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Abstract: Several studies have shown that various types of gender gaps exist within most 

countries. However, much of this research does not focus on how specific decisions made by a 

government affect these gender gaps, and more importantly how specific foreign policy 

decisions can influence the voting gender gap. Research has found that men and women have 

varying opinions and values when it comes to actions the government takes. Predominantly 

though, women have tended towards a more negative stance on escalation of conflict. Thus, the 

aim of this research is to analyze how decisions of foreign policy, including crisis and conflict, 

made by political executives affect the voting gender gap. Particularly, do decisions to pursue 

conflict activity exacerbate the voting gender gap? This research will primarily focus on voting 

behavior in post-industrial, democratic countries in order to fill the gap in the literature. 
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Following the United States’ invasion of Iraq in 2003, the 2004 election saw a 7 point 

gender gap, with 51% of women voting for John Kerry, the Democratic candidate, and 48% of 

women voting for George Bush, the Republican candidate. Conversely, 41% of men voted for 

John Kerry and 55% of men voted for George Bush (Center for American Women and Politics, 

2008). The 10 point difference between women and men voting for the liberal candidate appears 

to demonstrate the gender voting gap, and in particular, a large gap that occurred after a decision 

to engage in conflict. Moreover, the 7 point gender gap in the 2008 election may also be a 

product of war fatigue that the people felt. 56% of women voted for Barack Obama, the 

Democratic candidate, while only 43% of women voted for John McCain, the Republican 

candidate. Similarly, the amount of men that voted for the Republican candidate decreased with 

49% of men voted for Obama and only 48% voted for McCain (Center for American Women 

and Politics, 2008). The purpose of this research is to investigate similar voting patterns cross-

nationally. 

Several types of gender gaps exist including: voting, turnout, party identification, 

governmental performance/approval ratings, and in various opinions on domestic and foreign 

affairs. Multiple studies have shown that these various types of gender gaps exist within most 

countries (Inglehart & Norris, 2000; Kittilson & Schwindt-Bayer, 2010; Box-Steffensmeir, Boef, 

& Lin, 2004; Kaufmann, 2002; Pharr, 1998; Togeby, 1994).  However, much of this research 

does not focus on how specific decisions made by a government affect these gender gaps, and 

more importantly, how specific foreign policy decisions can influence these gaps. The aim of this 

research is to analyze how decisions to engage in conflict behavior made by political executives 

affect the voting gender gap in postindustrial democracies. Particularly, do decisions to pursue 

foreign policy, ranging from crisis to conflict, exacerbate the voting gender gap?  
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 Within gender gap research several topics have been cited as increasing the differences 

between men and women.  For example, Conover (1988) argues that feminists involved in the 

women’s movement in the U.S. have views different from conservatives and comprise a large 

part of the reason for the growing gender gap. On the other hand, Box-Steffensmeier, Boef, & 

Lin (2004) demonstrate that in the United States, the economy, amount of single women, and a 

shifting political climate towards conservatives can explain the growing gender gap. In other 

countries, like Japan, cultural factors like moral reasoning have been used to explain the gender 

gap (Pharr, 1998). Cross-nationally, Inglehart and Norris (2000) argue that social modernization 

in postindustrial societies has led to new practices and attitudes by men and women, thus shifting 

their political preferences. 

 However, very little research has been done on the role foreign policy decisions can have 

in the gender gap, and the little research that has been done has not been updated in the post-9/11 

world.  Several studies have found that women in the United States do not favor military action, 

although the degree of difference between men and women is slight (Shapiro & Mahagan, 1986; 

Wittkopf, 1981; Bardes, 1992).  Togeby (1994) argues that the gender gap in Denmark in foreign 

policy attitudes has played a part in influencing elections, and that women tended not to support 

military involvement. Moreover, Wilcox, Hewitt, and Allsop (1996) use the World Values 

Survey to see whether or not men and women in cities around the world had different attitudes 

towards the Gulf War. They find that in most cases women did not approve of the use of military 

force. However, only Togeby was interested in how these different attitudes between men and 

women influence voting and the gender gap. The aim of this paper is to produce a cross-national 

study on postindustrial, democratic countries that would, however, fill the gap in this literature. 
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Primarily, foreign policy decision makers interested in re-election may find that decisions to 

pursue a foreign policy adventure can influence their next election. 

