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Sibling Ideological Influence: A Natural Experiment

R. URBATSCH*

Siblings are a potentially important source of political socialization. Influence is common, especially
among younger siblings and those close in age, who tend to interact most frequently. This suggests that
the positions of an individual’s next-older sibling will hold particular sway. In policy questions with a
gender gap, then, those whose immediately older sibling is a sister will be more likely to absorb the
typically female preference; those born after a brother, the male preference. Evidence from the United
States shows that this pattern holds for general left–right orientation as well as for the preferred balance
between public and private sectors. Just as American women are more likely to lean left and to see
government intervention positively, so are Americans whose next-older sibling is female.

Beliefs and preferences serve as the foundation for models of political economy;1 they are
similarly central to the study of everything from elections and legislative voting to international
relations.2 Understanding of the sources and formation of beliefs is consequently critical for
political science. Many sources shape political preferences: direct experience (of, for example,
recession), elite framings and the mass media all give information conducing to particular
viewpoints. Of particular importance, though, are social interactions: not for nothing is the
process of preference formation usually called ‘socialization’. Parents, teachers, peers, fellow
members of clubs and organizations – each provide cues about proper behaviour and the
workings of society. Accordingly, all have received attention from scholars looking to trace the
origins and evolution of individuals’ political beliefs.
Curiously, however, siblings have received relatively little attention as a source of

socialization, despite their conspicuous place in the lives and perceptions of young people.
In part, this is because it is hard to distinguish the independent effect of individuals’ sisters
and brothers, since the same parents and, often, community influences that affect the
individuals themselves also shape the siblings. Moreover, in most (but not all) households,
all members share racial and socio-economic characteristics, further reducing the scope
for identifying and isolating siblings’ specific influence.
Yet siblings do vary. Most importantly, they differ in sex – and do so in quasi-random

ways that expedite empirical analysis. Psychologists and sociologists have extensively
considered this variation in siblings’ sex, finding widespread effects on behavioural and
educational outcomes. One of the more sizeable and consistent of these effects reflects the
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1 Dani Rodrik, ‘Political Economy of Trade Policy’, in Gene Grossman and Kenneth Rogoff, eds,
Handbook of International Economics (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 1995), pp. 1457–94.

2 For examples, see Chris Wells, Justin Reedy, John Gastil and Carolyn Lee, ‘Information Distortion
and Voting Choices: The Origins and Effects of Factual Beliefs in Initiative Elections’, Political
Psychology, 30 (2009), 953–69; and Lawrence R. Jacobs and Benjamin I. Page, ‘Who Influences U.S.
Foreign Policy?’ American Political Science Review, 99 (2005), 107–23.
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sex of the immediately older sibling. Throughout their youth, people tend to look up
to and emulate their older siblings; the elder sibling closest in age, being most likely to
serve as playmate and companion, has the greatest chance of impressing his or her views.3

As a result, those whose next-older sibling is a sister are somewhat more apt to have
conventionally feminine interests, while those following a brother tend to have more
typically masculine interests.4 Of course, systematic differences between male and female
outlooks are common across a broad range of important political and economic issues. If
elder siblings pull their younger siblings towards their own points of view, elder siblings of
different sexes may then systematically redirect their juniors in opposite directions on
issues with this sort of gender gap.
This article examines two dimensions of political belief with average differences

between females and males: general left–right orientation and government activism.
Women generally place themselves further to the left on ideological scales.5 Similarly,
compared to men,6 women consistently are more likely to prefer a greater role for the
state, particularly when considering the role of the state vis-à-vis the market.7 Sibling
socialization, therefore, suggests that those whose next-older sibling is female will tend to
echo those more left-leaning, interventionist views. Data presented below from the 1994
United States General Social Survey indicate that this is indeed the case: compared
to those following a brother in birth order, people following a sister identify as further
left on the ideological spectrum and have less faith in the private sector’s ability to solve
social problems.

SIBLINGS AS SOCIALIZERS

Siblings play only a small part in mainstream economics and political science. At best,
these fields have acknowledged related influences of birth order and family size: older and
younger siblings face divergent family dynamics growing up. As a result, firstborn
children are more apt to get an education and run for office, while younger siblings tend
to adopt more rebellious outlooks.8 Occasionally, scholars combine these ideas with

3 Brenda A. Henderson and Sheri A. Berenbaum, ‘Sex-Typed Play in Opposite-Sex Twins’,
Developmental Psychobiology, 31 (1997), 115–23.

4 John Rust, Susan Golombok, Melissa Hines, Katie Johnston and the ALSPAC Study Team, ‘The
Role of Brothers and Sisters in the Gender Development of Preschool Children’, Journal of Experimental
Child Psychology, 77 (2000), 292–303; Alessandra C. Iervolino, Melissa Hines, Susan E. Golombok, John
Rust and Robert Plomin, ‘Genetic and Environmental Influences on Sex-Typed Behavior during the
Preschool Years’, Child Development, 76 (2005), 826–40.

5 Susan E. Howell and Christine L. Day, ‘Complexities of the Gender Gap’, Journal of Politics, 62
(2000), 858–74; Barbara Norrander and Clyde Wilcox, ‘The Gender Gap in Ideology’, Political Behavior,
30 (2008), 503–23.

6 The use of males as a baseline implies neither that the male norms are the natural position nor that
female positions are the interesting ones, whereas males are uninteresting and unworthy of explicit
measurement; the language is merely to maintain consistency with the arbitrary way the concepts are
translated into variables in the empirical testing below.

7 Bryan Caplan, ‘What Makes People Think Like Economists? Evidence on Economic Cognition from
the Survey of Americans and Economists on the Economy’, Journal of Law and Economics, 44 (2001),
395–426; Brian Burgoon and Michael Hiscox, ‘The Mysterious Case of Female Protectionism: Gender
Bias in Attitudes toward International Trade’ (Working Paper, Harvard University, 2008).

8 Valerie M. Hudson, ‘Birth Order of World Leaders: An Exploratory Analysis of Effects on Personality
and Behavior’, Political Psychology, 11 (1990), 583–601; Eric A. Hanushek, ‘The Trade-off between Child
Quantity and Quality’, Journal of Political Economy, 100 (1992), 84–117; Richard L. Zweigenhaft,
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sibling sex and explore whether being, say, the firstborn son modulates other effects of
birth order.9 Outside the realm of family size and resource allocation in the childhood
home, though, sisters and brothers rarely appear.
This sits uneasily with evidence from the other social sciences that siblings extensively

affect each other’s perceptions and behaviour.10 The literatures on social and
developmental psychology are especially emphatic about the persistent, influential
effects that siblings have on one another; sociological studies add some broader context to
sisters’ and brothers’ likely impact. Although these effects are larger and more studied
among the young, when siblings are most apt to spend time together, many of the relevant
psychological features show a high degree of persistence after adolescence.11 For example,
having siblings can alter basic, typically lifelong traits such as conscientiousness or
extraversion.12 In addition to these psychological effects, siblings affect behaviours – such
as childbearing – that themselves influence political views.13 When siblings have such a
range of effects, it seems likely that they might also affect outcomes of direct political
interest.
Political scientists’ reticence concerning siblings may stem from the empirical

complexity of the topic. As a practical matter, siblings’ tendency in many societies to
establish separate households makes it costly to gather information about them or
interrogate them about their political beliefs: very few studies collect data on both sibling
composition and interesting political beliefs. More theoretically, the same psychology
literature that emphasizes the importance of siblings also suggests that siblings have a rich
variety of potential effects, with many factors diffracting the relationship. The size of
the age gap between siblings makes a difference,14 as may family demographics such as

(F’note continued)

‘Birth Order Effects and Rebelliousness: Political Activism and Involvement with Marijuana’, Political
Psychology, 23 (2002), 219–33.

