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Much of the vast literature on the substantive representation of women takes as its point of departure
important a priori assumptions about the nature of women as a group. Calling for a rethink of many
of those assumptions, a recent body of work recommends an inductive approach to defining women’s
interests. In line with this view, this article draws on a recently constructed dataset that codes nearly a
million Americans’ policy priorities over the past 75 years to explore what constitutes women’s interests
and whether gender differences in priorities cut across partisan and racial divisions. The results suggest
there are consistent gender gaps across a large number of policy categories, with women showing particu-
lar concern for policy areas traditionally associated with issues of ‘women’s interests’. While in many pol-
icy areas women were more likely to share policy priorities with other women than with their male
counterparts of the same race or partisan background, the results also document considerable heterogen-
eity among women in various policy areas, which has major policy implications for the representation of
women’s interests.
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A large strand of research in gender and politics has long focused on the substantive representa-
tion of women since Pitkin’s (1967) seminal work on representation. A growing body of research
delves further into the conditionality of (and assumptions related to) the substantive representa-
tion of women in legislatures (Childs 2004; Celis et al. 2014; Celis and Childs 2008; Childs and
Krook 2009; Celis and Childs 2020). The bulk of this scholarly work emphasizes the inevitable
necessity to rethink some important a priori assumptions about the nature of women as a
group (Reingold and Swers 2011) – primarily the assumption that there are ‘issues’ or ‘interests’
that all women, both in legislatures and within the mass public, share in common. However,
scholars have yet to reach a consensus on how to objectively define ‘women’s interests’ and
whether distinct subgroups of women prioritize a common set of issues, despite its centrality
to the study of women’s representation.

This lack of consensus on defining ‘women’s interests’ arguably stems mainly from scholars’
increasing willingness to ‘undertake empirical studies sensitive to “creative” accounts of representa-
tion, which simultaneously recognize diversity among women,…given that women in society hold
different views and awide arrayof actors…make claims on behalf of “women” as a group’ (Celis et al.
2014, 151). Indeed, althoughwomen’s shared experiences likely result in commonalities in their per-
ceived priorities (Mansbridge 1999; Philips 1995; Sapiro 1981), gender’s intersection with race, class
and partisanship necessitates the recognition of women’s heterogeneity as a group (Huddy, Cassese
and Lizotte 2008; Smooth 2011; Celis andChilds 2020). Therefore group interestsmust be cautiously
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conceptualized when the group under investigation is too diverse to generalize (Hakim 1996a).With
these concerns in mind, recent scholarship recommends adopting an inductive approach to
women’s interests and avoiding a priori definitions that are often ‘context-related and subject to evo-
lution’ (Celis 2007, 87; Celis et al. 2014; Reingold and Swers 2011).

The present study contributes to this discussion in two important ways. First, I take the
‘inductive approach’ a step further by examining women’s policy priorities in the broader popu-
lation over a long period of time. As Campbell, Childs and Lovenduski (2010 174) succinctly
explained, ‘one way to circumvent the vexed problem of defining “objective” interests is to
focus instead on preferences of constituents as expressed in survey data…[as] an alignment of
political beliefs and values between women politicians and women in the electorate is a minimum
requirement for “women to act for women”’. Quite surprisingly, studies utilizing a priori defini-
tions of women’s interests assume that differences in policy concerns between men and women
within the mass public will be automatically reproduced among elected officials due to shared
experiences and perspectives (Mansbridge 1999; Philips 1995; Sapiro 1981). Yet Celis et al.
(2014, 154) warn that this assumption discounts ‘the perspectives of women in civil society by
emphasizing the role of female elected officials’.

The study’s second contribution is its focus on gender’s intersectionality with race and partisan-
ship. Few would disagree with the observation that women’s heterogeneity as a group is much more
pronounced within the mass public than it is in legislatures, which has important implications for
the study of women’s representation. For one thing, if women’s everyday needs and perceived pri-
orities vary considerably across different demographic and political divisions, then this would fur-
ther complicate scholarly efforts to determine who represents women and what constitutes
‘women’s interests’. To that end, I examine the following questions: Do women’s interests differ
from those of men in the mass public? Are women more likely to share policy priorities with
other women than with their male counterparts of the same race and same partisan background?

The rest of the article proceeds as follows. I first review the literature on gender differences in
the policy priorities and preferences of citizens and representatives, and then demonstrate the
advantages of using ‘the most important problem’ (MIP) questions in answering my research
questions. Leveraging a recently constructed dataset that content codes over 930,000
Americans’ responses to open-ended MIP questions from 1939–2015 (Heffington, Park and
Williams 2019), I show that women differ considerably from men in policy priorities, especially
in policy areas that are often considered to be ‘women’s interests’. Women are more likely than
men to prioritize issues such as health policy, education, housing, poverty, family and children,
welfare and crime, whereas men are more likely to prioritize issues concerning foreign trade,
economic and foreign policies, farming, energy sources, taxes, corruption and immigration.
Furthermore, I show that while the gender gap tends to overshadow partisan and racial differ-
ences in policy priorities, the large heterogeneity among women must be taken into account
when considering women’s representation in politics. The concluding section discusses the impli-
cations of these findings for the study of representation of interests.

