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GENDER, PERCEIVED DISCRIMINATION AND THE OVERRULING OF
ROE V. WADE"

Nuria Rodriguez-Planas, Alan Secor

ABSTRACT: Have the recent changes in reproductive rights changed women’s perceptions
of discrimination and fair treatment relative to men’s perceptions? To address this question,
we collected online survey data (N=1,374) during spring 2023 using a randomized design
that provided information about the enactment of State antiabortion laws and the
overturning of Roe v. Wade by the U.S. Supreme Court to a treatment group but no
information to an untreated control group. This exogenous variation in information
dissemination was used to analyze perceived fairness and discrimination of treated
individuals, by sex. We find that treatment increases women’s overall perception of
discrimination and unfair treatment in the US by 11.5 percent of a standard deviation and
their perception relative to men by 21.8 percent of a standard deviation, widening an
already existing gender gap. These results support the notion that the recent state and
federal abortion restrictions can impact individuals’ perceptions of fairness and
discrimination in the U.S. and do so differentially by gender.
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1. Introduction

Recent state-level abortion bans, coupled with the Supreme Court's decision in the case Dobbs v. Jackson
Woman’s Health, overturning its 1973 Roe v. Wade decision which recognized the constitutional right to
abortion, have raised concerns that such restrictions will change the trajectory of virtually every woman's
life. These restrictions are feared to impact women's health, fertility, family-formation decisions, education,
labor force participation, occupation, earnings, victimization of violence from domestic partners, and
maternal deaths based on the results of papers relying on variation induced by: (1) expansion of access to
abortion in the early 1970s (Levine et al. 1999; Myers 2017; Angrist and Evans 2000; Farin et al. 2021,
Kalist 2004; Oreffice 2007; Gonzalez et al. 2018; Abboud 2019; Jones and Pineda-Torres 2024); (2) recent
state abortion bans (Dench, Pineda-Torres and Myers 2024); and (3) targeted regulations of abortion
providers (Lindo and Pineda-Torres 2021; Muratori 2022). Because women’s physical and economic well-
being is directly affected by such restrictions, their perception of being discriminated against and/or treated
unfairly by other individuals and the government is likely to be impacted as well. Indeed, Résédnen,
Gothreau and Lippert-Rasmussen (2022) argue that banning abortion is directly discriminatory against
women in general. To examine perceptions related to the reversal of Roe v. Wade, several studies have
analyzed social media data around the time Roe v. Wade was overruled and found that the majority of
tweets expressed predominantly negative sentiments (Ujah 2023; Mane et al. 2022). Their focus has been
on temporal, geographical, and racial sentiment patterns in the public’s reaction, but they have not
investigated a gender dimension. Other studies have used surveys to analyze the relationship between
knowledge and sentiment regarding Roe v. Wade and whether this relationship is moderated by political
affiliation and abortion identity (Crawford et al. 2021) or how it applies to the US Latinx population (Solon
et al. 2022). The current paper adds to this literature by focusing on gender differences.

According to Aixen (1991), attitude and opinion, together with perceived control and contextual
subjective norms, shape behavioral intention and subsequent behavior (Altshuler, Storey, Prager 2015).
Indeed, Oskooii (2020) finds supportive empirical evidence that peoples’ perception of systemic political
discrimination is significantly associated with their participation in various sociopolitical mainstream
activities. At the same time, the extant literature has shown that discriminatory practices based on race,
ethnicity, religion or sexual orientation are associated with feelings of inferiority, insecurity, powerlessness
and depression (Almeida et al. 2009; Banks, Kohn-Wood, and Spencer 2006; Branscombe, Schmitt, and
Harvey 1999; Cano et al. 2016; Dion and Earn 1975; Hodge, Zidan, and Husain 2015; Noh and Kaspar
2003; Padela and Heisler 2010). Taking this into consideration, to the extent that the recent restrictions on
reproductive health laws in the US have changed perceptions of discrimination, fair treatment and or rights
protection (hereafter, perceived discrimination) of women relative to men, they are likely to have

consequences not only for women’s mental health but also their socio-political behavioral responses. For



this reason, it is important to investigate whether the recent state abortion bans and the overturning of Roe
v. Wade has changed women’s perceptions relative to men of being discriminated upon either by other
individuals or their government.