9 Blema S. Steinberg, ‘The Making of Female Presidents and Prime Ministers: The Impact of Birth
Order, Sex of Siblings, and Father–Daughter Dynamics’, Political Psychology, 22 (2001), 89–110.

10 E.g., Josef Perner, Ted Ruffman and Susan R. Leekam, ‘Theory of Mind Is Contagious: You Catch
It from Your Sibs’, Child Development, 65 (1994), 1228–38; Anita Thapar, Amaia Hervas and Peter
McGuffin, ‘Childhood Hyperactivity Scores Are Highly Heritable and Show Sibling Competition Effects:
Twin Study Evidence’, Behavior Genetics, 25 (1995), 537–44; Matt McGue, Anu Sharma and Peter
Benson, ‘Parent and Sibling Influences on Adolescent Alcohol Use And Misuse: Evidence from a US
Adoption Cohort’, Journal of Studies on Alcohol, 57 (1996), 8–18.

11 Sanjay Srivastava, Oliver P. John, Samuel D. Gosling and Jeff Potter, ‘Development of Personality
in Early and Middle Adulthood: Set Like Plaster or Persistent Change?’ Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 84 (2003), 1041–53. Sibling studies nevertheless often see effects in adults. Examples include
Sara Holmgren, Bo Molander and Lars-Göran Nilsson, ‘Episodic Memory in Adult Age and Effects of
Sibship Size and Birth Order: Longitudinal Data’, Journal of Adult Development, 14 (2007), 37–46; or
Ryan Mazan and Alain Gagnon, ‘Familial and Environmental Influences on Longevity in Historical
Quebec’, Population, 62 (2007), 315–38.

12 Eva Szobiová, ‘Birth Order, Sibling Constellation, Creativity and Personality Dimensions of
Adolescents’, Studia Psychologica, 50 (2008), 371–81. Some findings dispute the effect of siblings on
personality traits; see Heidi R. Riggio, ‘Personality and Social Skill Differences between Adults with and
without Siblings’, Journal of Psychology, 133 (1999), 514–22.

13 Arnaud Regnier-Loilier, ‘Influence of Own Sibship Size on Number of Children Desired at Various
Times of Life: The Case of France’, Population, 61 (2006), 193–223.

14 Mark R. Rosenzweig, ‘Birth Spacing and Sibling Inequality: Asymmetric Information within the
Family’, International Economic Review, 27 (1986), 55–76; Alison Whitworth and Rob Stephenson, ‘Birth
Spacing, Sibling Rivalry and Child Mortality in India’, Social Science & Medicine, 55 (2002), 2107–19.
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socio-economic status.15 In large families, the multiple overlapping dyads of significant
interaction require considerable effort to disentangle. The possible influences of half-,
step-, foster and adopted siblings further complicate matters, as do systematic variations
in parental investment in different siblings.16

Despite these intricate webs of effect, some straightforward, testable theories nevertheless
emerge. One particularly promising source of effects is one’s next-older sibling. Siblings who
are near each other in age and rank within the family typically interact more with one another
than do more disparate pairs; accordingly, more proximate siblings usually overlap most
in outlook.17 At the same time, sibling socialization tends to flow from older siblings to
younger,18 both through explicit attempts of older siblings to mould the younger and through
younger siblings’ efforts to emulate the older.19 These two processes mean that one’s
immediately older sibling tends to be especially influential in shaping personality and
behaviour. This naturally does not inform outcomes for only children or eldest siblings,
but it still affects large proportions of most countries’ populations.20

The most obvious feature of the immediately older sibling to consider is that of sibling
sex. Sibling sex is a much-studied matter with extensive theoretical and empirical heft.21

Focusing on sibling sex pragmatically looks at a highly visible, persistent feature: even
someone at great distance from, or out of contact with, siblings can reliably report their

15 Janet N. Melby, Rand D. Conger, Shu-Ann Fang, K. A. S. Wickrama and Katherine J. Conger,
‘Adolescent Family Experiences and Educational Attainment During Early Adulthood’, Developmental
Psychology, 44 (2008), 1519–36.

16 The most storied pattern of differential parental investment, the Trivers–Willard hypothesis, suggests
that parents concentrate effort on children likely to produce the most grandchildren (typically, daughters
among the poor and sons among the rich). See Robert L. Trivers and Dan E. Willard, ‘Natural Selection
of Parental Ability to Vary the Sex Ratio of Offspring’, Science, 179 (1973), 90–2; Monique Borgerhoff
Mulder, ‘Brothers and Sisters: How Sibling Interactions Affect Optimal Parental Allocations’, Human
Nature, 9 (1998), 119–61.

17 Victor G. Cicirelli, ‘Comparison of College Women’s Feelings toward Their Siblings and Parents’,
Journal of Marriage and the Family, 42 (1980) 111–18; Clare Stocker, Judy Dunn and Robert Plomin,
‘Sibling Relationships: Links with Child Temperament, Maternal Behavior, and Family Structure’, Child
Development, 60 (1989), 715–27.

18 Ann C. Crouter, Beth A. Manke and Susan M. McHale, ‘The Family Context of Gender
Intensification in Early Adolescence’, Child Development, 66 (1995), 317–29, find younger siblings’ sexes
to be more influential than older siblings’. But their findings focus on parental socializing behaviour: when
the children in one family are of opposite sexes, daughters receive more feminized treatment and sons
receive more masculinized treatment. That they only observe this fact among older siblings suggests that,
for younger siblings, the cross-sex influence of the older sibling neutralizes the gender-typed socialization
from the parent.

19 Victor G. Cicirelli, ‘Sibling Relationships in Cross-Cultural Perspective’, Journal of Marriage and
Family, 56 (1994), 7–20; Ted Ruffman, Josef Perner, Mika Naito, Lindsay Parkin and Wendy A.
Clements, ‘Older (but Not Younger) Siblings Facilitate False Belief Understanding’, Developmental
Psychology, 34 (1998), 161–74.

20 Even in China, with stringent, widely enforced population policies, the average woman has 1.5
children; see S. Philip Morgan, Guo Zhigang and Sarah R. Hayford, ‘China’s Below-Replacement
Fertility: Recent Trends and Future Prospects’, Population And Development Review 35 (2009), 605–29. If
half of all Chinese women have one child and half have two children, this translates into one child in three
having an elder sibling; any more skewed distribution of family sizes increases the proportion of children
with elder siblings.

