification. There is a statistically significant dif-
ference between the effects of the orthodox beliefs and behaviors variable and the evangelical
tradition and evangelical identification variables (the confidence intervals do not overlap). The
effect of orthodoxy is also slightly stronger than the effect of tradition and much stronger than
self-identification in predicting the 2004 presidential vote. While all four models show that or-
thodox evangelical beliefs and behaviors are positively related to conservative political views and

6 Because we have categorical dependent variables, we also ran the models using ordered logistic regression and multi-
nomial logistic regression. The results of these regression models were very similar to the linear regression models. For
ease of interpretation, we chose to present the linear regression models.
7 Because our models are not plagued with severe levels of missing data and because we are using cross-sectional data
and data imputation methods would reference variables that appear elsewhere in our model, we find it prudent to drop the
missing cases and not engage in data imputation.
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alliances, the orthodoxy coefficient is approximately one-third smaller in the party identification
model than it is in the marriage law and abortion models.

Evangelical tradition is statistically significant and positively predicts conservative prefer-
ences on all four dependent variables, but for the abortion and same-sex marriage variables it
has less than one-third and one-half of the magnitude of the belief and behavior variable, respec-
tively. Taken alone, the evangelical self-identification variable is only statistically significant for
the party identification model: if an individual identifies as an evangelical, his/her party identifi-
cation will increase four-tenths of a category in the Republican direction. While this is the largest
effect in the model, there is not a statistically significant difference between the effects of the
evangelical self-identification and orthodox beliefs and behavior variables, as suggested by the
lack of overlap in the confidence intervals. The self-identification variable is not statistically sig-
nificant for the abortion, marriage, or 2004 presidential vote variables. The sign of the coefficient
is in the expected conservative direction for views on abortion, but it is in the liberal direction
for both views on same-sex marriage and presidential vote. Also, while evangelical identification
has a significant and large effect on Republican Party identification, it, surprisingly, does not
have a positive effect on voting for George W. Bush in 2004. This supports the contention that
self-identification may not, by itself, serve as an adequate proxy for religious belonging. Rather,
it is best to use it in combination with religious affiliation.

This first group of models provides initial evidence in support of some of our presupposi-
tions. Orthodoxy appears strongly associated with political attitudes and presidential voting, and
evangelical self-identification appears strongly associated with party self-identification. There are
also similarities and differences between evangelical tradition and evangelical self-identification.
They are most similar for the abortion and party identification models, with tradition having an ef-
fect of stronger magnitude in opposition toward abortion and self-identification having a stronger
magnitude of effect on party identification. But these two variables have contrasting associa-
tions with the presidential vote and the same-sex marriage models (though the self-identification
variable lacks statistical significance). Despite the nuances in these results, these initial models
provide some evidence that evangelical self-identification has an independent effect, at least for
party identification. Yet, using the categorizations as separate explanatory variables may obscure
the role evangelical identity plays in evangelical belonging. Thus, it is necessary to use these vari-
ables in conjunction with each other to gain a more comprehensive understanding of evangelical
belonging as it relates to political outcomes.

Testing Three Types of Evangelical Belonging

While self-identification has some independent effects, especially for party identification,
we expect that evangelical belonging is a combination of self-identification and affiliation. The
first dummy variable represents individuals who are in the evangelical denominational tradition
and who self-identify as evangelicals, the second represents those who are in the evangelical
denominational tradition but do not self-identify as evangelicals, and the third represents those
who self-identify as evangelicals but are not in the evangelical denominational tradition. The third
belonging category specifies individuals who are typically categorized as mainline Protestants but
identify as evangelicals, such as evangelical United Methodists. When we use all three variables
in the model, nonevangelicals—respondents who cannot be classified as evangelicals by any of
the three methods explained above—serve as the comparison group.

Before moving to the linear regression models, cross-tabulations of the three evangelical
belonging variables provide some initial evidence about the proportional distinctions between the
three types of belonging. (See Table 2 for complete cross-tab results for evangelical belonging and
the key independent and dependent variables.) For example, a comparison of the three evangelical
variables and their relationship with evangelical orthodoxy shows that self-identification-only
evangelicals have similar levels of orthodoxy as tradition-only evangelicals. Those who are
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Table 2: Cross-tabulations of three types of evangelical belonging

Tradition & Full
Tradition Self-ID Self-ID Sample

Independent Variable % % % %
Orthodoxy

Low 12.4 10.1 3.2 33.3
Medium 41.1 41.7 16.4 33.3
High 46.5 48.2 80.5 33.4

Dependent Variables
Abortion

It should be legal and solely up to a
woman to decide

25.8 31.7 10.3 35.0

It should be legal in a wide variety of
circumstances

11.5 16.6 7.7 16.4

It should be legal in only a few
circumstances such as to save the life of
the mother

