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Voting Rates 1989 to 2007
Is There a Gender Gap?
Abstract: Prior research highlights the relevance of gender in determining who is
elected in postcommunist countries, yet there has been only limited work examining
the relevance of gender in understanding voter participation. I examine the extent
to which a gender gap in voting is present among Polish citizens. I use a model of
voter participation previously found to predict differences in men’s and women’s
rates of participation in established democracies. Findings show that, controlling
for family structure, socioeconomic resources, religious attendance, and political
interest, women were less likely to vote in Poland in 1989 and 1991 but more likely
to vote in 1993. Since 1993, however, there are no significant gender differences in
voting. Gender differences in the effects of other factors did emerge beginning in
2007. The emergence of differences in the effects of marital status, children, and
work hours mirrors what is found in other European democracies. This finding
suggests that as more voters without direct experience under communism begin to
vote, important gender differences in voting may be emerging.
A well-known narrative among gender scholars who study the transition from
communism to democracy in Eastern Europe states that women in postcommunist
countries were largely absent from national legislatures after the emergence of
democratic elections. Scholars have attributed this absence to individual choices, a
return to conservative gender roles in society, and institutional barriers that limited
women’s involvement. As more women were elected, this narrative shifted to claim
that women’s participation gradually increased as a result of changes in the electoral systems, the removal of barriers within parties, women’s increased political
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ambitions, and changes in societal norms regarding women’s inclusion in political
office. These claims are largely supported across the region.
While a significant amount of attention has been paid to women’s inclusion
among elected politicians in postcommunist countries, there has been almost no
theory building and little empirical research to explain and identify differences in
women’s participation as voters. Among those who study the emergence of social
cleavages in postcommunist countries and their significance in predicting political
attitudes and behaviors is a general finding that gender rarely matters after controlling for other status characteristics and values and beliefs (Evans 2006; Whitefield
2002). In fact, after reviewing the first ten years of research on voting in the region,
Tucker (2002) does not identify one article as developing a hypothesis around the
importance of gender on voting. If gender matters so much at the elite level, why
has so little research to date focused on the significance of gender in understanding
political behaviors at the mass level in postcommunist countries?
Voter Turnout in Eastern Europe
Democracies depend on citizens’ participation in elections. It is generally concluded
that voter turnout is a function of electoral institutions, party systems, perceived
electoral outcomes, and the socioeconomic characteristics of citizens (Blais 2006).
Observers of postcommunist countries consistently expressed concern regarding voter
turnout because high initial rates of participation declined dramatically over time
(Kostadinova 2003). A common explanation for the decline in voter turnout focused
on the importance of disenchantment with the system. The most recent research on
the region concludes that voters participate in elections that matter the most to them
and their country’s future; in other words, voter turnout reflects a calculated understanding of when votes matter (Pacek, Pop-Eleches, and Tucker 2009). Voter turnout
in parliamentary elections in Poland has fluctuated across elections; the turnout was
highest in 1993 (52 percent) and lowest in 2005 (40.5 percent).
