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 Abortion continues to be a salient and divisive issue in American politics, even as other 

social issue attitudes are liberalizing and converging. Alabama legislators voted to ban abortion 

in almost all cases, a direct violation of the constitutional rights established by Roe v. Wade. In 

total, eight states passed abortion restrictions in 2019. The political implications of the passage of 

these laws are likely to be significant as abortion is one of the few singular issues that can drive 

political behavior and vote choice (Abramowitz 2009). Despite the prevalence of reproductive 

rights in our political rhetoric, the academic literature on the mechanisms of preference 

formation has waned. Much of the extant research has found that religious beliefs and 

partisanship are strongly associated with Americans’ support for access to abortion (Adamczyk, 

2013; Jelen and Wilcox, 2003). In social science research, abortion is the bellwether social issue 

typically used to decide whether someone is conservative or liberal, religious or secular, 

Democrat or Republican. Recent research also suggests that abortion attitudes are shaped by 

factors in addition to religiosity and ideology. Beliefs about sexual morality predict abortion 

preferences (Jelen 2014) as well as sexist attitudes (Begun and Walls 2015; Gothreau and 

Arceneaux, n.d.; Hodson and MacInnis, 2017; Huang et al. 2016; Petterson and Sutton, 2018).  

 Typically, social scientists, survey houses, and even politicians understand American 

abortion attitudes to be stable at both the individual and aggregate levels (Bolzendahl and Myers, 

2004; Jelen and Wilcox, 2003; Strickler and Danigelis, 2001). For individuals, abortion attitudes 

are nearly as stable as partisanship (Wilcox and Norrander 2002; Jelen and Wilcox 2003). We 

posit that for particular groups, abortion attitudes may shift throughout a lifetime and be more 

malleable than previously believed. In particular, we are interested in three overarching 

questions: Do abortion attitudes change over one’s life course and between cohorts? Does party 

identification moderate this relationship? Does the relationship between age and abortion support 
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differ by gender? The connection between age and reproductive rights attitudes is unclear. Some 

research has found that younger Americans are more pro-choice than older Americans (Misra 

1998; Pew 2018); however, other survey findings reveal a murkier relationship between age and 

abortion (Gallup 2010; Wilcox 1990).  

In this article, we explore how age, and more specifically, whether women are in their 

child-bearing years or not, can shape attitudes about abortion and cause these preferences to shift 

throughout their lives. When women are in the prime age for seeking or preventing pregnancy, 

do their attitudes on reproductive rights shift? That is, when an unwanted pregnancy is a salient 

issue, do women support abortion rights more than when they reach their older years and 

unwanted pregnancy is no longer a concern? Or could it have the opposite effect - that women in 

prime childbearing years feel the biological imperative to reproduce and hear pro-natal messages 

so frequently that they actually become less supportive of abortion rights?1 It is also possible that 

differences across age groups could simply be a cohort effect. Perhaps, women who came of age 

around the time of Roe v. Wade tend to be more pro-choice. Generational experiences around the 

politics of abortion could drive differences across age groups. To elucidate this connection, we 

turn to the Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES). This large dataset allows us to 

parse the data into very specific demographic groups while maintaining a large enough sample 

size to generalize our findings. We also leverage General Social Survey (GSS) panel data to 

address our hypotheses about attitudes changing throughout the life course. Between these two 

datasets, we are able to investigate how age impacts abortion opinions as well as consider 

whether differences in age groups are driven by life cycle or cohort effects.  

 
1There is some evidence that pregnancy, and in particular miscarriages, can impact abortion attitudes. Schiff and 

Whitesell (n.d.) find that pregnancy decreases support for abortion.  
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Public Opinion and Abortion  

 Public sentiment about abortion has been studied broadly after Roe v. Wade. Due to its 

status as a “morality politics issue” (Haider-Markel and Meier 1996), much of the research on 

abortion attitudes has focused on the role of religiosity as well as religious denomination in 

shaping these views (Jelen and Wilcox, 2003; Luker 1984). Debates over morality issues such as 

abortion tend to be more polarizing, ideological and are often considered part of the “culture 

war” that encompasses various policy disputes (Hunter 1991; Mohamed, 2018; Mooney and Lee, 

1995). Unsurprisingly, those who are more religious are more likely to identify as pro-life or 

anti-abortion (Jelen and Wilcox, 2003; Lizotte, 2015; Luker, 1984; Mohamed, 2018; Wilcox and 

Norrander, 2002), although particular religious denominations are also consequential in 

determining abortion attitudes (Jelen 2014). Religiosity can even moderate the effects of 

education on abortion attitudes, weakening the increased support for access to abortion as 

education increases (Jelen and Wilcox, 2003). 

