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Abstract:

With the rise of Feminist Security Theory, the acknowledgement of gender differences in 
policy attitudes has found its way into the field of IR. The goal of this paper is to assess
the relevance of gender as an indicator for American public support for humanitarian 
interventions. In investigating the relationship between gender and military force, a two-way 
approach was chosen. Using the results of a factorial survey experiment, I first examined how 
male and female Americans differ in their mean support level for humanitarian interventions. 
Existing research indicates that women are less inclined to support the use of military force as 
they appear to be more “casualty sensitive” than men. My research confirmed previous 
findings in this field. By controlling for test subjects’ demographic characteristics such as party 
ID, socioeconomic class, foreign news consumption habits, religion, and education level, an 
additional layer on top of the gender variable was provided. Statistically significant differences 
in support levels between men and women who belong to the same socioeconomic class and 
share a religious faith were found. In a next step, I analyzed if the gender of foreign casualties 
has an impact on public support. Since women are commonly framed as more “vulnerable” 
and “valuable” members of society, my hypothesis stated that American public support for 
humanitarian interventions increases when the majority of civilians casualties are female. This 
study reveals that overall, there is no relationship between respondents’ mean level of support 
and victims’ gender. Significant differences were found when controlling for religion and 
education level. I argue that in cases where there was a difference between male and female 
support levels, either the existence or the lack of gender-conforming values could have 
affected the outcome. 
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1. Introduction

Does gender influence American public support for humanitarian interventions? 

In this paper, I intend to approach this question from two different perspectives. Using the 

results of a factorial survey experiment with over 800 respondents, I am interested in 

assessing 1) how male and female Americans differ in their support for humanitarian 

interventions and 2) if the gender of foreign civilian casualties has an impact on the public’s 

average level of support. 

In the field of International Relations (IR), existing research has focused on American 

public support for military force (e.g. Wittkopf 1990; Peffley, Langley and Goidel 1995; Holsti 

1996). Feaver and Gelpi (2004) explored the concept of causality sensitivity that Larson 

(1996) coined, referring to previous studies that have found low levels of acceptance of U.S. 

casualties (Feaver & Gelpi 2004: 5). Strobel (2001) claims that if you kill enough Americans, 

they go home (in: Feaver & Gelpi 2004: 96), which aligns with Luttwak’s (1994) “casualty 

phobia” thesis, suggesting that the American public is extremely averse to taking casualties, 

especially in the post-cold war era (Feaver & Gelpi 2004: 96; Jentleson & Britton 1998). 

According to Gartner (2008), fatalities constitute the most salient costs of conflict, therefore, 

rising casualty trends lead to decreased support for and individual approval of military force 

(Gartner & Segura 1998; Gartner & Segura 2000). However, Feaver and Gelpi (2004) 

propose that Americans do indeed take rational calculations into consideration before making 

a final decision about whether or not to support an intervention. If a mission has high chances 

of success, aligns with national interests, and is backed by the nation’s leadership, the 

American public does favor military force even when fatalities are expected (Feaver & Gelpi 

2004; Larson 1996; Kull & Destler 1999). Jentleson (1992 & 1998) notes that the perceived 
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risk of casualties is not per se a determining factor for the level of American public support. If 

former missions were successful, a “halo effect” (Jentleson 1992) of increased support is 

observable. U.S. interventions in Panama, Libya, and Grenada in the 1980s are prime 

examples for that claim (ibid.). Thus, the public appears to be “defeat phobic” rather than 

“casualty phobic” (Feaver & Gelpi 2004: 97). 

Nevertheless, women have a lower tolerance for casualties (Luttwak 1994; Feaver & 

Gelpi 2004). Eichenberg (2003) analyzed gender differences in public opinion during ten 

instances in which the U.S. either considered, threatened, or actually used military force 

between 1990 and 2003. While both men and women are less inclined to support force when 

casualties are mentioned, Eichenberg (2003) did observe statistically significant gender 

differences in support. Overall, women are less supportive of military interventions than men, 

a finding that is concurrent with Sapiro and Conover’s (1993) as well as Wilcox et. al’s (1993) 

studies of attitudes towards the use of military force during the 1990-1991 Persian Gulf crisis. 

What are possible explanations for these gender differences? Are women more 

sensitive to the loss of human lives? Do females prefer alternatives to military force in a 

nation’s attempt to bring peace? I will approach these questions by introducing Feminist 

Security Theory. 

For a long time, feminist scholars have criticized the lack of female representation in 

international security politics as a result of gender-based exclusion from decision-making 

roles due to everyday patriarchy (Blanchard 2003). The long-prevalent societal depiction of 

men as violent “warrior[s]” and women as compassionate “beautiful soul[s]” (Bethke Elshtain 

1987) could offer an explanation for said female underrepresentation in international security 

politics. Tickner (1992) blames the realist tradition in IR security studies for stressing the 

importance of qualities that are stereotypically associated with male characteristics such as 
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strength, power, and autonomy. She emphasizes the need for a restructure of human thought 

and behavior in regards to developing a less militarized national identity that values “riskless 

warfare”, based on empathy, mediation, and sensitivity - traditionally devalued as feminine 

principles - as opposed to insisting on the “male” warrior concept (Tickner 1992; Blanchard 

2003). Although Feminist Security Theory is only one out of many accounts of women’s 

attitudes towards military force, the rise of this new area of research indicates a tendency 

towards lower support levels for military force among women.  For the reasons above, my first 

two hypotheses are the following:

H1: Male and female respondents differ in their mean support levels for humanitarian 

interventions.