To explore this, we collected online survey data at an urban broad-based racially- and ethnically-
diverse university during spring 2023 (N=1,374) and randomized information treatment on the policy shift
on abortion occurring in state legislatures and the Supreme Court reversal of Roe v. Wade. As the increased
restrictions on abortion rights represent a decrease in women’s reproductive rights, our primary hypothesis
is that information about the new policy will generate a gender differential response regarding individuals’
perceived discrimination in the US. We used a randomized information treatment providing information
about the enactment of antiabortion laws and the overturn of Roe v. Wade to the treatment group, and
analyzed changes in perceived discrimination of treated individuals relative to an untreated control group
by sex.

We find that information treatment changes individuals perceived discrimination relative to an
untreated control group and that it does so differentially by sex. More specifically, the treatment increases
women’s overall perception of discrimination and unfair treatment in the US by 11.5 percent of a standard
deviation and their perception relative to men by 21.8 percent of a standard deviation, widening an already
existing gender gap.! Both estimates are statistically significant at the 5% level or better.

Interestingly, we find that men and women respond in opposite ways to information on the recent
state and federal abortion restrictions. On the one hand, men moderate their strong disagreement on the
existence of perceived discrimination. Men’s reaction may result from the treatment making them aware
that, compared to women, they are not as likely to be discriminated against. On the other hand, the treatment
increases women’s dissent relative to that of men. In contrast with perception studies, which mostly focus
on racial concerns or broadly on the Supreme Court’s decision (Crawford et al. 2021; Solon et al. 2022;
Mane et al. 2022; Ujah 2023), we directly test whether being provided with information on the policy shift
changes women’s perceptions of discrimination relative to those of men. Furthermore, by using a
randomized information treatment, we are able to measure the causal effect as opposed to capturing

correlations.

2. Materials and Methods
Our unique sample of 1,374 urban college students was drawn from the City University of New York

(CUNY), the largest urban public university in the United States, and a major provider of social mobility

! Women in the control group are 17.4 percent of a standard deviation more likely than men to strongly perceive
discrimination in the US.



in the country (U.S. News & World Report 2023). Students in our sample responded to an online survey
created on the Qualtrics platform and fielded between April 5 and June 21, 2023. We oversampled
economically vulnerable students. IRB approval (IRB file #2020-0475) was granted on July 21, 2020 and
amended on March 28 2023 to collect the data, and the trial was registered with AEA RCT (RCT ID:
AEARCTR-0012105). All subjects in the survey were 18 years old or older and provided informed consent.

While this sample is not representative of the US population or the population in states that have recently
banned abortion, it represents a younger, more female, racially diverse, vulnerable and urban population
which a priori is more likely to be more supportive of a Democrat president. Hence, studying a population
that Democrats need to mobilize to win the 2024 presidential election, and hope to do so based on the
Republican push for a reduction on reproductive-health rights, is highly relevant in the current political
context. At the same time, our sample is a convenience sample of the population (i.e. young, low-income
women?) that is more likely to suffer the consequences of abortion bans and who would be less likely to be
able to afford to travel to other states for abortion if abortion was banned in their state. In this framework,
our sample is especially appropriate to explore the topic under analysis. Finally, to the extent that our
experiment took place in a state (New York) where abortion rights are still protected, the results of our
experiment might well be a conservative test. To put it differently, if we find such results in New York, we

might be even more likely to find results in Republican-led states that have already adopted abortion bans.

