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The 2008 election was a remarkable year for women in elective office in the United States.  In state-level elections, the people of New Hampshire elected 13 women to their state senate, marking the first time in the US that a majority of seats in a state legislative body (13 out of 24 members) was held by women.  Nationally, Senator Hillary Clinton made it farther in presidential nomination process than any woman in history.  Women won or maintained seven gubernatorial posts and in 2009, hold 24.3 percent of all state legislative seats in the United States.  In the U.S. Congress, Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) retained her seat as Speaker of the House (the first woman to hold this position), and women held 17 percent of seats in both the Senate and the House.  At the local level, women mayors held positions in 16.9 percent of the over 1100 mayoral positions in cities with populations over 30,000, including positions in Atlanta, Tulsa, Fresno, and Baltimore (CAWP 2009).


Though these are substantial improvements over the 3.1 percent of women in Congress and the 8.1 percent of women state legislators in 1975 (CAWP), there are significant limits within these overall gains.  While the current number of women in the House and Senate is higher than it has ever been, historically only two percent of the seats in Congress have been held by women (CAWP 2009).  Four states – Delaware, Mississippi, Iowa, and Vermont – have never sent a woman to Congress.  The United States also ranks quite low in the percentage of women in its lower legislative house worldwide; as of 2009, the United States ranks 71st in the world.  Table 1 shows where the United States ranks relative to other countries in the world.  Rwanda is the first ranked country, with 56 percent women; Sweden, Argentina, and New Zealand also rank highly.  The United States is one of the lowest ranking democratic nations in the world for the percentage of women in its lower legislative house.

[Table 1 here]

Although the New Hampshire Senate hit a record majority of women in 2008, the percentage of women across state legislatures still varies substantially as well.  Table 2 gives a summary of the percentage of women in U.S. state legislatures in 2009 (the percentage of women in the House and Senate combined).  Only three states, Colorado, New Hampshire, and Vermont, have over 35 percent women in their legislature.  By far the most common percentage of seats for women is 20-25 percent, but there are still some legislatures – South Carolina and Oklahoma– which remain close to 10 percent overall.  Additionally, the trend in the percentage of seats held by women in state legislatures has not moved much in the last decade.  In 2000, the percentage of women in the U.S. state legislatures overall was 22.4; in 2009, the overall percentage is 24.3, less than a 2 percent change in 9 years.

[Table 2 here]

These numbers are compelling in that they trigger both optimism about the substantial strides women have experienced in the electoral arena and bewilderment that woman have not come farther.  These numbers prompt us to ask what causes the variation in the percentage of women in various offices as well as the overall low level of women in American elective office?  In this paper, we review research on three categories of reasons for the limited number of women in elective office in the United States: attitudes, structure and context.  We argue that factors related to all three of these categories discourage women from running for and holding office; however, it is candidate recruitment and the cost of elections that affect women’s candidacies the most.  With reform to these two factors in American politics, the number of women in political office would increase.

Factors in Electing Women to Office: Attitudes, Structure, and Context
A continual puzzle in the election of women to political office is identifying which factors account for the substantial variation in the number of women elected.  Generally, scholars have identified three categories of factors: the attitudes of voters, elites, and candidates, the structure of the election process, and the context in which women run for office.

Attitudes about women candidates have the potential to affect the number of women in office in three ways.  First, candidate sex may be one factor upon which voters make assumptions about candidates.   In some cases, these studies find assumptions about women might benefit women candidates.  Several studies find that dependent on the election context, women voters are more likely than men to vote for women candidates (Dolan 2004; McDermott 1998; McDermott 1997; Plutzer and Zipp 1996).  This support is contingent on what type of election it is, whether gender issues are important in the election, and on the party of the voter and candidate.  For example, Dolan (2004) finds gender gaps exist in some U.S. House races but not in Senate races, and that whether the election has a gender focus affects how big the gap is in House elections.  Plutzer and Zipp (1996) find a similar result for the 1992 election (widely regarded as an election with a strong gender context), although they note Democratic women candidates are more likely to benefit from this and independent voters are most likely to change voting habits to support women candidates.  