H2: On average, female respondents show lower levels of support for humanitarian 

interventions. 

In addition to the respondents’ gender, five more demographic variables are being 

taken into account. While I have access to a lot of information about the survey participants, I 

have narrowed my scope down to respondents’ party ID, socioeconomic status, religion, 

education level, and whether or not they follow foreign affairs closely. 

It is common knowledge that political parties take different stances on issues, including 

foreign affairs and humanitarianism. Therefore, it would be interesting to find out if the level of 

support for humanitarian interventions differs among people with different political views - 

while controlling for their gender. For example, is there a statistically significant difference in 

support between female and male Republicans? In regards to socioeconomic status, is there 
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a statistically significant difference in support between lower-middle class men and women? 

Do male and female Christians show differences in support levels? Do college-educated men 

show different levels of support for humanitarian interventions than college-educated women? 

The list of possible comparisons is long - more detailed information will be provided in 

Chapters 2 and 3, in the data and results sections of this paper. Based on the sample 

questions that were just raised, these are the next hypotheses:

H3: There is a difference in mean support levels for humanitarian interventions 

between men and women who belong to the same socioeconomic class.

H4: There is a difference in mean support levels for humanitarian interventions 

between men and women who identify with the same political party.

H5: There is a difference in mean support levels for humanitarian interventions 

between men and women who have similar habits of following news on foreign affairs. 

H6: There is a difference in mean support levels for humanitarian interventions 

between men and women who share similar religious beliefs.

H7: There is a difference in mean support levels for humanitarian interventions 

between men and women who have the same education level. 

It has already been established that the American public does take casualties into 

account when assessing their level of support for a humanitarian intervention. However, the 
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majority of the existing research has been focusing on U.S. casualties (e.g. Feaver & Gelpi 

2004; Holsti 1996; Luttwak 1994; Larson 1996). Countries in which the United States are 

considering launching an intervention usually suffer from political instability, oftentimes 

resulting in a big number of local casualties. Investigating the American public’s level of 

support for military force in a foreign country based on foreign casualties is one of the main 

objects of this paper. More specifically, the contribution I hope to make with my research is to 

find out if the gender of foreign civilians casualties influences American public support for 

humanitarian interventions as this hasn't been done before in the field of IR. 

Adopted on September 17th, 1999 in resolution 1265, the UN Security Council 

emphasized “the importance of including in the mandates of peacemaking, peacekeeping and 

peace-building operations special protection and assistance provisions for groups requiring 

particular attention, including women and children”, depicting females as a “vulnerable 

group” (UN Security Council 1999). Indeed, academic literature suggests that women are 

disproportionately affected by environmental insecurity, especially in developing countries; the 

literature on wartime sexual violence is endless (Tickner 1992; Denov 2006; Meter 2011; 

Carpenter 2005; Kirby 2012; Alison 2007). Hudson et al. (2009) found a strong positive 

relationship between the physical security of women and state security. Stiehm (1983) argues 

that states usually place the role of the “protected” upon women and leave no room for 

females assuming the role of “protectors”. It was not too long ago that women were excluded 

from the military and high politics. As “nationalist wombs” (Pettman 1996: 145) women were 

perceived as being too valuable to risk their lives in combat (ibid.). Studying the Yugoslav 

Wars, Carpenter (2003) observed a civilian protection advocacy across the international 

community that is biased against men:
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“Gender beliefs—here, the socially constructed and often misleading belief that 

women and children, but not adult men, are noncombatants—produce sex-

selective behavior, such as massacres that target adult men and humanitarian 

evacuations that rescue women, children, and the elderly.” (ibid: 663)

Carpenter is one of few scholars in IR who is providing a social constructivist approach while 

incorporating gender as an analytical tool as opposed to using it as a way to critique gender 

hierarchies.  

It appears that civilians’ gender does influence the moral framework on which foreign 

policy decision-making and the implementation of civilian protection programs operate. Does 

this apply to the broader American public as well? If society - and academic scholars as a 

subgroup of society - frame women as more vulnerable than men, it would not be surprising if 

the American public was more sensitive to the loss of female than make civilians. Therefore, 

the final hypothesis is stated as followed:

H8: The average American public support for humanitarian interventions is greater 

when the majority of casualties are female as opposed to male. 

