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Having and raising children bring about tremendous change in the lives of parents, and
it seems likely that these changes may have a political dimension to them. In this article,
we use National Election Studies data from 1984 to 2000 to explore the impact of chil-
dren on social welfare policy attitudes, with special focus on how children influence the
sexes differently. Our findings show that having children does have a significant effect
and affects the views of men and women differently. Women with children were signifi-
cantly more liberal on social welfare issues than those without, whereas children had
either no effect or possibly a conservative impact on the views of men. Moreover, the
impact of parenthood grows stronger across the 1990s. We argue that two factors lie be-
hind the increased and gendered impact of parenthood: the changing nature of the Amer-
ican family, particularly the role of mothers, and the politicization of the American family.

A s many have experienced firsthand, having children is one of the
most life altering of experiences. The addition of a costly and emo-

tionally demanding, if not ultimately loving and wonderful, dependent
to a family assuredly changes the outlook of both parents in many ways.
In addition to the emotional and psychological changes parenthood
brings, there are the day-to-day changes dealing with day-care issues,
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tighter finances, worries about the quality of schools, and less free time.
All these factors undoubtedly end up changing how parents look at many
facets of daily life. Politics should be no different. The presence of chil-
dren in one’s household should cause parents to view a variety of politi-
cal issues in new and different ways. Despite widespread recognition that
family is one of the strongest agents of political socialization (Campbell
et al. 1960; Jennings and Stoker 2000), few political scientists have ex-
plored systematically the impact that having children has on political
views. The idea that being a parent has a significant political influence
on attitudes has been assumed in discussions about “soccer moms” and
“Nascar dads” 1 rather than established empirically.

In this article, we explore whether having a child affects public opin-
ion on social welfare policy, whether the effect of parenthood differs for
men and women, and whether that impact has varied over time. In brief,
our findings show that having children not only has a significant effect
but also affects the views of men and women differently. Women with
children under 18 in the home were significantly more liberal on social
welfare issues than women without children. For men, the presence of
children has no impact at minimum and may have induced greater con-
servatism in recent years. We also found that the impact of children has
grown stronger over time. We argue that the increasing impact of chil-
dren, as well as the increasingly divergent impact of children on women
and men, is the product of two related forces: the changing nature of the
American family, particularly the role of mothers, and its politicization.
Over the past two decades, the major parties and the media have mark-
edly increased the attention they have given to “family issues,” which in
turn has increasingly primed parents to use their familial roles in form-
ing political opinions.

The discovery of the “children gap” on social welfare policy and its
increasingly pronounced impact over the past two decades add to a fairly
new dimension of public opinion research, the political impact of par-
enthood. Moreover, this research holds important implications for our
understanding of the gender gap. Research has shown that men and
women have grown further apart on social welfare issues over the past
several decades (Kaufmann and Petrocik 1999; Shapiro and Mahajan
1986). Our findings indicate that having children magnifies this trend.

1. For two examples, see Liz Clarke, “In the Sun Belt, Politicians Vie for NASCAR Dads,” Wash-
ington Post, August 2, 2003, sec. A1, and Ron Brownstein, “Campaign 2000; Education Surfacing
as Key Issue for Bush,” Los Angeles Times, March 24, 2000. See also Clark and Clark 1999.
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Moreover, our findings highlight the need for future research into the
causes of the gender gap to include parental status in their analyses. At
the broadest level, our findings underscore the idea that the personal is
indeed political. The choices Americans make in their private lives, such
as whether or not to have children, have political consequences.

POLITICAL SOCIALIZATION AND THE IMPACT
OF CHILDREN

A growing number of studies have shown that the socialization process
can occur across the life span and that adult attitudes are capable of sig-
nificant change as a result of experiences such as entering the workforce
or getting married (Andersen and Cook 1985; Jennings and Stoker 2000;
Manza and Brooks 1998). Surprisingly, though, there has been minimal
research conducted on one of the most critical and life-impacting expe-
riences of many adults: having and raising children.

Intuitively, it seems that having children and the inherent responsibil-
ities, lifestyle changes, and new roles that raising children brings about
have the potential to instigate change in people’s worldview and politi-
cal attitudes. Indeed, one vein of feminist literature posits that women’s
role as mother lies at the root of their more compassionate views (Rud-
dick 1980; Sapiro 1982). Other work has attempted to explore the polit-
ical impact of parenthood empirically, finding that parents, particularly
mothers, were more likely to participate in political activities related
to children’s and education issues (Jennings 1979; Schlozman et al. 1995)
and that having children slightly depresses the participation and politi-
cal ambitions of mothers more so than fathers (Sapiro 1982, 1999).
Suggesting the intriguing possibility that perhaps parenting has a conser-
vatizing impact, Laura Arnold and Herbert Weisberg (1996) found that
married parents of young children were more likely to have voted for
George H. W. Bush than Bill Clinton, even when other variables were
controlled.