 The following paper will proceed as follows. The next section explains the ideas of 

gender and gender values. The second section explains how and why a gender gap exists 

between men and women in voting. The third section explains the data and method used to test 

this paper’s hypotheses. I will then explain the results and provide a discussion and finally 

conclude with implications of this study and avenues for future research. 

 

Gender and Gender Values 

 Men and women have varying opinions and values when it comes to actions the 

government takes. Predominantly though, women have tended towards a more negative stance 

on escalation of conflict (Mueller, 1973; Welch & Thomas, 1988; Wilcox, Hewitt, & Allsop, 

1996). Moreover, one of the most common beliefs about the differences between leaders is that 

women use force less often (Shapiro & Mahajan 1986; Togeby 1994).  The foundations for both 

of these arguments are that women are more peaceful than men.  However, even in feminist 

literature this idea is contested.  For example, biological determination states that women are 

physiologically different due to their reproductive capacity (Elshtain, 1986).  Thus, female 

behavior is instinct and not learned, making women inherently more peaceful.  Conversely, 

social constructivists argue that differences are socially constructed and that gender is not the 

same as sex differences (Tickner, 1992; Bordieu, 1998).  For social constructivists both males 

and females are forced into stereotypical roles, such as militant male and peaceful female.  

Women are not inherently peaceful, but have learned to be this way.  However, no matter which 
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side is right, both point to the fact that women have a tendency towards being more peaceful than 

men.  

 Thus, due to either biological differences or sociological learning, men and women have 

different gender values. Many studies have concluded that by incorporating women in to 

international relations the outcomes of international interactions will be different (Tickner, 

1992). This idea is based on the assumption that pits masculine traits versus feminine traits, with 

feminine traits representing pacifistic preferences. In result, many scholars argue that women 

favor community and connection over individuality or autonomy (Flax, 1978; Gilligan, 1982). 

This leads to the conclusion that women are less competitive and that they value interdependence 

and equality (Welch & Hibbing, 1992). Other work has examined the different actions of men 

and women, finding that men engage in power struggles for their own personal gain while 

women share resources and treat others equally (White, 1988). 

 Moreover, research on leadership has confirmed that, as legislators, women favor policies 

that are more liberal and favor women and minority groups (Caroll, 2001; Thomas, 1987, 1990). 

However, this finding has been controversial. First, the outcome could be based on the women 

that actually become legislators. Primarily, the women who become legislators do so because 

they want to adopt those policies or they feel a connection to do so because they represent 

women. Second, the outcome can come as a surprise since women typically have to balance 

masculine and feminine traits in order to be elected (Rhode, 2003). Yet, evidence still seems to 

point to a left leaning stance for females in office. This can also stem to women in general. 

Gender stereotypes also work in furthering the idea of gender value differences. Jalalzai 

(2004) finds that after times of civil war, citizens often vote women into office because they 

represent values of communication and cooperation. The female leader is viewed as differing 
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enough from the male leader who led the country into war in the first place. Whether natural or 

socially constructed values, men and women can have varying views on the relationships of 

power, competition, and cooperation. These values are then placed into opinion formation on 

foreign policy decisions. The following section will analyze how and why gender gaps form 

between men and women. Ultimately, the gender values derived from differences between men 

and women are created through three different avenues. 

 

Gender Gaps 

 After suffrage was granted in many postindustrial societies, a distinct “woman’s vote” 

was expected; however, what happened in most instances was a decline in women’s turnout 

(Paxton & Hughes, 2007). However, the women that did vote tended to be more conservative 

than men. Yet, previous research has found that gender gaps have changed over time in advanced 

industrial societies. After the impact of second wave feminism, women started to diverge and 

become more liberal (Inglehart & Norris, 2000). Moreover, women’s turnout has also been 

increasing. Three key explanations are used to demonstrate the shift in ideology in advanced 

industrial societies. The previous section established that gender values do, in fact, differ 

between men and women. Each of these three explanations all attempt to explain why gender 

differences occur.  

