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Abstract
The Republican Party has experienced significant internal divisions in recent elections, with the 2024
Presidential Primary revealing a party divided between two factions: Donald Trump’s followers, often
referred to by his “Make America Great Again” (MAGA) slogan; and those that adhere to traditional
Republican values that have defined the Grand Old Party (GOP) for decades. While MAGA Republicans
still espouse conservative social values, they break away from the party when it comes to their “America
First” ideology, another popular Trump slogan. The United States has long been a leader on the world stage,
a position that both Democrats and Republicans have found useful to the nation’s foreign policy agenda.
However, Trump’s supporters believe the U.S. government should be more focused on domestic issues
and advocate for the country’s withdrawal from international treaties and global initiatives. Although
this divide points to a difference in financial and political priorities, it fails to explain where such a divide
originated. The following paper explores how educational attainment influences ideological leanings and
candidate preferences within the party, with a particular focus on the 2024 primaries. Through polling
data and historical analysis, I conclude that educational attainment significantly shapes these divisions,
finding that recent populist rhetoric has exacerbated this divide. While college-educated Republicans tend
to favor traditional GOP values and candidates like Nikki Haley, those with lower levels of educational
attainment are more likely to rally behind Donald Trump’s brand of populist nationalism and identity
politics. This educational divide has broad implications for the future of the Republican Party and the
ideological trajectory of American politics, particularly in regard to recent polarization within and between
the Democratic and Republican parties.

Keywords: Republican Party, Educational Attainment, Political Ideology, Factionalism, 2024 Presidential
Primary, Diploma Divide, Populism, Identity Politics

1 INTRODUCTION

Internal divisions within the Republican Party, or
Grand Old Party (GOP), have become increasingly pro-
nounced, with the 2024 primaries making it clear that
the party is divided into two factions. The MAGA Re-
publicans, staunch advocates of nationalist policies,
overwhelmingly showed out to support Donald Trump
at the polls, giving him 2,242 Republican delegates1.
However, a smaller sector of Republicans didn’t sup-
port the frontrunner, adhering to the party’s platform
from a decade ago that advocates for limited govern-
ment, law and order, and an interventionist foreign
policy agenda. These voters found Nikki Haley to be a
better candidate, giving her 95 delegates. Because Haley
dropped out of the race before every state had voted,
these numbers do not reflect her true base of support,
although they exemplify Trump’s position as the Repub-

lican frontrunner. While both candidates maintained
a commitment to fiscal and social conservatism, their
approaches to key policy issues diverged significantly,
and they presented contrasting visions of the party’s
future.

Education level as a determinant of political behavior
is a telling factor in understanding the ideological divi-
sions within the Republican Party. Through an analysis
of the 2024 presidential primary, this paper aims to ex-
plain disparities in educational attainment as a factor in
the current division within the Republican Party. Educa-
tional attainment refers to the level of education one has
achieved. By examining how educational background
shapes attitudes towards policy issues, the paper seeks
to provide insight into the underlying forces driving
factionalism in modern American politics. The find-
ings reveal that the division within the 2024 Republican
Party is significantly influenced by the educational at-
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tainment of its members, or a divide between those with
and without a college degree. By investigating ideologi-
cal differences that emerge from the educational divide,
the following paper finds that Republican voters with
at least a bachelor’s degree are more inclined to favor
traditional GOP policies, whereas individuals with a
lower level of educational attainment support Donald
Trump and the policies for which he advocates.

2 RESEARCH BODY

2.1 Understanding Divisions within the
Republican Party

The 2024 political landscape reveals a Republican Party
divided into two: those who support Donald Trump
and those who still adhere to a more traditional GOP
political ideology. This phenomenon is reflected in dis-
agreements between party leaders and Trump, and
among voters on social media, where Trump’s follow-
ers are quick to attack anyone they view as part of
the conservative establishment. Supporters of the for-
mer president are often referred to as MAGA (Make
America Great Again) Republicans and have an ide-
ology rooted in the nationalist principles championed
by Donald Trump during his presidential campaigns
and time in office. This ideology, often referred to as
“America first,” emphasizes a strong stance on issues
such as immigration, trade, and national security, fa-
voring policies that prioritize American interests over
global cooperation. MAGA Republicans often advocate
for restrictive immigration policies, including extensive
border security measures and stricter enforcement of
immigration law.

