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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
 

Donald Trump has presented immigration and international trade as the causes of the diminished economic prospects of 

white working-class voters, the core of the former president’s political base. This narrative suggests that voters’ attitudes 

about immigration and trade reflect their actual lived experiences with immigration and trade—in other words, that Trump 

supporters voted the way they did because they experienced direct negative impacts from both immigration and U.S. trade in 

a global economy. The power of Trump’s antitrade and anti-immigrant political and policy message is that—as some journalists 

assumed—voters supported him because he promised to reduce trade and immigration to benefit those who felt vulnerable 

to their effects. If this were true, it would logically follow that his support among economically self-interested voters would be 

greatest in places with higher levels of immigration and international trade. 

However, our research found that to the contrary, Trump voters in 2016 and 2020 tended to live in places with relatively low 

levels of immigration and international trade. Anti-immigrant and antitrade attitudes more consistently and strongly explained 

voting for Trump in 2016 and 2020 than actual levels of immigration and trade where voters lived. The research uncovered 

a phenomenon the author calls the “Trump Paradox,”1 in which support for Trump was highest in counties with the lowest 

exposure to immigration and trade, but which had the strongest anti-immigrant and antitrade attitudes. 

This issue brief further examines the Trump Paradox by race, ethnicity, and gender, in 2016 and 2020. 

The main findings are: 

1. The Trump Paradox among white voters strengthened between 2016 and 2020. 

2. White males, not females, were the main driver of the Trump Paradox in 2020. 

3. Latino voters did not show strong Trump Paradox in 2020. 

4. New Latino female voters —those who voted in 2020 but did not vote in 2016 — were more likely to vote for Trump in 

2020 than existing ones, and they had lower educational attainment on average. 

First, we found that non-Hispanic white voters were the basis of Trump and Republican support, after controlling for immigration 

and trade attitudes as well as demographic, partisan, and economic characteristics.2 Research shows that the Trump Paradox 

was fundamentally a white phenomenon, with white support for Trump highest in counties with the lowest levels of immigration 

and international trade, but with the strongest anti-immigrant and antitrade attitudes. 

Further, we found support that from 2016 to 2020, the political power of Trump’s narrative appeared to unravel as his support 

declined in those counties most exposed to immigration and international trade. To further understand this evolution in the 

Trump Paradox, we conducted a gendered analysis—for white men and white women—that uncovered significant variations 

in attitudes on immigration and trade and Trump-voting behavior. The analysis found that the Trump Paradox increasingly 

revealed itself as a white male Trump Paradox while the significant differences of white women attitudes and voting played a 

growing role in the unraveling of the political power of the Trump Paradox.

We then performed a similar analysis for Hispanic voters, which found that in 2016, Hispanic voters from regions with more 

imports from China and Mexico were less likely to vote for Trump. However, the effect was not as significant in 2020.  
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Finally, this issue brief further examines Hispanic voters and other voter groups to better understand how changes in the 

composition of the U.S. electorate impacted the election dynamics from 2016 to 2020. This section includes a Trump Paradox 

analysis for Hispanic voters in 2016 and 2020 and statistics on certain aspects of various groups by gender, race, and ethnicity. 

Interestingly, we found that new Hispanic female voters (who did not vote in 2016 but voted in 2020) exhibited a much higher 

propensity to vote for Trump than existing Hispanic female voters (who voted in both 2016 and 2020), a phenomenon that was 

not seen in other gender, racial, or ethnic groups. Of all Hispanic female Trump voters in 2020, about 25% were new voters, also 

higher than other selected groups.

 
INTRODUCTION

Donald Trump presented immigration and international trade as the cause of the diminished economic prospects of white 

working-class voters, the core of his political base. Our past research in 2016—the first that compared actual immigration and 

trade exposure with attitudes and Trump voting—demonstrated that white voting for Trump was unrelated to immigration levels 

and, paradoxically, was strongest in counties with low levels of international trade. Instead of actual immigration and trade 

levels, anti-immigrant and antitrade attitudes more consistently and strongly explained voting for Trump in 2016. We termed this 

discrepancy the “Trump Paradox.”