42.6 43.9 51.7 33.6

It should not be legal at all 20.1 7.9 30.3 15.0

Marriage law
The law should define marriage as a union

between two people, regardless of their
gender

15.8 17.7 4.5 27.2

The law should define marriage as a union
between one man and one woman, but
recognize legal agreements between
same-sex couples

13.6 18.4 10.8 17.5

The law should define marriage as a union
between one man and one woman

70.6 64.0 84.7 54.9

Party identification
Strong Democrat 14.9 20.0 10.2 20.5
Weak Democrat 10.3 6.5 5.1 11.2
Lean Democrat 7.6 11.2 5.8 10.1
Strict independent 14.9 5.9 4.7 20.3
Lean Republican 9.9 5.9 11.5 9.9
Weak Republican 10.9 8.8 16.6 9.9
Strong Republican 27.4 30.0 45.2 18.1

2004 presidential vote
Kerry 15.5 28.9 13.0 47.4
Bush 39.6 47.4 60.2 52.6

in the tradition and also identify as evangelicals respond with the most orthodox beliefs and
behaviors. Over 80 percent fall into the top third of the orthodoxy scale. Forty-eight percent of
self-identification-only evangelicals and 47 percent of tradition-only evangelicals fall within this
category, a very similar result. In addition, 42 percent of identification-only evangelicals and
41 percent of tradition-only evangelicals have a mid-level orthodoxy, again a very comparable
number. Finally, the tradition-only evangelicals have a 2 percent higher rate of low orthodoxy than
identification-only evangelicals. These data show that identification-only evangelicals are very
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Table 3: Regression results of three types of evangelical belonging

Same-Sex 2004
Abortion Marriage Party-ID Presidential
(Oppose) (Oppose) (Republican) Vote (Bush)

(Constant) standard error −8.37∗ 13.62∗∗∗ −20.60∗∗∗ −5.44∗∗∗

(2.25) (1.72) (4.41) (1.28)
Self-ID and tradition .34∗∗∗ .15∗∗ .67∗∗∗ .07∗

(.06) (.05) (.12) (.03)
Tradition-only .06 .15∗∗∗ .13 .10∗∗

(.05) (.04) (.11) (.03)
Self-ID-only −.15 .01 .38∗ .03

(.09) (.07) (.18) (.04)
Orthodoxy .45∗∗∗ .34∗∗∗ .27∗∗∗ .08∗∗∗

(.02) (.02) (.05) (.01)
Adjusted R2 .27 .33 .31 .43
N 3,358 3,348 3,311 1,703

∗∗∗p ≤ .001; ∗∗p ≤ .01; ∗p ≤ .05; +p ≤ .1.
Standard errors are in parentheses.
Each model includes control variables for education, region, race, gender, age, income, marital
status, and ideology.
The comparison group for the evangelical belonging variables is all nonevangelicals.

similar to tradition-only evangelicals in their religious beliefs and behaviors, and t-test results
show that there is not a statistically significant difference in responses for these two groups.

The cross-tabulations of the three types of belonging and orthodoxy provide some initial
evidence for the validity of this approach, as respondents who only self-identify as evangelicals
have similar beliefs as respondents who are only in the evangelical tradition. We know from the
previous models that orthodoxy is a strong predictor of political preferences, and the cross-tabs
provide some evidence that tradition-only and self-identification-only evangelicals have similar
preferences, especially for same-sex marriage and party identification. Therefore, as a next step
we analyze regression models using the three evangelical belonging categories as key explanatory
variables.

Revisiting the four dependent variables previously used, we create a model where the three
types of belonging function as explanatory dummy variables, along with the orthodoxy measure
and 12 control variables. Next, we include interactive effects between the three evangelical
belonging variables and the orthodoxy variable to determine the relationship between high and
low orthodoxy evangelical respondents and the dependent variables.

Findings from the first group of models (without the interactive effects) lend support to
the theory that identity, at least in part, is a component of evangelical belonging. In predicting
views on abortion, attending a church within the evangelical tradition and self-identifying as an
evangelical is the only evangelical belonging dummy variable that is statistically significant (.34;
p < .001). Being a self-identified evangelical who is affiliated with an evangelical congregation
results in a one-third category increase in opposition to abortion, holding the other variables
constant. Orthodoxy (.45; p < .001) is the strongest predictor, as a one category increase in
orthodoxy results in nearly a one-half category increase in opposition to abortion (see Table 3).