The most relevant finding for this study comes from Susan Howell
and Christine Day’s (2000) analysis of the factors contributing to the
gender gap across a broad spectrum of issues, including social welfare,
using 1996 National Election Study data. Their conclusion was that the
gender gap is complex, and that social, economic and psychological fac-
tors have differing levels of impact on women and men on different is-
sues. They briefly mention that having children produces a particularly
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pronounced gender gap on social welfare attitudes. In our study, we ex-
plicitly build on this finding by more comprehensively exploring the im-
pact of children on the social welfare attitudes of their parents and attempt
to unearth the reasons why such a gap has emerged and grown larger.

Attitudes on social welfare are particularly important to examine, for
several reasons. First, previous studies have documented that the primary
gap in public opinion between women and men occurs on social welfare
issues, with men being less supportive of government involvement and
spending than women (Andersen 1998; Shapiro and Mahajan 1986). It is
therefore important to investigate what role children play in enlarging,
minimizing, or complicating this gap. Second, there is widespread agree-
ment that issue attitudes are among the important variables explaining
gender differences in voting behavior, with social welfare issues playing a
particularly important role (Clark and Clark 1999; Kaufmann and Petro-
cik 1999; Mattei and Mattei 1998). By isolating the impact of children on
social welfare attitudes, we contribute to a fuller understanding of the out-
come of presidential and congressional races. Finally, since the 1930s,
social welfare issues have remained at the heart of partisan divisions in
the United States. Before the terrorist attacks of September 2001, the
major parties had been increasingly integrating family policies and pro-
family rhetoric into this role of government cleavage. By empirically exam-
ining the politicization of the family, this article adds new insights into
the evolving cleavages and structure of American politics.

EXPECTATIONS FOR THE IMPACT OF CHILDREN ON
PARENTS’ SOCIAL WELFARE ATTITUDES

Although having children introduces major change into the lives of both
mothers and fathers, we expect having children to have a greater impact
on the social welfare attitudes of women. Although many things have
changed within American families, women continue to take on a dispro-
portionately high share of the child-rearing and child-care responsibili-
ties (Aldous, Mulligan, and Bjarnason 1998; Burns, Schlozman, and
Verba 1997; Spain and Bianchi 1996) and remain more involved in their
children’s lives (Harris and Morgan 1991). One reason is that many
women choose motherhood as a career; nonetheless, research has shown
that even when both parents work outside the home, children remain
primarily the wife’s responsibility (Barnett and Shen 1997; Brines 1994;
Gerson 1993; Hayghe and Bianchi 1994).
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Not only do we expect children to have a greater impact on women,
but we also expect that the presence of children will have a liberalizing
impact on women’s social welfare attitudes. Having children may make
women more aware of the positive role that government social welfare
programs play in their lives. Arguably, women with children have a greater
interest in better public school education, more expansive health care,
public funding for day care, and, overall, a more active government than
do women without children. This is particularly true for single mothers,
mothers who live below the poverty line, and working mothers, since
they need to rely on someone or something else to manage all their
children’s caregiving. Second, mothers, whether employed or not, are
expected to nurture their children emotionally and physically to a greater
extent than are fathers (Chodorow 1979; Risman 1998; Sapiro 1983,
1999). According to some, the caretaking and nurturing experiences as-
sociated with having and raising children foster greater support for an
active government and progressive social welfare and economic policies
(Klein 1984; Smeal 1984; Welch and Hibbing 1992).

We also hypothesize that changes in the shape of the American family
over the past two decades have heightened the liberalizing impact of
children on women’s political attitudes. Census results show that birth
rates have been dropping and are now below the national average among
the highly educated and the wealthy. Parents have become increasingly
likely to be struggling economically and in need of government social
welfare programs (Bachu and O’Connell 2001). Second, more and more
women have been raising children on their own (Amott and Matthaei
1996; Spain and Bianchi 1996). According to the 2000 census results,
single parents now maintain 31% of family households with children
under 18, and women constitute the vast majority of these single parents
(Fields and Casper 2001). Raising children alone may intensify the par-
enthood experience, leading to greater parenthood effects. Additionally,
a disproportionately high number of these single-parent families are liv-
ing under the poverty level, heightening the need for support from the
government (Fields and Casper 2001). Another significant change to the
American family is that mothers, both single and married, are more likely
to be working now than ever before.2 Women with children under six
have been the fastest-growing segment of the labor force (Anderson and
Vail 1999, 360). The growing number of mothers working outside the

2. Robert Pear, “Far More Single Mothers Are Taking Jobs,” New York Times, November 5, 2000,
sec. 1, 28.
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household has undoubtedly changed the parenting experience by neces-
sitating an increased dependence on programs and people outside the
family. We hypothesize that these changes in the American family—
specifically the growth in the number of single mothers, mothers strug-
gling financially, and working mothers—will lead to more liberal social
welfare attitudes among women with children.