The Missing link in the Study of the Substantive Representation of Women
Much research from across the globe documents strong empirical evidence that male and female
legislators’ policy priorities and preferences differ considerably (Bäck, Debus and Müller 2014;
Childs and Withey 2004; Schwindt-Bayer 2010; Swers 2001, 2002; Taylor-Robinson and Heath
2003; Wängnerud 2009). The broad consensus in this literature is that female legislators are
more likely than their male counterparts to prioritize what are generally referred to as ‘women’s
issues’, ‘women’s interests’ or ‘feminine issues’ (see Lawless 2015; Wängnerud 2009 for overview).
The well-documented gender differences in the legislative behavior of men and women led scho-
lars to conclude that ‘[e]lecting more women reduces the possibility that politicians will overlook
gender-salient issues’ (Lawless 2015, 358).
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However, some of the key assumptions behind the notion of substantive representation have not
been subjected to systematic empirical tests despite their normative importance (Campbell, Childs
and Lovenduski 2010, 174; Celis et al. 2008, 2014). Not only do scholarly opinions diverge as to
what constitutes the set of policy interests and priorities that women are believed to share in common;
we also know little about the degree towhich the policy priorities of women in legislatures differ from
women’s interests and priorities in the broader population. After all, in order for descriptive represen-
tation to translate into substantive representation, as Bratton and Ray (2002, 430) remind us, ‘there
must be gender differences within the mass public – differences in opinion or interests that can be
‘represented’ at the elite level’. Oneway to fill this gap in the literature is to devote more effort to iden-
tifying gender differences in policy priorities within themass public across awide range of policy areas
in a fashion similar to studies of women’s representation in legislatures.

To better understand the link between representatives and the represented, it is important to
shift the theoretical focus from policy preferences to policy priorities. Recent scholarship has
shown that representational inequalities originate in the very early stage of the policy-making
process – in the agenda-setting stage (Flavin and Franko 2017). In contrast, policy preferences
(for example, whether the government should spend more on a policy area) come into play
later in the policy-making process, when elected officials discuss the plan of action to address
a societal problem. Therefore, it is surprising that much of what we know about gender differ-
ences in the public is restricted to preferences; we know much less about priorities across policy
areas. As Jones and Baumgartner (2005, 250) convincingly put it, ‘most scholarship on represen-
tation focuses on the correspondence in the policy positions of representatives and the repre-
sented…but this approach is incomplete, because it neglects priorities among issues. How
representative is a legislative action that matches the policy preferences of the public on a low-
priority issue but ignores high-priority issues?’ (p. 250). Similarly, in an attempt to document
the problems associated with indices of policy preferences based on ideology (such as ‘policy lib-
eralism’), Broockman (2016, 206) argues that ‘what appears to be a legislator providing ‘good
representation’ on an ideological index can correspond to very poor representation in reality if
legislators do not match their constituents on the actual issues that go into the index’. These
observations support the idea that a closer look at gender differences in priorities would advance
our understanding of the substantive representation of women in important ways.

Gender Differences in Policy Priorities
Thus far, research on gender differences in policy priorities has focused heavily on representatives.
Much less attention has been devoted to the question of whether there are similar gender-related
differences within the mass public. Previous research on gender differences in policy priorities
and attitudes in the broader population has only examined a handful of policy issues with generic
attitude questions (see Norris 2003 for an overview). According to Kellstedt, Peterson and Ramirez
(2010, 479), this work ‘has been almost entirely cross-sectional, focusing on the gender differences
that exist at any one point in time’. Stated differently, although scholars exploring gender differences
in legislative attention have used systematic, content-coded data from multiple points in time, the
empirical examination of gender differences within the mass public has been limited to generic atti-
tude questions that have failed to reveal which issues compete for space and priority in the public’s
agenda. Instead, such generic questions have proven useful in exploring gender differences in pre-
ferences and attitudes regarding the most salient issues of the day. While this approach has its own
benefits, it does not allow us to investigate various research questions that are of great importance to
the study of substantive representation: What are women’s policy concerns within the mass public,
and do they align with what scholars focusing on political representation refer to as ‘women’s
interests’? Do gender differences in policy priorities cut across racial and partisan divisions?

Empirical evidence from rather distinct fields of inquiry suggests that women differ from men
in some broad ways. According to these studies, women tend to be more co-operative, caring and
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nurturing (Chodorow 1978), more liberal and egalitarian (Shapiro and Mahajan 1986), and more
sympathetic to disadvantaged groups such as the poor and minorities (Cook and Wilcox 1991;
Gilens 1988). Sociological research shows that women differ from men in values and perspectives
due to differing socializations and experiences (Beutel and Marini 1995). Prior studies also con-
tend that gender role beliefs interact with the division of labor to strengthen gender differences in
behavior and attitudes (Eagly and Wood 2016). The resulting differences in empathic response,
helping behavior and fairness are consistent with the predictions of various sociological and
psychological theories (Eagly and Crowley 1986; Eagly and Steffen 1986). For instance, relative
to men, women are significantly less supportive of military action in foreign policy (Fite,
Genest, and Wilcox 1990), more supportive of crime prevention (Hurwitz and Smithey 1998;
Miller, Rossi and Simpson 1986), show greater concern for war casualties and terrorist attacks
(Bendyna et al. 1996; Huddy et al. 2005) and the security of their neighborhood (Burns and
Schumaker 1987). Building on the findings obtained from decades of research, Page and
Shapiro (2010, 296) conclude that women care more than men about ‘compassion issues’ that
concern the advancement and empowerment of the needy, poor and socially disadvantaged.
Women are also less responsive to changes in government policies (Kellstedt, Peterson, and
Ramirez 2010), which highlights the relative stability of women’s policy preferences and priorities.
Recent studies demonstrate that gender differences in internalized norms, emphatic concern and
support for social harmony are indeed so consistent that they are highly consequential for elec-
tion outcomes (Harteveld et al. 2019; Harteveld and Ivarsflaten 2018; Ondercin 2017).

Focusing on the origins of gender differences in public opinion and political decision making,
Huddy, Cassese and Lizotte (2008) reviewed different fields of scholarly inquiry, considering
three broad explanations for the observed gender differences in politics: socialization and person-
ality, gender and feminist consciousness, and self-interest. The socialization and personality per-
spective suggests that political attitudes can be traced back to differences between men and
women in personality traits such as agreeableness, empathy and assertiveness. The authors sug-
gest that such differences translate into differences in basic values such as egalitarianism, govern-
ment activism and antimilitarism, which may help to explain broader differences in policy
preferences and priorities. Building on studies of socialization, Eagly’s (2013) theory of gender
differences provides a slightly different account: she argues that women’s differing socialization
and gender role expectations drive the variations in political attitudes. This body of research
posits that women’s orientation toward responsibility for others, particularly for the less privi-
leged, is a product of gendered social roles and socialization, and such gender differences manifest
themselves in attitudes toward public policies (Beutel and Marini 1995).

