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How Do I Respond to Questions About My 
Personal Life?

òI announced my campaign for 
the U.S. Senate when my 
daughter was just a few months 
old and was asked time and 
again how I would make it 
work.ó - Senator Tammy 
Duckworth

òThe press couldnõt get their heads 
around it ñwas I a no -nonsense 
businesswoman or a warm and fuzzy 
mom? My question to them was always, 
ôWhy canõt I be both?õó- Governor Gina 
Raimondo

òLike many expectant first time mothers, I 
had many fears and insecurities but as a 
high profile politician I couldn't voice any 
of those .ó ðFormer Governor Jane Swift



Research Highlights: 6 Key Findings
1. Voters express concern about the ability of women candidates and elected officials to balance the competing 

priorities of their families and their constituents. 

2. It is important for women candidates ðno matter what their family situation ðto talk to voters about their personal 

lives. 

3. While men candidates are able to recover from critiques about their ability to manage family and public office, 

some women are not able to recover from those same critiques. 

4. It is more challenging for a woman candidate or elected official who has young children, whether she is married 

or single. 

5. Voters expect that questions about a candidateõs role as a mother will be part of the campaign discussion. They 

recognize a double standard for moms, but they also actively participate in it and are conscious of doing so. 

6. Some voters also worry that a candidate or elected official who has never married and does not have children will 

not be able to truly understand the concerns of families. 
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Methodology
ÅLake Research Partners and Chesapeake 

Beach Consulting:

ÅConducted eleven focus groups with men 

and women in March and April of 2016.

ÅHeld Bulletin Board groups May 17 through 

the 19 among 60 recruited respondents 

nationwide.

ÅDesigned and administered a dial survey 

that was conducted online from August 1 ð

August 9, 2016.  
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Focus Groups



Family Models Tested

STEP 1: Voters were presented with profiles of fictional 

candidates for governor in the form of newspaper articles. 

STEP 2: Voters heard critiques of each of the candidates 

which focused on their ability to manage their family life 

and at the same time be effective office holders .

STEP 3: Voters read how the candidates  responded to the 

critiques. 
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Å In focus groups, we also explored reactions to:

Å Divorced ðVoters deeply resented critiquing a candidate based on their divorce. 

Å Lesbian ðIf a candidate is a mom and lesbian, people feel reassured that the mom role will be filled by her 

partner or spouse. 

Å Dating ðVoters do not want to know about a single woman candidateõs dating life.



Types of Critique Responses
ÅWe tested two different types of responses :

ÅThe Accomplishments Response: These responses focus on the candidateõs previous 

track record of results either in elected office or previous professional experience. 

ÅThe Modern Partnership/Support Response: These responses acknowledge that the 

candidateõs family support system is different from the traditional ònuclear familyó of 

a dad, mom, and two kids. For example, this type of response could include 

childcare support from grandparents or other extended family. 
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Summary: Topline Family Model Findings

ÅOverall, there is not a lot of differences in votersõ ratings of the effectiveness or relatability 

of the candidates. The two ratings are more highly correlated for women than men. 

ÅThe responses are most effective for the married dad, and increase his ratings beyond his 

initial ratings. 

ÅThe critique has the most impact on the single woman without children. 

ÅThe responses have limited impact for the married momõs ratings.

ÅThe responses work for both of the unmarried women, but bring them only part of the way 

back to where they were initially.
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ÅUsed as a control in this study.

Å Initially , Tom Pavey starts out the survey rated 

lowest of all the candidates tested on 

relatability, effectiveness, and vote likelihood .

Å It really pays off for Tom to respond to the 

critiques that question his ability to parent 

and govern. 

ÅHis are the strongest out of all the responses 

we tested, with the highest relatability and 

effectiveness ratings .
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Tom Pavey
MARRIED FATHER, TWO YOUNG DAUGHTERS

*Full findings on Tom Paveycan be found in the research memo



ÅStarts off strongest out of all the candidates 

on vote likelihood, effectiveness, and 

relatability.

ÅWomen voters start out more likely than men 

voters to believe that she would be effective. 

ÅLoses ground on critiques about her family 

life, even though over three -quarters of voters 

say they have few doubts about her. 

ÅDoes not recover the ground she loses in 

effectiveness, relatability, and votersõ 

likelihood to vote for her.
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Amy Jones
MARRIED MOTHER, YOUNG SON 



Amy Jones
VOTER CRITIQUES
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Dani33 - Did you see State Senator Amy Jones is running for governor? And she has 
that little boy! I am torn. I don't think being a family person herself will keep her 
from being a good leader. Most elected officials are married. But the downside is 

she has a very young son. These are the years when he needs his mother's 
presence. 



Amy Jones
REACTIONS TO CRITIQUES
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