For the same-sex marriage dependent variable, belonging to the evangelical tradition ap-
pears to be a more important predictor than evangelical identification, as does holding orthodox
evangelical beliefs. Orthodoxy is again the strongest predictor (.34; p < .001), and the confi-
dence intervals do not overlap with other variables. A one category increase in orthodoxy results
in more than a one-third category move in opposition to same-sex marriage. Belonging to an
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evangelical tradition and identifying as an evangelical (.15; p = .01), as well as reporting only an
evangelical tradition (.15; p = .01), is significantly associated with opposition to same-sex mar-
riage. These belonging variables are slightly stronger than having a more conservative ideology
(.10; p < .001). The effect of self-identification as an evangelical is not statistically significant,
though the coefficient is in the expected, conservative direction.

Next, for the party identification variable, evangelical self-identification is a stronger predic-
tor of political party affiliation than evangelical tradition. Respondents who are in the evangelical
tradition and identify as evangelicals are likely to have a stronger Republican affiliation (.67;
p < .001). This variable has the largest coefficient of all the explanatory variables, including
ideology. Being a self-identified evangelical and belonging to an evangelical tradition results in
nearly a two-third category increase in Republican identification, while holding other variables
constant. Self-identified-only evangelicals are more likely to identify with the Republican Party
(.38; p = .10), having a slightly greater association than orthodoxy (.27; p < .001). Identification
with evangelicalism clearly has a strong relationship with Republican Party identification, par-
ticularly for self-identified evangelicals. This supports our argument regarding the usefulness of
a belonging measure.

Lastly, we test for effects on the 2004 presidential vote. Again, orthodoxy (.08; p < .001)
and ideology (.14; p < .001) both have a positive association with voting for Bush, with ideology
having the greatest magnitude of all the explanatory variables. Of the evangelical belonging
variables, tradition-only (.10; p < .01) is statistically significant, and its effect on voting for Bush
is equally as strong as having more orthodox beliefs. The tradition-only evangelical category
has a positive relationship with voting for Bush (.10; p = .01), and the evangelical tradition
and identification variable is also statistically significant (.07; p = .03). There is not, however,
a statistically significant relationship between identification-only belonging and voting for Bush,
but the sign of the coefficient suggests that those who only identify as evangelicals are more
likely to vote for Bush, when the other variables are held constant.

In addition to these four dependent variables, we also develop models for other political
variables that tap preferences regarding environmental and tax policies (data not reported). The
predictive value of these models is not as good—the measures of fit are much lower for these
models compared to the social policy measures. Nevertheless, religious belonging and religious
orthodoxy continue to be useful predictors of conservatism. In these models, evangelical affiliation
has a positive, significant association with reduced environmental regulation. Self-identification
as an evangelical and belonging to an evangelical tradition have the largest effects on opposition
to environmental regulation (.14; p = .05) and favoring tax cuts (.08; p <.01), with a magnitude
even greater than ideology (.06; p < .001 and.08; p < .001, respectively). Tradition-only is
significantly associated with opposition to environmental policy (.12; p = .06), and people
with more orthodox beliefs and behaviors are significantly more opposed to environmental
regulation (.10; p = .001) and are more likely to favor tax cuts (.05; p < .001). Evangelical self-
identification, by itself, has no statistically significant effect, providing evidence that those in
the evangelical tradition are more likely to hold broad, conservative policy preferences while
evangelicals from the mainline tradition are more focused on the cultural-moral issues that have
come to define evangelical politics.

After using the three types of evangelical belonging as explanatory variables, we also test
for an interactive effect between the different types of evangelical belonging with evangelical
orthodoxy, applying the model to the same political dependent variables. This statistical technique
allows us to analyze the effect of higher and lower levels of orthodoxy within each evangelical
category. The interactive effects do not improve the fit of the models, though, and any statistically
significant effects seem to lack substantive significance (see Table 4).

In the abortion model, the interaction between orthodoxy and self-identification and evan-
gelical tradition is positively correlated with conservative views on abortion, but the coefficient is
not significant (.21; p = .11). In the 2004 presidential vote, the interactions for identification-only
evangelicals (−.13; p = .03) and tradition-only evangelicals (−.08; p = .04) are negative. None of
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Table 4: Regression results of three types of evangelical belonging, including interactions

Same-Sex 2004
Abortion Marriage Party-ID Presidential
(Oppose) (Oppose) (Republican) Vote (Bush)

(Constant) Standard error −8.11∗∗∗ 13.51∗∗∗ −20.52∗∗∗ −5.38
(2.25) (1.72) (4.42) (1.28)

Self-ID and tradition .18+ .20∗ .52∗ .01
(.11) (.08) (.21) (.05)

