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The assumptions of the measurement model will
influence the conclusions researchers draw both
about the underlying theoretical concept of
interest, as well as the empirical linkages between
these concepts and other political phenomena.

Fariss, Kenwick, and Reuning (2020, 366)

1 Introduction

Religion has played a significant role in American politics since the founding period (Lambert
2008; Guth, Kellstedt, and Smidt 2017; Kosek 2017). Yet, for much of this history, the American
party system resisted the particization of religious differences — First Amendment guarantees
regarding the separation of Church and state and interfaith differences in theological and political
beliefs mostly weakened attempts to tie religion to specific partisan expression (Harder 2014).
However, despite the failures of early manifestations of the Christian Right to institutionalize
religious particularism within the Republican Party (Jelen 1997), the marriage of political and
religious conservatism in the late 20" Century has had profound effects on the party system
(Layman 1999; Mathew 2018), religious (Fea 2018) and political behavior (Margolis 2020), and
public opinion (Calfano and Djupe 2013). In fact, from gay marriage (Olson, Cadge, and Harrison
2006) to the provision of government services (Habel and Grant 2013) and to foreign policy
preferences (Baumgartner, Francia, and Morris 2008), there is hardly a matter of public opinion
untouched by religious affiliation, practice, or belief.

In particular, one late development in the religious sorting of partisan preferences (Layman
2001; Green 2007; Patrikios 2008; Davis 2018) involves the matter of “Christian nationalism” — a
hybrid religious-political ideology that invokes mythological narratives about the United States’
Christian heritage and calling (Whitehead and Perry 2020; Gorski and Perry 2022). As a catch-all
construct encompassing a brand of white, politically conservative religious belief, Christian
nationalism has received enormous attention from lay pollsters (Pew 2021) and scholars alike. It
predicts support for same-sex marriage (Whitehead and Perry 2015), opposition to interracial
marriage (Perry and Whitehead 2015), pandemic-related behaviors (Perry, Whitehead, and Grubbs
2020), support for police (Perry, Whitehead, and Davis 2019) and gun laws (Whitehead, Schnabel,
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and Perry 2018), and, perhaps most noteworthy given the political context, casting a vote for
Donald Trump (Whitehead, Perry, and Baker 2018).

The apparent predictive usefulness of this construct notwithstanding, little attention has
been paid to how Christian nationalism is measured. Fitting a theoretical construct to a
measurement model is never an easy task, but it is an essential one. This paper takes up that work
to assess the construct and predictive validity of the most popular method of operationalizing
Christian nationalism today. I begin by showing that the six items often used to construct an index
of Christian nationalist belief fit awkwardly in one-dimensional space after factor rotation. Semi-
supervised machine learning is then used to illustrate classification problems inherent in that
traditional measurement approach — put another way, the continuous scale does a poor job
identifying who is and is not a Christian nationalist. In turn, I investigate whether the Christian
nationalism index performs well as an explanatory variable at the interval level — a basic
psychometric requirement for unidimensional latent traits. I find that the traditional Christian
nationalism scale often exhibits a threshold rather than a linear relationship to political preferences,
which seems to be a result of both measurement error and the sorting out of religious and political
preferences more generally.

These results warrant two important recommendations for future research. First, the six-
item, additive Christian nationalism scale deployed in much social science research as an
explanatory variable is flawed and should be avoided. Measurement error is nontrivial, in part due
to coding decisions about how to treat “missing” responses, but also because the scale is comprised
of moving parts that do not readily collapse into a single latent trait. The result is that the intervals
of the additive scale are too coarse to be interpretable and so bound up with partisanship that they
often explain relatively little attitudinal variation among partisans across the scale’s range of values.
However, all is not lost. Instead, a more modest approach to modeling Christian nationalism
involves using only those instruments from the six-item index that speak to whether the United
States ought to be a Christian nation with Christian values.

Second, by extension, more attention should be paid to the exact conceptual feature(s) of
Christian nationalism that researchers desire to measure and analyze. Identity and instrumental
beliefs are separable both theoretically and empirically (e.g. Ellis and Stimson 2012), but Christian

nationalism research seemingly mixes these features together haphazardly. The consequence is the
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creation of a Maslow’s hammer, in which anything resembling conservative expressions of
religious-political belief appears to be evidence of “Christian nationalism.” Yet, that approach
flattens the various ways that religious identities and beliefs may move dynamically to shape social
and political attitudes. Given that work on Christian nationalism has blossomed over the last
decade, these issues are vital to producing empirically-informed scholarship that faithfully reveals

how these attitudes work and why they are important.

2 What is Christian nationalism? A brief review

Although no serious historian would describe the birth of the United States as a predominantly,
much less particularly Christian endeavor, the role of religion still looms large over both the
founding period and American political development in the interim. Today, some forty years after
the Right’s hard turn in the Evangelical-fueled culture wars (Lewis 2017), a curious, albeit
revisionist narrative about the relationship between Christianity and American political heritage
has developed and spread among the faithful. While the civil religion of the founders is widely
accepted (Gorski 2010), in this telling of the country’s origin myth, the United States’ founding
values of liberty and justice were rooted in its special relationship to the divine plan of the Christian
god. In the Christian nationalist’s worldview, the United States is not simply a land with religious
freedom, where Christianity has flourished alongside other major faith traditions, but is, instead, a
country with an especially Christian heritage, purpose, and calling (Whitehead and Perry 2020).
While Christian nationalism draws from general theories of religious nationalism (e.g.
Brubaker 2011; Aho 2013), it involves several particular features. First, it is more than just civil
religion, instead blending religious particularism, victimization and messianism together (Gorski
2020). Within the Christian nationalist’s worldview, there is a persistent fear of persecution, that
America has not just strayed from its birthright as a Christian nation but that there are liberal forces
conspiring to actively prevent government from embodying Christian values. Second, it also
incorporates views about racial order and social hierarchies. Whiteness plays a role (Gorski and
Perry 2022), as does gender, and its theological roots are less about morality or virtue and, instead,

involve ideas about power and who should wield it.
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In part, one reason why this “ideology” has proliferated among right-leaning religious
believers in the United States involves the fact that Christian nationalism’s appeals are generically
pan-Christian. As Whitehead, Perry, and Baker (2018, pg. 151) write, “Christian nationalism, while
more common among white conservative Protestants...provides a resilient and malleable set of
symbols that is not beholden to any particular institution, affiliation, or moral tradition...This
allows its influence to reach beyond the Christian traditions of its origins.” Christian nationalism
emphasizes both a cultural purity (Perry and Whitehead 2015) and an apocalyptic view of the future
that cuts across denominational boundaries, warning that religious liberty, freedom, and institutions
are under siege. And, given the religious-political sorting of the mass public over the last several
decades (Liebman and Wuthnow 1983; Wuthnow 1995; Layman 2001; Wald and Wilcox 2006;
Green 2007), this Christian nationalism has developed into a cornerstone element of the modern
Republican Party (Pew 2021; Whitehead and Perry 2020; Gorski and Perry 2022).

