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ABSTRACT

As more and more women run for elected offices, the need for information
surrounding women in politics is growing. Scholars have extensively researched the
factors that deter women from running for state legislature, but few have studied factors
of the states and their populations that could potentially be promoting more female
representation in state legislature. This research will compare the relationship between
the state’s geographical location, the education level of the population, and the religiosity
of the population to the percentage of women serving in the state legislature as of 2018.
Additionally, this study will examine how Donald Trump’s presidency has affected the
number of women in the state legislature as of 2019. The study has the potential to offer
future women candidates the benefit of knowing what factors are working in their favor

in their respective home states.
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INTRODUCTION

Since the “Year of the Woman” in 1992, in which multiple women were elected
to the United States Senate in response to the confirmation of Clarence Thomas to the
Supreme Court, women representation in politics has been consistently growing at all
levels of government (Pew Research Center 2018). Recent cultural phenomena, such as
the #MeToo movement and the Women’s March, catapulted more women than ever to
run for office in the 2018 midterm election, and has the potential to make a large jump in
increasing women representation in government. As of March 8th, 2018, at least 575
women had registered to run for the House of Representatives, Senate, or governor of
their state (Caygle 2018). In Kentucky alone, 92 women filed to run for the state
legislature, which was a dramatic increase from 2016 when less than 40 women ran for
seats (Watkins 2018). Research concludes that more women representation leads to more
efficiency and cooperation in the government (Volden, Wiseman, Wittmer 2011). This
suggests that as the number of women running for office, and winning their elections,
continues to rise, more effective governance is likely to follow.

If greater representation in legislatures improves governance, why do we not see
more women elected to the legislatures? The scholarship suggests that numerous barriers
exist that make it harder for women to serve in legislatures. In order to ensure that the
number of women in government continues to rise, it needs to be known which factors
promote more women to be in governing bodies. If such factors exist, they could
potentially be enhanced to produce more women in government, which would in turn,
increase government effectiveness and descriptive representation in government for
women. This thesis will investigate the effect of the location of the state, the average
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level of education in the state, the average amount of religiosity in the state on the
amount of women representation in the state legislatures as of 2018. These factors will be
examined to determine if they contribute to some states having more women in their state
legislature than other states. If these factors are determined to affect women
representation in state legislatures, states can utilize some of the information to
understand the factors they are dealing with, and work to combat or enhance, depending
on the state, those factors to encourage more female representation.

This paper will also analyze the relationship between how each state voted in the
2016 presidential election and the number of women in the state’s legislature as of 2019.
This analysis will seek to discover if President Trump’s presidency has had an impact on
women representation in state legislatures. The day after President Trump’s inauguration,
over 100,000 people marched in Washington D.C. for the Women’s March (Chenoweth
and Pressman 2017). President Trump’s derogatory comments towards women and his
stance on reproductive rights had fueled women to take a stand against his presidency and
his attitudes towards women (Shear and Sullivan 2018). This analysis will seek to answer
if this opposition to President Trump that so many women across the country expressed,
allowed for more women to be elected to their state’s legislature in the 2018 midterm

elections than expected, and if so, in which states did this occur.



LITERATURE REVIEW

There has been extensive research regarding women in politics, especially after
the “Year of the Woman” in 1992 when more women than ever were elected to the
United States Congress. The relevant research for this project focuses on three topics: the
benefits of descriptive representation, factors that hinder women from running for office,
and the perception of gender roles in society.
Benefits of Descriptive Representation

Descriptive representation is defined as “a constituent sharing physical traits with
a representative” (Bowen and Clark 2014). There is extensive research debating the
importance of descriptive representation in government, most of it surrounding women;
however, descriptive representation in government symbolizes a more accessible political
arena for all underrepresented groups. This expands groups’ political participation and
creates a sense of belonging within politics (Alexander 2012). For women specifically,
research has shown that women are “more knowledgeable, engaged, and participatory
when they see women running for and occupying public office” (Alexander 2012). One
analysis suggests that “the presence of even a single female contesting or occupying a
state-wide public office is enough to close the gender gap in political interest and political
knowledge by more than half” (Burns, Scholzman, and Verba 2001). Another suggests
that increased visibility of women politicians in the media enhances an interest in politics
among young girls (Wolbrecht and Campbell 2006).

