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Resumé af ”Women in American Politics: Why so few?” 

Dansk titel: Kvinder i Amerikansk Politik: Hvorfor så få? 

 

I den amerikanske Kongres udgør kvinder efter valget i 2008 kun 17 procent, hvilket placerer USA 

som nummer 71 på IPU’s internationale liste over kvinder i nationale parlamenter. Det er ikke kun 

på føderalt plan, at dette billede tegner sig men også i de enkelte stater, hvor kvinder udgør 24,3 

procent af den statslige kongres og sidder på 8 af de 50 guvernørposter. Til sammenligning har fire 

af de otte partier repræsenteret i Danmarks Folketinget en kvindelig formand, og Danmark ligger 

sammen med de andre skandinaviske lande højt på IPU-listen med mellem 36 og 47 procent 

kvinder i deres parlamenter. Disse fakta har ledt til følgende spørgsmål: 

 

Hvorfor er kvinder stærkt underrepræsenteret i amerikansk politik? 

 

For at besvare dette spørgsmål er syv mulige årsager blevet undersøgt, diskuteret og vejet op imod 

hinanden, for at gøre det muligt at fastslå, hvilken årsag der vejer tungest. Disse syv mulige årsager 

er kvinders rolle i samfundet, kvinders ambitionsniveau, mediernes, partiernes og den offentlige 

holdning til kvinder, hvordan kvinder fører kampagne samt det amerikanske valgsystem. 

Undersøgelsen af disse emner er baseret på tidligere videnskabelige undersøgelser, men da disse 

ikke konkluderer på hvad den væsentligste årsag er, har dette været formålet med dette speciale. 

 

I dette speciale er kvinders lave ambitionsniveau blevet fundet at være den altoverskyggende grund 

til det lave antal kvinder i amerikansk politik. Mediernes holdning til kvinder i politik er blevet 

udelukket som årsag, idet deres holdning, på trods af at de favoriserer mænd, ikke smitter af på 

vælgernes beslutning i stemmeboksen. På trods af at den offentlige holdning også favoriserer mænd 



på mange punkter, vinder kvinder valg lige så ofte som mænd, hvilket også udelukker den 

offentlige holdning som væsentlig årsag. Det er også blevet konkluderet, at den måde hvorpå 

kvinder fører valgkampagne ikke har nogen dårlig indflydelse, da kvinder i høj grad benytter sig af 

de virkemidler, der giver positiv respons hos vælgerne. 

 

Det faktum, at kvinder har lavere politiske ambitioner, er som sagt blevet fundet at være den 

væsentligste årsag, og partiernes holdning til kvinder spiller ind i dette, idet de opfordrer kvinder til 

at stille op til valg i lavere grad end mænd. Desuden har kvinder lavere selvtillid end mænd, og 

kvinders traditionelle rolle i samfundet spiller også en rolle, idet kvinder med børn i husholdningen 

har væsentlig lavere ambitioner end mænd. Derudover har det også vist sig, at kvinder i politik 

oftest ikke har hverken børn eller mand. 

 

Det amerikanske valgsystem har også vist sig at bære en stor del af skylden for det lave antal 

kvinder i politik, da det i forhold til lande med andre valgsystemer viser sig at forårsage væsentlige 

færre kvinder i politik. Det faktum, at de siddende kongresmedlemmer har en meget stor 

genvalgsprocent og ofte genopstiller, er også en grund til det lave antal kvinder, idet langt 

størstedelen af dem er mænd. Eftersom kvinders ambitionsniveau spiller ind langt før, de kommer i 

kontakt med valgsystemet, må netop ambitionsniveauet hos kvinder siges at være den 

altoverskyggende årsag til, hvorfor de er underrepræsenteret i amerikansk politik. 
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1. Introduction 

 

In the United States of America, democracy has been exercised for more than 200 years, and the 

country has always profiled itself as a nation of equal rights and opportunities. However, this is not 

at all evident when looking at the composition of American political institutions as a woman in 

office is a rare sight. Compared to other Western World countries, the US lags far behind in this 

area. For example, as of 2009, Denmark has eight political parties in the national parliament of 

which four have a woman party leader. Furthermore, of the total number of members of parliament, 

38.0 per cent are women1. In comparison, in the US Senate, only 17.0 per cent are women, and in 

the US House of Representatives, there are even fewer women namely 16.8 per cent (Women in the 

US Congress 2009, 2009, Feb., p. 1). In state legislatures, 24.3 per cent women currently serve 

(Women in Elective Office 2009, 2009, Apr., p. 1). Another example of a country that is advanced 

when it comes to women in politics is Germany which in November 2005 elected Angela Merkel as 

chancellor. The US has never elected a woman for president, and historically, only one woman has 

been really close namely Hillary Rodham Clinton. During her 2008 campaign for the Democratic 

presidential nomination, she was asked a question on sexism and the possibility of a woman 

president and hit the head on the nail when answering: 

  

                                                             
1
 See Table 1.1 
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We've never done this before. Other countries have. We can look around the 

world right now. Germany has a woman chancellor. Chile has a woman 

President. Liberia has a woman president. Benazir Bhutto was tragically 

assassinated vying once again to be Prime Minister again… Other countries 

have [somehow] come to terms with the fact that we're 50% of the 

population. We have an enormously talented number of women here in our 

country and we're trying to see whether we can break that highest and 

hardest glass ceiling. (as quoted by Bellantoni, 2008, 18 Feb.). 

  

Currently, the 111th Congress is in session and historically, only 259 women have served in total 

over the years constituting less than 2 per cent of the almost 12,000 members of Congress through 

time (Did You Know?, n.d.). Not until the 65th Congress did a woman win a seat in the House of 

Representatives, and not until the 67th Congress did this happen in the Senate. However, the first 

woman Senator was appointed and not elected which did not happen for a woman until 1932 when 

Hattie Wyatt Caraway was elected into the 72nd Congress (Women in the Senate, n.d.). Also the 

number of women governours is very low. Currently, there are eight women governours and 

historically, a total of 31 women of which 20 were elected have served as governours (Statewide 

Elective, 2009). 

 

Denmark and Germany are far from the only countries where women have a higher representation 

in politics than the US. Every year, the Inter-Parliamentary Union2 compiles a list of women in 

national parliaments worldwide and ranks them according to the percentage of women. As of 
                                                             
2
 Abbreviated IPU 
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February 2009, the US ranked number 71 on the list and surprisingly, several third-world and 

communist countries have a higher percentage of women in their national parliaments. 

 

Table 1.1 International IPU-list of Women in National Parliaments 

 

Rank Country3 
Percentage of Women in National 

Parliament4 

1. Rwanda 56.3 

2. Sweden 47.0 

3. Cuba 43.2 

4. Finland 41.5 

5. Netherlands 41.3 

6. Argentina 40.0 

7. Denmark 38.0 

8. Angola 37.3 

9. Costa Rica 36.8 

10. Spain 36.3 

11. Norway 36.1 

12. Belgium 35.3 

13. Mozambique 34.8 

14. New Zealand 33.6 

15. Iceland 33.3 

…   

71. United States of America 17.0 

Adapted from Women in National Parliaments, 2009, 28. Feb. 

 

                                                             
3
 Special cases: The African countries (Mutume, 2004, Apr., p. 4), Argentina (Carrio, n.d., p. 2) and Costa Rica (Women 

in Politics, 2005) have all implemented quota laws to have more women elected.  It has not been possible to find an 

explanation for the case of Cuba. 
4
 Upper House and Senate not included as the majority of countries has unicameral systems. 
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As table 1.2 below shows, women are increasing their numbers in Congress but at a slow rate. One 

exception is the elections of 1992, where the number of women’s House seats increased by 19 due 

to a number of factors. In that specific year, voters were highly receptive to change following the 

House banking scandal5 and the Anita Hill hearings6. Furthermore, there was a national focus on 

domestic issues i.e. traditionally female issues and polls showed that voters preferred women 

candidates over men (Burrell, 2005, p. 27; Palmer & Simon, 2006, pp. 26-27). This election year 

has later been known as the Year of the Woman. 

 

Table 1.2 Number of Women in Selected Congresses 

Congress Years Women in Senate Women in House Total 

102nd 1991-1993 4 28 32 

103rd 1993-1995 7 47 54 

107th 2001-2003 13 59 72 

111th 2009-2011 17 73 90 

Adapted from Women in the US Congress 2009, 2009, Feb., p. 2 

 

Although a number of women in the US have come a long way in politics and have been very 

successful, as for example Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton and former Secretaries of 

State Condoleezza Rice and Madeleine Albright, the numbers clearly show that women are highly 

underrepresented in American politics on national level as well as state-wise. 

                                                             
5
 The house banking scandal involved a large number of Representatives overdrawing their checking accounts, leading 

to several resignations and an anti-incumbent mood in the US (The Decade of Women, n.d.). 
6
 President George Bush Senior nominates Clarence Thomas as Supreme Court Judge, but in the hearings, Thomas was 

accused of sexual harassment by Anita Hill, a law professor, during her employment in the Equal Employment 

Opportunities Commission which Thomas was head of (An Outline, n.d.)   
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These facts and observations have led to the following research question: 

 

Why are women highly underrepresented in American Politics? 

 

1.1 Existing Literature 

 

Ronald Inglehart and Pippa Norris (2003, p. 36) argue that when a society is materialistically 

secure, the population becomes post-materialistic which in turn should reduce gender inequality. 

They base their findings on the World Values Survey7, which is a worldwide survey investigating 

sociocultural and political change in more than 80 countries. The survey has been carried out five 

times since 1981 among at least 1,000 respondents in every country (Introduction, n.d.). Inglehart 

and Norris’ (2003, p. 33) analysis of the WVS-survey results show that the US is ranked rather high 

on a scale ranking gender equality by nation 1995-2001 in that the US is placed as number 9 on the 

list. However, this is not reflected in American politics, and a vast majority of the countries ranked 

above and immediately below the US on the Gender Equality Scale8 have a higher representation of 

women in parliament (Women in National Parliaments, 2009, 28. Feb.). According to Inglehart and 

Norris (2003, pp. 13-14), the US should be in line with other Western countries as they argue that 

post-industrial societies like the US i.e. societies that have a higher level of education and economic 

growth will lead to a post-materialistic society i.e. a society that no longer has to worry about basic 

survival in the sense of having food on the table and a roof over the head. In turn, this should clear 

the way for a higher degree of gender equality as post-materialistic societies have the energy to 

                                                             
7
 Abbreviated WVS. 

8
 Finland, Sweden, Germany, Canada, Norway, Spain, New Zealand, Australia and Argentina. 
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address post-materialistic politics. A reason for why the US as a post-industrial and post-

materialistic society deviates from countries placed similarly on the Gender Equality Scale 

regarding the representation of women in politics might be that the American population has more 

traditional values i.e. religious values than the other countries placed high on the Gender Equality 

Scale. In fact, the US is on level with countries as Mexico, Turkey, India and Poland, when 

measuring how religious the society is (as reported in Inglehart, n.d.). These are also countries with 

a low representation of women in parliaments (Women in National Parliaments, 2009, 28. Feb.). 

According to Inglehart and Norris (2003, p. 9), traditional societies limit the opportunities for 

women but also cause women to limit themselves. However, Inglehart and Norris do not examine 

this in connection with the US even though the American society clearly is a special case. 

 

Another piece of literature worth mentioning is the Hofstede 4 Dimensions Model which divides the 

way in which different nationalities perceive and interpret their world into four dimensions, namely 

power distance9, uncertainty avoidance10, individualism11 and masculinity of which masculinity is 

relevant in connection with this thesis (Hollensen, 2001, p. 173). Geert Hofstede’s research is based 

on an internet survey among 116,000 respondents in 72 countries carried out between 1967 and 

1973. The masculinity dimension is described as the extent to which masculine values are more 

predominant than feminine values (Hollensen, 2001, p. 173). In societies where the masculinity 

index is high, the roles for men and women are different and men hold the power in society. In turn, 

this forces women to adapt to masculine values in order to compete in the society. The US has a 

                                                             
9
 ”Power distance refers to the degree of inequality between people in physical and educational terms” (Hollensen, 

2001, p. 173)  
10

 ”Uncertainty avoidance concerns the degree to which people in a country prefer formal rules and fixed patterns of 

life, such as career structures and laws, as means of enhancing security” (Hollensen, 2001, p. 173). 
11

 ”Individualism denotes the degree to which people in a country learn to act as individuals rather than as members 

of groups” (Hollensen, 2001, p. 173). 
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score of 62 on Hofstede’s masculinity index compared to a world average of 50, thereby making the 

US a high masculinity society. If Hofstede’s theory reflects reality, inequality exists between men 

and women in the US, and women would need to adapt themselves to masculine values in order to 

attain power on equal terms with men (Hofstede, n.d.).  

 

In existing literature, the area of the underrepresentation of women in American politics is widely 

researched in connection with a number of factors in order to determine whether or not these factors 

pose as reasons for the low number of women. However, most researchers in the field concentrate 

on a single or few factors and only a negligible number of the leading researchers within the area of 

women in politics seek to relate several factors in order to reach a conclusion on which factor may 

be the predominant reason for the underrepresentation of women in American politics. 

Consequently, this aspect greatly lacks attention and needs further research. 

 

1.2 Methodology 

 

As the research comparing factors that might play a role in the underrepresentation of women in 

American politics have been neglected, this thesis will seek to compare the factors that have been 

established as key factors by the leading researchers within this field and ultimately draw a 

conclusion as to which factor may be the predominant reason for women being underrepresented in 

American politics. 
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A poll conducted by the Pew Research Center in 200812 shows that the top three reasons for there 

being so few women in top elective office in the minds of the American public are that Americans 

are not ready to elect a woman, women in politics are held back by men and discrimination in 

general. Further down on the list are the reasons that family responsibilities do not leave time for 

politics, women’s lack of experience and that women are not as good leaders as men and are not 

tough enough. In order to answer the research question, all of the above possible reasons as 

perceived by the public will be examined as will barriers that the media and the electoral system 

may pose for women’s representation in politics. The chapters in this thesis will be: Women’s Role 

in Society, Political Ambition, Public Attitudes towards Women, Party Attitudes and Recruitment, 

Media Attitudes towards Women, Women Campaigning and Electoral System and Incumbency. 

This thesis will be based on studies and scientific articles by researchers who are well-known within 

the area of gender and politics in the US as well as polls and statistics. 

 

For polling material, the Pew Research Center will be greatly relied upon. The Pew Research 

Center is an American non-profit, non-partisan public opinion research organisation providing 

information on attitudes and trends of the American public (About the Center, n.d.). All but one of 

the polls included in this thesis are based on telephone interviews using random digit dialing and 

include both landline and mobile phones. One advantage of making use of this method of collecting 

survey data is that misinterpretations of questions can be corrected (Lavrakas, 2009, p. 510). 

Disadvantages are the interviewer effect i.e. that the individual interviewer may change the exact 

wording of the question which could lead to different interpretations and answers (Miller & 

Salkind, 2002, p. 311), and the social desirability effect i.e. respondents’ desire to give the socially 

accepted answer in order to present themselves as positively as possible (Fowler Jr. & Cosenza, 

                                                             
12

 See appendix 
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2009, p. 389). The interviewer effect can be minimised by training interviewers well and 

supervising their work. The Pew Research Center has their surveys carried out by professional 

opinion research agencies as for example Princeton Survey Research Associates International 

(Trends in Political Values, 2007, 22 Mar., p. 64) and Knowledge Networks (Morin & Taylor, 

2008, 15 Sep.). The safe way to minimise the social desirability effect is to conduct surveys in 

writing i.e. online or mail questionnaires as it provides respondents with a high sense of privacy. 

However, when conducting surveys in person either by telephone or face-to-face, it could be argued 

that surveys over the telephone give the highest sense of privacy. 

 

The Pew Research Center consistently conducts their surveys among numerous respondents. The 

number of respondents in the surveys used in this thesis ranges from 1,502 to 2,300 and thereby, the 

margins of error that can be attributed to the sample sizes are below +/- 3 percentage points. This 

means that if for example 50 per cent of the respondents believe a certain thing, it might as well be 

47 per cent or 53 per cent in the case of a margin of error of 3. 

 

This thesis will also rely on studies from other sources based on mail surveys either by online 

questionnaires or by postal service. One advantage of using this method to collect data is that the 

respondents are able to take their time in answering which allows them to give more well-

considered answers (Mangione & Van Ness, 2009, p. 475) compared to over the telephone where it 

is difficult to hold on to respondents for more than 20 minutes (Lavrakas, 2009, p. 511). Another 

advantage of mail surveys is that it eliminates the interviewer effect as all respondents receive a 

questionnaire with the exact same wording. Furthermore, mail surveys provide for a high degree of 

privacy (Mangione & Van Ness, 2009, p. 475) which may reduce the social desirability effect. 
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Finally, mail surveys provide respondents with an opportunity to see the context of a series of 

questions (Mangione & Van Ness, 2009, p. 475), which however may serve as a disadvantage as 

well as an advantage. In the case of gender sensitive questions, allowing the context of questions to 

be known to respondents may reveal the purpose of the survey, and this could possibly result in 

respondents giving the socially desirable answers. In the mail surveys that will be used in this 

thesis, this has not been the case. For example, a study by Jennifer Lawless (2004, Sep.) asks a 

question of which personality traits people prefer in office-holders and political candidates. The 

choices were eight traits of which four were traditional masculine and four were traditional 

feminine traits without this being elucidated, and the results showed that people prefer the 

masculine traits. However, if the next question had been whether or not people would prefer to vote 

for a man or woman, the purpose of the survey could be revealed to some respondents which might 

change their answer in the first question to fit their view on the second one. This is only a 

hypothetical example and was not the case in the Lawless study. 

 

Also, a study based partly on face-to-face interviews will be included in this thesis. Richard Fox and 

Jennifer Lawless (2005) carried out a mail survey where after they conducted personal interviews 

with 100 men and 100 women in an attempt to determine the reasons for the results of the mail 

survey. One of the obvious advantages of face-to-face interviews is that any misunderstandings can 

be rectified thus providing for more accurate answers. Another advantage is that face-to-face 

interviews make it possible for the interviewer to gather additional information about the 

respondent as well as the respondent’s answers which is what Fox and Lawless use their interviews 

for. One disadvantage of face-to-face interviews is that the interviewer effect can distort questions 

as in the case of telephone. Moreover, the social desirability effect might be most evient in face-to-

face interviews compared to other data collection methods as there is no sense of privacy. For 
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example, if respondents are asked if they would vote for a black man for president, a black 

interviewer might result in respondents giving the socially accepted answer even if they are of 

another opinion (Miller & Salkind, 2002, pp. 310-312). Nevertheless, studies show that the social 

desirability effect is equally present in telephone and face-to-face interviews and that personal 

interviews give the highest accuracy of information compared to mail and telephone surveys (Miller 

& Salkind, 2002, pp. 317-318). 

 

Scientific studies and articles from scientific journals will be analysed and discussed. The politically 

scientific journals in which the studies have been published are among others Political Research 

Quarterly, The Harvard International Journal of Press/Politics, Political Communications, Politics 

and Gender and American Journal of Political Science and are all retrieved from different 

databases. Unfortunately, it has not been possible to find any league table that ranks all of these 

journals together but Garand and Giles (2003, Apr. p. 294) had 559 American political scientists 

answer a mail questionnaire on their preferences according to which journal they would rather be 

published in and which journals they would rather read and use in their research (Garand & Giles, 

2003, Apr. p. 300). Two of the journals used in this thesis are in the top ten namely Political 

Research Quarterly and American Journal of Political Science which indicates that these journals 

are considered valid and of high quality. It has not been possible to find rankings or surveys on the 

rest of the journals used in this thesis. 