21 For reviews of the sex-of-sibling literature, see Dalton Conley, ‘Sibship Sex Composition: Effects on
Educational Attainment’, Social Science Research, 29 (2000), 441–57; and Lala Carr Steelman, Brian
Powell, Regina Werum and Scott Carter, ‘Reconsidering the Effects of Sibling Configuration: Recent
Advances and Challenges’, Annual Review of Sociology, 28 (2002), 243–69.
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sexes. Sex is a socially salient characteristic throughout life, and a possible role for
sibling sex echoes other, known political effects of family gender composition.22 Most
prominently, a parent’s mix of sons and daughters affects issue preferences and voting
behaviour.23 Given the relative malleability of beliefs during youth, when interaction with
siblings typically peaks, the potential influence of sisters or brothers may be even larger
than that of daughters and sons. Finally, the determination of an older sibling’s sex is
typically random and exogenous to most political stimuli, serving as a natural experiment.
This makes for clean, clear empirical analysis, with less need for complex models: as the
classical justification for control variables requires that the confounding factors causally
influence the independent variable of interest as well as the dependent variable, a plausibly
exogenous independent variable such as sibling sex has little for extensive control
variables.
What effects, then, might the next-older sibling’s sex have on political preferences or

beliefs? The most frequent finding is that siblings tend to conform: in the process of
socialization, the younger sibling’s tastes and ideas tend to converge towards those of the
older. This holds across a range of outcomes, such as hobbies, educational experiences or
attitudes towards smoking and alcohol consumption.24 It even holds when the outcomes
in question are sex-typed; people with an older sibling of the opposite sex are less apt to
restrict their interests only to matters traditionally associated with their own sex.25 All else
equal, in other words, individuals whose immediately older sibling is female will be more
likely to act in typically female ways, while those whose immediately older sibling is male
will be more likely to follow commonly male patterns.
If this process extends to more directly political outcomes, those preferences showing a

gender gap will show a parallel sibling-gender gap. A wide variety of political questions
does exhibit consistent sex differences, whether for sociological or biological reasons (or
the interaction of the two).26 In many countries, for example, political participation
differs between men and women.27 Differences are even more striking on matters of
public opinion. Men and women have divergent preferences over overtly gender-related
issues such as sexual mores and family roles.28 The different perspectives extend well

22 Kristin F. Butcher and Anne Case, ‘The Effect of Sibling Sex Composition on Women’s Education
and Earnings’, Quarterly Journal of Economics, 109 (1994), 531–63.

23 Ebonya L. Washington, ‘Female Socialization: How Daughters Affect Their Legislator Fathers’
Voting on Women’s Issues’, American Economic Review, 98 (2008), 311–32; Andrew J. Oswald and
Nattavudh Powdthavee, ‘Daughters and Left-Wing Voting’, Review of Economics and Statistics, 92
(2010), 213–27.

24 Shawn D. Whiteman, Susan M. McHale and Ann C. Crouter, ‘Explaining Sibling Similarities:
Perceptions of Sibling Influences’, Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 36 (2007), 963–72.

25 Zolinda Stoneman, Gene H. Brody and Carol E. MacKinnon, ‘Same-Sex and Cross-Sex Siblings:
Activity Choices, Roles, Behavior, and Gender Stereotypes’, Sex Roles, 15 (1986), 495–511; Iervolino
et al., ‘Genetic and Environmental Influences on Sex-Typed Behavior during the Preschool Years’.

26 Peter K. Hatemi, Sarah E. Medland and Lindon J. Eaves, ‘Do Genes Contribute to the ‘‘Gender
Gap’’?’ Journal of Politics, 71 (2009), 262–76.

27 Scott Desposato and Barbara Norrander, ‘The Gender Gap in Latin America: Contextual and
Individual Influences on Gender and Political Participation’, British Journal of Political Science, 39
(2009), 141–62.

28 Karen Oppenheim Mason and Yu-Hsia Lu, ‘Attitudes toward Women’s Familial Roles: Changes in
the United States, 1977–1985’, Gender & Society, 2 (1988), 39–57; Gary R. Hicks and Tien-tsung Lee,
‘Public Attitudes toward Gays and Lesbians: Trends and Predictors’, Journal of Homosexuality, 51 (2006),
57–77.
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beyond these realms, however, spanning policy issues from criminal justice to the
environment.29 Indeed, sex differences turn up even in very broad measures of
partisanship and ideology.30

How would an older sibling transmit these sorts of preferences to younger siblings? It is
unlikely, after all, that children spend much time sharing information about explicitly
political questions or otherwise directly socializing attitudes towards government policy.31

Various means of influence are nevertheless possible. Siblings tend to shape attitudes
towards risk, through both modelling and explicit discussions of likely consequences.32

These socialization behaviours are most frequently studied and observed in proscribed
activities – sexual relations, alcohol and drug abuse, and the like – but encompass many
other issue areas as well.33 Since risk aversion tends to influence preferences on a wide
variety of political questions, sibling influences concerning risk may induce concomitant
ideological shifts.34 Other broad psychological factors besides risk may similarly beget
sibling influences, though sex differences in risk attitudes are particularly well established.35

In addition, siblings affect participation in organizations and extracurricular activities; when
these involve groups with particular outlooks towards social relations, this may shape
subsequent political beliefs. For example, girls tend to be more engaged with religion and
church groups, while boys have historically been more likely to prefer competitive sports
teams.36 But people are generally more likely to join groups that their older siblings belong

29 David Konisky, Jeffrey Milyo and Lilliard E. Richardson Jr, ‘Environmental Policy Attitudes:
Issues, Geographical Scale, and Political Trust’, Social Science Quarterly, 89 (2008), 1066–85; John K.
Cochran and Beth A. Sanders, ‘The Gender Gap in Death Penalty Support: An Exploratory Study’,
Journal of Criminal Justice, 37 (2009), 525–33.

30 Janet M. Box-Steffensmeier, Suzanna De Boef and Tse-min Lin, ‘The Dynamics of the Partisan
Gender Gap’, American Political Science Review, 98 (2004), 515–28.

31 The objection is clearly not fatal, as demonstrated by the literature of sex-of-child influence on
parents noted above.

32 Dennis V. Ary, Elizabeth Tildesley, Hyman Hops and Judy Andrews, ‘The Influence of Parent,
Sibling, and Peer Modeling and Attitudes on Adolescent Use of Alcohol’, International Journal of the
Addictions, 28 (1993), 853–80; Susan M. McHale, Joanna Bissell and Ji-Yeon Kim, ‘Sibling Relationship,
Family, and Genetic Factors in Sibling Similarity in Sexual Risk’, Journal of Family Psychology, 23
(2009), 562–72.

33 Shawn D. Whiteman, Susan M. McHale and Ann C. Crouter, ‘Explaining Sibling Similarities:
Perceptions of Sibling Influences’, Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 36 (2007), 963–72; X. T. Wang,
Daniel J. Kruger and Andreas Wilke, ‘Life History Variables and Risk-Taking Propensity’, Evolution and
Human Behavior, 30 (2009), 77–84.

34 Richard Nadeau, Pierre Martin and André Blais, ‘Attitude Towards Risk-Taking and Individual
Choice in the Quebec Referendum on Sovereignty’, British Journal of Political Science, 29 (1999), 523–39;
Scott Morgenstern and Elizabeth Zechmeister, ‘Better the Devil You Know Than the Saint You Don’t?
Risk Propensity and Vote Choice in Mexico’, Journal of Politics, 63 (2001), 93–119; Cindy D. Kam and
Elizabeth N. Simas, ‘Risk Orientations and Policy Frames’, Journal of Politics, 72 (2010), 381–96.

35 Barbara A. Morrongiello and Heather Rennie, ‘Why Do Boys Engage in More Risk Taking Than
Girls? The Role of Attributions, Beliefs, and Risk Appraisals’, Journal of Pediatric Psychology, 23 (1998),
33–43; Rachel Croson and Uri Gneezy, ‘Gender Differences in Preferences’, Journal of Economic
Literature, 47 (2009), 448–74; Paola Sapienza, Luigi Zingales and Dario Maestripieri, ‘Gender Differences
in Financial Risk Aversion and Career Choices Are Affected by Testosterone’, Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences, 106 (2009), 15268–73.

