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Abstract 

 

This study seeks to investigate the impact of electoral systems on women’s political 

representation while also taking into account the influence of other variables. The electoral 

systems included in this study are the proportional, majoritarian and mixed system. This is 

examined through a quantitative statistical method using a large sample of countries. The 

alternative variables that are being studied are level of development, democracy, gender quotas 

and number of political parties. Findings suggest that the type of electoral system has a crucial 

impact on women’s political representation, more specifically a proportional system favours 

female representation according to this study. However, the results show variability and that 

other factors also play a role and might be interacting with each other.  

 

Abstrakt 

 

Denna studie syftar till att undersöka effekten av valsystem på kvinnors politiska representation 

samtidigt som man beaktar påverkan av andra variabler. Valsystemen som ingår i denna studie är 

proportionellt, majoritets och blandsystem. Detta undersöks med en kvantitativ statistisk metod 

med ett stort urval av länder. De alternativa variablerna som studeras är utvecklingsnivå, 

demokrati, könskvoter och antal politiska partier. Resultatet tyder på att typen av valsystem har 

en avgörande inverkan på kvinnors politiska representation, mer specifikt, ett proportionellt 

valsystem gynnar kvinnors representation enligt denna studie. Resultatet visar dock variabilitet 

och att andra faktorer också spelar en roll och kan interagera med varandra. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Women are underrepresented in politics and parliaments around the world are male dominated. 

According to Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU), there is a global average of 24.5 percent women 

in parliaments around the world. There has been a slow progression when looking at women’s 

representation over time. In 1985 there was a 12 percent global representation of women and in 

2005 a 16.4 percent. However, in recent years there has been an expansion of female 

representation, especially in the developing world where women’s political participation has 

accelerated. In 2008, Rwanda’s parliamentary elections resulted in the first national legislative 

body with a majority of women of 56.3 percent (Rosen, 2011, p. 306).  

Recently, statistical and case study research has increasingly reached conicting ndings 

in terms of the factors explaining cross-national variations in the percentage of women elected to 

national parliaments. Different conclusions have been reached when investigating the relations 

between women’s representation and various institutional, social, political, economic and 

cultural factors. A re-examination of what might explain the differing levels of female 

representation is needed. Earlier research suggests that electoral systems play an important role 

for women’s political representation. It is argued that proportional systems lead to greater 

representation of women than in majoritarian systems. It has been recognized as the most 

important factor explaining cross-national variations in women’s representation. However, there 

are discussions of the effects of other factors that could influence female representation in 

politics and if they are of greater importance than electoral systems. Previous research has 

looked at the impact of democracy, development, gender equality and other socioeconomic 

factors and there are controversies of whether this theory holds up only in Western democracies 

or also in developing countries.  

This study seeks to investigate the relationship between women’s political representation 

and electoral systems, when taking into account the impact of other variables. These variables 

are gender quotas, development, democracy and number of political parties. This will be carried 

out through a quantitative large-n statistical analysis of 174 countries all over the world.  
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The following sections will first of all clarify the concepts and definitions used in this 

study following previous research and a theoretical framework of the factors that may influence 

women’s political representation, with attention on electoral systems, gender quotas, 

development, democracy and number of political parties. Next, the methodology and research 

design will be discussed as well as the limitations and issues encountered during the research that 

may influence the results. The last sections will present the regression results and explanations of 

the models and if the hypotheses are supported or rejected, to end with a discussion of the results 

and a concluding part. 

 

 

1.2. Purpose and research question 

 

This is an important subject for gender equality which is highly up-to-date and a topic which has 

had a lot of attention and research in recent decades. It is argued that women are equal citizens 

and should therefore represent public decision-making positions equally with men. It is a 

relevant topic to researchers in this field and society as a whole. Statistical research of electoral 

systems impact on women’s representation has increasingly reached conicting ndings in terms 

of the factors explaining cross-national variations in the percentage of women elected to national 

parliaments and the contribution of this study is to investigate these alternative factors that may 

influence this relationship. 

 

This study seeks to answer the research question: What is the impact of electoral systems on 

women’s political representation? 
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2. DEFINITIONS AND CONCEPTS 

 

2. 1. Electoral System 

An electoral system is the rules of which votes are turned into mandates. A fundamental 

distinction is between majoritarian and proportional electoral systems. Under these two 

categories there are an amount of sub-categories. During the last decades, it has been common 

for countries to combine majoritarian and proportional election which is typically a hybrid 

between both of them, called mixed electoral system (Anckar, et al., 2013, p. 133). Furthermore, 

there is an amount of election systems that fall into a gray zone between these three main 

electoral systems (Anckar, 2002, p. 13). In this study, only the three main categories; 

proportional, majoritarian and mixed will be studied.  

 

Majoritarian Electoral Systems 

 

 Majoritarian elections is a system where one candidate must win an amount of votes 

which is larger than the amount of votes for the other candidates. There is a distinction between 

systems where the candidates must gain an absolute majority (more than 50 percent of the votes) 

to be elected, and a system where the candidates must win a relative majority (more votes than 

any of the other candidates). The last mentioned is the more common system which is called 

plurality electoral system. The system with absolute majority has two sub-categories, two-round 

system and the alternative vote system (Anckar, et al., 2013, p. 133-134). 