 Closely related to religiosity are attitudes about sexual morality that also shape abortion 

views. Opponents of legal abortion posit that access to abortion encourages sex outside of 

marriage (Luker, 1984; Cook, Jelen, and Wilcox 1992). Jelen (2014) finds that across six 

different religious traditions, attitudes toward sexual morality displayed the strongest relationship 

with abortion, followed by opinions toward human life. Supporting the sexual morality theory, 

higher physiological responses to erotic images are also correlated with anti-abortion views, 

suggesting that the connection between sexuality and reproductive rights can be deep-seated and 

biologically instantiated (Friesen, Smith, and Hibbing, 2017). 

 Surprisingly, given that abortion is typically framed as a “women’s issue,” there are 

mixed results on the relationship between gender and abortion attitudes. In some studies, no 
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gender differences emerge (Esposito and Basow, 1995; Stevens, Caron, and Pratt, 2002; Strickler 

and Danigelis 2002). Jelen, Damore, and Lamatch (2002) found that men and employed women 

shared similar levels of support for abortion, whereas homemaker women were more pro-life. 

There is other evidence that men have more liberal views on abortion than women (Cook et al., 

1992; Huddy, Cassese, and Lizotte, 2008), while other scholars have found greater female 

support (Alvarez and Brehm 1995; Jelen and Wilcox 2005). Lizotte (2015) argues that religiosity 

accounts for the unexpected null relationship between abortion attitudes and gender. Because 

women tend to be more religious than men, controlling for religiosity leads to a significant 

gender gap, with women more likely than men to support legal abortion. 

 Another proposed predictor of abortion preferences that has yielded inconclusive results 

is gender role attitudes. The expected relationship is that more progressive gender role attitudes 

would lead to more support for abortion. Despite the fact that gender attitudes have continued to 

liberalize, the correlation between these attitudes and support for legal abortion is rather weak 

(Barkan, 2014; Bolzendahl and Myers, 2004; Patel and Johns, 2009). However, there is a slightly 

clearer relationship between sexism and abortion attitudes, particularly when hostile and 

benevolent forms of sexism are considered separately (Begun and Walls, 2015; Hodson and 

MacInnis, 2017; Huang et al., 2016; Gothreau and Arceneaux, n.d.). Hostile sexists generally 

think of women as inferior to men and even in direct competition with men for social dominance. 

Benevolent sexists take a more paternalistic view, believing that women are morally superior to  

men and are in need of protection (Glick and Fiske, 1996). Some scholars have found that both 

hostile and benevolent sexism predict abortion attitudes (Begun and Walls, 2015; Hodson and 

MacInnis, 2017), whereas others have found that only benevolent sexism predicts these attitudes 

(Huang et al., 2016) or only hostile sexism (Petterson and Sutton, 2018). 
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 Motherhood also has the ability to impact abortion attitudes and may explain some of the 

intensity within the abortion debate. Luker (1984) posits that for almost a century, the concept of 

abortion was removed from politics and was considered a medical treatment under the control of 

physicians. Since 1973, she characterizes the abortion debate as a “referendum on the place and 

meaning of motherhood” (p. 193.). By centering the debate around the issue of the moral status 

of the embryo, the debate has become about two contrasting visions of motherhood (i.e. 

“feminists” verses “housewives”).  

Tracing the political influence of motherhood across time, partisan positioning and public 

opinion, Greenlee (2019) suggests women’s ideas on motherhood shaped abortion attitudes just 

as the abortion debates created motherhood as a salient political issue. Though in examining this 

issue over time, only in 2004 was motherhood a significant predictor of abortion attitudes, with 

mothers demonstrating a substantive increase in opposition as compared to non-mothers. 