36 James F. Sallis, Joy M. Zakarian, Melbourne F. Hovell and C. Richard Hofstetter, ‘Ethnic,
Socioeconomic, and Sex Differences in Physical Activity among Adolescents’, Journal of Clinical
Epidemiology, 49 (1996), 125–34; Deanna C. Linville and Angela J. Huebner, ‘The Analysis of
Extracurricular Activities and Their Relationship to Youth Violence’, Journal of Youth and Adolescence,
34 (2005), 483–92.
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to, and therefore if these types of groups tend to involve or produce divergent social
attitudes, sibling influence could also affect preferences. Finally, if policy preferences stem
from self-interest, it may be that younger siblings are socialized to dislike policies that
redound to the disadvantage of their elders. For example, if females suffer from
discrimination, they may complain of it to their younger siblings and motivate opposition
to policies that put women at a disadvantage.37

Alongside these direct socializing influences of siblings, indirect socialization by third
parties could also reflect sibling sex.38 Younger siblings can observe the socialization by
parents and others, including any sex-typed messages that they may transmit. Many
parents attempt to avoid treating daughters differently from sons, but even they often
subconsciously treat children of different sexes contrastingly from a very early age.39

Traditionalist parents socialize their daughters still more differently from their sons.40

While the parents target these sex-specific messages at the older child, they may naturally
spill over to the younger as well, either reinforcing or countermanding the messages
presented directly to that child. Since socialization by sex typically involves instilling
different attitudes towards politics and competition, this could influence attitudes towards
the matters considered below.41

The most fundamental place to seek sibling influences in political belief would be in the
most encompassing forms of ideology, the most salient of which is typically the left–right
scale.42 Sympathy towards positions on the left or right frequently leads to a host of other
issue positions. Furthermore, this dimension of belief also correlates markedly with sex:
women, on average, consistently fall to the left of men on the political spectrum.43 The
multiple processes that lead women to greater sympathy for the left should then leave older
sisters more left-leaning than older brothers, on average. Following a sister in birth order is
then more likely to expose an individual to left-leaning sentiments, while following a brother
is relatively more likely to involve exposure to right-leaning attitudes. If these broad
preferences transmit as hypothesized above, then, those whose next-older siblings are female
would, all else equal, be further to the left than those whose next-older siblings are male.
Of course, abstract ideological identifications may translate only weakly into feelings

about concrete issues, and therefore it is useful to have a more specific question of policy

37 Although this is theoretically possible, most studies of opinion formation find a relatively small role
for self-interest (or for the personal interest of friends and relations); see David O. Sears and Carolyn L.
Funk, ‘The Role of Self-Interest in Social and Political Attitudes’, Advances in Experimental Social
Psychology, 24 (1991), 1–91.

38 Crouter et al., ‘The Family Context of Gender Intensification in Early Adolescence’.
39 Emily R. Mondschein, Karen E. Adolph and Catherine S. Tamis-LeMonda, ‘Gender Bias in

Mothers’ Expectations about Infant Crawling’, Journal of Experimental Child Psychology, 77 (2000),
304–16.

40 Beverly I. Fagot, Mary D. Leinbach and Cherie O’Boyle, ‘Gender Labeling, Gender Stereotyping,
and Parenting Behaviors’, Developmental Psychology, 28 (1992), 225–30; Judith E. Owen Blakemore, ‘The
Influence of Gender and Parental Attitudes on Preschool Children’s Interest in Babies: Observations in
Natural Settings’, Sex Roles, 38 (1998), 73–94.

41 Uri Gneezy, Kenneth L. Leonard and John A. List, ‘Gender Differences in Competition: Evidence
from a Matrilineal and a Patriarchal Society’, Econometrica, 77 (2009), 1637–64.

42 Mark A. Peffley and Jon Hurwitz, ‘A Hierarchical Model of Attitude Constraint’, American Journal
of Political Science, 29 (1985), 871–90.

43 Pamela Johnston Conover, ‘Feminists and the Gender Gap’, Journal of Politics, 50 (1988), 985–1010;
Clifford P. McCue and J. David Gopoian, ‘Dispositional Empathy and the Political Gender Gap’,
Women & Politics, 21:2 (2000), 1–20.
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preference to supplement the left–right dimension. Along these lines, one of the most far-
reaching differences in attitude between men and women concerns their relative keenness
for state intervention. Women are more favourable than are men to an expanded role of
the state.44 This general preference shows up consistently across specific economic issues
as well: whether considering tax rates, government budgets or state-owned enterprises,
men are likelier to prefer the outcome with the smaller state and more expansive private
sector45 – particularly in the United States.46 There are several well-established sources of
these gender gaps, as a variety of factors produce similar outcomes. Women’s scepticism
about markets may result from observing sex-based pay discrimination, from
socialization that is less sanguine about competition or from their traditional role as
consumers bearing disproportionate shares of household shopping responsibilities.
Irrespective of the precise cause, women’s relative reluctance to embrace the market
recurs throughout the public opinion and political economy literatures – and such
reluctance could spill over to younger siblings whom women help socialize. An individual
whose next-older sibling is female, then, has a close, lifelong association with someone
relatively likely to be acceptant of interventionist state activity. By contrast, if that next-
older sibling is a brother, the association is instead more likely with someone more
dubious of the state. With this example and influence, the younger sibling’s preferences
are likely to tack towards those of the older sibling. As a result, a person whose
immediately older sibling is a sister is more likely to support state intervention than an
otherwise identical person whose immediately older sibling is a brother.
These effects on ideology and attitudes towards state intervention could manifest

themselves in various ways in practice. One possibility is that for two siblings of the same
sex, the mechanism discussed here would not alter the expected position of the younger
sibling. That is, two sisters – or two brothers – would start with the same predicted
position, so that their positions could not converge further.47 This mechanism nonetheless
always predicts that those with an older sister will be further to the left and more
sympathetic to state intervention than those with an elder brother: women because they
lacked the market-friendly rightward pull of a brother and men because they experienced
the state-friendly leftward influence of a sister. Still, those with a next-older sibling of the
same sex would share their positions with only children or firstborns.
Alternatively, the older sibling could substitute for a more mixed set of influences on

the younger sibling: cues from the older sibling could replace or drown out some effects
from parents or a diverse group of peers or media sources. In this conception of sibling
socialization, the preferences of both sexes will systematically shift from the sex’s average.
Women with older sisters, having experienced a particularly female-dominated set of
influences, would be expected to be even more likely to support state intervention than

44 Mark Schlesinger and Caroline Heldman, ‘Gender Gap or Gender Gaps? New Perspectives on
Support for Government Action and Policies’, Journal of Politics, 63 (2001), 59–92.

45 R. Michael Alvarez and Edward J. McCaffery, ‘Are There Sex Differences in Fiscal Political
Preferences?’ Political Research Quarterly, 56 (2003), 5–17; R. Paul Battaglio Jr and Jerome S. Legge Jr,
‘Self-Interest, Ideological/Symbolic Politics, and Citizen Characteristics: A Cross-National Analysis of
Support for Privatization’, Public Administration Review, 69 (2009), 697–709.

46 Catherine Bolzendahl and Sigrun Olafsdottir, ‘Gender Group Interest or Gender Ideology?
Understanding US Support for Family Policy within the Liberal Welfare Regime’, Sociological
Perspectives, 51 (2008), 281–304.

