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Abstract

How do the youngest Americans view the impact of the Coronavirus and does a gender gap
underlie those opinions? Using a national survey of Generation Z conducted in late-May of
2020, our study measures attitudes toward the impact of the Coronavirus on personal health,
financial and job concerns, views about shelter-in-place laws, and voting intentions in the 2020
presidential election. We find that Gen Z women express greater health and economic concerns
and support for shelter-in-place measures than their male counterparts but this gender gap is
largely mitigated by party identification and other covariates. Party also mediates the differences
between young male and female voters in regard to the influence of the Coronavirus on their vote
choice in 2020. Notably, however, women regardless of party affiliation hold significantly
greater concern toward the impact of COVID-19 on their personal financial situation. Yet we
find that Gen Z men express more concern about their personal health amid COVID-19 in more
fully-specified statistical models. This research contributes to the growing literature that
examines not only the sorting effect of party on the gender gap, but how different identities—in
this case generation—can help explain the persistent political divides between men and women.
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Gen Z, Gender and Covid-19

Political scientists have long studied the American gender gap in public opinion, which
finds that women tend to be more liberal than men (Lizotte 2020). Yet women are far from
monolithic in their political views, and thus the interplay of ideology and gender in the current
era has largely been mediated by elite-level party sorting (Gillion, et al. 2018). Women and men
have “sorted” themselves into the parties that best match their policy preferences (men with the
Republican Party and women with the Democratic Party). Most research on the partisan gender
gap examines men and women solely through a gender lens, paying less attention to other
identities that may help explain the divide, with some notable exceptions (c.f. Junn and Masuoka
2019). For example, we know little about the strength of the gender gap on public opinion among
the youngest generation of voters: Generation Z (defined as those born after 1996). The lack of
research on this topic is problematic when we consider recent developments in American
politics. Following the 2016 election of Donald Trump, women mounted a large-scale political
resistance to his presidency, highlighted by the 2017 Women’s March. In 2018, a record number
of Democratic women sought elected office, suggesting a political awakening for young women.
Recent scholarship affirms what these events show: unlike prior generations, Gen Z women are
more engaged and enthusiastic about politics than Gen Z men (PRRI1 2018; Campbell and

Wolbrecht 2019). Given that Gen Z women already exhibit some different political behaviors
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than Gen Z men, an analysis that considers gender differences in public opinion among this
nascent generation is warranted.

In this paper, we examine whether and to what extent gender gaps emerge among Gen Z
with respect to concerns about the novel Coronavirus and the government’s response to it, and
whether partisanship mitigates those attitudes. We examine the gender gap among Gen Z
Americans on the topic of COVID-19 because of the unique challenges COVID-19 poses to the
youngest Americans. Just as the economic recession of 2008 damaged the long-term career
expectations of Millennials (de Hauw and de VVos 2010), members of Gen Z may feel the effects
of the COVID-19 economic downturn for decades to come. At best, this generation faces an
uncertain future and their attitudes reflect that they have already been hit particularly hard by the
pandemic (Parker and Igielnik 2020). A recent national survey from Pew Research Center
(2020) suggests that younger Americans, more so than their older counterparts, view the
Coronavirus as stress-inducing and a greater threat to their personal finances. Moreover, Pickup,
Stecula, and van der Linden (2020) find that partisanship shapes attitudes about the Coronavirus,
with Democrats expressing more concern than Republicans about the pandemic, while also being
less confident in the federal government’s response to handling it. Given that members of Gen Z
are less likely to identify with a political party than older Americans (Young 2019; CIRCLE
2018), considering how partisanship shapes attitudes about COVID-19 is particularly imperative.
In light of this, we examine the extent to which gender and party shape Gen Z concerns about the
impact of the Coronavirus on their own health, financial and job concerns, their views about
shelter-in-place laws, as well as the extent to which the Coronavirus will shape their voting