Plurality election is an electoral system where a country is divided into as many 

constituencies as there are seats in the parliament. From each constituency there is only one 

elected candidate, the one who gets the most votes from that constituency. There is no 

requirement of minimum amount of votes, it is enough that the candidate receives more votes 

than any other candidate in that specific constituency. This is also called single-man 

constituency. There are some countries that combine single-man constituency with multi-seats 

constituency (Anckar, et al., 2013, p. 134). This system is used in many countries, such as 
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Bangladesh, United States, Canada, United Kingdom, Malaysia, Uganda, India, among others 

(Tremblay, 2012, p. 4).  

In the two-round system there is again only one candidate to be elected from each 

constituency and there are as many constituencies as there are mandates in the parliament. 

However, this system requires that the winner candidate wins more than half of the votes, i.e. an 

absolute majority of the votes. If no candidate receives an absolute majority of the votes, a 

second round is arranged with the two candidates who got most of the votes from the first round. 

The winner candidate will be elected with votes that exceeds 50 percent. The two-round system 

occurs less in democratic countries and more in non-democratic states. Among democracies, this 

system occurs in France and Kiribati (Anckar, et al., 2013, p. 134-135). 

Alternative voting system allows the voters to not only vote for one candidate or one 

party but instead they can rank all the candidates that run for office. If one candidate is ranked as 

number one in more than 50 percent of the ballots, he or she will be elected. If no candidate had 

50 percent of the votes, the one candidate who had less votes will be eliminated. The votes of 

this candidate will be reallocated on the other candidates, so the second preference votes will be 

considered here. The process is repeated until one of the candidates gets more than 50 percent of 

the votes. This system is rare and can be found only in Australia, Fiji, Papua Nya Guinea and 

Nauru (Anckar, et al., 2013, p. 135). 

 

Proportional Electoral Systems 

 

Proportional electoral system is based on the principle that the seats in parliament should be 

distributed in proportion to the votes the party or the candidates receive. In this category there is 

a  distinction between preferential voting and proportional list system. The first mentioned 

category covers only a few countries while the latter covers a large amount of democratic 

countries mainly in Europe and Latin America (Anckar, et al., 2013, p. 135). 

The single transferable vote is a type of preferential voting system where the voters are 

allowed to rank the candidates freely and to spread their votes between candidates from different 

parties. This system is only used in Ireland and Malta. In proportional list systems, the parties 
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form a list with candidates which the voters can vote for. In each constituency, the lists obtain 

mandate in relation to the amount of votes they have. The main principle is that the mandate 

should represent the parties’ voters support (Anckar, et al., 2013: 138-137).  

 

Mixed Electoral System 

 

Mixed electoral system can be divided into three sub-categories, parallel, mixed member 

proportional system and the single non transferable vote. In the parallel system, a part of the 

parliament’s members are elected through plurality system while one part is elected through the 

proportional system. The voters usually have two votes whereas with one of them they elect one 

representative from a single-man constituency and with the other they vote for a party list. In this 

variant there are two separate elections. Among democratic countries the parallel system occurs 

in Andorra, Bulgaria, Japan, Litauen, Monaco, Panama, South Korea and Taiwan (Anckar, et al., 

2013: 137). 

In mixed member proportional systems, the parties which are disfavoured by the plurality 

election are compensated in the final distribution of mandates (Anckar, et al., 2013, p. 138). In 

the single non transferable vote system, the multi member constituency are used at the same time 

as the voter apply only one vote on one candidate. There is no redistribution of votes in this case. 

This system is however rare (Anckar, et al., 2013, p. 138). 

The typical mixed electoral system use a hybrid system where one proportion of seats in 

parliament is elected through the majoritarian system and the other proportion through 

proportional system. The voter gets two ballot papers of which one is for the majoritarian tier 

and the other for the proportional tier in order to elect representatives for the same legislative 

assembly (Tremblay, 2012, p. 6-7). 
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2.2. Women’s Political Representation 

 

There are different meanings of political representation and it can be categorized into four 

different conceptions. The first one is symbolic representation which forms an idea or entity. 

This means how the representatives are perceived and evaluated by the ones they represent. The 

second one is descriptive representation which points out the similarities and differences between 

the representatives and the represented. The third one is substantive representation which refers 

to the activities of representation, more specifically the responsiveness of the representatives to 

the represented. Lastly, there is formal representation, which takes into account the institutional 

rules and procedures by which representatives are appointed (Tremblay, 2012, p. 2-3). 

Women’s political representation in this study will be defined as the proportion of seats held by 

women in national parliaments. Therefore, it is embedded in the descriptive and formal concepts 

of political representation. The other types of representations will be discussed further and the 

problems of this because it may cause measurement errors in the results. 

When it comes to descriptive representation, it is argued that a legislative assembly is 

representative if it is a reflection of society. Accordingly, it is argued that women are equal 

citizens and should therefore represent public decision-making positions equally with men, 

because if not, there would be a representative deficit. Since formal representation refers to the 

procedures and rules through which representatives are chosen, the electoral system is the 

primary mechanism for this, since it is the procedure through which votes are turned into seats in 

parliament. Therefore, the electoral system determine how the people’s will is represented in 

parliament and it may have crucial impact of representation (Tremblay, 2012, p. 3). 