We also find support that from 2016 to 2020, Trump’s narrative unraveled as his support declined in those counties most 

exposed to immigration and international trade. Although Trump elaborated a white nationalist narrative based on anti-

immigrant and antitrade politics that many of his supporters accepted as truth, it was shown that virtually no aspects of Trump’s 

simple narrative on trade and immigration have significant factual basis. Our analysis suggests that Trump rallied white voters 

to support him by stoking xenophobic and racist sentiments about immigration and trade, rather than the presence or threat of 

actual immigration and trade driving turnout for Trump. 

Recent research found that from 2016 to 2020, Trump gained support among Hispanic voters, especially among Hispanic 

women, Hispanics without a college degree, and new Hispanic voters. Pew Research Center found that Trump gained about 10 

percentage points among Hispanic voters from 2016 to 2020.3 While Joe Biden still won the majority of Hispanic voters in 2020, 

Trump’s support surged among Hispanic voters lacking a college degree.4 The gap between Biden’s advantage over Trump 

was notably smaller for those without a college education (55% to 41%) than for those with a college education (69% to 30%). The 

progressive research firm Equis also found a gender element at play: Support for Trump grew dramatically from 2016 to 2020 

among Hispanic women.5

The significance of the new Hispanic voters cannot be overlooked. A report by the Democratic data firm Catalist showed the 

number of new Hispanic voters increased by 31% from 2016 to 2020, making them the fastest-growing voter group,6 and almost 

25% of Hispanic voters voted for the first time in 2020, compared to 14% of the electorate overall.7 Equis data suggest the swing 

toward Trump was the result of a combination of the persuasion of existing voters who were previously left-leaning and the 

mobilization of new and infrequent voters.8 Carlos Odio, co-founder and senior vice president at Equis Labs, and his colleagues 

found that Hispanics supporting Trump “grew on the margins thanks to a combination of defections and new voters—with likely 

a greater number of the latter.”9

In this issue brief, we expand upon the 2016 research to include a gendered, racial, and ethnic analysis of the Trump Paradox 

and analyze data for the 2020 election. 
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METHODOLOGY10 

We updated the Trump Paradox analysis using data for 2020, which we then compared with the analysis for 2016. In this 

analysis, we look at how exposure to actual immigration and international trade (after controlling for other individual-level 

factors) affected voters’ behavior—specifically, whether they voted for Trump in the 2016 and 2020 Presidential Elections. 

Actual county-level data on shares of Hispanic immigrants come from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey 

(ACS). County-level data on imports from Mexico and China are from the U.S. Census Bureau’s County Business Patterns. 

Individual-level data are from the Cooperative Election Study (CES, formerly the Cooperative Congressional Election Study, 

CCES), which is a nationally representative sample of more than 60,000 respondents, who were asked about their attitudes on 

immigration and trade. The surveys also include information on partisanship, education, gender, age, income, and employment 

status, which we consider important demographic, political, and economic controls. For education and age, we use college 

educated (bachelor’s degree or higher) and older than 65 years old, as commonly operationalized in studies of voter behaviors.11 

Family income, status as temporarily laid off or unemployed, and employment in the manufacturing sector represent 

socioeconomic conditions. 

For individual attitudes toward immigration and trade, we used items from CES. For immigration, the items were agreement or 

disagreement on whether the U.S. government should deport undocumented immigrants (2016) or whether it should build the 

border wall (2020); for trade, the items were whether voters supported the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) in both 2016 and 

2020. In 2016, the specific question asked about attitude on immigration was whether agree “illegal aliens should be identified 

and deported,” but the same question was not asked in the 2020 survey. Instead, we used an alternative measure from 2020 

CES, which was whether the respondent agreed that “the U.S. should increase spending on border security by $25 billion, 

including build a wall between the U.S. and Mexico.” Although the immigration questions were quite distinct, the trade questions 

were similar but slightly different. The 2016 item queried simply whether respondents were for or against the TPP, while the 

2020 question asked whether the United States should withdraw from the TPP. To combine the county and individual effects, 

we linked the individuals to the counties in which they resided.

Then we added gender, race, and ethnicity to our analysis to better understand which changes in the composition of voters 

contributed to Trump’s gain. Summary statistics are also based on data from CES.
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FINDINGS 

Our findings are as follows:

1. The Trump Paradox among white voters strengthened between 2016 and 2020. 

2. White males, not females, were the main driver of the Trump Paradox in 2020. 

3. Hispanic voters did not show strong Trump Paradox in 2020. 

4. New Hispanic female voters were more likely to vote for Trump in 2020 than existing ones, and they had lower 

educational attainment on average.