With that foundation, I will proceed to introduce my data and methodology. In this 

section, any problems and limitations to this approach will be acknowledged, followed by the 

presentation of the results. In the discussion part, a variety of interpretations of my findings 

will be considered. Lastly, in the conclusion a short summary of the results and suggestions 

for future research in this area will be provided. 
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2. Data & Methodology 

To test the hypotheses above, I employed a factorial survey experiment conducted on 

808 subjects in collaboration with PhD candidate Won Steinbach, using Survey Sampling 

International (SSI). Choosing a factorial experiment over a traditional survey setup allowed us 

to manipulate multiple variables at the same time across a range of values. Won Steinbach 

created the overall vignette and I incorporated the “gender of casualties” variable. 

Prior to participating in the actual experiment, subjects were asked to answer a series 

of questions about their demographic background, including gender, age, education level, 

race/ethnicity, religion, socioeconomic status, income, party ID, and political views. 

In the next step, respondents’ humanitarianism was assessed by providing them with eight 

statements they had to rate on a five-point Likert scale. Half of the statements were pro-

humanitarian, half of the statements were anti-humanitarian. 

1. A person should always be concerned about the well-being of others 

2. It is better not to be too kind to people because kindness will only be abused.

3. The dignity and welfare of people should be the most important concern in any society

4. I believe it is best not to get involved in taking care of other people’s needs.

5. All people who are unable to provide for their basic needs should be helped by others.

6. One of the problems of today’s society is that we are often too kind to people who don't deserve it.

7. One should always find ways to help other less fortunate than oneself

8. People tend to pay more attention to the well-being of others than they should. 

In addition, a series of questions about respondents’ news consumption habits were 

asked, including how closely they follow news about foreign affairs and the civil war in Syria. 
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For the experimental part, subjects were provided with a hypothetical scenario 

describing a civil war in Country A. Certain information (highlighted below) was randomly 

manipulated. Among the varying factors were the total number of civilian casualties in a 

recent bombing, the victims’ socioeconomic class, religion, race, and gender as well as the 

expected number of U.S. military casualties, the level of multilateral support for a 

humanitarian intervention, and the goal of the mission. We excluded unlikely combinations of 

religion and race, such as Hispanic Jews. Subjects were randomly assigned to one of four 

treatment groups. The hypothetical scenario reads as follows: 

Protests in Country A have broken out into full-scale armed conflict in the last 

few months. Violent clashes between the military and rebel forces have 

swept through the countryside and are now spreading into major cities. As of 

now, nearly 30,000 civilians have been killed in the crossfire. A few days ago, 

43 people, mostly women, were killed in the capital when an apartment 

building in the lower-middle class central district was bombed. Most of the 

victims were white and Christian.

  

The United States is considering a UN-supported humanitarian intervention in 

order to end the fighting. Military experts estimate the operation may cost as 

many as 800 American casualties. Collateral damage to civilians as a result 

of the U.S. operation should be minimal, with less than 1,000 fatalities 

expected. Leaders from both parties have signaled their support for the 

mission.

The subjects were then asked to rate their level of support for launching a humanitarian 

intervention in Country A on a five-point Likert scale: 
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How would you describe your level of support for the United States launching a humanitarian 
intervention in country A?

(1) Strongly favor
(2) Slightly favor
(3) Neutral 
(4) Slightly oppose
(5) Strongly oppose 
 

The survey closes with questions about whether or not respondents would donate a 

varying amount of money to provide relief to civilians, if they would support the resettlement of 

refugees from Country A to the U.S., if they believe that the estimate of X U.S. casualties is 

accurate, and if they expect the mission to be successful in protecting civilians, ending 

violence, establishing peace, and improve both the United States’ relations with Country A 

and their standing in the international community. 

To test the above mentioned hypotheses, a two-step approach was chosen. First, a 

series of two-sample t-tests were conducted to find out if there is a statistically significant 

difference between different subgroups of the sampled population on a bivariate level. 

Second, all of these individual possible conditions were brought together in one regression 

model. 

Two-sample t-tests

In order to conduct the t-tests, the respondents were divided into two groups: male and 

female subjects. In a next step, male and female participants were further divided by adding 

demographic dimensions. The dependent variable is level of support for launching a 

humanitarian intervention in Country A, the independent variable is the respondents’ gender 

and I am also controlling for test subjects’ party ID, socioeconomic status, religion, 
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consumption of news on foreign affairs, and education level. For example, college-educated 

women were compared to college-educated men and a t-test between their respective mean 

levels of support was conducted. Ultimately, t-tests for every possible male-female pairing 

within a demographically homogenous subpopulation were conducted. I compared female 

Christians to male Christians, however, I did not conduct t-tests between the mean levels of 

support of female Muslims and male Jews for example. 

In a second set of t-tests, respondents were yet again divided into two different groups. 

However, this time the subjects’ gender was ignored. Instead, two groups were created, 

based on the gender of the victims participants were told were killed during the bombing in 

Country A. The dependent variable, level of support, remains the same, the independent 

variable is gender of the civilian victims and I am again controlling for respondents’ party ID, 

socioeconomic status, religion, consumption of news on foreign affairs, and education level. 

For example, subjects who belong to the working class and who were told that the majority of 

the victims are female were compared to subjects who belong to the working class but were 

told that the majority of the victims are male. A list of all t-tests will be provided in the results 

section of this paper. 