Study Overview. We randomly exposed about one fourth of the survey respondents to a short paragraph
about the recent reduction in abortion rights across the US, followed by four questions aiming at measuring
their perception of fair treatment, rights being respected, and discrimination in the United States. The
experimental text stated: “Abortion rights and access have undergone a seismic shift in the United States
in the past couple of years. In 2021, state lawmakers across the country proposed 663 restrictions to rights
and access, including enacting 108 antiabortion laws in 19 states. In June of 2022, the Supreme Court,
representing a newly 6-3 conservative majority, overturned Roe v. Wade.”

Another fourth of the respondents were assigned to the control group and did not receive any prompt.
To rule out that the findings of this information treatment might have resulted from the prompt itself instead
of the information on the restriction of abortion rights, we randomly assigned the remaining half of the

survey respondents to one of two placebo groups, with prompts that did not underscore a reduction of civil

rights but instead presented either neutral information on the US unaffected by the government or a public

2 In the Table 2, we observe that over two thirds of the sample are women. A similar proportion of respondents are
low income. This is also discussed in the descriptive statistics sub-section.



policy that would impact both men and women in a similar way. More precisely, the two placebo groups
received the two prompts below, with each group comprising one fourth of the total sample:
o Population of the U.S. grew by 1.4 percent between 2018 and 2020.
o The Fed (Federal Reserve) is expected to continue its policy of raising interest rates to slow economic
growth and bring inflation under control. Even though jobs are plentiful, and wages are rising, the

Fed’s aggressive policy risks slowing down the labor market. Fanny Mae estimates that the

unemployment rate will increase from 3.6% at the end of 2022 to 5.4% by the end of 2023.

Subsequently, respondents were asked about their perception of fair treatment, rights being respected, and
discrimination in the United States by responding with whether they strongly disagree (0), somewhat

disagree (1), somewhat agree (2), or strongly agree (3) with the following four statements?:

1. The US is a place where people are usually treated fairly no matter what background they come
from.

2. The US is a free country where everyone's rights are respected, no matter what their background
is.

3. Inthe US today, people like me are discriminated against.

4. The Government in the US treats people like me fairly.

Measures of Perceived Discrimination and Fair Treatment. To measure whether respondents perceived
that people like them are treated fairly and their rights respected, we first created a variable, Yz, for each of
the k statements that is equal to 1 if the individual responded to the statement with a negative response (that
is, strongly or somewhat disagrees for statements 1, 2, and 4 above; but strongly or somewhat agrees for
statement 3); and 0 if the individual responded in any other way. Using these four created variables, Y, we
then constructed a summary index variable, Y*, measuring perceived discrimination as the unweighted
average of all standardized individual’s response for each of the four statements. We reversed the polarity
of Q3 to be consistent with the other three questions, resulting in an index variable where a higher value

indicates a higher level of perceived discrimination. Standardization of each individual perceived

discrimination variable, Y} is done by subtracting the mean, £, and dividing by the standard deviation,

0, , of that variable for individuals in the control group as follows:

3 These questions, measuring perceived discrimination/fair treatment/rights protection, were drawn from the
Longitudinal Study of Young People in England (LSYPE), a large-scale panel survey, managed by the Department
for Education (DfE) of the United Kingdom Government.



* * Y -
Y =k where Y, = He
k o,

where Y} is the standardized version of Y; . Importantly, since we analyze multiple outcomes (four outcomes
for men and women), the use of summary index variables also addresses the concern that an increase in the
number of tests increases the likelihood of rejecting the null hypothesis using traditional inferential
techniques. Summary indices are a common method to adjust for multiple hypothesis testing,* and, in

addition, their use offers a broad snapshot of our results’ overall patterns.

To test the robustness of our results, we also constructed two additional index variables, Y. The first of
these indices measures disagreement of each of the four & statements, with a continuous variable, Y, ranging
from 0 to 3, with higher values representing a higher perception of discrimination and unequal treatment
based on background in the U.S. The second summary index, Y, is constructed such that, for each of the &
statements, Y, equals to 1 if the individual responded with the most negative response (strongly disagrees
for statements 1, 2, and 4; or strongly agrees for statement 3); and 0 if the individual responded in any other

way.