1. THE TRUMP PARADOX AMONG WHITE VOTERS STRENGTHENED BETWEEN 2016 AND 2020 

 

Among white voters, the Trump Paradox was stronger in 2020 than in 2016. After controlling for other factors, we found that 

whites who resided in counties with higher concentrations of Hispanic immigrants were less likely to vote for Trump in 2020, 

but this effect was not present in 2016. We also found negative and statistically significant correlations between Trump voting in 

both 2016 and 2020 and levels of Mexican and Chinese imports. In other words, after controlling for other factors, whites who 

resided in counties with more imports from China and Mexico were less likely to vote for Trump in 2016 and 2020.

At the same time, in both 2016 and 2020, we found that anti-immigrant and antitrade individual attitudes were significantly 

correlated with higher likelihood to vote for Trump. 

This finding provides strong evidence that despite Trump’s message about Hispanic immigrants taking jobs and bringing 

crime, white voting for Trump had little to do with their actual presence. Table A1 shows the correlations between white 

votes for Trump and actual levels of Hispanic immigration and international trade as well as voter attitudes toward trade 

and immigration. Positive numbers represent a positive correlation, and vice versa. The number of asterisks represents how 

significant the correlation is; the more asterisks, the stronger the correlation.

Another way to understand the strengthening of the Trump Paradox is by looking at the characteristics of the counties that 

supported Trump. In 2020, white voting for Trump became even more paradoxical as his support became more concentrated 

in counties with lower levels of immigration and trade. Figure A1 confirms the negative link between Trump voting and actual 

immigration and trade. Counties that remained Democratic from 2016 to 2020 had the highest levels of immigration and trade, 

while counties that remained Republican from 2016 to 2020 had the lowest levels of immigration and trade.
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2. WHITE MALES WERE THE MAIN DRIVER OF THE TRUMP PARADOX IN 2020 

 

If we look more closely into the nuances of white voting behavior, we see that gender plays an important role (see Table A2). 

For 2016 and 2020, a smaller share of white women voted for Trump than white men, and White women overall demonstrated 

weaker anti-immigrant and antitrade attitudes.

The Trump Paradox manifested itself in different ways for white men and white women. In the analysis, white men were the 

main Trump Paradox driver, meaning their Trump voting was more paradoxical than that of white women. After controlling 

for other individual-level factors, we found that white men were more likely to vote for Trump in counties with lower levels of 

immigration and trade (and vice versa). At the same time, white women’s Trump voting was less correlated with county-level 

immigration and trade (see Table A3). Instead, their voting was more strongly correlated to other factors such as attitudes on 

immigration and trade, partisanship, and educational attainment. And for both white men and white women, anti-immigrant 

and antitrade attitudes consistently and strongly explain voting for Trump in 2016 and 2020.

 

3. HISPANIC VOTERS DID NOT SHOW STRONG TRUMP PARADOX 

 

Although the Trump Paradox was not strong among Hispanic voters, it was stronger in 2016 than in 2020 (see Table A6). In 2020, 

Hispanic voters’ choice to vote for Trump did not show clear correlation with actual county-level immigration and trade, but was 

again significantly related to their anti-immigrant and antitrade attitudes. 

Further analysis shows interesting differences in voting behavior by gender as well as race and ethnicity. All racial and ethnic 

groups we analyzed showed important gender differences in Trump support, with men supporting Trump more than women 

across all groups. We also found important gender differences on attitudes concerning immigration and trade (see Table A4). 

While the total number of Hispanics voting for Trump grew from 2016 to 2020, we observed a gender difference in this change: 

Hispanic women who voted for Trump grew more than Hispanic men. Interestingly, for existing voters (who voted in both 2016 

and 2020), the largest increase in voting for Trump occurred among Hispanic women (see Table A5). About 18% of the Hispanic 

women who voted for a non-Trump presidential candidate in 2016 voted for Trump in 2020.
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4. NEW HISPANIC FEMALE VOTERS WERE MORE LIKELY TO VOTE FOR TRUMP IN 2020 THAN EXISTING VOTERS AND 

THEY HAD LOWER EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT ON AVERAGE 

 

We also looked at the new voters—those who did not vote in 2016 but turned out to vote in 2020,—and found that a larger share 

of Hispanic women that voted for Trump were new voters, as compared to other gender, racial and ethnic groups, as shown 

below:

In 2020:

• About 12% of all Trump voters  were new voters who had not cast a vote in 2016.

