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ABSTRACT 
 

 This paper examines the effect of term limits on the percentage of women serving in state 

legislatures.  Using data from 1994 through 2011 from all 99 state legislative chambers, the 

linear regression models used in this study control for external factors including the 

characteristics of each legislature, statewide socioeconomic variables, and geographic regions.   

Previous studies have not shown that term limits increase the number of women in the 

legislature.  However, this paper allows the effect of term limits to differ between upper and 

lower chambers and conclusively demonstrates that term limits significantly increase the 

percentage of women serving in state senates.  This finding is further bolstered by the use of a 

fixed effects model, which also shows that term limits are associated with a statistically 

significant increase in the percentage of women in upper legislative chambers.  These results are 

important because upper chambers have fewer women on average than lower chambers.  When 

women comprise fewer than 15 percent of a legislature, they are affected by the dynamics of 

tokenism, wherein underrepresented members adopt the behavioral norms of the majority group. 

When women exceed 15 percent of a legislature, however, they exhibit different legislative 

behavior than their male counterparts.  The increase in women caused by term limits helps 

reduce tokenism in state senates and allows female legislators to legislate as they see fit.   
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Introduction 
  

When Hilary Clinton concluded her historical campaign for the presidency in 2008, she 

thanked her supporters for bringing women one step closer to the highest political office in the 

United States:  “Although we weren't able to shatter that highest, hardest glass ceiling this time, 

thanks to you, it's got about 18 million cracks in it,” (“Transcript: Hilary Clinton Endorses 

Barack Obama,” 2008).   

 

Two years later, however, the U.S. saw the first decline in 30 years in the number of 

women elected to Congress.  At the end of the 111th Congress (2009-2011), the U.S. had a 

record-high level of female legislators, with 17 female Senators and 76 Congresswomen in the 

House of Representatives (Congressional Research Service, 2009).  That made women 

legislators just over 17 percent of Congress.  After the 2010 elections, the Senate held constant at 

17 female members with the loss of Blanche Lincoln (D-Ark.) and the addition of Kelly Ayotte 

(R-NH).  The House, however, saw a decline to 73 female members (Women in Congress, 

2011).  American women now comprise only 16.8 percent of Congress.  In fact, though all of 

U.S. history, only 274 women have served in Congress—not even enough to fill one session of 

the House of Representatives.    

 

The U.S. falls behind many other countries when it comes to women in politics; the 

world average of women in legislatures is 19.1 percent.  According to the International 

Parliamentary Union (IPU), the U.S. ranks 72nd in the world in terms of female representation, 

although some countries ahead of the U.S. have quotas for female candidates in the national 

legislature. Nevertheless, the U.S. falls far behind many of our international allies.   
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In state legislatures, the numbers are better, though still not near parity.  In 2010, women 

composed a little less than 25 percent of the membership of state legislatures. After the 2010 

elections, that number fell to 23.3 percent.   

 

 The percentage of women in state legislatures is important for a number of reasons.  State 

legislative bodies are traditionally training grounds for national offices.  In fact, seven of the last 

eleven Speakers of the House of Representatives served in state legislatures before running for 

Congress (Kurtz, 2011).  Nearly 50 percent of the 112th Congress served in state legislatures.  Of 

our 44 presidents, 22 have served in their state or colonial legislatures, including the current 

president, Barack Obama (Kurtz, 2006).   

 

Electing women to state and national offices has implications far beyond the symbolic 

shattering of the so-called glass ceiling, however.   As Melanne Verveer, the U.S. ambassador at 

large for global women's issues, has said, “The problems we face, be it relating to environment, 

security, economy or terrorism cannot be addressed unless women are allowed to participate 

fully in policy making,” (as quoted in The Times of India, 2010).   

 

Studies have shown that the presence of female representatives impacts the policies 

addressed by legislatures.  Michelle Saint Germain (1989) performed a longitudinal study of the 

Arizona state legislature, and found that women were more likely to, “initiate more bills in 

traditional women's interest areas than men (and) to initiate more bills on feminist issues than 

men.”  Sue Thomas (1991) found that, “women in states with the highest percentages of female 
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representatives introduce and pass more priority bills dealing with issues of women, children, 

and families than men in their states and more than their female counterparts in low 

representation legislatures.”   