Control Group Individual Outcomes & Gender Gap in Perceived Discrimination. Table 1 presents
measures of perceived discrimination for the control group. It reveals that between half and two thirds of
control group members feel discrimination, with women feeling it more strongly so. Column 1 in Panel A
in Table 1 summarizes each of the four statements for individuals in the control group. We observe that
between 64 and 67 percent of individuals in the control group perceive that people in the US are usually
treated unfairly, their rights are not respected, and they are discriminated against based on their background.
In addition, 56.5 percent of individuals in the control group believe the US government does not treat people

like them fairly.

Columns 2 to 3 in Panel A show gender averages and differences for each of the four statements.
Columns 2 to 3 in Panel B and C present estimates using the three different index variables as explained
above. Focusing on Panel A, we observe that while men in the control group are less likely to perceive
being discriminated against than women and to say that people are treated unfairly based on their
background, these gender differences are not statistically significant. However, there is a 9-percentage point
statistically significant gender difference, with women more likely than men to say that rights are not

respected in the US; and when the index measures strong disagreement of perceived fair treatment

4 See Kling, Liebman, and Katz 2007; Rodriguez-Planas 2012 and 2017, among others.



protection in the US (shown in Panel C), the gender gap is statistically significant at the 5% level. Based
on this last measure, women in the control group are 17.4 percent of a standard deviation more likely than
men to strongly disagree on the existence of perceived fair treatment in the US. Consistent with this, the index
variable, Y, in Panel B of Table 1 shows that women in the control group have a larger index than men in

the control, yet the difference is not statistically significant.

Baseline Descriptive Statistics. The survey also collected individuals’ self-reported information about
whether they were the first in their family to go to college and whether she is responsible for a child or
younger sibling at home. This information was complemented with the following socio-demographic
information from administrative records: sex, race, age, Pell status, low-income status, undocumented-
student status, international-student status, transfer students, graduate- versus undergraduate-student status,
and whether the student is enrolled in a 2- or 4-year degree if enrolled in an undergraduate degree.
Consistent with other higher-education survey data (Rodriguez-Planas 2022; Aucejo et al. 2020),
Table 2 shows that women are considerably more likely to respond to the survey than men, with nearly 70
percent of respondents in our sample being female. Our sample is racially diverse with more than a third of
respondents being Hispanic, a quarter of them being Black, and about a fifth of them being Asian. Indeed,
our sample is more racially diverse than other Hispanic-Serving Institutions in the US. Our sample also has
a high share of Pell recipients (around two-thirds) and first-generation students (over 50 percent), which
reflects CUNY’s affordability, consistently ranked as a top college for social mobility in the US.
Moving to socio-demographic differences across sex, the remaining columns in Table 2 show that men’s
and women’s socio-demographic characteristics are largely similar, with women in our sample being more
likely to be Pell grant recipients or the first in their family to go to college and less likely to be in graduate

school. Also, a smaller share of women is Asian and a larger share Black as compared to the share of men.

Evaluation Framework. We report treatment effects for men and women using the following regression

equation:

Y; = ag + BFemale; + B,Treatment; + f3(Female; * Treatment;) + B, X; + &; (D

where Y; is a summary index variable measuring individual i’s perceived discrimination in the U.S. Female;
is a dummy for whether an individual is reported as female. Treatment; is a dummy equal to 1 if the
individual is in the treatment group and so was given the prompt about abortion policy changes and equal

to 0 if the individual is in the control group. X; is a vector of individuals’ socio-demographic characteristics.



As overturning Roe vs. Wade represents a decrease in women’s reproductive rights, our focus is on
whether the information treatment generates a gender-differentiated response regarding individuals’
perceived discrimination in the US. Hence, our main coefficient of interest is that of the interaction between
Treatment; and the female indicator, that is, f3. A positive and significant estimate of £3 would suggest
that receiving information on the restriction of abortion rights is associated with greater perception of
discrimination among women relative to men, widening the gender gap in perceived discrimination. Note
also that the coefficient B, captures the effect of receiving information on the restriction of abortion rights
on men’s perceived discrimination, while (B2+ B3) is the (absolute) effect of receiving information on the

restriction of abortion rights on women’s perceived discrimination.