Tradition-only .04 .17∗∗∗ .18 .12∗∗∗

(.06) (.04) (.12) (.03)
Self-ID-only −.07 −.01 .44∗ .07

(.10) (.08) (.20) (.05)
Orthodoxy .43∗∗∗ .35∗∗∗ .29∗∗∗ .10∗∗∗

(.03) (.02) (.05) (.02)
Self-ID & tradition .21+ −.08 .17 .06

interaction with
orthodoxy

(.11) (.09) (.22) (.06)

Tradition-only interaction
with orthodoxy

.07 −.06 −.14 −.08∗

(.07) (.05) (.14) (.04)
Self-ID-only interaction

with orthodoxy
−.16 .03 −.19 −.13∗

(.13) (.10) (.25) (.06)
Adjusted R2 .27 .33 .31 .43
N 3,358 3,348 3,311 1,703

∗∗∗p ≤ .001; ∗∗p ≤ .01; ∗p ≤ .05; +p ≤.1.
Standard errors are in parentheses.
Each model includes control variables for education, region, race, gender, age, income, marital
status, and ideology.
The comparison group for the evangelical belonging variables is all nonevangelicals.

the interactions approach statistical significance in the same-sex marriage and party identification
models, suggesting that orthodoxy does not affect evangelical positions on same-sex marriage or
evangelical political identity. Instead, being a member of the evangelical tradition, self-identifying
as an evangelical, and being orthodox all have independent effects on political identity. In fact,
this appears to be the overarching theme for all the models. Orthodoxy, tradition, and identity
are independent components of political preferences. While they are surely linked, they are not
dependent upon each other.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This research provides evidence that there may be multiple modes of evangelical belong-
ing. Incorporating evangelical self-identification with evangelical tradition results in three the-
oretically and statistically defensible categories of evangelical belonging: tradition and self-
identification, tradition-only, and self-identification-only. Our models also show the importance
of including evangelical self-identification into analyses seeking to explain the impact of religious
affiliation on political preferences. In particular, the results show that different types of evangeli-
cal belonging influence political outcomes in different ways. For example, self-identification and
tradition together form the most conservative of the three types of belonging, having the greatest
impact on views about abortion and party identification and equaling tradition-only belonging on
views about same-sex marriage. Also, evangelical self-identification has a positive association
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with Republican identification, while religious tradition is more strongly associated with the 2004
presidential vote choice and conservative views on same-sex marriage.

It is not surprising that the combination of self-identification and tradition yields the most
conservative respondents, yet the finding is highly relevant. The combination of denominational
and self-identified affiliations likely increases and reinforces the conservatism associated with
evangelicalism. On the other hand, self-identification may measure the salience of respondents’
commitment to the political values of evangelicalism. If either is valid, one would expect that
those who belong in both respects are generally more conservative.

Most important, combining an evangelical self-identification variable with an evangelical
tradition variable to create a spectrum of evangelical belonging includes evangelicals outside of
the tradition in the analyses. When we consider the importance of evangelicalism in politics, it
is especially useful to include those individuals who not only participate in evangelical religious
traditions, but who also see themselves as part of a politically relevant social group. Alwin et al.
(2006) and Hackett and Lindsay (2008) have shown that evangelical self-identification is an
important factor in understanding the beliefs and behaviors of those who are part of evangelical-
ism but who do not belong to an evangelical denomination. Our study builds on those findings
by further demonstrating that incorporating both evangelical self-identification and denomina-
tional tradition into a belonging measure leads to useful conclusions on political outcomes. Self-
identification is an especially valuable measure of “evangelicalness” in contemporary religious so-
ciety where evangelicals are becoming more mobile, increasingly moving across denominational
traditions.

Moreover, evangelicals’ sense of belonging may go beyond religious tradition or denomi-
national affiliation. Mainline Protestants who self-identify as evangelicals and hold to orthodox
evangelical beliefs and practices appear to have similar political attitudes as those who belong
to the commonly classified evangelical tradition. This may be due to two factors. First, for some
religious individuals, being an evangelical may be a foundational social-psychological identity
that, similar to party identity, influences them beyond their denominational affiliation. In such
cases, individuals may utilize this identity as a filter when making political decisions. Second,
there may be some “cross-pollination” between mainline and evangelical Protestantism. With the
influence of widespread evangelical media, we know that religious individuals receive both the-
ological and political messages connected to religion not only in their church traditions, but also
from evangelical elites. In addition, many mainline traditions have competing progressive and
evangelical factions. Self-identification can effectively classify many of these mainline evangeli-
cals. In this light, scholars should consider including those who self-identify as evangelicals into
the evangelical spectrum, as their claims to belonging appear to be valid not only in a conceptual
sense, but in the very practical outcomes found in statistical analysis.
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