 

Four studies by the White House Project will also be included in the thesis, all on the subject of 

women in politics and the media. The White House Project is a non-profit and non-partisan 

organisation aiming to improve women’s position in leadership positions, politics and in the media 
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(Mission, n.d.). Among other things, they try to do this by researching how women are perceived by 

the media, the voters and when campaigning (Research Reports, n.d.). 

 

Statistical information on the number of women in elective office will be retrieved from Center for 

American Women and Politics, also known as simply CAWP. They work to promote greater 

knowledge and understanding of women’s participation in American politics (About CAWP, n.d.), 

and researchers in the area of women and politics rely heavily on CAWP for statistical information 

(see for example Bystrom et. al., 2004, p. 4; Heldman, 2007, p. 17). 

 

The database All Academic will be the source of several academic papers. All Academic is a 

database that offers researchers and academic organisations material, and it has not been possible to 

find any sort of ranking of this database, but many of the articles that will be used have been written 

by well-known and widely published researchers within the topic of women and politics. 

 

Real-life examples will be included in the thesis in order to support the findings, and these will 

most often derive from newspaper articles and scientific literature. Newspaper articles from New 

York Times, Chicago Tribune, the Guardian, Washington Post, and the San Diego Union-Tribune 

will be used. These are all newspapers with a circulation of above 350,000 a day (as reported in Top 

100 Newspapers, 2006, 31 Mar.; as reported in Circulation and Readership, n.d.) 
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1.3 Limitations 

 

The original idea with this thesis was to compare the American situation with the Scandinavian one 

as Sweden, Denmark and Norway all appear in the top of the IPU-list compiling the number of 

women in national parliaments whereas the US is a long way down on the list. However, this 

showed to be too comprehensive as the Nordic countries have a different electoral system and 

structure from the US, thus making comparison very complicated. Furthermore, the Scandinavian 

countries are much smaller than the US both in actual size and population-wise. Ideologically, it 

turned out that the survey-material carried out in the Scandinavian countries is very limited 

compared to that of the US making it difficult to compare public attitudes and other factors 

examined in this thesis. 

 

For the chapter on party attitudes, the intention was to contact the two largest American political 

parties i.e. the Democratic Party and the Republican Party in order to have their comments on the 

low number of women in politics and their efforts in recruiting women. However, after having sent 

several e-mails to the Republican National Committee and the Democratic National Committee and 

after having called them on the phone several times with no results, this has been omitted from the 

thesis. 

 

In order to examine women’s level of political ambition thoroughly, it is relevant to compare the 

number of women candidates that enter primary elections for Congress to the number of men 

candidates as candidates in general elections have already been weighed by voters. However, even 

though it is possible to find lists of presidential primaries per state and lists of general election 
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results, it has not been possible to find lists of candidates in primary elections for Congress. 

Therefore, women’s level of political ambition will be examined on the basis of existing research. 

Another factor that plays in when examining ambition is the psychological aspect. However, as this 

is a very extensive area of research, it will be only briefly touched upon in this thesis as a thorough 

examination would remove focus from the original object of the thesis. 

 

The aspect of religion has also been omitted from the thesis. Although the Americans are far more 

religious than many European countries, including the aspect of religion in the thesis would make 

for an extensive ideological discussion that would draw attention from the real subject of the thesis. 

The same applies to the question of race and minorities. Although studies show that minorities to a 

larger extent are willing to vote for women, it is not consistent in all elections (as reported in Dolan, 

2006, p. 37). Polls also show that the American public is more willing to vote for a black president 

than for a woman (Jones, 2007, 20 Feb.). However, as is the case with religion, the issue of race and 

minority would need extensive research that would not have direct linkage to the subject of the 

thesis. 

 

In several of the chapters, it is mentioned that women to some extent are held back by the fact that 

they have or plan to have children. In this connection, it could have been relevant to look at 

American day-care-arrangements and maternity leave as the Scandinavian governments offer a 

wide range of possibilities for working parents and encourage paternity leave. However, as running 

a campaign for a political candidacy is costly, it could be argued that political candidates have the 

means to provide child-care-arrangements if necessary and this aspect has therefore been omitted. 
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2. Women’s Role in Society 
 

In this chapter, the values that women themselves and others ascribe to women that might have an 

impact on the representation of women in politics will be defined, and the consequences will be 

discussed. In this connection, the focus of this chapter will be the personality traits that women are 

ascribed compared to men, how the personality traits ascribed men are prioritised higher in politics, 

that women are still primary caregivers of children and how these statements influence women’s 

ambition and chances in politics. 

 

 

 

Women are traditionally seen as being compassionate, compromising, sensitive, honest, cooperative 

and emotional whereas men traditionally are believed to be self-confident, assertive, tough, 

aggressive, ambitious and hardworking (Dolan, 2008, 3-5 Apr., pp. 2-3; Heldman, 2007, p. 21; 

Lawless, 2004, Sep.,p. 482). Women are also perceived as possessing liberal ideological values by 

voters, and according to studies, it is a fact that women in politics do hold more liberal or less 

conservative values than do men (as reported in Dolan, 2006, 20-23 Apr., p. 12; Carroll, 2002, p. 

21). 

 

Although women in politics are perceived to and do hold more liberal or less conservative values 

than their male counterparts, they are often perceived as more liberal than they actually are (as 

reported in Dolan, 2006, 20-23 Apr., p. 12). According to Jeffrey Koch (as reported in Dolan, 2006, 
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20-23 Apr., pp. 12-13), this will move Democratic women candidates further away from voters and 

Republican women candidates closer to voters seeing that most voters define themselves as 

moderate ideologically. As a consequence, this would give Republican women candidates an edge 

over Democratic women candidates (as reported in King, 2001, 15 Feb., p. 10). However, this 

would probably only have an effect in the general elections, as the primaries involve the votes of the 

very dedicated and often ideologically strong Republicans and Democrats. Thereby, the moderate 

women Republicans might have difficulties getting as far as the general elections, and this is 

reflected in the proportional relationship between Democratic and Republican women in and 

women candidates for the US Congress in that Democratic women outnumber Republican women 

(Women in the US Congress 2009, 2009, p. 1; The Green Papers 2006 U.S. House, n.d.; The Green 

Papers 2006 U.S. Senate, n.d.). 

 

As of 2009, Democratic women constitute 76,6 per cent and Republican women 23,3 per cent of the 

women in Congress (Women in the US Congress 2009, 2009, p. 1), and the Democratic women 

have held the majority since the late nineteen eighties (Women in the US Congress 2009, 2009, p. 

2) . Susan Carroll (2002, p. 18) suggests that the reason for this might be that the very conservative 

Christian Right has become more powerful within the Republican Party during the nineties. 

Consequently, moderate conservative women may have trouble placing moderate issues on the 

agenda and passing bills on such issues. This might cause them to lose interest and enthusiasm in 

keeping their seats. Furthermore, according to Susan Caroll (2002, p. 18), the moderate women 

within the Republican Party may have difficulties gaining political support from their party, as the 

US and thereby especially the Republican Party since the mid-nineties seem to have moved in a 

more conservative direction (as reported in Thomas, 2005, p. 17). This is also backed by the fact 



Women in American Politics: Why so few?  Women’s Role in Society 

20 

 

that in the eighties, Democratic and Republican women were more or less equally represented in 

Congress (Women in the US Congress 2009, 2009, p. 2). 

 

Masculine traits are valued higher in the legislative process than feminine traits (as reported in 

Dolan, 2006, 20-23 Apr., p. 13; Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993, p. 503), and male issues such as crime 

and punishment, foreign and military issues and the economy are considered more important than 

feminine issues such as health care, education and the environment (as reported in Thomas & 

Schroedel, 2007, p. 48). This is confirmed by a study by Jennifer L. Lawless (2004, Sep., p. 482) in 

which the 2,119 respondents in her mail survey were asked to choose the four most important traits 

in office-holders and political candidates out of four masculine and four feminine personality traits. 

In the top four, only one trait was one of the traditional feminine traits namely compassionate. The 

other three were self-confidence, assertiveness and toughness i.e. traditional masculine traits. 

Experimental studies show that the higher the office, the higher do voters value men’s personality 

traits in a politician (as reported in Dolan, 2006, 20-23 Apr., p. 13). On congressional and state 

levels, research have shown that women focus on and are successful in passing bills on so-called 

“women’s issues”, and this might be why many women go for political offices and engage in 

political issues that are connected to the feminine areas such as education, health care, welfare and 

poverty. However, these issues are often perceived as being of secondary importance and not as 

prestigious as traditional male issues (as reported in Thomas & Schroedel, 2007, p. 48) which could 

diminish support for women candidates and women politicians’ bills and thereby, it might be a 

reason that women are underrepresented in national higher political offices. 
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Seeing that masculine traits are prioritised higher than feminine traits in public offices and 

especially in higher offices, it could be argued that women in order to attain higher offices need to 

adapt themselves to masculine traits but not lose the feminine touch. Hillary Rodham Clinton is a 

fine example of this. When she was First Lady to the former President, Bill Clinton, she worked in 

the areas of health care, children’s issues and women’s rights – typical women’s areas. However, 

when she ran for Senator in New York in 2000, she expanded her agenda to also include the 

traditionally masculine areas of the economy and, during her Senate years, security issues as she 

served in the Senate Armed Services Committee (Bose, 2007, p. 179). During her 2008 campaign 

for the Democratic presidential candidacy, she was widely criticised for being too tough and not 

being “human” in and by the media. This led to what might have been a media stunt when Clinton’s 

eyes welled up during an event on her campaign trail through New Hampshire (Goldenberg, 2008, 9 

Jan.).  This is an example of the balancing act women face when running for high office; they must 

prove that they are as tough as any man, but without shedding all femininity. In 1992, in a 

Newsweek interview (Clift, 1992, 28 Dec., p. 6), when Hillary Clinton was First Lady to her 

husband Bill Clinton, she was asked if she had experienced that women have to be as tough as men 

but then worry about having to soften their image. She responded: 
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I think that women are always being tested. The tests go on inside the home 

as well as outside the home. And I think that it is an extra burden that we 

carry to be able to fit into a workplace that is based on values and 

experiences that we didn't have much role in shaping, but in which we want 

to make our contribution. When we have to shift gears and still be as 

nurturing and understanding and supportive to those closest to us, it does 

cause some difficulty, I think, for a lot of women.  (as quoted by Clift, 1992, 

28 Dec., p. 6). 

 

With this quote, Hillary Clinton very well expresses the conflicting expectations that women are 

faced with in society. Another example of a woman in politics trying to balance the art of being 

both masculine and feminine is Sarah Palin, the Republican vice-presidential candidate in 2008. She 

often promoted herself as being a “hockey mom”, the Alaskan version of a “soccer mom”, and 

during the McCain-Palin campaign, she was the tougher part. For example, she accused the 

Democratic presidential candidate of having terrorist links solely based on the fact that he chaired a 

board with a terrorist in his past. Another example of Palin being tough is that in an interview, when 

asked what advice she had for McCain, Palin responded that the gloves had to come off (Duclos, 

2008, 6 Oct.) indicating that McCain campaigned too softly. The fact that women candidates to a 

greater extent than men receive criticism for either being too masculine or feminine indicates that 

their surroundings see them as women politicians as opposed to merely politicians and shows that 

gender is a factor for women candidates. 

 



Women in American Politics: Why so few?  Women’s Role in Society 

23 

 

As Hillary Clinton points out in the aforementioned quote, women also face hardships when 

balancing home and career. Family and family responsibilities play a role when examining 

women’s role in society as an obstacle to pursue a career in politics, as a majority of women 

believes that their children would be best off with having a full-time parent (Washington Post, 

1998, 26 Mar.). The traditional role of women has been that a woman’s place is in the house taking 

care of the children, cooking and cleaning. The feminist wave of the sixties and seventies was a big 

step for women towards equality, and since then, many more women have entered the labour 

market: as of 2007, 59.3 per cent of American women are part of the labour force, and they make up 

46.4 per cent of the total labour force (Employment Status, n.d.). Even though women work in 

almost as great numbers as men, they are still the ones that primarily take care of the family. 

According to the Pew Research Center, 29 per cent of women believe that a woman’s family 

responsibilities are a major reason for there not being more women in high office13. 

 

 High level office is definitely a time-demanding job, but according to a poll by the Pew Research 

Center (Fewer Mothers, 2007, 12 July), a vast majority of working mothers as well as stay-at-home 

mothers does not feel that full-time work is an ideal situation for them. They differ in opinion, 

however, in what situation would be ideal, as most working mothers would preferably work part-

time and most stay-at-home mothers think that them not working is best cf. Figure 2.1. However, it 

is noteworthy that almost 50 per cent of stay-at-home would prefer to work either full time or part 

time. This could indicate that many stay-at-home mothers do not work simply because they believe 

it to be best for the children and the family and not because they actually want to. 
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 See Appendix 
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Nevertheless, 63 per cent of mothers with children under the age of six were part of the work force 

in 2007 according to the American Department of Labor, and only 24.7 per cent of working women 

were employed in part-time jobs (Employment Status, 2007, November). The incoherence be

the poll and the facts could originate from many factors such as women having to work for financial 

reasons or wanting to work for selfish reasons, and therefore it is difficult t

to why this incoherence exists. 

 

The facts that most mothers according to the 

2007, 12 Jul.) feel that full-time work is not ideal

work part-time could indicate that many women with children or women considering having 
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children would think twice about having a time-demanding career such as a career in politics. 

Seeing that most congressional politicians derive from often time-demanding professions such as 

law, business, education and politics (Fox & Lawless, 2005, p. 26), the women who are considering 

involving themselves in politics may have had to make the choice between having children or a 

career long before entering politics. According to a survey among corporate women (as reported in 

Fox & Lawless, 2005, p. 60), more than 60 per cent had opted out of a time-demanding career either 

to devote themselves fully to raising a family or to scale down to organisational work which leaves 

more time for family. There is evidence that women who have chosen a political career have made 

familial sacrifices as Sue Thomas (2002, Oct., p. 347) finds that in 1997, 55 per cent of women 

elected legislators had no children compared to only 6 per cent of men legislators. The survey was 

conducted in 15 states chosen to ensure diversity and among 983 elected representatives; 399 

women and 584 men (Thomas, 2002, Oct., p. 346). Further, she also found that women legislators 

are married in a smaller scale than men (Thomas, 2002, Oct., p. 347). It seems that if a woman 

wants to have a great political career, she has to prioritise against the norm and the traditional role 

of wife and mother and remove focus from family in order to make room for a career in politics. It 

could be argued that family responsibilities hold back women from entering politics, as they might 

not decide to run before their children are grown, which will give them less time to climb the 

political career-ladder and in turn, this might be a reason for there not being many women in high 

office. This is not an unsubstantiated argument as women legislators are older than their male 

colleagues (Fulton et. al. 2004, p. 11) and moreover, Sue Thomas’ (2002, Oct., p. 347) results 

showed that only 21 per cent of women legislators dreamt of a political career before the age of 30 

whereas the percentage was 79 in the case of men legislators. 
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Jennifer L.  Lawless and Richard L. Fox (2005, p. 66) carried out a study on women and men’s 

political ambitions and found no indication of family responsibilities having an impact on women’s 

desire to run. However, their interviews were carried out among 3,765 women and men working in 

lines of businesses from where political candidates often emerge15, and therefore the results of this 

study are based on people who do already have a time-consuming career. Still, in interviews with a 

hundred of these women, 65 of them said that having children made it more difficult for them to run 

for office compared to men. In comparison, only three of a hundred men said that children were a 

hindrance to running for office (Lawless & Fox, 2005, p. 67). The results of another study 

conducted by Fulton, Maestas, Maisel and Stone (2004, Apr., pp. 20-21) contradict those of Fox 

and Lawless in that they show that women state legislators with children in the household are 

significantly less politically ambitious than men in the same situation. An example of a woman 

politician being less ambitious because of her having children is State Senator Lisa Brown who was 

noted as having no intention to run for the Washington fifth district open house seat in the 2004 

election. One of the reasons she decided not to run was the fact that she at the time was a single 

mother of an 11-year-old son, and because of that she did not wish to move to Washingtin D.C. 

(Burrell & Frederick, n.d., p. 17). This shows that family responsibilities and children carry great 

weight for women in their considerations to run whereas it is not as important to men. 

 

A recent study (Cintron, 2000, p. 7) shows that the latest generation of fathers values family as 

highly as do mothers, and both genders are concerned with the difficulties of balancing work life 

with family life. However, children and family do take up a greater part of women’s daily lives 

compared to men (Washington Post, 1998, 26 Mar.; Thomas, 2002, Oct., p. 347) which could pose 

as a barrier for women running or considering running for public office as politics is a time-
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demanding job. In spite of the fact that many families now are dual-career families, women still 

attend to most work in the household. According to a poll carried out by the Washington Post, 

Kaiser Family Foundation and Harvard University among 301 couples or 602 adults (1998, 26 

Mar.), the majority of mothers bear the primary responsibilities for the care of children, the cooking 

and the cleaning while the majority of men do repairs around the house and work for pay. In regards 

to childcare, women spend far more time than men in every respect except for disciplining the 

children, where men and women spend equal amounts of time. Consequently, even though men and 

women value family equally high, women still bear the majority of the work load leaving little time 

for a time-demanding career like politics. 

 

In 2006, 24 per cent of American two-parent families with children under the age of 15 had a stay-

at-home mother (Parents and Children, 2007), and studies suggest that women as well as men think 

that this is the best situation for the children (Morin & Taylor, 2008, 15 Sep.; Washington Post, 

1998, 26 Mar.). In comparison, only about one per cent of mothers with infant children in Denmark 

were stay-at-home mothers in 2000 (Christoffersen, 2000, 16 Dec.), which indicates that the US is 

still quite conservative in this area. The statistics for the US show that the number of stay-at-home 

mothers is increasing as the percentage was 19 in 1995 (Parents and Children, 2007), which 

supports the notion that the country has moved in a more conservative direction since the mid-

nineties (as reported in Thomas, 2005, p. 17). Maybe as a result of this, in recent years, the concept 

of “the Mommy Wars” has emerged, i.e. the “war” between working mothers and stay-at-home 

mothers. 
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“The Mommy Wars” shows the divide that exists between working mothers on one side wanting to 

fill their lives with other challenges than just children and family responsibilities and stay-at-home 

mothers on the other side living by the value that it is best for the children to have a parent at home 

at all times. Moreover, twice as many men and women believe that mothers working outside the 

home is a bad thing for society compared to those who believe it is a good thing (Morin & Taylor, 

2008, 15 Sep.), and almost 70 per cent of both men and women feel that it would be better if 

women were able to stay at home minding the children and taking care of the house if the household 

was able to manage without two pay checks (Washington Post, 1998, 26 Mar.). This is an indicator 

that even though many women have chosen to work, many of them do not believe that it is in the 

interests of the children and family, and it supports the notion that a woman’s place is in the house, 

and that it is best for the family as well as society that this traditional role of the woman is upheld 

which again shows that conservative values have gained ground. The fact that conservative values 

are upheld to a higher degree than previously could mean that it has become more difficult or less 

desirable for women to attain political offices in that the American society to some extent dictate 

that women should focus on family as opposed to a career. 

 

The existence of ”the Mommy Wars” indicates that the American society is still somewhat stuck in 

the traditional sex roles as this is solely a debate on mothers where fathers are not being mentioned. 

The question is whether or not this conflict termed ”the Mommy Wars” has its source in mothers’ 

own experiences of their children and families suffering from their choices to work outside the 

home or if it has all been created by the media and been turned into a culture of mother-blame. 