More negatively, voters make assumptions about women candidates’ ideology and issue positions based on their beliefs about gender that may affect women candidates (Dolan 2004; Sanbonmatsu 2002; Lawless 2004; Huddy and Terkildsen 1993).  For example, in a context with an emphasis on the military (for example, the post-September 11 atmosphere), a male presidential candidate was judged more able to handle military security than a similar woman candidate (Lawless 2004).  Similarly, Sanbonmatsu (2002) argues voters have “baseline” preferences to vote for men or women candidates based on the stereotypes about what kind of issues men and women are more competent at handling.  The effects of this type of stereotyping particularly frustrate efforts toward understanding whether voters will support a woman presidential candidate.  Typical polls find less than 10 percent of respondents report being unwilling to support a qualified woman candidate, but in a survey experiment, Streb, Burrell, Frederick and Genovese (2007) find a strong effect for socially desirable responses in this measure, in that closer to 26 percent of respondents feel angry about the prospect of a female president.  It’s important to note that these evaluations may not hurt vote support for a woman candidate necessarily (Sanbonmatsu 2002) and that at least one study finds female candidates do as well as their male challengers (Burrell 1992).  Whether voters in state legislative and local elections might be more apt to use gender as a heuristic in voting than voters in federal elections is difficult to say, as well.  These are low information contexts in which cues like gender might matter (McDermott 1997), but the public opinion data needed to test these propositions is difficult to come by (Dolan 2004).  

Second, elites’ attitudes about women candidates may constrain women from running for election through gatekeeping (Sanbonmatsu 2006).  Gatekeepers such as party elites recruit candidates to run for political offices.  These gatekeepers may not consider women as potential candidates because women are less likely to be in the professional positions that lead most directly to legislative office such as law and small business (the eligibility pool), or because they discount women’s chances to win certain types of legislative seats (Sanbonmatsu 2006).  The effects of gatekeeping are stronger in states with traditional party organizations that have more control over party nominations to office (Sanbonmatsu 2002).  

Third, women themselves may not believe they are potential candidates for legislative office, leading to fewer women who run.  Male candidates are more likely to be “self-starters” who decide to run for office or test the electoral waters without encouragement from someone else to do so; women candidates, on the other hand, wait to be asked to run (Moncrief, Squire and Jewell 2001).  Women with the same qualifications as men, such as professional experience or education, are less likely to believe their experience makes them a good candidate (Lawless and Fox 2005).  Three factors, according to Lawless and Fox, drive this reticence among women to run: traditional family role orientations, a masculinized ethos, and the gendered psyche.  Traditional family role orientations mean potential women candidates for office receive less encouragement to run for office because of expectations about their societal or familial role. Also, women are disproportionately responsible for childcare and hence less likely to have the time to fulfill political aspirations.  A masculinized ethos means potential candidates feel there is bias against women in electoral politics, or that if they are in a potential “feeder” occupation, like law, education, or political activism, they are less likely to be recruited for office from these organizations.  The gendered psyche means women think they have to be twice as good as men to run for office, and they are less likely to believe their background qualifies them for political office.  Recruitment, combined with the effect of gatekeeping mentioned above, is important, particularly to filling state legislative seats, and women’s inclination not to enter political races is exaggerated by the lesser likelihood that they will be recruited to do so (Sanbonmatsu 2006; Lawless and Fox 2005; Moncrief, Squire and Jewell 2001). 

These beliefs about women’s candidacies are filtered through the electoral and institutional structures that create varying opportunities for women to run for office in different states (Sanbonmatsu 2002).  Electorally, states that employ multi-member districts for state legislative elections elect more women by lowering the costs of nominating and electing women for parties and for voters, though the degree of this effect is disputed (Matland and Brown 1992; Moncrief and Thompson 1992).  Matland and Brown (1992) and Moncrief and Thompson (1992) both contend that women are more likely to be elected in multi-member districts.  Others argue the effect is small but significant in only some state legislatures, and not others (Welch and Studlar 1990), or that in cases where states changed from multi-member to single-member districts an increase in the number of women elected to the legislature did not occur in all states (Bullock and Gaddie 1993).  Of course, these effects only have the potential to exist in state and localities that opt to use multi-member districts; the U.S. House is elected in single-member plurality elections, which in comparative perspective hurts women’s candidacies more than electoral systems with multi-member districts and/or party list elections (e.g. Matland 1993).  

Term limits at the state and local level are another legislative structure which, at the time of implementation, some believed had potential to change the number of women elected to the state legislatures.  Those who favored the potential positive aspects of term limits for women argued the disproportionate benefit men received from incumbency would lessen if term limits created open seats for which women could compete.  However, the effect thus far has been states with term limits lose women in their lower houses as more long-serving women are termed out than are elected to new seats.  However, term limits increase the number of women in state senates by creating opportunities for former state house members termed out of their old seats (Carroll and Jenkins 2001).  

One institutional structure that affects women’s election to the legislature is the degree of professionalization in the legislature. Highly professionalized legislatures with high pay, plentiful staff, and longer sessions elect fewer women than citizen legislatures; a glance at Table 2, the percentage of women in state legislatures in 2009, confirms this relationship persists (Squire 1992).  This is because professional seats are more desirable, increasing competition among ambitious politicians for the states’ seats.  Additionally, because professional legislative seats may be more desirable to Democrats, legislative professionalism may disproportionately hurt women candidates because more women run for Democratic seats (Sanbonmatsu 2002). 