Regression model

To reiterate, my model represents the willingness of Americans to support humanitarian 

interventions. I used linear regression, more specifically, ordinary least squares (OLS), as my 

main model. Just like with the t-tests, the level of support for launching an intervention 

constitutes the dependent variable, and respondents’ gender, education level, socioeconomic 

status, political affiliation, their foreign news consumption habits, and victims’ gender serve as 

the independent variables.  
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To check for robustness, a probit regression was employed. Since probit models only 

allow for the dependent variable to take two values, moving from the original five-point Likert 

scale to a binary scale allows me to assess whether my main model still works should one or 

more assumptions be altered. In order to run the probit regression, the level of support 

variable had to be transfored. By combining the levels “slightly favor” and “strongly favor” to 

one “support” and “slightly oppose” and “strongly oppose” to one “don’t support” factor and 

excluding observations in which respondents were neutral towards launching an intervention, 

a binary level of support variable was created. 

Lastly, I used the Akaike’s information criterion (AIC) in order to identify those variables 

that best predict the dependent variable. As Symonds and Moussalli (2010) point out, null 

hypothesis significance testing can be problematic as “parameters can appear as significant 

or non-significant, depending on what other parameters are present in the model” (ibid: 14). 

Using AIC can help us avoid that problem because it compares multiple models or 

hypotheses all at once and thereby identifies the “best approximating model” (ibid.) As a 

result, all “irrelevant” variables (i.e. those who are not good predictors for the outcome 

variable) are being dropped from the model, leaving behind those variables that are indeed 

accurate predictors. This is especially interesting in this case since it allows for a quick 

assessment of the relevance of the two gender variables (respondents’ gender and victims’ 

gender). 

In recruiting test subjects for our experiment, we oversampled minority populations, 

including blacks, Hispanics, Arabs, Asians, Muslims and Jews, hence our test population has 

a higher percentage of minorities than would be found in a representative U.S. sample. That 

being said, white Christians still make up the majority. 
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The lack of a true control group constitutes a limitation to the experimental setup. All 

test subjects were provided with demographic information about the civilian victims in the 

hypothetical scenario. This is relevant as there were no participants who were given no 

information about the victims’ gender. The existence of a control group would have made it 

easier to assess if gender influences American public support for humanitarian interventions. 

Another limitation is the number of observations. While 808 is a solid number of 

respondents, once they are divided into subpopulations, in some cases, it becomes difficult to 

conduct statistically valid tests on them. For example, there are only nine female respondents 

who belong to the wealthy class. It is, therefore, impossible to tell if there is an actual trend or 

if the results are only due to chance. 

Furthermore, I didn’t control for any potential interaction effects. Nevertheless, there is a 

possibility that the victims’ gender interacts with other demographical variables such as race, 

socioeconomic status, or religion. Future research should take interaction effects into 

consideration. Lastly, our experimental design is biased against finding an effect, which 

makes finding an effect that much more significant. 

3. Results & Discussion 

3.1 Respondents’ Gender

Table 1 shows the summary statistics for the mean level of support for male and 

female respondents. The result of the two sample t-test reveals that there is a statistically 

significant difference in the mean level of support between men and women at the p<0.10 

level. Although a difference at the p<0.05 level would have provided us with a more distinct 
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result, we can accept the first hypothesis. Men and women differ in their mean level of 

support for humanitarian interventions. Seeing how the support level of female respondents is 

more than six percentage points lower than the male’s, we can also accept the second 

hypothesis, which stated that, on average, women show lower levels of support for 

humanitarian interventions. 

These findings are congruent with existing research. Caprioli (2000) suggests value 

differences between men and women explain the gender gap in support for the international 

use of military force. The academic discourse offers two possible explanations for said value 

differences. Supporters of the biological determinism school argue that women possess 

biologically innate instincts that make them express more nurturing behavior, and therefore 

oppose violence, for example in the form of international military force (Daly 1984; Ruddick 

1983; Rich 1976). Social constructivists, on the other hand, claim that the development of 

gender-typical values and behavior is due to the internalization of social cues individuals 

receive from society that determine what is acceptable gender-conforming behavior (Carter 

2014; Tickner 1992; Stacey 1986). Since women are being portrayed as passive, 

communicative, and weak members of society as opposed to strong, assertive, violent men, 

disapproving with the use of military force would align with the gender expectations society 
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has placed on women. Opposing humanitarian interventions would, therefore, provide 

females with the opportunity to enact on their gender-typical social identities, a basic human 

need according to Stryker’s identity theory (Stryker & Statham 1985). While the biological 

determinism and the social constructionism theories are competing, both argue that the 

existence of a less gender-based system would have an impact on foreign policy (Caprioli 

2000: 52), and hence potentially on American public support for humanitarian interventions as 

well. As we will find out later, women’s support levels are not lower in all cases when 

controlling for other demographical variables.