intentions in the 2020 presidential election.
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Gender Gaps and Generation Z in Political Opinion
On a wide range of public policy issues, the preferences of women and men differ. Women are
less likely than men to support the use of force, oppose capital punishment and support gun
control (Caughell 2016; Celinska 2007; Haider-Marker and Joslyn 2001; Norrander 2008).
Women are more likely to support greater social welfare spending and a more activist
government role in assisting the poor (Caughell 2016; Norrander 2008; Fox and Oxley 2015;
Lizotte 2020). There’s also evidence of a gender gap in attitudes toward the Coronavirus,
specifically. During the first months of the outbreak, women were more likely to support
government steps to combat the virus and take personal measures such as washing their hands
more often or avoiding physical contact (Kahn, 2020). Explanations for the gender gap in
public opinion vary, but some scholars argue that the divergence may be linked to gender role
socialization (Diekman and Schneider 2010). Given that women are often socialized to be more
compassionate and nurturing, they are primed to hold more liberal positions on social
compassion issues and support for a larger government role on issues such as healthcare and
school spending (Eagly and Diekman 2006; Greenlee 2014). Women’s greater empathy for the
poor may also lead them to support more social welfare spending (Huddy, Cassese and Lizotte
2008). Economic theories of the gender gap posit that because women are more economically
vulnerable than men, and more likely to receive economic benefits from the government, they
are more supportive of government social spending (Norrander 2008). Mary-Kate Lizotte (2020)
argues that such gender differences can best be understood through a values perspective,
specifically the idea that “women appear to have a greater concern for the well-being of others”
(31). In turn, these “pro-social values” (34) lead women to hold more liberal positions on a

range of issues (ibid.)
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We hypothesize several scenarios in terms of how gender may influence Gen Z’s
attitudes about the coronavirus in our present study. First, due to gender socialization, women’s
economic vulnerability, and Lizotte’s (2020) pro-social values perspective, Gen Z women will be
more likely to support government intervention in handling COVID-19, express more concern
about the financial impact of the virus and express more concern about the virus’s impact on
their own families. They may also be more likely to consider responses to COVID-19 in their
vote choice. Second, concerns for one’s own health related to the pandemic might be more
prevalent among Gen Z men because men are less empathetic to the needs of others; similarly,
that ethos may also result in Gen Z men being less likely to support shelter-in-place policies than
Gen Z women. Lastly, it may be more likely instead that on most measures, partisanship exerts a
stronger influence on their attitudes about the Coronavirus, showing that Gen Z is not immune to

partisan pressures.

Data and Measurement

We conducted a nationally representative survey of 1,049 American adults, 18-24 years
old (members of Generation Z) via a Qualtrics online panel from May 19-28, 2020. Our analysis
includes 1,008 responses from GenZers who identify as cis-female (n=506) or cis-male (n=502).
The survey was fielded after “shelter-in-place” measures were imposed by most US states,
Congress passed a large stimulus package to address the economic impact of COVID-19, and as
deaths due to Coronavirus were nearing 100,000. Thus, respondents were answering our survey
when the Coronavirus was dominating public discourse. Gen Zers were asked how concerned
they were about the impact of COVID-19 on a variety of different issues, their attitudes toward

the shelter-in-place measures and whether the response to COVID-19 is important to their vote

! Due to the small number of respondents who identified outside of the gender binary, we omit those responses.
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choice. Appendix Tables A1-A3 contain the question wording of the items used in our analyses,
as well as the response distributions. For ease of interpretation, the results presented here
collapse all 3-point scales to 2, though logit models using all response options (located in
Appendix B) do not change the conclusions.
Findings

Figure 1 displays the results for Gen Z women and men who stated that they were
somewhat or very concerned across five health and economic COVID-19 related items, as well
as percent of respondents who said strict shelter-in-place measures have been worth it in order to
minimize the spread of the Coronavirus. It also displays the results for the importance of
COVID-19 response by government as a factor in their vote choice in 2020. The lighter shaded
bars show the percent response difference between women and men (i.e., the results of a
bivariate regression). These results reveal that Gen Z women express greater health and
economic concerns about COVID-19 than Gen Z men. The gender gap ranges from 6.6 to 8.7
percentage points and the differences are statistically significant for all but two items (concern
for family’s health and whether COVID-19 factors into this fall’s vote choice). Similarly, Gen Z
women are more likely than Gen Z men to believe that the stay-at-home orders were worth it; the

10.5 percentage point difference is also statistically significant.