However, despite growing scholarly interest in this subject, an unexplored area of this
research agenda involves the quality or complexity of Christian nationalism as an ideological
worldview. While the empirical properties of political ideology have been scrutinized dating back
to Converse (1964/2006), little research has seriously investigated the psychometric properties of
Christian nationalism to inquire whether its operationalization is both internally and externally
valid. The remainder of this paper takes up this task and is devoted to exploring the measurement

qualities of this religious-political ideology.

3 Data and measurement

The data used in the following analyses were drawn from both the 2007, Wave II and the 2017,
Wave V Baylor Religion Surveys. The surveys were administered by Gallup and funded by the
John Templeton Foundation. Details corresponding to question wording and top-lines, as well as
the data itself, are accessible from an online repository curated by the Association of Religious

Data Archives (ARDA).!

I Raw data and codebooks can be accessed at; https://www.thearda.com/Archive/NatBaylor.asp
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Christian nationalism has been measured in several different ways over time. Froese and
Mencken (2009), for example, investigate it by another name — “sacralization ideology” — which
involves ideas about whether the government should advocate and defend Christian values, fund
faith-based organizations, and allow religious symbols in public spaces and prayer in classrooms.
Similarly, McDaniel et al. (2011) operationalize Christian nationalism as (dis)agreement with the
ideas that America is special to God’s plan, that he has chosen it to lead, that it was founded as a
Christian nation and its heritage should be protected, and that its success is due to divine will. These
multi-item indices stand in stark contrast to other, recent work by Davis and Perry (2021), who
treat agreement with the statement “Christian identity is an essential marker of what it means to be
a true American” as Christian nationalism. While these measurement approaches share some
obvious discursive commonalities, the content of the underlying Christian nationalism concept
appears dependent upon what instruments are available to the survey researcher, rather than on the
basis of what instruments best fit the theoretical latent construct of interest. The result is something
of a game of measurement whack-a-mole — given the different permutations that Christian
nationalism takes across studies, it is difficult to settle on any one measurement strategy to evaluate
in good faith.?

However, probably the most common and popular measure of Christian nationalism today
involves a battery of six items that appear to have been asked as far back as the 2007, Wave I BRS.
Respondents are asked to rate the extent to which they agree or disagree with the following
statements:

» The federal government should declare the United States as a Christian nation.

» The federal government should advocate Christian values.

» The federal government should enforce strict separation of church and state. (reverse
coded)

= The federal government should allow the display of religious symbols in public spaces.

=  The success of the United States is part of God's plan.

* The federal government should allow prayer in public schools.

2 To the extent that survey researchers “make do with what they have,” this lack of consensus is
sympathetic. However, given the apparent importance of Christian nationalism to unlocking
political developments over the last several years, it is regrettable that no serious attempt to match
theory with measurement development has occurred. Relatedly, given that the results of this paper
rely on data from the Baylor Religion Surveys, additional research is also necessary to identify the
scope of potential measurement problems within other datasets.
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Responses to the questions range from disagree (1) to agree (4), with a fifth option for undecided
(5). In much of the literature on Christian nationalism, this final, undecided option is recoded to a
neutral midpoint between “agree” and “disagree,” after which all items are summed together into
an additive scale. This coding decision is not without its drawbacks;> for example, it is unclear
whether “undecided” conveys a non-attitude or a substantively moderate (neutral) stance.* The
practical result, at any rate, is that this coding decision will always contribute a nontrivial number
of “points” to the overall Christian nationalism score, which likely introduces measurement error.
Finally, in addition to these variables, several other socio-demographic quantities of
interest are included in later modeling. Partisanship is measured via the traditional seven-category
approach. Later analysis will combine leaning-partisans with their partisan peers, leaving only
“pure” Independents between Democrats and Republicans. Ideology ranges from extremely liberal
to extremely conservative. Age is a continuous variable ranging from 18 upwards. Education is
categorical variable ranging from “no high school degree” to “post-graduate.” White and Black
racial identification are dummy variables, leaving persons who identify with other racial or ethnic
groups in the excluded category. Religious affiliation is split into dummy variables for Evangelical,

Mainline Protestant, and Catholic identification.

4 Analysis

The analysis of the BRS data proceeds in two parts. First, I begin by exploring the construct validity
of the Christian nationalism index. This task involves analyzing the factor structure of the six
Christian nationalism instruments widely used in religion and politics research. I then show how
categorical approaches to operationalizing Christian nationalism bring into relief problems with the

traditional, unidimensional scale. Second, I evaluate how the Christian nationalism scale functions

3 A simple comparison of Pearson’s product-moment correlation coefficients reveals that this
decision adds noise to the relationships among variables. Treating “undecided” responses as
missing data, the correlations among the six instruments improve (see: Appendix Table Al).

4 Research on political ideology, for example, suggests that recoding responses to a “neutral”
midpoint may create as many problems as it solves (Kinder and Kalmoe 2017).
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as a predictive instrument. This final task incorporates the role of partisanship to demonstrate that

Christian nationalism operates in a somewhat peculiar manner not identified by past research.

4.1 The factor structure of Christian nationalism
As is often the case when exploring the psychometric structure of a construct, we might begin by
assessing the measurement properties of the Christian nationalism scale according to several simple
analyses. Past research often includes two pieces of information about the items that make up this
index: it displays acceptable levels of Cronbach’s alpha and appears to load onto a single factor
when conducting exploratory factor analysis. While Cronbach’s alpha is indeed high for the six
instruments in this data (o = 0.86), it bears acknowledging that this property only communicates
whether a test sample reports a pattern of values that are consistent across a set of instruments
(Gardner 1995). It does not follow, however, that shared variance will necessarily involve
unidimensionality.® In fact, because internal consistency is a necessary but not sufficient condition
for unidimensionality, additional data reduction methods like, say, factor analysis are needed to
assess whether a scale faithfully captures a single latent trait or is, instead, multidimensional. In
short, Cronbach’s alpha cannot tell the researcher much about dimensionality, despite researchers
commonly reporting it as such.