The expectations about men’s response to having and raising children
are not as clear. Existing studies have shown that having children has
relatively little impact on men’s sense of identity, their occupations, their
interests, and their political pursuits (Sapiro 1982, 1999). Sociological
research has consistently shown that men are significantly less involved
with their children than are women, although several studies show men
that are slightly more involved when at least one of their children is a
boy (Aldous, Mulligan, and Bjarnason 1998; Harris and Morgan 1991).
Since men play a lesser role in the child-rearing process—and are ex-
pected by society to play a smaller role (Risman 1998)—we would ex-
pect having children to have less impact on men overall. In addition,
since fathers are expected to be economic providers more than nurturers
(Burns, Schlozman, and Verba 1997; Risman 1998), fathers may view
active government and generous social welfare policies as an intrusion
of big, tax-and-spend government on their ability to provide economi-
cally for their children.

THE POLITICIZATION OF THE AMERICAN FAMILY

We expect the impact of parenthood to have become a stronger determi-
nant of social welfare attitudes over time, not only due to changes in the
American family highlighted here but also due to the increasing politi-
cization of the American family. Content analyses of media coverage,
speeches, and advertisements demonstrate that during the 1980s and
1990s, both parties and the media heavily emphasized the family and
family-friendly themes (Carroll 1999; Jamieson, Falk, and Sherr 1999;
Plutzer and McBurnett 1991; Weisberg and Kelly 1997).

To assess the extent to which politicians, the parties, and the media
have focused on family and children in their rhetoric and political sto-
ries, we conducted a systematic content analysis of two major news-
papers with national political coverage, the New York Times and the
Washington Post, across the 1984–2000 time period. We chose these two
newspapers because 1) they have the most extensive coverage of national
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political affairs, and 2) they are the only major national newspapers fully
archived on Lexis/Nexis over this entire time period. We examined New
York Times and Washington Post articles for the calendar year of each of
the five presidential election years in our analysis. We searched to see
how often the key words “children” or “family” were found in the lead
paragraph of stories along with “Republican” or “Democrat.” For con-
trol purposes, we also conducted parallel searches for key words, includ-
ing “social security” and “military spending.”

We found that the attention of the parties to issues of children and
family increased fairly dramatically over the time period. As Table 1 shows,
and Figure 1 depicts graphically, family and children have received in-
creasingly more attention in political stories over the past two decades.
In 1984, the New York Times contained 228 political stories (mentioning
Democrat or Republican) that mentioned “family” or “children,” and
by 1992 that number had increased to 601. The number of stories fo-
cused on family and children actually peaked in 1996 with 1127, which
is in keeping with the arguments of Susan Carroll (1999) and Kathleen
Hall Jamieson, Erika Falk, and Susan Sherr (1999). In the year 2000, the
number of political stories focusing on family and children declined from
the 1996 high, but remained well above the numbers from the 1980s.
The results from the Washington Post almost perfectly mirror those
of the Times, but with smaller overall numbers. The over-time nature of
the analysis essentially controls for other factors that may be contribut-
ing to the number of stories we found (i.e., the presence of stories about
the candidate’s families and children). Moreover, the results of searches
with alternative terms, such as “military spending” and “social security,”

Table 1. Frequency of partisan-oriented family/children stories in the New
York Times and the Washington Post, 1984–2000

New York Times Washington Post

“Democrat” or
“Republican”
with “family”

“Democrat” or
“Republican”

with “children”

“Democrat” or
“Republican”
with “family”

“Democrat” or
“Republican”

with “children”

1984 146 82 113 46
1988 184 80 176 73
1992 440 161 280 83
1996 651 476 433 198
2000 329 162 302 121
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did not show a similar increasing pattern. Because issues concerning fam-
ily policy have been gaining center stage, and a variety of political issues
from across the spectrum have been increasingly presented in terms of
their impact on the family, we expect to find that the politicizing impact
of having children will grow over time.

It is important to note that although the expanded use of the family
frame has been bipartisan, the direction of the message coming from the
two parties has been different. Republican candidates have emphasized
the importance of minimalist government as the best way to support and
strengthen the traditional American family. In 1992, Republican vice
presidential candidate Dan Quayle said, “We think lower taxes strengthen
families.” 3 Four years later, Republican presidential candidate Bob Dole
campaigned on a pledge to cut taxes by 15% so that more mothers could
stay home with their children and parents could “spend more time with
their children,” 4 while criticizing the Family and Medical Leave Act as
an inappropriate area for the “long arm of the federal government.” 5 In

3. E. J. Dionne, Jr., and Saundra Torry, “Quayle Recasts ‘Family Values’ in Terms of Domestic
Policy; Vice President Says Democrats’ Approach Differs,” Washington Post, August 28, 1992, sec.
A18.

