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ABSTRACT 

 

Gender plays a critical role in the development of political behavior. Beginning 

at the earliest stages of life and continuing through adulthood, males and females are 

socialized to approach politics in accordance with prevalent gender norms and 

expectations. Socialization, especially when reinforced by situational and structural 

factors, aptly prepares women for roles as wives and homemakers rather than effective 

political actors. Despite these constraints, adult women express robust political 

preferences distinct from men. Women and men differ in partisan affiliation, ideology, 

issue and candidate preferences, and general approaches to politics. Combined these 

disparities are referred to as the Gender Gap. Though adulthood is generally considered 

a time of political stability, women commonly undergo one final socializing event 

which virtually eliminates the Gender Gap; marriage. This thesis examines the political 

socialization effects of marriage for women, using the American National Election 

Studies 2000, 2002 and 2004 Full Panel Survey.  Results of logistic regressions 

indicate that as women transition from singlehood to marriage, they are significantly 

more likely to also change their political preferences to mirror those of their spouse.  
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Chapter 1.  Introduction 

Gender plays a critical role in determining political behavior. Men and women are 

socialized to approach politics in varying ways, beginning at very early ages in life and 

continuing through adulthood. This socialization reflects stereotypes about a woman’s 

place being in the home and stereotypically feminine characteristics such as dependence 

and passivity. Naturally, such lessons better prepare women for roles such as wives and 

homemakers rather than effective political leaders. Despite this early training, by the time 

women reach adulthood they have developed a set of political preferences that are very 

different than men. Women differ from men in their partisan affiliation, ideology, issue 

and candidate preferences, and general political behavior. Combined these differences are 

referred to as the Gender Gap. Classic political socialization theory suggests that 

adulthood is a period of stability, that as adults people do not change their political 

orientations. If this were true, the implication would be that women would form a 

formidable voting bloc because of the unity that the Gender Gap entails. However, 

women generally undergo one final socializing event which virtually eliminates the 

Gender Gap. That socializing event is marriage.  

Marriage is thought to change an individual’s political outlook in two ways 

(Stoker and Jennings 1995). First, it changes the context of decision making, such that 

fewer decisions are individual in nature, but rather are considered collective and based on 

shared resources. Second, marriage provides an opportunity for one person to exert 
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significant influence over another based upon that individual’s distinct history, culture, 

and values. As a result, married couples are expected to exhibit greater degrees of unity 

in political decisions. However, given stereotypes about the subordinate nature of the 

feminine gender, and the secondary role of wives within the home, it is likely that the 

spouse whose positions are most mediated following the union is the wife. In fact, prior 

research has documented that beyond socializing forces, situational and structural factors 

such as status within the home, education, and financial independence also help explain 

the degree to which women maintain policy preferences that are distinct from their 

husband’s following marriage. This thesis will examine the socialization effects of 

marriage on the political attitudes and behaviors of American women.  

 

 

  



 

                                                                       3 

Chapter 2.  Background and Literature Review 

To understand the significance of marriage on the political behavior of women, it 

is first necessary to examine general theories by which researchers explain political 

development. Political socialization refers to the process by which one cultivates a 

political orientation, including the “learning of attitudes, values, and acceptable forms of 

behavior necessary to fit within the dominant political order” (Erickson and Tedin, 2001, 

p. 127). Further, socialization prepares an individual for his or her place within society, as 

it entails “the learning or failure to learn the lessons of being a good citizen, as defined by 

the political status quo” (Erickson and Tedin, 2001, p. 127, Easton and Dennis 1969). 

Such education is not only important for the individual, but also for the stability of 

society, testifying to the necessity of teaching the merits of one’s political system to 

children from an early age so as to promote positive associations between an individual 

and their government (Easton and Dennis 1969).  

Socialization is commonly viewed as an extensive journey that begins early in 

life. During preschool years, individuals begin to recognize authority in symbolic and 

tangible forms, and most often describe leaders as benevolent, powerful, and trustworthy 

(Schwartz 1975). Continuing through childhood, individuals are socialized to personalize 

government and to understand political offices in relation to the people who occupy them. 

According to the Benevolent Leader Hypothesis, (Erickson and Tedin, 2001, p. 130), 

positive images of the president, the most visible form of political authority in early 
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childhood, have a direct spillover effect on the formation of attitudes developed later in 

life. As the child continues to age, he or she learns the classic civics lessons of 

government, good citizenship, and the value of “voting for the best person for the job” 

(Hess and Torney, 1967, p. 96). Individuals further learn to separate individual office 

holders from their roles in government (Erickson and Tedin 2001).   

The next major spurt in socialization occurs once an individual reaches 

adolescence. At this point, teenagers demonstrate understanding of political abstractions 

such as community and self interest (Adelson and O’Neil 1966). By the 9th grade, they 

reveal political reasoning sufficient to place themselves along the liberal-conservative 

spectrum, and have reached adult level senses of political efficacy (Hess and Torney 

1967). However, the rebellious outlook generally associated with adolescence also breeds 

a de-idealization of political authorities during this time (Erickson and Tedin 2001).  

According to Orum, Cohen, Grasnuck and Orum (1974), gender plays a sizeable 

role in fostering political and civic awareness, even from childhood. Young boys learn 

through mimicking the behavior of their immediate male role models, just as girls are 

taught proper behavior from adult female role models. The examples set by men and 

women are influenced by the conditions in which the adults themselves matured. As 

women have been excluded from politics throughout most of history, and have yet to 

completely remedy persistent forms of inequality especially with respect to political 

representation and income, such conditions likely affected the environment in which 
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contemporary role models developed and the lessons they impart to youths (Orum, 

Cohen, Grasnuck and Orum 1974). Notably, young girls may have few female political 

role models, and thus they may associate feelings of benevolence and trustworthiness 

with male leaders, rather than those of their own gender.  Further, societal stereotypes 

add to the lessons imparted by individual role models. Even early research on this subject 

demonstrated a significant difference in political knowledge and participation between 

boys and girls, positing that early socialization leaves boys more primed for political 

involvement.  