So, what does factor analysis report about this measure? At first blush, the results in column
A of Table 1 suggest that a single factor adequately captures the variation among the six input
instruments — a result commonly included in Christian nationalism research to justify constructing
an additive scale from these variables. However, rotating the factor solution, which helps minimize
the complexity of factor loadings, hints that the index hides a second factor. Here, we use promax

rotation, which allows for the resulting factors to be correlated (an obvious possibility here).® As

5 Gardner (1995, 286) notes that “a scale may be composed of several clusters of items each
measuring a distinct factor; as long as every item correlates well with some other items, the scale
will demonstrate internal consistency.” In other words, obtaining high levels of alpha is possible
even if a set of items constitute several dimensions.

¢ An orthogonal rotation like, say, varimax adjustment, would assume that the resulting factors
would be uncorrelated. That possibility seems unnecessarily conservative — these six items are all
clearly related on a broad conceptual level. While the promax rotation allows factors to be
correlated, this procedure still simplifies the factor structure, which can make interpretation both
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column B in Table 1 indicates, this analysis produces two factors (although best-practices
associated with scale construction would suggest that the lower loadings of the items in the second
factor are insufficient to proceed with treating it as such; see: Furr 2011). The first dimension
involves beliefs about whether the United States is a Christian nation that is girded with especially
Christian values; the second dimension involves attitudes toward public displays of religion.” They
are highly correlated (r = 0.8), despite being empirically separable. One could believe that Christian
values have a place in government (Factor 1), for example, while still promoting religious pluralism
in public spaces (Factor 2).® Indeed, that is a hallmark of religious tolerance, and some respondents
appear to think this way. Figure 1 illustrates a scatterplot of these two indices against each other
and conveys that beliefs about the appropriateness of public displays of religion vary among
persons who reject the idea that America is an especially Christian nation (negative values on Factor
1). In contrast, as we might expect, persons who connect Christian values to government are much
more likely to approve of public displays of religion (i.e. the tight clustering in the upper-right
quadrant of the graph).

easier and reliable (Thurstone 1947; Cattell 1978). Given our interest, such rotation is necessary to
produce the cleanest possible measurement model.

7 Two items do not load on either factor. The separation of church and state is an idea closely
associated with pluralism and is reverse-coded (which can pose problems for survey respondents;
Weijters and Baumgartner 2012). Neither it nor the God’s plan instrument closely correspond to
the other items. Perhaps this is not surprising given that these ideas display the weakest conceptual
overlap with the others.

8 Of course, in practice, as the events of the last several years would highlight, that perspective
seems increasingly less common.
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Table 1. Principal factors analysis of the Christian nationalism index, with and without rotation

(A) Factor loadings, (B) Factor loadings,
principal factors promax rotation
(1) (1) 2) Uniqueness

Christian nation (MP12A) 0.77 0.77 0.35
Christian values (MP12B) 0.81 0.72 0.31
Separate church and state (MP12C) 0.76
Display religious symbols (MP12D) 0.68 0.61 0.49
US success is God’s plan (MP12E) 0.76 0.42
Prayer in schools (MP12F) 0.80 0.59 0.32
Eigenvalue(s) / Variance 3.13 2.82 2.63
N 1,378 1,378

Notes: Data drawn from 2017 BRS. Cell entries convey factor loadings of respective variables.
Loadings less than 0.50 have been omitted for clarity. Uniqueness values correspond to the rotated,

oblique solution.

Figure 1. Comparing views about whether America is a Christian nation and the
appropriateness of public displays of religion

1.5

Factor 1: Christian
nation / values
Higher values = 0
more agreement

-1.5

-1.5 -1

-5 0 5 1

Factor 2: Public displays of religion
Higher values = more support

1.5

Notes: Results derived from principal factors analysis with promax rotation.
Responses are lightly jittered. Lower (higher) values convey (dis)agreement with
the idea that America is a Christian nation and (dis)favor for public displays of
religion.



The psychometric properties of the CN scale

The existence of two factors is not entirely surprising given the conceptual differences
among these items. In fact, past research even describes it as a multifaceted concept. Whitehead,
Perry, and Baker (2018, 147), for example, describe it as an “ideology,” while Whitehead,
Schnabel, and Perry (2018, 4) echo that it is a “multidimensional measure.” Yet, they — and many
others — still collapse these items into a one-dimensional, additive scale. While this approach may
be attractive in the sense that Christian nationalism may incorporate different theoretical ideas that
contribute to a broader worldview, the construction of latent traits must be guided (and tested) by
data generating processes in an iterative fashion (Fariss, Kenwick, and Reuning 2020) — something
the Christian nationalism measurement project has lacked. In fact, given the various ways that this
construct has been measured over time — ranging from personal religious identity’s connection to
American-ness (Davis and Perry 2011), to views about public displays of religion (Whitehead and
Perry 2020), to beliefs about divine providence (McDaniel et al. 2011) — it stands to reason that

these beliefs may not condense into a single latent trait.’

4.2 The categorical approach to measuring Christian nationalism

One additional way of testing whether a unidimensional approach to operationalizing Christian
nationalism is appropriate involves exploring whether there are “levels” or “categories” within the
scale. Although Christian nationalism is usually treated as a continuous measure for modeling its
relationship to various social and political preferences, some research has created groupings from
the Christian nationalism scale (e.g. Whitehead and Perry 2020). In theory, by binning individuals
together into these groups, it becomes easier to assess how persons with varying levels of Christian
nationalism think about politics and religion and differ across sociodemographic features like race,

education, and gender.'’

? Political ideology, for example, exhibits a similar complexity. At minimum, there are social and
economic dimensions that contribute to more global political perspectives (Feldman and Johnston
2014; Johnston and Ollerenshaw 2020).

10" While Whitehead and Perry (2020, 26) admit that the “four categories are meant to be useful
shorthand” and that “no system of categorization can perfectly capture the diversity of Americans’
views on this subject,” their work is nevertheless oriented around these groupings, so it makes sense
to probe the validity of this typology given the underlying problems with the additive scale raised
above.