Greenlee suggests this is due to the salience of media attention and messaging from George W. 

Bush’s presidential campaign in 2004. In a series of qualitative interviews, becoming mothers of 

daughters led women to strengthen their abortion positions, in the direction of their ideology and 

partisanship (Greenlee 2019).  

 Controversies over women’s reproductive rights, particularly abortion, have been closely 

linked to partisan politics. Prior to Roe v. Wade, Republicans and Democrats were equally 

divided on the issue of abortion, with Democrats slightly more supportive of abortion (Adams 

1997; Carmines and Woods 2002). In fact, the correlation between party identification and 

abortion opinion was only .08 in 1982 (Achen and Bartels 2016). Starting in the mid-1980s, the 

two parties staked out their positions on abortion following internal battles and pressure from 

pro-life and pro-choice interest groups. Abortion became such a salient issue that some 
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Americans even changed their partisan identification to align with their views on abortion 

(Adams 1997). By 1992 the correlation between party identification and abortion opinion 

jumped to .22 (Achen and Bartels 2016). Women in particular were more likely to change their 

party rather than change their abortion attitudes to align with their partisan identification. On the 

other hand, men were more likely to shift their views on abortion to match up with their party 

(Achen and Bartels 2016). Disentangling the causal relationship between partisanship and 

abortion attitudes is difficult given that both are very stable. Regardless of the causal direction, 

abortion attitudes and partisanship are closely linked. 

 At the elite level, abortion has played a significant role in partisan polarization. In line 

with public opinion on abortion, there was not a partisan divide on the issue until the 1980s 

(Adams 1997; Wolbrecht 2000; Sanbonmatsu 2002). Since that time, partisanship and ideology 

have been the strongest predictors of voting on abortion (Wolbrecht 2000). Rolfes-Haase and 

Swers (n.d.) explore how gender impacts voting on abortion policies from the early 1990s to 

now. They find that Republican women were less likely than Republican men to support pro-life 

positions. In other words, they were more likely to defect from the party position on these votes. 

However, their analyses reveal that this gender difference in abortion voting among Republicans 

had all but disappeared by the Obama presidency. They attribute this to the increasing influence 

of social conservatives within the Republican Party. For political elites, the role of gender as a 

predictor of abortion voting has been entirely eclipsed by partisanship.  

We build on the extant literature to explore how the interaction of age, gender, and party 

identification impacts support for abortion. Our primary area of interest is how age impacts 

abortion attitudes among women. Is variation among women due to different generational 

experiences? Or do attitudes shift over the course of a lifetime due to changing biological 
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imperatives? There is some evidence that those who came of age before the year 1960 are less 

supportive of abortion than those who reached adulthood after 1960 (Cook et al. 1992; Wilcox 

and Norrander 2002). Are women who came of age during the 1960s, as well as in the era of 

Roe, more likely to support abortion than generations who grew up before and after this 

decision? We leverage two different large sample datasets to elucidate the relationship between 

age, gender, and abortion opinion as well as test whether differences stem from attitude change 

over the course of a lifecycle or varying generational experiences.  

Hypotheses        

Although we cannot test the exact mechanisms underlying preference formation, we can 

shed light on how abortion attitudes shift throughout a lifetime and across generational cohorts. 

This will help clarify the mixed findings about the relationship between age, gender and abortion 

support (Bartkowski et al. 2012; Begun and Walls 2015; Bolks et al. 2000; Esposito and Baso 

1995). We also consider the crucial role that partisanship plays in shaping opinions on 

reproductive rights. Although the controversy over women’s reproductive rights was not closely 

linked to partisan politics during the time of Roe v. Wade in 1973, over time, pro-choice and pro-

life interest groups ultimately pushed partisan elites into their respective corners on the issue. 

There is empirical evidence that the mass public followed suit (Killian and Wilcox 2008; 

Levendusky 2009).  