 

Additionally, women bring a different behavioral style to legislatures, which impacts the 

manner in which policy is made. “Women are said to have a greater ability to work networks, to 

collaborate, and to nurture,” according to Joseph S. Nye, Jr.  “Their nonhierarchical style and 

relational skills fill a leadership gap,” (2008).   

 

 Susan Carroll explains why female legislators behave, on average, differently than their 

male counterparts:  “Because women and men, even women and men of the same race or 

ethnicity and social class, are treated differently by society and have somewhat different 

responsibilities as a result of their gender, they may enter office with different sets of life 

experiences.  Consequently, women may bring different perspectives and ideas to bear on public 

policy proposals,” (Carroll 2001, p. xiv). 

  

Scholars agree that increased numerical representation of women is likely to lead to 

better substantive representation of women.  However, there are many barriers to increased 

female representation.  A number of scholars have postulated that term limits might help 

overcome one of those barriers.  Because term limits remove incumbents from office and open 

new opportunities for novice legislators, scholars believe term limits may increase the number of 

women elected to office (Thompson and Moncrief, 1993).   
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 Fifteen states now have term limits in place for their legislatures: Arkansas, Arizona, 

California, Colorado, Florida, Louisiana, Maine, Michigan, Missouri, Montana,  

Nebraska, Nevada, Ohio, Oklahoma, and South Dakota (see Chart 1).  Term limits have been 

repealed in Idaho, Massachusetts, Oregon, Utah, Washington, and Wyoming.   

 

At first glance, the effects of term limits on female representation appear random.  At 38 

percent, the term-limited Colorado legislature has the highest percentage of women, while the 

term-limited Oklahoma legislature is among the lowest, with only 11.4 percent women.  

However, upon closer inspection, some patterns emerge.  For instance, states like with high 

percentages of female legislators like California and Maine were among the first to implement 

term limits.  And while there was an initial surge in the number of term limited legislatures 

between 1996 and 2000, the number has only slowly increased since then.  See Appendix A for a 

comparison of average female representation between term limited and non-limited states.     

 

Scholars have tried numerous approaches to address the topic of term limits and female 

representation.  Some focus on the effects in specific states  (Caress, 1999; Richardson, Jr., 

Valentine, & Stokes, 2005; Schraufnagel & Halperin, 2006) while others poll politicians directly 

to assess how term limits have affected individual legislators (Carey, Niemi, Powell, & 

Moncrief, 2006). 

 

  This paper will take a slightly different tack,  using eighteen years of data on the 

percentage of women serving in each state legislative body—both upper and lower chambers.  

Using multiple regression analysis, this study analyzes whether term limits have any effect on 
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the percentage of women in office, controlling for external factors in each state, including 

legislative variables that describe each chamber, demographic variables that describe each state’s 

population, and regional variables to control for unobserved cultural and historical factors that 

may differ by geography.   

 

Although previous studies have not found a correlation between term limits and increased 

female representation, the methods used in this study have not yet been applied to the 

comprehensive data now available from fifteen years of term limits.  When controlling for other 

factors, term limits are likely to increase the number of female representatives.   

 
 

Chapter 1: Literature Review 
 

There are a number of separate and distinct bodies of literature that are relevant to a 

policy discussion of term limits and female representation.  The first body of literature discusses 

the history and political theory behind term limits.  The second is devoted to the effect of female 

representation on policy.  The final body of literature unites these two concepts by examining the 

potential effect that term limits may have on the number of women elected to state legislative 

office.   