Descriptive representation also has the potential to begin to repair the history of
exclusion from government women faced (Phillips 1995). This historical exclusion,

paired with the still present underrepresentation of women in government, allows for men
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and women to continue to believe that women are less capable of governing (Alexander
2012). More women serving in elected roles allows for the internalized concept that the
reason women are not present in government is because they are “unfit to govern,” to
degrade, and begins to change assumptions about what a leader looks and acts like
(Alexander 2012).

Descriptive representation enhances the trust and confidence women have in their
democracy, and improves the perception of the capability women have to govern. It is
vital that research continues to discover ways to increase the ability of women to get
elected to office at all levels of government in order to reap the benefits for democracy
and governance that descriptive representation holds.

Factors That Hinder Women from Running for Office

Consistent with the lack of representation of women in politics, the research
suggests that there are clear factors that prevent women from running for office as often
as men do. The discrepancy begins after college when men are encouraged more likely to
be encourage to run for political office (Politico 2017). Only 29% of women who
participated in student government in college were later encouraged by at least one parent
to run for political office, while 40% of men who participated in student government in
college were later encouraged by at least one parent to run for political office (Politico
2017). A lack of encouragement from political actors follows after the lack of
encouragement from parents. 49% of potential male candidates report being encouraged
by political actors while only 39% of potential female candidates report being encouraged

by political actors (Politico 2017).



If a woman is encouraged to run, the campaign trail presents new challenges that
men do not face nearly as often. Almost nine out of ten women candidates affirmatively
answered a survey question asking if that a woman’s campaign experience differs from a
man’s (Baer and Hartmann 2014). Women experience an increased amount of criticism
of their appearance, of questions about their qualifications, and of scrutiny about their
home lives on the campaign trail (Baer and Hartmann 2014). Additionally, it is harder for
women to acquire the funds needed to run a successful political campaign due to a lack of
access to political networks and an unease with “certain aspects of the asking process”
(Baer and Hartmann 2014). Because most women running for office are not incumbents,
they do not have as much access to sponsors and mentors for their campaigns, making it
even harder for them to get elected, and harder for them to pursue running in the first
place (Baer and Hartmann 2014).

Perceptions of Gender Roles

Almost all of the factors mentioned that hinder women from running for office
can be traced back to a societal perception that women are, for some reason, less
qualified than men to hold political office. This perception continues to thrive because of
the patriarchal culture that is prominent in society. In the United States, this culture is
prevalent among the Southern states and the Christian religions that dominate the
country.

Research shows that traditional gender roles play an important part in determining
the election of women to office in the Southern United States (Lublin and Brewer 2003).
Women are “far less likely than men to win prestigious executive offices that grant their
holder obvious power and discretion” (Bullock and Akins 1997). When women do win
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elections in the South, they tend to be for offices that are “process-oriented with less
discretion,” such as auditor, clerk, and treasurer (Lublin and Brewer 2003). For national
office, the states with the least number of women elected are concentrated in the South,
with all of the Southern states in the bottom third of the country (Institude for Women’s
Policy Research 2016). Additionally, research shows that rural areas are less likely than
urban areas to elect women to public office, especially in the South (Bullock and Akins
1997; Lublin and Brewer 2003). The data demonstrate the belief that women are not as
qualified as men to hold positions of power in government and is prevalent in Southern
states.