Tables 2, 3 and 4 show the summary statistics for the mean level of support for male 

and female respondents when controlling for party ID, foreign news consumption habits, and 

education level. While the mean levels of support differ, the results of the t-tests show that 

there is no statistically significant difference between the support levels based on 

respondents’ political affiliation, their education level, or how closely they follow news on 

foreign affairs. Therefore, we must reject H4, H5, and H7. 
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Table 5 shows the summary statistics for the mean level of support for male and 

female respondents when controlling for socioeconomic status. While there is no statistically 

significant difference between women and men who belong to the working class, we can 

observe a significant difference between lower-middle class men and women at the p<0.05 

level. We can, therefore, accept H3. Female respondents are less inclined to support 

humanitarian interventions. Interestingly, for respondents who belong to the upper-middle and 
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wealthy class, this trend is reversed. While the difference is not statistically significant, the 

mean level of support is higher for female than for male subjects. 

What are possible explanations for these varying levels of support? Socioeconomic 

status is oftentimes closely correlated with education level, thus an overall lower level of 

formal education among the lower-middle class would have been a good initial guess. 

However, we already know that respondents’ education level is not a significant predictor for 

the difference in support levels between men and women (see Table 4). What if, for some 

reason, lower-middle class-women fall victim to the reinforcement of gender-stereotypes and 

gender-typical behavior at a much higher rate than women from any other socioeconomic 

class? Is it possible that females who belong to the lower-middle class are more opposed to 

violence and military force due to higher exposure to social cues that enforce the 

development of female-typical values and behavior? That would also explain the reversed 
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trend that we can observe among upper-middle-class and wealthy women. Studies show that 

more educated parents who adhere less strictly to traditional gender roles have children who 

themselves confirm less to gender expectations (Fausto-Sterling 2012). The more educated 

an individual, the more likely he or she belongs to a higher socioeconomic class. If an 

individual’s parents belong to the upper-middle or wealthy class for example, chances are 

very high that their children will also end up in the same socioeconomic class. Hence, it is fair 

to assume that American women who belong to a higher socioeconomic class adhere less to 

gender-stereotypes and therefore show less female-typical attitudes towards the use of 

military force. 

Table 6 indicates a statistically significant difference between female and male 

Christians at the p<0.05 level, with women showing a lower mean support level. Like with 

socioeconomic status, a reversed trend in American public support among non-religious and 

Jewish women was found. While there is no significant difference between male and female 

atheists, the difference between male and female Jews is statistically significant at the p<0.05 

level. Thus, we can accept H6. 
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As some scholars have pointed out, the role of religion in explaining foreign policy 

attitudes is limited in academic literature (Jelen 1994; Guth 2006). However, many studies 

suggest that women are not only overall more religious than men (Mol 1985; Suziedalis & 

Potvin 1981; Stark 2002) but also that female-typical traits - namely being submissive, 

passive, and nurturing - are associated with higher levels of religiosity (Suziedalis & Potvin 

1981; Mol 1985). However, these studies were conducted on sample populations that 

included predominantly test subjects of Christian belief, therefore, these findings cannot be 

applied to people of different religious faiths. Miller and Hoffmann (1995) found that people 

who are more risk averse are more religious as well. If Christian women are more religious 

than Christian men, it is fair to assume that females have internalized Christian values - that 

almost always align with gender-conforming values - more strongly than males. Hence, it is 

not surprising that in our sample, Christian women were less inclined to support the use of 

military force in Country A compared to their male counterparts. 
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The question of why a reversed trend was found among Jewish respondents is an 

interesting one. In order to find a truly satisfying answer, more research on American Jews’ 

attitudes towards foreign policy and military force needs to be done. That being said, I argue 

that the case of U.S. foreign policy from a Jewish perspective is a unique one. Mearsheimer & 

Walt (2006) claim that the existence of an “Israel lobby” is mainly responsible for “unwavering 

U.S. support for Israel and the related effort to spread democracy throughout the region [that] 

has inflamed Arab and Islamic opinion and jeopardized U.S. security” (ibid: 30). Seeing how 

supporting Israel is contradictory to what American national interest would otherwise suggest 

(ibid.), the “Israel lobby” - consisting of both individuals and organizations that try to shape 

U.S. policy in a pro-Israel direction (ibid.) - has successfully implemented the importance of 

pro-Zionist humanitarianism in the American public discourse. Since Israel does rely on its 

partnership with the United States in the ongoing conflict with Palestine, female Jewish 