The first explanation is focused around structural factors. Primarily, women are in 

different positions in society due to education, occupation, and class issues. Women have been 

traditionally less likely to be as educated as men.  They also fill different occupations, like 

nursing and teaching as opposed to industrial jobs. Moreover, women have been less likely to 

affiliate intellectually with political parties (Inglehart & Norris, 2000). Structural factors can 
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place women in the periphery of politics, rather than in the center (Wilcox, Hewitt, & Allsop, 

1996). Galtung (1964) argues that the center (upper class, male) tends to form opinions more 

openly about politics as opposed to the periphery (lower class, female).  

Structural factors can also emphasize gender differences in policy preferences. Rather 

than paying attention to foreign affairs, women are more concerned with domestic issues. Yet, 

Togeby (1994) finds that in Denmark the largest gender gap actually exists between men and 

women in the ideological center of politics (foreign affairs). This could be due, though, to the 

fact that women may pay attention to different political elites, like feminist groups (Wilcox, 

Hewitt &, Allsop, 1996). Particularly, this can be influenced by structural factors because of the 

exposure women get through their occupations and education. 

The second explanation is situational. Women are more likely to be in the home because 

they are mothers and wives. This can affect the likelihood of women participating in political 

engagement and discussion and the types of issues that concern them. Again, women’s distance 

from foreign affairs could be explained by their involvement in the home. On the other hand, 

because of women’s roles as mothers and wives, they may be less tolerant of the loss of life that 

occurs in war (Chodorow, 1978). A less tolerant view towards loss of life can also explain why 

women may favor domestic spending over military spending. Domestic spending may be viewed 

as favoring issues that typically concern women like education and childcare. 

 Lastly, socialization may also explain why a voting gender gap exists. Women and men 

are socialized into different sex roles in which women are told to be feminine and remain in the 

private sphere. This argument is more in line with the social constructivists beliefs on why 

gender values develop. In this argument, women are taught to be more compassionate, 

cooperative and less aggressive. Academically, feminists (Peterson, 1992; Tickner, 1992) argue 
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for peace studies that de-emphasize the masculine way of international politics. Thus, even 

amongst women who are more politically active and more aware of foreign policy decisions, 

emphasis is placed on peaceful outlets. Thus, even women that are willing to form opinions and 

have occupations that place them in a sphere of knowledge about foreign policy, peaceful 

outcomes are still preferred. Whether these traits are due to the desired international outcomes by 

feminists, socialization or biology (as some might argue), these all point to a preference by 

women for more peaceful negotiations. In conjunction with one another, these three explanations 

help determine why women view and act differently with political issues. This leads to the first 

hypothesis: 

H1: Foreign policy decisions that place the state in situations of conflict or crisis will 

create a larger gender gap in the election that follows the decision.  

Conversely, since the events of 9/11 occurred, a dialog about increasing national security 

has been influential on citizens of countries around the world. Marchand (2009) argues that more 

women are concerned with national security. Moreover, she also argues that by assuming that 

women are more peaceful and cooperative, we over-essentialize the relationship among women 

from different cultures, classes, races, age groups, etc. Rather than arguing that women are more 

peaceful than men, either from biology or construction, Marchard would argue that in a post 9/11 

world and the rise of a global security regime, women may be more inclined towards military use 

than before. 

In this case, an argument could be made that in the studies that were conducted prior to 

9/11 on gender values, foreign policy attitudes of voters, and foreign policy decisions of female 

leaders are out of date. This leads to a second hypothesis:  
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H2: The post 9/11 world will see a decrease in the gender gap after decisions by the state 

to partake in conflict or crisis behavior. 