The belief in traditional gender roles is prevalent among those that are highly
religious, and has been used to exclude women from politics around the world (Paxton
and Hughes 2015). 58% of white evangelical Protestants in the United States agreed that
"society is better off when men and women stick to the jobs and tasks they are naturally
suited for” (Cox and Jones 2016). One study identified five dimensions of gender-role
attitudes including, familial roles, extrafamililar roles, male/female stereotypes, social
change, and gender-role preference, and found that “religious devoutness” among
Americans was the most important variable for predicting gender-role attitudes (Morgan
1987). The importance of traditional gender roles can also be seen from the structure of
the church itself in many Christian denominations. One survey found that of the people
surveyed, most people said that men should fill the roles of pastors, and women should
work with the children (Headrick, Johnson, and Reynolds 2015). The research shows that
those that are highly religious tend to advocate for more traditional gender roles;
therefore, are potentially less willing to support women running for office.
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Convesely, research shows that a college education makes people more likely to
accept women pursing nontraditional roles (Darcy, Welch, and Clark 1994). One study
conducted on people that identify as Democrats shows that 69% of Democrats with a
Bachelor’s degree or higher say that men “have it easier” than women, while only 27% of
Democrats with a high school degree or less said the same (Horowitz, Parker, and Stepler
2017). Regarding changing gender roles, 71% of Democrats with a Bachelor’s degree or
higher say that the evolving role of women in society has improved women’s satisfaction
with their lives while only 49% of Democrats with a high school education say the same.
Republican views of changing gender roles also follow along education levels, with 62%
of Republicans with a Bachelor’s degree or higher saying that changes in gender roles
have made it easier for women to be successful at work and only 49% of Republicans
with less education agreeing (Horowitz, Parker, and Stepler 2017). The research shows
that having a Bachelor’s degree, or even some college, makes people more accepting of
nontraditional gender roles, which could translate into them being more willing to vote
for women running for political office.

This project works to expand on how, if at all, these perceptions of gender roles
among those living in the South, holding a Bachelor’s degree or higher, and reporting

high religiosity still impact the number of women elected to the state legislature.



LOCATION, EDUCATION LEVEL, AND RELIGIOSITY
Hypotheses

Hypothesis One

The first hypothesis is that southern states will have a lower representation of
women in their state legislature. The null hypothesis is that there is not a relationship
between a state’s location and the percentage of women in their state legislature. It is
being predicted that the patriarchal culture that historically thrives in southern states will
cause a lower representation of women in southern state legislatures than northern state
legislatures because less women in these states would be encouraged to run due to
traditional views of men being in positions of power.
Hypothesis Two

The second hypothesis is that the more educated the population of the state is, the
more representation of women in their state legislature. The null hypothesis is that there
is not a relationship between the education level of the state’s population and the
percentage of women in the state’s legislature. It is being predicted that higher education
not only gives more women the skills necessary to successfully run for political office,
but also allows for the population to be more accepting of women candidates.
Hypothesis Three

The third hypothesis is that the more women representation the less religious the
population of the state. The null hypothesis is that there is not a relationship between the
religiosity of the state’s population and the percentage of women in the state’s legislature.
Similar to the first hypothesis, | predict that the patriarchal culture that is prevalent in
religious cultures that dominate in the United States will cause less women to be

8



By examining the R Square value in Table 12, it can be determined that three
independent variables explain 45.2% of the variance in the percentage of women in the
state’s legislature. This means the three independent variables do not fully predict the
percentage of women in that state’s legislature, but offer a very compelling indication of
the dependent variable.

The relationship between the “south” variable and the percentage of women in the
state legislature is no longer statistically significant. The p-value is .076, which is slightly
above the accepted .05 for a 95% confidence interval. The relationship approaches, but
does not reach, conventional levels of statistical significance; therefore, the null
hypothesis cannot be rejected for hypothesis one.

When controlling for the other independent variables, the exact estimated effect
changes for the percent of the population that has a Bachelor’s degree or higher. The
exact estimated effect of the percent of a state’s population having a Bachelor’s degree or
higher has shifted from .925 to .614. This now means that for every one percentage point
increase in the percentage of the population that has a Bachelor’s degree or higher in a
state, it is expected the percentage of women in the state’s legislature would increase .614
percentage points. The p-value for the percent of the state’s population that has a
Bachelor’s degree or higher also changed from .000 to .005; however, this is still less
than the accepted p-value of .05 for a confidence level of 95%. Therefore, the
relationship between the state’s population that has a Bachelor’s degree or higher and the
percentage of women representation in the legislature is statistically significant, even

when controlling for other variables.
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The exact estimated effect of religiosity of a state on women in the state
legislature has shifted from -5.002 to -1.701. This now means that for every one unit
increase in the religiosity of the state, such as going from a not very religious state to a
moderately religious state, it is expected the percentage of women in the state’s
legislature would decrease 1.701 percentage points. However, the p-value for the
religiosity of the state changed from .000 to .226, which is far beyond the accepted p-
value of .05 for a 95% confidence level. This means, when controlling for the other
independent variables, the null hypothesis cannot be rejected for hypothesis three.