 We hypothesize that the relationship between age and abortion support is conditional on 

party identification. We predict that among Democratic women, there will be no relationship 

between support for abortion and age (H1). The traditional stance of the Democratic Party since 

the 1970s is support for access to abortion. Therefore, it’s likely that women who identify as 

Democrats are -- across the board -- supportive of abortion given its role as a wedge issue 
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between parties. Although Democratic women may still face cross pressures at various points in 

their life cycle, they will likely remain relatively consistently supportive of abortion. 

Furthermore, we do not expect to see cohort differences across Democratic women. However, 

we predict that among Republican women, there is a positive relationship between support for 

abortion and age, such that younger women will be less likely to support legal abortion than 

older women (H2). We put forth two explanations for this hypothesis. First, we expect that the 

combination of conservative attitudes toward traditional families and reproduction within 

married partners and the biological imperative of this reproduction in women’s most fertile years 

will result in a stronger reluctance to support aborting fetuses. That is, the biological pressures to 

create viable offspring is a strong force in women’s fertile years, and when combined with strong 

feelings about women’s primary roles as mothers, anti-abortion attitudes will be fortified. 

Second, it is also possible that Republican women who came of age during the Women’s 

Movement and Roe v. Wade are more supportive of abortion than younger Republican women. 

Cook, Jelen, and Wilcox (1993) find support for this notion in their analysis of six different 

generational cohorts.2 Women in this age cohort grew up during a time when abortion access was 

under threat and reproductive rights became a significant tenet of the Women’s Movement. 

Women in this cohort may also recall a time when the Republican Party was not as virulently 

anti-abortion.  

 We have no a priori expectations about the impact of age on abortion attitudes for men, 

particularly in regard to any life cycle effects. There is potential for cohort differences among 

 
2 Importantly, they do not find that the lower levels of support for legal abortion among younger cohorts is due to 

a generational shift towards general conservatism or conservatism on gender and moral issues.  
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men due to differing generational experiences around abortion rhetoric, although we expect any 

differences to be less pronounced for men.  

Data 

The data for this analysis comes from two sources well suited to capture how age and 

gender interact not only in contemporary American politics, but also across time. One data 

source is the 2016 Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES), which was conducted in 

October and November of 2016. One of the benefits of the CCES is its tremendous sample size. 

The 2016 wave alone contains 64,600 respondents. This gives researchers the ability to parse the 

data into very precise demographic groups that still maintain a high level of statistical power. 

The main variables of interest for this analysis are gender, party identification, and age. If one 

just looks at women who are Democrats between the ages of 20 and 80 in the CCES, there were 

an average of 233 respondents in each individual age in that span. Therefore, trend lines for these 

groups will contain a great deal of statistical specificity. While the CCES is unparalleled in its 

ability to provide insights into what is occurring in recent American public opinion, the survey is 

relatively new, only dating back to the mid-2000’s. To more directly address our hypotheses 

about attitude change throughout the life course, the General Social Survey (GSS) was employed 

to understand how opinion about abortion has changed for birth cohorts across time. The first 

version of the GSS began in 1972 and is usually conducted biannually with a sample size that is 

approximately 3,000 respondents per wave. 

Measurement of Abortion Attitudes  

The most appropriate way to measure abortion opinion has been debated among social 

scientists (Cook, Jelen and Wilcox 1993). For instance, the General Social Survey poses the 
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abortion question in six different scenarios. The respondent is prompted, “Please tell me whether 

or not you think it should be possible for a pregnant woman to obtain a legal abortion if…” with 

response options including, “yes”, “no”, and “don’t know.” Less than 5% of respondents do not 

provide an answer or say that they “don’t know.” The six scenarios are as follows: 

1. If there is a strong chance of serious defect in the baby?  

2. If she is married and does not want any more children? 

3. If the woman's own health is seriously endangered by the pregnancy? 

4. If the family has a very low income and cannot afford any more children? 

5. If she became pregnant as a result of rape? 

6. If she is not married and does not want to marry the man? 

 

 The CCES takes a slightly different approach and asks not just about the ability to receive an 

abortion procedure, but also about a number of policies that could expand or restrict abortion 

access. The six scenarios in the CCES are as follows:  