Balance Tests between Treatment and Control Groups. Randomization was well done, as shown in the
balance tests displayed in columns 3, 8 and 11 of Table 2. Indeed, there are no statistically significant
differences between the treatment and control groups. Furthermore, the balance tests by sex also show that
there are no significant differences between treated and control group females nor between treated and

control group males.

3. Results and Discussion

Main Findings. Panel A of Table 3 presents the results using the main index, Y. Focusing on the
differential effect of the treatment on women’s perceived discrimination, column 1 of panel A reveals that
B5 is positive and statistically significant at the 5% level, suggesting that receiving information on the recent
reduction of abortion rights in the US increases the share of women relative to men who perceive being
discriminated against in the US. More specifically, being in the treatment group increases women’s
perceived discrimination by 21.8 percent of a standard deviation relative to the effect it has on men.
Importantly, the absolute effect of receiving information on the restriction of abortion rights on women’s
perceived discrimination, captured by (B, + f83), is also positive and statistically significant at the 5% level.
It reflects that receiving information on the reduction of abortion rights increases the overall share of women
who perceive discrimination by 11.5 percent of a standard deviation.

To explore if these results are driven by any particular racial or ethnic group, columns 2 to 6 re-
estimate the results by dropping one racial or ethnic group at a time. If the estimates become smaller in size
and lose statistical significance when excluding one racial group, it would imply that this group is driving

the results.” Columns 3-6 show estimates that are consistent in sign and size with column 1, but lose

5 The information treatment was not designed to have sufficient power to conduct racial/ethnic analysis for each of
the four racial/ethnic groups. Nonetheless, by dropping one group at a time we can still see which of these groups is
driving the results.



significance when we exclude Black, Hispanic, or white respondents from the analysis, underscoring that

the results are driven by these three racial or ethnic groups.

Asians and International Students. In contrast, both the gender differential and absolute treatment effects
for women are larger in column 2 after excluding Asian students. When Asians are excluded from the
analysis, we find that receiving information on the recent reduction of abortion rights in the US increases
women’s overall perceived discrimination by 16.6 percent of a standard deviation and their perception
relative to the men by 34.5 percent of a standard deviation. Both estimates are statistically significant at the
5% level or better. Similar results are obtained if one excludes international students, suggesting that Asian
students and international respondents are not driving the results.® As international students come from
different countries with different rights and views on abortion rights, it is plausible that they may be less
affected by the reduction of abortion rights in a country different from the one they were born and have
their family living in. As for Asians, there is an extensive literature (Sakamoto, Kim, Takei 2012) that
suggests that Asians tend to prioritize community rights versus individual rights. Moreover, Appendix
Table A.2 shows that 45 percent of Asians in our sample are international students, relative to only 14
percent of non-Asian students. Interestingly, Asians also have a larger representation of men relative of the
rest of the sample (43 percent vs only 28 percent), are more likely to be younger than 23 years old and

poorer than non-Asian respondents.

Discrimination vs Fair Treatment vs Right Protection. The subsequent panels of Table 3 present estimates
of equation (1) using as the left-hand-side variable each of the four Y; variables. Focusing on the results
where Asians are excluded from the sample reveals significant absolute treatment effects (B, + B3) for
women for the first three statements, with the largest effect coming from statement 3 regarding
discrimination (shown in column 2). Furthermore, the differential treatment effect is significant for both
statements dealing with fair treatment by the people and the government. Consistent with earlier findings,
individual statements also have significant differential or absolute treatment effects for women in some of
the other columns such as columns 4 and 6, which drop international students. Excluding international
students also reveals significant relative treatment effects on perceptions of unfair treatment and an absolute

treatment effect on discrimination for treated women.