The gender and feminist consciousness approach to examining gender differences in attitudes
focused on women’s participation in social movements and support for feminist policies (Conover
1988). While this approach has attracted considerable scholarly attention, Huddy, Cassese and
Lizotte (2008) suggest that it explains a rather small portion of gender differences in attitudes and pol-
icy priorities. Similarly, the authors point out that the self-interest approach, which builds on the con-
tention that economically vulnerable women are more likely to prioritize certain types of policies, has
received limited empirical support in public opinion research. Taken together, although Huddy,
Cassese and Lizotte (2008) suggest that all three explanations fall short in various respects, their review
of the vast literature implies that women’s differing social roles and socialization may be the driving
force behind their collective interest in a common set of policy issues.

The above discussion suggests that women and men might prioritize different sets of policy issues
due to their differing social roles, socialization and self-interests. This view has received strong empir-
ical support from various strands of research (Lawless 2015). In Reingold’s (2008, 130) words:

[W]omen in public office frequently are expected – by voters, activists, and researchers
alike – to care more about, know more about, and do more about ‘women’s issues,’ whether
they are defined strictly in feminist terms (for example, women’s rights) or more broadly as
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issues related to women’s traditional roles as caretakers (for example, social welfare)…A
large body of research confirms these popular expectations. Across time, office, and political
parties, women, more often than men, take the lead on women’s issues, no matter how such
issues are defined. In interviews, surveys, press releases, and newsletters, women office-
holders are more likely to express concern about such issues and claim them as their own.

Although socialization theories make a convincing case as to why women may be collectively
more concerned about a set of policy issues, newer work reminds us of important theoretical pro-
blems associated with ‘the all-too-common assumption that the experiences of one group of
women are indicative of the experiences of all women’ (Wolbrecht 2008, 9). Essentializing gen-
dered patterns in experiences, this assumption also overlooks how gender interacts with other
identities to shape policy priorities and attitudes (Wängnerud 2009, 61). As sociologists and pol-
itical scientists have argued, the needs and personal experiences of subgroups of women are often
dissimilar (Cassese, Barnes and Branton 2015; Hakim 1996a, 1996b; Smooth 2011; Celis and
Childs 2020), which requires us to pay careful attention to the intersectionality of gender with
other social identities. For instance, Orey et al. (2007, 103) report that the challenges facing racial
minorities center around poverty and employment, housing, crime, health care and education
because of their shared experiences, which in turn strengthens the association between racial atti-
tudes and government policies (Steinbugler, Press and Dias 2006; Tesler 2012). Page and Shapiro
(2010) suggest that African Americans are more likely than Whites to favor government spending
on redistributive policies and less likely to support military spending and foreign involvements.
Highlighting the similarities between disadvantaged groups within society, Hawkesworth (2003,
531) contends that ‘racialization may produce marked commonalities of privilege between men
and women of the dominant race/ethnic groups and of disadvantage among men and women
of the subordinate racial/ethnic groups…[whereas] gendering may produce particular commona-
lities….among women across race and ethnic groups and among men across race and ethnic
groups’. That is to say, certain subgroups of women and racial minorities may hold distinct policy
preferences and priorities due to their unique experiences in society (Reingold and Smith 2012).

Partisanship further complicates attempts to define women’s interests. Analyzing the inter-
action between party identification and gender in the United States, several studies document
strong evidence of within-party gender gaps across various policy areas (Dittmar,
Sanbonmatsu and Carroll 2018; Dolan 2014). Studies of public opinion in the United States
and Europe show that there are predictable ideological differences between men and women,
and that ideological sorting along party lines leads to partisan gender gaps (Barnes and
Cassese 2017; Jelen, Thomas and Wilcox 1994). Such gender differences are apparent particularly
in the United States, where women hold much more liberal views than men and increasingly
identify with the Democratic Party (Shapiro and Mahajan 1986). Although none of these studies
delved directly into the link between gender’s intersection with race and partisanship and policy
priorities, they are still highly suggestive of the complex interplay between gender and other social
characteristics.

On the one hand, there are consistent gender differences that may have stemmed from differ-
ing social roles, socialization and self-interests (Huddy, Cassese and Lizotte 2008). Studies build-
ing on these theoretical accounts have documented considerable gender differences in legislative
priorities (Schwindt-Bayer 2010; Swers 2001, 2002), and there is little reason not to expect to see
similar patterns at the mass level. In fact, congruence in the policy concerns of women in legis-
latures and women within the mass public is a core assumption of the notion of the substantive
representation of women (Bratton and Ray 2002; Campbell, Childs and Lovenduski 2010; Sapiro
1981). Thus, to the extent that socialization and gender role theories are correct, we might expect to
find systematic gender differences in policy concerns that overshadow other sources of differences
in policy priorities. On the other hand, as discussed above, women are highly heterogeneous as a
group, and certain subgroups of women may have distinct policy priorities (Celis et al. 2014; Hakim
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2002; Reingold and Swers 2011). Therefore, it is critically important to delve into gender’s inter-
action with other important identities such as partisanship and race.