 

A Brief History of Term Limits 

Literature advocating term limits is as old as democracy itself.  Aristotle considered it a 

necessary characteristic of democracy: 

…These principles having been laid down and this being the nature of democratic 
government, the following institutions are democratic in character: election of officials by 
all from all; government of each by all,  and of all by each in turn; election by lot either to 
all magistracies or to all that do not need experience and skill; no property-qualification 
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for office, or only a very low one; no office to be held twice, or more than a few times, by 
the same person, or few offices except the military ones; short tenure either of all offices 
or of as many as possible…(Aristotle, The Politics, Book 6, Section 2; emphasis added).   

 
  

Many of America’s founding fathers also believed that term limits—also known as 

rotation—ensured good government.  The Articles of Confederation strictly limited 

representatives to Congress, saying, “no person shall be capable of being a delegate for more 

than three years in any term of six years,” (Articles of Confederation, 1777, Article 5).  James 

Madison and George Mason wanted mandatory rotation of elected office included in the 

Constitution.  Mason wrote that, “Nothing is so essential to the preservation of a Republican 

government as a periodic rotation.  Nothing so strongly impels a man to regard the interests of 

his constituents as the certainty of returning to the general mass of people, from whence he was 

taken, where he must participate in their burdens,” (as quoted in Rowland, 1892, p.496).   

Edward Lopez explains the scholarly consensus on why term limits were not included in the 

Constitution;  the framers, “considered term limits an unnecessary detail due to their expectations 

that tenure problems would take care of themselves through naturally (voluntary) rapid turnover 

of representation,” (Lopez, 2003, p.5).   

 

Lopez believes that as the United States became increasingly industrial and professional 

in the early 1900s, the ideal of a citizen legislature fell out of favor and both constituents and 

their representatives saw the potential for increasing returns with longer tenures in office.  

Today, Lopez explains, “because legislators compete for net transfers (of wealth) vis-à-vis one 

another, tenure is beneficial to a district both in absolute terms and in relative terms,” (Lopez, 

2003, p.6).   

6 
 



 

Legislatures grew increasingly professionalized until very recently, when the idea of term 

limits was once again revived in Oklahoma in the late 1980s.  Lloyd Noble II, an oilman and 

philanthropist, proposed putting 12 year lifetime limits up for a statewide vote on the primary 

ballots in September of 1990.  When they passed, Oklahoma became the first state to pass limits, 

although they would not be implemented until 2004.  The movement caught on quickly, and 

other states began limiting their state legislatures.  Twenty-three states also passed limits on their 

Congressional delegations, although these were later deemed unconstitutional by the Supreme 

Court (Rausch, Jr., 2003).   

 

Proponents of term limits argue that rotation provides a check on legislative power, 

redistributes political power, keeps legislators connected with their constituents, enhances 

electoral competitiveness, and prevents abuse of official power by ending careerism (Friedman 

and Wittman, 1996; Lopez, 2003; Struble, Jr., 1979, Will, 1994).    There is also evidence that 

term limited legislators send less “pork” to their districts (Carey et al., 2006). 

 

However, H. Abbie Erler (2007) examined spending in the 48 continental states from 

1977 to 2001 and found that—contrary to the claims of term limit advocates—term limits 

increase spending on welfare, transportation, and health care.  Opponents also argue that term 

limits reduce legislative efficiency and transfer power to unelected lobbyists and bureaucrats 

(Petracca, 1992).  Thad Kousser suggests that in less professionalized legislatures, term limits 

decrease the complexity and scope of lawmaking (2006).   
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Resolving the debate about the merits of term limits is beyond the scope of this study, but 

when studying the effects of term limits on gender representation, it is important to remember the 

broader causes and consequences of limiting legislative service.   

 

Women as Legislators 

While scholars and pundits fiercely debate the merits of term limits, a general consensus 

has been reached in our second body of literature.  Most scholars agree that women exhibit 

different legislative behavior than men.  A number of studies have shown that the presence of 

female representatives affects the policies addressed by legislatures.   

 

Michele Swers (1998) examined the 103rd Congress and found that female legislators 

were significantly more likely than their male counterparts to support women’s issues like 

abortion rights, reproductive issues, and protecting women against violent crime.  This behavior 

was consistent even when controlling for ideological and partisan differences between women.  