 

 

2.3. Democracy 

 

Democratic countries may favour women in politics since free and fair elections as well as open 

competition may lead to fewer barriers. In a country where there are civil liberties, women can 

express gender asymmetries and organize groups for greater women’s representation. However, 
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traditionally women are excluded from mainstream political activities and it may take time for 

women’s organization to make an effect. It is argued that democratic systems may favour female 

political representation given time. However, the extent of which democratic institutions affect 

the representation of women in politics generally is usually unclear and many large 

cross-national statistical studies show no effect of this relationship or even a negative 

relationship (Paxton, et al., 2009, p. 3-4). Level of democracy is measured and defined by 

Freedom House. Freedom House’s definition of democracy is the extent of freedom, whether the 

government is accountable to its people, political rights, human rights, rule of law, freedom of 

expression and the rights of minorities and women (Freedom House). 

 

2.4. Development 

 

Economic development can directly affect the population’s well being and standard of living. It 

is argued that as standard of living improves, women’s role is less about tasks revolved around 

daily survival which can make space for a greater independence and involvement in the public 

sphere. Therefore a developed economy may give women more opportunities to enter politics 

and positions in government. On the other hand, it is argued that women enter politics in times of 

economic distress to improve their situations (Rosen, 2011, p. 307). When looking at the top 

ranking of countries with the highest proportion of women in parliament, those are mostly 

developing countries, including Rwanda at number one, following Cuba and Bolivia (IPU) which 

is controversial. Level of a country’s development in this study is defined as level of economic 

development and more specifically as GDP per Capita.  

 

2.6. Number of political parties 

 

It is argued that political parties play an important role in the representation of women. Political 

parties have often been seen as patriarchal organizations that have been dominated by men. It is 

argued that a system with a greater number of smaller political parties is more favourable to 

female representation than a few large parties. Proportional electoral system tends to favour a 
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multi party system while a majoritarian system tends to lead to a two-party system (Verge & 

Kenny, 2013, p. 2). In this study,  the number of political parties is defined as the effective 

number of parties, according to the formula presented by Laakso and Taagepera (1979). They 

measure the relative size of the number of parties instead of all existing parties. Instead of a 

two-party or multi-party system they take into account two-and-a-half-party system when there is 

a third party of marginal size. The effective number of parties means the number of hypothetical 

equal-size parties that would have the same total effect as have the actual parties of unequal size 

(Laakso & Taagepera, 1979, p. 3-4).  

 

2.7. Gender Quotas 

 

Gender quotas are applied in order to correct gender imbalances in different areas and at 

different levels in political and economic life, political assemblies and decision-making positions 

to ensure the inclusion and participation of women. This may be required by the constitution or 

by law which is called legal gender quotas. This may also be appointed voluntarily by voluntary 

political party quotas (EIGE). Half of all the countries in the world use some kind of electoral 

quota system for their parliament. However, there are many different types of quota systems, and 

a country where the gender quota system does not match the electoral system may be purely 

symbolic (IDEA). An example of an electoral gender quota regulation may be a requirement that 

at least 40 percent of the candidates on the electoral lists must be women. In some quota systems 

there is a gender neutral principle, which aims at correcting under representation of both women 

and men establishing a maximum percentage. This may be for example a minimum 40 percent 

and maximum 60 percentage. There is also the concept of “double quota” which is not only used 

to require a certain percentage of women on the list, but also to prevent women candidates to end 

up at the bottom of the lists with a small chance of being elected (Dahlerup, 2003, p. 4).  

Many Western countries have applied voluntary party quotas rather than national legislative 

quotas. Those are not legally mandatory, but are internally regulated by individual parties. The 

quotas mandated by electoral or constitutional law are often accompanied by sanctions if not 

followed. This is regulated either by controlling the number of women elected to parliament, also 
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called reserved seat quotas, or through the inclusion of women in the political parties’ candidate 

lists. Those countries with national legislative quotas tend to have better outcomes for female 

representation than those with voluntary party quotas (Rosen, 2011, p. 309). 

There are three main types of gender quotas used in politics. Those are reserved seats, 

legal candidate quotas and political party quotas. Reserved seats regulate the number of women 

elected to parliament and the other two regulate the minimum share of women candidates on the 

candidate lists, either as a legal requirement or voluntarily. There are however variants of these 

systems, for example regulations so that women do not end up on the bottom of the candidate 

lists and some of them have sanctions involved if non-compliance which are important for the 

effectiveness of the quotas. In some countries, quotas apply to minorities based on for example 

regional, ethnic or religious cleavages (IDEA). However, in this study the focus is on quotas 

concerning gender equality only.  

The quota system aim at ensuring that women constitute at least 20, 30, 40 or even 50 

percent. In some countries, the quota system is temporary to balance the gender gap and are 

removed when this aim is reached. Some quota systems are however gender-neutral that ensure 

that there is no underrepresentation of neither women nor men (IDEA). 

In this study, the legal and constitutional gender quotas will be included. 

 

 

3. PREVIOUS RESEARCH AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

Previous studies have identified electoral system as playing an important role in the proportion of 

women in parliament. Proportional voting systems tend to lead to more women in parliament 

than a majoritarian system due to the voting systems degree of proportionality that influences the 

chances of women to be elected (Tremblay, 2012, p. 8-9). There are some explanations for this. 