Research Design
Gender, Race and Partisanship in the United States

Race and gender have been at the core of the study of descriptive representation since Pitkin’s
(1967) influential work (Dittmar, Sanbonmatsu and Carroll 2018; Mansbridge 1999; Philips
1995; Smooth 2011). As Hardy-Fanta et al. (2016, 13) once wrote, ‘race and gender, whether
alone or in interaction, are not simply demographic classifications or identity markers, but
rather factors that interact in dynamics ways with historical and structural political conditions’.
Indeed, scholars from across the globe have documented the various ways in which the inter-
sections of race and gender shape political behavior both in legislatures and in the public
(Ondercin 2017; Tesler 2012). In the context of substantive representation, gender and race
are two commonly studied identities in scholarship adopting intersectionality perspectives
(Minta and Brown 2014; Smooth 2011), as they ‘represent some of the social identities afforded
meaning in terms of relative sociocultural power and privilege’ (Parent, DeBlaere and Moradi
2013, 639).

The US case provides excellent opportunities to explore gender’s intersectionality, where race
and partisanship emerged as two important identities that interact with gender to shape political
attitudes both in legislatures and in the public (Barnes and Cassese 2017; Dolan 2014). As
Reingold and Smith (2012, 132) conclude, scholars studying the representation of interests
‘must take into account the simultaneous and overlapping nature of race, ethnicity and gender
and acknowledge the diversity among women and within racial/ethnic minority groups’. In a ser-
ies of interviews with elected officials, Dittmar, Sanbonmatsu and Carroll (2018) lend credibility
to this view. Delegate Stacey Plaskett (D-VI), for example, said that the policy priorities of con-
gresswomen of color are ‘very different than White women’s issues…because our experiences in
America have been enormously different than theirs’ (p. 165). In a similar way, representative
Barbara Lee (D-CA) has stated that ‘we have our agenda which is very similar to women, all
women, but then on top of that we have the unique perspective that we bring coming from
the African American experience’ (p. 166). Documenting similar perspectives from Latina
women, Dittmar, Sanbonmatsu and Carroll (2018) conclude that women of color have distinct
policy priorities as a consequence of their shared experiences and perspectives.

The US case also constitutes a vivid example of how gendered personalities are linked to par-
tisan affiliation and political preferences. For instance, a relatively recent study has showed that
having masculine traits is strongly associated with being a strong Republican (McDermott 2016),
which leads to conscious and unconscious cognitive connections between party and gender
images (Winter 2010). In line with these gendered party images, Dolan (2014, 179) examines
the websites of elected officials and reports that there are important partisan differences in policy
priorities among female elected officials; Republican women exhibit relatively little interest in
such issues as family/children and education, and more interest in tax, immigration and spend-
ing/debt. As an inevitable consequence of party system polarization at the elite level, such gen-
dered policy attitudes are also reproduced within the mass public (Barnes and Cassese 2017).

Data
This study departs from past scholarship by utilizing MIP surveys to explore gender differences in
policy concerns. Before describing the empirical methodology, I therefore explain in greater detail
the reason for using this measure. Research on the substantive representation of women has
implicitly assumed that women within the mass public, just like women representatives in legis-
latures, are concerned with a common set of policy problems (referred to as ‘women’s issues’), but
has never tested this assumption in a systematic way. Instead, relying exclusively on generic
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attitude questions, the bulk of this research draws on sociological explanations of gender differ-
ences in attitudes to make the case for women’s shared interests (Wängnerud 2009, 61).

As such, this approach falls short of explaining how well the issue priorities of women in the
mass public align with the issue priorities of women in legislatures. The literature on the substan-
tive representation of women in legislatures has mostly adopted an agenda-setting perspective
and focused on how legislators allocate their limited time and attention to prioritizing what
they view as the most pressing problems facing the society (Celis 2007; Lawless 2015;
Wahman, Frantzeskakis and Yildirim 2021). Similarly, our measure of attention to policies
among the public should be based on some form of rank ordering to allow cleaner comparisons
between the policy agendas of legislators and citizens. For example, while a recent survey
conducted by the Pew Research Center (2019) shows that majorities favor increased spending
for education (72 per cent), veteran benefits (72 per cent), rebuilding highways and bridges
(62 per cent), environmental protection (55 per cent) and scientific research (52 per cent),
none of these issues has occupied significant space in the public’s policy agenda in the past
decade.1 Put another way, individuals, both legislators and citizens, may be strong supporters
of particular policies, and yet still prioritize other problems. Thus in order to ensure comparabil-
ity between the studies of gender differences in legislatures and within the mass public, we need
to shift our focus from how people perceive existing policies to what issues compete for space and
priority in the public’s policy agenda. The MIP surveys will help us accomplish this by facilitating
an empirical examination of attention allocation patterns among citizens in a fashion similar to
the substantive representation literature.

I capitalize on a recently constructed dataset that codes over 930,000 Americans’ responses to
the MIP question from nearly 700 public opinion surveys that were conducted by various orga-
nizations between 1939–2015 (Heffington, Park and Williams 2019). The Most Important
Problem Dataset (MIPD) collected all available surveys from the Roper Center for Public
Opinion Research and the American National Election Study (ANES) that were conducted on
a nationally representative sample (excluding surveys limited to specific states), that asked
some variation of the MIP question, and that provide open-ended responses. The MIPD codes
open-ended responses to the MIP question into policy categories using three coding schemes,
the Comparative Agendas Project (CAP), Singer and MARPOR.2 Unlike generic research ques-
tions, open-ended MIP questions provide us with great opportunities to measure respondents’
perceived policy priorities. Moreover, because the MIPD codes responses to the MIP question
for all available MIP surveys from 1939 to 2015, we are now able for the first time to examine
gender differences in policy priorities in varying political contexts.

A large portion of respondents come from surveys conducted by Gallup (47 per cent), CBS
News/NYT (16 per cent), CBS News (8 per cent), Princeton Survey Research Associates (7 per
cent), Los Angeles Times (7 per cent) and ANES (4 per cent). A comparison with the US census
data shows that women constituted 51.2 per cent (52.2 per cent in the MIPD), Whites 83 per cent
(86.4 per cent in the MIPD) and those who went beyond high school 24.3 per cent (26.8 per cent
in the MIPD) of the sample, which suggests that the MIP surveys in our dataset are highly rep-
resentative of the broad US population. Utilizing the US census dataset (that is, the Current
Population Survey) that consists of around 60 million individuals interviewed from 1940 to
2010, I created survey weights based on age, gender, race and educational attainment, and
used them in my empirical models. I also report additional results without survey weights in
the Appendix.