Swers found that the more directly an issue affected women, the more likely it was that gender 

helped predict voting patterns.  Because female Democrats were more likely to ideologically 

support these issues, the findings were most relevant to Republican legislators.  Republican 

women were more likely to defect from their party’s position to vote for women’s issues.   

 

In a study soon to be published by the American Journal of Political Science, Sarah 

Anzia and Christopher Berry (2011) argue that women have to overcome higher barriers to 

election, which discourage all but the highest-performing women.  According to Berry, “women 

run for and are elected to public office at lower rates than men. This might be because women 
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perceive themselves as less qualified to run than they actually are, or it might be because bias 

against women in the electorate produces a barrier to entry for them,” (as quoted in Galer, 2011).  

Regardless of the reason behind the bias, the result is that only the most capable and ambitious 

women are elected.  Anzia and Berry found that, on average, female members of Congress send 

about nine percent more federal dollars back to their districts than their male counterparts—

roughly $49 million per year.  

 

Michelle Saint Germain (1989) studied the Arizona state legislature between 1969 and 

1986 and found that women were more likely than their male counterparts to initiate bills in 

areas of traditionally female interest, such as abortion, children, education, family, public health, 

sex, and welfare.  However, when women comprised less than 15 percent of the legislature, they 

were no more likely than their male colleagues to propose women’s interest legislation.  Saint 

Germain found the same pattern in legislation on feminist issues—once women reached the 

critical mass of 15 percent of the legislature, female legislators were more likely than males to 

initiate legislation that promoted women’s rights.   

 

Sue Thomas (1991) found a similar result—the influence of female legislators depends in 

part on the strength of their presence in a legislative body.  Her survey of members of the lower 

houses in 12 states in 1988 found that, “not only does increased (female) representation affect 

whether or not women will pursue a given issue, it appears that greater numbers of women are 

associated with greater levels of feminist legislation as well as legislation traditionally of interest 

to women,” (Thomas, 1991, p.960).  Furthermore, “as more women became part of the 

legislative process, even those women who never viewed themselves as representatives of 
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women or women’s issues became educated and drawn into the process,” (Thomas, 1991, p.961).  

In another paper using the same data, Thomas and Welch found that greater numbers of women 

in the legislature also changed the behavior of male legislators.  “Men legislators’ tendency to 

introduce bills relating to women and children, and to express pride in accomplishments relating 

to women’s issues did increase,” (Thomas & Welch, 1991, p.454). 

 

Both Thomas and Saint Germain utilize Kanter’s (1977) theory on how proportions 

within groups affect group dynamics.   Kanter defines a group as skewed when one type of 

member (i.e. male) outnumbers another type (i.e. female) by a ratio of up to 85 to 15.  She calls 

the minority members of skewed groups, “‘tokens,’ because they are often treated as 

representatives of their category, as symbols rather than individuals,” (Kanter, 1977, p.966).  

Kanter explains that token group members attempt to minimize their visibility by adopting the 

behaviors of the dominant group members.  “The dynamics of role entrapment tend to lead to a 

variety of conservative and low-risk responses on the part of tokens. The time and awkwardness 

involved in correcting mistaken impressions often lead them to a preference for…minimizing 

change,” (Kanter, 1977, p.984).  Thomas and Saint Germain suggest that when women comprise 

less than 15 percent of a legislature, token dynamics take effect, causing women to lower their 

visibility by behaving like their male counterparts.   

 

 Rather than studying behavior, Beth Reingold (1992) examined attitudinal differences 

among male and female legislators.  Legislators from Arizona and California were asked if they 

saw themselves as representatives of women, whether they viewed women as an important 

constituency group, and whether they felt qualified to represent women’s concerns.  Although 
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Reingold’s study did not control for external factors, she did find that female legislators were 

more likely to view themselves as representative of women and women’s issues, more likely to 

consider women to be an important constituency group, and more likely to feel qualified to 

represent women’s issues.   