1. Always allow a woman to obtain an abortion as a matter of choice 

2. Permit abortion only in the case of rape, incest, or when the woman’s life is in danger 

3. Prohibit all abortions after the 20th week of pregnancy 

4. Allow employers to decline coverage of abortions in insurance plans 

5. Prohibit the expenditure of funds authorized or appropriated by federal law for any 

abortion 

6. Make abortion illegal in all circumstances 

 

For each of these questions, respondents were asked if they supported or opposed each of the six 

statements. Almost the entire sample answered each one of these questions, with just .1-.15% 

refusing to answer, therefore these questions should be devoid of non-response bias. In addition, 

some of these questions are written in such a way that “support” means a more pro-life position, 

while others are written so that “support” means a more permissive view of abortion to limit the 

amount of acquiescence bias.  

Findings 
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      It is helpful to begin by looking at the broad-based trends using the CCES of both men 

and women broken down in the three-point party identification scale (Democrat, Republican, and 

Independent).3 The graph below displays the average for each of the three political parties of just 

the male respondents in each of the six abortion scenarios previously described. There are clearly 

partisan differences. For instance, Democratic men at all age levels were more supportive of 

women having the right to choose an abortion than Republican men. However, there are several 

scenarios in which age becomes consequential.        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3 The CCES gave response options that included “Other” and “Not Sure” for the party identification question. Those 

who identified themselves as one of these categories were excluded from this analysis.  
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Figure 1 

 

For example, on the questions of employers denying abortion coverage in insurance as 

well as prohibiting federal funds for abortion, younger males are less politically polarized. 

However, as one moves from the youngest in the sample to those who are older, the Democrats 

become much more supportive of abortion access, while Republican men become much less 

supportive. It is also worth pointing out that older Republican men are less receptive to allowing 

women to obtain an abortion in the case of rape, incest, or if the life of the mother is in jeopardy, 

while Democrats have steady support at all ages of the spectrum. Finally, note how little support 
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is evident among all three groups for making abortion completely illegal, and how this meager 

support dwindles further for older men.  

Figure 2 

 

Figure 2 contains the same calculations, except for just those who identify as women in 

the 2016 CCES. By and large, age effects are significantly reduced in women vs. men. Recall 

that older Democratic men tended to become more permissive on several abortion policies, this 

is largely absent among female respondents of all political persuasions. In essence, older 

Republican women look like just like younger Republican women, with the same being the case 

for older and younger female Democrats. The similarity between older and younger Democrats is 
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some preliminary confirmation of our expectations. However, Republican women do not see a 

positive relationship between age and support for abortion access that we anticipated. There 

seems to be a slight decrease in support for abortion access among older independent women, 

however, on the issues of federal funding and allowing abortion coverage to be denied in private 

insurance plans.  

 There is a clear exception to this in the case of the two most general questions on 

abortion: whether women should be able to obtain an abortion as a matter of choice and whether 

abortion should be made completely illegal. For Democratic women, the line is relatively flat 

across all ages, which comports with our expectations. Older independent women seem to be less 

supportive of abortion as a choice than younger independent women. Republican women display 

very different patterns than both Democratic and Independent women. For both on the question 

of abortion as a matter of choice and whether abortion should be made completely illegal, the 

relationship between age and support for abortion is curvilinear. The youngest Republican 

women are just as conservative on abortion as the oldest Republican women, while those in the 

middle part of the age range seem to have views that are significantly more moderate. This is not 

entirely in line with the expectation that older Republican women would be more supportive of 

abortion. Note that the gap in support between Republicans and Democrats for making abortion 

completely illegal by women between the ages of 40 and 60 is just ten percentage points. That 

same gap for women under the age of 40 is 22 percentage points, and for those above 60, is 

nearly 15 percentage points.   
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Figure 3    

 

Figure 3 aggregates five of the abortion questions together to create a scale whereby 

higher values equate to a more pro-life position, while lower values would indicate greater 

support for access to abortion.4 The trends seen in the six individual items are pronounced in this 

visualization. For Democratic women, there is no statistical difference in abortion opinion at any 

 
4 One question was left out of this scale: Permit abortion only in the case of rape, incest, or when the woman’s life is 

in danger. This question is written in such a way that is impossible for a person who is completely opposed to 

abortion to answer accurately. If they answer “support” it would indicate that they do, in fact, support abortion in 

some cases. If they answer “oppose” it would possibly denote that they had a permissive attitude toward abortion in 

other circumstances besides the ones listed.  The scale used had a Cronbach’s Alpha of .74.  
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age across the entire range of values, while Democratic men become slightly more favorable 

towards abortion with age.  