The “America first” ideology is reflected in their eco-
nomic stance as well, with a prioritization of protec-
tionist trade policies to support domestic industries
and create jobs. By focusing on production within the
United States, this faction hopes to strengthen the work-
force and use American labor to encourage domestic
prosperity rather than importing goods from abroad.
MAGA Republicans frequently express skepticism to-
wards mainstream media and political elites as well,
championing those who challenge the status quo. This
distrust leads them to advocate for candidates who lack
a well-known political history, as evidenced by their
support of Donald Trump, who presents himself as a
political outsider and someone with few allegiances in-
side the government. For many Americans, this means
that he will prioritize the people over private polit-
ical interests. Socially, however, MAGA Republicans
are more aligned with traditional conservative values,
including opposition to abortion procedures and sup-
port for Second Amendment rights (the right to bear
arms). Despite this alignment, there is a willingness
among elected Republicans to “push back on Trump,

the lies about the 2020 election, and the January 6th in-
surrection ... [reflecting] a source of division outside the
usual ideological parameters”2. A significant number
of these Republican leaders express concern over the
more populist and nationalist aspects of MAGA ideol-
ogy, particularly its approach to foreign policy issues.
Since World War II, the Republican Party has advocated
for military dominance on the world stage, a form of
“hard power” that emphasizes an interventionist for-
eign policy agenda. This strategy often brought the US
into regional conflicts not directly related to national
security or trade interests. Republicans were also inter-
ested in building international influence through the
use of “soft power,” or non-violent intervention that
expands a country’s influence through humanitarian
aid, the creation of treaties, cultural influence, and other
non-violent means of engaging with foreign entities.
This soft power was particularly popular among Re-
publicans during the Reagan Era, when it was used to
fight the expansion of the Soviet Union.

The use of hard and soft power remains a fixture of
traditional Republican foreign policy in 2024, particu-
larly when supporting Democratic governance across
the globe. Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell
is just one example of a traditional Republican Party
leader who adheres to these principles. In a recent inter-
view with CNN, the senator commented on his support
of sending US aid to Ukraine to combat the spread of
Russian influence. However, he has faced backlash on
this position from the MAGA faction, whose members
believe that such resources should be directed towards
domestic programs and infrastructure. When speak-
ing to CNN, McConnell said that this is “a political
reaction led, obviously, by the likely nominee for pres-
ident”3. The staunch opposition McConnell has faced
from MAGA Republicans on the issue of foreign aid
points to a significant policy difference within the Party,
although Trump’s campaign platform remains a piv-
otal factor in drawing support away from traditional
Republican perspectives.

Despite diverging on certain policy areas, both
groups of the Republican Party adhere to fiscal and
social conservatism, an ideology that prioritizes lim-
ited government spending, deregulation, constitutional
rights, traditional family values, and religious influence
in the political sphere. These commonalities suggest
that additional factors underlie the origins of Repub-
lican factionalism. Before Donald Trump entered the
political arena, the Republican Party appeared aligned
on foreign policy priorities, with “Presidents Ronald
Reagan and George W. Bush [putting] freedom and
democracy at the heart of their worldview” by sup-
porting “United States alliances and [embracing] free
trade”4. However, the emergence of “America first”
rhetoric has disrupted this previously cohesive stance
on foreign affairs. While the two factions may disagree
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on foreign policy priorities, the divide seems to be a
symptom of the “America First” ideal that MAGA Re-
publicans espouse, rather than the root cause of the
division.