Americans could potentially be more sensitive to humanitarian issues and the use of military 

force than American women of a different faith. One could argue that Jewish Americans are 

more social justice-oriented given the history of Jewish suffering in the Western world, 

especially during the Holocaust. Another possible explanation could be that Judaism is more 

conducive to feminism than other religions. Jewish people might be less likely to enforce the 

development of gender-typical values and behavior, which would explain why such a 

significant difference in mean level of support for humanitarian interventions between female 

and male Jews was found. If - for whatever reason - both Jewish men and women are less 

likely to fall victim to gender-stereotyping, one would expect female Jews to show more 

female-atypical behavior, possibly including female-atypical attitudes towards foreign policy 

and launching humanitarian interventions. The same thought could be applied to male Jews. 
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While the t-tests offered some interesting insights on Americans’ attitude towards 

humanitarian interventions based on respondents’ gender when individually controlling for 

socioeconomic status, religion, education level, and foreign news consumption habits, it is still 

unclear whether Americans’ gender has an overall impact on public support for launching an 

intervention. As table 7 shows, this does not seem to be the case. The outcome of our OLS 

model (see t-value of 0.1757) suggests that Americans’ gender is not a statistically significant 

predictor for public support for humanitarian interventions. The probit regression shows 

similar results (see table 8). According to the Akaike’s Information Criterion (see table 9), 

there are only three variables that accurately predict my outcome variable: foreign news 

consumption habits, education level, and political affiliation. Both gender variables were 

dropped in the process. Therefore, it appears there is no gender gap in foreign policy 

attitudes in regards to launching a humanitarian intervention in a foreign country. 

Coefficients Estimate Std. Error t value Pr (> | t | )

(Intercept) 1.171436 0.370971 3.158 0.00168 ***

Respondents’ Gender 0.128975 0.095115 1,356 0.17570

Victims’ Gender 
(Women) -0.005928 0.093569 -0.063 0.94951

Respondents’ Political 
Affiliation (Independent) -0.169990 0.121449 -1.400 0.16221

Respondents’ Political 
Affiliation (No 
preference)

-0.628947 0.193876 -3.244 0.00126 ***

Respondents’ Political 
Affiliation (Other) -0.209927 0.349080 -0.601 0.54786

Respondents’ Political 
Affiliation (Republican) 0.144760 0.125407 1.154 0.24891

Respondents’ Education 
(High School & some 

College)
-0.458723 0.324217 -1.415 0.15771

Respondents’ Education 
(College Degree) -0.365350 0.325590 -1.122 0.26234

Respondents’ Education 
(Postgraduate Degree) -0.143716 0.333514 -0.431 0.66671
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Respondents’ Religion 
(Christian) -0.153666 0.178172 -0.862 0.38884

Respondents’ Religion 
(Jewish) -0.293761 0.211165 -1.391 0.16478

Respondents’ Religion 
(Muslim) -0.206163 0.2111843 -0.973 0.33092

Respondents’ Religion 
(None) -0.377138 0.213471 -1.767 0.07787 *

Respondents’ Religion 
(Other) -0.031459 0.240651 -0.131 0.89605

Respondents’ 
Socioeconomic status 
(Lower-middle class)

-0.218095 0.119458 -1.826 0.06847 *

Respondents’ 
Socioeconomic status 
(Upper-middle class)

-0.208659 0.124232 -1.680 0.09364 *

Respondents’ 
Socioeconomic status 

(Wealthy)
0.144530 0.225579 0.641 0.52200

Respondents’ Foreign 
News Consumption 

(Closely)
0.019565 0.100080 0.195 0.84509

Coefficients Estimate Std. Error t value Pr (> | t | )

Coefficients Estimate Std. Error z value Pr (> | z | )

(Intercept) 0,71874 0.47222 1.522 0.127999

Respondents’ 
Gender 0.10803 0.11448 0.944 0.345320

Victims’ Gender 
(Women) 0.04681 0.11299 0.414 0.678698

Respondents’ 
Political Affiliation 

(Independent)
-0.03687 0.14457 -0.255 0.798705

Respondents’ 
Political Affiliation 
(No preference)

-0.98402 0.26104 -3.770 0.000164 ***
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Residual Standard Error: 1.067 on 514 degrees of freedom
Multiple R-squared: 0.08069, Adjusted R-squared 0.04849
F-statistic: 2.506 on 18 and 514 DF, p-value 0.005945

Significant codes: *** 0.01, ** 0.05, * 0.10

Table 7: OLS model



Respondents’ 
Political Affiliation 

(Other)
-0.08959 0.41510 -0.216 0.829119

Respondents’ 
Political Affiliation 

(Republican)
0.21013 0.15121 1.390 0.164639

Respondents’ 
Education (High 
School & some 

College)
-0.69786 0.41874 -1.667 0.095596 *

Respondents’ 
Education (College 

Degree)
-0.57307 0.42036 -1.363 0.172786

Respondents’ 
Education 

(Postgraduate 
Degree)

-0.36991 0.43044 -0.859 0.390129

Respondents’ 
Religion (Christian) -0.06445 0.21623 -0.298 0.765647

Respondents’ 
Religion (Jewish) -0.31799 0.25412 -1.251 0.210807

Respondents’ 
Religion (Muslim) -0.25033 0.25596 -0.978 0.328072

Respondents’ 
Religion (None) -0.32951 0.25981 -1.268 0.204704

Respondents’ 
Religion (Other) -0.09596 0.29132 -0.329 0.741868

Respondents’ 
Socioeconomic 
status (Lower-
middle class)

-0.17985 0.14419 -1.247 0.212286

Respondents’ 
Socioeconomic 
status (Upper-
middle class)