An important component of examining trends in voter turnout is the identification
of which citizens choose to vote. The emergence of political and social cleavages
in voting patterns has also been of great concern within postcommunist nations
(Evans 2006; Tucker 2002; Whitefield 2002). Building on the earliest studies of
voting behaviors in Western democracies (e.g., Almond and Verba 1963), characteristics such as gender, age, education, and social class have been examined
to determine their importance in the region. It is unclear whether these cleavages
found to be relevant in established democracies will also be relevant in postcommunist Eastern Europe.
A General Model of Gender and Voting
The significance of gender in democracies was clearly established by the late
1970s. Based on a seventeen-country study, Verba, Nie, and Kim concluded: “In all
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societies for which we have data, sex is related to political activity; men are more
active than women” (1978: 268). This gender difference has become known as the
“gender gap.” Later research in these same democracies continues to conclude that
women are less politically engaged than men on a wide range of behavioral and
attitudinal measures (Burns, Schlozman, and Verba 2001; Dalton 2008; Giger 2009;
Inglehart and Norris 2000). This body of research notes, however, that the gender
gap in political participation is often modest and can vary, with women rather than
men being more engaged on some measures. Yet the overtime and cross-country
persistence indicates that gender is an important social cleavage in democracies.
In understanding what produces the gender gap in political engagement,
research concludes that the pathways to participation are often gendered (e.g.
Burns, Schlozman, and Verba 1997; Schlozman, Burns, and Verba 1994). In
other words, men and women require different resources and opportunities to
participate politically and are motivated and socialized to participate in different
ways. For example, women are less likely to be involved in a political party but
are more likely than men to be involved with a local activist organization (Coffe
and Bolzendahl 2010).
Beginning in the 1980s research on Western democracies began to find that
women voted at a slightly higher rate than men, controlling for other factors. This
shift was attributed to changes in social norms, the removal of structural barriers
that often inhibited women’s voting participation, and shifts in the demographic
composition of societies, which led women to comprise a larger percentage of
voters in many contexts (Norris 2001). As the field progressed, attention shifted
to include partisan affiliation. Early research concluded that women were more
likely to vote for conservative parties, but a “modern” gender gap has emerged in
which women increasingly support parties on the left (Giger 2009; Inglehart and
Norris 2003).
While single-country studies on gender differences in voter turnout abound, only
one study has focused on identifying core factors that might explain the gender gap
in a larger sample of countries. In this study, Coffe and Bolzendahl (2010) developed
a clear set of hypotheses to explain the gender gap in voting across a variety of Western democracies. The core factors identified were family structure, socioeconomic
resources, religious adherence, and political interest and attitudes. Controlling for
these factors, they find that women have voted at higher rates than men in eighteen
Western industrialized countries since 2000. They also found evidence that the pathways to voting varied for men and women across these countries. In the following
sections I briefly state the importance of each factor for voter turnout and review
relevant research from which they drew to develop their model.
Family Structure
Family structure, defined as marital status and the presence of children in the
household, affects voter participation. According to a classic life-cycle theory

