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The Obama candidacy brought record numbers of young 
people to the polls, and at the same time created one of the 
sharpest age-vote relationships we have seen, with younger 
voters supporting Obama in overwhelming numbers.34

Another area in which age plays a role in public opinion 
is in the creation of political generations, groups of citizens 
who have been shaped by particular events, usually in their 
youth, and whose shared experience continues to identify 
them throughout their lives. One of the most distinctive of 
such groups is the New Deal generation—those who came 
of age during the Great Depression. They are distinctly 
more Democratic in their party orientations than 
preceding generations.35 Young people are likely to be 
more influenced by current political trends since they carry 

less political baggage to offset new issues that arise. Thus, 
for example, environmental issues and gay rights are 
currently prominent on the political agenda. On these and 
other social issues, as we can see in “Snapshot of America: 
What Do We Think, by Age?”, younger citizens are mark-
edly more liberal than their elders, for whom accepted atti-
tudes on these issues were rather different when they came 
of age politically. Thus political events and age intersect, 
forming lasting imprints on younger groups, who tend to 
continue with the attitudes formed as they entered the 
electorate. As older groups die, overall opinion among the 
citizenry changes. This is the process of generational 
replacement.

Gender For many years, one’s gender had almost  
no predictive power in explaining opinions and  
behavior—except that women were less active in politics 
and usually less warlike in their political attitudes. Just 
after World War II, in the United States there was a 
strong presumption that the man was the breadwinner  
and the woman’s place was in the home (see Table 11.1). 
Since the 1960s, however, there has been something of a 
revolution in our expectations about the role of women  
in society and in politics. As women gained more educa-
tion and entered the work force, they also increased their 
levels of participation in politics. Whereas in the 1950s 
women trailed men in voter turnout by over 12 percent, 
by 2006, and since, women have voted at a slightly higher 
rate than men.36

Interestingly, in the last quarter of the twentieth 
century, as men and women approached equality in their 
levels of electoral participation, their attitudes on issues 
diverged. This tendency for men and women to take 
different issue positions or to evaluate political figures 
differently is called the gender gap. In almost all cases, it 
means that women are more liberal than men. The ideo-
logical stances of women overall have not changed signifi-
cantly since the 1970s, but those of men have shifted 
steadily, as more call themselves conservatives (see “Snap-
shot of America: What Do We Think, by Gender [and 
Marriage]?”). On a number of specific policy issues the 
gender gap is substantial, particularly on compassion issues 
and on issues involving the use of force: females are more 
liberal on social welfare policies, that is, programs of aid 
for children, the elderly, and the poor; and females are less 
favorable to the death penalty and less willing than men to 
go war. Interestingly, the direction of differences is oppo-
site on moral issues; men are more favorable to marijuana 
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political generations groups of citizens whose political 
views have been shaped by the common events of 
their youth

gender gap the tendency of men and women to differ 
in their political views on some issues

Big 
city Suburbs

Small  
town Rural

Party identification

Democrat 59% 47% 42% 39%

Republican 22 35 38 40

Ideology

Liberal 40 28 26 18

Conservative 29 35 36 33

Policy

Too little 
spending to 
help blacks

46 32 26 28

Too little 
spending on 
education

80 75 66 68

Too little 
spending on 
environment

65 57 54 57

Allow abortion 
for any reason

52 49 37 29

Agree that 
homosexuals 
should have 
the right to 
marry

56 48 44 33

Table 11.1

Source: Calculated by authors from the 2010 General Social Survey.

Note: The middle categories of “independent” and “moderate” are not 
shown for party identification and ideology but are included in the 
calculations.