47 Other effects, as for example of birth order, might produce other sibling differences, but the purely
sex-based consideration here abstracts away from these.
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would a woman without older siblings – who would in turn prefer more interventionist
measures than would women with older brothers. A similar pattern would hold for
men. In this case, though, those with older siblings of their own sex would be more
ideologically extreme than those without any older sibling.
These types of sibling socialization have their limits. As mentioned above, socialization

among children probably involves less explicit political content than does the influence of
adults, which may diffuse any effects. It would in any event be unsurprising if a
mechanism based on sibling sex mattered less than sex differences themselves do in
empirical studies: the effect of being female is probably typically greater than the effect of
having an older sister, whether because of other sorts of socialization (such as peers) or
because of intrinsic biological distinctions. Also, some people partly establish their own
independent identity by explicitly moving away from or totally rejecting their siblings’
beliefs and interests, just as parental socialization does not always stick. In addition,
households with several children all of the same sex exhibit less consistent conformity to
societal sex roles than do other family configurations.48 That is, girls in a family without
brothers tend to follow typically female interests and outlooks less often than do girls in a
family that also includes sons. A Markov-chain model, with effects of all older siblings
cascading down predictably through the younger siblings, is hence unlikely. Still, the
immediately older sibling may have a socializing effect pulling towards their own sex role
on average, even if some families do not reflect this pattern.

DATA AND ANALYSIS

As mentioned above, public opinion surveys rarely include both substantive political
questions and systematic information about siblings. The major exception is the 1994
American General Social Survey (GSS); most other polls and political questionnaires ignore
siblings altogether, and even other iterations of the GSS do not contain the extensive data
about brothers and sisters that the 1994 survey featured.49 Since gender gaps have probably
not changed qualitatively since 1994 (though they have narrowed in several dimensions),50

the dataset probably still expresses the general relationship between gender gaps and sibling-
gender gaps. The survey’s inclusion of the crucial sibling data along with questions about
ideology and attitude towards state intervention in the economy accordingly outweighs the
drawback of oldish data. In addition, the slightly older dataset means that the births of most
survey respondents – and their older siblings – antedate the ubiquitous availability of
ultrasounds. This reduces the potential for selection effects in sibling gender, thereby
enhancing the randomized, natural-experiment study design.51 Consequently, the models
below employ the 1994 GSS data, despite its conceded age.

48 Charles J. Brody and Lala Carr Steelman, ‘Sibling Structure and Parental Sex-Typing of Children’s
Household Tasks’, Journal of Marriage and Family, 47 (1985), 265–73; Crouter et al., ‘The Family
Context of Gender Intensification in Early Adolescence’.

49 James Allan Davis and Tom W. Smith, ‘1994 General Social Survey’, Computer file, National
Opinion Research Center, producer.

50 Doris Weichselbaumer and Rudolf Winter-Ebmer, ‘A Meta-Analysis of the International Gender
Wage Gap’, Journal of Economic Surveys, 19 (2005), 479–511; Amy King and Andrew Leigh, ‘Bias at the
Ballot Box? Testing Whether Candidates’ Gender Affects Their Vote’, Social Science Quarterly, 91 (2010),
324–43.

51 When it occurs, sex selection tends to aim for a child to have the opposite sex of its siblings. This sort
of selection would not affect the central hypothesis here: if all previous children were girls, aborting a
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Within this dataset, the first necessary task is to determine the sex of the respondent’s
next-older siblings.52 This is generally straightforward, as the GSS typically includes birth
years and sexes for all siblings. There are, however, some more complicated cases. As
values are reported for only the nine eldest siblings, complete data may not be available
for respondents from very large families. If all nine reported siblings are older than the
respondent, as occurs in a small number of cases, the next-older sibling may not appear in
the data. In addition, multiple siblings born in the same year are ambiguous: they might
be twins or separate births in the same year, especially if the siblings do not share a
mother. These differing configurations produce differing expectations for the theory here,
since twins tend to have a much weaker influence on sex roles than do older siblings and
therefore are not counted as older siblings here.53 It is quite common for respondents to
share a birth year with siblings; these are clearly twins in most cases, but in some
instances, they may instead be older or younger siblings.54 Likewise, sometimes there
appears to be a tie for next-older sibling, with multiple older siblings born the same year.
Where these ambiguities exist, they are frequently immaterial to the hypothesis, since

both potential next-older siblings are of the same sex. Results presented below are robust
to the exclusion of the remaining uncertain cases, which number fifty-one in total (out of
1,904 respondents with older siblings). Other questions concern step-siblings, half-siblings
or adopted siblings, who may have been less available as a socializing factor, or deceased
siblings, who might have died before they exerted a socializing influence. The data here do
not provide usable information about the date of death of deceased siblings, but they do
disclose which siblings are not full biological siblings. Using the data for full siblings
changes the reported results only slightly.55

For the first dependent variable, general political ideology, the GSS has several
potential measures. The most direct measure asks respondents to place themselves on a
seven-point scale where 1 represents ‘extremely liberal’ and 7 ‘extremely conservative’.
This self-evaluation may be unreliable if respondents vary in their perception of what
ideological positions these labels describe.56 This problem may not be of great moment
here, since the socialization mechanism under study contributes to perceived placement of
ideological categories. Nevertheless, other measures of ideological position offer useful
reassurance about the consistency of the measure.

(F’note continued)

female foetus before having a male baby would not alter the fact that his next-older sibling was female.
Thus, even an intent-to-treat study would have the male baby in the same treatment group. By contrast, if
people are selecting for their children to have the same gender, for example because they have a strong
bias in favour of sons, the study design becomes more complex.

52 This concept is undefined for eldest siblings and only children. Regressions including older-sibling
sex as an independent variable accordingly drop 1,081 respondents (from the survey’s 2,992) from the
dataset. An alternative coding that does not drop these people might consider the ‘feminizing effect of
older sibling’, thus being valued at 11 for those with a next-older sister, 21 for those with a next-older
brother, and 0 for those with no older siblings. This alternative produces substantially similar results to
those reported.

53 Henderson and Berenbaum, ‘Sex-Typed Play in Opposite-Sex Twins’.
54 Twinship is assumed when the sibling born in the same year is a full sibling, and the respondent’s

month of birth is between March and October.
55 In seventeen cases, the sex of the next-older full sibling differs from that of the next-older non-full

sibling; a further 154 respondents have no older full siblings but do have older non-full siblings.
56 Alan S. Miller, ‘Are Self-Proclaimed Conservatives Really Conservative? Trends in Attitudes and

Self-Identification among the Young’, Social Forces, 71 (1992), 195–210.
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One closely related variable in the two-party system of American politics is
partisanship: closer association with the Democratic party tends to indicate more
leftism, while Republicans tend to espouse a more rightist policy. This provides a more
anchored perception of ideology, although it has its own drawbacks, most notably that in
1994 the Republicans’ transformation into the right-leaning party in the South was still
quite recent, and partisan identifications might not yet have adapted to the change. But
partisan sex differences have generally mirrored the explicitly ideological gender gaps.57

As measured here, partisanship is also on a seven-point scale, with ‘strong Democrat’ at 1
and ‘strong Republican’ at 7.
A third measure of overall ideology, preferred candidate in the 1992 presidential election,

amplifies both the strengths and weaknesses of the partisanship measure. Looking at
specific candidates removes regional variation in partisan ideology that may afflict the other
measures; at the same time, comparisons of Bill Clinton and George H. W. Bush may signal
concerns about personality as well as ideology. Moreover, the 1992 election saw a large
number of voters eschew both major parties in favour of an independent candidate, Ross
Perot, whose ideological classification confuses the tidy left–right spectrum of the election.58