10
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In Taking America Back for God, for example, the authors construct a four-group typology
from the Christian nationalism scale that ranges from low to high values of Christian nationalism.
The cut-points for group thresholds in the first three groups are spaced equally apart on the additive
scale, at values of six (0-5, 6-11, 12-17), while the fourth group incorporates seven values (18-24).
The group labels may be somewhat opaque to those unfamiliar with this research, so a brief set of
descriptions will suffice. Rejecters (0-5) resemble pluralists, or those who favor no specific
religious content in government; Resisters (6-11) are akin to civil religionists, or those who are
open to, but do not necessarily advocate for specifically Christian values in government;
Accommodators (12-17) resemble mainline Christians who see a place for Christian values in
public spaces but do not advocate for special treatment; finally, Ambassadors (18-24) openly
endorse a theocratic state grounded in Christian principles.

There are at least two problems with this ad hoc measurement approach. First, if the
exploratory analysis above correctly identifies underlying dimensionality in the Christian
nationalism index, then an additive combination of these items will necessarily interject
measurement error into the scale. By extension, this will mechanistically result in misclassification
errors, where scores are added together in ways that violate the underlying pattern of responses to
the individual instruments. Second, this arbitrary set of thresholds for group assignment is not ideal.
It is unclear whether someone who scores a 6 is meaningfully different from someone who scores
a 7 on the additive scale.

Instead, a better way of creating such a typology would be to use an empirical sorting
method that systematically clusters respondents based on patterns in their responses to the Christion
nationalism input items. That approach would provide an opportunity to test whether the groups
created from the Christian nationalism scale are justifiable, while illustrating whether scale values
have distinct meaning. If the two approaches come to different conclusions about what people
belong in which group, then it offers another piece of evidence that the additive scale contains
problematic measurement error.

To sort persons into groups on the basis of their responses to the Christian nationalism
battery, I use latent class analysis (LCA), which is a form of mixture modeling. Practically, LCA
first determines how many classes are needed to account for the variation among input items and

then assigns respondents a probability of being placed in a group with other individuals whose

11
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pattern of responses to the input items resemble a group archetype.'! It is an agnostic approach to
clustering that can determine how many groups exist within the Christian nationalism index, as
well as who goes with what group. 2

A series of models were estimated and a four-group solution was retained.!> We can
compare the groups created by LCA against the groups from the additive approach. In perfect
world, where the additive scale and the thresholds chosen by Whitehead and Perry (2020) did an
efficient job at parsing people into groups, the persons assigned to the groups from the LCA would
match the persons found within the groups of the additive scale. As Figure 2 illustrates, however,
this is clearly not the case. Here, the y-axis arrays persons by score on the additive Christian
nationalism scale, with the cut-points and group names superimposed onto the distribution ranging
from lowest to highest Christian nationalism scores. The panels arrayed from left to right, in
contrast, display the corresponding groups derived from the LCA and ordered by mean levels of
Christian nationalism. The lightly shaded bars convey observations (persons) where the additive
and LCA groupings match. The darker bars reflect persons who were assigned to the LCA group,
but not the corresponding group from the additive scale.

Visually, Figure 2 illustrates that there is serial misclassification in the additive scale,
where persons belonging to groups in the additive Christian nationalism scale are assigned to

different groups in the LCA analysis. Table 2 depicts the scope of these problems by summing the

' Semi-supervised forms of machine learning like LCA are always naive to the “correct” number
of classes that describe a given set of data. As a result, the user must conduct a series of tests where
a k-class model is compared to a k-1 model (Muthén 2002). If a k-class model represents an
improvement in fit over a k-1 model, then the researcher should expand the number of classes
retained to k+1 classes and then compare a series of goodness of fit statistics to the k-class model
until the sequential expansion of classes “overfits” the data (Tein, et al. 2013). Several fit statistics
help to assess the “right” number of classes, but the decision to stop class expansion is guided by
the user, which naturally lends a partially subjective quality to this modeling (hence, the “semi-
supervised” moniker). Ultimately, the end user must judge fit statistics against theoretical
expectations regarding how many groups ought to fit a test sample.

12 Davis and Federico (2019), for example, do something similar with respect to views of the divine.
13 Table A2 in the Appendix depicts a series of fit statistics for this analysis. The results suggest
that BIC values actually reached their nadir at a six-class solution. Still, the BIC changes from four
to six classes is modest, and, given the four-class typology proposed by Whitehead and Perry
(2020), a four class was retained for our comparison here. Still, to be clear, this is where user input
is valuable, and even this analysis raises questions about where group thresholds sit on this scale.

12
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classification errors by group. Almost 28 percent of all respondents are misclassified using the
threshold scale imposed on the additive Christian nationalism index.'* Given the significant
spillage of persons in groups of the additive scale across groups of the LCA typology, it would
seem that an arbitrary set of thresholds applied to the additive index is not an ideal way to construct
a typology of Christian nationalism.'® Further, it highlights how different values on the scale may
hold less meaning than their numerical positioning suggests. For example, despite the value “12”
being associated with the “Accommodator” class in the additive scale, respondents who scored that
value can be found in each of the four groups produced by the LCA model. In turn, this noise in the
interior of the scale raises the possibility that there may be consequences for prediction involving

Christian nationalism as an explanatory variable. We turn next to investigating that prospect.

4 Figure A3 illustrates differences in the mean responses by item across the additive and LCA
typologies.

5 In the interest of brevity, the demographic differences between these ways of generating a
typology of Christian nationalism are not depicted here. However, in Appendix Table A2, we can
see that the demography of the groups in the LCA typology is also different.

13



The psychometric properties of the CN scale

Figure 2. Comparing an additive and latent class analysis typology of Christian nationalism

Latent Class Analysis groupings

[ Rejecters | [ Resisters | [Accomodators| [Ambassadors |
0 0 0 0
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. 2 2 2 2
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Correctly classified
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Notes: Observations within panels were assigned via latent class analysis. Scale on the y-axis orders
group members’ Christian nationalism scores, with superimposed group thresholds according to
the additive scale cut-points in Whitehead and Perry (2020). Lighter shaded (grey) bars convey
agreement between the two classification methods, where observations (people) were sorted into a
consistent group. Darker (black) bars indicate misclassification; these are persons who are included
in a given LCA-derived group but not in the corresponding group within the additive index.