4. David E. Rosenbaum, “The Nation; In a Debate, It’s Themes, Not Facts,” New York Times,
October 13, 1996, sec. 4, 4.

5. John F. Harris, “Clinton Pulls Punches; Ads Land Them; TV Spot Hits Dole on Family Leave
as President Pitches Welfare Overhaul,” Washington Post, September 11, 1996, sec. A10.

FIGURE 1. Mentions of “Democrat” or “Republican” with “family” or “chil-
dren” in the New York Times and Washington Post, 1984–2000.

458 LAUREL ELDER AND STEVEN GREENE

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1743923X06060144 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1743923X06060144


contrast, the Democrats argued that the federal government should play
an active and constructive role in helping children and families. Demo-
cratic candidates have advocated for more Head Start funding, job train-
ing for displaced and unemployed workers, and the passage of the Family
and Medical Leave Act as means of supporting and strengthening Amer-
ican families.6 In summary, although the politicization of the family has
been bipartisan, the content of the parties’ “family” messages has been
pushing parents in different ideological directions.

DATA AND METHODS

We examined the impact of children on public opinion using five presi-
dential election year National Election Studies: 2000, 1996, 1992, 1988,
and 1984. We explored the issue longitudinally to see if the impact of
children has changed as the gender gap has grown in recent years
(Chaney, Alvarez, and Nagler 1998; Pigg and Elder 1997). These NES
studies naturally contain a wealth of data on public opinion on major
issues, including social welfare policy. Importantly for present purposes,
all these NES data sets also determine whether or not there are children
under 18 living in the interviewed household. In addition to issue posi-
tions on social welfare policies, the presence of children in the home,
and gender, we include a variety of demographic and attitudinal vari-
ables to serve as controls in multivariate analyses. With a few minor ex-
ceptions to be noted, the question wording and coding for each variable
are the same for each NES.

Our analyses are rather straightforward. We compare the mean scores
on an index of social welfare attitudes for women, with and without
children at home, and for men, with and without children at home, in
1984, 1988, 1992, 1996, and 2000. Then, in order to determine the
independent impact of children, we use social welfare attitudes as the
dependent variable in which children at home is the key independent
variable and other demographic and attitudinal variables serve as con-
trols. Since not only parenthood but also other social and demographic
variables (e.g., education, marital status, age) may differentially affect
the social welfare attitudes of women and men, we follow the logic
laid forth in Nancy Burns, Kay Lehman Schlozman, and Sidney Verba’s

6. Maralee Schwartz, “Clinton Proposes 6-Point Program to Aid Families; Candidate Faults Both
GOP, Democrats on ‘Family Values,’ ” Washington Post, May 22, 1992, A20.
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2001 study (pp. 48–50) and estimate these models separately for men
and women in each election year. The advantage of this approach is
that it rejects the unwarranted assumption that men’s and women’s expe-
riences affect their social welfare attitudes in the same ways, and thus
allows each independent variable to take on different values for each
sex. Our final analysis (presented in Table 4) focuses specifically on the
2000 data. In this analysis, we compare the mean scores on our com-
plete social welfare index of dads versus non-dads and moms and non-
moms within various demographic segments of the population. These
comparisons provide insight into how parenthood effects interact with
demographic factors that our hypotheses indicate are significant, such
as income, marital status, and employment.

Variables

The dependent variable in all of our analyses is an index of attitudes
toward government social welfare policy. We use a truncated version of
the social welfare index featured in Howell and Day (2000). We origi-
nally created an index using respondents’ self-placement on seven-point
scales for the issues of government spending and services, guaranteed
job/standard of living, and government involvement in health care, along
with all relevant spending items available for each year from among the
following: spending on social security, food stamps, public schools, stu-
dent aid, the homeless, child care, and poor people. In order to have
true comparability over the years 1984 to 2000, however, our final index
includes only the variables that appear in all five of these data sets—the
three seven-point measures, along with spending on social security, food
stamps, and public schools. The issues were coded such that higher
numbers indicated more liberal positions. In keeping with Howell and
Day, each variable was standardized and the index is the mean of these
standardized values. For our analyses strictly limited to the year 2000,
we used all available data; therefore, our policy index additionally in-
cludes the items for spending on welfare, aid to poor, and child care.
(Complete descriptions of variables and their coding are available in the
appendix.)