spring 2012

63

of participation, adults who are married and those who have never been married
are expected to have the highest rates of participation and children are expected
to negatively affect turnout (Jennings 1979; Stoker and Jennings 1995). Recent
research in the United States finds that those who are married have the highest
rate of turnout, and having children has a modest negative effect (Wolfinger and
Wolfinger 2008). Because married people have an increased opportunity to share
information, the costs associated with political involvement are reduced. Having
children, however, reduces the resources necessary for participation.
Coffe and Bolzendahl (2010) hypothesize gender differences in the effects of
family structure. They argue that being married and having children will affect voting
positively for men but negatively for women. Since women continue to be responsible
for the majority of housework and the time-intensive labor of raising children, it is
reasonable to expect that the effects of marriage and children will vary. Research on
voluntary association memberships (Rotolo 2000) and partisan attitudes (Iverson and
Rosenbluth 2006) supports the gendered pathways argument. Coffe and Bolzendahl
(2010) do not, however, find a significant difference in the effects of family structure
on men’s and women’s voting behaviors in Western democracies.
Socioeconomic Resources
Socioeconomic resources are among the most important predictors of voting. Socioeconomic resources are defined as educational credentials, employment status,
and occupational prestige. Women’s lower levels of access to these resources are
consistently used to explain the gender gap in voting participation. Furthermore,
research has found that these resources have differential effects on men’s and
women’s behaviors (Schlozman, Burns, and Verba 1994).
Achieving high levels of education or high-prestige occupations are hypothesized to have a more positive effect on women’s participation than men’s. Having
overcome multiple barriers to high-status positions, these women may be more
committed and interested in politics than their male counterparts (Schlozman,
Burns, and Verba 1999; Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995). While Coffe and
Bolzendahl (2010) find that both a university degree and professional occupational
status significantly affect women’s voting but not men’s, the difference between
the two effects is not significant.
Due in large part to women’s double shifts, caring for the home and working outside
the home, employment status, and increasing work hours can depress women’s rates of
political participation while increasing men’s. Being employed is therefore hypothesized
to have a stronger positive effect among men than among women. Coffe and Bolzendahl
(2010), however, find no significant differences across Western democracies.
Religious Adherence
It is clear that religiosity and religious affiliation positively affect political participation (Putnam 2000). Furthermore, the effects of religiosity and religious affiliation
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are found to vary for men and women in certain ethnic and racial groups in the United
States (Burns, Schlozman, and Verba 2001; Read 2007). Even though women are
more religious than men on average, the effect of religiosity is more pronounced
for men’s political participation than women’s. While the effect of religiosity on
voting was positive across Western democracies, there were no significant differences by gender (Coffe and Bolzendahl 2010).
Political Interest
It is widely accepted that across contexts men are more interested in politics than
women are. A gender gap in political interest is generally attributed to women’s
lower levels of socioeconomic resources and their familial responsibilities. This
difference in interest has been shown to mediate the gender gap in political participation (Verba, Burns, and Schlozman 1997). Coffe and Bolzendahl (2010) find
that across Western countries women with high levels of political interest were
predicted to vote at a much higher rate than men, but at low levels of interest the
effect on voting is similar among men and women.
The body of research reviewed above is limited because it examines voting only
in established democracies. An obvious test of the utility of this theory would be
a postcommunist country. While there has been ample research on women’s participation in Western countries, only limited attention has been paid to determining
whether the gender gap is actually present in postcommunist countries. This lack of
systematic research on women’s participation as political citizens in postcommunist
countries therefore needs to be addressed. In the following section, I review the
prior research on voting in postcommunist countries, specifically Poland, in order
to extend these arguments to a postcommunist case.
Gender and Voting in Postcommunist Countries: The Polish Case
“The democratic transformation of Polish society is after all widely understood as
an ungendered or a “gender-neutral” process, reflected in the fact that most “transition” theorists have neglected gender as an axis around which transformation is
being discursively effected” (Kramer 2007: 74). Among gender scholars, however,
women’s role in the transition has been widely discussed and determined to be
different from men’s in Eastern Europe (Waylen 1994). Originally, many scholars
argued that women in Poland were largely absent during the transition process and
debated the extent to which the absence was by choice, by necessity, or by force
(e.g., Corrin 1992; Einhorn 1991; Reading 1992; Regulska 1994). More recent