The rise of the MAGA movement reflects a shift in the
party’s base, where Republican voters without college
degrees gravitate towards candidates that focus less on
international issues and more on domestic concerns,
often connecting with politicians that exhibit populist
behavior. Conversely, traditional conservatives, usually
with higher degrees of educational attainment and eco-
nomic resources, continue to support traditional conser-
vative policies, viewing them as essential for national
security and international economic stability. Thus, ed-
ucational attainment can be pointed to as a key factor
driving Republican factionalism, influencing perspec-
tives on a range of issues beyond foreign policy. Un-
derstanding these educational divides is essential to
comprehending the full scope of Republican factional-
ism in 2024.

2.2 Educational Attainment and the 2024
Republican Primaries

Numerous studies have shown a strong correlation be-
tween educational attainment and party affiliation, with
higher levels of education generally associated with a
greater likelihood of identifying with the Democratic
Party. In fact, “between 2000 and 2020, the percentage of
a county’s population with a BA is one of the strongest
predictors of changes in vote share, with highly ed-
ucated counties becoming more Democratic and less
educated counties becoming more Republican”5. Mul-
tiple factors have been pointed to as explanations for
this trend, such as the emphasis on education and intel-
lectualism within the Democratic Party, exemplified by
its support for public education and funding scientific
research. This separation is present within the parties
and played a significant role in the 2024 election cy-
cle. Donald Trump’s ability to resonate with a segment
of the U.S. characterized by lower levels of education
has played a crucial role in his political career and con-
tributed significantly to the division within the Repub-
lican Party. This influence was notably evident during
the 2024 Republican Presidential Primary, where the
candidate embodying more traditional GOP values gar-
nered significant votes from college-educated individ-
uals, while Donald Trump remained popular with vot-
ers of lower level of educational attainment6. Trump’s
ability to attract support from voters with lower edu-
cational attainment was abundantly clear during the
2024 Primaries, where voters had the option to choose
between two candidates who are widely thought to
embody the current Republican factions. Nikki Haley,
a former UN Ambassador and career politician, holds
many traditional GOP values, while Trump is consid-

ered the head of the new MAGA movement within the
party.

Donald Trump was widely perceived as the frontrun-
ner of the 2024 Republican Presidential Primaries be-
fore the contest began, leaving Nikki Haley with the
challenge of attracting supporters away from his camp.
This means that, when comparing the votes each candi-
date received, Trump significantly outperformed Haley
with college-educated supporters, as he did with ev-
ery demographic. Of the 2,349 Republican delegates,
2,242 of them went to Trump, exemplifying his posi-
tion as the Party’s favorite1. Because Trump received
broad support from the moment he entered the race,
Haley had to connect with Republican voters that were
looking for an alternative to the frontrunner. She was
most successful with college-educated Republicans, in-
dicating that this demographic continues to align with
traditional GOP ideology. Not only has this group been
the largest to embrace Nikki Haley’s message, but they
were also among the last Republicans to accept Don-
ald Trump into the party7. Such attitudes towards the
political newcomer suggest that Republicans with high
levels of educational attainment are at odds with Don-
ald Trump’s brand of populism and proposed policies.

The New York Times’s first poll on the Republican
primary was released in July 2023 and found that “a
quarter of Republican voters said they were not open to
supporting Donald J. Trump,” with the majority of that
group being highly educated constituents that support
immigration reform and aid to Ukraine, some of the
key policy areas of disagreement between traditional
Republicans and those that subscribe to the MAGA
movement8. This data was further reflected on Super
Tuesday, with twenty-two percent of the vote going to
Haley, whose “strongest performance came in cities,
college towns and suburbs”9. Furthermore, exit polls
across the United States depict Trump as performing
well among voters without a college degree, while Ha-
ley drew significant numbers of college-educated Re-
publicans, as seen in every state included in Graph 4. Al-
though Trump retained many college-educated voters,
he was largely considered to be the Republican frontrun-
ner throughout these primaries, and Haley had to pull
voters away from his base of support. The fact that she
was most successful in doing so with degree-holding
Republicans alludes to a split in the party along edu-
cational lines. Such trends underscore the preferences
of college-educated GOP voters, suggesting that they
are actively seeking alternatives to MAGA ideology
that more closely align with their traditional Republi-
can values. Haley’s ability to attract this demographic
indicates a demand for such policy priorities and chal-
lenges the notion that Trump’s appeal holds firm across
all segments of the Republican electorate.
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2.3 Historical Perspective: Variables Impacting the
Trend