Our independent variables can be grouped into three general catego-
ries: basic demographics, employment type and status, and attitudes and
values. Demographic variables used include household income, age, mar-
ital status (married vs. not married), race (white vs. nonwhite), educa-
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tion (highest level completed), and children in the household.7 Three
variables address the potential impact of employment that may vary be-
tween men and women. The first simply indicates whether or not the
respondent is currently employed outside the home. We also include
working for the government and working in a service/helping-based oc-
cupation (e.g., teacher, doctor, firefighter, nurse), as distribution in these
professions and the impact on social welfare attitudes may vary by gen-
der. We expect that employment in a government job and employment
in helping/service professions should lead to more liberal social welfare
policy positions (Dalto, Slagter, and Tankersley 2000).

We include five measures of values and attitudes. Given the pervasive-
ness of the gender gap in partisanship (e.g., Andersen 1998; Kaufmann
and Petrocik 1999), a party identification control variable is included. As
surveys have shown that women are more religious than men (Conover
1988; Cook and Wilcox 1991), we include a variable for religious impor-
tance. We also include NES indices of both traditional values and egal-
itarian values. Finally, we include feminist values using an adjusted
feeling thermometer toward the women’s movement. Since women and
men may vary along many of these factors, as well as having children at
home, the inclusion of all of these additional factors in a multivariate
analysis allows us to determine the independent impact of children on
public opinion.

THE GROWING CHILDREN GAP AND THE POLITICIZATION
OF AMERICAN PARENTS

Our first significant findings are that having children does impact the
social welfare attitudes of their parents and that this impact is gendered.
The effect of children was the most pronounced among women, which
fits our expectations since, in the aggregate, children play a much greater
role in the lives of their female parents than their male parents. The
bivariate comparisons in Table 2 show that women with children under
18 are significantly more liberal than their childless counterparts in ev-
ery presidential election year from 1984 through 2000. The multivariate
analyses in Table 3 demonstrate that even with a thorough set of con-

7. Although many studies addressing gender gaps restrict the sample to white persons only, we
believe that in this study it is most appropriate to include persons of all races. Though minorities
will likely start from a more liberal baseline, in many ways having children should have a universal
impact, regardless of one’s race or ethnicity. Furthermore, when we do conduct analyses on whites
only, the results are essentially unchanged.
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trols, having children in the household predicts more liberal social wel-
fare attitudes among mothers from 1992 to 2000.8 Because the impact of
children holds up in more recent years even when other potentially con-
founding variables are taken into account, our results support the idea
that there is something about “being a mother” that influences women’s
attitudes. This widespread impact provides at least indirect support for
the “maternal thinking” argument that the act of nurturing a child per se
fosters a more liberal, compassionate worldview (Ruddick 1980, 1989;
Sapiro 1982).

Our analyses as presented in Tables 2 and 3 also show intriguing trends.
The overall impact of having children has been growing, and it appears
to be pushing women and men further apart in terms of their attitudes
on social welfare policy. Thus, the presence of children reinforces the
growing gender gap on social welfare issues noted by others (Kaufmann
and Petrocik 1999; Shapiro and Mahajan 1986). We argue that these
results are the product of two interrelated processes: the changing Amer-
ican family combined with the “politicization of the family” discussed
previously. Over the past two decades (until 9/11), the political debate
has moved away from international concerns and has focused more
on issues concerning the family—from family values to health care to
education. Across the 1980s and 1990s, the parties and their candidates

8. Although the statistical significance of the children-at-home variable for women is only p, .10
for 1992, we are confident of this result, given that the statistical significance is below p, .05 when
using the full index comprising all the available social welfare items in the 1992 data set.

Table 2. Mean position on social welfare issues by gender and children,
1984–2000

Year
Female without

Children
Female with

Children
Male without

Children
Male with
Children

2000 .041 .182 −.075a −.165a

1996 .060 .221 −.098a −.174a

1992 .079 .183 −.101a −.146a

1988 .037 .184 −.135a −.055a

1984 .033 .211 −.094a −.094a

Note: Cell entries are mean position social welfare policy scale, which consists of the mean score on
standardized variables (mean of 0, s.d., of 1) measuring various aspects of social welfare policies.
More negative values represent conservative positions and more positive values represent more lib-
eral positions. Means in the same row that do not share a common “ a” are significantly different at
p, .05.
Source: 1984, 1988, 1992, 1996, and 2000 National Election Studies.
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increasingly framed issues in ways that emphasized the benefits for chil-
dren and the family as illustrated in the media analysis displayed in
Table 1. This increased rhetoric about the family appears to have primed
parents to think about politics in terms of the family (Carroll 1999). The
effect of the “politicization of the family” is perhaps most clearly shown
by the correspondence between the data analyses in Table 3 and the

Table 3. Demographics predicting social welfare position, by gender

2000 1996 1992

Male Female Male Female Male Female

Constant −.200 −.054 .228 −.119 .003 .237
(.195) (.178) (.191) (.173) (.151) (.142)

PID −.089** −.069** −.097** −.080** −.073** −.067**
(.012) (.011) (.011) (.009) (.010) (.009)