research has shifted attention away from debating the level of participation to focusing instead on the significance of the participation before, during, and after the
transition to a capitalist democracy (e.g., Kenney 1999; Penn 2005). What is notable
about this body of research is the amount of attention paid to women’s involvement
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at elite leadership levels (e.g., Matland and Montgomery 2003; Rueschemeyer and
Wolchik 2009) and the lack of attention to examining women’s participation at the
mass level when they exercise basic citizenship rights.
Despite the lack of attention to gender in predicting voting behavior, prior
research has considered the extent to which there are gender differences in citizenship norms (Coffe and van der Lippe 2010) and political attitudes (Carnaghan
and Bahry 1990) and political behaviors other than voting (Letki 2004). Women
in Poland have been found to hold less-democratic values than men throughout the
democratic period (Marquart-Pyatt 2007; Oakes 2002).
Prior research on voting in Poland has largely ignored gender. Instead, research
has focused primarily on the importance of class position and economic voting
(Kunovich 2002; Mach and Jackson 2006; Peoples 2007). These studies often—but
not always—include controls for gender. Examples of research that find gender differences without theorizing the importance of gender are in the effects on partisan
support (e.g., Markowski 2008) and on overall levels of political engagement (e.g.,
Tworzecki 2008). These findings suggest that exploring to what extent and in what
ways gender matters would move the field forward by filling the gap in knowledge
with respect to the extent to which there is a gender gap in voting.
Research Questions and Hypotheses
Is there a gender gap in voting between men and women in Poland? Based on prior
research, I expect to find that women in Poland voted at lower rates than men at
the beginning of the transition to democracy. Over time, however, I expect to find
a decline and possible reversal in the gender gap, assuming that women in Poland
follow a trajectory similar to that of women in other Western democracies, who did
not share the communist experience. In addition, I expect a core set of predictors
including, family structure, socioeconomic resources, religious attendance, and
political interest to predict voting behavior in Poland.
Hypothesis 1: Being married will positively affect voting, and having children
will negatively affect voting.
Hypothesis 2: Socioeconomic resources such as education and being employed will positively affect voting.
Hypothesis 3: Number of hours spent working will positive affect voting.
Hypothesis 4: Religiosity will positively affect voting.
Hypothesis 5: Political interest will positively affect voting.
Are there significant differences in the effects of these predictors on women
and men’s behaviors? Building on a body of evidence from the United States, I
expect to find significant differences in the effects of core predictors for men and
women in Poland. I expect these differences to become more pronounced over
time, as citizens move further away from personal experiences during communism
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and as more voters enter the electorate who did not directly experience communist
policies.
Hypothesis 6: Being married and having children will positively affect men’s
voting behaviors but will negatively affect women’s voting behaviors.
Hypothesis 7: Socioeconomic resources, such as education, are expected to
have a stronger positive effect on women than on men.
Hypothesis 8: Being employed will have a stronger positive effect on men
than on women.
Hypothesis 9: Church attendance will matter more for increasing men’s
participation than for women’s.
Hypothesis 10: Political interest will have a stronger positive effect on women
than on men.
Data and Methods
Data on electoral participation were collected in the last four waves of POLPAN.
I included respondents in each model based on data availability for each model.
That is, results are based on list-wise deletion of missing data and the sample sizes
vary by election.
Electoral Participation, 1989–2007
POLPAN respondents were asked about electoral participation in every wave, with
the following question, “Did you participate in elections for the Sejm in [YEAR]?” It
is important to note that not all respondents were asked about electoral participation
in every wave and not all respondents chose to answer. Therefore, the composition of
respondents varies across the predicted elections. As shown in Table 1, the possible
sample sizes range from a high of 2,258 for the 1989 election to a low of 1,470 for
the 2005 election. Missing data on this item ranged from 2 percent to 7 percent.
Other relevant differences over time are the amount of time between elections and
reporting participation and the number of elections discussed during the wave of
data collection. For example, in two of the waves, two elections were discussed,
wave 1993 discussed the 1989 and 1991 elections and wave 2008 discussed the
2003 and 2007 elections. Waves 1998 and 2003 discussed one election each and
1988 contained no electoral participation data.
Examining the descriptive statistics for voter turnout, I find that reported turnout
was highest in 1993 (82 percent) and lowest in 1991(68 percent). What is important
to note is that even when respondents were asked to report on participation in two
different elections during a wave of data collection, the reported participation varies. Reported rates of participation are much higher than official turnout statistics,
but the patterns are similar: elections with lower official turnout also have lower
reported turnout.