1For instance, a closer look at the dataset utilized in this study reveals that only 2.7 and 1.2 per cent of respondents in 2014
and 2015, respectively, mentioned education and environmental policies as the MIP.

2I focus on the singlemost important problem to ensure comparability across surveys, as a small fraction of surveys allowed
respondents to name multiple MIPs.

1246 Tevfik Murat Yildirim

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123421000235 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123421000235


Empirical Methodology

My empirical strategy is twofold. First, I explore gender differences in thirty-six policy categories
over the past seven decades. As I am primarily interested in the effect of gender on policy priori-
tization, I do not report the full results and instead graphically illustrate the coefficients of the
gender variable from each of the thirty-six linear probability models (see Equation 1 below).3

The second part of my analysis focuses on gender’s interaction with partisan identification
and race (see Equations 2 and 3). To that end, I illustrate in a figure the coefficients of the inter-
action terms (‘gender × party’, ‘gender × race’) from selected topic categories. In these figures, we
are interested in both qualitative and quantitative differences in policy prioritization patterns.
More specifically, to the extent that socialization and social role theories are correct, we might
expect to find that gender gaps exist for a wide range of issues, and that such gender differences
can be categorized using the traditional domains of ‘feminine’ (that is, issues related to care, harm
and empowerment) and ‘masculine’ issues (that is, issues related to economic survival, order and
law) (Funk and Philips 2019).4 The empirical models take the following form:

Pr(MIPissue = 1)

= F(b0 + b1Gender + b2PartisanID+ b3Race+ b4Gender
∗ PartisanID

+ b5ResidenceSouth + b6Agelog + b7Education+ b8IncomeLevel

+ b9DemocraticPresident + YearFixedEffects) (1)

Pr(MIPissue = 1) = F(b0 + b1Gender + b2PartisanID+ b3Race+ b4ResidenceSouth

+ b6Agelog + b7Education+ b8IncomeLevel + b9DemocraticPresident

+ YearFixedEffects) (2)

Pr(MIPissue = 1)

= F(b0 + b1Gender + b2PartisanID+ b3Race+ b4Gender × Race

+ b5ResidenceSouth + b6Agelog + b7Education+ b8IncomeLevel

+ b9DemocraticPresident + YearFixedEffects) (3)

I utilize two sets of independent variables. Variables related to demographic characteristics
include gender, race (White, non-white), age (logged), formal education (1 = no high school,
5 = post-graduate), income level (quartiles), respondent’s residence (region: the South), whereas
political variables include the respondent’s party identification and the president’s party

3While the logistic model clearly has important advantages for analyzing binary dependent variables, it is not uncommon
to use the linear model in such situations (especially among economists) because of its advantage with regards to interpret-
ability. I thank one of the reviewers for drawing my attention to this point and for suggesting that I use a linear probability
model instead of a logistic model. For analysis involving predicted probabilities (see Table 3), I utilize logistic regressions, as
the linear model typically results in non-sensical predictions. I also replicate these models using a Seemingly Unrelated
Regression (SUR) framework, which, by jointly modeling individual-level policy attention, relaxes the assumption of inde-
pendence among the dependent variables. The results from the SUR models correspond closely to those in my original
models.

4I also run additional models that predict gender differences in an aggregated ‘women’s interests’ category and present
these results in Appendix Figure A.5. In coding issues of ‘women’s interests’, I followed the convention adopted by past
research and coded the MIP responses related to education, health policy, civil liberties, poverty, welfare, social policy, old
age and pension, problems with youth, family and children issues, housing issues and abortion as ‘women’s interests’
(Funk and Philips 2019; Escobar-Lemmon and Taylor-Robinson 2009; Krook and O’Brien 2012; Schwindt-Bayer 2006).

British Journal of Political Science 1247

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123421000235 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123421000235


affiliation at the time of the interview. The models also include year fixed effects. Table 1 presents
the full list of broad policy categories utilized in this study,5 and Table 2 reports the descriptive
statistics of key variables. In addition, Figure 1 illustrates the gender, partisan and racial compos-
ition of the data over time.

Results
I begin my analysis by exploring gender differences in the prioritization of thirty-six policy
categories. At least two observations are immediately evident from Figure 2.6 First, there are stat-
istically significant gender differences in the great majority of individual policy categories, though
the gender gap in many policy categories is small in absolute terms. Secondly, the figure shows

Table 1. Examples of open-ended MIP responses and Singer (2011) topic categories

Singer (2011) categories Examples of open-ended MIP responses

Economy (general) Economy, stock market, consumer confidence, infrastructure
Unemployment Jobs, unemployment
Inflation Inflation rate, prices, oil prices, energy costs, cost of living, make ends meet
Growth/recession Growth, recession, depression, economic outlook
Wages Low wages
Industrial policy Labor policy, strikes, automation
Poverty/inequality Poverty, income inequality, economic inequality, poor
Social policy Social spending, helping others, hunger
Welfare Welfare, AFDC, food stamps
Education policy Education, schools, vouchers, financial aid, school loans
Health policy Health care, Obamacare, health insurance, Medicaid, prescription drug coverage
Old age/pensions Medicare, Social Security, pensions, retirement, old age
Housing Lack of housing, no access to housing, projects, homelessness
Civil liberties Civil rights, gender and racial discrimination, racism, same-sex marriage
Youth Problems with youth, generational divide
National values/culture National values, morals, values, unity, kindness to others, socialism
Abortion Abortion, pro-life
Crime Crime, violence, school violence, gangs, drugs, guns, gun control
Immigration policy Immigration, immigrants, quotas
Riots and protests Riots, protests, unrest
Pollution Pollution (air and water), acid rain
Energy sources Energy sources, oil dependence, energy shortage
Environment General mentions, clean air and water, parks
Taxes Tax policy, taxes
Farming Farming, farmers, agriculture
Defense Defense spending, military spending, arms control, proliferation, nuclear weapons,