One is that majoritarian systems tend to favour incumbents, which are mostly men. A party in a 

majoritarian system that wishes to protect its incumbents will be less likely to favour its female 

candidates. Another reason why majoritarian systems tend to disfavour female candidates is due 

to actions taken by party elites and their belief that voters tend to prefer to vote for men, 
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especially when there is head-to-head contest with men (Golder, et al., 2017, p. 110-111). On the 

other hand, proportional electoral systems may favour women because they are less risky 

candidates, in comparison with majoritarian systems where women stand in direct competition 

with men. Parties in proportional systems have multiple candidates and benefit from appealing to 

a diverse group of voters (Rosen, 2011, p. 308). In majoritarian systems, since there is only one 

seat per district, there is a zero-sum game where a man has to be excluded if a woman is elected 

(Krook, 2018, p. 176). 

Each type of electoral system is about different concepts of political representation. 

Proportional electoral systems are intended to represent both the majority and minority 

proportionally in parliament. Accordingly, the proportional system tends to give rise to a 

multiparty system. Majoritarian electoral system, based on the “principal-agent” conception, 

confer victory to the majority while the minority is left out. This often leads to a two-party 

system. However, as this is a general description of electoral systems, there are majoritarian 

systems that allow minority representation and proportional systems that behave like 

majoritarian systems. Therefore, there are several electoral systems that fall into a grey zone and 

are not fully classified as proportional respectively majoritarian (Tremblay, 2012, p. 3.4).  

Even though proportional electoral system are generally more favourable to female 

representation in parliament, this is not universal While many countries that have a proportional 

system are at the top ranking of female representation, many countries that use proportional 

system also rank among the worst female representation. Those variations could be because 

voting system interact with a lot of other factors that influence women’s representation in 

parliament (Tremblay, 2012, p. 8-9). 

Some researchers suggest that the theory applies to all countries, while some argue that it 

only applies to Western industrialized countries. Therefore the results vary when it comes to the 

generalizability of these findings for less developed countries. Beckfield (2008) argue that level 

of economic development does not promote gains in female political representation, however 

they do point out that the factors that shape women’s political representation in developing 

countries are different from the factors that shape variations in women’s political representation 

in developed nations. They also point to the fact that while some of the poorest countries in the 
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world has some of the highest proportion of women in parliament, at the same time many poor 

countries have the worst female political representation in the world, and point out that the 

results are not valid in generalizing the results to both developed and developing countries 

(Beckfield, et al., 2008, p. 472-473).  On the other hand, Krook (2010) found that economic 

factors does matter and she argues that electoral systems in developing countries play a very 

little role in promoting women’s access to political power (Krook, 2010, p. 905). 

When looking at the top ranking of countries with the highest proportion of women in 

parliament, those are mostly developing countries, including Rwanda at number one, following 

Cuba and Bolivia, according to the table below. 

 

Percentage of women in parliament and electoral system, top 10 countries. 

October 2019 

Rank Country % Women Electoral System 

1 Rwanda 61.3 PR 

2 Cuba 53.2 Majority 

3 Bolivia 53.1 Mixed 

4 Andorra 50.0 Mixed 

5 Mexico 48.2 Mixed 

6 Spain 47.4 PR 

7 Sweden 47.3 PR 

8 Finland 47.0 PR 

9 Grenada 46.7 Majority 

10 Namibia 46.2 PR 

Sources: International IDEA and Inter-parliamentary Union (IPU) 
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Culture refers to attitudes, values, beliefs and standards that underpin a society and the 

population’s way of behaving. Education, religion and gender-based social roles are seen as the 

primary cultural factors that influence the proportion of women in parliament. Some scholars, 

like Norris (1985) have shown that culture, in terms of equality between men and women is more 

influential than voting system in determining the proportion of women in parliament (Tremblay, 

2003, p. 9).  However, some countries that do not generally have a gender equal society and are 

less developed tend to have more women in parliament than most Western countries, for 

example Afghanistan, Burundi and Rwanda (Tremblay, 2003, p. 10). 

Socioeconomic factors could shape the conditions in which women are able to pursue a 

career in politics. If there are more potential female candidates, the parties may identify and 

recruit more women and this may lead to a higher number of women in parliament. Therefore 

human development may be an important factor for women’s representation in politics 

(Tremblay, 2003, p. 10). However, as mentioned earlier, many countries with low human 

development do have a high proportion of women in parliament.  

Matland (1996) points to the importance of party systems and the impact of smaller and 

larger parties on the representation of female candidates. He developed a theory which he called 

the contagion theory which suggests that smaller parties tend to favour female candidates while 

larger parties compete against them. He explains that it is due to the fact that smaller parties 

demonstrate that there is no electoral penalty associated with female candidates. In a response to 

this phenomena, larger parties will feel increased pressure to increase women’s representation in 

fear of losing votes to the parties favouring female representation. Therefore, it is more likely 

that a major party will respond than in a majoritarian system, so he points to the argument that 

this effect is stronger in a proportional electoral system than in majoritarian system. He link this 

theory to the hypothesis that proportional system tend to favour a multiparty system with several 

smaller parties rather than two large ones, which is usually the case in a majoritarian system. A 

two party system often lack the pressure of a minor party promoting female candidates and the 

greater the number of parties, there is a greater probability that a party will be promoting women 

candidates (Matland & Studlar, 1996, p. 712-713). However, another argument is that a reduced 
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number of parties gives each party more seats in parliament and therefore they can assign more 

seats to women. For instance, in a proportional list electoral system, when a party is assigned 

more seats it reaches further down on the lists where women are often placed. The threshold of 

representation is especially important in influencing the number of parties. When set at a 

relatively high level, the number of parties reduce and gives each party more seats (Tremblay, 

2012, p. 8). 