To convert these complex possibilities into a measure of attitudes, the models below look
only at those who supported either Clinton or Bush, indicating with a value of one those
who voted for Bush and non-voters who profess to have preferred Bush in the election. For
all three measures of ideology, then, higher values associate with the more right-leaning
position; since women are more likely to prefer the left-leaning position, the hypothesis
predicts that those with a sister for a next-older sibling will have lower scores on these
measures than those whose next-older sibling is a brother.
The GSS also includes several questions related to the other dependent variable, the

desired degree of government involvement in the economy. One asks respondents to rate
how much they agree with the idea that private enterprise will solve America’s problems.
Another queries whether the respondent thinks the government should be doing more or
less to solve national problems.59 Two further variants of this latter question concern
whether the government should do more to help particular subgroups, namely the poor
and the sick. Answers for each question are on a five-point scale with higher values
expressing greater preference for a smaller, less interventionist government.60

As noted above, sibling sex greatly facilitates empirical analysis, because it is effectively
a natural experiment. An older sibling’s sex is typically randomly determined without any
role for explicit selection effects, especially for full, biological siblings. The essentially
exogenous nature of this random assignment is thus independent of typical causal factors,

57 Carole Kennedy Chaney, R. Michael Alvarez and Jonathan Nagler, ‘Explaining the Gender Gap in
U. S. Presidential Elections, 1980–1992’, Political Research Quarterly, 51 (1998), 311–39; Karen M.
Kaufmann and John R. Petrocik, ‘The Changing Politics of American Men: Understanding the Sources
of the Gender Gap’, American Journal of Political Science, 43 (1999), 864–87.

58 David Barker and Kathleen Knight, ‘Political Talk Radio and Public Opinion’, Public Opinion
Quarterly, 64 (2000), 149–70.

59 The question text reads, ‘Some people think that the government in Washington is trying to do too
many things that should be left to individuals and private businesses. Others disagree and think that the
government should do even more to solve our country’s problems. Still others have opinions somewhere
in between. Where would you place yourself on this scale, or haven’t you made up your mind on this?’

60 In the original GSS, higher values on the first question denote relatively more faith in the state rather
than in private enterprise. The coding is reversed here to maintain consistency of meaning across the
dependent variables: positive values always associate with less support for state intervention.
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which alleviates the need for control variables: the randomization leads the effects of
confounding factors to be equal across groups in expectation.61 Nevertheless, persistent
patterns in the decision to have a child may make it prudent to control for a variety of
demographic factors.62 In particular, Americans have a long-standing preference for having a
child of each sex, which often leads to families continuing to have children until there is at
least one son and one daughter.63 If, as some have suggested, this practice is more common
among those holding out for sons rather than daughters, it could systematically affect the
likelihood of one’s older sibling being female among affected sub-populations. Some groups
may additionally have different propensities to have male or female children64; if these groups
also diverge in political preferences, any apparent effect of sibling sex may be spurious.
To allow for these possibilities, the models below include controls for the respondent’s

sex, age and minority status (that is, whether the respondent claims to be of a non-white
racial group).65 In addition, as proxies for other parental characteristics that may be
relevant, the models include measures for several respondent characteristics at age 16.
These include fundamentalism (measured on a three-point scale) to capture parental
religiosity, the urbanness of the location of residence (ranging on a six-point scale from
‘non-farm in the countryside’66 to ‘city of more than 250,000 inhabitants’) and a battery
of dummy variables indicating the census division of residence67 to take regional factors
into account.68 Presumably, these characteristics of the respondents reflect elements of the
childhood home or parents’ attitudes that could influence both potential sibling
socialization effects and underlying propensity to hold particular political beliefs.
As an additional check of the robustness of the results, the models below also feature an

alternative specification including controls for the respondent’s current household income
(on a twenty-one point scale) and education (in years). Although these cannot influence
the independent variable of interest and therefore are unorthodox control variables, they
are widely influential variables – particularly in socialization and preference formation –
that may capture characteristics that relate to the accuracy and reliability of the sibling
variables. Models including these variables are noted in the tables below under the
column heading (b), matched with the otherwise identical baseline model headed (a).

61 Bruce D. Meyer, ‘Natural and Quasi-Experiments in Economics’, Journal of Business & Economic
Statistics, 13 (1995), 151–61; Thad Dunning, ‘Improving Causal Inference: Strengths and Limitations of
Natural Experiments’, Political Research Quarterly, 61 (2008), 282–93; Gregory Robinson, John E.
McNulty and Jonathan S. Krasno, ‘Observing the Counterfactual? The Search for Political Experiments
in Nature’, Political Analysis, 17 (2009), 341–57.

62 Models without control variables typically produce larger and more significant coefficients on sibling
sex, but the difference is not dramatic.

63 Sara Raley and Suzanne Bianchi, ‘Sons, Daughters, and Family Processes: Does Gender of Children
Matter?’ Annual Review of Sociology, 32 (2006), 401–21. Nor is this preference for children of both sexes
uniquely American; see, e.g., Mizanur Rahman and Julie DaVanzo, ‘Gender Preference and Birth Spacing
in Matlab, Bangladesh’, Demography, 30 (1993), 315–32.

64 Anouch Chahnazarian, ‘Determinants of the Sex Ratio at Birth: Review of Recent Literature’, Social
Biology, 35 (1988), 214–35.

65 Reported results are also robust to the inclusion of age squared, which is itself insignificant, except
for the dependent variable about the government generally doing more to solve social problems.

66 Combining the non-farm countryside category with the farm category does not appreciably alter the
reported results.

67 All respondents living abroad at age 16 are grouped into a single category with its own indicator.
68 Other potentially interesting factors, such as direct measures of parental views and how they might

have shaped both the respondent’s and sibling’s outlook, are not available in this dataset.
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Table 1 shows the model results, using ordinary least squares (OLS)69 regressions for
the seven-point ideology and partisanship measures and logistic regression for the binary
1992 Presidential vote variable. In all six regressions, having a female next-older sibling
takes the expected negative coefficient. Strengthening support for this expectation, being
female also takes a negative coefficient, so that the effect of being a particular sex matches
the effect of being influenced by a sibling of that sex. Although the coefficients imply a
quite modest effect of sibling sex – the estimated difference between those with female and
male older siblings is between 0.1 and 0.2 points on the seven-point ideology and party
identification scales – these are comparable in magnitude to the estimated gender gap
itself.70 The effect of sibling sex also is substantial in comparison to other important
influences on political preferences; for example, the sex of the next-older sibling has a
larger estimated effect on the dependent variables than does a one-decade shift in age.
Statistically, the coefficients are most significant for self-declared ideology itself, as might
be anticipated from the most direct measure of outlook.
Meanwhile, the non-sex control variables also have plausible coefficients. Older people

call themselves more conservative and yet are more likely to support and vote for
Democrats, while minorities and people who grew up in more densely populated areas
tend to be more on the left across all measures of ideology. Conversely, those who were

TABLE 1 Models of Ideology

Ideology (OLS) Party Identification (OLS) Bush Support (Logit)

(a) (b) (a) (b) (a) (b)

Female Older Sibling 20.158 20.172 20.119 20.121 20.102 20.144
(0.064) (0.066) (0.092) (0.094) (0.117) (0.121)

Female 20.162 20.169 20.098 20.093 20.075 20.056
(0.065) (0.066) (0.094) (0.096) (0.118) (0.122)

Age (Years) 0.007 0.007 20.012 20.012 20.008 20.008
(0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.004)

Racial Minority 20.491 20.436 21.585 21.626 21.883 21.781
(0.099) (0.103) (0.119) (0.123) (0.196) (0.206)

Fundamentalism, age 16 0.094 0.091 20.030 0.004 0.105 0.117
(0.045) (0.046) (0.064) (0.066) (0.083) (0.087)

Urbanness, age 16 20.030 20.033 20.029 20.036 20.080 20.086
(0.023) (0.024) (0.032) (0.033) (0.040) (0.042)

Household income 0.027 0.011 0.083
(0.016) (0.020) (0.030)

Education (Years) 20.030 0.023 20.003
(0.013) (0.019) (0.023)

Region dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
N 1,783 1,672 1,789 1,678 1,350 1,256

Note: Robust standard errors are shown in parentheses. In each model, the primary variables
in (a) are augmented by Household income and Education variables in (b).