Lastly, contextual factors in the cities and states affect the numbers of women elected to office locally, in state legislatures, and in the U.S. Congress.  States with more women in professional occupations in the state have a larger proportion of women in their eligibility pool, or group of potential candidates for office (Norrander and Wilcox 2005).  Similarly, states with larger numbers of feminist interest groups provide support for potential women candidates (Norrander and Wilcox 1998).  A similar concept, Elazar’s political culture of the state, has a disputed effect on the number of women elected to office; Hill (1982) finds traditional subcultures elect fewer women, while Norrander and Wilcox (1998) argue moralistic cultures elect more women.  Ideologically, more ideologically conservative states elect fewer women to state legislative office (Norrander and Wilcox 2005), as do states with more conservative gender-role attitudes (Arceneaux 2001).

States with lower campaigning costs for the state legislature elect more women, particularly when the lower cost of campaigning is combined with larger amounts of funding assistance from the parties (Norrander and Wilcox 2005).  This suggests the high costs of many

legislative elections in the United States may stifle women’s candidacies.  In congressional elections, the degree to which fundraising suppresses women’s candidacies is disputed.  Some contend women challengers of the same quality of male challengers raise the same amounts of money (Burrell 1988; 1992).  As Lawless and Fox (2005) note, however, comparing women and men who run in a general election against each other and concluding they raise the same amount of money given similar candidate quality leaves out knowledge about whether women candidates try and fail to raise money, hurting their chances to mount a candidacy in the first place.  In two states that offer public funding in their state legislative elections (Arizona and Maine), Werner and Mayer (2007) find women candidates are more likely to request public funding, and the presence of this opportunity seems to encourage candidates to enter the competition. 

In sum, no single factor shapes women’s electoral fortunes in the US.  Rather, attitudes, structure and context variables combine to create the environment in which women choose to run for and to achieve political office.  Since this is the case, which factors, then, are most important to address to increase the number of women elected to office in the United States?  We argue the literature points to two factors as most important: candidate recruitment and the cost of elections.

Electing More Women to Office in the United States

Election reform aimed at increasing women’s electoral fortunes is not a new goal, particularly in comparative perspective.  Structurally, many countries around the world have adopted quotas to increase the number of women in legislatures or the number of women on party lists in multi-member districts.  Certainly, this electoral structure is the reason many of the countries in Table 1 rank above the United States in the number of women in their national parliament.  Quotas as reform, however, remain a controversial change.  Quotas increase the number of women in a legislature, but they may promote backlash among those against women being in parliament, and the election of women does not guarantee the enactment of policies that benefit women; that is, increasing the physical women in the legislature does not mean substantively their group presence will lead them to act as a critical mass (Childs and Krook 2006).


With this in mind, the goal in the United States is not necessarily simply to put any woman into office purely to increase the physical number of women.  Instead, the goal is to facilitate women’s chances of getting elected and integrate women more fully into the US political structure by alleviating the more subtle distinctions that keep women from holding office at rates equivalent to their numbers in the population.  Two of these factors are candidate recruitment and the price of an election campaign.  For recruitment, Sanbonmatsu (2006) argues it is important to identify where parties have significant influence on the candidate recruitment process and the effects this recruitment can have on women.  If men are recruiting candidates and believe women cannot win a seat, this filters women candidates out of the election process.  As more women are elected to office we should see more women occupy elite positions within the party structure and start to make recruitment decisions.  Until we arrive at that point, one area for change is to increase the number of women making these party decisions or to use alternative groups to recruit women candidates for political office.  This change in recruitment is particularly important because women are less likely to self-start, as scholars of recruitment conclude.  As Lawless and Fox (2005) note, elections in the United States are fundamentally entrepreneurial.  Turning potential women candidates into entrepreneurs through campaign schools, such at the Women’s Campaign School at Yale University (http://www.wcsyale.org/about.php), is one way to help women learn to run for office on their own.