It is also notable that older Independents are more restrictive toward abortion; however, 

this is even more noticeable among female Independents than their male counterparts. 

Furthermore, the same curvilinear relationship for Republican women becomes clear from this 

view. The peak of this comes from Republican women who were between the ages of 45 and 60 

in 2016, where the mean score hovers around 3 on a scale of 0 to 5, while the ends of the 

distribution are much closer to 3.5. Stated differently, middle-aged Republican women are 10% 

more permissive of abortion policies, broadly defined, than their older or younger counterparts. 

Interactions  

 While these descriptive results paint an interesting picture of the interplay between 

gender and partisanship and its impact on abortion opinion, to understand what exactly is driving 

the relationship, multivariate analysis is required. To that end, an interaction model using the 

CCES data was specified with individual abortion questions as the dependent variables. Because 

these questions were presented in a “support” or “oppose” forced choice, these measures were 

coded dichotomously, necessitating a logit model be specified. To help isolate the interplay 

between age, gender, and partisanship, additional variables were included in the model. The 

respondent’s race was coded one if they were white, while all others were coded as zero. In the 

same manner, those with children under the age of 18 were also coded dichotomously. As a way 

to control for other major factors that would impact abortion opinion, an education variable was 

included along with a church attendance to serve as a proxy for religiosity.   
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 Figure 4 is a visualization of the interaction between party identification and age, with the 

dependent variable being coded 1 if a respondent supported, “allowing abortion as a matter of 

choice.” The left panel consists of only female respondents, while the panel on the right side is 

just the male subsample. To begin, the relationship between age and support for abortion for 

women indicates a fairly weak relationship. Clearly, Democrats are much more supportive of 

abortion as a choice, with scores ranging in the mid-80%, while it is just half of that for 

Republican women (around 45%). Note, however, that the slopes of the lines are fairly flat. For 

instance, the blue line (for Democrats) barely pitches upwards, meaning that an 80-year-old 

female Democrat is just slightly more likely to support abortion as a choice than her 18-year-old 

Democrat counterpart. The differences for Republican women are even smaller. In fact, there is 

no statistically significant relationship between age and abortion support among Republican 

women. It is possible that the lack of variation in support by age may be due to the nature of the 

question. “Abortion as a matter of choice” implies that abortion is a personal decision and the 

circumstances surrounding the abortion are irrelevant. In other words, it is the most “permissive” 

way to frame abortion, which may explain the lack of variation across age groups.  

 For men, there appears to be more variation by age. The line for male Democrats looks 

almost exactly the same as it does for female Democrats. In fact, the differences between male 

and female Democrats is statistically indistinguishable at every age level. However, the same 

cannot be said for male Republicans. Note that the bottom line has a sharp downward slope, 

indicating that older Republican men are much less supportive of abortion as a matter of choice 

than their younger counterparts. To be more specific, nearly 60% of 18-year-old Republican men 

support abortion rights in this case; however, that level of support drops to about 25% when 

looking at Republican men who are over the age of 80. The same basic slope is also found 
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among independent men as well, the only difference is that the y-intercept is about 10 points 

higher for this group than Republicans.  

Figure 4  

 

 A more extreme test of abortion opinion can be found by looking at a different 

perspective: whether a respondent favors making abortion completely illegal in all 

circumstances. While nearly 40% of the sample believe in allowing abortion as a matter of 

choice, just 15.7% agree that abortion should be completely illegal. This dependent variable 

could help uncover who holds hardline positions on the issue of abortion. Figure 5 contains the 

same independent and control variables as the previous interaction, and the y-axis indicates 

higher values if respondents believe that abortion should be made completely illegal.  
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Figure 5 

 

 Differences across age become more apparent when respondents were asked about 

making abortion completely illegal. The left panel, which is just female respondents, indicates a 

downward slope for all three types of political partisans, although the line for Republican women 

declines much more rapidly. For instance, about 28% of 18-year-old female Republicans favor 

outlawing abortion completely. That number drops to just 12% among the oldest female 

Republicans. The decline among Democrat women is less dramatic (approximately five 

percentage points). For men, a much different picture emerges. The most dramatic difference 

between men and women is among young Democrats. Note that just 11% of young female 

Democrats support making abortion illegal; that rate is double for young male Democrats. 