Anderson and Cook (1985, p. 606) describe this phenomenon as “sex-role 

socialization.” Their research confirms that girls are taught from early ages to view 

politics as a man’s world, and as such, girls may consciously or unconsciously avoid 

developing the characteristics that would best serve them as adult political actors. Girls 

often express more dependent and passive characteristics, and indicate greatest concern 

for their immediate communities rather than the “outside world.” Anderson and Cook 

posit that such sex-role socialization best prepares girls for lives as housewives and 

mothers rather than as independent political determiners.  

However, not all researchers agree on the impact of early gender socialization. 

Some have found the differences between young boys and girls to be statistically 

insignificant or negligible (Alwin and Krosnick 1991). Others have found differences in 

some measures, such as political participation, but not others, like political knowledge 
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(Orum 1974). One way to resolve such inconsistency is through accounting for changing 

socialization processes (Welch 1977). From this perspective, girls born in the wake of the 

19th Amendment and the Women’s Liberation Movement were socialized differently than 

prior birth cohorts, and thus may enjoy greater flexibility in prescribed gender norms. 

This may explain the variation in results. I will later discuss two alternative theories to 

the political socialization model, which also testify to the gendered nature of political 

decision making.  

In one’s early years, the primary agents of socialization include parents, peer 

groups, and the school setting. The most thoroughly evidenced transmission of political 

attitudes is that of parents passing along partisan affiliations to their children. When two 

parents share a political orientation, the likelihood that their child will grow to acquire 

such a viewpoint may be as high as 76% (Erickson and Tedin, 2001, p. 137). However, 

when parents disagree, children are more likely to adopt the affiliation of their mother, a 

notable fact given that women tend to affiliate with the Democratic Party in higher 

proportion than men.  Beyond partisanship, parents also influence the degree to which 

their child will participate in politics. Parents who discuss current events with their 

children, and who bring their children with them to vote, are more likely to raise active 

citizens (Erickson and Tedin 2001, p. 135).  According to Rational Adaption Theory, 

young adults who are relatively new to politics may be acting in their best interests when 



 

                                                                       7 

relying on political cues from their parents, who have similar preferences and provide 

credible role models (Erickson and Tedin 2001, p. 138).  

The final spurt in socialization occurs during one’s college years. Research 

indicates that college generally has a liberalizing effect on political orientation, and that 

higher levels of education are positively correlated with degrees of tolerance and the 

acceptance of democratic values (Erickson and Tedin, 2001, p. 145). The college 

experience also presents the greatest opportunity for critical analysis and self reflection, 

and is thought to be one of the last chances for major realignment in one’s orientation. 

Since women have attended college in greater numbers than men since 1991 (Mather and 

Adams 1997), the liberalizing influence of the college experience may partially explain 

the gender gaps in political attitudes evident in adulthood.   

Following college, adult socialization is considered a period of stability. The 

dispositions one has accumulated by this point generally persist throughout the rest of 

one’s life, and the initial exercise of one’s political preferences is characterized as a 

“political awakening” (Erickson and Tedin, 2001, p. 149). As a result, social scientists 

have accounted for any fluctuations in adult political behavior according to two theories; 

generational effects and life cycle effects. Generational effects suggest that groups of 

individuals born within a similar period of time, known as birth cohorts, develop similar 

political orientations because of the shared experiences they endured growing up. 

Alternatively, the life cycle effect model asserts that in general, individuals age in 
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relatively similar patterns, such that political orientations are most similar within defined 

age groups.  

In adulthood, as was the case in childhood, men and women reveal dramatically 

divergent political preferences, reflecting their distinct socialization processes. This is 

often referred to as the Gender Gap, and includes differences in partisanship, ideology, 

issue and candidate preferences, participation, and general approaches to politics. 

Notably, women have voted in greater numbers than men since 1980, and have expressed 

stronger associations with the Democratic Party and liberal ideology since that time as 

well (Center for American Women and Politics 2005). By contrast, male voters tend to 

self identify as ideologically conservative and Republican in party, holding other 

demographic factors such as race, age, income, and marital status constant (Huddy, 

Casseese and Lizotte 2005).  

Gender also affects one’s assessment of the level of equality and representation in 

government (Beckwith, Burns, Hawesworth, Htun, and Adams 2005). Despite the 

achievements of women candidates in recent decades, the number of women office 

holders at the federal level remains low.  As of the 111th Congress, women hold just 

16.8% of positions in the U.S. House and Senate (Center for American Women and 

Politics 2010). Women voters are more likely to hold realistic perceptions as to the small 

number of women elected to public office, while male voters tend to overestimate the 

proportion. Building from this assessment, women voters are more likely than men to 
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express a desire for more women in government, to communicate more favorable 

evaluations of women candidates, and to admit that they consider gender when choosing 

between possible candidates. In this way, women voters view their ballot as a personal 

tool for combating the low levels of perceived equality and representation in public office 

(Beckwith, Burns, Hawesworth, Htun, and Adams 2005).  

Research also indicates that in general, women voters may hold a baseline 

preference for women candidates because of the belief that such candidates will remain 

loyal to their shared values and experiences (Dolan 2005). Similarly, voters from 

minority groups, or groups that have had comparatively less access to government, tend 

to express preferences for ‘like me’ candidates or those whose personal demographic and 

cultural characteristics mirror that of the voter (Atkeson 2003). Interest and advocacy 

groups that target women voters have relied on this cue as a cornerstone of their political 

strategy. As EMILY’s List argues, “When Women Vote, Women Win!,” a clear 

manifestation of the impact of gender on political behavior (EMILY’s List 2010). The 

presence of women candidates on the ballot not only affects voter choice, but also the 

participation rates of women voters in an election. Elections which involve male and 

female candidates generally experience higher turnout overall, yet when no viable female 

candidate is present on the ballot, the rate of female voter participation is comparatively 

suppressed (Atkeson 2003, Sanbonmatsu 2002, Dolan 1998). The importance of women 
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voters is further recognized by the media, who have often framed their political horserace 

coverage to highlight the intentions of women (Burrell 2005).  