Age .000 −.002 −.004* −.001 −.287** −.357**
(.002) (.001) (.002) (.001) (.100) (.086)

Household income −.016* −.005 −.008 −.014** −.012** −.012**
(.007) (.007) (.004) (.004) (.004) (.003)

Married −.053 −.111 .055 −.015 −.015 −.018
(.051) (.045) (.049) (.042) (.044) (.038)

Race .081 .075 .210** .164** .135* .117**
(.068) (.057) (.063) (.052) (.054) (.048)

Education −.031* −.050** −.059** −.045** −.042** −.047**
(.016) (.015) (.014) (.013) (.012) (.013)

Religious importance .051 −.018 .191** .034 .049 −.048
(.051) (.053) (.047) (.048) (.041) (.046)

Employed .025 −.015 −.042 −.027 −.067 −.070
(.057) (.044) (.058) (.041) (.049) (.036)

Traditional values −.092** −.010 −.150** −.032 −.087** −.032
(.030) (.027) (.029) (.026) (.023) (.022)

Government job .066 .156** .153** .071 .099* .047
(.064) (.055) (.053) (.044) (.048) (.047)

Helping/service job .044 −.064 .262** .063 .024 .013
(.077) (.055) (.082) (.052) (.067) (.053)

Feminism .002 .002 .003* .004** .002 .003**
(.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001)

Egalitarian values .240** .161** .184** .208** .190** .144**
(.032) (.030) (.029) (.025) (.025) (.023)

Children at home −.024 .136** −.038 .131** .031 .065+
(.055) (.049) (.049) (.042) (.043) (.039)

Number 560 652 598 738 852 951
R2 .380 .247 .480 .430 .347 .296

Note: Cell entries are unstandardized OLS coefficients. Standard errors are in parentheses.
*p, .05, ** p, .01, two-tailed tests; +p, .10, two-tailed test.
Source: 2000, 1996, 1992, 1988, and 1984 National Election Studies.
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media analysis in Table 1. When media and political attention to the
family moves to and remains at a consistently higher level, so does the
impact of children on the social welfare attitudes of women. There is a
very large jump in political news stories about family in 1992, and this
is also the first year in which the motherhood effect remains significant
in multivariate models. Moreover, the coefficients for the impact of

Table 3. Continued

1988 1984

Male Female Male Female

Constant .036 .066 −.561** −.703**
(.181) (.156) (.175) (.175)

PID −.080** −.063** −.071** −.047**
(.011) (.009) (.011) (.010)

Age −.002 −.002 −.006** −.001
(.002) (.001) (.002) (.001)

Household income −.019** −.019** −.006 −.015**
(.004) (.004) (.004) (.004)

Married −.016 .032 .029 −.025
(.051) (.041) (.051) (.046)

Race .183* .144** .291** .156**
(.073) (.051) (.068) (.060)

Education −.047** −.029* −.038** −.016
(.013) (.014) (.010) (.011)

Religious importance .042 −.022 .088* .059
(.046) (.048) (.045) (.055)

Employed −.070 −.053 −.090 .027
(.062) (.040) (.058) (.052)

Traditional values −.104** −.024 — —
(.028) (.025)

Government job .113* .023 −.018 .025
(.054) (.047) (.063) (.062)

Helping/service job .006 .039 — —
(.082) (.053)

Feminism −.001 .002** .002* .001
(.001) (.001) (.001) (.001)

Egalitarian values .231** .164** .267** .282**
(.028) (.024) (.027) (.029)

Children at home .095+ .032 —.010 .072
(.050) (.041) (.049) (.046)

Number 636 816 726 672
R2 .382 .286 .350 .305

Source: 2000, 1996, 1992, 1988, and 1984 National Election Studies.
Note: Cell entries are unstandardized OLS coefficients. Standard Errors are in parentheses.
*p, .05, ** p, .01, two-tailed test.
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children on women increase significantly in 1996 as the attention to these
issues reach an all-time high.

Not only has increased family rhetoric over the 1990s primed people
to think about politics in terms of the family, but it also appears to have
affected the attitudes of both fathers and mothers in distinct ways. Moth-
ers appear to have responded to the politicization of the family by em-
bracing the Democratic Party’s liberal, pro-government message, while
fathers show some indications of having shifted toward the conservative,
less-government argument of the Republicans.

