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Fifty adults who had made monetary contributions to political campaigns were interviewed 
to determine differences between liberals and conservatives in terms of personality, child-rearing 
attitudes, and birth order/sex variables. Study 1 found liberals to favor nonrestrictive controls 
both on self and on children, while conservatives tended to favor the opposite. Women were more 
likely than men to be liberals, and all first-born females were liberals. In Study 2, the sample 
as a whole was high in self-esteem and autonomy, and there were no significant differences be
tween liberals and conservatives. Although saying that liberals are Democrats and conserva
tives are Republicans is accurate to some extent, it misses the fact that many do not identify 
with either party but consider themselves to be independents. 

It is usual to think of people's political ideologies as 
varying along the dimension of liberalism-conservatism. 
Theoretically, outlooks and behaviors of liberals and con
servatives should be different, in both political and other 
areas (Greenstein, 1975; Lane, 1969). Recent empirical 
work tends to support this notion (Furnham & Heaven, 
1988; Himmelstein & McRae, 1988; Jones & Iacobucci, 
1989; Kiecolt & Nelson, 1988; Ray & Furnham, 1984; 
Rinehart & Perkins, 1989). Concepts ofliberal versus con
servative are also useful for distinguishing liberals from 
conservatives in case studies that qualitatively compare 
the two ideologies (Barrett, 1987). Although it is possi
ble to subscribe to ideologies other than liberalism and 
conservatism (Fleishman, 1988; Maddox & Lilie, 1984; 
Scheb, 1990), the dimension ofliberalism-conservatism 
is the one that is most familiar to people in the United 
States (Rambo, Myers, & Scott, 1974). 

The present study was concerned with possible differ
ences between liberals and conservatives in three areas: 
ego control, child-rearing attitudes, and birth-order/sex 
variables. To ensure that the people studied were ones 
with some degree of political commitment, our sample 
was chosen from among persons who had made mone
tary contributions to political campaigns. 

Two measures were used to determine whether a per
son tended to be a liberal or a conservative. There was 
reason to suspect that the views of conservatives, due to 
their desire to keep things pretty much the same, were 
more restrictive than those of liberals; specifically about 
such issues as control and child rearing. In contrast, be
cause the liberal political ideology tends to focus on 
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change (Milbrath, 1962), liberals might, by that token, 
be more oriented toward freedom and have permissive 
child-rearing attitudes. Birth order and sex differences are 
often best looked at in combination (Eisenman, in press), 
and they were examined to see if there were any differ
ences between first horns and later horns and between men 
and women in terms of their liberal versus conservative 
ideologies. 

STUDY 1 

Method 
Subjects. From the state's public list of political contributors, we ran

domly selected for interviews 50 adults who had contributed money to 
political campaigns in statewide elections. There were 39 males and 11 
females. One was black, and the rest were white. On the basis of occu
pation, income, years of education, and father's income, they tended 
to be of high socioeconomic status. 

Procedure. The interviewees were asked for permission to tape-record 
the interviews or have the interviewer write down their answers. The 
device used for tape-recording was a small, unobtrusive, wireless, built-in 
microphone cassette recorder. The interviews ranged in time from about 
22 min to a maximum of I h 35 min, with the typical interview lasting 
about 53 min. 

Measures. Two measures were used to scale liberalism-conservatism. 
The first used eight statements from the Owens's (1967) liberalism
conservatism measures, with two minor modifications. First, the word 
"social" was inserted in one of the statements so that it would read: 
"The trouble with most of the social programs of the government to
day is that they cut down on the freedom of the individual." Since both 
liberals and conservatives may have concerns about various governmental 
programs, the insertion of the word "social" narrowed the focus of 
the question. Second, Owens's statement "The federal government has 
no business sponsoring medical research to fmd cures for cancer and 
other serious diseases" was eliminated. While the question may have 
been a valid discriminator of liberals versus conservatives when Owens 
first made up his test in 1967, in the 1970s conservatives, including 
President Nixon, began supporting such research, so the question was 
deemed no longer appropriate. 

The second measure of liberal-conservative ideology was based on 
seven domestic political issues, such as gun control and government sup
port for mass transit. This measure, which was created for this study, 



had a priori scoring for liberal and conservative viewpoints. People hold 
more reliable views on domestic than on foreign policy issues (Hamil
ton, 1968; Nie & Anderson, 1974), so only domestic issues were used. 
The liberal or conservative designation of the interviewees was based 
on their combined score on these two measures. 

Ego control was measured by five items taken from Robinson and 
Shaver's (1973) scales, especially those designed to measure what they 
called "rigidity" (see Meresko, Rubin, Shontz, & Morrow, 1954; 
Rehfisch, 1958). (We use the term "ego control" rather than "rigid
ity," because it is a more neutral term.) The interviewees' responses 
were scored on a 9-point agree-disagree scale for liberal versus con
servative opinions. 

Interviewees' attitudes on child rearing were measured by asking them 
six open-ended questions, the answers to which could be categorized 
as reflecting a tendency to allow children to learn on their own ("inter
nal") versus a belief in parental dominance and control ("external"). 

Results 
Of the 50 adults in the sample, 25 were classified as 

liberals and 25 as conservatives. Eighteen of the 25 
liberals were low and 7 were high in ego control. For the 
conservatives, the trend was reversed, with 10 of them 
being low and 15 being high in ego control. This yields 
a chi-square of 3.98, dJ = 1, P < .05, using the correc
tion for continuity in Siegel (1956). Thus, liberals tend 
to be low and conservatives high in ego control. 

Regarding child-rearing attitudes, 22 of the 25 adults 
classified as liberals expressed a preference for internal 
child rearing, while 19 of the 25 conservatives preferred 
external, parentally controlled child rearing. This yields 
a chi-square of 18.83,dJ= l,p < .OOI,againusingthe 
correction for continuity (Siegel, 1956). 