 

 More recently, Sarah Poggione (2004) attempted to correct the omission of constituency 

preferences from previous studies that characterized female policy preferences as more liberal 

than their male counterparts’ preferences.  Using a survey of members from the lower chambers 

of 24 state legislatures, Poggione operationalized welfare policy liberalism as a function of 

legislators’ responses to 17 survey questions.  Her regressions controlled for constituency 

characteristics like income, unemployment, education levels, and welfare liberalism, and 

legislator characteristics like race, party, and religion.  Poggione found that even when 

controlling for constituency demands, party identification, and ideology, women still tend to 

express “more liberal preferences on welfare policy than their male colleagues,” (305).  

Furthermore, these gender differences in policy preferences are greater among conservative 

legislators as opposed to their liberal peers.  

 

On Poggione’s scale of welfare liberalism, controlling for district preferences, the female 

Republicans scored, on average, as slightly less liberal than female Democrats.  On a 17 point 

scale, where zero is conservative and 17 is the most liberal on welfare policy, female Democrats 

averaged 7.2, female Republicans averaged 6.9, male Democrats averaged 6.6, and male 

Republicans averaged 4.5.  Poggione concludes that, “if gender exerts such a strong effect in this 
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(highly partisan) policy area, then gender may have a significant influence on other policy areas, 

especially areas in which the parties have less distinctive preferences,” (Poggione, 2004, p. 313). 

 

Amy Caiazza’s (2002) work on behalf of the Institute for Women’s Policy Research 

further corroborates the findings above.  Caiazza scored each state for female representation by 

ranking the percentage of women in each state’s elected offices with the importance of the office 

in question.  She then compares these scores with an index of “women-friendly” policies, which 

include domestic violence, child support, welfare, unemployment benefits, same-sex civil rights, 

and reproductive rights.  Caiazza finds that a one point increase in a state’s score for female 

representation is predicted to increase women friendly policies by 3.46 points.   

 

In addition to the different policy preferences expressed by female legislators, Lilliard 

Richardson, Jr. and Patricia Freeman (1995) argue that women also perform differently as 

representatives.  Richardson and Freeman surveyed legislators from Colorado, Maryland, North 

Carolina, and Ohio and collected responses that measured the priority and time each legislator 

placed on constituency service.  Controlling for variables such as legislative staff, office hours, 

and urban versus rural districts, the authors found that “females receive, on average more than 2 

extra (constituent service) requests per week than their male colleagues,” (Richardson, Jr. & 

Freeman, 1995, p.175).  Moreover, female legislators were three times more likely than their 

male colleagues to agree that they would spend more time on constituent services if more staff 

were available.   
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Term Limits and Female Representation 

Given the wide consensus that female legislators exhibit different legislative behavior 

and policy preferences than their male counterparts, the next step is examining whether term 

limits have an effect on the election of female legislators.  On this topic, the scholarship has 

produced mixed results, likely because of the different methodologies employed and the fact that 

most studies were performed in the infancy of term limits.   

 

The theoretical connection between female representation and term limits is explained by 

what Robert Darcy, Susan Welch, and Janet Clark (1987) refer to as the “drag of incumbency.”  

Looking at the 1986 state legislature elections, the authors note that, “most legislators decided to 

run for reelection, as they usually do. And most who did were reelected,” (Darcy, Welch & 

Clark, 1987, p. 121).  Nationally, they found a 68 retention rate among state legislators, which 

was roughly equal for male and female incumbents.  At the time, state legislatures on average 

were nearly 84 percent male.  They also found that among the candidates for open seats, 

approximately 19 percent were female and 81 percent were male.  Therefore, even if women run 

for office in the same numbers as men, “if incumbents keep returning at the rate they have been, 

much less than half the legislature will be replaced, and most of those eventually elected will still 

be male,” (ibid, p.126).  Although the authors do not explore the issue in depth, they do suggest 

that term limits could reduce the power of incumbency and increase the number of women 

elected to political office.   