Interestingly, Chapman (1987) found that when adult members of a political out-

group band together and discuss issues independently, the out-group often forms a “new 

consciousness” that is based upon their minority status and highlights the shared 

experiences of the group members. This suggests that a potential strategy for encouraging 

women’s political involvement is to promote forums for women-only political dialogue.  

Further, women and men may maintain dissimilar issue positions based on their 

socialization processes and stereotypes as to traditionally gendered spheres of influence 

(Shapiro and Mahajan 1986, Falk and Kenski 2006).  “Masculine issues,” also referred to 

as “force and violence issues,” or “daddy issues” include items such as national security, 

the economy, and the death penalty. Such issues generally hold greater salience among 

male voters because men may be perceived as naturally competent in these fields.  By 

contrast, “feminine issues,” “compassion issues,” or “mommy issues” include subjects 

such as abortion, childcare, and social safety net programs. The weight which women 

voters place on these subjects reflects women’s historical confinement to the private and 

domestic sphere. Authors Shapiro and Mahajan (1986) also posit the existence of a third 

category, “traditional issues.” This label applies to seemingly gender neutral topics like 

school prayer, and may allow women to counteract the assertion that they are “only 

feminine” in their issue stances.  
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  To this point, this thesis has demonstrated that men and women are socialized to 

approach politics differently. This process begins in early childhood and continues 

through adulthood, and is influenced by gender stereotypes, role models, environments,   

and historical events. Research confirms that men and women, perhaps because of 

distinct socialization processes, display opposing policy, issue, and candidate preferences 

in adulthood. I will now turn your attention to whether such differences remain static 

through adulthood, as some researchers suggest, or whether the transition to marriage 

represents an additional socialization point. As family has been shown to impact political 

orientation, one would think that spouses would also exert considerable influence on 

political development. Further, marriage’s significance as a “credentialing” factor in 

adulthood may closely correspond with the political awakening young adults face 

(Coontz, 2005, p. 276). Do spouses become more politically alike over the course of the 

marriage, and if so, who influences whom? 

  The seminal work on this subject was conducted by Stoker and Jennings (1995). 

They note that although the impact of marriage on political outlook has not been the 

subject of extensive research, it is generally perceived as a dynamic, not static, effect. In 

other words, Stoker and Jennings posit that the transition to marriage is more influential 

on political orientation than simple marital status. They argue that marriage acts as a 

force of political socialization in two distinct ways. First, life space changes, such as 

marital logistics, adjustments to one’s daily routine, employment, professional 
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aspirations, and place of residency may alter the marginal costs and benefits of political 

participation. Second, marriage provides an opportunity for one individual to exert 

considerable influence over another individual, based on each person’s unique culture, 

values, and prior socialization. Marriage is thusly described as a collision of two people 

who draw upon completely different value sets, but for the sake of unity, must reconcile 

their differences. At the onset of marriage, there are especially significant opportunities to 

learn from and influence one another.  

 To capture the dynamic nature of the transition, Stoker and Jennings employed an 

innovative research design. The authors developed their own socialization survey 

utilizing questions from the National Election Study, and presenting these questions to 

the same group of individuals in 1965, 1973, and 1982. They compared the results of 

non-married and married people, and as well analyzed responses for those who were once 

single but were married at later points of the survey to account for self-selection bias. 

Their data show that the strongest socialization effects from marriage occur early, during 

the transition period. Though rates of political participation are generally higher for 

married people than non-married, (a fact generally attributed to the stability and 

incentives for community disposition that marriage affords) the authors found a decrease 

in participation at outset of the marriage, indicating initial instability and a disruption of 

political behavior. The same held true for spousal influence. The change in the learning 

environment was most significant early in the union, and so too were reported changes in 
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the context of one’s decision making. Married respondents viewed forms of political 

activity, even if individual in nature like voting, as something that could be done as a 

couple. Therefore, if one was inclined to participate, so too was the other.   

 In related research, authors Edlund and Pande (2002) posited a correlation 

between a decrease in the marriage rate and an increase in the Gender Gap premised on 

underlying income inequality. During the past 30 years, the U.S. has undergone a 25% 

reduction in the proportion of married adults, and a 300% increase in the divorce rate 

(Edlund and Pande, 2002, p. 953). Further, women are delaying marriage, and out of 

wedlock births and cohabitation have increased. Such trends, Edlund and Pande argue, 

have made women poorer relative to men. As personal economic outlook is a strong 

predictor of voting patterns, this provides a cogent motivation for women to choose 

Democratic candidates and policies. In their examination of the Youth and Parent 

Socialization Survey, they found that marriage shifts women’s political preferences 

towards Republicans, while single and divorced women prefer the Democratic Party, 

controlling for labor force participation, household income, and issue positions.  

As alluded to earlier, the political socialization theory is not the only model for 

explaining differences in men and women’s political development, especially with 

respect to marriage. Beyond socialization, political scientists have discussed political 

behavior in terms of situational and structural factors. Notably, these three explanations 
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are not considered mutually exclusive but may instead work together to reinforce 

constraints and messages.  

Situational factors include the personal and immediate circumstances that govern 

behavior on a routine basis. For example, Lipset (1963) argued that wives, especially 

homemakers, face considerable constraints on their time and attention because of their 

extensive domestic responsibilities, such that it is difficult for women to devote 

appropriate attention to political matters. Historically, women were physically confined 

to the house, and upon childbirth, were expected to allocate all resources towards child 

rearing (Welch 1977). Further, men’s political interest was compelled by the greater 

amount of time they spent outside the home (Orum, Cohen, Grasmuck, and Orum 1974). 