Undoubtedly, it is a topic that has been widely debated in the media for example on the Dr. Phil 

Show, the Oprah Show and Good Morning America (Zimmerman et. al., 2008, p. 205). Dr. Phil 

aired two shows on the subject titled “Mom vs. Mom” and “Mom vs. Mom Part 2” in which he had 
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split the audience into two camps with working mothers on the one side and stay-at-home mothers 

on the other. The object of the show was for Dr. Phil to help two women make the right decision on 

whether to work or stay at home (Zimmerman et. al., 2008, p. 206). These shows were criticised for 

having brought in very stereotypical types of mothers on both sides, and Dr. Phil was criticised for 

inciting heated debate between the two camps. Following the first show, Dr. Phil was awarded the 

not very desirable “Apple Pie in the Face Award” for the show by the non-profit organisation 

“Mothers and More” which is devoted to improve and support the lives of mothers (Brundage, n.d.). 

 

There is no doubt that ”the Mommy Wars” is a controversial topic and that it is often debated in the 

media but also among family therapists. Other than Dr. Phil, one example is the celebrity therapist 

Dr. Laura Schlessinger who has specialised in family, marriage and children and who is a very 

strong advocate for stay-at-home mothers which the title of her newest book clearly shows; “In 

Praise of Stay-at-Home Moms” (About Dr. Laura, n.d.). In one of her books on parenting, she 

expresses the very radical opinion that the children of working mothers will be driven into crime as 

a result of them not being raised by a stay-at-home mother (as reported in Zimmerman et. al., 2008, 

p. 207). However, most research contradict this statement and conclude that in fact, children in day 

care do as well as or better than children with stay-at-home mothers (Zimmerman et. al., 2008, p. 

210). Furthermore, the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development has followed 

1,100 children growing up in different family settings since the late eighties. This study is still in 

process, but so far it has concluded that the attachment between mother and child depends on the 

personality of the mother and not whether or not the child is cared for in day care institutions or 

solely by a full-time parent (Zimmerman et. al., 2008, p. 211; Newcombe, 2007, p. 553). The fact 

that “the Mommy Wars” has become such a widely discussed topic in the media could influence 

women and others’ views of mothers as the media potentially play a role in shaping public opinion, 
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cf. the agenda setting theory (Agenda Setting Theory, 2004, 2 Sep.), which is discussed in the 

chapter on media attitudes. 

  

As previously mentioned, most women believe that it is in the best interest of children that they 

grow up with a full-time parent, so when women decide or need to work, many undoubtedly must 

be defying their values in connection with family and child up-bringing. However, when women are 

deciding whether or not to work, they are not only facing their own critique but the critique of the 

society and fellow mothers as well, which ”the Mommy Wars” is a fine example of. Consequently, 

women thinking about joining the political world will also have to take this into consideration and 

prepare themselves for critique. The fact that women are underrepresented in American politics may 

derive from women not being willing to sacrifice their family or make themselves and their families 

objects of critique. 

 

“The Mommy Wars” became a hot topic during the 2008 presidential election. Republican 

presidential candidate John McCain selected Governor Sarah Palin as his vice-presidential 

candidate which created a stir, as she is the mother of five children below the age of 21 including an 

infant with Down’s syndrome and a pregnant teenage daughter. Palin was probably chosen as a 

candidate because of her conservatism to attract Republican conservative voters, as McCain is very 

liberal in his political positions, and the fact that she is a woman was probably also thought to 

attract votes from women. However, this back lashed as many voters especially women, or so the 

media portrayed it, were concerned that she would not be able to take good enough care of her 

family and the country at the same time. In contrast, the Democratic candidate for the presidency, 

Barack Obama has two young daughters born in 1998 and 2001 which was never an issue for him 
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during the campaign. This means that women candidates potentially lose votes if they have young 

children whereas men do not which might give men an edge over women on the basis of traditional 

sex roles. 

 

According to a poll by the Pew Research Center cf. Figure 4.2 (Morin & Taylor, 2008, 15 Sep.), 

this is more of a possibility among Republican voters as they prefer a male candidate with children 

or a female candidate without children over a female candidate with children or a male candidate 

without children. The opposite attitude exists among the Democrats. An interesting fact about the 

Palin situation is that a large part of her defenders was Social Conservatives while many of those 

who had their concerns were working mothers (Kantor & Swarns, 2008, 1 Sep.). This contradicts 

with Beth Brykman’s (2006, p. 33) findings that ”the Mommy Wars” is more evident in 

Southeastern parts of the country where the residents are traditionally more conservative and 

religious. The fact that many Republicans supported Palin even though she went against their 

conservative values might be an expression of her being their only “really conservative” candidate. 

The hardships Palin faced during the campaign because of her familial situation might have 

damaged the McCain/Palin-campaign, and is a sign that women campaigning for high offices might 

lose votes solely on the grounds of having young children. 

 

Even though Palin received criticism during the campaign, it is very likely that she was also a role 

model for many women with young children considering entering the world of politics. In the 21st 

century, there are examples of women bringing children on campaign trails or having children while 

in office, but young women being elected for Congress is still a rare sight (Palmer & Simon, 2006, 
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pp. 65-66), which again supports the notion that many women do not enter politics until their 

children are grown which provides them with a shorter period in which to climb the political ladder. 

 

 

 

In this chapter it has been established that women are typically ascribed the soft personality traits 

whereas men are ascribed the hard personality traits which gives men an advantage over women in 

politics as the hard personality traits are valued higher in politicians. Consequently, women need to 

adapt themselves to masculine traits in order to be successful in running for office. Another 

consequence of women being ascribed the soft personality traits is that they are perceived to be 

more liberal than is actually the case which in primaries give Democratic women candidates an 

advantage compared to Republican women candidates as the electorate in these elections typically 

consists of very ideologically strong voters. 

 

Furthermore, it has been established that women are main caretakers of home, children and family 

even in dual-career families and even when being in political office. Women themselves believe 

that family responsibilities is a reason for the low number of women in politics and research shows 

there is a fair chance of this being true as women officeholders to a larger extent than men have no 

children and are unmarried. This could entail that women wishing to pursue a political career face a 

choice between having a family or a career. It is a possibility that women put a political career on 

hold until after having had children as women state legislators are older than men state legislators 

and also, the majority of women state legislators do not consider a political career attractive until 
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after the age of 30 whereas the majority of men legislators do so before the age of 30. 

Consequently, because women enter politics late, they have less time than men to achieve high 

office, and this could be a reason for the underrepresentation of women in high office. 

 

The last finding of this chapter is that women might be influenced by the fact that the American 

society has moved in a more conservative direction since the nineties which has brought along “the 

Mommy Wars”. According to polls, a vast majority of women believe it to be best for the children 

to be brought up by a stay-at-home mother and in the US, the number of stay-at-home mothers is 

increasing. “The Mommy Wars” and the fact that Palin and her familial situation was object of 

critique could potentially discourage some women from pursuing a political career as most women 

believe that children are better off with a full-time mother. 
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3. Political Ambition 

 

“When women run, women win”. This has become a well-known phrase after the National 

Women’s Political Caucus launched their study in 1994 on women’s success in elections when they 

run (Dolan, 2006, 20-23 Apr., p. 5). But if women do not express the same levels of political 

ambition as do men, this could be one reason for the low number of women in politics. Therefore, 

the subject of political ambition will be discussed and analysed in this chapter. 

 

 

 

Richard L. Fox and Jennifer L. Lawless (2005) have conducted a study named the Citizen Political 

Ambition Study of which the objective was to examine whether or not men and women with the 

same personal characteristics and professional credentials are equally politically ambitious at the 

earliest stage of emerging as potential candidates (Fox & Lawless, 2005, p. 4). They found that men 

and women are not similarly politically ambitious, and that this could very well be one of the 

reasons for why there are so few women in politics. 

 

 In order to reach their objective, 3,765 respondents16, all emanating from the same four lines of 

professions namely education, business, law and political activism17, filled in questionnaires about 
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 1,969 men and 1,796 women 
17

 The four lines of professions were chosen because it is from these  lines of professions most politicians derive from.  
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their sociodemographic background, familial arrangements, political activism, political outlook, 

political experience and willingness to run for office (Fox & Lawless, 2005, p. 33). 

 

Previous findings show that women and men are equally interested in politics. There are more 

female registered voters than men, and women also take actively part in politics by attending public 

meetings and rallies, sign petitions and write to elected governours. The only ways in which men 

are more politically involved than women are that they are more likely to have contributed money 

to a campaign, and that they more often attend political meetings (as reported in Fox & Lawless, 

2005, p. 40). But when it comes to political ambition, men and women are not similarly politically 

ambitious. Fox and Lawless asked their respondents if they had ever considered running for office, 

and there were some statistically significant differences according to gender. 
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Figure 3.1 Number of Men and Women who Have Considered Running for Office 

 

Adapted from Fox & Lawless, 2005, p. 44 

 

Figure 3.1 above clearly shows that men are more politically ambitious than women. 59 per cent of 

the men in the sample have considered a candidacy either seriously or briefly compared to only 43 

per cent of the women in the sample. Therefore, lack of political ambition amongst women could 

account for the low number of women in politics or at least be one reason hereof. 

 

Fox and Lawless (2005, p. 49) also asked the respondents which level of office they would ever be 

interested in seeking at present or in the future, if they were going to run for office. The responses 

show that men and women are almost equally interested in running at the local level for positions at 

school boards, different councils or as mayor, but men were considerably more likely than women 

to be interested in seeking state or federal offices such as  positions for governour, representative or 
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senator. For example, 15 per cent of the women in the sample would seek a seat in the House of 

Representatives if running, whereas 28 per cent of the men would do the same (Fox & Lawless, 

2005, p. 49). Of the respondents in the sample, 12 per cent of the men compared to only 7 per cent 

of the women decided to seek office, which reaches statistical significance (Fox & Lawless, 2005, 

p. 46). Of those who chose to seek office, the men were more likely than the women to seek state 

offices whereas the women were more likely than the men to seek local offices (Fox & Lawless, 

2005, p. 41). The fact that women prefer local offices and are less interested than men in higher 

offices may be a reason for the low number of women in high offices. 

 

Additional questions were asked in order to determine the underlying reasons for the low levels of 

political ambition among eligible women, and especially two factors stood out as reasons for them 

having less political ambition than men. The first reason is that women are 34 per cent less likely 

than men to be recruited from political actors being both party officials, elected officials and 

nonelected political activists (Fox & Lawless, 2005, p. 85), and as receiving encouragement and 

support to run for office makes both men and women four times more likely to consider a candidacy 

(Fox & Lawless, 2005, p. 93), women not being encouraged and recruited as often as men, makes 

less women consider a candidacy. The subject of recruitment will be examined more detailed in the 

chapter on party attitudes and recruitment. The other most important factor for women holding low 

levels of political ambition is that women underestimate their own qualifications as illustrated by 

the numbers in Figure 3.2 below. 

 

  



Women in American Politics: Why so few?  Political Ambition 

38 

 

Figure 3.2 Eligible Candidates’ Self-assessments 

 

Adapted from Fox & Lawless, 2005, p. 98 

 

The women in the eligible pool of candidates are more than twice as likely as men to deem 

themselves as not at all qualified for political office, whereas men are almost twice as likely as 

women to consider themselves very qualified for political office. This result arises in spite of the 

fact that these women are actually just as qualified as men to hold elective positions. They have 

achieved similar levels of professional success in the lines of business chosen for this survey, and 

they are equally educated and credentialed (Fox & Lawless, 2005, p. 96). Even after controlling for 

a number of variables, for example political knowledge, political interest and recruitment, the 

average female respondent’s likelihood of responding “not at all qualified” is 15 percentage points 

higher than that of the male respondents (Fox & Lawless, 2005, p. 100). Furthermore, women need 

to see themselves as qualified more than men do in order to consider running for office. Women are 

52 percentage points more likely to consider running for office when they view themselves as “very 

qualified” compared to when they view themselves as “not at all qualified”. Men only rise 30 

percentage points on this scale, but they are more than twice as likely as women to express political 
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ambition even when they consider themselves as “not at all qualified”. Men and women who view 

themselves as “very qualified” to run for political office are almost similarly likely to consider 

running (Fox & Lawless, 2005, pp. 100-102). 

 

 Furthermore, women are less likely than men to think that they will be able to win a race for the 

first office they seek. 37 per cent of the male respondents think that it is likely or very likely that 

they will win, whereas only 25 per cent of the women share this view. Women are also far more 

likely than men to believe it to be very unlikely that they will win a race for the first office they 

seek with 31 per cent of women believing this, whereas only 19 per cent of the men believe this 

(Fox & Lawless, 2005, p. 98). The facts that women do not view themselves as qualified for office 

to the same extent as men do, and that they do not share beliefs with men in regards to their chances 

of winning suggest that women have low levels of self-esteem compared to men. 

 

Fox and Lawless (2005) also examine the reasons for this difference in self-evaluations among men 

and women through interviews with 100 men and 100 women. Three reasons seem to explain this; 

firstly, perceptions of a sexist political world dominated by men’s values which leads these women 

to believe that they have to be more qualified than their male counterparts in order to be successful 

(Fox & Lawless, 2005, pp. 103-107), secondly, the women tend to look more to their professional 

and political experiences in evaluating their qualifications for office more than men do and doubt 

their personality qualities (Fox & Lawless, 2005, p. 110) and thirdly, many of the women 

respondents think that being in politics requires more qualifications than do men (Fox & Lawless, 

2005, pp. 114-116). 
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All of these factors suggest that gender socialisation serves as a major obstacle to women’s political 

ambition. Gender socialization is the sociological process by which boys and girls are brought up 

differently, resulting in men and women acting in sex-typed manners based on societal expectations 

(Ahmed, 2006, p. 2). The family, the school, peers, community, the media, the legal system and the 

cultural belief system all play a role in this (as reported in Ahmed, 2006, p. 4).  For example, Jeanne 

H. Block (as reported in Ahmed, 2006, pp. 4-6) has carried out an extensive review of previous 

studies that focused on the different ways in which boys and girls are brought up by parents and in 

the educational system. Block found that parents socialise boys to be achievement-oriented and 

independent, providing them with great pressure to be self-reliant and strong-willed whereas parents 

socialise girls to be kind, unselfish, attractive and well-mannered. Block (as reported in Ahmed, 

2004, pp. 5-6) also found differences in the attention given to boys and girls by teachers at 

educational levels up to and in the university. Teachers were more likely to give attention to boys in 

both positive and negative situations. In four groups of school children, girls with high levels of 

achievement received extremely low levels of positive feedback that would strengthen their self-

confidence and instead received degrading comments. Block (as reported in Ahmed, 2004, p. 6) 

believes that the discouraging and denigrating socialisation that girls are taught both in the home 

and the school results in girls being less self-confident and less problem-solving, and this could be 

why the women in the study by Fox and Lawless are not as self-confident as their male 

counterparts, leading them to hold lower levels of political ambition. 

 

The women in the sample in the Fox and Lawless study have already accomplished success in their 

respective lines of business but in spite of this, they are not as politically ambitious as their male 

counterparts. In order to have come this far, they must have a high level of confidence. However, it 

seems as though this self-confidence do not translate into political ambition. As mentioned 
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previously, women are just as politically interested as men, but a study by Ronald Rapoport (as 

reported in Ahmed, 2004, pp. 8-10) shows that women express their political attitudes to the same 

extent as men, seemingly because women have been raised to be lady-like and a lady does not 

discuss politics. Furthermore, Rapoport (as reported in Ahmed, 2004, pp. 8-10) finds that women 

are very reluctant to try and persuade others, which is a disadvantage in politics where it is 

necessary to persuade voters to support you. The fact that women are not comfortable with 

persuading others could lead them to express less political attitudes as the core of discussing politics 

often is to convince others of the validity of ones arguments. 

 

Also other researchers have examined whether or not women hold same levels of political ambition 

as men. For example, Fulton, Maestas, Maisel and Stone (2004, Apr., p. 9) have conducted a mail 

survey among 875 men and women upper and lower house state legislators in 1997 to detect gender 

differences in political ambitions to run for a seat in the House elections of 1998. They ask 

questions on the respondents’ backgrounds, their ambition levels for higher office, their feelings 

about personal and political costs of running as well as their views on the strategic environment in 

the district and their probability of running for a House seat in the 1998 elections (Fulton et. al., 

2004, Apr., p. 9). 

 

Fulton et al. (2004, Apr. p. 24) find that women are indeed less politically ambitious than men but 

that these women still chose to run for the House just as often as the men. Ambition in their study is 

divided into two stages; first, these state legislators have to perceive the office as attractive and 

valuable before even considering a run which is threshold ambition and secondly, if a state 

legislator perceives the office as attractive and valuable then he or she will enter into a stage of 
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actually considering running (Fulton, et. al., 2004, pp. 7-8). Fulton et. al. (2004, Apr., p. 6) believe 

that threshold ambition is a function of fixed chances of winning an election and fixed costs or 

personal costs. Fixed chances of winning is defined as the chances of winning at some point in the 

future and reflects the skills of the state legislator, and the partisan composition of the district, 

whereas fixed costs is defined as relocation costs, separation from family and friends, loss of leisure 

time and personal privacy and the presence or non-presence of children in the household. This 

means that if the costs of winning a congressional seat outweigh the chances of winning a 

congressional seat, a low level of ambition will be present (Fulton et. al. 2004, Apr., p. 6). In this 

stage of threshold ambition, women with children in the household are significantly less politically 

ambitious than their male counterparts. When both a male and female state legislator do not have 

children in the household, they are equally political ambitious whereas women with children in the 

household are 20 percentage point less likely to be politically ambitious than women with no 

children in the household. For men state legislators, the picture is completely different. Having 

children in the household actually makes male state legislators 10 percentage points more politically 

ambitious than men without children in the household (Fulton et. al., 2004, Apr., pp. 20-21). 

According to Fulton et al. (2006, Jun., p. 241), having children expands both men and women’s 

social networks and heightens their visibility in their communities. However, as women bear the 

primary responsibilities when having children and therefore, men have more time than women to 

make use of these advantages in the political world. 

 

The state legislators who are not politically ambitious in the first stage, i.e. those who do not 

perceive the office as attractive and valuable compared to the costs of attaining office, are excluded 

in the second stage of ambition where state legislators consider whether or not to run. The 

probability of running in a specific race, given that the state legislator hold stage one ambition for 
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the House of Representatives, is calculated as a function of variable chances of winning a seat in the 

House and variable costs of running. Variable chances of winning is defined as the chances of 

winning in a particular year looking especially at whether or not the incumbent is seeking reelection 

and the popularity of the incumbent if he or she is seeking reelection. Variable costs of running are 

defined as political considerations, for example what it will mean to give up one’s seat in the state 

legislature (Fulton et. al. 2004, Apr., p. 7). The findings of this study show that women that have 

reached this second level of ambition are just as likely as their male counterparts to run. When 

women state legislators consider the chances of winning to be very high, they are more than twice 

as likely as the male legislators to run whereas both men and women state legislators who perceive 

the chances of winning to be very small both have less than 10 per cent chance of running (Fulton 

et. al., 2004, Apr., p. 22). This implies that it is important to women that they have an actual chance 

of winning, and if this chance is present, they will be very likely to go for that seat, but having 

children in the household prevents women from viewing a House seat as attractive and thereby, it 

makes them less ambitious at the threshold level. 

 

 

 

The study by Fox and Lawless (2005) and the study by Fulton et al. (2004, Apr.) both reach the 

conclusion that women are less politically ambitious than men although at different levels of 

candidate emergence. Fox and Lawless (2005) examine political ambition among men and women 

in the four professions that most often precede a political career and Fulton et al. (2004, Apr.) 

examine political ambition more specifically among men and women state legislators in their 

ambitions to run for a seat in the House of Representatives. Furthermore, these two studies find 
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different reasons for women holding lower levels of political ambition than their male counterparts. 

