MEMORANDUM

Women Voters: The Base
of the New Populism

Jiao Lan

October 2014

What Women Believe
Across a broad range of polls this year, women, especially unmarried women and women of color, have
expressed strong populist views.
Women believe that our country is on the wrong track and look to government to create opportunity in
the economy through progressive reforms and regulations.
Regardless of party identification, overwhelming majorities of women support Medicare, Medicaid and
Social Security, America’s core shared public security programs. They believe these programs are essential and strongly oppose any legislation that undermines them. Women also strongly support increasing
government spending on the federal Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (“food stamps”), and
early education and child care programs.
Broad majorities of women are also worried about the effects global warming, and for that reason support government regulation of greenhouse gases and investment in clean energy alternatives.

What Women Experience
Women’s political beliefs, especially about the American economy, are grounded in the day-to-day economic struggles they uniquely face.
More so than at any time in our history, women play the role of breadwinner in the family. Currently,
in 40 percent of all households with children under the age 18, mothers are either the sole or primary
source of income for the family1; that was true of only 11 percent of families in the 1960s. Of the current
13.7 million “breadwinner moms”, almost two out of three – or 8.6 million – are single mothers.2 Their
increasingly important financial role in the family structure coincides with an economic environment
that is much harsher than it was five decades ago. Worse, they often do not have the essential supports of
affordable child care, paid family leave, or paid sick days.
The more than 56 million unmarried women in America today (up from approximately 53 million women in 2010)3 are particularly burdened by unequal pay: For every dollar that a married man makes, an
1
2
3

Pew Research Center, “Breadwinner Moms”, 05/29/2013
Ibid.
[US Census Bureau Current Population Survey, 03/2013
The Populist Majority is a project of the Campaign for America’s Future that compiles the most recent public opinion research
on economic and political issues, exposing the gulf between American opinion and conventional wisdom.

PopulistMajority.org
1

unmarried white woman makes 69 cents, an unmarried African-American woman makes 57 cents, and
an unmarried Latino woman makes 46 cents.4 Unmarried women need to work 19 to 23 months just to
earn what a married man earns in only 12 months.5 What’s worse, 53 percent of women were paying a
greater percentage of their earnings toward student loan debt than what a typical person would reasonably afford to pay in 2009.6
Such economic policies as increasing the minimum wage will have a proportionately larger impact on
women because women comprise a higher percentage of low-wage workers. Of the 3.3 million Americans
earning at or below minimum wage, 62.4 percent are women and 48.7 percent are unmarried women.7
Increasing the minimum wage will affect 4.8 million working mothers, leading to additional income and
greater benefits after retirement.8
Women’s support for federal programs also stem from their real-world experience. Statistics show that
women live longer; that’s one reason women are more than 60 percent of all seniors relying on Social
Security.9 More women than men rely on Social Security as their only source of income: for age groups
65-69, 18 percent of women, compared to 14 percent of men; for elders 80 years and older, 35 percent of
women and 23 percent of men. In 2009, Social Security helped lift a total of 8.5 million women above the
age 65 out of poverty10.
Pay discrimination against women not only hurts their current well-being but their future security. Social
Security benefits are based on lifetime earnings, so women are penalized in retirement because they were
not compensated equally during their working years. For Americans over 65 today, women receive only
$12,000 annually on average from Social Security, while men receive more than $16,000.11 Women depend on Social Security more, but still do not receive the support they need to retire comfortably.
These realities make the economy and jobs central to women, and make a progressive populist economic
agenda their most appealing policy choice.
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Women believe that the country is going in the wrong direction, and are unhappy with the
performance of Congress—particularly the Republicans.
y 66% of women (compared to 63% of men) think the country is going in the wrong direction.
[McClatchy-Marist, 8/12/2014]
y 75% of women disapprove of the way the U.S. Congress is doing its job. [Washington Post/ABC
News, 09/09/2014]
y 68% of women disapprove of the job the Republicans in Congress are doing. [McClatchy-Marist,
8/12/2014]