military readiness, draft, conscription
Terrorism Terrorism, terrorists, Osama bin Laden, 9/11
War Specific wars (Second World War, Korea, Vietnam, Gulf, Afghanistan, Iraq), peace
Globalization Globalization, foreign trade, jobs moving overseas
Foreign aid Foreign aid, Marshall plan, too much spent in other countries
Foreign policy Foreign affairs, foreign policy, specific mentions of countries, crises, international

status, communism, reputation
Budget deficit Deficit, debt, too much spending
Religion Lack of religion, prayer in school, no religious values
Family and children Family, parenting, children, child care, child abuse
Domestic ethnic tensions Race riots, unrest

5The MIPD codes responses to MIP questions using three coding schemes. In this study I use the Singer (2011) coding
scheme as it provides a broader range of policy categories compared to the CAP and MARPOR coding schemes. While the
Singer scheme codes issues into fifty-eight problem categories, I exclude many of these categories for two reasons. First, many
of the problem categories in the Singer scheme are not policy relevant (e.g., ‘trustworthy politicians’, ‘scandals’, ‘country-
specific issues’). Secondly, I exclude small response categories such as ‘homosexuality’ (N = 154), ‘regional integration’
(N = 14) and ‘transportation’ (N = 489), among others. This leaves us with thirty-six policy-relevant broad categories.

6I replicate these models without control variables and report the results in Appendix Table A.7.
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that the issue categories for which there are sharp gender gaps are greatly in line with the predic-
tions of socialization and social role theories that often categorize policy domains as ‘masculine’
or ‘feminine’. As seen in the figure, women are more concerned with ‘compassion’ issues that are
related to care and the advancement of the disadvantaged, whereas men focus more on issues
related to economic protection, governance, and law and order. In particular, the gender gap
is much larger for issues such as war, health policy, poverty, education policy, and family and
children issues (in favor of women); and budget deficit, the economy, inflation, foreign policy
and immigration (in favor of men). This implies that the issues of concern to women go well
beyond what scholars call ‘feminist issues’ (those that are directly related to the economic and

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of key variables

Observations Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max.

Gender 935, 172 0.52 0.49 0 1
Republican 935, 172 0.27 0.44 0 1
Independent 935,172 0.22 0.41 0 1
White 910,010 0.86 0.34 0 1
Region: the South 847,684 0.29 0.45 0 1
Age (log) 905,108 3.8 0.38 2.9 4.6
Education 905,965 3.04 0.99 1 5
Income level 710,429 2.53 1.08 1 4
Democratic president 935,172 0.48 0.49 0 1

Note: descriptive statistics for individual dependent variables (that is, policy categories) are reported in the Appendix.

Figure 1. Gender, partisan and racial composition of the data over time
Note: the bottom portion of the figure shows the mean sample size (by year) over time.
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political well-being of women such as abortion and gender rights),7 and supports the contention
that the conception of women’s issues defined strictly in feminist terms is too narrow to represent
women’s policy concerns (Celis 2009; Huddy, Cassese and Lizotte 2008).

While Figure 2 documents gender differences in policy concerns across a wide range of policy
areas, it provides little insight into the substantive impact of gender on policy prioritization. To
ease the interpretation, I use Clarify (King, Tomz and Wittenberg 2000) to generate 1,000 simu-
lated MIP mention probabilities for each of the thirty-six policy areas and report them in Table 3
(based on logistic regression models). The table shows that shifting the gender variable from 0
(male) to 1 (female) produces substantively meaningful changes in the probability of MIP men-
tions. For instance, holding other variables constant at their means, a switch from male to female
decreases the likelihood of mentioning budget deficit by 42 per cent, corruption by 33 per cent
and immigration by 29 per cent, whereas the same change increases the likelihood of mentioning
health policy by 58 per cent, poverty by 54 per cent and education policy by 38 per cent. However,
a hypothetical change from male to female leads to smaller changes in the probability of

Figure 2. Gender differences in policy prioritization (individual policy categories)
Note: the figures display coefficients on the variable Gender obtained from thirty-six linear probability models. The figure on the left
(right) shows the list of policy categories that men (women) were more likely to prioritize, compared to women (men). The models
account for various sociodemographic and political factors including partisan identification, respondent’s residence (region: the
South), race, age, formal education, income level (quartiles), and the party of the president at the time of the survey. Additionally,
year fixed-effects are employed.

7While the ‘feminist conception of women’s issues’ is often used in the study of women and politics to define a narrow set
of policy areas, scholars adopting a more critical approach challenge the assumption of shared experiences among women
and caution against conceptualizations based on the notion of women’s shared interests (Carroll 2001; Weldon 2006).
Here I use ‘feminist issues’ to refer to the ‘feminist definitions of women’s issues’ commonly utilized in political science
research (Childs and Krook 2006).
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mentioning some traditionally salient policy areas such as defense spending (10 per cent), foreign
policy (4 per cent) and unemployment (3 per cent).