spring 2012

67

Table 1
Overview of Voter Turnout Among POLPAN Respondents
Voter
turnout*

Election
year
1989
1991
1993
1997
2001
2005
2007

National
statistics
62.11
43.20
52.08
47.93
46.18
40.57
53.88

Wave of data collection

Data for
predictors
1988
1988
1993
1993
1998
2003
2003

Voting
behaviors
1993
1993
1998
1998
2003
2008
2008

Voting behavior data
Number of
respondents
asked
2,258
2,257
2,043
2,133
1,699
1,470
1,470

Overall
response
rate
98.1
96.2
93.1
98.0
95.9
95.3
98.4

Reported
voter
turnout
80.4
67.6
82.1
71.0
73.2
74.2
69.7

*Data from International IDEA country archive.

Core Predictors, 1989–2007
To ensure that core predictors were measured before the date of the election, measures come from the wave of data collection that preceded the election. In other
words, data for the independent variables come from an earlier wave of data collection than do data for the dependent variable. For example, while questions about
electoral participation in 1989 were asked in 2003, measures of socioeconomic
status and family structure were taken from data collected in 1988. When possible,
indicators for measures do not vary over time and, when they do, indicators are
transformed to be as equivalent as possible.
Family structure is measured by marital status and presence of children in the
household. Over time, POLPAN respondents had increasing opportunities to identify a variety of marital statuses and different characteristics about their children.
To create a common measure, however, I focus on basic distinctions between
respondents, married and currently living with children. Across all waves of data
collection, people who are currently married are compared to all other statuses
(single, separated, divorced, and widowed). People who currently live with children under the age of sixteen are compared to those who do not. Because these
two statuses covary with age, I also control for age in the models, measured by
number of years.
Socioeconomic resources are measured by educational credentials and employment status. People are distinguished by having a post–high school credential, high

68

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SOCIOLOGY

Table 2
Sex Differences in Voter Turnout Among POLPAN Respondents
Voter turnout among POLPAN respondents
Election
year
1989
1991
1993
1997
2001
2005
2007

Overall rate

Women’s rate

Men’s rate

χ2

80.4
67.6
82.1
71.0
73.2
74.2
69.7

79.4
65.2
82.3
70.6
72.1
72.8
67.5

81.5
70.0
81.8
71.4
74.3
75.7
72.1

1.491
5.732*
.079
.183
.959
1.551
3.557*

* p < 0.05.

school credentials only, and less than high-school credentials. Employment status
is measured with two indicators, a dichotomous variable identifying those who are
employed (1 = yes) and an interval variable measuring the number of hours they
work in their primary job.
Religious attendance is measured in each wave with a single question asking
respondents how frequently they attend mass. Attendance is distinguished between
those who never attend religious services, those who attend some, and those who
attend services weekly. Political interest is measured by a single question in waves
1993, 1998, 2003, and 2008. Respondents were asked, “To what extent are you
interested in politics?” and were given five levels of interest from which to select:
very high, somewhat high, average, low, and not interested at all.
Results
Is there a gender gap in electoral participation? The descriptive statistics for men’s
and women’s turnout are presented in Table 2. The pattern in turnout is similar, with
the highest turnout for men and women in 1993 and the lowest turnout in 1991.
Women reported slightly lower rates of turnout than men in six out of the seven
elections, although only two of the differences were significant, 1991 and 2007.
Women’s turnout was 5 percent lower than men’s in both elections.
In Table 3, I present results from seven (one for each election) logistic regressions in which voting is regressed on the core predictors. These models show that,
after controlling for the core predictors, women vote at lower rates than men only
in the first two elections. The odds of voting were 21 percent lower for women
in 1989 and 31 percent lower for women in 1991. In 1993, however, the odds of

a
Coefficients are odds ratios.
*p < .05 for a one-tailed test.

Female
Age
Married
Children
Working
Work hours
High school
Post high school
Some religious attendance
Weekly religious attendance
Political Interest
Constant
χ2
–2 log likelihood
Cox and Snell R2
Number of cases

0.69*
1.03*
1.28*
0.93
1.01
1.00
2.36*
6.97*
1.18
1.58*
0.21
208.23
2,313.19
.099
1,997

0.62
79.575
1,941.19
.038
2,037

1991

0.79*
1.02*
1.16
1.02
1.23
1.00
1.68*
3.74*
1.31
1.76*

1989a
1.60*
1.03*
1.67*
0.85
1.20
1.00
1.62*
2.08*
0.72
1.01
1.46*
0.45
74.33
974.54
.057
1,275

1993
1.01
1.03*
1.23
0.84
1.80*
1.00
1.41*
2.58*
2.75*
4.06*
1.33*
0.08
110.99
1,399.87
.080
1,339