Fox and Lawless’ findings show that the underlying reasons are that women are not recruited by 

political actors as often as men and that women underestimate their own qualifications, whereas 

Fulton et. al.’s findings show that women are less politically ambitious if children are present in the 

household. Fox and Lawless (2005, p. 65-66) also examine family responsibilities and children as a 

possible reason for women not being interested in seeking office, but they find that it has no 

statistical significance. However, in their follow-up personal interviews, Fox and Lawless find that 

children do influence women’s decisions to run. The differences in results from the two studies 

could simply be due to the fact that different eligibility pools have been examined and that women 

therefore have different reasons for not being as politically ambitious as men depending on where 

they derive from or it could stem from different political environments of the times of the two 

studies. It should also be noted that Fox and Lawless (2005) have far more respondents in their 

study than Fulton et. al. (2004, Apr.) and thereby, the margin of error is much smaller. All things 

considered, women seem to hold much lower levels of political ambition for different reasons, 

thereby making it a contributing reason for the low number of women in politics. 
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4. Public Attitudes towards Women 
 

In this chapter, the obstacles that women pursuing a political career or women already in politics 

may face due to the public’s perceptions of them will be addressed. Traditionally, women have had 

the role of the family and home caretaker whereas men were the ones working outside the home; 

bringing home the money. Since then, times have changed and women have now entered the labour 

market in great numbers. However, in 2007, according to a poll conducted by the Pew Research 

Center (Trends in Political Values, 2007, p. 97), one fifth of the American public still believed that 

women should return to their traditional role in society. 

 

Men and women’s abilities as leaders in the eyes of the public, vote choice and whether or not 

voters are inclined to vote for their own gender, the public’s feelings about a woman president and 

the impact of these factors on the low number of women in politics will also be focused upon in this 

chapter. 

 

 

 

The fact that there are few women in top political positions in the US compared to many other 

Western countries could be an indication that Americans hold old-fashioned values about women’s 

role in society. A poll conducted by the Pew Research Center among 2,007 respondents in 2006-

2007 shows that the US is still a country of old-fashioned values concerning marriage and family. 
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Figure 4.1 Percentage that Holds Old-fashioned Values about Family and Marriage 

 

Adapted from the Pew Research Center (Trends in Political Values, 2007, p. 98)18 

 

As Figure 4.1 illustrates, in 2007, 76 per cent of Americans hold old-fashioned values about family 

and this has not changed much over the last couple of decades. Even though the percentage is high, 

these values can cover many aspects of family life such as marriage before sex and children, mother 

as primary caregiver and no divorces, but this does not necessarily mean that Americans believe 

that women should be stay-at-home mothers. In the same survey (Trends in Political Values, 2007, 

p. 97), in 2007, merely 20 per cent of respondents were of the opinion that women should return to 

their traditional roles in society. However, one fifth of the population is still a considerable amount 

of people and potential voters. 

 

According to Whicker and Isaacs (as reported in Heldman, 2007, p.27), voters fear that placing a 

woman in high office will cause her to neglect her family in favour of the job or the other way 
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around. This is not an unsubstantiated fear as women in high office still attend to most of the duties 

at home as demonstrated in a survey by Sue Thomas (2002, Oct.). This survey was conducted in 

1997 in 15 states among 983 elected representatives and showed that only 27 per cent of the men in 

office were the ones in their households primarily responsible for cleaning, cooking, shopping and 

doing the dishes and laundry whereas the percentage for women in office was 72 per cent (Thomas, 

2002, Oct., p. 347). Moreover, for 67 per cent of the men in office, their spouse was primary 

caregiver for their children compared to 32 per cent of the women in office.  

 

A recent example of voters’ concern on this topic was the criticism Governor Sarah Palin faced 

when running as the Republican’s vice presidential candidate in the 2008 election. She has five 

children of which four are under the age of 18 and one suffers from Down’s Syndrome, and she was 

widely criticised in the media and by mothers for running for high office and thereby neglecting her 

children in their opinion. In contrast, family responsibilities was not an issue for Hillary Clinton, 

running for the Democratic presidential candidacy, however, her only child is grown. A reason for 

this criticism of Palin might be that her voters i.e. the Republicans to a smaller extent than 

Democrats would vote for a woman for Congress, if she had two school-aged children according to 

a poll by the Pew Research Center carried out among 1,033 Democrats and 881 Republicans (Morin 

& Taylor, 2008, 15 Sep.). 
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Figure 4.2 Percentage of Democrats and Republicans Willing to Vote for Women and Men 

Candidates with or without Children 

 

Adapted from the Pew Research Center (Morin & Taylor, 2008, 15 Sep.) 

 

Figure 4.2 above indicates that while many Americans still hold traditional family values, 

Republicans do so to a higher extent than Democrats, as they would prefer to vote for a man with 

children and a woman without children whereas Democrats would rather vote for a woman with 

children and a man without children. The fact that Republicans are more conservative in this 

context might be one reason for there being fewer Republican women in politics than Democratic 

women. On the other hand, Democrats are traditionally more progressive and thereby more open to 

change. 

 

In another poll conducted by the Pew Research Center among 2,250 respondents; 1,060 men and 

1,190 women, the public was asked who makes a better political leader; a man or a woman. While 

69 per cent said that men and women are equally qualified as leaders, 21 per cent responded that 
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men are better leaders whereas merely 6 per cent thought the same of women. (Men or Women, 

2008, 25 Aug.). This contrasts with the outcome of another question asked in the same poll where 

respondents were asked to first determine the importance of eight leadership traits in politics and 

thereafter respond to whether the traits are more true of women or men. 

 

Figure 4.3 Leadership Traits True of Women or Men 

 

Adapted from the Pew Research Center (Men or Women, 2008, 25 Aug).19 

 

As Figure 4.3 demonstrates, women prevail over men in five of eight leadership traits including 

“honest” and “intelligent” which were voted most important by the respondents. Men and women 

tie in two traits, and in only one case do men prevail over women i.e.  “decisive”. Interestingly, 

while women oust men in all the traditional female personality traits, they tie with men in 

“ambitious” and “hardworking”, which are traditionally masculine personality traits and even 
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prevail over men in “intelligent” which also has been attributed to men in the past (Dolan, 2008, 3-5 

Apr., pp. 2-3; Heldman, 2007, p. 21; Lawless, 2004, Sep., p. 480). This suggests that the public 

ascribes values that used to be solely attributed to men to women as well, and moreover the public 

still widely combines women with the feminine values. This is positive news for women as voters 

consider masculine traits to be more important than feminine traits at all levels of political office 

according to a study by Rosenwasser and Dean in 1989 (as reported in Lawless, 2004, p. 482). 

 

In addition, the Pew Research Center asked the public whether men or women in public office are 

better at four specific performance skills (Men or Women, 2008, 25 Aug.). Yet again, women 

prevail over men, this time on all the listed performance skills, which, combined with the poll on 

leadership traits, indicate that the public holds favourable views of women in several respects both 

regarding personality traits in general and performance skills of women in public office. 

Nevertheless, merely 6 per cent of the public consider women better leaders than men, compared to 

21 per cent considering men better leaders than women as previously mentioned. This could be a 

disadvantage for women candidates, especially in mixed gender races, as voters would probably 

prefer to be represented by the candidate they believe to be the better leader. 
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Figure 4.4 Performance Skills True of Women or Men in Public Office 

 

Adapted from the Pew Research Center (Men or Women, 2008, 25 Aug)20 

 

It seems as though many people assume that a man is better qualified than a woman solely on basis 

of his gender. This is also supported by the fact that the percentage of people willing to vote for a 

woman presidential candidate if she was equally qualified has been around 90 for the last ten years 

according to the Gallup Institute (Jones, 2007, 20 Feb.), but in 2008, when Rasmussen Reports (71 

% Willing to Vote, 2008, 17 Feb.) asked 800 people if they were personally willing to vote for a 

woman president now not including the part noting that she is equally qualified, only 72 per cent 

responded positively. The Gallup poll included 1,006 respondents and thereby, margins of error of 

approximately three can be attributed to both polls. This means that the difference in percentage 

points ranges from 10 to 22, but in any case it still is a statistically significant difference. 
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The reason for this difference in the Rasmussen Reports and the Gallup polling results might be the 

fact that a man has always held the top position in the country namely the presidential seat, and men 

have always held the majority in Congress. However, when raising the issue of vote choice, data 

collected by Kira Sanbonmatsu (2002) leads to the argument that women theoretically should have 

an advantage over men when running for office. She conducted a telephone survey of 455 

respondents in Ohio21 in which the respondents were asked whether they would vote for a woman, 

man or if they were neutral. The results showed that 4 percentage points more women than men 

were inclined to vote for their own gender, and the difference between men and women being 

neutral was 11 percentage points with men being more neutral (Sanbonmatsu, 2002, p. 23). This 

means that more women than men have an opinion as to whether they would vote for a man or a 

women and as more women than men are inclined to vote for their own gender, this should 

theoretically give women an advantage.  Respondents were also asked to choose between two 

hypothetical candidates (Sanbonmatsu, 2002, p. 28). In the one example, both candidates were men, 

one older and representing experienced leadership, one younger and representing change. In this 

example, the majority of those who previously in her survey had answered that they prefer a female 

candidate chose the younger candidate. In the other example, when the older candidate was 

substituted with a woman all other factors remaining the same, considerably more of the voters 

preferring a woman and those who were neutral would vote for the older, now female candidate. 

The reason for this might be that women have traditionally been outsiders as politics have been a 

man’s world for so many years and therefore, women running for office automatically represent 

change in effect of their gender (Sanbonmatsu, 2002, pp. 29-30). The results of Sanbunmatsu’s 

study show that women should have an advantage over men in elections. 
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In contrast, according to a study by Kathleen Dolan (as reported in Dolan, 2006, p. 34), 

Sanbonmatsu’s findings of gender preference cannot be recorded in actual elections. Dolan’s 

analysis of data from the National Election Study covering six elections for Congress from 1990-

2000 showed that voters based their vote choices on the same parameters when voting for a woman 

as when voting for a man. In elections where a woman ran for Congress, voters would most often 

vote for the candidate representing their own party and the incumbent. This represents normal 

voting behaviour, and demonstrates that when women run for office, voting behaviour does not 

change radically, as women as well as men are voted for by their fellow party affiliates, and women 

and men benefit equally from being incumbent. However, as Congress is largely dominated by men, 

incumbency will in all probability retain the male majority for many years to come. Furthermore, 

this study by Dolan (as reported in Dolan, 2006, p. 37) showed that there was no consistency in 

when certain voter groups would vote for a woman when looking over the six elections. For 

example, in some elections, the majority of men would vote for a woman but not in other elections. 

The exceptions are minority groups and in Senate races, voters with liberal ideologies which were 

inclined to support women but still not in every election. 

 

Dolan finds that voting behaviour does not change in mixed gender races for Congress which in 

turn should mean that women ought to fare as well as men in elections. An examination of the 

congressional election results from 2006 and 2008 supports this statement as women win at 

approximately the same rates as men in the House of Representatives and at even better rates in the 

Senate as illustrated in the table below. This suggests that no voter bias exist at least in the 

congressional general elections. However, the number of women candidates is considerably lower 

than the number of men candidates. 
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Table 4.1 Winning Percentages of Women and Men Candidates for Congress 

 Men Women 

 Senate House Senate House 

 Candidates % won Candidates % won Candidates % won Candidates % won 

2006 53 45 684 52.5 12 66 135 54.8 

2008 60 50 686 51.6 7 57 134 55.2 
Based on data from the Green Papers 2006 U.S. Senate, n.d.; the Green Papers 2006 U.S. House, n.d.; 

the Green Papers 2008 U.S. Senate, n.d.; the Green Papers 2008 U.S. House, n.d. 

 

Since 1937, the Gallup Institute has regularly measured how large a percentage of the American 

public has been willing to vote for a female presidential candidate if she is nominated by their own 

party and is generally well-qualified. 
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Figure 4.5 Percentage Willing to Vote for a Woman President 1937-2007 

 

Based on data from Gallup (Jones, 2007, 20 Feb.)22 

 

As Figure 4.5 illustrates, the number of respondents willing to do so has been rising throughout the 

years with 1999 as a peaking point of 92 per cent. There have been few exceptions to this ongoing 

trend for example in 1969, where the support for a woman president dropped four percentage points 

from 57 per cent in 1967. This might have been influenced by the acceleration of the women’s 

movement that took place in these years which could have back lashed. Another example is in 2003, 

which was the first survey carried out by Gallup following the 9/11-attacks. The next and latest 

survey of 2007 shows a slight increase from 2003, but it has yet to reach the peaking point of 1999. 

This might be an indicator that the focus on war and terrorism of the 21st century has an impact on 
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the public’s support for a woman in the White House. This is further underlined by Jennifer 

Lawless (2004, Sep., p. 485) who carried out a survey23 a year after the attacks asking the exact 

same question as Gallup. The results of this survey showed that merely 65 per cent were willing to 

vote for a female president at this time. It is merely speculation, but it seems that current affairs 

have an impact on the public’s support for a woman president. 

 

On the basis of these results, it can be argued that the public puts more trust in a man leading the 

nation in a time of war than a woman. This is supported by several polls and surveys (Men or 

Women, 2008, 25 Aug; Lawless, 2004, Sep. p. 482). 

 

  

                                                             
23

 Carried out by Knowledge Networks from 23 Aug.-11 Sep. 2002 among 2,119 respondents; 1,104 women, 1,015 

men. 
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Figure 4.6 Public Perceptions of whether Women or Men in Public Office are Better at 

dealing with Certain Issues 

’ 

Adapted from the Pew Research Center (Men or Women, 2008, 25 Aug).24 

 

Figure 4.6 above clearly illustrates how the public perceives women as better at handling social 

issues whereas they believe that the “tougher” issues are better dealt with by men which is also 

supported by Lawless’ (2004, Sep., p. 482) results showing that 61 per cent believe that a man is 

better at handling a military crisis whereas only 3 per cent think the same of women. One “tough” 

issue is the war on terrorism which has received much attention, not least during the 2004 

presidential race between George W. Bush and John Kerry. This race is a very good example of 

how military experience and service can play a dominant role in presidential elections, and Kerry’s 

heroic actions in the Vietnam War for which he received a Silver Star medal was attempted 

discredited by other Vietnam veterans opposing his candidacy. These allegations hurt the Kerry 

campaign (Caldwell, 2004, 24 Oct.) and is an example of feminisation in which the opposition tries 
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0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Dealing with social 

issues

Dealing with crime 

and public safety

Dealing with national 

security and defence

Are Men or Women in Public Office 

Better At...

Men

Women



Women in American Politics: Why so few?  Public Attitudes towards Women 

58 

 

to make the opponent seem less of a man in situations where it is important to emphasise one’s 

masculine traits as for example in a presidential race (Heldman, 2007, p. 23). According to a poll by 

The Pew Research Center carried out among 1,509 respondents (Voters Remain in Neutral, 2007, 

23 Feb.), when asked which personality traits they find most appealing in a presidential candidate, 

48 per cent of respondents answered “Military service” which thereby topped the list. This gives the 

impression that military experience is very important to the public, which could pose as a barrier for 

women pursuing the presidential seat, as few women have served in the military. 

 

However, it might seem that the mood in the US is now shifting as more and more people oppose 

the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and a poll conducted in October 2006 by Program for 

International Policy Attitudes25 and Knowledge Networks among 1,058 respondents (What Kind of 

Foreign Policy, 2006, 20 Oct., p. 7) shows that 65 per cent of Americans felt that the Bush 

administration had been too militaristic. The people now want a more cooperative and 

compromising approach, which is positive news for women as they are often associated with those 

qualities by the public (Beinart, Ladies’ Choice). The recent presidential election is another sign of 

the American public being open to change as it in November 2008 elected Barack Obama who has 

never served in the army and is the first Afro-American president. It could be speculated that this 

trend will continue and strengthen in years to come which was the case in the later and post years of 

the Vietnam War. When the opposition against the war increased in the late sixties and early 

seventies, the support for a woman president rose by 13 percentage points in only two years26. 

 

                                                             
25

 Program for International Policy Attitudes, or PIPA, do research in American attitudes in both the public and 

policymaking communities (What Kind of Foreign Policy, 2006, 20 Oct., p. 2). 
26

 See Figure 4.5 
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In summary, in this chapter, it has been established that Americans to some extent still hold 

traditional values concerning women’s role in society. 20 per cent believe that women should return 

to their traditional role in society. This is a large percentage among potential voters who could 

discard women candidates merely on the basis of the very conservative belief that women should 

not work outside the home. Seeing that political candidates are evaluated on many factors, to lose a 

potential one fifth of the vote on basis of something that cannot be changed namely gender is a 

major problem for attaining gender equality in politics. Moreover, one fifth of the American 

population believes men to be better leaders than women, whereas only one twentieth believes than 

women are better leaders than men. Again, this could cost potential votes for the women. The 

public opinion is however contradicting as out of eight leadership traits, the public only believes 

one to be more true of men but five to be more true of women, and out of four performance skills, 

the public believes women to outperform men in all four. 

 

Theoretically, women should have an advantage over men as they denote change but this cannot be 

detected in real elections as normal voting behaviour persists also in mixed gender races. Therefore, 

women should have the same chances of winning as men except from the fact that normal voting 

behaviour includes voting for the incumbent candidate which in most cases will be a man given the 

underrepresentation of women. However, according to election results, women win at equal rates as 

men if not better than men. 

 

It has also been established that women are disadvantaged in regards to getting elected as president 

as women to a much smaller extent have served in the military, an important feature to the public. 

Moreover, in times of war, public support for a woman president drops, but evidence suggest that 
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when mood towards war shifts in a negative direction, the support for a woman president increases. 

Another interesting aspect found in this chapter is that a significant part of the American population 

does not think that women are as qualified to be president as men in that the support for a women 

president in polls drops radically if it is not spelled out in the question that she is equally qualified. 
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5. Party Attitudes and Recruitment 
 

A poll conducted by the Pew Research Center27 shows that the public believes that men holding 

back women in politics and discrimination in general are reasons number two and three respectively 

for the underrepresentation of women in higher offices. There are many men in politics and within 

the parties, for example, the majority of party leaders and officials are men (Niven, 1998, p. 35). In 

turn, if men do hold back women in politics, it is a probability that parties hold back women as 

well. 

 

In this chapter, it will be discussed and analysed whether or not political parties hold back women 

in their efforts to become elected for office. Institutionally, American political parties have almost 

no say in who are nominated through primaries as that decision lies solely in the hands of the voting 

members of parties. Only prior to primaries, do they have the opportunity to exercise their influence 

by means of encouragement and recruitment (Burrell, 1994, p. 81). During primaries, the parties 

exert their influence via endorsements of the candidates. There are few women in elected office, 

and one reason for this is undoubtedly that not enough women run. The question is whether or not 

this could be a sign of lack of encouragement and recruitment efforts from the parties or if women 

are actively discouraged from running. 
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 See Appendix 
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As described in the chapter on political ambition, Fox and Lawless (2005) found that one of the two 

main reasons for women holding lower levels of ambition than men is that women in a much 

smaller scale than men receive encouragement from the parties i.e. party leaders, elected officials 

and political activists, and as Fox and Lawless (2005, p. 93) find that both men and women are four 

times more likely to consider running when receiving encouragement to do so it is quite possible a 

reason for the low number of women in politics. Fox and Lawless’ second wave of the Citizen 

Political Ambition Panel Study in 2008 substantiates their finding from 2005 (Fox & Lawless, 

2008). The 2008 study was carried out among 2,036 men and women from the professions of law, 

business, education and political activism from where political candidates often emerge (Fox & 

Lawless, 2008, p. 7). On average, women are ten percentage points less likely than men to receive 

suggestions to run for office (Fox & Lawless, 2008, p. 27) in spite of the facts that the respondents 

have expressed equal levels of interest in politics and that they hold the same levels of 

accomplishments within their lines of business (Fox & Lawless, 2008, p. 8). Fox and Lawless 

included different variables to detect what parameters could increase the likelihood of being 

recruited by electoral gatekeepers i.e. party leaders, elected officials and political activists. For 

example, attendance to political and party meetings enhance the chances of recruitment by roughly 

13 percentage points. However, the variable of gender surpasses all other parameters as being a man 

potential candidate already involved in political activities as opposed to a woman potential 

candidate already involved in political activities increases the chance of being recruited by any of 

the three aforementioned gatekeepers by 16 percentage points (Fox & Lawless, 2008, pp. 13, 32). 