Structural forces include societal factors like gender roles and expectations, which Orum, 

Cohen, Grasmuck, and Orum (1974) assert are critical means for resolving power 

differentials between men and women, ensuring that the dominant group remains 

dominant.  

Notably, as societal conceptions of marriage have changed over time, moving for 

example from the “traditional” nuclear family of the 1950s to the contemporary “dis-

established” institution, the situational and structural factors which accompany marriage 

have also transformed (Coontz 2005).  As growing numbers of individuals choose to 

engage in non-traditional relationship arrangements, such as unmarried partnerships, out 

of wedlock childrearing, or homosexual civil unions, the monopoly which marriage 
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previously exerted over gender norms has declined (Coontz, 2005, p. 279). However, 

despite the fact that marriage may no longer be considered the “master-event” (Coontz, 

2005, p. 247) in one’s life, marriage continues exert influence through its role as a  

privileged legal and social institution in the U.S., and indeed the standards of what 

constitutes a “good” marriage have risen steadily over time (Coontz, 2005, p. 278).  

 Prior research has demonstrated the power of socialization in the development of 

one’s political inclinations. The socialization process begins in early childhood, 

undergoes significant shifts in adolescence and the college years, and has mostly 

stabilized by the time one reaches adulthood. Many researchers have documented how 

men and women undergo fundamentally different socialization processes, such that the 

disparities in opinion evident in adulthood may serve as a proper reflection of earlier 

experiences. From a young age, girls are taught that politics is the realm of men, and as a 

result, they may not develop an interest in politics or the skills necessary to become 

effective political actors. Female socialization provides adequate training for roles as 

mothers and homemakers, but not necessarily for political efficacy. Despite this fact, 

upon reaching adulthood, women exhibit independent and distinct political preferences 

from men. They have alternative partisan, ideological, issue, and candidate preferences, 

and may even approach politics in an entirely distinct matter. Indeed, the Gender Gap has 

been significant enough as to decide election outcomes.  
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 However, it appears that something changes once women enter into marriage. The 

Gender Gap virtually disappears when comparing the opinions of married women to 

married men, even though unmarried women hold dramatically different opinions 

compared to single and married men. This change in orientation is evidence of the 

socialization effect of the transition to marriage; namely that marriage presents different 

constraints and rewards for political participation, and that the political opinions of one’s 

spouse exert significant impact over one’s personal beliefs. Despite prior research on this 

topic, significant questions remain. Namely, does the political socialization effect of 

marriage persist despite advancements in women’s status inside and outside the home, 

including relative financial independence, greater work force participation, delays in the 

average age of marriage, and a reduction in the fertility rate? In other words, to what 

extent does prior data reflect outdated conceptions of marriage, and thus fail to account 

for modern women’s political behavior? Such are the leading questions of this thesis.  
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Chapter 3.  Conceptual Framework and Hypothesis 

The guiding conceptual framework for this thesis consists of three components, 

which are outlined and illustrated in this section. As prior literature has demonstrated that 

gender plays a critical role in forming one’s political preferences, my first task is to 

confirm that adult men and women hold divergent political opinions. The three possible 

explanations for these differences are socialization, situational constraints, and structural 

factors. Socialization theory concerns how people are taught to approach politics and 

view themselves as political actors, whereas situational factors influence the formation of 

political opinion by constraining the immediate environment, and structural aspects 

include the broader social constructs like gender norms that may guide one’s political 

decisions. From these explanations, it becomes clear that men and women approach 

politics in distinct ways, and such differences reflect stereotypes about men and women’s 

characteristics and proper places in society.  

My second task is to document that, controlling for all other factors, single 

women tend to be more Democratic than married women. In other words, this step will 

highlight how marriage alters women’s political preferences. Building upon step one, 

wherein adult women are shown to exhibit political preferences quite opposite to men, 

preferences which political scientists generally believe will remain stable throughout 

adulthood, step two will show the erosion of the otherwise unified voting bloc that 

women formed as a result of a change in marital status.  If a woman decides to marry, her 
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political orientation becomes dramatically different, reflecting in large part the 

preferences of her husband and virtually eliminating the Gender Gap. If a woman does 

not marry, her political preferences remain stable over the course of her life.  

Stoker and Jennings (1995) have outlined two explanations for the change in 

political behavior following marriage, namely joint decision making and partner 

influence. Married couples are expected to exhibit greater degrees of unity in political 

decisions. However, given stereotypes about the passive nature of the feminine gender, 

and the secondary role of wives within the home, it is likely that the spouse whose 

positions are most mediated following the union is the wife. Beyond such socializing 

forces, situational and structural factors such as status within the home, education, and 

financial independence also help explain the degree to which women maintain policy 

preferences that are distinct from their husband’s following marriage.  

The third component of the thesis’ conceptual framework is designed to account 

for potential selection bias between women who choose to marry and women who prefer 

to remain single. This source of bias was first identified by Stoker and Jennings in their 

1995 research. As it is possible that the type of woman who generally enters marriage 

may be more prone to masculine influence simply because she is seeking a partner, step 

three will trace the political development of individual women pre and post marriage.  

Thus, step three will move beyond the general observations made possible through 
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ceteris paribus comparisons of characteristics presented in steps one and two, to show the 

specific treatment effect of marriage on individual women.  

These three steps are illustrated below in Figure 1. Starting on the left, I show that 

men and women arrive at different political preferences because of the unique 

socialization, situational, and structural factors they face. The extent of the difference is 

shown by the gray arrow, which represents the Gender Gap. For men, such preferences 

are largely stable over time. For adult women, however, the stability of their preferences 

is based upon whether they choose to enter into marriage. Unmarried women maintain 

their political preferences throughout their lives, but married women’s preferences 

change to closely mirror the preferences of their spouse. This nearly eliminates the 

Gender Gap, and has significant implications in modern politics. 
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework

 

Null and Alternative Hypotheses 

 I will use three hypotheses to evaluate my research question according to this 

framework. The first hypothesis will establish ceteris paribus conditions in which to 

compare the political opinions of men and women. The second will similarly compare 

single women and married women. The third hypothesis will test whether the political 

opinions of individual women changed during their transition from single to married life.  