1997

Logistic Regression Results for the Gender Gap in Voting Behavior, 1989–2007

Table 3

1.00
1.02*
1.55*
0.77
1.08
1.01*
2.19*
4.14*
1.73
2.31*
1.66*
0.13
161.71
1,159.07
.124
1,123

2001
0.85
1.01
1.39*
0.82
1.29
1.00
1.85*
1.69
1.47
3.08*
1.43*
0.44
73.17
953.20
.076
925

2005

0.79
1.01
1.24
0.88
1.07
1.00
1.99
3.48*
1.30*
2.44*
1.45*
0.48
82.18
1,081.71
.082
957

2007
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voting were 60 percent higher for women than men. There are no significant gender
differences in reported turnout for 1997, 2001, 2005, or 2007.
Does the traditional Western model of voting predict voting in Poland? Across
elections, there are other consistent patterns of note. First, individuals who are
currently married are more likely to vote than those who are not. For example, the
odds of voting were 70 percent higher in 1993 and 40 percent higher in 2005. In
three of the seven elections, marital status did not reach significance (1989, 1997,
2007), but the odds coefficients are all in the same direction. Although the direction
is as predicted, for those with children in the household, the odds of voting were
not significantly different across the samples. With respect to family structure H1 is
partially supported, marital status does positively affect voting but having children
does not negatively affect voting.
In H2, socioeconomic resources, education and employment status were both
hypothesized to positively affect voting. The models show that the odds of voting
are higher for those with a high school degree or with post–high school credentials
in six out of seven elections. In fact, in 1991, for those with a high school degree,
the odds of voting were seven times higher than for those who had not completed
high school. The effects of employment status are in the hypothesized direction but
are only found to be significant in 1997, when the odds of voting were 80 percent
higher for those who were employed. H2 is concluded to have partial support and H3
is found to have no support. Although number of hours working is in the predicted
direction, it fails to reach significance in all elections except 2001.
H4 predicted a positive effect of religiosity on voting. The models consistently
show that the odds of voting are much higher for those who attend weekly services
than those who never attend. Thus, H4 is clearly supported. H5, predicting a positive
effect of political interest on voting, is also supported. Each additional increase in
interest increased the odds of voting by 33 percent in 1997 to 66 percent in 2001.
To what extent do core predictors such as socioeconomic resources and political interest shape participation differently among women and among men? To
answer this question, I ran separate logistic regressions for men and women and
full interaction models for all elections. While there were a few differences in
predictors for men and women during the early elections, none of them differed
significantly, until the most recent election. Therefore, I present findings only for
the 2007 election in Table 4.
As shown in Table 4, increases in age significantly increase men’s odds of voting
but not women’s. In addition, the effect of age is different for women than for men.
I found mixed support for H6, which predicted that marital status and having children would positively affect men’s voting behaviors but negatively affect women’s
voting behaviors. Among men, I found that marital status negatively affects voting
behaviors, while having children has a positive effect. Specifically, among men, the
odds of voting are 35 percent lower and having children in the household increased
the odds of voting by 55 percent. I found the opposite among women. For married
women, the odds of voting were 45 percent higher and for women with children,
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Table 4
Logistic Regression Results for Predictors of Voting Behavior Among Men
and Women, 2007
Men Exp (B)a
Age
Married
Children
Working
Work hours
High school
Post high school
Some religious attendance
Weekly religious attendance
Political interest
Constant
χ2
–2 log likelihood
Cox and Snell R2
Number of cases

1.03*
0.65
1.55*
1.22
1.01
2.39*
3.44
1.08
2.23
1.45*
0.16
46.48
483.96
.099
448.00

Women Exp (B)
0.99
1.46*
0.58*
1.07
0.99*
1.85*
3.99*
1.54
2.74*
1.44*
0.88
52.86
579.30
.099
509.00

Note: Values in italics indicate coefficients that are significantly different between women
and men.
a
Coefficients are odds ratios.
*p < .05 for a one-tailed test.