 

 Joel Thompson and Gary Moncrief (1993) were among the first to explore the connection 

between term limits and female representation.  In an earlier study (Moncrief, Thompson, 
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Haddon, & Hoyer, 1992), the authors attempted to predict how many legislators would actually 

be forced out by term limits by looking at turnover trends in state legislatures.  They assumed a 

12 year consecutive limit would be the typical term limit imposed, and then followed the cohort 

of state legislators from the 1979-1980 legislative session to see who served 12 full years until 

the 1989-1990 session.1  They found that 27 percent of legislators in the lower chambers were 

still in office after 12 years, while 33 percent of the members of the upper chambers remained.  

The more professional the legislature, the greater percentage of members remained in place.   

 

 Thompson and Moncrief’s 1993 study made use of these findings, and analyzed retention 

rates among minority and female legislators.  They found that in lower chambers women had a 

slightly lower retention rate than men after 12 years —25.3 percent as opposed to 27.6 percent.  

However, in upper chambers, 50 percent of female legislators remained 12 years later, while 

only 32 percent of male legislators were still in office.  Thompson and Moncrief also found that, 

“as the number of women in the legislature increases, so does their tendency to remain,” 

(Thompson & Moncrief, 1993, p.305).  This work was purely predictive, as term limits had not 

yet taken effect in any states in 1993.  However, it suggested the possibility that the effect of 

term limits might vary by chamber because of the rate of female retention differs significantly 

between upper and lower chambers.   

 

                                                 
1 Moncrief et al. (1992) were incorrect in their assumption that the most common term limits 
imposed would limit legislators to 12 years of consecutive service.  Only three of the 15 states 
with term limits currently in place allow legislators to serve 12 years before being limited, and 
only in Louisiana is it a consecutive limit (meaning that legislators who serve, retire, and then 
run for office again are given a fresh start—previous years of service do not count against 
consecutive term limits).  For more information on the types of term limits in place, see 
Appendix B.  
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Since Thompson and Moncrief raised the possibility of a connection between term limits 

and female representation, a number of scholars have examined the subject.  Some have focused 

on individual states to explore differences in female representation before and after the 

implementation of term limits.  Stanley Caress (1999) studied the California State Assembly 

shortly after term limits first took effect.  He found an increase in female legislators between 

1990 and 1996, but could not attribute it to the effects of term limits.  Rather, he argued that 

district reapportionment in 1992 was the primary cause for the increased percentage of women in 

the legislature.   

 

Scot Schraufnagel and Karen Halperin (2006) performed a comparison of means test for 

women in the Florida house and senate before and after term limits took effect and found no 

significant gains for women. The authors admit that the test was, “incomplete because we do not 

control for other possible explanations for changes in these legislative characteristics,” 

(Schraufnagel & Halperin, 2006, p.456).    

 

Similarly, Lilliard Richardson, David Valentine, and Shannon Stokes (2005) examined 

the Missouri state legislature and argued that term limits did not significantly impact the 

percentage of female legislators.  They found that the percentage of women in the legislature had 

been steadily increasing since 1975 but actually decreased slightly after the elections of 2002 and 

2004, just as term limits were opening large numbers of seats.   

 

These state-specific studies provide a great deal of qualitative data on the legislative 

patterns of the state in question, but they lack the comprehensiveness and external validity of 
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national studies of term limits and female representation. This is due in part to the necessarily 

small sample size of an individual state study and in part to the unique characteristics of each 

state that cannot be generalized to the nation as a whole.   

 

Susan Carroll and Krista Jenkins (2001a) have examined national patterns by gathering 

data on open seats in state legislatures in 1998 and 2000 and determining the number women 

who were termed out of their seats and comparing that to the number of women elected to seats 

vacated by a term-limited legislator.  The authors found that term limits had different results 

depending on the legislative body.  Generally, women fared worse in state houses.  “In both 1998 

and 2000, more women were forced to leave state house seats because of term limits than were 

elected to house seats which opened up when term-limited incumbents stepped down,” (Carroll 

& Jenkins, 2001a, p.24).  Conversely, “women have fared better in term-limited seats for state 

senates than for state houses because there seems to be a ‘pipeline’ effect at work. Some women 

representatives who have been term-limited out or who face a term-limited future (in the lower 

chamber) have successfully taken advantage of opportunities to seek senate seats that opened up 

because of term limits,” (ibid, p.25).   