Women’s heightened responsiveness to the Democrats’ pro-
government family rhetoric makes sense for two reasons. On the most
basic level, women are more likely to respond to the liberal social wel-
fare appeals of Democrats because women are a disproportionately lib-
eral and Democratic group. Political appeals by parties are much more
likely to reinforce and reinvigorate existing beliefs than to attract new
converts (Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1995). Beyond the reinforcing ef-
fects of partisanship, Table 4 suggests that the Democratic message may
be powerful for mothers because it resonates with the changing reality of
their lives. Although, for women, having children at home was associ-
ated with more liberal social welfare attitudes across the board, Table 4

Table 4. 2000 Social welfare attitudes by gender and children

Subcategory

Female—
No

Children

Female—
with

Children

Male—
No

Children

Male—
with

Children

Full sample .043* .176* −.070* −.188*
Highest income quartile −.036 .065 −.128 −.165
Lowest income quartilea .062** .201** −.035* −.154*
Above HS education −.007 .081 −.140* −.272*
HS education onlya .108** .341** .035 .027
Married −.051* .051* −.166 −.251
Not marrieda .113** .390** .007 .098
White .007* .095* −.134* −.245*
Nonwhite .298* .463* .287 .145
Religion not important .113 .245 −.087 −.154
Religion important .027* .160* −.063* −.202*
Employed .021** .185** −.112* −.228*
Not employeda .061 .162 −.248 .112

Note: Since several of the subgroupings are correlated with race, an a superscript indicates that
significant differences observed in these groups remain when the sample is further restricted to
whites.
*Indicates that within a particular gender, means are statistically distinct at p, .05.
**Indicates that within a particular gender, means are statistically distinct at p , .01.

THE CHILDREN GAP ON SOCIAL WELFARE 465

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1743923X06060144 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1743923X06060144


shows that the disparity in attitudes between women with and without
children is greater among some demographic subgroups than it is in the
full sample. The effect is the greatest among unmarried women, women
of lower socioeconomic status, and women who are working, precisely
the subgroups of mothers who have been increasing in number across
the past several decades. In their daily routines, these subgroups of moth-
ers are particularly likely to see firsthand the need for more government
spending and services so that they and their children can have access to a
good-quality public education, affordable child care, and decent health
care, and rely on government programs to support and care for their chil-
dren (Deitch 1988; Erie and Rein 1988; May and Stephenson 1994; Piven
1985). Additionally, the Republican message of tax cuts so that women
can stay home with their children is singularly unsuited—and perhaps
offensive—to single moms as well as to two-parent families struggling to
stay above the poverty level with two wage earners. As the partisan rhet-
oric over families has heated up, mothers seem to have been increas-
ingly compelled by the Democratic Party’s message (or repelled by that
of the Republicans) to embrace more liberal social welfare positions.

Meanwhile, as the parties and media ratcheted up their emphasis on
family politics during the 1990s, men may have been moving toward the
smaller government message of the Republicans. In the bivariate com-
parisons in Table 2, men with children and without are not statistically
distinct at the p , .05 level in any of the five years. It is worth noting,
however, that starting in 1992, the gap between fathers and non-fathers—
with fathers being more conservative—grows every year, and that these
differences are significant at the p , .10 level in each of these cases.
Although not definitive, it appears that in recent years men, in direct
contrast to women, may have begun to associate the care of children
with the need for less social welfare spending and fewer programs. Since
men are a more Republican group in the aggregate, it makes sense that
they would be more receptive to the arguments of the Republican Party.
Moreover, the message of the Republican Party about family meshes bet-
ter with the role expectations and realities of male parents. A large and
active government, which pursues social welfare spending at the ex-
pense of taxpayers, may be seen as an intrusion by men on their ability to
support their families financially, a theme the Republican Party increas-
ingly emphasized across the 1990s. Turning once again to Table 4, we
see strong, if indirect, evidence for this argument. In 2000, having chil-
dren under 18 in the home makes men overall more conservative on
social welfare issues than are their childless counterparts. However, the
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men who are particularly pushed in a conservative direction by having
children are white, highly educated men who are employed, precisely
the group who seems to be the target for the GOP’s family-values message.

Despite the suggestive results regarding fatherhood and social welfare
attitudes in Table 2 and Table 4, the multivariate models do not support
the conclusion that fatherhood makes men more conservative. In only
one of the five models, 1988, does the children-at-home variable signifi-
cantly impact the social welfare attitudes of men, and not in the ex-
pected direction.9 Although the models for men do not provide the
straightforward results that one would prefer, they do clearly confirm
that having children in the home has a much more dramatic political
impact on women than it does on men. Moreover, these models show
that fathers have shifted away from sharing the liberal tendency of women
that male parents show in 1988. Taken in their totality, our results dem-
onstrate that over the past two decades, men are, at minimum, unaffected
by having children, in considerable contrast to the growing liberalizing
effect parenthood appears to have on women. Moreover, this study has
shown that the gender-mediated impact of children seemed to reach full
impact in the 1990s and, since then, has continued to remain present in
the electorate.