While the gender gap in many policy areas is fairly small in absolute terms (as seen in
Figure 2), relative changes in predicted probabilities (that is, changes relative to baseline probabil-
ities) point to considerable gender differences in many policy areas. Due to this discrepancy, it is
worth devoting more attention to the substantive importance of gender. As a direct consequence
of utilizing a very large number of topic categories (that is, the Singer coding scheme) across dec-
ades, each policy category was mentioned by a small fraction of the sample, which resulted in
small baseline probabilities. However, although effect sizes in absolute terms are small, these
small gaps amount to thousands of respondents in most policy categories. Notably, while the gen-
der gap in the issue of ‘health policy’ in absolute terms is only 1.4 per cent, this small percentage
gap translates into 8,065 respondents (in a universe of 32,353 respondents who mentioned health
policy as the MIP). That is, nearly 63 per cent of the respondents who named health policy as the
MIP were female (37 per cent were male). Similarly, more than 63 per cent of the respondents
who mentioned ‘poverty’ as the MIP were female (12,692 out of 20,052 respondents), while
the gender gap is smaller than 1 per cent in absolute terms. These small differences in absolute
terms translate into thousands of respondents when measured in relative terms, which suggests
substantively important gender gaps for many of the reported policy categories.

Following studies on gender’s intersectionality, the second part of my empirical investigation
explores whether the effect of gender varies across categories of race and partisanship. For
instance, Figure 2 shows that female respondents were significantly more likely than their male
counterparts to mention issues related to health policy, poverty, and family and children as the
MIP. However, we do not know whether both Republican and Democrat women, for example,
were more likely than their male counterparts to mention these policies as the MIP. It may
well be the case that the gender gap in the prioritization of certain issues is negligible or non-
existent for some demographic and political groups (for example, people of color, Republicans,
etc.), which would have important implications for the questions of ‘whose interests’ and ‘who
should represent women’.

Table 3. Substantive impact of gender on policy priorities (logistic regressions)

Policy area First diff.a % changeb Policy area First diff.a % changeb

Globalization −0.00287 −59* Health policy 0.01722 57.8*
Industrial policy −0.00017 −50.3* Family and children 0.00286 54.2*
Budget deficit −0.02204 −41.8* Poverty 0.00948 54.1*
Corruption −0.00200 −32.8* Welfare 0.00158 41.3*
Energy −0.00316 −31.7* Housing 0.00120 40.6*
Immigration −0.00275 −29.2* Education policy 0.00601 37.6*
Taxes −0.00314 −27.7* Old age/pension 0.00151 33.6*
Farming −0.00027 −25.7* Youth 0.00128 33.6*
Environment −0.00144 −21.9* Religion 0.00191 31.3*
Foreign aid −0.00111 −21.3* War 0.02055 30.7*
Ethnic tensions −0.00063 −18.4* Abortion 0.00051 29*
Wages −0.00047 −16.9* Crime 0.01238 20*
Defense spending −0.00092 −10.1* National values 0.00368 13.5*
Inflation −0.00712 −9.7* Civil liberties 0.00131 12*
Pollution −0.00021 −9.2* Economic growth 0.00010 4.6
Economy (general) −0.00869 −7.5* Social policy 0.00003 0.4
Terrorism −0.00059 −6.3* Unemployment −0.00289 −3.4*
Foreign policy −0.00218 −3.8* Riots and protests −0.00007 −2.7

aChange in quantity of interest (first difference) obtained from simulated probabilities based on logistic regressions replicating the results
reported in Figure 2. Using Clarify (King et al. 2000), the column displays the change in probabilities when switching from ‘male’ to ‘female’,
holding all other variables constant at their means.
bThe column displays percentage changes in predicted probabilities (changes relative to baseline probabilities) when switching from ‘male’
to ‘female’, holding all other variables constant at their means (year-fixed effects are excluded). * p < 0.05
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To explore this possibility, I estimated a series of linear probability models that include
dummy variables for non-White women, White men and non-White men; the reference category
is White women.8 For the interaction between gender and partisan identification, the reference
category is Republican women, where I use Republican men, Democrat women and Democrat
men as dummy variables. Given that the documentation of these estimates for all thirty-six policy
categories would be too demanding in a single figure, Figure 3 only displays the interactive effects
of gender, race and partisan identification, and only for some of the most salient policy categor-
ies.9 The presence of a statistical significance in one or more of the dummy variables would indi-
cate that the effect of gender on the prioritization of given policy issues is different at different
values of the variables race and/or partisan identification. Stated differently, a significant effect
would mean that certain subgroups of women, such as women of color or Democrat women,
deviate considerably from the reference categories (that is, White women and Republican
women) in policy prioritization. With this in mind, Figure 3 points to considerable heterogeneity
among women in many policy areas. The figure shows that, for instance, in all but one policy
category women of color have significantly different priorities from White women. Just to
name a few policy categories, women of color are significantly less likely than White women
to mention the economy, budget deficit, terrorism and foreign policy, and more likely to mention
crime, poverty and civil liberties as the MIP facing the country.

As the models reporting gender’s interaction with partisan identification show, Democrat
women and Republican women are statistically indistinguishable in the prioritization of crime,
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Figure 3. Interactive effects of gender, race and partisanship on policy priorities

8The control variables utilized in these models are identical to those used in the models presented in Figure 2.
9I report the interactive effects of gender, race and partisan identification for other categories in Figure A.7, as well as

marginal effect figures based on logistic regressions in Appendix Figures A.8, A.9, A.10 and A.11.
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terrorism and welfare. Republican women are more likely than Republican men – but less likely
than both Democrat men and women – to name war, health policy, poverty, civil liberties and
immigration as the MIP. The figure also shows that while men and women of the same party
identification (especially Republicans) tend to differ in priorities, the partisan gap in priorities
among women is considerable in many policy areas including the economy, health policy, pov-
erty, immigration and war. Taken together, these racial and partisan priority gaps among women
lend support to the oft-cited argument that we need to proceed with caution in defining women’s
interests as a group.