 Part one compares the opinions of men and women: 

• H0: Men and women are equally likely to vote for Democratic candidates, 

holding all other factors constant.  
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• H1: Men are less likely than women to vote for Democratic candidates, 

holding all other factors constant.  

Part two evaluates how marriage affects political opinion in women: 

• H0: Single women are, in general, equally likely to vote for Democratic 

candidates as married women, holding all other factors constant.  

• H1: Single women are, in general, more likely to vote for Democratic 

candidates than married women, holding all other factors constant.  

Finally, part three accounts for possible selection bias by tracing the development of 

political opinions in individual women: 

• H0: Individual women are equally likely to vote for Democratic 

candidates when they are single as compared to when they are married, 

holding all other factors constant.  

• H1: Individual women are more likely to vote for Democratic candidates 

when they are single as compared to when they are married, holding all 

other factors constant.  

Combined, these three hypotheses permit the most thorough evaluation of the 

political socialization effects of marriage. This conceptual framework is well grounded in 

prior literature in the field. Its comprehensive methodology and use of recent data are 

strong contributions to the study of women and politics.  
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Chapter 4.  Data and Methods 

 I draw my data from the American National Election Studies, 2000, 2002, and 

2004: Full Panel Survey, which I downloaded from the Inter-University Consortium for 

Political and Social Research. The American National Election Study (ANES) began in 

1948, and is “the oldest continuous series of survey data investigating electoral behavior 

and attitudes in the United States” (ICPSR 2009). The survey includes questions 

pertaining to voters’ perceptions of candidates, political parties, and major issues, as well 

as voter expectations, degree of interest, political affiliation, demographics, and 

participation in the election process. The research was conducted by the University of 

Michigan Center for Political Studies, with funding support from the Carnegie 

Corporation, the Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and 

Engagement, the Russell Sage Foundation, and the University of Michigan.  

The dataset contains 1,807 observations; the unit of observation being individuals 

in the United States ages 18 and over. Respondents were interviewed face-to-face by 

traditional area probability sampling, as well as over the telephone by Random Digit 

Dialing. As part of the survey, respondents were interviewed prior to Election Day to 

gather information on their intentions, and then interviewed a second time post the 

election to ascertain their actual behavior. The data were collected between September 5, 

2000-November 6, 2000, September 9, 2002-December 6, 2002, and November 3- 

December 20, 2004, corresponding to the major presidential and congressional elections. 
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The data for the three election years were then pooled into a single dataset.  For the 

purpose of analysis, five weight variables were included, raising the total number of 

variables to over 3,000.  

Though the dataset is the most reputable in the field, it is not without limitations. 

The first challenge results from the survey methodology. When respondents are 

interviewed face-to-face or over the phone, there is some possibility of interviewer or 

social desirability bias. Further, because it is unclear whether the Random Digit Dialing 

call universe included cell phone users, there is also potential coverage bias. Combined, 

these biases may have skewed responses and excluded a valuable portion of the 

electorate. These limitations certainly do not impugn the integrity of the data, but they are 

factors that must be kept in consideration during the research and analysis phases.  

Analysis Plan 

 My research question concerns the differences in political opinions between men 

and women in general, but more specifically, whether marriage alters the political 

opinions of women such that they more closely resemble the preferences of men. 

Therefore, I plan to focus on single and married women for the main portions of my 

analysis, but will also include men for the purposes of comparison. As every observation 

in the data set is of voting age, I will not impose any other restrictions on my sample 

universe.  
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My outcomes of interest are whether a woman identifies herself as a Democrat or 

voted for a Democratic candidate in the respective election. As these dependent variables 

are dichotomous in nature (the response is either yes or no), I have chosen a Logistic 

Regression Model as the most appropriate equation form. I will further use a number of 

partial models and a cumulative pooled model to include several demographic, 

situational, structural, and political variables that I think may impact whether married 

women vote for Democratic candidates. In the final pooled model I will only include the 

variables that were statistically significant in prior regressions.  

This analysis plan is well grounded in prior research on the topic, and evidences 

an appreciation for the complexity and nuance of the issue at hand. I am confident that 

these models are natural extensions of the conceptual framework developed, and will 

present a significant contribution to the field of political science.  
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Chapter 5.  Results 

I draw my data from the American National Election Studies 2000, 2002, 2004: 

Full Panel Study. The dataset contains 1,807 observations and more than 3,000 variables 

for analysis. To provide context for the forthcoming regression results, I have supplied 

the reader with descriptive statistics for all variables relevant to my research question. In 

the table below I have noted the means (for continuous variables), frequency distributions 

(for discrete variables) and standard deviations. The table includes my dependent 

variables, party affiliation and Democratic voting history, as well as my independent 

variables sorted by category; demographic, situational, structural, and political. Results 

reported in the Table 1 have been appropriately weighted according to the final 

publication weight, such that proportions of observations in the survey accurately reflect 

the American population as a whole.  