One of the most known regularities in political science is the relationship between 

electoral system and party system, that the majoritarian system tends to favour a two-party 

system while proportional system often causes a multi-party system. This theory was developed 

by the French political scientist Maurice Duverger and is therefore called Duverger’s Law. 

According to Duverger, there are two reasons why this is. One of them he calls the mechanical 

effect, which is based on the mathematical rules that apply to the redistribution of votes to 

mandates. In a pure plurality system, the party which get most of the votes claims the only 

mandate of the constituency. This means that small parties do not have the possibility to compete 

for the mandates. The second reason he mentioned is the psychological effect. The voters are 

aware of the rules that apply in the distribution of mandates, therefore they realize that one vote 

on a small party is a wasted vote because this party does not have a chance to win most of the 

votes in the constituency. This is why the voters concentrate their votes to the two parties who 

are competing for the mandate. In proportional systems there are not equal incentives to 

concentrate the votes to two parties. The mandates are distributed in relation to the amount of 

votes for the parties, which means that the voters do not risk to waste their vote by voting for a 

small party (Anckar, et al., 2013, p. 142-143). 

The extent to which democracy affect women’s political representation is unclear. Fair 

elections and open competition may be more favourable to women entering politics since there 

would be fewer institutional barriers and constraints. In a democratic country there should be 

transparency and free and fair competition which could favor women in the political sphere. 

When there are civil liberties, women can organize and articulate gender equality in the political 

sphere and women’s groups can express themselves for gender equality. In addition, an increased 

competition experienced by parties under democratic rules may put pressure on the parties since 
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they want to attract female voters by appealing to them with female candidates (Paxton, et al., 

2009, p. 4-5). However, previous researchers of this phenomena has found either no effect 

(Kenworthy and Malami 1999; Paxton and Kunovich, 2003) or a negative effect (Paxton, 1997). 

According to Paxton (2009), democracy may increase women’s political participation given 

time. Early levels of democracy may increase women’s representation, because it is where 

women begin to act to gain representation (Paxton, et al., 2009, p. 4).  

Gender quotas has also been widely recognized as an important factor for the 

representation of women in parliament. It is argued that it is easier to implement quota systems 

under a proportional system or other multi-list systems (Dahlerup, 2003, p. 3-4). However, 

Paxton and Kunovich (2005) found that gender quotas do not have a statistically significant 

effect on female representation. They found that quotas at both national and party level do not 

result in an increase of women’s representation. They argue that parties tend to only reach the 

minimum requirements which is required by quota laws, then women’s chances of being elected 

in countries where there is a low threshold is compromised (Paxton & Kunovich, 2005, p. 

533-534). On the other hand, Tripp and Kang (2008) found a positive correlation between gender 

quotas and female representation, however, their research combines nationally legislated and 

voluntary quotas. Krook (2010) argue that gender quotas is neither a necessary nor a sufficient 

factor for the increase in women’s representation. However, gender quotas may be important in 

emerging democracies and less developed countries where it is often seen as something that must 

be implemented rather than an effect of greater development (Rosen, 2011, p. 309). Many 

developing countries have a higher proportion of women in parliament than do Western 

democratic countries. For example, Afghanistan, Burundi and Rwanda are ahead of Australia, 

Great Britain and France. This could be partly because many developing countries, like those 

mentioned above use constitutional gender quotas and many Western countries use voluntary 

party quotas (Tremblay, 2012, p. 12). 
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4. METHODOLOGY 

 

4.1. Research design 

 

The research design used in this study is a quantitative large-n statistical study investigating the 

causal relationship between the dependent variable women’s political participation and the 

independent variable electoral systems, including the effects of the control variables. Linear 

regressions and multiple regressions are carried out to find out the strength of the relationship 

between the dependent variable (y) and the independent variables (x), whereof the dependent 

variable is the variable which we are trying to predict and the independent variables the variables 

which we are using to predict the dependent variable. The relationship is in the form of a straight 

line (linear regression) that best approximates each individual data number.  

This relationship is examined through a  linear regression analysis. In bivariate regression 

analysis, one can examine whether there is a linear relationship between two variables. But there 

is a need to include control variables in the regression analysis. The reason is that if the relevant 

control variables is not included there is a risk of drawing incorrect conclusions about the main 

relationship. The most common reason for including control variables in a regression analysis is 

to exclude that a possible relationship is a so-called spurious or indirect relationship. A spurious 

relationship occurs when one considers a relationship between two variables, but in fact the 

co-variation is due to the fact that the two variables are caused by a third variable. An indirect 

relationship has a mediator variable that explains the relationship between the independent 

variable and the dependent variable (Teorell & Svensson, p. 186-189).  