Table 2. Misclassification across the Christian nationalism typology

Rejecters Resisters Accommodators Ambassadors Total
Correct 300 201 273 219 993

68.34% 64.63% 79.59% 76.84% 72%
Misclassified 139 110 70 66 385

31.66% 35.37% 20.41% 23.16% 28%
Total 439 311 343 285 1,378

Notes: Misclassification occurs when a respondent’s grouping on the additive Christian
nationalism scale does not match the corresponding group of the latent class analysis’
assignment. Percentages are in italics. Columns sum to 100 percent.

14
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4.3 How (well) does Christian nationalism function at the scale level?

The previous two analyses raise questions regarding the construct validity of the six-item Christian
nationalism measure. Do these issues extend to predictive validity? One suggestive finding in the
previous section suggests that the Christian nationalism scale’s values have unclear meanings (i.e.
persons at certain values can be sorted into multiple groups simultaneously). This raises the
question of whether values on the scale are ordinal or interval in nature. When a scale is ordinal but
not interval, the meaning of one-unit changes in values on the index may become difficult to
compare, much less interpret. In fact, the problem is so acute that, ordinal scales are often not useful
unless the distance between categories has some sort of consistent substantive meaning (Kemp and
Grace 2021, 1).

One simple way of analyzing Christian nationalism’s predictive validity, then, involves
exploring its relationship to relevant outcomes of interest. Consider Panel A in Figure 3, which
roughly corresponds to Whitehead, Perry, and Brown’s (2018) model of 2016 presidential vote
choice. As persons move from low to high values of Christian nationalism, the probability of
casting a Trump vote increases and in a pleasant, linear fashion. However, what this approach
emphatically does not do is test whether the values of Christian nationalism display interval-level
properties nor the extent to which values on the scale are differentiable from each other. In fact,
while it appears that Christian nationalism is a substantively powerful predictor of vote choice, we
have no way of knowing whether the marginal effect of a given value of Christian nationalism is
different, much less significantly so from that of a neighboring value. For this, additional estimation

would be required. !¢

16 Researchers commonly ignore this step. Panel A in Figure 3 looks impressive: the relationship
matches theoretical expectations and the marginal predictions shift almost 40 percentage points in
predicted vote choice across the range of Christian nationalism values. Yet, “checking under the
hood” is an important step for assessing the functionality and robustness of one’s measures.

15
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Figure 3. The relationship between Christian nationalism and Trump vote choice

(A) Predicted Trump vote (B) Marginal effects of Christian
by Christian nationalism score nationalism against scale mid-point
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Notes: Logistic regression models include following list of covariates: age, education, religious
denomination, age, gender, race, ideology, and partisanship. Marginal predictions in Panel A were
calculated via margins postestimation command in Stata; bars convey 95% confidence intervals.
Odds-ratios in Panel B are marginal effect of given Christian nationalism value on Trump vote
choice relative to scale midpoint (12). Solid bands convey 95% confidence intervals; those that
cross the horizontal bar at 0 are not distinguishable from the scale midpoint’s coefficient.

Panel B in Figure 2 does just this, and the results are curious. For this analysis, all of the
values of the Christian nationalism scale are treated as dummy indicators, with the true midpoint
of the scale — the value 12 — as the omitted category. In theory, based on Panel A, we expect to
observe a consistent, linear increase in the magnitude of log-odds coefficients as we move from
minimum to maximum values on the underlying Christian nationalism index. These coefficients
should be negative at the low end of the scale and positive at the upper end. While these coefficients
do, in fact, shift from negative to positive, values clustered close together on the scale often overlap
—in fact, linear combination tests in Table 3 indicate that scores of, say, 1 and 6 or 9 and 15 do not
differ in their relationship to the outcome. Those null results are concerning given the significant
distance they represent across the scale; in the case of the comparisons between values 9 and 15,

that distance represents almost 30% of the total range of the scale. It would seem, then, that the
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Christian nationalism scale does not do a very efficient job of reflecting attitudinal “strength” in

this case because the values do not seem to exhibit an interval nature, but, instead, a coarse ordinal

one.!”

Table 3. Linear combination tests for differences among different values of
Christian nationalism

Test of linear

combination b Standard error p-value
Benay - Pene) =0 -0.33 (2.04) 0.872
Beneo) - Benasy =0 -0.25 (0.57) 0.654
Benay - Benesy =0 0.67 (0.97) 0.487

Notes: Linear combination tests were calculated via the /incom command in Stata,
v.16. The values here were chosen in part because they span different groups in
the additive Christian nationalism typology.

One may object to this sort of analysis, however, on the basis of power — perhaps there are
simply not enough observations at each given category within the Christian nationalism scale to
reduce the standard errors associated with each respective point estimate. In that case, the
insignificant results depicted here are more artifact than reality. The 100-point feeling
thermometers commonly used by researchers to assess coolness or warmth toward groups, for
example, suffer from such problems. Despite the efficiency of linear regression, it would be
difficult to expect the values 46 and 53 on such a scale to exhibit statistically distinguishable
marginal effects on an outcome given that few observations occur at these values. To reduce
concern that this finding is an artifact of too few observations at given values on the Christian
nationalism scale, I pooled the 2007 and 2017 BRS surveys together and replicate the analysis in
Figure 4 using Republican vote choice as dependent variable. Pooling the surveys together, there
are a significant number of observations at each category of the Christian nationalism scale, as
Panel A in Figure 4 illustrates. Here, the number of observations at values on the scale range from
35 (~1.5% of the sample) to 184 people (~7.5% of the sample). This test is far more robust to small-

sample concerns than the one presented in Figure 3, and yet the results are nearly identical. While

17 In some sense, it appears that there are threshold effects on the scale. Persons on the low and
high end are different, but the middle of the scale has unclear meaning.
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the poles of the scale are obviously different from each other — thereby driving the “average” effect
of Christian nationalism presented in Panel A, Figure 3 — there is considerable noise among the

interior values on the Christian nationalism scale.

Figure 4. Distribution of Christian nationalism scores and marginal effects of casting Republican
presidential vote

(A) Distribution of Christian nationalism (B) Marginal effects of Christian
scores in combined 2007, 2017 BRS surveys nationalism against scale mid-point
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Notes: Analysis pools 2007 and 2017 Baylor Religion Surveys together. Point estimates in Panel
B are derived from same model in Figure 2, with the addition of a fixed year effect for 2017.