CONCLUSION

Public opinion is supposed to be the great engine of democracy, deter-
mining what government does (Page, Shapiro, and Dempsey 1987), but
scholars are still far from uncovering all the factors that shape public
opinion. In this article, we have examined the political impact of parent-
hood on adult men and women, an underresearched but potentially fruit-
ful and significant area of study. We found that the increased politicization
of the family during the past two decades has been a bipartisan phenom-
enon, but that the content of the two major parties’ messages has acted
to polarize male and female parents, creating a significant “children gap”
in the American electorate.

Not only do our findings enrich our understanding of public opinion
and, more specifically, the gender gap in public opinion, but to some
degree they also contribute to a more thorough understanding of the

9. As to the interesting anomaly of 1988, we offer little in the way of explanation. A much more
thorough analysis of this unique election year context is likely required to explain why 1988 is
unique among men with children.
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gender gap in voting. Recent studies find that a considerable portion of
the gender gap can be explained by the different issue positions of men
and women, especially on social welfare issues (e.g., Andersen 1998; Clark
and Clark 1999; Kaufmann and Petrocik 1999; Manza and Brooks 1998).
Thus, while M. Kent Jennings and Laura Stoker (2000) have shown that
marriage plays a role in minimizing the gender gap in policy attitudes as
well as voting, having children appears to contribute to a widening of the
gap since having children pushes women’s attitudes in a distinctively lib-
eral direction.

By showing that the personal is political, and that having children
does shape the political views of their parents on social welfare issues, we
believe that we have identified an interesting and significant area for
further research. We are hopeful that future studies can reveal a fuller
and more detailed picture of how having children, certainly one of the
most dramatically life-changing experiences, impacts the political world-
view of parents. Although this study focused on social welfare issues, we
believe that where possible, further studies should explore other issue
domains and political experiences where children in the household may
impact the opinions of women, men, or both sexes. Moreover, we be-
lieve it is important to expand questions about parenting and children
on political surveys, that is, including questions to identify the sex of
children, the existence of grown children, and the level of parental in-
volvement for respondents, so that we can develop a richer understand-
ing of how the child-rearing experience affects political attitudes.
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APPENDIX: VARIABLES AND CODING

Social Welfare Policy Index: Index of responses on issues of the seven-point scales for
government spending, government guaranteed job, and government involvement in
health care, along with responses to more/less government spending on food stamps,
social security, and public schools. For analyses conducted for 2000 only (i.e., Table 4),
the index also includes spending on welfare, aid to poor, and child care. Constituent
variables are standardized and index is mean of standardized variables. Positive values
indicate more liberal responses. Range: −2.98 to 1.20.

Children at home: Dummy variable scored 1 if respondent has child(ren) 18 or
under living at home, 0 otherwise.

Household income: NES 24-point scale of income.
Education: NES seven-point scale indicating highest level of education.
Married: Dummy variable scored 1 if respondent is married, 0 otherwise.
Race: Dummy variable scored 1 if respondent is a minority, 0 otherwise.
Age: Age in years.
Religious importance: Scored 1 if respondent indicates that religion is an important

part of life, 0 if it is not.
Employment: Scored 1 if respondent is currently employed, 0 otherwise.
Government job: Scored 1 if respondent works or has worked for the government, 0

otherwise.
Helping/service occupation: Scored 1 if respondent is in occupation geared towards

helping or service to others, 0 otherwise. Examples are teacher, firefighter, nurse, and so
on. Based on collapsed Census occupation codes. Unavailable in 1984 data.

Party identification: NES seven-point scale ranging from 0, Strong Democrat, to 6,
Strong Republican.

Feminism: Adjusted feeling thermometer score toward “women’s movement.” Simi-
lar to measures of feminism and feminist consciousness in earlier research, the thermom-
eter score is adjusted for individual variation in the meaning of the scale by subtracting
the mean of all other postelection thermometer measures (i.e., Cook 1999; Cook and
Wilcox 1991; Wilcox, Sigelman, and Cook 1989).

Traditional values: Mean of response (strongly disagree to strongly agree) to series of
questions about traditional values. 1–5 scale, with 5 being most traditional. Unavailable
in 1984 data. Questions include “newer lifestyles are contributing to the breakdown of
society”; “the world is always changing and we should adjust our moral views to those
changes”; “the country would have fewer problems if there were more emphasis on tra-
ditional family ties”; and “we should be more tolerant of people who choose to live by
their own moral standards.”
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Egalitarian values: Mean of response (strongly disagree to strongly agree) to series of
questions about egalitarian values. 1–5 scale, with 5 being most egalitarian. Questions
include “Our society should do whatever is necessary to make sure that everyone has an
equal opportunity to succeed”; “We have gone too far in pushing equal rights in this
country”; “One of the big problems in this country is that we don’t give everyone an
equal chance”; “This country would be better off if we worried less about how equal
people are”; and “If people were treated more equally in this country we would have
many fewer problems.”
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