However, the Democrat line for men drops quickly as one moves up the age spectrum. From 18 

to 48 years old, the level of support for making abortion illegal drops in half for Democratic 

men. For Republican men, a downward slope appears, just as it did for Republican women. The 

far-right side of the graph indicates that less than 10% of the oldest Republican men favor a 
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complete abortion prohibition. This is curious considering that in Figure 4 we can see that older 

Republican men also become less supportive of abortion as a matter of choice. These results are 

obviously contradictory and produce a lot of unanswered questions for this group of the 

population.  

 The analysis of the CCES data revealed how gender, age, and partisan identity interact to 

shape abortion attitudes. Although the wording of the survey question is consequential, we 

generally find support for our hypothesis that age matters more for Republican women than it is 

for Democratic women. Furthermore, when the CCES questions were aggregated, we find a clear 

curvilinear relationship between age and abortion support for Republican women. The above 

analyses are useful for descriptive purposes and for understanding how the interaction between 

age, gender, and partisan identity impacts abortion attitudes, we still cannot determine what 

exactly is driving differences across age, particularly for Republican women. The General Social 

Survey (GSS) can fill this gap.   

 To differentiate between cohort and life cycle effects, we build off of the previous 

literature on generational differences in abortion attitudes (Sapiro 1980; Cook et al. 1993). Using 

GSS data, we divide respondents into generational cohorts. The dependent variable is an additive 

scale of the six abortion scenarios outlined earlier. If a respondent believed that abortion should 

be permitted in all six scenarios, they would score a six; someone who is completely opposed to 

abortion would score a zero. There were three control variables used: highest level of education, 

a dichotomous variable for white respondents, and a measure of church attendance. 
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 The sample was divided into Democrats in Figure 6 and Republicans in Figure 7. Each 

interaction was modeled individually for every birth cohort as those in the earliest cohorts were 

not alive to participate in the most recent waves of the GSS, while the opposite is true for the 

youngest birth cohort. The male sample is represented by the yellow lines, while the female 

sample is indicated in blue.  

Figure 6: Democrats 
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 An upward slope indicates more support for abortion rights as time passes, while a 

downward slope would indicate that a birth cohort becomes less supportive of abortion as they 

age. Figure 6, which is just the Democrats, provides some noteworthy results. The top row of 

interactions, with birth cohorts from 1900 to 1924, seem to indicate that women in these groups 

became somewhat more supportive of abortion as they aged, while their male Democrat 

counterparts moved slightly in the opposite direction. The middle two rows of results, with birth 

years beginning in 1925 and continuing through 1974, show much less movement and a great 

deal of consistency across cohorts, both in relative level of support and rate of change. Note that 

in these rows, female support for abortion is never higher than the male level of support. In fact, 

in most birth cohorts, the differences are not statistically significant.  

 Figure 7, which is just the Republican sample, shows a great deal more change in the 

slope of birth cohorts as they age. Recall that the Democratic sample included mostly flat lines as 

time passed, indicating that as they aged, Democrats did not change their views on abortion 

rights. The same is not true for many of the Republican birth cohorts. The top row of cohorts, 

which are survey respondents born between 1900 and 1924, do indicate an upward slope, but the 

size of the sample generates more statistical uncertainty. However, the second row of birth 

cohorts do reach statistical significance, and there is a clear general trend – as both male and 

female Republicans age, they become more supportive of abortion access. However, there is a 

gender difference. For instance, female Republicans who were born in the 1930s and 1940s have 

lower levels of support for abortion than their male Republican contemporaries, but women’s 

drift toward abortion support was more accelerated than men. The end result is that as these birth 

cohorts aged, women became slightly more supportive of abortion access as they entered into 

their later years than men did.  
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 This aging cycle begins to change as the birth cohorts move in to the 1950s and 1960s. 