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics 

Variable Frequency Std. Deviation 

Demographics 
Female 

 Married1 
Age (Range 18-97) 
White  
College Degree  
Low Income (>$35,000)  
Mid Income ($35,000-94,999) 

 
51.9% 
68.0% 

43.9 years 
81.5% 
26.3% 
59.7% 
27.3% 

 
0.499 
0.466 

16.252 
0.388 
0.441 
0.491 
0.445 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

1 Later in this section, I will distinguish between those married at the earliest point 
of the survey (2000) as compared to those who were later married (by 2004). The statistic 
presented in Table 1 reflects those who were married at some point during the panel.  
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Variable Frequency Std. Deviation 

High Income (>$95,000)  
Attend Church Weekly  
Religion 

Protestant (=1) 
Catholic (=2) 
Jewish (=3) 
Other, None, RF (=4) 

Female Interviewer 

13.0% 
18.9% 

 
30.1% 
19.9% 
1.6% 

48.5% 
88.1% 

0.336 
0.391 

 
1.334 
1.334 
1.334 
1.334 
0.323 

Situational 
Children in Home 
Female Head of Household 
Employed Outside Home 
Homemaker 

 
72.4% 
14.3% 
60.1% 
13.6% 

 
0.447 
0.351 
0.489 
0.343 

Structural 
Position on Abortion Rights 

Should Always be Illegal (=1) 
Legal with Restrictions (=2) 
Should Always be Legal (=3) 

      Other, DK, RF (=4) 
Abortion Salience 

Very Important (=1) 
Somewhat Important (=2) 
Not Important (=3) 
Other, DK, RF (=4) 

Equal Rights Gone Too Far? 
Gone Too Far (=1) 
Gone Just Far Enough (=2) 
Not Far Enough (=3) 
Other, DK, RF 

Belief it is Best if Man is Achiever 
Agree (=1) 
Neither Agree/ Disagree (=2) 
Disagree (=3) 
Other, DK, RF (=4) 

Stance on Equality in Gender Roles 
Sexes Have Equal Roles (=1) 
Depends on Situation  (=2) 
Women’s Place in Home (=3) 

 
 

11.9% 
43.8% 
41.7% 
2.6% 

 
17.4% 
14.0% 
42.2% 
26.4% 

 
32.9% 
11.9% 
40.8% 
14.4% 

 
35.6% 
14.3% 
49.3% 
0.8% 

 
77.9% 
13.8% 
5.2% 

 
 

0.726 
0.726 
0.726 
0.726 

 
2.791 
2.791 
2.791 
2.791 

 
1.036 
1.036 
1.036 
1.036 

 
0.929 
0.929 
0.929 
0.929 

 
0.658 
0.658 
0.658 
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Variable Frequency Std. Deviation 

Other, DK, RF (=4) 3.1% 0.658 

Political 
Party Affiliation 

Democrat 
Independent 
Republican 
Other, DK, RF 

Ideology 
Liberal (=1) 
Moderate (=2) 
Conservative (=3) 
Other, RF, DK (=4) 

Feminist Scale (0-100) 
Women’s Movement Scale (0-100) 
Interest in Politics 

High  
Medium 
Low to None 

Vote History 
Voted in 1996 
Voted in 2000 
Voted in 2004 
Voted Democrat 1996 
Voted Democrat 2000 
Voted Democrat 2004 

Tries to Influence Others 
Talks to Spouse about Politics 
Talks to Males about Politics 
Trust Spouse’s Knowledge 
Spouse Voted Democrat 

 
 

49.2% 
11.4% 
37.7% 
1.8% 

 
32.7% 
6.0% 

51.1% 
10.2% 
53.9 
61.7 

 
29.1% 
49.0% 
21.2% 

 
69.7% 
65.2% 
42.3% 
52.6% 
50.1% 
45.2% 
63.8% 
14.6% 
37.5% 
57.6% 
24.5% 

 
 

0.968 
0.968 
0.968 
0.968 

 
1.016 
1.016 
1.016 
1.016 

21.478 
21.057 

 
0.707 
0.707 
0.707 

 
0.462 
0.456 
0.380 
0.462 
0.470 
0.477 
0.473 
0.385 
0.494 
0.474 
0.453 

   

 

The reader may note that the study sample is nearly equally divided by gender, 

51.9% female and 48.1% male. Further demographic breakdowns by race, college degree 

attainment, income, and religiosity closely reflect the contemporary American 
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population. Approximately two thirds of respondents reported having been married 

during the timeframe the panel survey was conducted, and over 72% of households 

mentioned the presence of children. Though 60% of individuals were employed outside 

of the home, 14% described their employment status as homemaker. As previously 

theorized, both childrearing and domestic responsibilities may place situational 

constraints on the political activity of women. 

The dataset also contains information relevant to the structural challenges women 

may face. Approximately one third of survey respondents supported the statement that 

the struggle for equal rights has “gone too far,” and another third agreed that in most 

circumstances, it is best if the man is the achiever outside of the home. Though stated 

positions as to the permissibility of abortion reveal clear divides, the salience of the issue 

appears comparatively limited. When asked to rate their favorability (on a scale of 1 to 

100, 100 as the most positive) towards feminism, the average score was 54. In contrast, 

the average rating for the women’s movement was 62, indicating that the term “feminist” 

may entail a negative connotation not associated with the general struggle for women’s 

equality (Huddy, Casseese and Lizzote 2005). These findings are especially significant 

given that 88% of the interviewers were female, and as such, respondents may have felt 

pressure to provide the socially acceptable response so as not to appear prejudiced.  

A surprisingly high number of respondents (49%) characterized themselves as 

Democrats, compared to 11% Independents and 38% Republicans. However, only 33% 
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of the sample described themselves as Liberal, while 51% described themselves as 

Conservative. Expressed interest in politics ranged from low to high, with between 42% 

and 69% of respondents reporting having voted in the three presidential elections relevant 

to the survey time period. Interestingly, approximately 64% of individuals indicate that 

they personally have tried to influence the political opinions of others, and 15% reveal 

that the person they discuss politics with most is their spouse.  

As I turn to the presentation of regression results, I ask that the reader recall the 

conceptual framework for this thesis. According to this framework, my first task was to 

demonstrate that, holding all other demographic characteristics constant, women tend to 

be more Democratic than men. Though this generalization has been well documented in 

prior literature, it is necessary for the sake of consistency to highlight that such is also the 

case in this particular dataset. Table 2 illustrates the effect of gender on Democratic Party 

affiliation.  

Table 2: Women More Likely than Men to Identify as Democrats 

(Demographics) 

 

 Partial Model 1 Partial Model 2 

Variable Logit Coeff. 

(St. Error) 

Odds Ratio Logit Coeff. 