 

Carroll and Jenkins (2001a) also use longitudinal data to compare the percentage of 

women among state representatives pre- and post-term limit implementation to see if the 

proportion of women increased.  Their findings were mixed: “rather than the post-1996 increase 

one might expect if the implementation of term limits had a positive effect on the representation 

of women, the proportions of women serving in the post-term limits period generally have not 

been greater than the proportions serving in 1993,” (Carroll & Jenkins, 2001a, p.7).  However, 
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Carroll and Jenkins do not perform a regression analysis with their data, and thus fail to control 

for colluding factors that may influence the percentage of women elected to state office.   

 

Robert Bernstein and Anita Chadra (2003) also examined the 1998 elections to see if 

term limits had an effect on female representation.2  Women were expected to show substantial 

gains in the 1998 elections.  However, the seats opened by term limits went largely uncontested 

by females, and those who did run fared poorly in the general elections.   

 

Bernstein and Chadra attempted to explain this unexpected result by surveying 162 

candidates in open races for the lower house in term-limited state legislatures.  Their dependent 

variable was the percentage of the vote won by each candidate.  Their independent variables 

were gathered from the survey responses, and represented factors that influence performance in 

elections and also can be affected by gender.  These included whether the candidate has held 

public office in the past, whether the candidate was recruited by the out-going incumbent or a 

special interest group, whether the candidate was promised financing, the candidate’s motivation 

to run for office, whether the candidate and the out-going incumbent shared the same party 

affiliation, and whether the candidate was running in what he or she considered to be a hopeless 

race.  The independent variable of interest was gender.   

 

Bernstein and Chadra found that being recruited by an incumbent and representing the 

incumbent’s party had a significant, positive effect on vote percentage.  Running in a hopeless 

                                                 
2 Although term limits first took effect in 1996, their influence was not broadly felt until 1998, 
when eleven legislative bodies in seven states had a total of 203 members termed out of office 
(see Chart 2). 
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race – what Bernstein and Chadra call serving as a “sacrificial victim” on behalf of the party – 

had a significant negative effect.  They found that women were less likely to be of the same party 

of the incumbent and more likely to be asked to serve as sacrificial victims.  The authors argue 

that these factors combined to prevent many wins by female candidates in term-limited seats.  

Bernstein and Chadra also note that women did not run for these open seats in the numbers 

anticipated; 40 percent of the open seats in 1998 were not contested by female candidates. Their 

conclusion is that term limits can increase the number of women elected to office, but only if 

female candidates are actively recruited.   

 

John Carey, Richard Niemi, and Lynda Powell surveyed 3,000 state legislators in 1995 to 

determine if the limits had an anticipatory effect on legislative composition.   Although they 

found no significant effects on the race or occupation of legislators, they did show that term 

limited states are more likely to elect women than non-term limited states.  The authors were 

careful to point out that this correlation was not necessarily due to the term limits, however.  

Carey et al. explained that states with term limits, “were more inclined than NTL (non-term-

limited) states to elect women both before and after limits were adopted,” (Carey, Niemi, & 

Powell, 1998, p.295).   

 

In 2006, Carey, Niemi and Powell joined Gary Moncrief to conduct a follow-up to this 

study.  Unlike the 1995 data, which was obtained before term limits had actually taken effect 

anywhere, their 2006 paper was based on a 2002 survey which included data from 19 chambers 

in 11states.  They categorized legislators across two sets of categories—generation and whether 

they served in a body with term limits.  Thus, they had four groups: old-timers (which were 
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elected before term limits were passed) in term limited states; old-timers in control states; 

newcomers (elected after term limits had passed) in term limited states; and newcomers in 

control states.  Newcomers were more likely to be women than old-timers, regardless of the 

presence of term limits.  However, neither generation showed a statistically significant difference 

in the number of female legislators in term limited states versus control states.   