Even still, perhaps Christian nationalism means different things to people with different
political backgrounds, in which case this sort of analysis makes less sense than would analyzing
these relationships by respondent partisanship. Maybe, given Christian nationalism’s close
correspondence to Republicanism, the scale will efficiently predict vote choice among right-leaning
persons, whereas its relationship to Democratic vote choice is weaker or even nonlinear. Figure 5
depicts the results of a vote choice model with an interaction term between partisanship and
Christian nationalism. In this analysis, however, we pivot to a linear probability model because the
inclusion of this interaction term introduces such collinearity that the logistic regression model is

unidentified. In fact, this reveals its own problem: Christian nationalists are Republicans and
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Republicans voted for Donald Trump. There is simply insufficient variation in Christian
nationalism among Republicans to avoid perfect prediction. The linear probability model sidesteps
this problem, but presents second-order problems of its own with negative predictions in cases of
sparcity (e.g. Republican voting at the extreme low-end of the Christian nationalism measure where

there are no such people).

Figure 5. Predicted Trump voting among partisans

1.5

pr(Trump vote)

O Democrats
#®  Independents
¢ Republicans

0 5 10 15 20 25
Christian nationalism
Notes: Point estimates derived from linear probability model (LPM) and
bracketed by 95% confidence intervals

Notwithstanding these tradeoffs, the estimates presented in Figure 5 reveal that Christian
nationalism simply does not exhibit interval-level properties. Beyond, say, the 30" percentile of
Christian nationalism, higher scores — more Christian nationalism — are not related to a higher
probability of voting for Trump. That pattern is more or less the same for Democrats — Christian

nationalism does not introduce more conservative behavior as scores increase. In fact, the only
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group for which Christian nationalism works in the way predicted by its designers is among
Independents. For those respondents, higher values of Christian nationalism do predict higher
chances of casting a vote for Trump, although the effects are still noisy (e.g. values 16 and 23
overlap).'®

Yet, one might argue that presidential voting is only one outcome of interest. To what
extent does this pattern generalize to other social and political preferences? Past research suggests
that Christian nationalism is associated with conventional ideological beliefs (Whitehead and Perry
2020), views about police (mis)treatment of racial minorities (Perry, Whitehead, and Davis 2019),
stereotypical attitudes about refugees (Al-Kire et al. 2022), and same-sex marriages (Whitehead
and Perry 2015). Indeed, Table 4 indicates that Christian nationalism is strongly related to each of

these attitudes.

Table 4. Social and political beliefs associated with six-item Christian nationalism index

€)) 2) A3) “4)
Liberal- Cops treat Refugees from Same-sex
conservative white, blacks MENA are marriage
ideology same terrorists support
Partisanship -2.412%** 0.328%* 0.302* 0.099
(0.15) (0.14) (0.14) (0.16)
Christian nationalism ~ -2.123%%%* 0.649%** 0.778*** 1.900%***
(0.19) (0.18) (0.19) (0.17)
Constant 6.086%*** 2.239%** 2.736%** 1.580%**
(0.23) (0.28) (0.27) (0.28)
R-squared 0.569 0.235 0.406 0.474
N 1246 1233 1224 1236

Notes: Data draw from 2017 BRS. Both Christian nationalism and partisanship have been rescaled
to range from 0 to 1 to increase the legibility of comparisons in the coefficients associated wth these
variables. Standard errors in parentheses. Full model includes ideology, race, gender, education,
age, and evangelical identification. *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001

18 Perhaps this measure “works” for Independents because it is tapping into a general left-right
orientation. As non-partisans shift from less to more Christian nationalism, it is perhaps the case
that the measure functions as a loose proxy for left-right ideology, in which case higher scores
(i.e. more conservative scores) would be associated with Republican vote choice (see: Figure 7).

20



The psychometric properties of the CN scale

Similar to Figures 3 and 4, Figure 6 breaks apart Christian nationalism at the scale level to
assess how its range of values are related to the outcomes modeled in Table 4. Beginning with
ideology in Panel A, Figure 6, the results seem promising. Despite there being some overlap of
neighboring values, the pattern of marginal effects is sufficiently steep from minimum to maximum
values on the Christian nationalism index that it does appear that these scores discriminate how
people place themselves in liberal-conservative space. However, comparing predicted values of
Republican and Democratic Christian nationalism in Figure 7, we again observe that this linearity
is mostly driven by Independent respondents. Among partisans, the results are extremely noisy.
Republicans at value 3 on Christian nationalism, for example, are more conservative than
Republicans at 15; meanwhile Republicans at value 12 are about as conservative as those at value
20. This pattern does not at all look like what we would expect. For Democrats, the relationship is
a bit more sensible, though values 16 through 23 exhibit an idiosyncratic flattening of the predicted
placement — perhaps because there are simply not many Democrats who score at the upper threshold
of Christian nationalism. Still, compared to Trump voting earlier and in the interest of fairness,

these results seem more in line with what we might expect from this measure.
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Figure 6. Marginal effect estimates associated with values on the Christian nationalism index and
various social and political attitudes.
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Note: Point estimates convey marginal effect of given value of Christian nationalism against the
scale’s true midpoint value. Solid bands convey 95% confidence intervals; estimates that cross
the dotted line at zero are not distinguishable from midpoint value. Models are specified verbatim

across dependent variables and include ideology, partisanship, gender, race, education, age, and
religious denomination.
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Figure 7. Predicted outcome values across range of Christian nationalism scores, by partisanship
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Note: Point estimates convey marginal predictions of dependent variable at given value of Christian
nationalism for respective partisan group. Shaded bands convey 95% confidence intervals. Models
are specified verbatim across dependent variables and include ideology, gender, race, education,
age, and religious denomination.