For example, in the regression analysis where both democracy and development are 

included as independent variables, we compare countries with the same development that are 

democracies with countries that are not democracies to see if there is any effect of democracy. 
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4.2. Operationalizations 

 

Electoral system 

 

Electoral systems can be categorized into many different categories and variants, however in this 

study only the three main categories will be studied, which is proportional, majoritarian and 

mixed electoral system. This will be the independent variable. With only these three categories it 

might be easier to find patterns in an extensive study and generalize the results, because with too 

many categories it will most likely become too difficult to find any correlation. The data is 

collected from IPU (Inter-parliamentary Union) which is a global organisation that holds an 

extensive amount of data of national parliaments. The data is on 174 countries around the world, 

both developed and developing countries. The countries that are excluded from the data are 

either “not applicable”, “in transition” or “other”. 

The variable is recoded into two dummy variables, whereof majoritarian system is the 

reference group. This is because the variables is a categorical variable which has no interval, 

therefore it needs to be recoded into dummy variables.  If a given system is present it is coded as 

1, otherwise it is coded as 0.  

 

Women’s political representation 

 

Women’s political representation in this study will be defined as the proportion of seats held by 

women in national parliaments, which means the percentage of parliamentary seats in a single or 

lower chamber held by women. This is the dependent variable. The data is collected from the 

Quality of Government Institute (QoG) basic dataset, although the original source is from The 

World Bank Group. The sample is 192 countries.  
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Development 

 

This variable will be measured as GDP per Capita, since most developed countries have a higher 

average income and developing countries tend to have a lower average income, therefore it 

measures level of development. This variable is used to compare developing countries and 

developed countries in relation to women’s political representation. The data is downloaded from 

the Quality of Government Institute (QoG) but the original source is the World Bank Group. 

GDP per capita is measured in current U.S dollars and is measured by gross domestic product 

divided by midyear population. GDP is the sum of gross value added by all resident producers in 

the economy plus any product taxes and minus any subsidies not included in the value of the 

products. It is calculated without making deductions for depreciation of fabricated assets or for 

depletion and degradation of natural resources. The sample is 189 countries worldwide (QoG). A 

re-coding was made into an interval of ten thousands of dollars to be able to see a variation in the 

dependent variable.  

 

 

Democracy 

 

The level of democracy will be added to the multivariate regression as another independent 

variable. It is measured by Freedom House and the scale ranges from 0 (least democratic) to 10 

(most democratic). Freedom House’s definition of democracy is the extent of freedom, whether 

the government is accountable to its people, political rights, human rights, rule of law, freedom 

of expression and the rights of minorities and women (Freedom House). The sample of this data 

is 165 countries. 
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Number of political parties 

 

The number of political parties is measured as effective number of parties on the seats level 

according to the formula presented by Laakso and Taagepera (1979). They measure the relative 

size of the number of parties instead of all existing parties. Instead of a two-party or multi-party 

system they take into account two-and-a-half-party system when there is a third party of 

marginal size. The effective number of parties means the number of hypothetical equal-size 

parties that would have the same total effect as have the actual parties of unequal size (Laakso & 

Taagepera, 1979, p. 3-4). Number of countries included is 36 and is downloaded from the QoG 

database. The original source is from Armingeon, Wegner, Wiedemeier, Isler, Knoepfel, 

Weisstanner and Engler.  

 

Gender quotas 

 

The legal and constitutional gender quotas that include reserved seats and electoral quota will be 

analysed this in study, therefore the voluntary party quota will be left out, since the legal and 

constitutional gender quota is said to have a larger impact on women’s representation.  The data 

is measured dichotomously, whether a country has nationally legislated quota (1) or not (0). This 

data is collected from International IDEA of all countries in the world.  

 

 

4.3. Limitations and issues 

 

The criterias correlation and isolation (controlling for alternative variables) are the strengths of 

the quantitative large-n method, although time order and the mechanism of how this relationship 

originates are the weaknesses which will be discussed in this section. Time order means that x 

(the independent variable) should happen before y (the dependent variable), e.i x should make an 

impact on y and not vice versa. This criteria might be easier to fulfil with a qualitative study 

where you study specific cases with process tracking which is not possible in a quantitative study 
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with many cases. How the variables are linked together is also easier to find out with a 

qualitative method and more difficult with quantitative method.  

With quantitative method is it easier to find a correlation between a larger number of 

cases and therefore it is easier to generalize the phenomenon to a large population which is 

harder in a qualitative method with fewer cases. With statistical method we can also control for 

alternative factors that might impact the dependent variable, which means that we can isolate the 

relationship between the variables that we are studying. However, many other factors might play 

a role in women’s political representation which is not considered in this study, because it is not 

possible to control for all alternative explanations. 

An essential problem of studies of causal relationships is the so called ‘fundamental 

problem of causal inference’, which means that an actual causal effect can never be observed 

because it is impossible to repeat history and to know what would have happened to y if x were 

not to happen (Teorell & Svensson, 2007, p. 28). In this study, the factors influencing women’s 

representation could overlap and combine with each other. Therefore there is an issue in terms of 

causality and it is hard to measure the influences of these, because of the interaction of these 

factors. 