In order to confidently assert that level of educational
attainment is a driving factor of 2024 Republican fac-
tionalism, it is important to contextualize the current
GOP split by looking at the historical impacts of edu-
cation on ideology. In an interview for an upcoming
book on the subject, Joshua Zingher states that “our
level of educational attainment says a lot more about
how we vote than it did in the past. And to be specific
about that, people with college degrees and/or gradu-
ate degrees have become much more democratic over
the last couple of decades, but in particular the last six
to eight years”10. This correlation between the Demo-
cratic Party and higher levels of educational attainment
is often referred to as the “diploma divide” and is an
indicator of an individual’s political preference. On the
political spectrum, MAGA Republicans fall far to the
right of center in their beliefs, meaning that they have
more policy differences with Democrats than traditional
Republicans, who tend to fall closer to the middle. The
diploma divide first became a significant indicator of
political affiliation in the 1990s and was on display in
2020, when Joe Biden received 15 more points from
college-educated voters than Donald Trump11. With
the Democratic Party attracting more voters with de-
grees in recent decades, it is apparent that the diploma
divide uncovers real ideological differences between
voters who attended at least some college, and those
who did not.

Higher levels of educational attainment were not al-
ways associated with the Democratic Party, however,
and the New Deal core constituencies have shifted sig-
nificantly since the 20th century. Initially, Democrats
attracted low-income and low-education voters, while
Republicans attracted the opposite: high-income, high-
education voters. However, following ideological re-
alignments since the mid-20th century, some demo-
graphics of the Democratic and Republican parties have
changed: Republicans now attract high-income and low-
education voters, while Democrats attract low-income
and high-education voters12. A substantial factor driv-
ing this transition is the Democratic Party’s movement
away from a “predistribution” model of economics fo-
cused on protectionism, unions, and public employ-
ment, and movement towards a redistributive one that
emphasizes tax-based welfare programs (Kuziemko et
al.). This transition of low-education voters from the
Democratic to the Republican Party suggests that the
source of this educational divide within the Republi-
can Party is due to the emergence of a new segment
within the GOP, one with distinct economic policy pri-
orities that may not align with the political right’s long-
established ideology, and run counter to some policies
that this traditional base supports in the present day.

One example of these conflicting policies can be
found in the GOP’s evolving stance on immigration.
For a party that once prioritized business interests fa-
voring immigrant labor, it has dramatically shifted in
the past decade to appeal to voters concerned with im-
migration, particularly from non-European countries.
This rhetoric has been at the forefront of many MAGA
politicians’ platforms, exemplified by Donald Trump’s
2020 presidential campaign messaging, Florida gover-
nor Ron DeSantis’ decision to transport migrants to
liberal sanctuary cities (those that limit cooperation
with federal immigration enforcement), and Texas gov-
ernor Greg Abbott’s attempts to finish building a wall
along the southern border13. Such ideological and de-
mographic changes demonstrate that the Republican
Party has evolved in recent years, with a noticeable di-
vide between traditional conservative policies and the
new MAGA faction. As the latter grows, understand-
ing the historical causes of this rift is essential for those
seeking to predict the future of the Party’s platform and
direction.

2.4 Empirical Trends in Republican Primary
Voting Behvaior

While recent years have witnessed more pronounced
polarization along educational lines, exit polls from pre-
vious elections reveal that educational attainment has
a history of influencing political ideology. The graphs
below depict this trend, with the 2008, 2012, 2016, and
2024 Republican primaries illustrating different levels
of support for candidates from voters with and with-
out a degree. Only the top two or three candidates are
included for the sake of simplicity and, although data
was not available for every state across all four graphs,
they collectively demonstrate a clear pattern in voting
tendencies. These states were chosen for analysis due
to their regional diversity and early placement in the
Republican primary process, meaning that fewer can-
didates are likely to have dropped out before voting
occurred. For each Republican primary represented, the
percentage of votes from non-college-educated support-
ers was subtracted from the percentage of votes from
college-educated supporters. The following variables
and equation exhibit this method:

Pcollege =
percentage of votes from college-
educated supporters (1)

Pnon-college =
percentage of votes from non-college-
educated supporters

(2)

Pcollege − Pnon-college =
percentage difference between
college- and non-college-
educated supporters

(3)
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This method illustrates the significant difference in
support a candidate received from those with a college
degree than from those without, or vice versa. For exam-
ple, in the 2008 Virginia primary, John McCain received
15 percent more votes from supporters with a college
degree than from those without, demonstrating that his
base is majority college-educated by a significant per-
centage. Alternatively, votes for Mike Huckabee came
from a 17 percent majority of non-college-educated sup-
porters in Virginia, indicating that he has a greater ap-
peal to voters without a degree.

Figure 1. Source: ABC 2008 Exit Polls.

Figure 2. Source: New York Times 2012 Exit Polls

In Graph 1, the difference in support between college-
educated and non-college-educated voters for McCain
and Huckabee is evident, especially in states like Vir-
ginia and California, with the average difference total-
ing -0.1, indicating that there were slightly more vot-
ers without a degree than with one showing up to the
polls. McCain garnered significantly more support from
college-educated voters in Virginia, whereas Huckabee
found more favor with non-college-educated voters in
California. By 2012, the divide is similarly apparent in
Graph 2 with Santorum and Romney, although the av-
erage is 2.63, showing that there were greater numbers
of voters with a degree participating in these primaries.

Figure 3. Source: CNN 2016 Exit Polls

Figure 4. Source: CNN 2024 Exit Polls

Romney, often seen as the establishment-oriented can-
didate who adhered to the traditional Republican plat-
form, received more support from degree-holding vot-
ers in states such as South Carolina and Ohio, while
non-degree holders favored Santorum.

Graph 3 further highlights the educational divide
through Republican votes for Cruz, Rubio, and Trump,
where an average difference of -3.44 indicates that the
number of voters without a college degree surpassed
those with a degree by a significant margin. Trump re-
ceived more support from non-degree holders across
the board, while Rubio had better performance among
voters with degrees. By 2024, Graph 4 shows that the
trend has become even more pronounced. Nikki Ha-
ley, who espouses traditional conservative ideology,
draws substantial support from degree-holding voters.
However, Donald Trump continues to dominate among
non-degree holders, showcasing an educational split in
states like Virginia and the Carolinas. The 2024 average
is -1.36, showing that there were more voters at the polls
without a degree, but the difference was not as drastic
as it was in 2016.

These graphs illustrate that the divide in educational
attainment among Republican voters has not only per-
sisted, but has intensified over the last few election
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cycles. They also make it apparent that this division did
not appear with Donald Trump’s entry into politics, as
candidates in each primary election tended to receive
more support from either the college-educated or non-
college-educated group across numerous states. The
division along such lines within the Republican Party
appear most prominent in America’s latest election cy-
cles, however, and illustrate the presence of Donald
Trump as an unprecedented factor that has intensified
an already existing divide.

2.5 Populism’s Appeal to Non-College-Educated
Voters

Many of Trump’s speeches, both on the campaign trail
and in the White House, use populist language to po-
sition his audience against the political establishment,
rallying support for himself as a candidate who has not
been part of this governing structure and is willing to
dismantle it if necessary. Populist politicians appeal to
the populace and condemn the system that oppresses
them, presenting themselves as the solution. During
Trump’s 2017 inauguration speech, he told the crowd
that “what truly matters is not which party controls our
government, but whether our government is controlled
by the people. January 20, 2017 [inauguration day], will
be remembered as the day the people became the rulers
of this nation again”14. While the first sentence seems to
be a call for unity, the second makes it clear that he does
not believe the Democratic administration before him
put the people’s will first. Such populist rhetoric can
be divisive and has proven particularly appealing to
individuals with lower levels of educational attainment.
One 2016 study on the correlation found that “there is
quite a strong relationship between education and the
support for populism; with the less educated support-
ing populism much more strongly when compared with
the higher educated”15. Spruyt and co-authors explain
this correlation as a matter of exposure to perspectives
and a voter’s self-perceived identity. They argue that
institutions of higher learning foster political compe-
tency that encourages individuals to vote for policies on
paper, rather than the way such policies are presented.