However, looking at Panels B and C in Figure 6, it seems that Christian nationalism —
despite its alleged prowess at predicting racial attitudes and views about immigration (refugee
threat) — is weakly related to these outcomes. Figure 7 puts this non-relationship into sharper
relief. Among partisans, the predicted values on the dependent variables across the range of
Christian nationalism are extremely flat. In both cases, it is values at the very extreme ends of the
Christian nationalism index that are creating the illusion that there is a gradual, positive
relationship among these variables (per Table 4). This pattern extends to same-sex marriage as
well. Panel D in Figure 6 suggests that values across large portions of the Christian nationalism
scale are indistinguishable from each other. Panel D in Figure 7, in turn, reveals that at low values

of Christian nationalism, Democratic preferences for same-sex marriage are quite similar, while
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the interior of the scale is essentially flat for Republicans. Again, it is the preferences of people at
the poles of this measure that seem to be driving most of the effect associated with this scale.
Thus, it would seem that simply averaging the Christian nationalism input items together, tossing
them into a regression, and then plotting the marginal predictions will obscure how this index

functions at the interval level — not well at all.

Conclusion

The results of this paper should not be taken as evidence that Christian nationalism is not real.
Republicans hold the view that God has as special plan for the United States and that it is, in turn,
a nation that ought to live according to Christian values (Whitehead and Perry 2020; Gorski and
Perry 2022). The events of the last several years, from the election of Donald Trump to the
prospective overturning of Roe v. Wade, illustrate the power of religious nationalism in the United
States. As a theoretical framework, Christian nationalism presents a reasonable account of how
racial, religious, and political elements combine together to form a summary property of religious-
political motivations that explains these developments.

However, for all its attractive discursive properties, Christian nationalism’s psychometric
properties as a latent trait are poorer than past work conveys. In fact, despite the apparent prowess
of the six-item index’s predictiveness, analysis of the input items used to construct Christian
nationalism conveys that the additive scale is dimensional and contains significant measurement
error. Further, the scale exhibits a disturbing lack of consistency — values across wide ranges of the
scale are often indistinguishable from each other, a problem that comes into sharper relief when
Christian nationalism is broken apart by partisanship. It is not necessarily that Christian nationalism
is empirically unimportant, but that it has so fully incorporated itself into mainstream, conservative
Republicanism that its independent ability to predict variation in behavior among the GOP faithful
is minimal. Today, to be a Christian nationalist is to be a Republican. Extracting one from the other

in terms of measurement is difficult, though not impossible.!

19 In some sense, then, the proverbial deck may be stacked against finding “independent” effects
in this modeling context. Yet, just because preferences have sorted doesn’t mean that analysis of
constituent beliefs is unwarranted.
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Moving forward, more attention should be paid to the exact conceptual feature(s) of
Christian nationalism that researchers desire to measure and analyze. Symbolic and instrumental
beliefs are separable both theoretically and empirically, but Christian nationalism research
seemingly mixes these features together haphazardly. The consequence of this approach is that
anything involving conservative expressions of religious-political belief appears to be “Christian
nationalism” — yet this flattens the various ways that identity and religious beliefs may move
dynamically to shape social and political attitudes.

The six-item Christian nationalism index jams together several ideas that not only seem
theoretically and empirically separable but are described as such by the scholars conducting this
research. At minimum, these ideas encompass: (1) endorsement of the idea that the America is a
Christian nation with Christian values; (2) the appropriateness of the separation of church and state;
and, (3) approval of public displays of religion. If Christian nationalism is a broad ideology that
encompasses many of these features, then the fit between theory and measurement should reflect
this variety. Researchers should carefully assess which of these facets are of interest when
designing instruments to capture these latent beliefs inasmuch as they carefully theorize how such
beliefs relate to outcomes of interest. While these different items all seem to nibble around the
edges of the “Christian nationalist” worldview, reducing them down into a single linear continuum
ranging from a rejection of Christian nationalism at one end to maximally Christian nationalist at
the other is simply asking too much from these instruments.

Instead, if one must use these items, then researchers should begin by avoiding recoding
missing or “don’t know” replies to a neutral midpoint; although losing data is not ideal, this
approach injects undesirable measurement error (see: Table Al in the Appendix). Next, according
to the rotated factor solution presented above, it would seem that at least one, if not two separate
additive indices could be produced by combining the “Christian nation” and “Christian values”
instruments into one summary measure and “religious display of symbols” and “school prayer”
into another. Table 5 suggests that the first combination of variables — views that America is a
uniquely Christian nation — is modestly related to several of the outcomes explored in this paper;
the second index, in contrast, is much more weakly related to these attitudes. Further, and vitally,
Figure 8 reveals that this former index displays reasonable predictive movement across its range of

values. It is not perfect — and more scale development is warranted using these items as foundation
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— but, mechanistically, it is certainly better than the six-item instrument used by so much research

on Christian nationalism.

Table 5. Modeling social and political beliefs as a function of a two-factor Christian nationalism
solution

(@) ) 3) 4
Liberal- Cops treat Refugees from Same-sex
conservative  white, blacks ~ MENA are marriage
ideology same terror threat support
Partisanship -2.618%** 0.398** 0.294 0.142
(0.15) (0.15) (0.15) (0.16)
Christian nation -1.176%** 0.235 0.328%* 1.464%**
(0.18) (0.17) (0.16) (0.15)
Public displays of religion ~ -0.549*%* 0.151 0.343* 0.259
(0.20) (0.17) (0.16) (0.14)
Constant 6.655%** 2.102%** 2.639%#* 0.929%#*
(0.26) (0.30) (0.32) (0.26)
R-squared 0.590 0.230 0.416 0.542
N 1117 1106 1101 1109

Notes: Data draw from 2017 BRS. Both Christian nationalism and partisanship have been rescaled
to range from 0 to 1 to increase the legibility of comparisons in the coefficients associated wth these
variables. Standard errors in parentheses. Full model includes ideology, race, gender, education,
age, and evangelical identification. *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001

However, whether this index fully embodies how scholars desire to operationalize
Christian nationalism is an open question. Moving forward, despite Christian nationalism’s
prominence as an explanatory tool, more attention should be paid to the intersection of theory and
scale development, especially given the apparent relevance of this research for interpreting
contemporary political events. It might have been a happy accident that the six items used to
measure Christian nationalism were included in the 2007 BRS, but concepts demand continued
evaluation and refinement. To that end, perhaps more attention to Juergensmeyer’s (2001) work on
ideological religious nationalism is warranted. Taking a broader view of religious-political
motivations, he described religious nationalism as a combination of “traditional religious beliefs in

divine law and religious authority with the modern notion of a nation-state” (468). Christian
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nationalism seems comfortably nested within this framework and constructing scales around these
more general ideas about the connection between religion and national identity may prove fertile
for future researchers interested in measuring the psychological boundaries of Christian

nationalism.