69 Ordered logistic regressions produce substantively similar results for all OLS regressions in this
study; OLS models are retained for ease of interpretation.

70 As both the sex variable and the sibling-sex variable are simple indicators, these estimated effects are
simply the size of the coefficients (in points on the seven-point scale).
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more religious at sixteen years and those with higher incomes tend to be more
conservative by these measures.71

As noted above, though, gender gaps characterize not only overall ideological
predisposition but also positions on more specific issues. Table 2 reports the regression
models predicting attitudes towards government involvement in the economy. Across all
four dependent variables, those who follow a sister in birth order are consistently more
likely to welcome state intervention. However, although this effect matches expectation in
direction and in being smaller than the effect of femaleness itself, it varies in magnitude
and statistical power for different types of government activity. Most distinctively,
government action on behalf of the poor sees a markedly weaker effect of sibling sex.
With the other dependent variables, a female older sister has about one third of the
predicted effect of being female; with helping the poor, the effect of sibling sex is less than
one fifth that of the respondent’s own sex, and the coefficient is not even one standard
error away from 0.72 The anomalously smaller effect of sisters in promoting government
intervention on behalf of the poor may be a fluke, or it may perhaps stem from older
brothers’ greater tendency to aggression and violence against their younger siblings.73

This could induce sympathy for the downtrodden among younger siblings, which on this
issue might partially counteract brothers’ socialization towards limited government.
Regardless of the cause, sibling sex has a stronger effect for the other dependent variables.
Reinforcing confidence in these estimates, control variables are also plausible in direction
and effect. Women and racial minorities tend to be more favourable to government
intervention; older people, the wealthier, and the better educated are generally less
favourable.

SIBLING CLOSENESS

While the results support the idea that the sex of one’s next-older sibling may influence one’s
own preferences, they provide little detail into how reliably it applies across individuals. Has
the effect of sibling sex diminished among recent generations as gender roles have become
less distinct? Are some individuals more susceptible to sibling influence? If the above effect
of siblings in practice only applies in some cases – or applies more strongly in those cases – it
would illuminate the mechanisms by which sibling socialization occurs.
Perhaps the most theoretically pressing dimension of the sibling relationship is the

closeness of the siblings. Siblings who have a deeper emotional connection and those who
have spent more time together are more likely to be conduits for ideological influence.
Thus, closeness is conceptually relevant. Assuming such relevance also offers a potential
means to check the plausibility of the mechanism looked at here in greater detail: people
who are close to their next-older siblings should have their ideology more strongly
influenced by those siblings’ sex than would those who are less close to their siblings. It is
accordingly worth testing whether sibling closeness intensifies the ideological effect of
sibling sex.

71 Education is less consistent in its effects, probably because of collinearity with income.
72 Despite its lack of statistical significance, the effect of sibling sex here is still substantively non-trivial.

The coefficients imply that the difference between an older brother and an older sister roughly equals the
effect of a fifteen-year change in age.

73 Shelley Eriksen and Vickie Jensen, ‘All in the Family? Family Environment Factors in Sibling
Violence’, Journal of Family Violence, 21 (2006), 497–507.
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TABLE 2 OLS Models of State Intervention Opinion

Private enterprise Government do more Government help poor Government help sick

(a) (b) (a) (b) (a) (b) (a) (b)

Female Older Sibling 20.138 20.136 20.145 20.126 20.039 20.013 20.097 20.077
(0.066) (0.067) (0.069) (0.069) (0.064) (0.064) (0.070) (0.072)

Female 20.305 20.317 20.280 20.231 20.264 20.233 20.276 20.267
(0.067) (0.068) (0.070) (0.070) (0.065) (0.066) (0.072) (0.074)

Age (Years) 0.010 0.012 0.006 0.008 0.003 0.006 0.003 0.006
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)

Racial Minority 20.225 20.201 20.699 20.600 20.724 20.607 20.706 20.638
(0.104) (0.106) (0.105) (0.109) (0.092) (0.096) (0.096) (0.103)

Fundamentalism, age 16 20.052 20.040 20.158 20.110 20.058 20.004 20.010 0.016
(0.047) (0.048) (0.047) (0.048) (0.044) (0.045) (0.048) (0.050)

Urbanness, age 16 0.022 0.010 20.025 20.051 20.041 20.063 20.054 20.057
(0.023) (0.024) (0.024) (0.025) (0.023) (0.023) (0.025) (0.026)

Household income 0.004 0.025 0.060 0.041
(0.017) (0.017) (0.015) (0.016)

Education (Years) 0.026 0.074 0.042 0.020
(0.013) (0.014) (0.013) (0.014)

Region dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
N 791 760 1,195 1,131 1,207 1,144 1,209 1,143

Note: Robust standard errors are shown in parentheses. In each model, the primary variables in (a) are augmented by Household income and
Education variables in (b).
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Unfortunately, the GSS does not contain direct measures of a particular sibling’s
influence. The closest available measure concerns how frequently the respondent spends
an evening with a sibling, but this variable does not distinguish which sibling is involved;
it thus may inflate the apparent closeness of respondents from large families or indicate
closeness to the younger rather than the older sibling. In addition, this question is asked
of only a small fraction (less than one-sixth) of the sample, resulting in small numbers of
respondents and commensurately low reliability in measurement.
An indirect measure of sibling closeness is the difference in age between the respondent

and the next-older sibling. Siblings closer in age tend to interact more and to have deeper
emotional bonds, as might be expected from their increased likelihood of shared interests
and typically longer shared residence in the parental home.74 This suggests that the
relative leftward influence of sisters compared to brothers will be largest when the siblings
are close in age, progressively fading as the age gap widens. This measure has drawbacks
besides its doubtless imperfect correlation with actual sibling closeness: large age gaps are
selected, not randomized, and parents who choose to space childbirths out further tend to
differ from other parents. In addition, the age gap itself may allow parents to devote more
resources to children or otherwise differently treat those born closer or further from their
siblings.75 When studying the effect of age differences, then, the natural-experiment
characteristic of the basic research design dissipates. The additional control variables
included in the earlier regressions should, however, take into account the effects of likely
confounding factors.
For modelling here, the measure of age gap is the natural logarithm of the difference in

year of birth between the respondent and the next-older respondent, although a measure
incorporating respondents’ months of birth produces similar results.76 The logarithm is
included to reduce the severe rightward skew in the distribution of age gaps.77 The
interactive relationship between the age gap and older sibling’s sex is then modelled by the
product of this logarithm with the female indicator variable.
Table 3 reruns the full models of Tables 1 and 2 – that is, the versions which include income

and education78 – disaggregating sibling effects by the age gap between the respondent and
the next-older sibling. The theory above predicts a negative coefficient for having a female as a
next-older sibling, as before: sisters should still exert leftward (and state-friendly) influence
compared to brothers. But the interaction would be expected to have a positive coefficient,
suggesting that for large age differences, the ideological influence of the next-older sibling’s
being female instead of male dwindles. The table omits control variable coefficients for
brevity; they are very similar to those given in Table 1 in both size and direction.
As before, older sisters consistently associate with more left-leaning policy preferences

than older brothers do. The interaction has more mixed effects. In predicting the
preference for George Bush in 1992, the coefficient is essentially nil and negatively signed.