Additionally, the authors state that identity plays a
key role in one’s affinity for populist candidates and “a
stigmatized group will find in the empty signifier, ‘the
people,’ a means to adopt a group perspective to inter-
pret their social position and maintain their self-respect.
Thus, the more the specific group position constitutes
a core part of their identity, the more people will de-
fine themselves as part of the ‘common man’ and the
more they will be attracted to populism”15. Those with-
out a college degree often fall at the lower end of the
socio-economic ladder and, in a capitalist society such
as the United States, money is inherently tied to influ-
ence, power, and status. For a group that so often feels

powerless, the populist rhetoric present across Trump’s
speeches brings them together as “the people,” provid-
ing membership to a formidable political force.

Although Donald Trump has used some of the most
populist campaign tactics that American politics has
seen in decades, he is not the only one to incorporate
such rhetoric. The first populist candidate to impact
America’s political scene was Huey Long in the late
1800s and early 1900s. By speaking against corporations
like Standard Oil and using the slogan “every man is
a king,” Long positioned himself as a radical reformer
and champion of working people16. Many American
politicians have used populist rhetoric since then, with
a recent example being Mike Huckabee in 2008, who
“articulated a sharp economic populism, criticizing cor-
porations, calling for changes in U.S. trade policies, and
charging that Wall Street held too much power over the
nation’s economy”17. As evidenced in Graph 1, Huck-
abee performed better among voters who did not grad-
uate college, supporting the idea that voters without a
degree tend to gravitate towards populist candidates.

A smaller, though existent, margin between voters
with high and low levels of educational attainment is
depicted in 2012, when there was a lack of Republican
populist candidates. This correlation further alludes to
a connection between populist candidates and voters
without a college degree. The trend sees greatest sup-
port in 2016 and 2024, however, with Trump’s clearly
populist campaign winning him overwhelming support
from those who did not attend college. The three candi-
dates presented in the 2016 graph depict this trend well,
with Rubio exhibiting similar traditional Republican
traits as Haley’s 2024 campaign, and Cruz borrowing
tactics from the populist playbook, albeit not as many as
Trump. Across most states, Rubio had a significant hold
on the college-educated Republican electorate, while
Trump and Cruz appealed to those with lower levels of
educational attainment.

2.6 The Influence of Identity Politics

Identity politics are another factor that has impacted
the way Republicans without a degree have voted. In
a podcast discussing his upcoming paper on the topic,
NBC election analyst Will Marble speaks to his recent
findings and offers a compelling explanation. When
researching political attitudes since the 1980s, Marble
found that earlier decades did not show a significant
“correlation between vote choice and issue attitudes
on cultural issues among non-college educated voters,”
but this has changed in recent years and “conserva-
tive cultural attitudes have become more important
for the vote choice of non-college educated voters”10.
Where voters with lower levels of educational attain-
ment have traditionally focused on economic policy,
they now place greater weight on cultural issues. As a
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result, the cultural attitudes of politicians have become
more significant for this group when making their po-
litical decisions.

Trump often weaves issues of identity into his pop-
ulist style of speaking, exemplifying this phenomenon.
In a recent speech at an International Christian Media
Convention in Tennessee, he told attendees that “the
radical left ... want to tear down crosses where they can
and cover them up with social justice flags”18. Appeals
to identity and cultural preservation speak to voters
who may feel their values and way of life are under
attack, particularly for individuals with a white, Chris-
tian background. By positioning himself as a defender
against the perceived liberal agenda, Trump effectively
mobilizes his base through their cultural identity. Such
a strategy sets these voters apart from Republicans with
traditional GOP beliefs, who have a history of focus-
ing on economic conservatism and limited government
over cultural and identity issues. The divergence in pri-
orities highlights the evolving landscape of Republican
politics and helps to explain the current rift in the party,
where sociocultural issues now play a pivotal role in
shaping the political identities and loyalties of voters.