Empirical and anecdotal evidence also points to the importance of reforming the role of money in the campaign process for the benefit of women candidates.  According to the Center for Responsive Politics, an organization that tracks campaign finance at the national level, only one woman appeared on the top ten list of financial fundraisers for 2008 House elections, Deborah Travis Honeycutt (R-GA-13), and one women made the top ten list of fundraisers in the Senate, Elizabeth Dole (R-NC).  Honeycutt, a challenger, and Dole, an incumbent, both lost. When the time horizon is broadened just a bit to the last six years (2003-2009), however, Senator Hillary Clinton rises to the top of a list of top ten Senate fundraisers, but she is still the only woman on the list (of course, this figure also includes her efforts to stockpile money for her run for the presidency). In 2000, three women were among the top ten fund risers (Clinton, Feinstein and Cantwell) and 14 women running for House seats were among the top fifty fundraisers (Thomas, Duam and Stark 2002). Moreover, women incumbents outraised their male challengers in all but one race in Maryland, where the incumbent, Connie Morella, still beat out her challenger for the seat (Thomas, Duam and Stark 2002). 
So if women have made these strides at the congressional level, what is the problem?  Women have made great fundraising strides over the last decade, in part because of the rise of political action committees (PACs) focused on raising money to elect women. EMILY’s list, a PAC for women candidates, was established in 1985 with the intention of raising money for women early on in their campaign—the acronym stands for Early Money is Like Yeast (it makes the dough rise). The importance of receiving financial support early on in the campaign cycle must be underscored. Raising money early on signals to other potential donors that the candidate is viable and worthy of investment (Biersack, Herrnson and Wilcox 1993).  EMILY’s list has become the largest financial network for women candidates and has established a reputation as the leader among women’s PACs through its adept identification of competitive women candidates. EMILY’s List contributed over $3,000,000 in the 2008 election cycle for federal candidates by way of PAC contributions and independent expenditures. There are a number of similarly positioned PACs that raise money on behalf of women candidates; however, the next biggest fundraiser, the Women’s Campaign Forum, contributed only $115, 000 in PAC contributions to women candidates.  Therefore, more of these PACs at the congressional level, and particularly at the state and local levels, need to be established to help women candidates early in the process.  Sanbonmatsu (2006) notes that in Ohio and North Carolina, PACs modeled on EMILY’s list have begun to benefit women state legislative candidates in this way.  Combined with public or party funding in elections, this change could greatly benefit the newly emerging women candidates recruited into politics.

Overall, with the historic 2008 election season behind us, there is reason to believe that the continued and increasing presence of women on the prominent political scene will continue to encourage women candidates to run for office.  Barring significant structural change to the United States’ electoral system, such as quotas, multi-member districts, or party lists, the answer to increasing women’s physical representation in the United States lies in addressing attitudinal and contextual factors holding women back from office.
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Tables
	Table 1: Percent of Women in Lower Houses of Select Parliaments, 2009

	Country
	Rank
	Percentage
	 
	 
	 

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Rwanda
	1
	56.3
	
	
	

	Sweden
	2
	47.0
	
	
	

	Argentina
	6
	40.0
	
	
	

	New Zealand
	13
	33.6
	
	
	

	Tanzania
	22
	30.4
	
	
	

	Afghanistan
	28
	27.7
	
	
	

	Singapore
	38
	24.5
	
	
	

	Canada
	46
	22.1
	
	
	

	China
	52
	21.3
	
	
	

	United Kingdom
	60
	19.5
	
	
	

	France
	66
	18.2
	
	
	

	United States
	71
	17.0
	
	
	

	Chile
	79
	15.0
	
	
	

	South Korea
	85
	13.7
	
	
	

	India
	105
	9.1
	
	
	

	Nigeria
	116
	7.0
	
	
	

	Egypt
	131
	1.8
	 
	 
	 


Source: Inter-Parliamentary Union, http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm 

	Table 2: Percentage of Women in US State Legislatures, 2009 (House and Senate)

	10-15%
	15-20%
	20-25%
	25-30%
	30-35%
	35-40%

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Alabama
	Georgia
	Alaska
	California
	Arizona
	Colorado

	Mississippi
	Kentucky
	Arkansas
	Illinois
	Connecticut
	New Hampshire

	Oklahoma
	Louisiana
	Delaware
	Kansas
	Hawaii
	Vermont

	Pennsylvania
	North Dakota
	Florida
	Maine
	Maryland
	

	South Carolina
	South Dakota
	Idaho
	Massachusetts
	Minnesota
	

	
	Tennessee
	Indiana
	Michigan
	Nevada
	

	
	Virginia
	Iowa
	Montana
	New Jersey
	

	
	West Virginia
	Missouri
	North Carolina
	New Mexico
	

	
	Wyoming
	Nebraska
	Oregon
	Washington
	

	
	
	New York
	
	
	

	
	
	Ohio
	
	
	

	
	
	Rhode Island
	
	
	

	
	
	Texas
	
	
	

	
	
	Utah
	
	
	

	 
	 
	Wisconsin
	 
	 
	 


Source: Center for American Women in Politics, Rutgers University: http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/fast_facts/levels_of_office/documents/stleg.pdf
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