74 Clare M. Stocker, Richard P. Lanthier and Wyndol Furman, ‘Sibling Relationships in Early
Adulthood’, Journal of Family Psychology, 11 (1997), 210–21.

75 Brian Powell and Lala Carr Steelman, ‘The Educational Benefits of Being Spaced Out: Sibship
Density and Educational Progress’, American Sociological Review, 58 (1993), 367–81; David P. Lindstrom
and Betemariam Berhanu, ‘The Effects of Breastfeeding and Birth Spacing on Infant and Early
Childhood Mortality in Ethiopia’, Social Biology, 47 (2000), 1–17.

76 Siblings’ months of birth are not available.
77 Unprocessed, the median respondent’s age difference with the next-older sibling is two years, just

over half the mean age difference of 3.45 years; the maximum difference is thirty-one years.
78 Similar results hold for using the models without income and education.
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TABLE 3 Effect of Next-older Sibling Sex on Ideology, by Age Difference from Next-older Sibling

Ideology
(OLS)

Party
identification

(OLS)
Bush Support

(Logit)

Private
Enterprise
(OLS)

Govt. Do
More (OLS)

Govt. Help
Poor (OLS)

Govt. Help
Sick (OLS)

Female Older Sibling 20.222 20.164 20.138 20.222 20.218 20.081 20.132
(0.115) (0.161) (0.212) (0.115) (0.119) (0.109) (0.120)

Female Older Sibling3Age
Gap (Years)

0.092 0.045 20.006 0.092 0.094 0.071 0.058
(0.099) (0.133) (0.174) (0.099) (0.096) (0.087) (0.098)

Age Gap (Years) 0.016 0.040 20.029 0.027 20.074 20.077 20.130
(0.063) (0.092) (0.118) (0.064) (0.066) (0.063) (0.072)

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses; control variables omitted for brevity.
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This contrary result may stem from candidate preference being the least tied of the three
measures to political ideology. In the other six models, though, the interaction with the
age gap moderates the effect of sibling sex: on both the ideology scale and the partisan
identification scale, the interaction takes the expected positive coefficient (albeit smallish
and imprecisely estimated).79 The coefficients suggest that a sibling one year older than
the respondent has just under twice the impact on ideology as does a sibling ten years
older. Figure 1 illustrates this relationship graphically for Column 1 of Table 3. The point
indicates the predicted move to the left (in points on the seven-point scale) from having a
next-older sister instead of a next-older brother for each age gap from one to ten years.80

The bars show the 95 per cent confidence interval on the estimated effect.81

This result suggests that an older sibling’s effect on political preferences diminishes as that
sibling grows relatively older – and presumably more distant from the respondent. This is
consistent with the model of sibling socialization presented above. Even though much older
siblings probably have better formed political beliefs and could more explicitly convey
meaningful political information to their siblings while the latter were forming a political
consciousness, their effect on ideology appears weaker, at least by this rough measure.
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Fig. 1. Sibling closeness and size of effect on ideology
Note: Higher values indicate relatively larger liberalizing effects of the next-older sibling being female
instead of male. Points indicated estimated values; bars show 95 per cent confidence intervals.

79 All four models of Table 2 produce comparable results if run with the interaction term: a continued
negative coefficient for having a next-older sister, and smaller positive coefficients for the interaction.

80 This range includes 96.5 per cent of the observed values in the dataset.
81 Standard errors on the first differences were calculated using CLARIFY; see Gary King, Michael

Tomz and Jason Wittenberg, ‘Making the Most of Statistical Analyses: Improving Interpretation and
Presentation’, American Journal of Political Science, 44 (2000), 341–55.
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CONCLUSION

Siblings, especially older siblings, serve as important socializing influences for many
people. Most often, siblings provide influences similar on average to those of other family
members and peers, since they themselves experience many of the same conditions and
frequently travel in the same social networks. Perhaps as a result, their potential for
independent influence remains masked. Yet some siblings are far from average in some
ways. A sibling in prison, or one with disabilities, may exert a profound, observable effect,
in directions yet to be studied – and so, in more quotidian ways, might an otherwise
unremarkable sibling of a particular sex.
Here, the focus was on broad ideology and on one particular issue area, state activism,

in which a gender gap in preferences translates into divergent effects of sisters and
brothers. Women tend to be left-leaning and have more faith in the value of the public
sector; so, as seen here, do their younger siblings. This speaks directly to the recent
literature in political economy examining the extent and degree to which other people’s
positions influence individuals’ preferences.82 It connects, moreover, to other spheres of
inquiry. Other questions with sex-linked differences may see similar effects, if the findings
here reflect broader trends in political psychology and public opinion. Nor need these
processes be restricted to beliefs and preferences: siblings’ different propensities to
participate in politics (or engage in other forms of political behaviour) may similarly set
an influential example. As sociologists have intensively studied, siblings also affect
behaviour such as educational attainment, which has its own broad influence on
outcomes of political interest.
In pursuing the effects of siblings, many questions remain open. One surrounds the role

of biology and genetics. Many analysts find that biological older brothers are particularly
important in determining younger brothers’ sexual orientations, and this effect’s failure to
carry over to non-biological brothers raised in the same household suggests that
socialization may not be the only way siblings shape socially relevant outcomes.83

Pinpointing the extent of such biological outcomes is a task to which political science has
only recently turned. Another set of questions for future research deals with other
mechanisms by which sisters and brothers influence outcomes relevant for political science
and economics. As a first cut at the many possible effects of siblings, this study focused on
one small and relatively simple issue, the influence of the next-older sibling as suggested
by that sibling’s sex. But the full complement of siblings surely matters in their ways, and
they are more than their sex. A more complete model of family influences might consider
dimensions of sibling personality like dominance or intelligence that are present both in
children and throughout life. This further study, however, is complicated by the highly
limited availability of surveys including information about siblings as well as politics.
Future research could profitably include more family-related questions in surveys; until
such data are available, it may be easier to examine sibling influences in legislators or
other political elites.

82 E.g., Edward D. Mansfield and Diana C. Mutz, ‘Support for Free Trade: Self-Interest, Sociotropic
Politics, and Out-Group Anxiety’, International Organization, 63 (2009), 425–57.

83 Anthony F. Bogaert, ‘Biological versus Nonbiological Older Brothers and Men’s Sexual
Orientation’, Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 103 (2006), 10771–4. For biological
sibling effects on behaviour other than sexual orientation, see also Paola Bressan, Stephen M. Colarelli
and Mary Beth Cavalieri, ‘Biologically Costly Altruism Depends on Emotional Closeness among Step-
but Not Half or Full Siblings’, Evolutionary Psychology, 7 (2009), 118–32.
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Family influences are naturally only one factor shaping preferences and behaviour.
Still, with the psychological importance of the childhood household and later attachment
to relations, they might constitute a particularly important influence, whether considering
party labels, the proper size of government or beyond. Even as powerful new technologies
allow the creation – and analysis – of ever more elaborate social networks, it is also worth
considering homelier influences on political lives. Still more, it is worth taking an
interdisciplinary approach to the social sciences: the important influences of psychology,
sociology and economics are also likely to be fruitful sources of beliefs and behaviour for
political science.
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