The story changes quite a bit when we account for partisanship. The darker bars in figure
1 present the same results as the lighter bars, but with a single control variable for partisanship
(on a 7-point scale). Partisanship reduces the gender gap across all COVID-19 response items,
and the gender differences are now statistically significant for only one item--concern for

personal financial situation. The ordered logit and logit results (Appendix B1, B2, and B3)
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largely confirm these findings.? Accounting for other covariates that may affect COVID-19
concerns (e.g. race, education and income), we find that partisanship absorbs a large amount of
explanatory value;® as Gen Z respondents become more Republican, they become less concerned
about the resulting impacts of the Coronavirus. Republicans are also less likely to say that
shelter-in-place laws are worth it. However, partisanship does not completely erase the gender
gap in two cases: Gen Z women are more likely to be concerned that COVID-19 will harm their
ability to keep their jobs. We also find that Gen Z men are significantly more likely to express
concerns about their own personal health with respect to COVID-19, potentially because concern
for one’s own health does not require the empathic response described by Lizotte (2020).

Our final analysis examines how the government’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic
may affect Gen Zers’ vote in the 2020 elections. Once again, we find that while Gen Z women
are more likely than Gen Z men to say that the response to the pandemic is a very or somewhat
important factor to their vote, this gap is strongly mediated by partisanship. The ordered logit
results (Appendix B3) indicate a statistically significant effect for partisanship in the presence of
other potential confounding factors, with Republicans expressing far less concern about COVID
as a factor to their vote this fall. It is likely that gender will play a role in the 2020 elections—
even among the youngest Americans—but Gen Z women and men have largely sorted
themselves into the parties that best represent their concerns and priorities on a wide range of
issues, including those related to COVID-109.

Discussion

% Table B1 provides the ordered logit results for the first 6 items described in Figure 1. Table B2 provides a logit
model predicting the belief that the stay-at-home orders were worth it. Finally, Table B3 provides an ordered logit
model for the importance the respondent put on COVID-19 response for their 2020 vote choice.

® Because our sample has a slight overrepresentation of 18-year-olds (see table A4), we included a control for age of
respondent out of an abundance of caution. Income refers to self-reported family income; education is an ordinal
measure ranging from 1=less than high school to 8=professional or doctoral degree.

7

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 212.128.108.6, on 10 Jul 2020 at 07:46:34, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms.
https://doi.org/10.1017/51743923X20000434


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1743923X20000434
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms

Our study, which considers how gender influences attitudes about the Coronavirus, is
among the first to examine gender gaps in public opinion among Generation Z. At first glance,
Gen Z women express more concern about many of the virus’ implications and more support for
shelter-in-place laws, which is consistent with much of the scholarly literature on the gender gap
that links concerns about care issues with women’s social values, economic vulnerability, and
gender socialization. However, most gender differences with regard to the Coronavirus fail to
emerge as significant once controlling for partisanship and other covariates. Notably, though,
the two significant gender differences that emerge in our multivariate analysis do speak to the
gender gap literature: women’s greater concern about how Covid-19 may jeopardize their
employment echoes earlier studies that argue the gender gap is rooted in women’s greater
economic vulnerability. Men’s greater prioritization of their own personal health in wake of
Covid-19 may also speak to their lack of empathy or “pro-social values” (Lizotte 2020). No large
gender gaps emerge with respect to how Gen Z will factor responses to COVID into their votes
in the 2020 election, though it should be noted that 58 percent of all Gen Z Americans say this
issue is very important to their vote choice; an additional 30 percent say it is somewhat
important. Overall, however, while gender may matter to these opinions even among the
youngest cohort of Americans, its influence is largely mediated by parties, which play a crucial

role in sorting the attitudes and policy preferences of men and women of older generations.
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Appendix A

Table Al: Dependent Variables; Concern over Impact of COVID-19 (in percent)
Question: How concerned are you about the impact of COVID-19 (Coronavirus) on the

following:
Very Somewhat Notatall  Unsure

Your own health 31 39 28 2
The health of your family 52 34 12 2
Your personal financial situation 40 33 24 3
The financial situation of your family 44 31 21 4
The ability to get or keep a job 44 29 24 4
n=1,008

Table A2: Dependent Variable; Attitudes toward Shelter-in-Place Measures (in percent)
Question: Which of the following statements comes closest to your view, even if neither is perfect
with respect to shelter-in-place measures and the Coronavirus:

Percent

Strict shelter-in-place measures are worth it in order to
-~ . 61

protect people and limit the spread of coronavirus.

Strict shelter-in-place measures are placing

unnecessary burdens on people and the economy and 24

are causing more harm than good.

Unsure 15

n=1,008
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Table A3: Dependent Variable; Impact of COVID-19 Response on Vote Choice (in percent)
Question: The following is a list of issues and concerns that might influence people's vote
choices in November. For each one, please tell me whether it will be very important, somewhat
important or not important at all in determining your vote: “The response to the COVID-19

pandemic.”