• About 11% of all white female Trump voters were new voters.

• About 9% of all white male Trump voters were new voters.

• About 18% of all Hispanic male Trump voters were new voters.

• About 25% of all Hispanic female Trump voters were new voters.

Further analysis shows that compared to other groups, Hispanic women who were new voters in 2020 demonstrated much 

more support for Trump than existing voters who voted in both 2016 and 2020 (see Figure A2). 

In terms of educational attainment, among Trump voters in 2020 who did not vote in 2016: 

• About 82% of all Trump voters had less than a 4-year degree.

• About 81% of white female Trump voters had less than a 4-year degree.

• About 84% of white male Trump voters had less than a 4-year degree.

• About 84% of Hispanic male Trump voters had less than a 4-year degree.

• About 89% of Hispanic female Trump voters had less than a 4-year degree.

These numbers show that a larger share of Hispanic female new Trump voters have less than a 4-year degree, as compared to 

other gender, racial and ethnic groups.  

 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS/FURTHER DISCUSSION 

Our analysis has confirmed the existence of the Trump Paradox in general as well as many elements and nuances of the 

Paradox. As we proceeded from 2016 to 2020, we found a stronger paradoxical relationship between immigration and Trump 

voting for white voters: the less immigration in the county they reside, the more likely they vote for Trump. We also found 

negative and statistically significant correlations between Trump voting in both 2016 and 2020 and levels of Mexican and 

Chinese imports for white voters.

We also see some differences in gender. Women in general were not as supportive of Trump as men. But we also saw an 

unusual uptake in Trump’s support among Hispanic women in 2020, which can be attributed to new voters supporting Trump 

at a higher rate compared to existing voters. It is also important to point out that in 2020, a higher percentage of new Hispanic 

female Trump voters have a lower educational attainment compared to other gender, racial and ethnic groups.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Trump Paradox: A Focus on Latino and Latina Voters



10

APPENDIX: TABLES AND FIGURES 

Table 1. Coefficients for Hierarchical Regressions Predicting 2016 and 2020 Trump Vote among Non-Hispanic White 

Voters  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Sources: 2016 and 2020 American Community Survey 5-year estimates, U.S. Census Bureau, 2016 and 2020 Cooperative Congressional Election Study, 

Peter K. Schott’s (2018) International Trade Data, 2012 Economic Census, USA Trade Online, County Business Patterns.

Notes: *p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01 

 

Table 2. Trump Voting and Attitudes in 2016 and 2020 for White Voters by Gender 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sources: Author’s calculation based on the 2016 and 2020 Cooperative Election Study (CES) Common Content Dataset.
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Table 3. Coefficients for Hierarchical Regressions Predicting 2016 and 2020 Trump Vote among Non-Hispanic White 

Voters (Female & Male) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Notes: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

 

Table 4. Voting and Attitude Statistics for Different Gender and Racial/Ethnic Groups

Sources: Author’s calculation based on the 2020 Cooperative Election Study (CES) Common Content Dataset. 
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Table 5. Percent Change in Trump Voters from 2016 to 2020 for Different Gender and Racial/Ethnic Groups 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Sources: Author’s calculation based on the 2020 Cooperative Election Study (CES) Common Content Dataset.

 

Table 6. Coefficients for Hierarchical Regressions Predicting 2016 and 2020 Trump Voting among Hispanic Voters 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sources: Author’s calculation based on the 2016 and 2020 Cooperative Election Study (CES) Common Content Dataset.
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Figure 1. Mean percentage Hispanic immigrant and mean Mexican and Chinese imports ratio in counties that remained 

Democratic (D-D) or Republican (R-R) and those that flipped from Republican to Democratic (R-D)

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Sources: Dave Leip’s Atlas of U.S. Presidential Elections, Politico 2018 House Election results at county level, 2016 American Community Survey 5-year 

estimates, U.S. Census Bureau, Peter K. Schott’s (2018) International Trade Data, and 2012 Economic Census.

 

Figure 2. Percent voted for Trump in 2020 for voters who voted in both 2016 and 2020 (existing voters) and voters who 

voted in 2020 but did not vote in 2016 (new voters) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Sources: Author’s calculation based on the 2020 Cooperative Election Study (CES) Common Content Dataset.
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