Validity means the absence of systematic measurement errors. Those errors repeat in a 

predictable manner, which leads to an overestimation or underestimation of the extent of the 

phenomena that we are studying. This is often due to the operationalization of the definition does 

not match the real phenomena, i.e. we are not measuring what we intend to (Teorell & Svensson, 

2007, p. 55). In quantitative studies validity might be more difficult to obtain. In this study, there 

could be an issue with the variable proportion of women in parliament which aim to measure 

women’s political representation because more women in parliament does not necessarily mean 

that the women’s representation in politics is actually higher, instead the high proportion of 

women could be symbolic. Therefore, the definition of representation used in this study might 

not be in accordance with the measurements and statistics.  

Reliability refers to the absence of unsystematic measurement errors which is 

unpredictable and random. To obtain good reliability, the results should show the same if 

repeated. This can be improved by applying more cases. In a quantitative study, it is therefore 
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easier to obtain good reliability (Teorell & Svensson, 2007, p. 56-59). In this study, there is a 

large amount of cases that are being studied, therefore it can be argued that it has good reliability 

due the statistical method that is being used. However, there is some lack of data of the variables 

and the missing values is mainly of developing countries which can create a bias and a problem 

of representativeness of the developing world. There is especially a lack of data on effective 

number of parties where the sample is only 38 and this can create a bias in the results.  

Another issue is other factors that may influence the proportion of women in parliament, 

which is not measured in this study, for instance culture, ideology, the modernization due time, 

the mobilization of women’s movements and pressure from the international scene which also 

are important factors to consider. An important control variable which is left out of the 

regression might cause a so called omitted variable bias, because if a variable that is positively 

correlated with both independent and dependent variable is omitted, then the main relationship 

will appear to be more positive than it really is. This causes measurement errors in the results.  

Another issue is the variations in the type of electoral system which may influence 

women’s representation, like open and closed PR List system, and those are not included in this 

study. 

Another measurement error might appear from the data of gender quotas. International 

IDEA points out that: “From this website it is possible to see how many countries have adopted 

reserved seats quotas, legislated candidate quotas and political party quotas. However, from the 

figures of women’s actual political representation, the website does illustrate that quota 

requirements are not actually always implemented. The web site reveals discrepancies between 

quota requirements and actual representation. Since the website only gives information about 

quotas rules that have been adopted, and not about the compliance in practice in individual 

parties, it is not possible to make conclusions about the connection between types of quota 

provisions and women's representation — other than that many quota provisions are not properly 

implemented. And yet, women's representation might increase as a result of the very debate 

about introducing quotas. But further research is needed about the implementation of quotas.”  
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Generalizability is often easier in a quantitative large-n study, however, in this case, there 

is a large country variation in patterns and growth of women’s political representation, which 

makes it more difficult to generalize the results world wide.  

 

4.4. Material 

The data is collected from Quality of Government (QoG) basic and standard database. QoG is a 

research institute based in Gothenburg which conducts research of good governance and the 

quality of government and addresses the question of how to maintain high quality institutions 

and how this influences public policy and socio-economic conditions. They have put together a 

large comparative dataset of both primary and secondary data. A large amount of their data is 

gathered from other sources. 

Material is also downloaded from the organization Inter-parliamentary Union (IPU) 

which is a global organisation that holds an extensive amount of data of national parliaments 

around the world (IPU). Statistics are also taken from The International IDEA (Institute for 

Democracy and Electoral Assistance) database. IDEA is an intergovernmental organization that 

supports democracy worldwide. They have large datasets of electoral systems, gender and 

democracy. Some data are downloaded from the World Bank Group. 

 

 

5. RESULTS 

 

Table 1. Regression results of proportion of women in parliament by electoral system. 
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Table 1 shows the results of the regression analysis of the proportion of seats held by women in 

national parliament as the dependent variable and electoral systems as the independent variables. 

The sample is 174 countries. Electoral system explains 15 percent of the cross-national variations 

of women’s representation. All of the independent variables are statistically significant at the 

level p<.05. The coefficient for majoritarian systems shows a value of 14,98, mixed system 

shows 14,98 + 9,73 = 24,71, and proportional 14,98 + 10,13 = 25,11. According to this 

regression analysis, countries with a proportional electoral system have on average a higher 

proportion of women in parliament than countries with a majoritarian or mixed electoral system 

and mixed electoral system shows a higher proportion than majoritarian systems. This means that 

the hypothesis that a proportional electoral system tends to lead to more women in parliament is 

supported. However, the standard error shows that there is variability across countries. The 

standard error indicates the variability of that statistic from sample to sample and how much, on 

average, the mean of a sample deviates from the true mean of the population. 

 

 

Table 2. Regression results of proportion of women in parliament and electoral systems, control 

variables added. 

 

 

Table 2 shows that the independent variables explain 17 percent of the variations in women’s 

proportion in parliament. It demonstrates that there is no larger changing effect on electoral 

systems and they remain statistically significant at the level p<.05. This means that the effect of 

electoral systems still remains and a proportional electoral system is still positively associated 

with women’s political representation when adding the control variables. However, they now 
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show a larger standard error, indicating that they have a larger variability. This means that there 

is a larger variation across countries. 

The variable GDP per capita shows a positive coefficient and it is statistically significant. 

Specifically, when GDP per capita increases ten thousand dollar, the proportion of women in 

parliament increases with 2.88 percent on an average, which indicates that countries with a 

higher GDP per capita have on average a higher proportion of women in parliament. It also 

shows a low standard error and the variability across countries is low. This supports the 

hypothesis that countries with a higher standard of living tend to favour female representation in 

parliament. 