Most women agree that they face discrimination in the workplace, and continue to shoulder
greater financial and family burdens than men. Women are unhappy with the current American economy, and prioritize the issue when considering political candidates.
y 62% of women believe that women have a harder time getting ahead in the workplace than men.
[The Feldman Group, 2/7/2014]
y 60% of millennial women (compared to 48% of millennial men) believe men generally earn more
than women for doing the same work. [Pew Research Center, 11/13/2013]
y 66% of women, including 65% of white women, say that their income is falling behind the cost of
living. [AFL-CIO/Hart Research, 2/14/2014]
y 59% of millennial women (compared to 19% of millennial men) believe being a working parent
makes it harder to advance in a job or career. [Pew Research Center, 11/13/2013]
y 64% of women and 68% of unmarried women are dissatisfied with the economic situation in their
state. [AFL-CIO/Hart Research, 2/14/2014]

Women want the government to help them in the workplace to become more empowered as
working mothers.
y 75% of millennial women (compared to 57% of millennial men) believe more changes are needed
to give men and women equality in the workplace. [Pew Research Center, 04/08/2014]
y 90% of unmarried women (compared to 83% of likely voters) favor the government helping
working mothers by protecting them from job discrimination and ensuring access to paid leave
and childcare. [Democracy Corps, 04/09/2014]
y 76% of unmarried women (compared to 72% total) favor Democratic Party proposals to expand
paid family, maternity, and sick leave for working families. [Greenberg Quinlan Rosner Research,
07/22/2014]
y 59% of unmarried women favor the Democratic proposal to help small businesses succeed by
providing more access to capital and incentives for women-owned small businesses. [Greenberg
Quinlan Rosner Research, 07/22/2014]

Raising the minimum wage and extending unemployment benefits are top priorities for working women.
y 68% of women support the proposed increase the minimum wage to $10.10 an hour. [The Feldman Group, 2/7/2014]
y 94% of unmarried women are in favor of helping women succeed with equal pay and equal
health insurance. [Democracy Corps, 04/09/2014]
y 63% of women think Congress should approve another extension of unemployment benefits.
[Washington Post/ABC News, 01/27/2014]
y 71% of women support unemployment benefits, with 31% believing the federal government
should increase spending on the program. [YouGov, 01/28/2014]
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Women strongly oppose “big money” in the American government, and also oppose trade
pacts that may hurt American domestic workers.
y 67% of unmarried women (compared to 55% of likely voters) believe that when big money gets its
way, “more working men and women will be drowning.” [Greenberg Quinlan Rosner Research,
06/25/2014]
y 59% of women (as well as 56% of men) think the federal government should pursue policies that
try to reduce the gap between wealthy and less well-off Americans. [Washington Post-ABC News
Poll, 12/13/2013]
y 67% of women think federal government policies currently do more to favor the wealthy rather
than the less well-off Americans. [Washington Post-ABC News Poll, 12/13/2013]

Women believe that the federal government must take an active role in supporting their citizens—especially children and those facing financial challenges—through federal programs
such as SNAP and Head Start.
y 56% of women have a favorable opinion of the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program
(SNAP, best known as “food stamps”) (with 28% stating very favorable). [YouGov, 6/2/2014]
y 70% of unmarried women favor expanding access to public preschool and Head Start programs to
help working families and children. [Greenberg Quinlan Rosner Research, 7/15/2013]

Women overwhelmingly support Medicare, Medicaid and Social Security.
y 77% of women (compared to 73% of men) have a favorable opinion of Medicare (with 44% stating very favorable). [YouGov, 6/2/2014]
y 67% of women(compared to 63% of men) have a favorable opinion of Medicaid (with 35% stating very favorable). [YouGov, 6/2/2014]
y 94% of unmarried women oppose cutting Social Security and Medicare. [Voter Participation
Center, 4/8/2014]
y 74% of unmarried women believe that we must protect Medicare benefits and premiums for
seniors and future retirees. [Greenberg Quinlan Rosner Research, 07/22/2014]

Women believe that climate change is a problem, and strongly support green energy solutions
to combat global warming.
y 75% of women (compared to 61% of men) think the issue of global warming, also known as
climate change, is a serious problem facing this country. [Washington Post-ABC News Poll,
06/08/2014].
y 60% of women (compared to 40% of men) are “concerned believers of global warming.” [Gallup, 3/9/2014]
y 71% of women think the federal government should limit the release of greenhouse gases from
existing power plants in an effort to reduce global warming. [Washington Post-ABC News Poll,
06/08/2014].
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