Here, the lines flatten out significantly for both male and female Republicans. Instead of both 

groups becoming more permissive of abortion as they age, there is no statistically significant 

change in support. One possible explanation is that an individual born during this time period 

came of age during the rise of the Religious Right and its emphasis on pro-life policy positions. 

These arguments were persuasive to the Republican Party and became a central part of their 

platform beginning in the 1980s (Greenlee 2019). It would appear that the impact of the 

Religious Right did not fade in the minds of Republicans as they have moved into mid-life and 

retirement age. The last row of birth cohorts is too truncated to make strong assertions, but it 

does appear that Republican born in the early 1980s are moving in the direction of less abortion 

support as they age, although because of small sample sizes, these results are not statistically 

significant.       

Taken together, these results from the GSS indicate that age, gender, and partisanship 

have impacts on abortion opinion that seem to support some of our expectations.      Democratic 

women are clearly unaffected by age. Beginning with birth cohorts in the 1930s and continuing 

even into women born in the 1970s, we do not see the level of support move in any statistically 

significant way as they age. For Republican women, the results are more nuanced. For instance, 

women who were born in the mid-1930s to the mid 1960s seem to become more permissive of 

abortion as they age – which largely confirms our expectations. However, that trend seems to be 

moderating in more recent birth cohorts. For instance, the line of abortion support for Republican 

women born in 1965 to 1969 is essentially flat, while the next cohort (1970-1974) seems to be 

tilted toward more support as they age.  
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 The story for Democratic men seems to be a simple one: their age has relatively small 

impacts on their support for abortion. In fact, in almost every birth cohort, their level of support 

does not deviate in any statistical or substantive way from their Democratic female 

contemporaries. The results for Republican men are somewhat similar: with the trend lines of 

support moving upward as they age, essentially in lockstep with female Republicans. However, 

the upward slope of the line for men is not as steep as it is for Republican women. As such, it 

seems that men’s age or birth cohort does not impact their support for abortion in any 

meaningfully different way than women.  
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Figure 7: Republicans 

 

Conclusion 



27 
 

Because we were interested in the interactions between gender, age and party, we 

simplified our analysis by simply controlling for race and religion. Future research should follow 

up on life cycle and cohort effects for Americans who are not white and across a range of 

religious faiths and behaviors. In earlier studies, conventional wisdom was that African 

Americans were more likely to oppose abortion than white Americans (Lynxwiler and Gay 

1994). However, some scholars have found that this association disappears when controlling for 

religiosity, and the relationship has diminished over time (Strickler and Danigelis 2002; Jelen 

and Wilcox 2003; Wilcox 1992). When accounting for church attendance and biblical literalism, 

African Americans were significantly more supportive of abortion access than white Americans 

(Gay and Lynxwiler 1999). The U.S. Latino population, a group with a high levels of religiosity, 

have traditionally displayed conservative views on abortion (Bartkowski et al. 2012). Recently, 

an intersectional study of race, gender, religiosity, and abortion attitudes points to key 

differences by gender. For example, evangelical identification is only associated with pro-life 

attitudes among Latino men; whereas church attendance is a stronger predictor for Latina 

abortion attitudes (Holman, Podrazik, and Mohamed 2020).  

 A recent Gallup poll (2018) found that 79% of Americans supported abortion in at least 

some cases. The vast majority of Americans oppose an outright ban on abortion (Stokes 2019). 

Despite this widespread consensus from the mass public, political elites continue to try to pass 

legislation that would all but ban abortion access. There is some evidence that this is because 

politicians do not accurately assess what the public wants (Hertel-Fernandez, Mildenberger, and 

Stokes 2019). Research on public support for abortion has failed to find a consistent relationship 

between age and abortion attitudes. We sought to shed light on this relationship, and to assess 

whether any effect of age on abortion support was due to life cycle effects or cohort differences 
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driven by shared generational outlooks. Future work should take lifecycle and cohort effects into 

account when examining social issues, particularly those with established ties to party 

ownership. 
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