 

Republican women are more likely than Democratic women not to have received encouragement to 

run as they differ from their Republican male counterparts by 13 percentage points whereas 

Democratic women differ from their male counterparts by only 6 points (Fox & Lawless, 2008, p. 
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27). Fox and Lawless (2008, p. 9) suggest that this imbalance derives from the fact that women’s 

organisations mostly promote the candidacies of progressive women and thereby often Democratic 

women as Republicans tend to be more conservative. Women’s organisations work to include more 

women in the circles and networks from which candidates are recruited, and therefore, all things 

considered, Democratic women have an advantage over Republican women when it comes to 

recruitment. However, men are still encouraged to run for office in larger scales than women, and as 

both men and women place great importance in encouragement when deciding whether or not to 

run (Fox & Lawless, 2005, p. 89), it could be argued that this fact could reduce women candidacies. 

 

Kira Sanbonmatsu (2002, Aug., p. 802) has also examined recruitment in regards to party affiliation 

on local levels and finds that state party majority has a negative influence on the representation of 

Democratic women. The reason for this might be that Republican and Democratic women differ in 

what types of offices they seek. Her study is conducted on the basis of data from 1971-1999 from 

46 states (Sanbonmatsu, 2002, Aug., p. 797), and she finds that Republican women tend to seek 

offices with long sessions and low pay. These offices are often undesirable for Republican men as 

they tend to have a career besides their political career and for Democratic men and women as they 

tend to seek professional legislative offices i.e. full-time offices with high pay and many staff 

members (as reported in Sanbonmatsu, 2002, Aug., pp. 795-796). Sanbonmatsu (2002, Aug., p. 

804) suggests that the reason for this difference is that Democratic and Republican women derive 

from two different social eligibility pools28. Republican women are more likely to be homemakers 

and housewives which enable them to manage on a low pay and to have the time for long sessions. 

On the other hand, Democratic women tend to be working women and career women who seek 

                                                             
28

 Eligibility pool is the pool from which potential candidates emerge. Social eligibility pool focuses on the social status, 

in this case occupation of the potential candidates. 
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offices that will provide them with their main income i.e. offices with high pay (as reported in 

Sanbonmatsu, 2002, Aug., pp. 795-796). In Sanbonmatsu’s (2002, Aug., p. 802) study, it is 

concluded that the representation of Democratic women is negatively connected with states where 

the Democratic Party holds the majority whereas this is not the case for Republican women. The 

fact that Democratic women prefer professional legislative offices as do their male counterparts 

might provide for a more competitive environment and thereby, reduce Democratic women’s 

chances. However, it must be noted that Sanbonmatsu’s findings are based on election data and not 

on surveys of potential candidates and therefore, it is pure speculations as to why women seek those 

offices. 

   

 The impact of parties’ encouragement on women’s decisions on where to run has been examined 

by Gertzog, Simard and Bernstein who conclude that women to a larger extent than men are 

encouraged by the parties to run in states or for seats that they have no or little chance of winning 

(as reported in Conroy, 2007, p. 140). As a result, women run as incumbents or challengers far more 

often than they do in open seat races. Running as challenger is very often futile as nearly all 

incumbents win when they seek reelection. Over the last fifty years, the success rate for incumbents 

in the House of Representatives has been an average 95.3 per cent and for the Senate the percentage 

is 84.7, and incumbents even enjoy large margin victories (Palmer & Simon, 2006, pp. 36-40). As 

women who are not incumbents to a great extent run as challengers, they stand small chances of 

getting elected. 
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Table 5.1 Number of Women Challengers, Incumbents and Women Running for Open Seats 

Year Women House of 
Representatives 

Senate Governour 

  I29 O30 C31 I O C I O C 
2008 144 67 11 54 3 0 4 1 1 2 

2006 158 65 18 53 6 1 5 5 3 2 

2002 145 64 18 52 3 2 6 0 9 1 
Adapted from CAWP (Summary, 2008, 10 Nov.; Summary, 2007, 8 Jan.; List of Women Candidates, 2002) 

 

One reason that there are not more women running in open seat races might be that women are not 

encouraged by party leaders and fellow party members to run in those cases where the chances of 

getting elected are better namely the open seat races. The 2008 elections were no exception to the 

hypothesis that women often run in “hopeless” races, i.e. against incumbents and in states and 

districts that usually are won by the opposite party, as only a very small number of women ran for 

open seats. For example, no women out of seven ran for the five open seats in the Senate races and 

only eleven out of 133 women ran for open seats in the House of Representatives as illustrated in 

Table 5.1. These numbers clearly indicate that women do often run in races where they have little 

chances of winning, and it could be argued that the reason for this is that parties think men to be the 

stronger candidate and that they do not want to “waste” him in “unwinnable” races. 

 

So far, this chapter has focused on encouragement, but it is also relevant to examine whether or not 

women to a higher extent than men are actively discouraged from running for office as this could 

potentially draw women away from the political world. David Niven (1998) has researched whether 

or not party leaders are biased against women, and in this connection, he found that many women 
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feel that party leaders discourage women from running (Niven, 1998, pp. 49-50). He asked the 

question “In your experience, have party leaders discouraged potential women candidates from 

running for office because of their gender?” (Niven, 1998, pp. 49) to 276 potential women 

candidates holding local offices in four states32 (Niven, 1998, pp. 42-46). 64 per cent of the local 

women officeholders answered affirmatively to this question, and they reported of being told that 

they “don’t belong here”, “you should be at home in your kitchen” and that the job of holding office 

“really needs a man” (Niven, 1998, pp. 49-50). Niven’s findings could mean that parties have a 

negative influence on women’s decisions to run. However, Niven has only examined 

discouragement in connection with women, and Fox and Lawless (2008, p. 10) asking both genders 

found that there are no statistically significant difference between the men and women who had 

experienced being dissuaded from running for office and that discouragement only takes place in a 

very small scale for both men and women. 

 

David Niven (2006, p. 484) also conducted a study of all declared candidates for the State House 

and State Senate in Florida in 2000 and 2002, and he found that women are more likely than men to 

receive discouraging feedback when running in states where their party is strong. His results 

showed that while almost the same percentages of men and women drop out of races, women are 

more likely to drop out of races their party would later win (Niven, 2006, pp. 481-482). This 

correlates with Kira Sanbonmatsu’s finding that women fare worse in states where their party is in 

the majority and is a sign that party leaders do not believe in women’s chances even in states where 

their party is strong. On the basis of these results and the fact that women are often encouraged to 

                                                             
32

 Ohio, California, New Jersey and Tennessee which were chosen because of the differences in population per county, 

state house party margin, number of elected women and legislative pay (Niven, 1998, p. 43). 
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run in unwinnable races, it could be argued that men in politics hold back women and is a reason for 

there being so few women in office. 

 

Barbara Burrell (1994, p. 99) disagrees and argues that women and men are treated equally within 

the parties, and in many cases, women are advantaged in receiving more financial support from the 

parties compared to men (Burrell, 1994, pp. 96-97). However, Burrell’s findings are based on the 

eighties and David Niven (1998), using more recent data, reaches the contrary conclusion that 

within the parties, women and men are not treated equally to men’s advantage and that party leaders 

are biased against women. Niven (1998, pp. 44-45) conducted a survey among 280 party county 

chairs representing party leaders in four states33 and the results indicate that party bias against 

women potential candidates does exist, and the consequences of this is that women candidacies are 

reduced by one third in his estimation (1998, p. 125). 

 

To have the support of party leaders when running for office is very important, and this supports 

Niven’s (1998, p. 125) thesis that party leaders’ bias against women candidates may reduce women 

candidacies by one third. Examples of party leaders exerting their influence which probably 

impacted election outcomes are the former Chairman of the Democratic Congressional Campaign 

Committee, Rahm Emanuel and the former Chairman of the Democratic Senatorial Campaign 

Committee, Charles Schumer. In the 2006 mid-term elections, they handpicked candidates, helped 

raise campaign funds, pushed candidates to work hard and provided candidates with endorsements 

from prominent political figures. For example, Rahm Emanuel had Bill Clinton publicly say that the 

Democratic candidate, Joe Sestak was “his man”. In this election, the Democrats gained an 
                                                             
33

 Ohio, California, New Jersey and Tennessee which were chosen because of their difference in population per 

county, state house party margin, number of elected women and legislative pay (Niven, 1998, p.43). 
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astonishing 28 seats and a great part of the success has been attributed to Schumer and Emanuel’s 

work (Bendavid, 2006, 12 Nov.). This example shows that the support of party leaders carries great 

importance for a candidate’s campaign and the success of it, and if Niven’s conclusion that women 

are biased against by party leaders is right, this gives women candidates a disadvantage. 

 

 

Niven believes that there are two possible types of bias against these women; the outgroup effect 

and the distribution effect of which the outgroup effect dominates. The outgroup effect involves the 

tendency to relate positively to people similar to oneself and thinking of others as less valued 

groups (Niven 1998, pp. 10-11). An example of this could be police officers favouring other police 

officers simply because they are familiar with this occupation.  The distribution effect, on the other 

hand, involves favouring those who resemble the previous successful person, who in most cases 

will be a man, formerly holding a position where he has been successful in which case a man would 

be preferred as his successor (Niven, 1998, p. 11). Niven asks the party chairs additional questions 

to find out which effect is most prevalent, one question for example concerning favourability of 

candidates with different occupations. The party chairs are presented with a list of seven candidates 

all with different occupations and the chairs were asked to rank them from one to seven based on 

their capability to win a race for a state legislature. The seven occupations on the list were grade 

school teacher, television reporter, police officer, sales person, attorney, former professional athlete 

and someone holding the same primary position as the chairs themselves. In this case, Niven finds 

that the outgroup effect is most prevalent as the majority of the respondents ranks the candidate 

holding their own primary occupation as having the best chances of winning a race. They did not 

chose the occupations most prevalent in politics which would have been sign of the distribution 
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effect (Niven, 1998, pp. 53-55) Niven finds that the outgroup effect is predominant meaning that 

women are discriminated against by men due to the fact that they do not belong into the group of 

men. As the majority of politicians and party leaders are men, this has a substantial effect, and 

Niven (1998, p. 125) estimates that this existence of the outgroup effect reduces women’s 

candidacies by one-third in comparison to what would be expected with no bias. 

 

On the other hand, Kira Sanbonmatsu (2005) concludes that party leaders on state levels believe 

women to have an electoral advantage over men. She carried out a study to determine whether or 

not party leaders on local levels believed that women fared worse than men in elections and if the 

results were connected with the election results of the state from which the party leaders worked in. 

Sanbonmatsu (2005, p. 7) carried out a mail survey among more than 200 party leaders, i.e. state 

legislative leaders, state party chairmen and executive directors from 39 states following the 

elections of 2002. The party leaders were asked whether or not they believed that women or men 

have an electoral advantage, and if they believed that there were many, few or no districts in their 

state in which it would be difficult for a woman to win an election. The results of this study show 

that party leaders believe women to have an electoral advantage over men with 24 per cent saying 

that men have the advantage and 30 per cent saying that women are in the advantaged position 

(Sanbonmatsu, 2005, p. 8). An average34 of 58 per cent of party leaders believed that there were 

districts in their states where women would have difficulties, however, most of the respondents 

answered “a few” to this question (Sanbonmatsu, 2005, p. 8). Additionally, more than two fifths 

answered that there were no districts in which women would have problems running. 

Sanbonmatsu’s study shows that party leaders are not as negative towards women as both Niven’s 
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 An average between 62 per cent of legislative leaders and 53 per cent of state party leaders. 
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studies give the impression of. However, the fact that both these studies use a very small number of 

respondents leaves room for large margins of error. 

 

 

 

The findings in this chapter show that women potential candidates are encouraged in a much 

smaller degree than are men and that women candidates are more often than men encouraged to run 

in hopeless races by the parties. As both men and women are four times more likely to run when 

encouraged by party leaders, elected officials and party activists, the smaller amount of 

encouragement women receive cause fewer women to run and thereby, this is a contributing factor 

to the low number of women in politics. Active discouragement exists only in a very small scale 

and women are not discouraged any more than are men. Thus, the problem for women in 

connection with the parties is the lack of encouragement rather than the presence of active 

discouragement. 

 

Having the support of one’s party is very important as the parties often work hard to have their 

favoured candidate elected. Researchers differ in opinion as to whether or not party leaders are 

biased against women, but on the basis of the fact that women are encouraged to run in a much 

smaller degree than are men, it could be argued that parties are biased against women. 
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6. Media Attitudes towards Women 

 

In this chapter, it will be examined how the media depict women in politics and the influence of the 

media on the public. In this connection, the agenda setting theory on how the media have an 

influence in setting the agenda for which issues are important and not important will be evaluated 

and the reinforcement theory on how the media simply reinforce existing values and beliefs will be 

evaluated as well. Moreover, in this chapter, it will be described how women and men politicians 

are depicted differently by the media and examined if this could have an impact on women’s 

representation in politics. This will be discussed in regards to women already in Congress, 

congressional campaigns as well as presidential campaigns. 

 

As described and discussed in the chapters “Women’s Role in Society” and “Public Attitudes 

towards Women”, high political offices are seen as men’s domain and male traits are considered 

more important in a politician than are those of women. The question is whether or not the media 

also hold these views and reinforce stereotypical views of women, and in that case, if this affects 

women’s chances in politics. 
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With television, radio, print media and the internet, news are being reported to the American public 

at all hours. It is not possible to claim that the media create the opinions of the public35, but they 

could influence them in setting the agenda. The agenda setting theory was introduced by Walter 

Lippman in 1922, and it fundamentally suggests that the mass media by the way they present news 

stories have an influence on which stories the receivers find most important and thereby, the media 

also have influence on public opinion. (Agenda Setting Theory, 2004, 2 Sep.). The agenda setting 

theory is based on two main principles: “the press and the media do not reflect reality; they filter 

and shape it” and “media concentration on a few issues and subjects leads the public to perceive 

those issues as more important than other issues” (Agenda Setting Theory, 2004, 2 Sep.). Lippman 

believed that the actions of people are based on images made by themselves or given to them as 

opposed to their actions being based on knowledge and observations (Whitaker, 2006, p. 81). In the 

case of politics, most images are provided by the mass media, and thereby, it has been focused and 

filtered by reporters, journalists and editors. Maxwell McCombs (n.d., pp. 5-7) has done research on 

this theory and suggests that not only do the media set the agenda of the public, but they also 

influence the way in which the public should think about issues. Thereby, the media decide which 

topics are important and should be discussed and in what way i.e. negatively or positively, and 

consequently, the media may help shape opinions and attitudes of the public (Heldman et. al., 2005, 

pp. 316-317). As a result, if women candidates are depicted differently from men in the media, this 

might influence the public opinion and may even have an influence on women’s chances in politics. 
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 The Bullet Point Theory suggests that the media is a very powerful institution and that the audience is an uncritical 

mass who believes anything the media communicates thereby giving the media the opportunity to shape public 

opinion. However, this theory is based on speculations and observations and has never been proven and therefore, it 

has not been found relevant in connection with this thesis (Turnbull & Schwartz, n.d., pp. 2-3) 
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Another media theory that cannot be discarded is the reinforcement theory. This theory suggests 

that the media have only very little influence in shaping public opinion in that they merely reinforce 

the beliefs and values already existing in society, and for example, family, peer groups, schools and 

co-workers have far more influence than the media (Hindle & Klyver, 2006, 16 Nov., p. 219). 

Research shows that personal discussants, i.e. the ones with whom people discuss politics, shape the 

opinion of an individual to a higher extent than do the media (Schmitt-Beck, 2003, Apr., p. 233; 

Elder & Greene, 2003, p. 385). McCombs (n.d., pp. 9-10) who is an advocate of the agenda setting 

theory also concedes that the agenda setting theory is not applicable in all situations as the level of 

interest in and uncertainty about an issue determines how much the media influence the opinion of 

an individual. 

 

According to David Weaver (2009, 2 Feb.), journalists themselves believe their role in influencing 

public opinion to be quite large. His research is based upon a telephone survey among 1,147 print, 

broadcast and web journalists in 2002, and he compares the results with similar surveys carried out 

in 1982 and 1992 (Weaver, 2009, 2 Feb., p. 1). On a scale from 1 to 10, 10 being the highest degree 

of influence, journalists ranked their influence on public opinion as a mean of 7.4 which was also 

the case in 1982 and 1992. Furthermore, the journalists also believed that they have too much 

influence on public opinion (Weaver, 2009, 2 Feb., p. 3). Based on these findings and the two 

media theories previously mentioned, it is not possible to claim with certainty that media influence 

public opinion, however, several factors indicate that they have at least some influence. 

 

An aspect that may influence media attitudes towards women in politics is that only a few women 

hold top positions within media organisations. As of 2003, only 22 per cent of top editors are 
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women and 40 per cent are managing editors (Anger, 2005, Mar., p. 4). Moreover, the majority of 

columnists and reporters are male (Whitaker, 2006, p. 86), and in 2000, merely 39.9 per cent of 

news reporters were women (Cihasky et. al., 2006, 31 Aug.-3 Sep., p. 11). Thereby, fewer women 

compared to men have had the opportunity to influence what topics should be focused on and how 

women are depicted (Whitaker, 2006, p. 79). 

 

Studies have shown that the gender of the reporter plays a role in how women and men candidates 

are covered in the media (Devitt, n.d.; Aday & Devitt, 2000, 2 Sep.). The White House Project has 

carried out a study (Devitt, n.d., pp. 34-36) to determine how the media cover women candidates 

and if they receive the same amount and quality of coverage as men candidates. Furthermore, in the 

study it was also examined whether or not reporter gender plays a role in this context. The study 

analysed 350 newspaper articles covering five 1998 gubernatorial races and one 1998 attorney 

general race from nine daily newspapers36. The results showed that reporter gender played a role in 

certain circumstances. For example, male reporters were significantly more likely to emphasize 

personal aspects of women candidates than the female reporters who reported on personal aspects of 

both the men and women candidates. Moreover, female reporters were more likely than male 

reporters to write stories with focus on women candidates (Devitt, n.d., p. 25). Seeing that there are 

more male than female reporters, this leaves women candidates disadvantaged in this context. 

 

When comparing research in the field of media coverage of senatorial and presidential races in 

regards to gender (Kahn, 1996; Bystrom et. al., 2004; Heldman et. al., 2005; Billingsley, 2008), it is 

evident that the media are biased against women, but they have become better at representing 
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women and men candidates equally. However, to some extent, the media still hold stereotypical and 

traditional views of women candidates in that women receive more personal coverage than men in 

terms of appearance, gender and family backgrounds indicating to the voters that a woman should 

be evaluated on her appearance to a higher degree than men should. Thereby, it could be argued that 

the media play a significant role as the public perceives women as worse leaders than men in that 

the media focus on personal coverage which undoubtedly is less serious coverage and consequently, 

the media may be a factor in the underrepresentation of women in politics. 

 

Earlier research analysing newspaper coverage of Senate campaigns in the eighties has shown that 

women candidates receive less coverage than do their male counterparts (Kahn, 1996). Kim Kahn 

(1996, p. 20) analysed newspaper coverage of 26 Senate races between 1983 and 1988 to determine 

whether or not the media provided men and women candidates with different news coverage. She 

found that the focus of women’s ads was not reflected in the media’s coverage of the women 

candidates but was so in the case of men candidates (Kahn, 1996, p. 40). For example, women 

candidates focused on female issues 59 per cent of the time but the media only focused on these 

issues 46 per cent of the time. In men candidates’ ads, male issues were discussed 73 per cent of the 

time and were proportionally covered by the media 71 per cent of the time.  