 

Data and Methods 

 Data for this project has been collected from the Comparative Studies of Electoral 

Systems (www.cses.org), CAWP (Center for American Women and Politics), and the British 

Election Study for election years ranging from 1996 to 2009. In total, 21 countries are used for a 

total of 53 elections. The countries used are all postindustrial democracies including: Australia, 

Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, Italy, 

Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom, 

and United States. 

 

Dependent Variable 

 Gender gap: The dependent variable for this paper is a gender gap gauge. It is a 

continuous variable that measures the ratio difference between female and male voters in 

election outcomes. This variable is meant to capture the ideological difference between male and 

female voters in election outcomes. The dataset was constructed from the CSES and British 

National Election Survey by first identifying how voters placed up to six political parties in each 

country on a left-right scale. After this was calculated, the total number of female voters was 

divided by the total number of female voters on the left and on the right. The same method was 

used to calculate how many men voted right versus left. In order to create both the differences on 

the left and on the right, the percentage of men on the left (right) was subtracted from the 

percentage of women on the left (right). Thus, a negative outcome for either of these variables 

http://www.cses.org/
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means that more men voted either left or right. In order to support hypothesis 1, we would expect 

to see a positive sign on the left. Conversely, a positive sign on the right would lend support to 

hypothesis 2. 

 

Independent Variable 

 Foreign Policy Decision: This variable is meant to capture foreign policy decisions 

geared towards conflict or crisis. The variable is dichotomous with ‘1’ representing the decision 

to participate prior to an election in crisis or conflict and a ‘0’ representing no participation. The 

variable was created by combining the International Crisis Behavior (ICB) dataset, Militarized 

Interstate Dispute (MID) dataset, the COW Interstate-War dataset and UCDP/PRIO. This 

variable should then capture a wide array of foreign policy conflict and crisis decisions. 

 

Control Variables 

Democracy: This variable is meant to control for the influence that democracy may have 

on the gender gap. The democratic peace (e.g. Maoz & Russett, 1992) argues that democratic 

countries are less likely to fight with one another, thus this might imply that democratic norms 

run throughout the society. This variable comes from the polity2 variable in the Polity IV dataset 

(Marshall & Jaggars, 2000). The variable ranges from -10 to 10, with scores 6 to 10 representing 

democracies. We would expect that as democracy increases the gender gap would decrease. 

Gender Equality: This control variable is a gender equality index.  The index was created 

by combining the women’s political, economic, and social rights values in the CIRI index 
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(Cingranelli & Richards 2010).1  The combined index is an ordinal scale that ranges from “0” 

representing no women’s rights to “9” representing the highest level of women’s rights.  A score 

of 9 would indicate a country where women are considered most equal because the scoring the 

index indicates that not only are women’s rights incorporated into law, but they are also 

implemented by the state (Cingranelli & Richards 2010). We may expect that countries with 

higher levels of gender equality will have a smaller gender gap, since this may indicate a smaller 

propensity to engage in conflict (Caprioli, 2003). 

GDP Per Capita: This variable was collected from the Democracy Time Series dataset by 

Pippa Norris. It only runs through 2004, so for elections that took place after that the 2004 

number was still used. The log of GDP per capita is then used. This variable helps control for 

state wealth. States with more money are often less bellicose because they have more to lose 

(Lemke & Reed 1996; Maoz & Russett, 1993). Moreover, states with more money may also have 

higher levels of gender equality (Inglehart, 1990). This may mean that they engage in risky 

foreign policy adventures less, thus decreasing the gender gap. 

College Educated Women: This variable is meant to control for the argument that as 

women become more educated, they become more engaged in politics and perhaps decrease the 

gender gap. The data are collected from the United Nations Statistics Division and measures the 

                                                           
1 Political rights include: The right to vote, the right to run for political office, the right to hold 
elected and appointed government positions, the right to join political parties and the right to 
petition government officials.  Economic rights include: equal pay for equal work, free choice of 
profession or employment without the consent of a husband or relative, right to gainful 
employment, equality in hiring and promotion practices, non-discrimination by employers, right 
to be free from sexual harassment in the workplace, right to work at night, the right to work in 
occupations classified as dangerous, and the right to work in the military and the police force.  
Social rights include: the right to equal inheritance, the right to enter into marriage on a basis of 
equality with men, the right to travel abroad, the right to obtain a passport, the right to initiate a 
divorce, the right to own, acquire, manage and retain property brought into marriage, the right to 
an education, freedom from genital mutilation without their consent, and freedom from forced 
sterilization. 