Interpretation

The analysis indicates that when not controlling for any other variables, the null
hypothesis is rejected for all three hypotheses tested. When controlling for all of the
independent variables tested, the null hypothesis for hypothesis one and the null
hypothesis for hypothesis three cannot be rejected. The null hypothesis for hypothesis
two is rejected.

The fact that hypotheses one and three must be rejected when controlling for the
independent variables makes it less likely that the geographic location and religiosity of
the state have an effect on the percentage of women representation in the state’s
legislature. On the contrary, the fact that hypothesis two is still accepted when controlling
for the independent variables makes it likely that the percentage of the population that has
a Bachelor’s degree or higher has an effect on the percentage of women in the state’s

legislature.
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THE 2016 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION
Hypothesis

This analysis seeks to discover if Donald Trump’s presidency has affected the
number of women elected to state legislatures, and if so, in which states. The hypothesis
is that Donald Trump’s presidency has caused an increase in the percentage of women in
state legislatures that is higher than the expected change in the percentage of women in
the state legislatures. This hypothesis is based on the prediction that states will have
elected more women to their state legislatures in response to Trump’s presidency,
specifically his treatment of women.

Data

In order to calculate the expected change in the percentage of women in the state
legislatures from the 2016 election to the 2018 election, a weighted average of the change
from 2010-2012, 2012-2014, and 2014-2016 in each state was utilized. The data were
collected from the Center for American Women and Politics at Rutgers University. The
weighted average was calculated for each state and compared to the actual change in the
percentage of women in that state’s legislature after the 2018 midterm election. The
weight of each change was based on the recency of the elections; therefore, the change
from 2014-2016 was weighted the most and the change from 2010-2012 was weighted
the least. The 2014-2016 average change was weighted .5, the 2012-2014 average change
was weighted .3, and the 2010-2012 average change was weighted .2. The weighted
averages were then added together to get the expected change from 2016-2018 in the
percentage of women representation in each state’s legislature. The expected change from
all states was averaged together to get a nationwide expected change in the percentage of
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women in state legislatures, which was compared to the observed nationwide change in
the percentage of women in state legislatures

INSERT TABLE 10

Results
The expected change in the percentage of women in each state legislature from

2016-2018 was compared to the actual change. Thirty-four of the fifty states experienced
a larger increase in the percentage of women in their state legislature than what was
expected. Fifteen of those were expected to decrease in the percentage of women in the
state legislature, but instead experienced increases. One state, Illinois, saw an increase in
the number of women in the state legislature less than the predicted percentage. Three
states that were expected to decrease in the percentage of women in their state
legislatures from 2016-2018 experienced a decrease less than what was expected. Eight
states that were expected to experience an increase in the percentage of women in the
state legislature experienced no change in the percentage from 2016-2018. Three states,
Arizona, Kansas, and Virginia, were expected to increase the percentage of women in
their state legislatures, but experienced a decrease in the percentage of women in their
state legislatures from 2016-2018. Only North Carolina experienced an increase in the
percentage of women in their state legislature equal to the predicted value. The
nationwide expected 2016-2018 change of the percentage of women in state legislatures
was .75%. The observed nationwide change was 3.24%.