(St. Error) 

Odds Ratio 

Female 
 

White 
 

Age 
 

LowIncome 

0.3308 
(0.0952) 

 

1.392**  
 

-1.0898 
(0.1230) 
0.0126 

(0.0029) 
-0.0334 

 
 

0.336*** 
 

1.013*** 
 

0.967 
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HighIncome 

 
CollegeDegree 

 
ChurchAttend 

 

(0.1215) 
-0.0475 
(0.1599) 
-0.1145 
(0.1113) 
0.1215 

(0.0376) 

 
0.0622 

 
0.892 

 
1.265 

Model Fit 
Statistics 

Pr> ChiSq 
0.0005 

Pr > ChiSq 
0.0001 

Dependent Variable is a dichotomous indicator of Democratic Party affiliation. N=1,807.  
* Significance at p> .10 level, ** significance at p>.05 level, and *** significance at 
p>.01 level 
 
 The results from the first partial model in Table 2 indicate that women are 39% 

more likely than men to associate with the Democratic Party, strongly supporting the 

general premise of this thesis. Beyond gender, the only other statistically significant 

variables included in partial model two are race and age. Whites are 34% less likely to 

describe themselves as Democrats compared to non-whites, and with each additional year 

of age above the sample mean of 43.9 years, voters become 13% more likely to describe 

themselves as Democrats.  

 Demographics are not the only forces at work in determining partisanship; in fact 

for women, specific situational, structural, and political considerations may also impact 

political behavior. Table 3 presents regression results from partial models which include 

variables from these categories.  The data show that those who believe that equal rights 

have not gone far enough are 72% more likely to be Democrats. If the respondent 

expressed a liberal ideology or mentioned a strong history of voting for Democratic 
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candidates, than those were also strong predictors of affiliation. However, variables 

thought to be of importance to women, such as the presence of children, employment 

outside the home, and association with feminism or the women’s movement did not have 

statistically significant impacts.  

Table 3: Women More Likely to Identify as Democrats than Men 

(Situational, Structural, and Political) 

 

 Partial Model 3 Partial Model 4 Partial Model 5 

Variable Logit  CoefF

(St. Error) 

Odds Ratio Logit Coeff. 

(St. Error) 

Odds Ratio Logit Coeff. Odds Ratio 

(St. Error) 

Kids 
 

FemaleHH 
 

Employed 
 

Homemaker 
 

Abortion 
 

AbortSalience 
 

EqualRights 
 

MenAchiever 
 

EqualRole 
 

Feminist 
 

WomensMvmnt 

 
PolInterest 

 
Ideology 

0.0106 
(0.1200) 
0.3204 

(0.1118) 
-0.1897 
(0.1054) 
-0.4021 
(0.1735) 

1.011 
 

1.378 
 

0.827 
 

0.669 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

0.3717 
(0.152) 
-0.1164 
(0.0886) 
0.5419 

(0.0932) 
0.1334 

(0.0974) 
0.0961 

(0.1450) 
0.0150 

(0.0005) 
0.0163 

(0.0056) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1.450 
 

0.890 
 

1.719*** 
 

1.143 
 

1.101 
 

1.015 
 

1.016 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

0.0065 
(0.2160) 
-0.5978 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1.007 
 
-0.5978*** 
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InfluenceOthers 

 
DemVoter 

(0.1458) 
-0.02447 
(0.1771) 
1.6316 

(1.2227) 

 
0.783 

 
5.112*** 

 

Model Fit 
Statistics 

Pr> ChiSq 
0.0024 

Pr > ChiSq 
0.0001 

Pr > ChiSq 
0.0001 

Dependent Variable is a dichotomous indicator of Democratic Party affiliation. N=1,807.  
* Significance at p> .10 level, ** significance at p>.05 level, ***significance at p>.01 
level.  
 
 As the Democratic tendencies of women have been confirmed, the second task of 

this thesis as established in the conceptual framework is to demonstrate that single 

women are generally more Democratic than married women. The differences between the 

political behaviors of single and married women found within this dataset support prior 

research using alternative datasets and timeframes. This step is important to the overall 

approach of the thesis because it evidences that the institution of marriage may affect 

political behavior in predictable ways for all participants. Table 4 documents that married 

women are only 69% as likely as single women to be Democratic.  

Table 4: Single Women More Likely than Married Women to  

Identify as Democrats   

 

Variable Logit Coeff. 

(St. Error) 

     Odds Ratio 

Married 
 

0.3626 
(0.0950) 

0.696*** 

Model Fit Statistics Pr> ChiSq 
0.0001 

Dependent Variable is a dichotomous indicator of Democratic Party affiliation. N=1,807. 
* Significance at p> .10 level, ** significance at p>.05 level, ***significance at p>.01 
level.  
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The third and final component of this thesis is to highlight the impact of marriage 

on individual women’s political behavior. As it is possible that those women who choose 

to enter into marriage may have characteristics or values slightly different than those who 

prefer to remain single, (in other words, there may be selection bias in the sample), 

examining the political attitudes of women pre and post marriage best accounts for 

variations among individuals. To accomplish this task, I identified women in the dataset 

who, during the 2000 interview, indicated that they were not married, but by the 2004 

interview noted that their relationship status had changed to married. Of the 1,807 

observations in the dataset, 1,017 were women (unweighted number), and 142 exhibited a 

change in their marital status during the course of the panel survey. This subpopulation 

amounts to 7.9% of all participants and 14% of women. Given that the span of the survey 

was four years, the amount of women within this category seems reasonable. Further, the 

four year time span encapsulates the period in which the greatest change is likely to 

occur; the early transition from singlehood to marriage as identified by Stoker and 

Jennings (1995). Women within this subgroup were delineated with an indicator variable, 

MaritalStatusChange, which equaled one if a change had occurred, and equaled zero if no 

such change took place.  