3 CONCLUSIONS

The division within the contemporary Republican Party
is complex, but a significant factor driving this divi-
sion is the level of educational attainment within the
GOP. As of May 2024, the party is split between two
major factions: those who support Donald Trump and
his brand of populist nationalism, and those who ad-
here to more traditional GOP principles. This paper has
sought to explore how the educational background of
Republican voters impacts their political actions, and
how this phenomenon impacts factionalism within the
party. Historical analysis, along with recent data from
the 2008, 2012, 2016, and 2024 Republican primaries,
shows a consistent trend: candidates’ support is often
divided along educational lines. The graphs reveal a rift
that predates Donald Trump, although populist rhetoric
has amplified the split. Trump’s unique campaign style
has been found to resonate with non-college-educated
voters, while Republicans with a college degree tend
to be less receptive to Trump’s brand of populism and
identity politics. This group has been slow to accept
Trump and continues to support candidates who em-
body traditional Republican values, such as Nikki Ha-
ley. Data from the 2024 Republican Presidential Pri-
maries exhibit how Haley was able to garner support
from college-educated voters, particularly in areas with
high numbers of college students. These polls highlight
a demand within the Republican Party’s highly edu-
cated electorate for alternatives to Donald Trump.

Understanding the educational divide within the
GOP has important implications for the future of the

party and American politics more broadly. If Republi-
can candidates become reliant on populist campaign
rhetoric, they risk alienating voters with high levels
of educational attainment, who could decide that they
align more strongly with the Democratic Party. On the
other side of the aisle, Democrats seeking to appeal to
working-class Americans may have to re-evaluate how
their messaging addresses identity issues and economic
insecurity among non-college-educated voters, partic-
ularly in rural areas. By exploring the causes of shift-
ing voting behavior among educational demographics,
both parties can gain important insights that could in-
form campaign management and outreach in future
elections. Should Republicans continue with populist
rhetoric these elections are likely to have a greater in-
flux of candidates that reject international cooperation
and established institutions in favor of nationalism and
identity-based appeals. Such a change could lead to dra-
matic realignments in the political parties’ constituen-
cies, particularly in regions of high educational attain-
ment such as cities and college towns. For those in-
volved in political strategy and campaign management,
examining educational trends in voting behavior is crit-
ical when tailoring messaging, as the diploma divide is
no longer simply a statistic indicating party affiliation;
it is a road map to understanding the voting behavior
of the American electorate.

4 FUTURE DIRECTIONS

The analysis presented in this paper displays the sig-
nificant role that educational attainment plays in shap-
ing ideological divisions within the Republican Party,
as was particularly evident during the 2024 Presiden-
tial Primaries. However, areas for further study and
research remain, offering opportunities to deepen our
understanding of the factors driving factionalism in con-
temporary American politics. Because of the staggered
timeline of primaries and inconsistencies in exit polling
across states, assembling a dataset that breaks down
the entirety of primary voting behavior would be time-
consuming and could yield results that are difficult to
interpret. This limitation points to a need for greater
data collection in future primaries and underscores the
value of the graphs presented in this study.

Longitudinal studies tracking the political attitudes
and behaviors of individuals over time could supply
valuable insight into the relationship between educa-
tion and political ideology within the GOP. Adding
qualitative research methods, such as in-depth inter-
views and focus groups, could offer a more nuanced un-
derstanding of sociocultural factors, including religious
affiliations and regional norms, while demographics
like age, race, gender, and socioeconomic status would
provide a deeper understanding of the intersectional
nature of this issue. Finally, conducting comparative
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analyses of political parties and systems outside the
United States has the potential to uncover information
about the nature of factionalism and its consequences
for democracy. Pursuing these future directions would
allow scholars and political strategists to better under-
stand the forces shaping contemporary political polar-
ization and inform efforts to engage voters across edu-
cational and ideological lines.
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