INSERT TABLE 11

The difference between the expected change and observed change in the

percentage of women in each state legislature from 2016-2018 was classified in to six
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groups: no change, increased more than expected, decreased when predicted to increase,
increased less than expected, decreased less than expected, and increased as expected.
The most relevant categories to observe for the hypothesis being analyzed are “increased
more than expected” and “decreased less than expected.” Of the 34 states that increased
the percentage of women in the state legislature more than expected, 19 of them casted
their Electoral College votes for Donald Trump in the 2016 presidential election. All
three of the states that decreased the percentage of women in their state legislature less
than expected, casted their votes for Donald Trump in the 2016 presidential election.
INSERT TABLE 12
Interpretation

There was an observed nationwide change in the percentage of women in state
legislatures from 2016-2018 that was almost five times larger than the expected change,
and 34 individual states experienced an increase in the percentage of women in their state
legislature larger than what was expected. The increase was not isolated only in states
that cast their votes for Hillary Clinton in the 2016 presidential election. While this is a
preliminary analysis, the data show that there is a possibility for Trump’s presidency to
have had an impact on the observed increase in the percentage of women in state
legislatures being larger than the expected increase, but further analysis would be
necessary to offer more support for this claim or to identify other factors that could

explain this difference.
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CONCLUSION
This study is a preliminary work assessing three factors of a state’s identity that could
potentially be beneficial to increasing representation of women in the state legislature, as
well as the effect of Donald Trump’s presidency on the number of women elected to state
legislatures in the 2018 midterm election. Not only can states utilize this data to
understand where they fall among the other states, but also to see some factors that could
potentially be beneficial for increasing women representation in the state legislature. This
information can also be utilized by female candidates to gain knowledge on where their
state falls, and if these factors will help or hinder them depending on the state they are
running in.

With the surge of women running for political office, it is more important than
ever that information regarding women in politics is being produced. The first analysis
should be expanded on to include more variables among the states, including political
party success and average income of the population in order to increase factors that can
be used to predict the representation of women in a state’s legislature. The second
analysis should be expanded on by the conduction of formal statistical analyses in order
to assess the concrete affect Donald Trump’s presidency may have had on the number of
women elected to each state’s legislature, and in which states the biggest effects were

experienced.
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Alaska 2.7 6.6
Arizona 2.44 -2.2
Arkansas -0.49 4.4
California -0.59 4.2
Colorado -1.7 7
Connecticut -0.93 6.4
Deleware -2.08 3.2
Florida 0.18 iR
Georgia 1.62 4.2
Hawaii -1.33 2.7
Idaho 1.82 0
Illinois 1.95 1.2
Indiana -0.47 2.7
Iowa 0.64 6
Kansas 1.47 -1.8
Kentucky -0.42 5.8
Louisiana 0.56 0
Maine 2.27 4.8
Maryland 1.26 3.7
Massachussets 0.2 4
Michigan 2.25 10.8
Minnesota 0.5 0
Mississippi -0.69 -0.5
Missouri -0.32 2.6
Montana 0.14 2
Nebraska 2.25 0
Nevada 3.97 12.7
New Hampshire 0.42 4.9
New Jersey 0.82 0
New Mexico 1.71 4.4
New York 2.77 4.7
North Carolina 1.21 1.2
North Dakota 0.7 2.9
Ohio -0.89 38
Oklahoma -0.18 8.7
Oregon 1.98 7.8
Pennsylvania 0.8 5.5
Rhode Island 2.59 6.2
South Carolina 2.08 0
South Dakota 0.01 2.2
Tennessee -0.84 0.7
Texas -0.08 2.8
Utah 1.93 3B
Vermont 1.86 0
Virginia 4.48 -0.7
Washington 2.58 3.4
West Virginia -0.75 0.7
Wisconsin 0.4 31
Wyoming -1.66 4.5

Expected Nationwide Change: .75 Observed Nationwide Change: 3.24
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Table 12: Observed 2016-2018 Change in the Percentage of Women in Certain State

Legislature and the Candidate Each State Casted Electoral Votes for in 2016

State Observed Change in Percentage of Women in State Legislature 2016-2018 v. Expected Change
Increased more than expected Red: Electoral College Votes Casted for Trump
Increased more than expected Blue: Electoral College Votes Casted for Hillary
Increased more than expected Purple: Electoral College Votes Split
Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased less than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected

Decreased less than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected

Decreased less than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected

Decreased less than expected

Increased more than expected

Increased more than expected
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FIGURES

Figure 1: Histogram of the Frequency of Data for “Womleg_18” Variable
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Figure 2: Bar Graph of Frequency for “South” Variable
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Figure 3: Classification of Southern States by the U.S. Census Bureau
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