 

Kahn (1996, pp. 45-56) also found that women receive less media coverage than their male 

counterparts and that the quality of the coverage differed as well to the disadvantage of women. For 

example, 3.7 newspaper paragraphs a day per candidate were devoted to male candidates’ issue 

positions whereas women only received 2.9 paragraphs a day per candidate (Kahn, 1996, pp. 50-

51). Kahn’s study shows that in the eighties, women candidates for Senate were disadvantaged by 
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the media in that their issue positions were not communicated to the public to the same extent as 

those of their male opponents. Thereby, it could be argued that the voters did not receive enough 

information about women candidates’ issue positions which might have led them to perceive 

women as the lesser qualified candidates. 

 

However, more recent research indicates that the playing field is leveling out, and that women 

candidates for gubernatorial and congressional races now receive equal amounts of media coverage 

and in some cases even more than men candidates (Bystrom et. al., 2004). Bystrom, Banwart, Kaid 

and Robertson (2004, p. 174) carried out studies on the media coverage of the senatorial and 

gubernatorial mixed-gender races of 1998, 2000 and 2002. In 1998, Bystrom et. al. (2004, p. 176) 

found that women candidates received less overall coverage than men candidates but by 2000, the 

picture had changed as women now received more coverage than men. However, in the 2002 

elections, the coverage of men and women candidates was practically even. Bystrom et. al. (2004, 

p. 176) suggest that the shift to women’s advantage in 2000 may derive from the fact that former 

First Lady Hillary Rodham Clinton ran for Senate in New York this year and received much more 

media coverage than her male opponent Rick Lazio. Still, when removing the New York Senate 

race from the dataset, women received more coverage than men. However, it could be argued that 

the extensive media coverage of Clinton could positively have rubbed off on the media coverage of 

other women candidates. 

 

Even though it seems that the quantity of overall media coverage for women and men candidates 

has leveled out, the quality of the media coverage still differs in some aspects. Kahn’s (1996, p. 48) 

study of elections in the eighties revealed that women received more negative coverage on viability 
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compared to men, but the study of Bystrom et. al. (2004, p. 178) shows that this has changed and 

that women in all the election years studied are presented just as viable as men in the media. It is of 

crucial importance to be depicted as viable in the media as the media may help shape voters’ 

perceptions of the candidates, and Democrat Debbie Stabenow’s campaign for Senate in 2000 is a 

fine example of this (Bystrom et. al., 2004, p. 178). Stabenow ran as a challenger against the 

incumbent Spencer Abraham which gave her a worse starting point in the media as incumbents 

receive more coverage than challengers (as reported in Woodall & Fridkin, 2007, p. 75). However, 

she was presented as a viable candidate by the Detroit Free Press37 in every article on the race and 

she went on to win it (Bystrom et. al., 2004, p. 178). 

 

Previous research (as reported in Bystrom et. al., 2004, p. 178) has shown that women candidates 

receive more personal coverage in terms of appearance, gender and marital status. According to the 

study by Bystrom et. al. (2004, pp. 178-179), this has not changed as women are still mentioned in 

the media with reference to their gender, marital status or appearance far more often than men are. 

This could make the voters perceive women candidates as less serious and less qualified as the 

media’s personal coverage of women may remove focus from their political issues and viability to a 

larger extent than in the case of men. 

 

When it comes to issue coverage in senatorial races, there has been some change, as the Bystrom et. 

al. (2004, pp. 180-181) study does not provide any clear answer to whether women or men receive 

more issue coverage as it differs over the three election cycles. This means that in regards to issue 
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coverage, women are no longer disadvantaged by the media and the playing field has leveled out as 

there are only small differences in what issues men and women are being linked to in the media. 

 

It is evident that there is some gender bias favouring male candidates in senatorial and gubernatorial 

races, but this bias is even more outspoken on the presidential level although the picture is 

improving here as well. It is difficult to conclude on media bias in presidential elections as so few 

women who stood a chance according to the polls have sought the presidential nomination and 

therefore, the results of the research on this subject could very well be attributed to those women in 

particular and not women in this position in general. 

 

In recent years, there has been two prominent women contenders for the Presidency, namely 

Republican Elizabeth Dole in 1999 and Democratic Senator Hillary Clinton in 2008. Dole withdrew 

from the race before the first primary because of financing difficulties according to Dole herself 

(Heldman et. al., 2005, p. 331). Clinton lost the nomination to Barack Obama by a small margin. 

Following their candidacies, studies of the media coverage of the two women have been made, 

showing that women presidential candidates receive more personal coverage than the male 

contenders, but they also indicate that it is leveling out. To determine whether or not media 

coverage of women is changing, these two candidates provide good examples for comparison as 

they are very much alike in a number of aspects. Both of them have previously led political careers 

with Dole serving as Secretary of Labor and Secretary of Transportation and Clinton serving as 

Senator of New York. Moreover, both come from political families as Dole’s husband, Bob Dole 

ran for president in 1996 against Clinton’s husband, Bill Clinton who was the incumbent president 

at the time. What is also noteworthy is that both women did well in the polls, Dole second to the 
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leading contender, George W. Bush (as reported in Heldman et. al., 2005, p. 319) and Clinton 

leading the polls in the early stages of the primaries (McCain’s Support Soars, 2008, 3 Feb.) and 

later tying with Barack Obama (Steinhauser, 2008, 1 May). 

 

In terms of quantity of media coverage, there has been a change for the better from when Elizabeth 

Dole ran in 1999 to when Hillary Clinton ran in 2008. In 1999, even though Dole was second to 

George W. Bush in the polls, she consistently received less coverage than not only Bush but also 

John McCain who did considerably worse than Dole in the polls (Heldman et. al., 2005, p. 320). 

Heldman, Carroll and Olson (2005, pp. 317-318) carried out an analysis of 421 news stories from 

40 different daily newspapers from all over the US published between 12 March 1999 and 19 

October 1999 which is the period in which Elizabeth Dole was a contender in the race. In the 

articles, at least one of the six Republican candidates still contending for the nomination for the 

2000 presidential election until when Dole withdrew was mentioned. This analysis revealed that 

Bush was mentioned in 72.9 per cent of the articles while Dole was only mentioned in 19.7 per 

cent. Interestingly, McCain who was behind Dole in the polls was mentioned in 33 per cent of the 

articles (Heldman et. al., 2005, p. 320). When examining in-depth coverage i.e. the part of the 

articles in which at least 25 per cent of the text is focused on one candidate, Dole again came in 

third with only 5 per cent in-depth coverage behind McCain with 10.9 per cent and Bush in the lead 

with 32.8 per cent of the in-depth coverage (Heldman et. al., 2005, pp. 320-321). Nine years later, 

in 2008, when Hillary Clinton ran, there was not much difference in the coverage of her and her 

closest competitor Barack Obama as they received almost equal amounts of press coverage 

(Campaign Coverage Index, 2008). 
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Heldman et. al. (2005, p. 322) also examined the main focus of the articles on the contenders for the 

2000 presidential nomination and found differences here also. Articles on Bush and McCain 

focused mainly on issues whereas articles on Dole focused mostly on horse race coverage i.e. 

articles comparing her chances in the race to those of other candidates. In these cases, the coverage 

of Dole was mainly negative i.e. describing her as the losing candidate. In only 22.9 per cent of the 

articles in which Elizabeth Dole was mentioned did she receive issue coverage whereas Bush and 

McCain received issue coverage in 27.3 and 33.6 per cent of articles in which they were mentioned 

respectively (Heldman et. al., 2005, p. 322). The reason for McCain receiving most issue coverage 

may be attributed to him being a Senator and his involvement in several legislative initiatives 

during the period in which the examined articles were published (Heldman et. al., 2005, pp. 320-

321) whereas neither Bush nor Dole had any congressional background. In a study by Krista 

Billingsley (2008, p. 6) on the media coverage of Hillary Clinton’s 2008 campaign examining 170 

newspaper articles, editorials and university wires published between 20 January 2007 and 9 

October 2007, it is found that articles featuring Hillary Clinton in the headline and mentioning her 

at least three times provide Clinton with issue coverage in 61 per cent of the cases (Billingsley, 

2008, p. 12). Although not completely comparable, it is still a noteworthy difference from the 22.9 

per cent that Dole received. 

 

The media coverage of candidates’ appearance also shows significant differences between men and 

women. In the case of Elizabeth Dole, the analysis of the articles in which she is mentioned 

revealed that her dress or appearance was mentioned in 7.1 per cent of articles compared to only 3.3 

per cent and 0.8 per cent in the cases of Bush and McCain respectively (Heldman et. al., 2005, pp. 

323-324). However, when examining the in-depth articles on Dole, the percentage rises to 16.7 

(Heldman et. al., 2005, p. 323). Billingsley’s study (2008, p. 6) shows that 16.5 per cent of the in-
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depth coverage of Hillary Clinton paid attention to her dress or appearance which is almost on par 

with the amount of personal coverage that Dole received. Furthermore, the coverage of the 

appearance, dress and family of Elizabeth Dole was often negative whereas no demeaning 

comments on the appearance of the male contenders were found in the dataset (Heldman et. al., 

2005, p. 324). This was also the case for Hillary Clinton as much of the coverage of her dress and 

appearance was negative as well. For example, the Washington Post published an article in their 

fashion section on Hillary Clinton’s history of fashion inspired by her showing cleavage when 

speaking to the Senate: 

 

There was cleavage on display Wednesday afternoon on C-SPAN2. It 

belonged to Sen. Hillary Clinton. […] It was startling to see that small 

acknowledgment of sexuality and femininity peeking out of the conservative 

-- aesthetically speaking -- environment of Congress. After all, it wasn't 

until the early '90s that women were even allowed to wear pants on the 

Senate floor. It was even more surprising to note that it was coming from 

Clinton, someone who has been so publicly ambivalent about style, image 

and the burdens of both. (as quoted by Givhan, 2007, 20 July) 

 

This indicates that even though women now receive more issue coverage, there is still the same 

amount of focus on women presidential candidates’ dress and appearance from the media, and it is 

often negative. The frequency of the candidate’s family being mentioned was also examined in both 

the study on Elisabeth Dole and the one on Hillary Clinton. Dole’s case was exceptional as her 

nearest competitor was the son of the former President George H. W. Bush and her own husband 
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Bob Dole had previously been the Republican presidential nominee. Consequently, in in-depth 

articles on Dole, her family i.e. mostly her husband was mentioned in 61.9 per cent of them 

(Heldman et. al., 2005, p. 323). However, when examining the dataset in which she or Bush is 

mentioned at least once, references to Dole’s family are made in 11.4 per cent of the articles and in 

the case of Bush, the percentage is 15.1 (Heldman et. al., 2005, p. 324). Accordingly, presuming 

that times have not changed, Hillary Clinton would have received more coverage on her family than 

Dole did of hers seeing that Clinton’s immediate family included a former president as did the 

immediate family of Bush. However, Clinton’s husband was mentioned in 54.7 per cent of in-depth 

articles on her (Billingsley, 2008, p. 9) and thereby less frequently than in Dole’s case, which 

indicates that the media are now focusing more on the person as opposed to her family. 

Nevertheless, more than 50 per cent of in-depth articles mentioning Dole and Clinton’s husbands is 

still a substantial amount and may have influenced the public to believe that they were not 

independent or that it in Clinton’s case would become a Hillary/Bill Clinton presidency in that her 

husband is a former president. 

 

Whether or not the media describe a candidate as viable is another interesting factor as the media 

may shape the opinion of the public. Elizabeth Dole was criticised for lacking substance in 34.8 per 

cent of in-depth articles and campaigning difficulties of hers were mentioned in 34.2 per cent of the 

articles (Heldman et. al., 2005, p. 325). In comparison, the majority of in-depth articles on Hillary 

Clinton described her as the Democratic front-runner and several of the articles also mentioned 

endorsements and support for her campaign. Although Clinton was also criticised and her viability 

was questioned in many articles, she was consistently reported as leading the polls throughout 2007 

with the exception of one week in which Barack Obama took the lead. (Billingsley, 2008, p. 14). 

The fact that Dole’s campaign received much more negative coverage than the one of Clinton may 
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be the answer to why Dole had difficulties raising funds and therefore withdrew at an early stage 

whereas Clinton went on to the primaries. This also shows how important it is to have your 

supporters and endorsements reported in the media. 

 

The gender of both Elizabeth Dole and Hillary Clinton was also focused upon by the media during 

their campaigns as gender, in Dole’s case, was commented upon in 63.9 per cent of in-depth articles 

and in Clinton’s case, it was either focus of or mentioned in in-depth articles in 45.3 per cent of the 

cases. Again, this indicates that the media have become more equal in their coverage of women 

candidates as the mention of gender has decreased in the years that have passed since Dole’s 

campaign in 1999. However, there may be another reason for this change as Dole to some extent 

campaigned on the fact that she is a woman hence her campaign slogan: “Let’s Make History” (as 

reported in Heldman et. al., 2005, p. 325). Comparably, on several occasions, Clinton made it clear 

that she was not campaigning as a woman: 

 

[…] Obviously, I’m not running because I’m a woman. I’m running because 

I think I’m the most qualified and experienced person to hit the ground 

running in 2009. (as quoted in Part I, 2007, 24 July) 
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I feel very good about people evaluating me. I don’t think anyone doubts 

that I'm qualified and ready to be President and to be commander in chief. 

The question is how are we going to decide among the candidates who 

would be the best because that should not be affected by gender or any 

other consideration. (as quoted by Fikac, 2008, 18 Feb.) 

 

Although these two studies on Dole and Clinton’s run for the presidential nomination indicate a 

change, it is only two and too few examples to form substantial evidence that the media coverage of 

women running for president is changing for the better as has been previously argued for 

congressional races for which the research is more extensive. In the case of Dole and Clinton, the 

detected differences could just as well be attributed to different personalities, different campaign 

strategies or simply the fact that they ran in different political environments. 

 

In this chapter, it has been established that the campaign coverage of women and men candidates 

for political office is leveling out, but the overall political coverage of women already in politics 

still leaves room for improvement as women politicians are not being taken as seriously and are not 

as visible as men politicians in the media. Visibility in the media is important as visibility equals 

viability (Who’s Talking Now, 2005, Oct., p. 3), and it is also important for politicians to be 

depicted seriously as that denotes competence. If women in politics are less visible than their male 

counterparts on political shows and if the seriousness of women politicians is downplayed in the 

media, it may lead to the public not connecting women with authority and leadership which could 

cause women to lose support among the voters. 
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There is evidence that women politicians are not as visible as male politicians on television. The 

non-profit organisation the White House Project, which aims to advance women’s leadership in all 

areas, has carried out three studies in 2001, 2002 and 2005 on how many women politicians made 

personal appearances as commentators on Sunday morning political talk shows on the five major 

networks38 and if there has been any improvements over the years (Who’s Talking Now, 2005, Oct., 

p. 6). The White House Project study (Who’s Talking Now, 2005, Oct., p. 5) reveals that women 

are highly underrepresented on these talk shows as only 14 per cent of the guest appearances in 

2005 were women which is not a significant change as the percentage was 11 in 2001. In addition to 

this, 56 per cent of the talk show episodes had no women appearing at all, and when women 

politicians did appear, they very often did so in the later segments of the shows. These segments are 

often debating the less important issues and do not have as many viewers as the first segments. Only 

13 per cent of the appearing women made the first segment in 2005. In the initial study from 2001, 

there were 24 and 16 appearances from the male leaders of the Republican and Democratic Senate 

Campaign Committees respectively whereas Patty Murray who was female chair of the Democratic 

Senate Campaign Committee never made an appearance (Who’s Talking Now, 2005, Oct., p. 2). 

Furthermore, after the terror attacks of 9/11, the appearances of women declined from 11 per cent to 

only 9 thereby excluding women qualified for participating in the debates that followed. For 

example, Nancy Pelosi who was the prominent Democrat on the House Intelligence Committee and 

all women chairing the Senate subcommittees on terrorism were not present in the talk shows 

(Who’s Talking Now, 2005, Oct., p. 2). 

 

There are several examples that women in politics are not always being taken seriously by the 

media which could give the voters the impression that women politicians are not as serious as men 
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and that women’s issues are not as important as other issues cf. the agenda setting theory. For 

example, in 1993 when she was First Lady, Hillary Clinton met with members of the Congressional 

Caucus for Women’s Issues to discuss women’s issues. This was covered by the Washington Post 

but the story was published in the newspaper’s style section (Carroll & Schreiber, 1997, p. 132). 

This led to Congresswoman Pat Schroeder bringing it up in her floor statement on Violence Against 

Women’s Act: 

 

As we met yesterday with Hillary Clinton, they put it on the style section. 

That is one of the problems with dealing with the very serious issues the 

caucus is dealing with. When we talk about women’s health, women’s 

economic status, and violence against women, it gets put on the style section 

by this city’s major paper, and they talk about what we wear. It is time we 

move those issues to the front page. It is time that they are taken seriously. 

And it is time that women lawmakers are given the same play in the paper 

with their issues that the others are by that newspaper. (as reported in 

Carroll & Schreiber, 1997, p. 132) 

 

Another example is the fact that the media often refer informally to women in high office which 

downplays their authority and leadership abilities (Heldman, 2007, pp. 21-22). Former Senator now 

Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton is often referred to as merely Hillary and former Secretary of 

State, Condoleezza Rice is often referred to as Condi in the media. In contrast, men in high office 

are referred to by their titles or full names as for example President Bush, George Bush or Senator 

McCain. Yet another example of the media not portraying men and women politicians equally is 
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that women politicians are often depicted differently from men politicians in similar situations. For 

example, then Governor of Louisiana, Kathleen Blanco was described as weepy and indecisive by 

radio talk shows following the disaster of Hurricane Katrina in 2005. In comparison, then Mayor of 

New York, Rudy Giuliani was never criticised for being emotional following the events of 9/11 

(Dao, 2005, 29 Dec., p. 1). Blanco’s spokeswoman, Denise Bottcher later stated that:  “Women are 

easily portrayed as weak which [Kathleen Blanco] has had a hard time over coming. I will say again 

... men cry - compassion: women cry - weak." (Dao, 2005, 29 Dec., p. 2). This again illustrates the 

delicate balance that women in politics have to master as previously discussed in the chapter on 

women’s role in society. 

 

 

 

In this chapter, it has been found that the media could potentially influence public opinion and thus, 

the fact that women are depicted differently from men could pose as a barrier to women’s 

representation in American politics. However, scholars disagree on how much influence the media 

actually possess and the media have become better in treating women and men candidates equally 

both in congressional and presidential elections although women candidates still receive more 

personal coverage which could depict them as less serious candidates. 

 

In regards to women already in politics, they are much less visible in the media and are taken less 

seriously than men politicians. In case the agenda setting theory pertains, the fact that women are 

taken less seriously, could lead the public to perceive women politicians as less serious and could 
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ultimately result in the public being less willing to vote for women candidates. However, in case the 

reinforcement theory applies, the media simply reinforce audience’s beliefs that women are to be 

taken less serious as politicians and in that case, the media are not to blame.
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7. Women Campaigning 
 

The chapter “Media Attitudes towards Women” discussed how women candidates are often 

presented in and by the media within a stereotypical framework i.e. with focus on appearance and 

family relations. Therefore, the control that television and internet campaigning provide political 

candidates with is very important and might be even more important to women candidates (Bystrom 

et. al., 2004, pp. 29-30). 

 

Televised political advertisements and the candidate’s personal web page are the only ways in 

which political candidates can control how they are depicted in the media during a campaign for 

office. Therefore, women candidates’ representation of themselves in both sources of media will be 

examined in this chapter to determine whether or not it has any influence on why women are 

underrepresented in American politics. 