-0.17164 0.15023 -1.143 0.253245

Respondents’ 
Socioeconomic 
status (Wealthy)

0.01818 0.27620 0.066 0.947528

Respondents’ 
Foreign News 
Consumption 

(Closely)
0.22052 0.12068 1.827 0.067645 *

Coefficients Estimate Std. Error z value Pr (> | z | )
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Significant codes: *** 0.01, ** 0.05, * 0.10

Table 8: probit model



Existing research highlights the existence of a gender gap in foreign policy attitudes 

(for example, Shapiro & Mahajan 1986, Fite et al. 1990, Togeby 1994, Wilcox et al. 1996), 

which leads to the following question: Why does the respondents’ gender appear to be 

irrelevant in this case? The answer to that question is of methodological nature. As previously 

mentioned in the data and methodology section of this paper, potential interaction effects 

were not taken into consideration. However, it turns out that interaction effects are most likely 

the reason for my results. When I ran the OLS model again and dropped every independent 

variable expect for the respondents’ gender variable, the relationship between the dependent 

and independent variables became statistically significant on the p<0.05 level (p-value of 

0.0389). Similar results were found when I ran the probit model excluding all independent 

variables but the respondents’ gender variable (p-value of 0.0985). Hence, the independent 

variables that were chosen were interacting with one another, causing the gender variable to 

be “overshadowed”. Some of the independent variables (i.e. foreign news consumption 

habits, respondents’ education, and respondents’ political affiliation) might be more accurate 

predictors for American public support for humanitarian interventions than others, however, 

that doesn’t imply that gender is a completely irrelevant predictor. Future research should 

focus on assessing interaction effects between different independent variables. 

 Df Deviance AIC

none 701.37 719.37

Foreign News 
Consumption Habits 1 704.05 720.05

Respondents’ Education 3 708.77 720.77

Respondents’ Political 
Affiliation 4 724.10 734.10
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Table 9: Akaike’s Information Criterion (AIC) model



3.2 Victims’ Gender 

As stated earlier, one of the contributions this paper aims to make is finding out if 

gender influences empathy towards a victimized foreign group, in this case, the civilian 

victims’ gender. It appears that overall, there is no relationship between American public 

support for humanitarian interventions and the gender of foreign casualties (see Table 10). 

Therefore, we must reject H8.

These findings are contrary to what one would have expected based on the existing 

literature identified in the beginning. If women are depicted as being more “vulnerable” and 

“valuable” than men (UN Security Council 1999; Stiehm 1983; Pettman 1996) and if society 

assigns females more stereotypically passive roles, why do Americans seem to be indifferent 

to the gender of civilian casualties when assessing their support level for launching a 

humanitarian intervention? There are two possible explanations for these findings. 

First, the statistical tests conducted as part of this research are not sufficient enough to 

reveal if any possible interaction effects might have affected test subjects’ mean level of 

support. There is a possibility that the victims’ race/ethnicity, religion, and/or socioeconomic 

class had a stronger effect on the outcome and thus “overshadowed” the “victims’ gender” 

variable. In that case, future research should focus on assessing the power of interaction 
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effects to determine whether or not the gender of casualties is an accurate predictor for 

American public support for humanitarian interventions. 

Second, it might be the case that the American society’s perception of women has 

slightly changed. While the gender gap hasn’t been closed by any means, one could argue 

that the United States have experienced the public discourse becoming more favorable of 

pro-feminist and anti-gender-conforming narratives, which could have led to a shift in 

perception. With women being allowed in the military now and having more “tough” females in 

visible positions of power , women might not be perceived as the weak and passive members 1

of society in need of protection anymore. Bearing in mind that most of the academic literature 

introduced above was published in the 1980s and 1990s, the assumption of a more 

progressive depiction of women in today’s American society appears to be reasonable. 

As with respondents’ gender, demographic variables were also controlled for after 

dividing subjects into subpopulations based on what gender the majority of the victims were in 

their hypothetical scenarios. Similar to above, no statistically significant differences were 

found for socioeconomic status, party ID, and foreign news consumption habits (see Tables 

11, 12, and 13). 

 For example, German chancellor Angela Merkel, Facebook COO Sheryl Sandberg, UN Women Goodwill Ambassador 1

Emma Watson, Democratic presidential candidate Hillary Clinton
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There are two cases in which significant differences in level of support were found at 

the p<0.10 level. College-educated Americans showed more support for launching a 

humanitarian intervention in Country A when the majority of civilian casualties were male, 

which is an interesting finding. For high school-educated test subjects and respondents who 

have earned an advanced degree (Masters, Professional, or Doctoral), the mean level of 

support was higher for female victims, however, the differences were not statistically 

significant (see Table 15). Furthermore, Jewish Americans show a significantly higher level of 

support when they were told that the majority of foreign casualties were male (see Table 14). 
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What is it that makes college-educated and Jewish Americans different? Going back to 

the social constructivism theory, it would be reasonable to assume that Americans with a 

college degree have been exposed to both academic and social discourses that foster less 

gender-stereotypical thinking and behavior. If that hypothesis holds true, college-education 

respondents could perceive women being just as “vulnerable or “valuable” as men. Instead, 

the results indicate a bias against female victims. Yet again, interaction effects could be 

responsible for this outcome. This could also be the case for Jewish Americans. In a previous 

section of this paper, the possibility of Jews being exposed to lower levels of gender-typical 

values and behavior was already addressed. 