Percent
Very Important 58
Somewhat Important 30
Not at all Important 7
Unsure 5
n=1,008

Table A4: Sample Demographics for Full Survey, Unweighted and Weighted

SAMPLE DEMOGRAPHICS  Unweighted Weighted

Frequency Frequency
18 19.6% 19.9%
19 16.4% 17.2%
20 16.4% 16.4%
Age 21 15.0% 14.7%
22 11.4% 11.2%
23 9.3% 9.1%
24 11.9% 11.5%
White 61.1% 52.0%
Race Black 17.7% 14.0%
Other 22.2% 34.0%
Male 51.3% 47.9%
Gender Female 44.7% 48.3%
Trans/Non- 4.0% 3.9%
Conforming
<$50k 55.3% 50.0%
'Ij]%‘ésrﬁzo'd $50k-$100k 25.5% 28.8%
>$100k 19.2% 21.2%
Education  High School or 38.17% 36.64%
Below
Some College 34.29% 35.23%
College or 26.84% 28.13%
Advanced Degree
Democrat/Lean 49.8% 52.0%
Partisanship Democrat
Republican/Lean 28.5% 27.0%
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Republican
Independent/Do 21.7% 21.0%
Not Lean

Appendix B

Figure B1: Gender Gap on COVID-19 Opinions, with and without Accounting for
Partisanship

12% -
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10% -
[VALUE]**
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-_— 0,
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Table B1: Ordered Logit — Predicting COVID-19 Concern for...

Family  Ability to
Own Health ~ Family Health  Own Finances Finances Find/Keep

Job
(1) 2) (3) (4) (5)
Gender (Male) 0.273* -0.054 -0.136 -0.025 -0.282*
(0.137) (0.143) (0.138) (0.138) (0.140)
Partisanship -0.143** -0.174** -0.066* -0.070* -0.121**
(0.034) (0.033) (0.034) (0.034) (0.032)
Race (White) -0.451** -0.156 -0.009 -0.245 0.144
(0.171) (0.178) (0.163) (0.171) (0.170)
Race (Black) 0.645** -0.260 0.346 0.023 -0.179
(0.200) (0.023) (0.209) (0.202) (0.204)
Family Income -0.075** -0.028 -0.098** -0.105** -0.046
(0.025) (0.026) (0.024) (0.025) (0.024)
Education 0.094** 0.057 0.069 0.045 0.048
(0.056) (0.057) (0.053) (0.052) (0.056)
Age 0.047 0.019 0.058 0.008 0.007
(0.039) (0.039) (0.036) (0.036) (0.037)
Cutl -0.587 -2.340 -0.499 -1.940 -1.575
(0.765) (0.770) (0.746) (0.747) (0.755)
Cut 2 1.226 -0.436 1.010 -0.461 -0.253
(0.764) (0.773) (0.745) (0.746)  (0.754)
Observations 982 986 972 958 970
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R 0.045 0.023 0.023 0.020 0.014

Notes: Robust standard errors in parentheses. * denotes p<0.05, two-tailed, ** denotes p<0.01,
two tailed.

Table B2: Logit — Predicting Belief that Shelter-
in-Place Orders are Worth it

Gender (Male) 0.250
(0.186)
Partisanship -0.272**
(0.041)
Race (White) -0.214
(0.225)
Race (Black) 0.387
(0.271)
Family Income 0.025
(0.032)
Education 0.033
(0.068)
Age -0.015
(0.044)
Constant 2.266
(0.859)
Observations 848
R? 0.066

Notes: Robust standard errors in parentheses. *
denotes p<0.05, two-tailed, ** denotes p<0.01, two
tailed.
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Table B3: Ordered Logit — Predicting Importance of
COVID-19 on 2020 Vote Choice

Gender (Male) -0.076
(0.151)
Partisanship -0.121**
(0.033)
Race (White) 0.032
(0.173)
Race (Black) 0.087
(0.221)
Family Income -0.049
(0.026)
Education 0.047
(0.063)
Age 0.050
(0.043)
Cutl -2.033
(0.840)
Cut 2 0.037
(0.841)
Observations 960
R? 0.016

Notes: Robust standard errors in parentheses. *
denotes p<0.05, two-tailed, ** denotes p<0.01, two
tailed.
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