Level of democracy do not show a statistically significant effect, however it is close to 

the level p<.05. It shows a negative coefficient indicating that countries with a lower rate of 

democracy tend to have more female representatives. This rejects the theory that democracy 

might favour women’s representation.  

Lastly, gender quotas show a positive coefficient, however it is not statistically 

significant and far from the p<.05 as well as a large standard error. Countries which have 

national legislative gender quotas have on an average a positive impact on women’s 

representation. When moving from 0 to 1 there is a 1.95 percentage higher female representation 

in parliament. However, as the standard error is high and it is not statistically significant it means 

that there is a large variability across countries. Many countries with national legislative gender 

quotas also has a low female representation and it makes it hard to generalize these results and 

therefore caution should be taken in drawing any conclusion of this relationship. 
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Table 3. Regression results, effective number of parties added. 

 

 

In table 3 the variable effective number of parties is added to the regression and it changes 

dramatically the numbers of the other variables. The independent variables now explains 31 

percent of the variation in proportion of women in parliament. Electoral system is no longer 

statistically significant. This could be interpreted as the variable effective number of parties is a 

mediator variable. A mediator variable explain the mechanism that underlies a causal 

relationship between the independent variable and the dependent variable by adding a third 

variable. The independent variable influences the mediator variable which in turn influences the 

dependent variable. In this case, electoral system influences the number of political parties which 

in turn influences the proportion of women in parliament, which is in accordance with the theory 

developed by Matland (1996). However, cautions must be taken in drawing any conclusion 

because the sample in this regression is much lower because of the lack of data on effective 

number of parties. This could create a biased result.  
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6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

The aim of this study was to investigate the relationship between electoral systems and women’s 

political representation, when controlling for alternative variables that could influence this 

relationship. The hypothesis was that a proportional electoral system leads to a higher proportion 

of female political representation, because those systems tend to favour diversity and it is a 

system where women do not stand in direct competition with men. The analysis was made using 

a quantitative statistical method of 174 countries around the world in order to find causal 

relationships. Electoral systems was divided into its three main categories: proportional, 

majoritarian and mixed. An effect could be found of electoral system and women’s 

representation. The regression analysis showed that proportional electoral systems tend to lead to 

a larger proportion of female representation than majoritarian electoral system. This confirms the 

previous research of this phenomena and the hypothesis that proportional systems is more 

favourable than majoritarian systems for the political representation of women. The mixed 

electoral system showed a larger positive impact than majoritarian system, which also shows that 

a mixed system is more favourable to women’s representation and this could be due to the fact 

that a mixed system is usually a hybrid system of both proportional and majoritarian system.  

A number of alternative factors that according to previous research could make an impact 

on women’s political representation was added to the analysis in order to investigate the 

influence of these on the relation between electoral systems and women’s political 

representation. When adding control variables to the regression, the effect of electoral systems 

was still statistically significant and the coefficient remained almost unchanged, which means 

that this relationship remains and electoral systems does seem to have a crucial impact on 

women’s representation. However, other variables show that they also have an effect on 

women’s representation and they all might be interacting with each other and they all might be 

playing a role in influencing women’s political representation.  

Other findings was that a lower rate of democracy shows a positive effect on women’s 

representation, which is not in accordance with the hypothesis that democracy tend to favour 

female representation. This might be because women in less democratic countries might be more 
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prone to fight for equality and their rights, or because of the theory of Paxton (2009) that 

democracy in its early stage tend to favour female representation. It could also be because 

developing countries which are often less democratic tend to have legislative gender quotas at a 

larger extent than developed democratic countries. This shows that gender quotas also have an 

impact on the representation of women. According to the regression analysis, democracy does 

not seem to have a positive impact on female representation, and as statistics show, many 

democratic countries lag far behind in female representation.  

According to the regression analysis, GDP per capita was positively associated with 

women’s representation and statistically significant, indicating that level of development does 

play a role, because since it is associated with a higher standard of living, women may have 

greater opportunities to enter the political sphere when they can leave the life revolved around 

basic survival. However, in many less democratic countries where inequality is generally high, 

women’s representation in parliament might be pure symbolic and for this reason it is difficult to 

draw a conclusion. 

The effective number of parties changed the results of regression analysis, including the 

coefficient of electoral systems which became negative. According to the theory a proportional 

electoral system is associated with a greater number of political parties and a greater number of 

elected representatives, which in turn is favourable for women’s representation according to 

Matland (1996). This could mean that effective number of parties is a mediator variable between 

the proportional electoral system and a higher female representation.  

In sum, although the electoral system’s design does seem to play a crucial role in 

women’s political representation, other factors also influence this relationship and they could 

interact and overlap each other. As these findings suggest, the effect of the electoral system’s 

design shows a variability meaning that there is a country variation in the patterns of women’s 

representation worldwide, therefore it is difficult to generalize these results to all countries, 

because different factors may influence differently in different countries, such as among 

developing and developed countries. A proportional electoral system might not be enough to 

increase women’s political participation to the same level as men. There are other factors that 

may be more crucial because they might be more difficult to change, such as culture and 

28 



traditions and structures in society. Therefore, the attention should be focused on a range of 

factors instead of just the electoral system’s design.  
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