12 
 

percentage of college educated women in a country’s population. The countries within this study 

are advanced industrial societies, but may vary in the amount of women that are enrolled in 

higher education. Only the years 1999 to 2006 were included on the UNStats website, thus for 

elections that took place before 1999, the 1999 percentage was used. If the election took place 

after 2006, the 2006 percentage was used. 

 

Method 

 Due to limited data availability and the small number of elections per country, time series 

cross-sectional analysis is not employed. In order to set the data for time series, elections would 

be lost and the sample size would drop. Instead, OLS regression is used to analyze the data. A 

minimum number of 30 cases is needed in OLS which allows for the small n of this study to be 

investigated. Moreover, in order to have robust standard errors, I have clustered by country. 

 

 

Results 

 To begin, the range of the gender gap on the left is from -26 to 17. The mean gender gap; 

however, is 3.72 with a standard deviation of 6.55. Conversely, the range for the gender gap on 

the right is -17 to 26 with a mean gender gap of -3.28 and a standard deviation of 7.01. These 

descriptive statistics point to the basic finding that more women are voting, in general, at higher 

rates on the left than men and men are voting, in general, at higher rates on the right. As 

expected, the polity2 score only ranges from 8 to 10 with a mean of 9.77. However, the gender 

equality variable ranges from 4 to 9 and is negatively correlated with polity2. GDP per capita 

ranges from $18,793 to $36,451 with a mean of $27,366. 
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 Since there are two gender gap variables, two models are run to parse out the differences 

between the left and right. Table 1 reports the results for these two models. 

[Table 1 about here] 

The gender gap in model 1 is negative and not significant. This means that as states engage in 

conflict, more men vote on the left. This is an unexpected outcome based on the literature. 

However, this could be due to the sample included. Many of the elections included are from 

European countries that tend to be more liberal than other regions of the world (Lipset, 1981). In 

totality, even men tend to be more liberal. Thus, European men may not favor engagement in 

some kinds of crisis or conflict and will ultimately vote more leftist if there was engagement. 

Thus, if a conflict occurred, men are just as likely to dislike this decision as women. Thus, this 

does not support hypothesis 1.  

 Moreover, only GDP per capita is significant in the model with a positive coefficient. In 

conjunction with positive coefficients for percentage of college educated women and democracy, 

these three variables act as expected. Higher levels of democracy, wealth, and education lead 

more women to vote on the left. Gender equality has a negative coefficient, meaning that as 

gender equality decreases more men vote left. In some respects, this may be expected in much 

older elections than current elections. As previously stated, women initially voted more 

conservative than men but that trend has been on the decline. 

 In model 2, the gender gap on the right is significant at the .1 level and positive. A 

positive coefficient indicates that as states engage in crisis or conflict, more women vote on the 

right. The coefficients for democracy, GDP per capita, and percentage of college educated 

women are all negative. This would mean that as they decrease, more women vote on the right. 

These signs are as expected from the literature. In countries with lower levels of democracy, 
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lower wealth, and low levels of college educated women, women will be more conservative. The 

sign for gender equality is positive, indicating that as gender equality increases, more women 

vote conservative. 

Initially, the results from model 2 lend some support to hypothesis 2. However, 

hypothesis 2 is specifically interested in post 9/11 outcomes. In order to test for post 9/11 

outcomes, another regression is run for elections that took place in 2001 or later. Table 2 reports 

the results for these models. 

[Table 2 about here] 

Model 4 displays the results for the gender gap on the right. Again, this variable is positive and 

significant. This means that in post 9/11 elections, women have tended to vote on the right more 

than men. Again, this appears to provide support for hypothesis 2. Democracy, wealth and 

percentage of college educated women are all negative as previously discussed and gender 

equality is positive. Model 3 was run as a comparison to model 4 for the post 9/11 time span. 