As for sex differences, 10 of the 11 females were 
liberals; of the 39 males, 24 were conservatives and only 
15 were liberals. This finding is significant beyond the 
.05 level, extrapolating from the tables in Siegel (1956) 
and converting the findings to two-tailed probability for 
the Fisher exact test. 

The only significant birth-order finding was that all 7 
first-born females were liberals (p < .02, two-tailed 
binomial test). 

Discussion 
The findings suggest that the dimension of liberal versus conserva

tive is a useful one. There were differences between liberals and con
servatives in both ego control and child-rearing attitudes. Regarding ego 
control, liberals seemed to be much more uninhibited and relaxed, 
whereas conservatives were more rigid both in terms of permissible be
haviors for themselves and in terms of their desire for external and pu
nitive control of their children. Regarding child-rearing attitudes, the 
conservatives were punitive and controlling, at least to a much greater 
extent than the liberals. While liberals would generally favor some degree 
of freedom for their children, conservatives favored guidance, control, 
and, when deemed necessary, physical punishment. This emphasis on 
physical punishment of children and parental control is largely absent 
from the statements of liberals, who favor some parental guidance but 
also tend to favor letting children have some degree of independence. 

With reference to ego control, liberals allow themselves a great range 
of behavior, while the data on conservatives suggest a preference for 
a regulated, orderly, and unchanging type of life. Likewise, with regard 
to the treatment of their children, conservatives favor much more con
trol than do liberals, and are even willing to become physically puni
tive when children do not obey. Liberals are much more tolerant of their 
childrens' behavior, and are unlikely to say that they favor physical 
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punishment for infractions. Thus, conservatives favor control for both 
themselves and their children, while liberals are much more permis
sive toward both themselves and their children. 

Ironically, if they do use physical punishment, conservatives may get 
the kind of children they do not want. A recent study by Kandel (1990) 
found that parents who use physical, punitive discipline on their chil
dren tend to have children who are aggressive, have control problems, 
and are disobedient. It may be that punishment and control by the par
ent serves as a model for the child as to how to behave. Even if the 
parent is punishing the child for aggression, the parent's own use of 
punishment of a physical nature shows the child the use of aggression. 
Thus, the parent uses aggression even while saying, "Don't be aggres
sive." This is a contradictory message, and the child may pick up more 
on what the parent does than what the parent says. Likewise, it may 
be that control, or perhaps excessive control, by the parent does not 
allow the child to think independently, and thus the child does not learn 
self-control. That is, the learning of control may require more than the 
external imposition of control by the parent. Thus, again, both the pu
nitive and the controlling parent would produce a child lacking in con
trol. This speculation is consistent with the view taken by the authors 
of The Authoritarian Personality (Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levin
son, & Sanford, 1950) that people with no clear sense of values adopt 
rigid, authoritarian ones. 

Regarding sex differences, the finding that females were more liberal 
than males is consistent with recent fmdings regarding the political views 
of women and their voting preferences in United States presidential elec
tions (Abramson, Aldrich, & Rohde, 1990; Baxter & Lansing, 1983; 
Frankovic, 1982; Ladd, 1985; Nelson, 1985; Pomperet al., 1989; Pom
per et al., 1981; Poole & Zeigler, 1985; Randall, 1982; Sapiro, 1983). 
A careful reading of these findings suggests that although women tend 
to be consistently more liberal than men in elections in the United States, 
they are not always more liberal than they are conservative. For exam
ple, more women supported the conservative candidate, Ronald Rea
gan, over the more liberal candidate, Jimmy Carter, in the 1980 presiden
tial election. However, men supported Reagan over Carter to a greater 
degree than women did. 

The finding that all 7 of our first-born females were liberals is not 
obviously related to any theory that claims that first-born females would 
be liberals. In fact, Alfred Adler's view (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1959) 
was that the first born tends to be a conservative. Clearly, our results 
are in the opposite direction from what Adler would have predicted. 
Eisenman (in press) believes that first-born females receive more in
tensive socialization from their parents than any other birth-order/sex 
combination. If this is correct, it could lead, in some currently unknown 
manner, to greater liberalism in first-born females. However, our sam
ple size is small enough to suggest that caution should be exercised in 
drawing any firm conclusions about the liberalism of first-born females. 
Clearly, further empirical support is needed for this portion of the study. 

Overall, the fmdings suggest that liberals are more open and flexible 
than conservatives, who are more controlling. This held true regard
less of whether our subjects were being interviewed about personal is
sues (ego control) or about how they believed children should be treated 
(child-rearing attitudes). Liberals favored a greater degree of freedom; 
conservatives favored a greater degree of control. 

STUDY 2 

In a second study, we used the same sample and looked 
at possible differences in self-esteem, autonomy, and party 
identification. Self-esteem was based on up to 10 inter
view questions that were used to measure self-acceptance, 
confidence, and so forth; autonomy was measured using 
8 interview questions dealing with how free and in con
trol the interviewee felt. While liberals and conservatives 
did not differ in tenns of self-esteem or autonomy, the 
sample as a whole was high in these areas: 34 of the 
50 subjects scored high in self-esteem [X1(l) = 6.48, 



242 EISENMAN AND SIRGO 

p < .02] and 32 of them scored high in autonomy [X1(1) 
= 3.92, p < .05]. 

On the one hand, there was a significant tendency for 
conservatives to be Republicans (10 out of 11) and for 
liberals to be Democrats (all 18 liberals who chose to iden
tify themselves as Democrats or Republicans called them
selves Democrats). This is significant beyond the .01 level 
by Fisher's exact test. However, 14 conservatives and 6 
liberals called themselves independents. 
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