  

 

 

Televised advertisements are probably the best way for a candidate to personally reach the largest 

segment of voters, and evidence suggests that women candidates are disadvantaged solely on the 

base of their gender when appearing in television campaign ads. In a study by the White House 

Project, a group of voters from across the country was asked to watch 25 television spots (Barriers 

and Opportunities, n.d., pp. 3-7) while equipped with a dial and asked to dial upwards when they 

received a positive impression of the candidate’s character traits and downwards when the 
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impression was negative. Whenever a man candidate appeared on the screen before any information 

was given by or about the candidate, the majority of the test persons dialed up, but whenever a 

woman appeared, the dial was either turned downwards or stayed in neutral (Woodall & Fridkin, 

2007, p. 74). This indicates that women already by appearing on the screen have a disadvantage 

compared to men. Consequently, women candidates have to work harder than men to leave a 

positive impression on the voters as they more often than men have a negative starting point. 

 

If the mere fact that a candidate is a woman leaves a negative impression on voters, it is necessary 

for women candidates to fight the traditional and stereotypical ideas of what women are capable of. 

A study by Gordon, Shafie and Crigler (2003, p. 35) on television ads concludes that viewers find 

women more competent on female issues and men on male issues, but it is also found in the study 

that women might be able to overcome this belief by being tough. Their experiment consists of 

eight fabricated political television ads concentrating on different issues, two ads per issue with a 

female and male candidate respectively, and manipulated to be negative39 in order to explore the 

thesis that negative advertising is more negative for women than for men. The ads were shown to 

169 undergraduates40 from Southern California (Gordon et. al., 2003, p. 39). Aside from the fact 

that voters deem women more capable of handling women’s issues, the study did also find that 

women benefit from using attacks on their opponent more so than men. In the ad concentrating on 

taxes in which the women attacked her opponent on the male issue of taxes, she was seen to be 

more competent on the issue of taxes than the man in the opposing ad which was not the case for 

the man attacking his opponent on the female issue of environment (Gordon et. al., 2003, pp. 47-

                                                             
39

 Negative in the sense that the candidates attack other candidates’ stances on issues. 
40

 The authors argue that undergraduates are often more egalitarian than the general public and will therefore, in 

many cases, provide for a broader result (Gordon et. al., 2003, p. 51). 



Women in American Politics: Why so few?  Women Campaigning 

91 

 

48). This indicates that women candidates can possibly overcome the belief that they are weaker on 

male issues by attacking their opponents on such issues. 

 

The fact that attacks on the opponent might be an advantage for women might be why women 

candidates use this strategy in their campaigns. Bystrom, Banwart, Kaid and Robertson (2004) 

examined both web campaigns and television ads in order to detect if any gender differences in 

issue focus exist among men and women candidates41. Although men attack their opponents more 

often than women candidates, women attack more often in the very personal ways of ridiculing and 

name-calling. For example, in 2002, only 42 percent of men candidates used name-calling when 

attacking on their web pages, whereas 67 percent of the women did so on their web pages (Bystrom 

et. al., 2004, p. 126). In television ads, women are also more inclined than men to attack their 

opponents in personal ways but in a much smaller scale than on their campaign web pages. For 

example, women candidates make use of name-calling in 17 per cent of their attacks in television 

ads, whereas only 8 per cent of the men do so. Bystrom et. al. (2006, p. 183) suggest that the 

visitors on campaign web pages are mostly already supporting the candidate and maybe that is why 

the candidates feel more free to attack their opposing candidates here as opposed to in TV ads 

where the target group consists of both supporting, opposing and swing voters. According to 

Bystrom et. al. (2004, p. 40), the fact that women candidates use name-calling and attacks personal 

character more than men candidates might derive from the fact that voters perceive women to be 

more compassionate and thereby kinder than men which may enable women to be tougher in their 

attacks. Furthermore, men might be discouraged from attacking their female opponents’ personal 

character as them not living up to the code of chivalry might put off voters. This is also backed by 
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the study by Bystrom et. al. (2004, p. 126) as men to a greater extent than women attack their 

opponents by means of their affiliations, for example endorsers, family members, co-workers etc. 

However, this strategy of women’s tougher approach when attacking opponents might also 

disadvantage women as voters might see them as too aggressive or too cold. 

 

According to the White House Project study previously mentioned in this chapter (Barriers and 

Opportunities, n.d., p. 21), another way for women to appeal positively to voters is by using active 

verbs and to have a tough approach to issues. The study showed that active verbs such as “fight” 

and “crack down” and tough statements such as “you do the crime, you do the time” work well for 

women candidates with voters. An example of a woman candidate using this strategy and being 

successful in it is Kathleen Sebelius in her successful 2002 campaign for Governor of Kansas 

(Bystrom, 2006, p. 178). For example, when she addressed the issue of health care, she used the 

phrases “crack down” about HMOs and “block out” about an out-of-state takeover of Blue 

Cross/Blue Shield. This is also an example showing that women candidates can campaign 

successfully on female issues when doing so within a masculine framework (Bystrom, 2006, pp. 

178-179). This indicates that in order to campaign successfully, women need to assume toughness 

i.e. a masculine personality trait. 

 

In several studies, the public has been found to deem women more suitable to adress women’s 

issues such as social issues and weak on male issues such as foreign issues (as reported in Thomas 

& Schroedel, 2007, p. 48). It has also been established earlier in this thesis that women in politics 

often are most successful when focusing on the so-called women’s issues, but also that women’s 

issues are not prioritised as highly as men’s issues. If women tend to emphasize women’s issues in 
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their campaigns, it could have a negative effect on their campaign as men’s issues are often seen as 

more important. However, Kathleen Dolan (2005, p. 31) finds that in the elections for Congress in 

2000 and 2002, women candidates focused on the same issues that men candidates did on their 

campaign web pages respectively. In Dolan’s study, the five top priority issues of both men and 

women candidates are established, and while she found small differences between Democrats and 

Republicans, there were almost no differences between men and women candidates within the two 

parties (Dolan, 2005, pp. 35-36).  
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Table 7.1 The Issue Focus of Women and Men on Campaign Web Pages 

 Women Men 

 Democrats Republicans Democrats Republicans 

2002 

1. Education Education Health Care Education 

2. Health Care Economy/Jobs Education Taxes 

3. SS/Medicare Taxes SS/Medicare Defense 

4. Economy/Jobs Health Care Economy/Jobs Health Care 

5. Environment SS/Medicare Environment SS/Medicare 

2000 

1. Health Care Taxes SS/Medicare Education 

2. SS/Medicare Education Education SS/Medicare 

3. Education SS/Medicare Health Care Taxes 

4. Economy/Jobs Health Care Economy/Jobs Health Care 

5. Environment Economy/Jobs Environment Economy/Jobs 

Adapted from Dolan, 2005, p. 36 

 

However, the study found that women and men candidates differed on several issues further down 

on the priority list as women were more likely to emphasise women’s issues and abortion, and men 

were more likely to incorporate agriculture and defence issues. For example, 39.7 percent of men 

stated defence issues among their five top priorities whereas the same was the case for only 17.1 

percent of the women. However, defence issues did not make the accumulated top five, and in 2000 

and 2002, men and women differed significantly in only 1 and 4 respectively out of 18 issues 
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(Dolan, 2005, p. 36). Dolan’s findings are confirmed by a study by Bystrom et. al. (2004, p. 117) 

also based on elections in 2000 and 2002. This shows that women candidates do not differ 

significantly from men candidates in what issues they prioritise on their campaign web pages. 

Bystrom et. al. (2004, p. 33) also found that women and men do not differ significantly in issue 

focus of their television ads and that gender does not play a major role in what issues the candidates 

focus on. 

 

Table 7.2 The Issue Focus of Women and Men in Television Ads 

 Women Men 

Education/Schools 31 % 22 % 

Economy in General 15 % 9 % 

Crime/Prisons 10 % 14 % 

Welfare 1 % 5 % 

Adapted from Bystrom et. al., 2004, p. 33 

 

For example, while women candidates focus more on the female issue of education, they also focus 

more on the male issue of the economy, and while men focus more on the male issue of crime and 

prisons, they also focus more on the female issue of welfare. These studies show that women and 

men do not differ in issue focus and that women do not campaign “as women” only focusing on 

women’s issues as illustrated in Table 7.2. 
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Numerous studies have concluded that women are seen as less qualified for politics or leadership 

than men by the voters42, and evidence suggests that women try to discourage these reservations in 

their web campaigns. When considering other factors than issues on the candidates’ campaign web 

pages there are some differences. Most of the candidates’ web pages contain photo galleries with 

pictures of the candidate in different settings. Bystrom et. al. (2004, p. 116) analysed 48 campaign 

web pages of candidates in the 2000 and 2002 gubernatorial and senatorial races including 

photographs featured on the web pages. The results showed that while 29 percent of the male 

candidates wore casual attire as opposed to formal attire, only 8 percent of the women candidates 

did the same (Bystrom et. al., 2004, p. 132). In television ads, women were more often in casual 

dress but still in a much smaller scale than men i.e. 21 per cent vs. 48 per cent (Bystrom et. al., 

2004, p. 34). The White House Project study mentioned previously in this chapter found that voters 

see women candidates as more effective when in formal attire and settings (Barriers and 

Opportunities, n.d., p. 18). This indicates that women to a much higher degree than men feel the 

need to convince voters that they are serious, well-qualified and well-experienced and that it is 

necessary in order to be taken seriously by the voters. The fact that men to a much higher degree 

than women appear in casual attire complies with the finding that men have an advantage simply by 

their gender and that women have to compensate for this by appearing in formal attire and thereby 

as a serious and fit-for-the-job candidate. 

 

The Bystrom-study also found that men are more likely to include photographs of their families on 

their campaign web pages and they do so 13 percentage points more often than do women (Bystrom 

et. al., 2004, p. 132). In the television ads examined, the difference was 11 percentage points 

(Bystrom et. al., 2004, p. 37). This could mean that women try to distance themselves from their 
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 See chapter 4 
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traditional roles of mothers, wives and housekeepers, again to convince the voters of their 

seriousness as candidates whereas family for men candidates induces stability and tradition (as 

reported in Bystrom et. al., 2004, p. 134). This was also exemplified in the Hillary Clinton 2008 

campaign for the Democratic presidential candidacy as her 2007 Christmas advertisement featured 

her alone by the Christmas tree while her opponent Barack Obama was sitting with his wife and 

children (Lawrence et. al., 2008, 28-31 Aug., pp. 9-10). It seems that women feel the need to 

convey to voters that they are more than family whereas men feel the need to communicate that 

they are more than business. This is a sign that women are well aware of the fact that voters 

perceive women and men candidates differently, and consequently, it could be argued that women 

candidates therefore need to represent themselves differently from men when campaigning in order 

to make sure that they will be evaluated on the same grounds as their male counterparts. 

 

 

 

The main finding in this chapter is that women are disadvantaged in television ads merely on 

grounds of their gender. In order to overcome this barrier, women need to adapt to masculine traits 

and conduct when campaigning, and it is reflected in reality by the fact that women attack their 

opponents more, and more often appear in formal attire than do men. Furthermore, research shows 

that voters respond positively to women campaigning within a masculine framework. 
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8. Electoral System and Incumbency 
 

In this chapter, the electoral system used in the US will be discussed and analysed and compared to 

other electoral systems to determine if it could disadvantage women. Also incumbency will be 

discussed and analysed. 

 

 

 

The issue of electoral systems has been debated and researched heavily for many years by scholars 

and researchers all over the world. It has so because the electoral system in a country could have 

implications for among other things voter attitudes, party attitudes, the number of parties and most 

importantly in this respect gender equality. There are three overall types of electoral systems: 

 

• Majority systems, including plurality systems, alternative vote and two-round system 

• Proportional representation systems 

• Mixed systems, a mix of elements from majority systems and proportional representation 

systems (Parliaments at a Glance, 2008). 
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In the US, an electoral system of single-member district plurality voting is used in most states for 

legislative elections. Each state is divided into a number of districts with one official in each43 and 

the candidate receiving most votes wins the seat. If there are three candidates for a seat and 

candidate A receives 35 per cent of the votes, candidate B receives 33 per cent of the votes and 

candidate C receives 32 per cent of the votes, candidate A wins by a very small margin and not with 

a majority of the votes, merely a plurality. 

 

This electoral system stands in stark contrast to that of proportional representation which is used in 

many countries around the world, especially in European and Nordic countries. According to the 

ACE Electoral Knowledge Network, 51 countries worldwide use the plurality system for lower 

house elections and 66 countries use the proportional representation system (Electoral Systems, 

2008). The system of proportional representation is the one most often compared to the plurality 

system used in the US, seemingly because they create so different outcomes of election. In the 

proportional representation system, multi-member districts are used and officeholders within a party 

are elected proportionally to the votes cast by the public. This means that if there are 10 seats and 

party A receives 40 per cent of the votes, it has 4 elected officials, party B receives 30 per cent of 

the vote thus having 3 elected officials etc. 

 

Many scholars have studied the impact of electoral systems on women’s representation. For 

example, in 2000, Richard Vengroff, Lucy Creevey and Henry Krisch compared the electoral 

systems in the lower houses of 160 countries worldwide and found that in countries with plurality 
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 Elections to the Senate are a little different as all states have two elected officials. The officials are however never 

up for reelection or election at the same time and therefore, the elections could also fall under the category of single-

member district plurality system. 
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systems as in the US, on average 7.94 women are elected to the lower houses. In comparison, in 

countries with proportional representation systems, an average of 14.73 women is elected to the 

lower houses and in mixed systems, an average of 11.49 women is elected (Vengroff et. al., 2000, p. 

13). This means that the electoral system used in the US generate fewest women compared to 

proportional representation and mixed system and therefore, could be a major reason for why 

women are heavily underrepresented in US politics. 

 

Vengroff et al. (2000) also analysed seven countries44 with mixed systems in-depth to find out if 

these countries elect more women in their proportional representation elections than in plurality 

elections. In six of the seven countries examined, women gain more seats in the proportional 

representation elections than in those of plurality. In New Zealand for example, women won 45.4 

per cent of the seats in the proportional representation elections whereas only 15.4 per cent women 

won in the plurality system (Vengroff et. al., 2000, p. 14). This shows that, even in countries with 

both the plurality system and the proportional representation system, women fare substantially 

better in elections with proportional representation. Only in Russia did women not do better in 

elections with proportional representation, but the authors attribute this not to the electoral systems 

but rather to a lack of institutionalisation of the party system and the relatively short time of 

experience with democracy (Vengroff. et al., 2000, p. 13). 

 

The 2009 IPU list of women in national parliaments worldwide45 also shows that electoral systems 

clearly matter in the representation of women and that the plurality system used in the US does not 

benefit women. When examining the 2009 IPU list, in the top ten, only one country uses a different 
                                                             
44

 Germany, Italy, Japan, Mexico, New Zealand, Russia and Senegal (Vengroff et.al., 2000, p. 7). 
45

 See Table 1.1 
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system than proportional representation namely Cuba as illustrated in Table 8.1. In the top twenty, 

only one country uses the plurality system namely Uganda as number twenty on the list, and they 

have implemented quotas and reserved seats for women to gain more equality. In the US, no such 

quotas are used. 

 

Table 8.1 Election Systems of the IPU Top Ten 

NO. Country46 Electoral System 

1. Rwanda PR47 

2. Sweden PR 

3. Cuba Two-round System 

4. Finland PR 

5. Netherlands PR 

6. Argentina PR 

7. Denmark PR 

8. Angola PR 

9. Costa Rica PR 

10. Spain PR 

Adapted from IPU (Women in National Parliaments, 2009, 28 Feb.) and ACE (Electoral Systems, 2008) 

 

But why is it that countries using the proportional representation system tend to have more women 

in politics than in other systems? When using the plurality system like in the US, only the candidate 
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 Special cases: the African countries (Mutume, 2004, Apr., p. 4), Argentina (Carrio, n.d., p. 2) and Costa Rica (Women 

in Politics, 2005) have all implemented quota laws to have more women elected. It has not been possible to find an 

explanation for the case of Cuba. 
47

 PR = Proportional Representation. 
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with the most votes wins a seat and the other candidates and the votes they have received are 

eliminated from the race even though the percentage of votes received is not far from that received 

by the winning candidate. In proportional representation systems, all votes count and a woman 

candidate receiving almost as many votes as a male opponent will gain a seat and not simply be out 

of the race. Scholars also seem to agree that in proportional representation systems, parties are more 

willing to include women candidates as they need to reach out to larger groups of voters instead of 

having simply one candidate that will appeal to the plurality of voters as in the case of the plurality 

system (as reported in Htun, n.d. pp. 116-117; Vengroff, 2000, p. 2). 

 

Another feature of American elections that affect the representation of women is incumbency. As 

mentioned in the chapter on party attitudes, both incumbent House and Senate members have very 

high reelection rates. One reason that incumbents are so successful in obtaining reelection could be 

because of the decline in party loyalty that has taken place in the country since the sixties. 

Incumbency loyalty has simply replaced party loyalty with voters (as reported in Herrnson, 2004, p. 

238). Over the last 50 years, incumbent members of the House have been reelected in 95.3 per cent 

of all elections. Furthermore, on average, House incumbents face no competition in 70 per cent of 

the primaries and in 16 per cent of the general elections. House incumbents are also very often 

reelected by large margins. For example in the 2002 elections, 95 per cent of all incumbent up for 

reelection were reelected with more than 55 per cent of the votes in the general election (Palmer & 

Simon, 2006, pp. 36-38). 

 

In Senate races, incumbents face a bit more competition than House incumbents do, but the 

reelection rates are still very high. One reason that Senators are not quite as successful as 
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Representatives is because they often face more competent opponents with experience as 

Representatives, Governors or from another public office. This political experience helps the 

challengers in raising funds, attracting media coverage and obtaining organisational resources 

needed to be a true menace to the incumbent (as reported in Herrnson, 2004, p. 256).  Over the past 

50 years, on average, Senate incumbents have been reelected 84.7 per cent of the time. It is also 

quite common for Senators to face no competition in the primaries. In the elections of 2000, 2002 

and 2004, in 62.2 per cent of the primaries, the incumbent Senator had no opponent and also in 

Senate races, many incumbents win by large margins. In 2000-2004, 77.8 per cent of Senate 

incumbents were reelected with more than 55 per cent of the vote in the general election (Palmer & 

Simon, 2006, pp. 39-40). The fact that incumbent Senators and Representatives are reelected on an 

extensive scale serves as a disadvantage to women as more Senators and Representatives are men 

and thus makes it more difficult for women to gain office. 

 

Once women are in office, they perform just as well as male incumbents in terms of being reelected 

and at times, they even outperform men. Over the last fifty years, women incumbents were 

reelected in 95.6 per cent of all House elections whereas male incumbents were reelected in 94.8 

per cent of all House elections. In the elections of 2004, all female incumbents seeking reelection 

won and eight male incumbents lost. Women incumbents have also won reelection with larger 

margins than their male counterparts over the last fifty years (Palmer & Simon, 2006, pp. 126-128). 

This is of course very positive on the representation of women, but as long as men in Congress are 

in an overwhelming majority and keep seeking reelection48, it will take many years for women to 

                                                             
48

 In 2008, only five Senators out of 33 did not seek reelection. In the House of Representatives, only 39 out of 435 did 

not seek reelection (Summary of Women Candidates 2008, 2008). In 2006, the same pattern existed. Five Senators out 

of 33 did not seek reelection and 34 Representatives did not seek reelection (Summary of Women Candidates 2006, 

2007).  
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gain equality. The 1992 elections, now known as The Year of the Woman, show the importance of 

open seats. In 1992, there were as many as 91 open seats for the House which made it easier for 

women to gain office, and women gained a record number of 19 new seats (Loth, 1992, 3 Nov.). 