¢ Appendix Table A.2 shows that the balance tests continue to hold after dropping Asian students or international
students.
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Placebo Tests. To rule out that these findings result from the prompt itself as opposed to the information
on the restriction of abortion rights, panel A of Table 4 presents estimates replacing treated respondents
with those who were given the prompt “Population of the U.S. grew by 1.4 percent between 2018 and 2020”
and panel B showing those who were given a prompt about the Federal Reserve raising interest rates. The
analysis is done separately by race or ethnic group as in Table 3. Comparing the estimates to those in Panel
A of Table 3, we observe that the placebo estimates are considerably smaller in size and not statistically
significant, suggesting that our findings for the overall sample and the non-Asian population are driven by

respondents’ receipt of information on the recent state and federal restrictions on abortion rights.

Other Index Variables. To see the changes in the intensity of responses, Appendix Table A.4 shows the
results for the other two index variables of perceived discrimination. Panel A uses the index constructed
using the continuous measure (0-3) of individual responses and Panel B is constructed with the individual’s
most negative responses. Consistent with our main findings, both the absolute treatment effect for women
as well as the gender differential treatment effect continue to be positive and significant with either
alternative index variables, reflecting that female overall and relative perceptions of discrimination increase
after the treatment. For example, using the whole sample and continuous measure of discrimination
(column 1, Panel A), the treatment increases women’s overall perception of discrimination by 18.2 percent
of a standard deviation and their perception relative to men by 39.7 percent of a standard deviation.
Interestingly, with these alternative indices of discrimination, f, becomes larger in size and
statistically significantly different from zero. As 8, has a negative sign, it indicates an opposite treatment
effect for men than for women. For example, in contrast with the treatment’s impact on women’s overall
perception of discrimination—an 18.2 percent increase of a standard deviation—, treated men’s overall
perception of discrimination decreases by 21.5 percent of a standard deviation (column 1, Panel A). Panel
B further reveals that men’s decrease in overall perception of discrimination is driven by men moving away
from strongly disagreeing (or strongly agreeing for statement 3). Since they do not significantly move from
disagreeing to agreeing overall (Panel A in Table 3), these results show the treatment moderating their
men’s disagreement rather than changing it to agreement. Men’s self-restraint may result from the treatment
making them aware that, compared to women, they are not as likely to be treated as unfairly or discriminated

against.

4. Conclusion
Using an online survey of urban college students during spring 2023, we studied how exogenous variation
in the receipt of information on the restriction of abortion rights by State lawmakers and the US Supreme

Court affected students’ perceived sense of discrimination and fair treatment in the US. We used a

11



randomized information treatment that provided information about the enactment of antiabortion laws and
the overturn of Roe v. Wade to analyze changes in perceived discrimination/fair treatment/rights protection
of treated students relative to an untreated control group. We find that men and women respond in opposite
ways. On the one hand, men moderate their disagreement with the existence of perceived discrimination in
the US. Men’s self-restraint may result from the treatment making them aware that, compared to women,
they are not as likely to be treated as unfairly or discriminated against. On the other hand, the treatment
increases women’s dissent in absolute terms and relative to that of men. These results are driven by both
Blacks, Hispanics, and white. In contrast, Asian respondents are unaffected by the information on the
reduction of abortion rights in the US, which is consistent with the literature (Sakamoto, Kim, Takei 2012)
suggesting that Asians tend to prioritize community rights more than individual rights. Overall, the results
support the notion that the recent state and federal abortion restriction can impact individuals’ perception
of fairness and discrimination in the US and do so differentially by gender. These results are consistent
with Tankard and Paluck (2017) and Clark and Paluck (2022) who find that while personal opinions do not
change in the wake of a Supreme Court decision, perceptions of social norms do. Our findings are
particularly policy relevant, as they support a change in women’s and men’s perceptions of political
discrimination, especially among young low- to middle-income urban populations. To the extent that the
outcome of the 2024 Presidential elections may depend on both the youth and female vote, our findings
support the media narrative of how the overturn of Roe vs. Wade may increase young women’s electoral

participation and provide support to the Democratic ticket in the November 2024 Presidential election.
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