Similar outcomes to model 1, the dependent variable is negative and not significant.  

 Due to the lack of significance in models 1 and 3, I decided to graph the ranges of the left 

gender gap based on if there was a decision by the executive to engage in conflict versus if there 

was no decision to engage in conflict. Figure 1 shows the range for the left gender gap with a 

decision to partake in crisis or conflict. While figure 2 shows the range for the left gender gap 

with no decision for crisis or conflict. 

[Figure 1 about here] 

[Figure 2 about here] 
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The ranges for the graphs differ, but they show that women are more likely to vote left in 

situations when there are no decisions to engage in crisis or conflict versus if there is a decision 

to engage in crisis or conflict. Again, these graphs give more support to hypothesis 2.  

 

Conclusions: Men and Women are Not so Different? 

 Based on the OLS regression models, hypothesis 1 is not supported; however, hypothesis 

2 does get some support. The findings in models 1 and 3 seem to be somewhat surprising since 

they indicate that men are voting more liberal than women after the executive decided to engage 

in conflict. Moreover, the results indicate that in the era of the security state, women are just as 

concerned with safety as men, if not more so. These results could definitely influence strategic 

choices for the executive. With the growing number of women actually voting and influencing 

voter preferences (Inglehart & Norris, 2000), executives may find that engaging in conflict in the 

name of security may allow them to stay in office longer. 

However, the descriptive statistics indicate that the mean for the left gender gap is that 

more women, on average, vote left. One thing that may be influencing these outcomes is the 

ideological leaning of the executive. If leftist regimes are engaging in crisis or conflict behavior, 

then this might mean that women are voting more conservative to get rid of the regime that 

engaged in foreign policy adventure. Thus, men are voting for the regime that did engage in 

conflict. Future research should incorporate the ideological leaning of the incumbent or previous 

regime for the election year. 

 Moreover, future research can use other dependent variables such as a count variable that 

takes into account the number of conflicts that the executive engaged in or the type of foreign 

policy adventure.  The amount of conflict or crisis behavior an executive engages in might 
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influence the voting gender gap than just whether or not s/he engaged prior to the election. 

Moreover, the type of foreign policy decision could also influence the voting gender gap. 

Women may be less concerned with air strikes than actual engagement in militarized 

engagement that could result in loss of life of their country’s military. However, all of these 

potential extensions of the research still show important considerations the executive must make 

in deciding whether or not to engage in crisis or conflict. 
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Table 1. Conflict as an Indicator of Larger Gender Gap 
 Model 1 Model 2 
Conflict or Crisis Behavior -3.02 

(2.26) 
4.24* 
(2.14) 

Democracy  .86 
(1.65) 

-.64 
(1.48) 

Log GDPPC 9.55** 
(4.44) 

-10.86** 
(4.47) 

Gender Equality -.69 
(.67) 

1.1 
(.75) 

% College Educated .17 
(.21) 

-.32 
(.23) 

Constant -106.1** 
(48.9) 

122.27** 
(48.9) 

R-Squared .13 .20 
Results from OLS regression. Model 1 is for Left gender gap. Model 2 is for right gender gap. 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 
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Table 2. Conflict and the Gender Gap post 9/11 
 Model 3 Model 4 
Crisis or Conflict Behavior -1.89 

(1.62) 
3.44* 
(1.79) 

Democracy 2.36 
(1.95) 

-1.90 
(2.15) 

Logged GDP per capita 8.47* 
(4.4) 

-9.45 
(4.87) 

Gender Equality -.50 
(.66) 

.80 
(.73) 

% College Educated -.003 
(.19) 

-.24 
(.21) 

Constant -101.82** 
(49.82) 

118.56** 
(55.15) 

Adjusted R-squared .05 .13 
Results from OLS regression. N = 37. Model 1 is for Left gender gap 2001 – 2009. Model 2 is for Right 
gender gap 2001 – 2009. 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 
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Figure 1. 
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Figure 2. 
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