the odds of voting were 40 percent lower. The effects of both marital status and
having children are different for women than men.
In terms of socioeconomic resources, I found that among both men and women,
having a higher level of education positively affected voting. However, I found
no support for H7, which predicted that education would have a stronger positive
effect on women than on men. H8 was supported: Working does have a stronger
positive effect on men than on women. In fact, while each additional hour of work
positively affects men’s probability of voting, it negatively affects women’s. To
better understand the pattern in this effect, I divided the sample into four groups:
those who do not work any hours, those who work thirty-nine or fewer hours, those
who work forty to forty-nine hours, and those who work more than fifty hours. I ran
the logistic regressions again in order to present the logged odds of voting for each
group for men and women. As shown in Figure 1, the patterns are notably different.
Number of work hours positively affects men’s voting until they work fifty or more
hours and then there is a dramatic decline in the logged odds of voting. Among
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Figure 1. Differences in the Effect of Work Hours Between Men and Women
in 2007
3.0

Odds ratios of voting

2.5
2.0
1.5
Men
Women

1.0
0.5
0
Don’t work

39 or
fewer hrs.

40 to 49
hrs.

50 or
more hrs.

women, the logged odds of voting declines at all levels of work hours. The most
dramatic drop-off again occurs among those who work more than fifty hours.
H9 predicted that church attendance would matter more for increasing men’s
participation than women’s. I found, in fact, that church attendance did not significantly predict voting among men, but weekly church attendance positively predicted
voting among women. Political interest positively affected voting among both
men and women, yet there were no significant differences between these effects.
Therefore, H10 was not supported.
Discussion and Conclusions
Gender remains one of the most important social cleavages in modern societies.
Despite the efforts of communist ideology and policies to limit the significance of
gender, women were defined and treated as a distinct group from men throughout
the region (Fodor 2002). Throughout the opposition movement in Poland, gender
was also made relevant through the absence of women and the gendered division
of opposition work (Kenney 1999). Furthermore, numerous scholars have noted the
particular importance of gender during periods of democratic transition (Waylen
1994). The research presented here adds to this body of literature in documenting the extent to which a gender gap was and continues to be present in electoral
participation in Poland.
One of the primary purposes of this analysis was to examine the extent to which
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gender differences in political participation may be present at the level of voters.
Numerous scholars have argued that women’s initial participation in the transformation process was lower than expected because of the triple burdens of home, work,
and political life (e.g., Fuszara 2000). These statements are generally supported
by evidence of women’s involvement at elite levels of political participation, as
movement leaders or as elected representatives. This analysis provides an important
piece of empirical evidence that even among citizens, women in fact did vote at
lower levels than men in the first two elections in Poland, 1989 and 1991.
The conventional model of voting would have predicted that these differences
were the result of factors such as lower levels of economic resources or time constraints due to family structure. However, the findings presented here do not find
significant differences in the conventional predictors on the probability of voting
between men and women in Poland. Additional research needs to identify other
factors potentially unique to a postcommunist country that might explain the gap—
for example, previous political experience such as communist party membership
or participation in protest activities or trust in the new system. In addition, voting
behaviors need to be examined in other postcommunist countries to determine
whether the gender gap, women’s lower levels of participation in early elections,
is unique to the Polish case.
While women’s rate of participation was lower than men’s in the first two elections, it was higher than men’s in the third election. Aggregate voter turnout in the
region suggests that voters in postcommunist countries turn out in higher numbers
when the elections matter. In other words, voters make a rational decision about
when to engage in voting. Does this aggregate finding provide insight into when
Polish women voted at higher rates than men? Was there something about the 1993
election that was particularly important from a woman’s perspective?
During the early years of the transition, many policies were hotly debated regarding the extent to which they would disproportionately harm women more than
men (Corrin 1992; Einhorn 1993). Access to abortion was and continues to be a
particularly contentious issue in Polish politics (for a review, see Zielinska 2000).
Before the 1993 election, the Sejm passed the law on the Legal Protection of the
Fetus, and the Conditions of Permissibility of Abortion, which prohibited abortion