A change in marital status is only half of the equation for this third component of 

the thesis. The other half concerns a change in political behavior. To measure this, I again 

constructed a dichotomous variable, which equaled one in the case that an individual 
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voted Democratic in the 2000 presidential election, but changed their vote to Republican 

in the 2004 presidential contest. In all other circumstances, the variable had a value of 

zero. I then regressed the marital status change variable on the vote choice change 

variable, to determine the effect of marriage in altering one’s voting patterns. The results 

of this model are illustrated in Table 5.  

Table 5: Individual Women Become Less Democratic Upon Marriage  

 

Variable Logit Coefficient 

(Standard Error) 

Odds Ratio 

MarStatChange 
 

0.7870 
(0.1759) 

2.197*** 

Model Fit 
Statistics 

Pr > ChiSq 
0.0001 

Dependent Variable is a binary indicator of a change in vote choice. N=1,807.  
* Significance at the p> .10 level, ** significance at the p>.05 level, ***significance at 
the p>.01 level 
 
 The odds ratio presented in Table 5 indicates that women who transition from 

singlehood to marriage are 2.197 times as likely to also change their vote from Democrat 

to Republican than women who remain single during the same time period. This result is 

highly significant at even the strictest level of statistical confidence. In the following 

section, I will further discuss the implications of my results, and suggest how they may 

factor into prior research and future policy decisions.  
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Chapter 6.  Discussion 

 This thesis seeks to measure the political socialization effects of marriage for 

American women voters. To this end, I devised a comprehensive conceptual framework 

which traced the development of women’s political orientations from early childhood 

through marriage in adulthood. The first component of this framework was to confirm 

that in general, women tend to more strongly affiliate with the Democratic Party than 

men. The difference in affiliation is a result of the unique socialization, situational and 

structural factors which each gender endures. Though this fact has been well documented 

in prior literature, it was important to demonstrate that elements of the Gender Gap are 

evident in this particular recent dataset as well. My hypothesis was proven correct, as my 

logistic regression results indicate that women are 35% more likely than men to consider 

themselves Democrats. Beyond gender, demographic factors such as race and age also 

proved strong predictors of partisanship.  

 The second component of this thesis’ conceptual framework entailed establishing 

ceteris paribus conditions in which to contrast the political orientations of single and 

married women. This step was important to the overall approach because prior research 

has shown that adulthood is generally considered a period of stability in terms of political 

behavior. However, marriage is thought to serve as a final source of influence on the 

inclinations of women. My hypothesis was again proven correct. Logistic regression 

results evidence that single women are 31% more likely to positively associate with the 
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Democratic Party than married women. When considered in consultation with the fact 

that men tend to be more Republican and conservative in ideology, this finding suggests 

that men are able to exert significant influence over women in the context of marriage. In 

other words, though men and women enter a relationship with divergent values that are 

products of their individual socialization processes, the often unequal roles within a 

marriage, and persistent stereotypes about the feminine gender as passive and 

subordinate, permit men to act as influencers while women must adapt their perspectives 

so as to create harmony within the home.  

 The final component of my conceptual framework was designed to account for 

the potentiality of selection bias within my subsample of women. As Stoker and Jennings 

suggest (1995), the characteristics and values of women who choose to marry may 

fundamentally differ from those of women who prefer to remain single, in that the former 

may be inherently more open to male influence when seeking a partner. If such was the 

case, it would detract from the internal validity of the resultant findings. However, I was 

able to address this potential limitation through the use of panel data. In the American 

National Election Survey, I identified 142 women who first described themselves as 

single in the year 2000, but had married by the final year of the panel study in 2004. I 

then analyzed the impact of their change in marital status on their vote choices in the 

2000 and 2004 presidential elections. My results are both substantively and statistically 

significant, indicating that women who transitioned from single status to marriage were 
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nearly 2.2 times as likely to also change their partisan preference from Democrat to 

Republican. This finding further reinforces the assertion that it is the early transition to 

marriage which often entails the most dramatic shifts in attitudes and behavior (Stoker 

and Jennings 1995).  

 The implications of these results are notable. First, my results indicate that the 

Gender Gap is a persistent force in American politics; an important reminder for parties 

and candidates seeking future electoral success. Since women have outnumbered men at 

the polls for nearly three decades, their apparent preference for Democrats, coupled with 

their positions on gendered issues, and perceptions of equality within government may 

pose a challenge to conservative Republicans. In other words, this thesis confirms that 

women are a sizable and important voting bloc, and in order to win their allegiance, 

parties must respond to their unique demands and values.  

 The second contribution of this work is the use of a unifying conceptual 

framework to document the political development of women. Though the fields of 

political socialization and women in politics have each received significant academic 

attention, the question of how marriage alters women’s politics, a question which lies at 

the intersection of the two areas of study, has been comparatively overlooked. The 

research which had been conducted was successful in highlighting specific factors and 

considerations, but had yet to provide a comprehensive evaluation of the interplay 
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between marriage and female political engagement. Perhaps the framework herein 

presented will serve as a useful template for subsequent study.  

  The final implication of this research concerns the apparent weight of 

socialization, compared to the evidently minimal significance of situational or structural 

factors. As the logistic regression results indicate, the only reliable situational or 

structural predictor of women’s Democratic affiliation was whether the respondent 

believed that the struggle for equal rights had progressed too far. Other factors which 

were thought to play a role, and which have proven relevant in other studies, such as the 

presence of children within the home or a woman’s status as a homemaker, were not 

statistically significant in this research. This finding may portend that women have 

succeeded in overcoming many of the situational and structural constraints which had 

affected their political engagement in the past. However, socialization continues to play a 

determinant hand in preparing men and women for their prescribed responsibilities. 

Female socialization inhibits women from developing the interest, skills, and resources 

necessary to become effective political actors and advocate for themselves in the public 

arena.  Instead, socialization confines women to domestic roles as wives and 

homemakers. Yet, as even the early suffragists argued (Kraditor 1981),  the point of 

enfranchising women was to permit them  to decide and act upon their own interests, 

rather than relying on the benevolence of men to ensure their political needs were met.  
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