There has not been these high numbers of open seats since then, and women have not since then 

picked up as many seats as in that election49. 

 

Incumbents enjoy a number of advantages simply by being incumbents which helps them maintain 

their seats. For example, name recognition and recalling serve as a considerable advantage for 

incumbents. From 1980 to 2004, the American National Election Studies, ANES, asked voters if 

they could recall or recognise the name of incumbents, challengers and candidates in open races 

respectively for both House and Senate races. On average, voters recalled House incumbents 46 per 

cent of the time and recognised them 92 per cent of the time. In contrast, challengers for House 

seats were only recalled by voters 17 per cent of the time and recognised 54 per cent of the time. In 

Senate races, incumbents were on average recalled by voters 58 per cent of the time and recognised 

96 per cent of the time whereas challengers were only recalled by the voters 35 per cent of the time 

and recognised 77 per cent of the time as illustrated in Figure 8.1 (as reported in Jacobson, 2009, p. 

124). 
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 See Introduction for more information on The Year of the Woman. 
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Figure 8.1 Percentages of voters either Recalling or Recognising 

Candidates for Congress in 2000 

 

Based on data reported in Jacobson, 2009, p. 124 

 

Name recognition and recalling is important because it increases the likelihood of voters voting for 

candidates. In the 2000 House elections, of the voters being highly familiar with the name of their 

own party’s candidate and neither recalling nor recognising the name of the other party’s candidate, 

zero per cent voted for the other party’s candidate. On the contrary, in the case of voters who were 

not familiar with the name of their own party’s candidate and at the same time recalled the name of 

the other party’s candidate, 84 per cent of them voted for the other party’s candidate. In Senate 

elections from 1988-2002, the percentages were 8 and 75 respectively for the same measures (as 

reported in Jacobson, 2009, p. 125). This shows that the more familiar a voter is with a candidate, 

the more likely it is that they will cast their votes on that candidate, most often leaving the 

challenger disadvantaged. 
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Another advantage that incumbents enjoy is that of the franking privilege. Since 1775, members of 

Congress have been entitled to send mail to all residents in their constituency for free, simply using 

their signature as replacement of a stamp. Even though reforms in the nineties have reduced the use 

of this privilege, the use of the frank still doubles during election years (Palmer & Simon, 2006, p. 

35) and serve as a significant economic advantage to incumbents. For example in 2002, the franking 

privilege gave incumbents a $ 31 million advantage over challengers (as reported in Palmer & 

Simon, 2006, p. 35). 

 

Raising funds is easier for incumbents because they have already established a fundraising network 

to be used over and over again whereas challengers have a harder time (Palmer & Simon, 2006, p. 

36). In the 2008 Senate elections, incumbent Senators raised more than eight times the amount of 

campaign funds than did challengers, and even though there were only 37 incumbents compared to 

104 challengers, the incumbent Senators raised substantially more money in total than did the 

challengers. In the 2008 House elections, incumbent Representatives raised more than four times 

the amount that did challengers and again, the total amount raised by incumbents was considerably 

larger than that of the challengers although there were far more challengers (Incumbent Advantage, 

2008). Often, incumbents do not need much large amounts of money to be successful as they are 

perceived as sure winners, but interest groups still donate considerable sums to them in hopes of 

getting access to and influence with members of Congress (Jacobson, 2009, p. 45). Challengers, on 

the other hand, need to raise substantial amounts of money in order to be successful in that the more 

money they raise, the higher their chances are of defeating the incumbent. From 1971 through 2006, 

challengers in House elections spending $1 million or more won almost one third of the races 

whereas challengers in the same period of time spending less than $100,000 won in only one out of 

3,027 races (Jacobson, 2009, p. 46). This means that even though incumbents most often do not 
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need a large amount of money in order to get reelected, challengers need to be able to raise 

substantial amounts in order to defeat the incumbent. 

 

Challengers are also disadvantaged when it comes to media coverage. Many local newspapers have 

a policy of not reporting on challengers in primaries that are uncontested until the final candidate 

has been nominated, leaving the challengers with only six weeks of coverage which does not 

provide much visibility. Challengers are often only written about in an average of four stories in 

their local newspaper; the announcement of their candidacy, coverage of their primary victory, a 

candidate profile and the announcement of their defeat. It takes a strong campaign to get through to 

reporters, and only few challengers have this capacity (Herrnson, 2004, p. 229). Endorsements also 

leave challengers significantly disadvantaged as media endorsements favour incumbents by nearly 

nine to one (as reported in Herrnson, 2004, p. 231). 

 

 

 

In this chapter, it has been established that the plurality system used in the US to elect politicians is 

the least favourable electoral system towards women among the three most prevalent systems used 

worldwide. Moreover, incumbents enjoy high reelection rates both in the House and the Senate and 

women incumbents even to a slightly higher extent than men incumbents. However, seeing that a 

vast majority of Congress members are men and many incumbents keep seeking reelection, this 

makes it difficult for women to gain a foothold in Congress and enjoy the advantages of 

incumbency. 
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9. Discussion 

 

In this thesis, women’s role in society, women’s political ambition, public attitudes towards women, 

party attitudes and recruitment efforts, media attitudes, how women campaign, the electoral system 

and incumbency have been examined in order to answer the research question: Why are women 

underrepresented in American Politics? 

 

Based on the findings of this thesis, it can be concluded that the two major reasons for the 

underrepresentation of women in American politics are women’s low levels of political ambition 

and the electoral system used in the US, namely the plurality system. In order to reach this 

conclusion, it has been necessary to discuss all the possible reasons and weigh them against each 

other. In this process, it has become apparent that some factors do not play any significant role in 

the underrepresentation of women, one of them being public attitudes towards women. In the 

chapter treating this aspect, it has been established that the public favours men in connection with 

leadership and for the presidency. However, it has also been found that the public finds women 

more in possession of the personality traits required in a leader. In spite of the fact that the public 

favours men in many respects, this is not evident in congressional election results for 2006 and 

2008 from which it can be determined that women do not win at lower rates than men, and in the 

Senate, they even win at better rates.  On the other hand, voter bias cannot be completely excluded 

as it has not been possible to determine the percentage of women candidates that win primary 

elections compared to men candidates and therefore, there is a chance that voters in primaries vote 

differently than voters in general elections. The reason for this is that voters in primaries are often 

the very ideologically strong party affiliates compared to the average voter who considers herself 
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moderate. It should be noted, though, that women run in much smaller numbers than men in general 

elections. It could be argued that the reason that voters do not change voting behaviour in mixed 

gender races is that women candidates simply campaign as men and otherwise try to compensate for 

the fact that they are women. 

 

Whether or not the way in which women candidates campaign influences the underrepresentation of 

women in American politics has also been examined, and it has been found that there are only small 

differences in how women and men candidates campaign. In the chapter “Women’s Role in 

Society”, it has been established that the traditional masculine issues and personality traits are 

preferred in candidates for high offices which confirms Hofstede’s theory that the US is a high 

masculinity society. A consequence of this society is that men hold the power, and that women have 

to adapt to masculine traits such as toughness and self-confidence in order to gain power. The 

chapter “Women Campaigning” confirms Hofstede’s theory as women and men campaign on the 

same issues and women candidates benefit from using tough terminology when addressing issues. 

Furthermore, women candidates try to distance themselves from their traditional roles as 

housewives and mothers which again is a sign that they seek to adapt to the more masculine ideals. 

The fact that women candidates adapt to masculine traits has proven to be a good strategy as 

research has found that a woman appearing in a political television campaign ad leaves voters with 

a negative or neutral first hand impression, whereas men provide for a positive first hand impression 

with voters. The fact that many women political candidates choose to adapt to the American high 

masculinity society signifies that women are aware of them being perceived differently from men 

and that they try to overcome this obstacle. Therefore, the way in which women candidates 

campaign has no significant influence on why there are so few women in American politics. 
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Another factor that can be excluded from serving as a major explanation to the low number of 

women in American politics is the media. It has been found that the media are biased in the sense 

that they do not provide women and men candidates with the same quality of coverage to the 

disadvantage of women. It cannot be established conclusively what degree of influence the media 

exert on public opinion if any, but if the media have some degree of influence it is not reflected in 

the ballot box as previously described. An aspect of media affect that cannot be dismissed is 

whether the media by portraying women candidates and women politicians as less serious have an 

influence on the low number of women who decides to run. However, this cannot be proven as no 

definite answer exists to which media theory prevails. 

 

Parties have been found to have some influence on women’s low levels of political ambition and 

thereby the low number of women in American politics in that party leaders encourage women in a 

smaller degree than men. A study shows that encouragement from parties makes both men and 

women four times more likely to run for political office. Consequently, the fact that parties 

encourage men more than women will cause more men than women to run which was also the case 

in the study in which almost twice as many men as women from the eligibility pool decided to run. 

Furthermore, it has been established that parties encourage women to a larger extent than men to 

run in hopeless races, and women run as challengers against an incumbent more often than for the 

more winnable open seats. However, election results for the previous two election years show that 

the percentage of women candidates that win equals or exceeds the percentage of winning men 

candidates. This indicates that women actually have better chances of winning than men as running 

as a challenger is often in vain in that incumbents have very high reelection rates. This confirms the 
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results of a study by Kira Sanbonmatsu in which party leaders are found to believe women 

candidates to have an electoral advantage over men. Even though women candidates win as often as 

men candidates, the number of women running is much lower than the number of men running and 

consequently, the reason for this must be found prior to elections for example in the recruitment 

efforts of the parties. Active discouragement has not been found to be a factor as both men and 

women experience this in equal and negligible small proportions, but the fact that women receive 

less encouragement than men must be said to be a factor as encouragement plays an important role 

in women’s decision to run. 

 

Another aspect that also contributes to women’s low political ambition level is that of having 

children. Fulton et. al.’s study of state legislators’ ambition levels for the House showed that 

women with children in the household were significantly less likely to hold ambitions to run 

compared to men with children. Furthermore, women in office are very often unmarried and 

without children, which indicates that women who have chosen a political career have also chosen 

not to start a family. The fact that the number of stay-at-home mothers in the US is rising, could be 

a symptom of the US having moved in a more conservative direction which in turn could put 

pressure on women to raise families over having a career. Another factor pointing towards this is 

that one fifth of the American public according to polls is of the opinion that women should return 

to their traditional role in society. This corresponds with Inglehart and Norris’ theory that the US is 

a very traditional society which is measured on the religiousness of the country. Inglehart and 

Norris also characterise the US as a post-industrial country and thereby a post-materialistic society 

which according to their theory should move societies away from tradition, but on the tradition-

scale, the US ranks in line with countries such as Mexico and Poland in which women’s traditional 

role is highly upheld. All of these findings combined could contribute to women holding lower 
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ambitions towards pursuing a political career as such a career is very time-demanding and in the 

case of higher offices, it will very often require working away from the family or uprooting the 

family. 

 

An explanation to the high level of religiousness in the US could stem from immigrants as the US 

has always been a country that receives a large number of immigrants, legal as well as illegal, and 

the number is rising steadily (Hoefer et. al., 2009, Feb., p. 4). The countries from which the US 

receives the most immigrants in both categories are Mexico and Asian countries such as China, the 

Philippines and India (Monger & Rytina, 2009, Mar., p. 4; Hoefer et. al., 2009, Feb., p. 4) which are 

all countries with very traditional and religious values. This could be a factor that helps preserve the 

traditional values that this thesis has proven to disadvantage women. However, the American South, 

also known as the Bible Belt, has always been very conservative and religious which undoubtedly is 

a major contributor to the religiousness of the country. The fact that a high degree of religiousness 

has an influence on the number of women in politics is evident from the fact that Southern states50 

in the US lack behind the US average in regards to women in state legislatures as well as in 

Congress. Women in all American state legislatures constitute 24.3 per cent as of 2009, but the 

percentage for the Southern states is only 15.5. The same picture emerges in Congress where 

women constitute 17.0 per cent and in the Southern states only 5.1 per cent, and in five Southern 

states, no women are currently serving in Congress (State by State, n.d.). This is an indicator that 

women will continue to struggle for equality in politics as long as the US remains a highly religious 

society. 

 

                                                             
50

 Percentages calculated on the basis of data from CAWP on the states Alabama, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, 

Mississippi, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee and Texas. 
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In summary, women’s traditional role as mothers and the fact that parties favour men contribute to 

women holding lower levels of political ambition which in turn is an important contribution to the 

underrepresentation of women in politics. The most important finding regarding women’s lack of 

ambition, though, is that successful women in the occupations from which political candidates most 

often emerge hold lower levels of self-confidence than men. This is evident from the facts that 

women to a much smaller degree than men consider themselves to be qualified or very qualified for 

political offices, and that women to a much higher degree than men need to assess themselves as 

very qualified for political offices in order to consider running for office. This derives from the fact 

that men to a higher degree than women base their qualifications on personality whereas women 

base their qualifications on credentials and furthermore, women do not believe their credentials to 

be enough for a career in politics which men do to a higher extent. The occupations of these men 

and women are for the most part professions that are time-demanding and require long educations, 

and if women in these lines of businesses are less self-confident than men even though they are 

already successful, it could be argued that this low self-esteem among women is equally if not more 

prevalent among women in the American society as a whole and fewer women compared to men in 

the American society will hold ambitions of a political career. 

 

The reason for women’s lower levels of self-confidence can be found in the way they are brought 

up as children compared to men; namely that boys are brought up to define themselves on basis of 

achievements whereas girls learn to please their surroundings by means of kindness and 

unselfishness. Furthermore, educational institutions to a high degree encourage boys in their school-

work which could be a reason why women have less self-confidence as well as low levels of 

ambition. The fact that parents as well as educational institutions differentiate in the up-bringing of 

boys and girls again points towards the US being a very traditional society. 
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In this thesis, a woman’s chance of becoming president has also been explored. Polls show that the 

support for a woman president has been steadily rising over the last seventy years with very few 

exceptions, but as of 2007, 88 per cent of the public would vote for a woman president. Even when 

controlling for margin of error which in this case is three per cent, this means that one tenth of the 

American population would not vote for a woman for president solely based on the fact that she is a 

woman, which constitutes many lost votes. Furthermore, this poll asks the question together with 

the phrase “if she was equally qualified”, and in a poll not including this phrase, the public is even 

more reluctant to vote for a woman for president as only 72 per cent respond positively. This 

indicates that part of the public believes that men are automatically more qualified for the 

presidency. One reason for this may be the previously mentioned fact that more people believe men 

to be better leaders than women than those who believe women to be the better leaders. Another 

reason could be the fact that the public considers military experience to be the single most important 

feature in a president which disadvantages women who do not serve in the military very often. 

However, certain political climates have in recent years proven to be hospitable to presidents 

without military experience as Bill Clinton and the current president, Barack Obama have never 

served in the military. The political environments in which these two presidents have been elected 

have been after a war and during a war at a time where public opinion has turned against the war. 

Polls show that this type of environment also has a positive influence on the support for a woman 

president. This might derive from the fact that the public perceives women as agents of change in 

that they are underrepresented. This ought to have helped Hillary Clinton in her 2008 campaign for 

the Democratic presidential nomination in which she was up against Barack Obama. However, she 

based her campaign on experienced leadership whereas Obama based his campaign on change and 

the political environment at the time was for change. Furthermore, Obama is somewhat more liberal 
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than Clinton (Friel et. al., 2008, 31 Jan.) which might be why she lost in the primaries, as the voters 

in these elections are often very ideologically strong. Very few women have ever pursued the 

presidency in the US which undoubtedly is connected to the low number of women in Congress. 

Moreover, the presidency must be said to require extremely high levels of self-confidence and 

ambition, which women possess to a smaller extent than men. 

 

When researching the reasons for the low number of women in politics, it is also interesting to 

explore the fact that Democratic women highly outnumber Republican women in American politics. 

A reason for this could again be found in conservative values as Republicans are more conservative 

than Democrats who are more progressive. The fact that the shift from equal numeric representation 

of Democratic and Republican women in Congress coincided with the US moving in a more 

conservative direction in the nineties speaks in favour of conservative values having an influence on 

the representation of women in politics. However, the fact that women candidates win at the same 

rates as men when running indicates that if conservative values are a problem for Republican 

women, the problem lies with the women themselves in that they allow this conservatism to impact 

their decisions to run i.e. their political ambitions. Again, the numbers for candidates in primary 

elections are not available and therefore, it cannot be concluded with certainty that Republican 

women do not run in as great numbers as Democratic women. 

 

So far, the ideological reasons for the underrepresentation of women in American politics have been 

discussed, but the institutional aspect of the American electoral system has also been found to have 

a significant impact on the low number of women in politics. Compared to countries using the 

proportional representation system, the US, which elects members of Congress through the single-
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member district plurality system, has far less women in the national parliament. The reason for this 

lies in the fact that the proportional representation system allows parties to include several 

candidates on the ballot which enables parties to represent several segments of the voters. The 

single-member district plurality system, on the other hand, only allows parties to nominate one 

candidate per district which requires the parties to find one candidate who appeals to the majority of 

the voters. Seeing that the parties in the US recruit more men than women, it seems that they 

believe men to appeal to more voters than women. Another factor in the American electoral system 

that disadvantages women is the fact that political seats in most states and in the federal Congress 

have no term limits, which brings along the issue of incumbency. Incumbents enjoy extremely high 

rates of reelection both in the Senate and in the House of Representatives and as men outnumber 

women in Congress by more than four to one, incumbency will presumably keep men in the 

majority for many years to come even though women incumbents have slightly higher reelection 

rates than men incumbents. The Year of the Woman very well demonstrates how much influence 

incumbency has as the many open seats in these 1992 elections made it possible for a record 

number of women to gain congressional seats. Seeing that it has been established that women are at 

least as likely to win as men, it could be argued that women’s level of ambition to run rise in 

situations in which their chances are high which was also one of Fulton et. al.’s findings among 

state legislators. Again, this could be attributed to women’s low levels of self-confidence in that 

they need to hold a strong belief in their chances of winning before deciding to run. 

 

In summary, it has been found that women’s low levels of political ambition and the electoral 

system are the main reasons for the underrepresentation of women in American politics. However, 

seeing that ambition plays out its role long before women come in contact with the disadvantages of 

the electoral system in that women’s low ambition levels stem from their lack of self-confidence 
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deriving from childhood and that the US is still a conservative society to some extent keeping 

women in their traditional roles, women’s low levels of political ambition is the predominant reason 

for women being underrepresented in American politics. 

 

In this thesis, it has also been established that the US in some areas is changing for the better as, for 

example, media bias is diminishing which could derive from the fact that women in spite of all 

challenges are increasing their numbers in politics which could make the media view women in 

politics as more serious contenders. Numerous factors indicate that the US is ready for change after 

a period of very conservative values and a Republican majority in Congress as well as in the White 

House in that the country has elected a president who is without military experience and who is the 

first ever black president. Furthermore, the Democrats have held the majority in Congress since 

2006, and the newly elected president is also Democratic. The public’s need for change is a positive 

political environment for women, however, the election of 2008 was no landmark year for women. 

This could be caused by the fact that the US together with the rest of the world was in the midst of a 

substantial financial crisis at the time of election, which the public finds men better at handling. 

Moreover, according to Inglehart and Norris, a society will have less gender equality if the basic 

needs in the form of economic security are not fulfilled  

 

The fact that this thesis has found an ideological reason over an institutional one to be the main 

problem in the underrepresentation of women in American politics is probably more positive as the 

possibility of it changing is greater than for the electoral system which is constitutional and will 

most likely not be changed. However, as was seen in the nineties where the US shifted towards 

greater conservatism, ideologies do not necessarily shift towards progressiveness. Even though the 
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US took this direction through the nineties, the number of women in politics did increase however 

slightly which indicates that women are gaining more equality in American politics in spite of 

inhospitable political climates. 
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