for social and economic reasons. The election then provided an opportunity for
women to elect parties that might liberalize abortion once again and repeal this
law. This and the probable success of left parties might explain why women turned
out in higher rates than men. Using the POLPAN data, I cannot conclusively show
that women turn out for different reasons than men, but this finding suggests that
additional efforts should be made to explore the effects of policy debates during
an election on men’s and women’s voting behaviors in postcommunist countries.
Other issues of particular importance to women might be pension benefits, child
care, equal rights legislation, and protection against domestic abuse.
The second purpose of this article was to determine the extent to which the
conventional model of voting that has been used to predict and explain gender
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gaps in voting in Western democracies can also explain gender gaps in voting in
postcommunist democracies. Five hypotheses were derived from this literature and
tested for each election in Poland. The models showed that all five hypotheses were
generally supported. Being married, having more than a high school education,
additional hours working, weekly attendance at church, and political interest all
increased the probability of voting in all the elections. The only significant difference in findings was the nonsignificant effect on voting of living with children.
The final purpose of the study was to examine the extent to which there are
gendered pathways to voting in Poland. During the first six elections, the models
showed that while there were a few differences in the effects of core predictors
among men and women, there were no significant differences in the direction or
size of the effect on men’s and women’s probability of voting. This was not the
case, however, in the last election, in which the effects of age, marital status, having
children, and working hours were all found to affect men and women differently
regarding the probability of voting.
Research in the West has generally found that marital status and children
positively affect men’s voting and negatively affect women’s. The findings for
Poland show a similar pattern with respect to marital status. Having children in
the home increased the odds of men’s voting by 55 percent while it decreased
the odds of women’s voting by 42 percent. Being married decreased the odds of
voting for men by 35 percent while it increased the odds of voting for women
by 45 percent.
Most theories argue that being married increases interest in politics for both
men and women but has a different effect on men’s and women’s political behaviors. Since the majority of housework is done by women, it is argued that marital
status will positively affect men’s voting while negatively affecting women’s.
Why is the reverse present in Poland and why did these differences emerge in
2007? I would argue that it is due in part to a generational shift in citizen attitudes, behaviors, and expectations that showed up for the first time during the
2007 election.
Is it a coincidence that the first time people born after the events of 1989 were
allowed to vote evidence emerged that younger generations may behave differently than older generations? As succinctly stated by Sztompka, “as long as the
majority of the population consists of the people whose young, formative years,
and therefore crucial socializing experiences fall under the rule of the communist
regime, one can expect the continuing vitality of the bloc culture” (1996: 126).
An important shift occurred with the emergence of a capitalist economy where
women’s role in society transitioned from a focus on “worker” to a focus on
“mother” (Haney 1994). Many of the women who grew up and were raising young
children under socialist policies and rhetoric welcomed the shift. However, young
women who currently desire to have professional careers and participate fully in
the new economy experience tension as a result of the dominant ideology promoting the traditional woman in Poland. Many young women in the region often have
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to choose between family and career (Heinen and Wator 2006). As a result, being
married might increase women’s dependence on the state to reduce the anticipated
conflict, thereby increasing women’s political participation. Future research needs
to consider the extent to which these patterns hold over time and the possibility that
young women who did not spend their formative years under socialism behave in
politically distinct ways from older women.
Over this twenty-year period, gender differences in voting rates were limited to
the early elections, 1989, 1991, and 1993. Gender differences in the effects of predictors of voting emerged only recently in the 2007 election. Measuring the extent
to which women participate in the election of public officials and determining the
extent to which women face different barriers than men in exercising their right
to vote is critical to understanding how women express their political views. Prior
research on political participation in postcommunist countries has largely ignored
this question and this analysis fills a much needed gap in the existing literature.
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