But why can we observe a reversed (but statistically non-significant) trend for respondents 

who earned an advanced degree? It is commonly known that equal gender distribution in the 

professional world declines the higher up one climbs on the corporate ladder (Oakley 2000; 

McCormick Hyland & Marcellino 2002; Catalyst 2004). There still is a major 

underrepresentation of women on the C-level. Assuming that, on average, people with 

advanced degrees end up in higher corporate positions, they will likely be exposed to work 
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environments where women are still strongly underrepresented, which could lead to both 

sympathy for women and the reinforcement of gender-typical perceptions. If there is a lack of 

female representation in those professional realms that are predominantly occupied by people 

with advanced degrees, perceiving women as more vulnerable and in need of help seems 

logical. Those “new”, gender-confirming perceptions could then be linked to people’s attitudes 

towards launching a humanitarian intervention based on civilian casualties’ gender. 

The results of the t-tests already forced us to reject H8. Both regression models (see 

Tables 7 and 8) as well as the Akaike’s Information Criterium (Table 9) indicate that being 

provided with information on victims’ gender does not change American’s behavior towards 

lunching a humanitarian intervention. Even when all independent variables except for victims’ 

gender were dropped in both the OLS and the probit models, there was no statistically 

significant difference. 

4. Conclusion 

Existing literature on gender differences regarding the use of military force indicates 

that women are less inclined to support humanitarian interventions, especially when a high 

number of U.S. casualties is expected (Eichenberg 2003; Sapiro and Conover’s 1993; Wilcox 

et. al 1993). Feminist Security Theory claims that the field of IR is dominated by 

stereotypically male values that emphasizes violent conflict resolution as opposed to 

measures that depend on empathy, mediation, and sensitivity, traditionally devalued as 
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female principles (Tickner 1992; Blanchard 2003). This study was able to confirm earlier 

findings on lower support levels for humanitarian interventions among women. 

While the question of gender as an indicator for American public support for military 

force has already been observed, existing research lacks the inclusion of demographic 

characteristics that go beyond gender. Conducting a factorial survey experiment in 

collaboration with PhD candidate Won Steinbach allowed me to have access to a variety of 

demographical information on our 808 test subjects. Controlling for respondents’ party ID, 

socioeconomic status, religion, foreign news consumption habits, and education level, 

statistically significant differences in support levels between males and females who belong to 

the lower-middle class were found, with women showing lower levels of support. It was 

suggested that lower middle-class women could be more opposed to violence and military 

force due to higher exposure to social cues that enforce the development of female-typical 

values in their socioeconomic class. 

The case of religion is a particularly interesting one. Seeing how women are more 

religious than men and Christian values closely align with gender-typical values, it was not 

surprising that lower levels of support among female Christians were found as opposed to 

male Christians. However, my research revealed an extremely significant reversed difference 

between male and female Jews. Jewish women’s mean level of support for launching a 

humanitarian intervention was more than 23 percentage points higher than Jewish men’s. 

Stronger attitudes towards social justice and Judaism possibly being more conducive to 

feminism than other religions and thus less prone to enforcing the development of gender-

typical values and behavior could explain these findings. There is a lot of potential for future 

research in this area. 
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The second major contribution I wanted to make with this paper was finding out if the 

gender of civilian casualties influences American public empathy towards a victimized foreign 

group. Contrary to what one would have expected based on existing literature depicting 

women as more “vulnerable” and “valuable” members of society (UN Security Council 1999; 

Stiehm 1983; Pettman 1996), there was no relationship between American public support for 

humanitarian interventions and the gender of foreign casualties. With the United States 

having experienced the public discourse becoming more favorable of pro-feminist and anti-

gender-conforming narratives, Americans’ perception of women might have changed, not 

depicting them as weak, passive, and in need of help anymore. In two cases, the results show 

higher mean support levels when test subjects were told that the majority of civilian casualties 

were male.

In acknowledging the methodological limitations of this study, there is room for 

research that utilizes more advanced statistical approaches, including controlling for 

interaction effects. The regression models seem to have been affected by interactions 

between different independent variables.

Furthermore, adding a true control group where respondents are not provided with 

information on the victims’ demographics would further enhance research on this topic. 

Conducting a cross-national study to analyze differences in gender attitudes towards 

humanitarian interventions would be intriguing. 

The attempt to add “gender” as a variable in the field of IR is fairly new. Feminist 

Security Theory demands the importance of acknowledging gender differences in society and 

their consequences for formulating foreign policy goals. Understanding the relevance of 

gender as an indicator for public support for humanitarian interventions could have an effect 

on the electoral level and ultimately shape policy. 
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