Figure 8. Marginal effect of two-item “Christian nation” index on social and political beliefs
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Appendix

Table Al. Pearson’s product moment correlations among Christian nationalism items with and
without “undecided” responses

A. “Undecided” coded as missing

Christian Christian Church and Public
nation values state religion God’s plan
Christian values 0.7968
Church and state 0.3597 0.3954
Public religion 0.5527 0.6113 0.3265
God’s plan 0.6702 0.6864 0.4074 0.5922
Prayer in schools 0.6303 0.66 0.4609 0.7094 0.6854

B. “Undecided coded as neutral midpoint

Christian Christian Church and Public
nation values state religion God’s plan
0.7356
Christian values 0.3093 0.3456
Church and state 0.4753 0.5368 0.259
Public religion 0.6035 0.6117 0.3741 0.5136
God’s plan 0.5663 0.6137 0.4218 0.6372 0.6308

Notes: Column entries are Pearson’s r correlatiOon coefficients. Panel A treats respondents who
supplied an “undecided” response to the six Christian nationalism instruments as “missing,”
excluding those responses from analysis. Panel B depicts correlations among the six items using
the traditional coding of these items (e.g. Perry and Whitehead 2020), which slots “undecided”
respondents between the weaker “disagree” and “agree” options. In this coding protocol, undecided
is treated as the neutral midpoint on the five-point agree-disagree response set. Excluding missing
data improves magnitude of the correlations by a nontrivial amount.
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Table A2. Latent class fit statistics associated with varying class sizes

Log- Degrees of
Class size likelihood freedom BIC aBIC cAIC Entropy
2 -10754.8 1329 21863.83 21708.18 21912.83  0.916
3 -10025.1 1304 20585.12  20350.05 20659.12  0.903
4 -9808.05 1279 20331.72  20017.24 20430.72  0.86
5 -9639.65 1254 20175.62 19781.72 20299.62  0.861
6 -9498.61 1229 20074.25 19600.93 20223.25  0.857
7 -9430.63 1204 20119.00 19566.27 20293 0.895

Notes: Estimates derived using the poLCA package in R. The four-class solution (shaded cells) was
retained, but the data could be parsed as far as six classes on the basis of the BIC.
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Figure Al. Summary stats for the typology — avg item scores across groups

Mean item responses for input items across typology forms

|  Christiannaton | | Christian values | | Public religion

Rejecters 2 *

Resisters e 2 =
Accomodaters e e <
Ambassadors = = e

| God's plan | | Prayerinschools | [ Separate church/state |

Rejecters ® = =

Resisters L s >
Accomodaters > 2 >
Ambassadors b J s

o LCA Additive

Notes: Figure displays mean response values for the six items that comprise the Christian

nationalism index according to two typologies: the LCA classes produced here and those found in
Whitehead and Perry (2020).
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Table A3. Demographic differences among the additive and LCA typologies

A. Denominational affiliation

Evangelicals Mainline
LCA Additive Difference LCA Additive Difference
Rejecters 44 19 48 35
12.09% 5.22% 6.87% 27.12% 19.77% 7.35%
Resisters 63 67 47 47
17.31% 18.41% -1.1% 26.55% 26.55% 0.00%
Accommodators 118 138 54 62
32.42% 37.91% -5.49% 30.51% 35.03% -4.52%
Ambassadors 139 140 28 33
38.19%  38.46% -0.2%7 15.82% 18.64% -2.82%
Catholic Jewish
LCA Additive Difference LCA Additive Difference
Rejecters 70 44 18 15
20.06% 12.61% 7.45% 64.29%  53.57% 10.72%
Resisters 113 111 5 6
32.38% 31.81% 0.57% 17.86% 21.43% -3.57%
Accommodators 101 144 4 6
28.94% 41.26% -12.32% 14.29% 21.43% -7.14%
Ambassadors 65 50 1 1
18.62% 14.33% 4.29% 3.57% 3.57% 0.00%
B. Average religiosity
LCA Additive  Difference
Rejecters 0.217 0.141 0.076
Resisters 0.514 0.436 0.079
Accommodators 0.676 0.675 0.001
Ambassadors 0.821 0.818 0.003

C. Average partisanship

LCA Additive Difference

Rejecters 2.807 2.665 0.143
Resisters 3.666 3.363 0.302
Accommodators 4.306 4.157 0.149
Ambassadors 4.573 4.789 -0.216
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Table 4. Modeling Christian nationalism among partisans

(€)) 2 3) “4) (©)
Cops treat Same-sex
Trump  Ideology same Terrorists marriage
3 category PID 0.166%** (.913%** 0.243%* 0.147 -0.158*
(0.04) 0.11) (0.09) (0.09) (0.08)
XN index 0.005 0.107%** 0.044%* 0.039** 0.048%**
(0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
PID * XN 0.006 -0.009 -0.009 -0.004 0.016**
(0.00) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Ideology 0.083%** 0.131%**  (.242%** 0.156%**
(0.01) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Age -0.002 0.003 -0.002 0.001 0.007***
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
Education -0.008 0.107%** -0.010 -0.066** -0.052*
(0.01) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03)
White 0.152**  (0.252 0.330%**  (0.262%* -0.002
(0.05) (0.15) (0.10) (0.09) (0.12)
Black -0.092 0.358 -0.362** -0.066 0.343*
(0.05) (0.20) (0.13) (0.13) 0.17)
Female -0.035 -0.245%** -0.034 -0.104 -0.141*
(0.02) (0.08) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06)
evangelical 0.020 0.167 -0.089 -0.104 0.025
(0.05) 0.11) (0.09) (0.09) (0.09)
Mainline 0.009 -0.060 -0.141 -0.029 -0.149
(0.04) (0.12) (0.10) (0.09) (0.09)
Catholic -0.049 0.210%* -0.124 -0.038 -0.056
(0.04) (0.10) (0.09) (0.09) (0.09)
Constant 0.403%**  1.364%** 0.886%**  0.690%* 0.702%*
(0.10) (0.29) (0.23) (0.21) (0.22)
R-squared 0.666 0.548 0.238 0.406 0.479
N 979 1246 1233 1224 1236

Notes: Data drawn from 2017 BRS. Differences between partisans are minimal across models.
The estimates generated from this analysis match the regressions in Figure 5 and 7.
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