Conclusions
The vast literature on the substantive representation of women has explored gender differences in
legislative attention in various contexts. The point of departure in this literature is the implicit
assumption that women in legislatures and within the mass public share a common set of policy
priorities. This literature has shown that women legislators, compared to their male counterparts,
focus disproportionately on what has come to be known as issues of ‘women’s interests’ – those
related to health policy, social welfare, education, family and children issues, and civil rights,
among others. While studies of gender differences in public opinion have indeed shown that
women tend to differ from men in policy attitudes such as spending preferences, these observed
gender differences fail to justify the basis of the concept of substantive representation, namely,
that women in legislatures and within the mass public share a common set of policy priorities.
This is because studies that have explored gender differences in the public have mostly utilized
generic attitude questions, and have paid less attention to what issues compete for space and pri-
ority in the policy agendas of men and women. I argue here that an empirical examination of
gender differences in responses to the MIP question would advance our understanding of the
representation of women’s interests, as the literature on women in legislatures has extensively uti-
lized a similar agenda-setting approach that assumes individuals have a limited agenda space.

To recap, two research questions motivated the present study. First, what are women’s interests
within the American public? If substantive representation is ‘acting in the interests of the repre-
sented’ (Pitkin 1967, 209), then the observed gender differences in legislatures (that is, women
focusing more heavily on issues related to ‘women’s interests’) should also be observable within
the mass public (Bratton and Ray 2002, Campbell, Childs and Lovenduski 2010). Secondly, does
the gender gap in policy priorities cross-cut other political and social divisions? Given that
women within the mass public are arguably much more heterogeneous than their counterparts
in legislatures, it is critical to explore gender’s intersection with such important identities as
race and partisan identification. To the best of my knowledge, this study represents the first
empirical attempt to examine gender differences in a wide range of policy areas and over
seven decades in the United States. It has empirically tested some of the preconditions of the sub-
stantive representation of women.

The findings reported here indicate that the gender gap in policy concerns observed in legis-
latures also exists within the American public. The empirical results demonstrate that there are
modest but consistent gender gaps across a wide range of policy categories, highlighting women’s
tendency to show particular concern for ‘compassion’ or ‘protection’ issues that are typically of
greater importance to people in need (Page and Shapiro 2010, 295). Women were more likely
than men to prioritize issues related to education, health policy, civil liberties, poverty, welfare,
social policy, old age and pension, problems with youth, family and children issues, housing
issues and abortion. Yet the empirical analysis also showed that women as a group are fairly het-
erogeneous: in many policy areas they were more similar to the men with whom they shared a
common partisan or racial background.

These results have three important implications for the conceptualization of women’s interests.
First, the inductive approach used here showed that women indeed differ from men in the
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prioritization of a wide range of policy problems. Furthermore, the fact that women are collect-
ively more concerned than men about issues relating to care, harm and the empowerment of the
needy lends strong support to the socialization perspective that explains gender differences in
political attitudes with differing socialization and gendered experiences (Beutel and Marini
1995; Mansbridge 1999; Phillips 1995). Secondly, the analysis presented here supports the con-
tention that women are very heterogeneous as a group. In particular, I show that partisan and
racial divisions among women are often fairly large: women of particular partisan or racial back-
ground and men are equally likely to prioritize certain issues. Thirdly, this study demonstrates
that gender differences in policy concerns go well beyond the feminist conception of women’s
interests. The empirical findings support the contention that the self-interest perspective, the
idea that men’s and women’s policy priorities are a product of ‘their differing material circum-
stances’ (that is, economic and social vulnerability), fails to explain broad gender differences in
policy concerns (Huddy, Cassese and Lizotte 2008, 36).

While this study makes a comprehensive attempt to examine the extent to which women differ
from men in policy concerns, it is not without limitations. Most importantly, the small gender
differences in absolute terms reported here suggest the importance of issue salience in gendered
priorities. For instance, although women were far more likely than men to mention health policy
as the MIP in the past 75 years, the issue of health policy occupied virtually no space in the pub-
lic’s agenda prior to 1985 and very little space after 2010, according to the MIP dataset. This
raises an important normative question: Should representatives aiming to maximize the substan-
tive representation of women today bring issues related to health policy to the legislative floor? In
other words, do the documented gender gaps in policy priorities suggest women’s greater ten-
dency to prioritize certain issues at all times? Whereas it is important to proceed with caution
in answering such questions as the data at hand do not permit a closer examination, it is clear
that issue salience plays an important role in the link between gendered priorities and the sub-
stantive representation of women (Kaufmann and Petrocik 1999).

Another limitation of the present study is that the empirical observations made above are
drawn from a single case. Although there are important similarities between the United States
and other advanced democracies in terms of policy attitudes and political behavior, the intersec-
tionality of identities tends to vary across countries due to idiosyncratic political and historical
trajectories. It is also important to note that the two-party system in the United States, especially
in an era of increasing polarization, requires the use of caution in generalizing the findings
regarding gender’s interaction with partisanship to other countries. Although similar ideological
differences between men and women have also been documented in Western Europe (Jelen,
Thomas and Wilcox 1994), the incentives associated with different party systems may interact
with issue ownership patterns to shape gender differences within and across partisan lines.
Therefore, future research should delve further into gender’s intersectionality with partisan iden-
tities in other political contexts, especially in multiparty systems.

Finally, while this study attempted to shift our empirical focus from policy preferences to policy
priorities, it was unable to take into account differences in policy preferences in empirical analyses
given that the MIP dataset contains little information about preferences. For example, women and
men may be equally concerned with a policy issue, even though they differ greatly from one another
in their preferred level of policy (for example, opposite spending preferences). Although past schol-
arship suggests there are relatively minor gender differences in policy preferences at the aggregate
level (Kellstedt, Peterson and Ramirez 2010; Page and Shapiro 2010; Shapiro and Mahajan 1986),
future research should examine how priorities interact with preferences within the mass public, and
how this interaction varies across demographic and partisan groups.

Supplementary material. Online appendices are available at https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123421000235.

Data availability statement. Replication data for this article can be found in Harvard Dataverse at https://doi.org/10.7910/
DVN/D9FL9Z.
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