 

Carey and his co-authors control for demographic variables that may have an impact on 

the number of women elected to office, including professionalization of the legislature, racial 

and ethnic demographics, average household income, and education levels.  Their work is 

thorough, but it is based on data that is now more than eight years old.  In 2002, a total of 957 

legislators had been termed out of office.  By 2010, that number had more than doubled to 2,231, 

creating many more opportunities for the effects of term limits to take hold.  Additionally, their 

observations were compiled from a survey mailed out to all state legislators.  The response rate 

was 40 percent, and the data was weighted using the probability of legislator response given a set 

of individual and contextual variables. Thus, they are using a statistical approximation of 

legislative composition rather than actual gender percentages.   

 

More recently, Stanley Caress and Todd Kunioka (2005) used regression analysis in a 

study that measured the percentage of female state legislators in each of the 50 states in 2005 as 

the dependent variable.  The independent variable of interest was whether the state had term 

limits in place.  Their control variables were divided into two categories: socioeconomic factors 

including educational attainment, female labor participation rates, fertility rates, per capita 

income, and infant mortality rates; and variables that described whether the legislature was 
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family-friendly, including an approximation of district size and whether the legislature is full-

time or part-time.  Of all these control variables, only educational attainment (measured as the 

percent of the population with a bachelor’s degree or more in 2003) was statistically significant.  

The authors found that term limits did not have a statistically significant effect on the percentage 

of female state legislators.  The authors admit that, “the lack of statistical significance (for term 

limits) is not entirely surprising, because our “N” (of 50) is by necessity relatively small,” 

(Caress & Kunioka, 2005, p.9).   

 

Although Caress and Kunioka did not find a statistically significant result, they have 

created a compelling model through which to examine term limits and female representation.  

Their model has relatively good predictive power, with an adjusted R-squared of .239.  

Additionally, by using percentage of women in the legislature as their independent variable, they 

benefit from performing a regression using hard data as opposed to survey results.   

 

Chapter 2: Methodology 

 This study benefits from the work of Caress and Kunioka (2005) in that their model 

serves as the basis for the variety of econometric regression models used here to determine 

whether term limits increase the percent of women in state legislatures.  The first models 

presented (Table 1 and Table 2) show multivariate regressions with percentage of women in each 

state legislative chamber in 2011 as the dependent variable and term limits as the independent 

variable of interest.  A variety of control variables are included in these models to separate the 

effects of term limits from other colluding factors.  These control variables can be broken down 

into three categories: legislative variables, demographic variables, and regional variables.  The 
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second set of models (Table 3) are fixed effects regressions that calculate the effect of term limits 

on the percentage of women in the legislature over an 18-year period from 1994 to 2001.   

 

The data for this study comes from a variety of sources. Data on women in office was 

collected from the Center for American Women in Politics (CAWP), data on term limits and 

party control was collected from the National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL), data on 

professionalism was adapted from Squire’s measures (2007), and data on demographic and 

regional variables were collected from the U.S. Census Bureau.  For a complete list of data 

sources, please see the appendix.   

 

Women in the Legislature 

 The percentage of women in each legislative body is calculated by dividing the total 

number of women by the total number of members each year.  During the 18 years included in 

this study, the average percentage of women in all legislatures rose from 19.84 to 22.96.  In 

upper chambers, the average percentage of women rose from 18.04 in 1994 to 21.64 in 2011.  

Lower chambers averaged 21.68 percent women in 1994, which has increased to 24.05 in 2011.  

Chart 1 demonstrates how the percentage of women increased in both term-limited states and 

non-limited states, as well as both upper and lower chambers. 
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Chart 1: Average Percentage of Women in Term Limited and Non-Term Limited States, Upper 
and Lower Legislative Bodies, 1994-2011 

 
Note: Term Limited states are defined as those with term limits in place as of 2011.   
 

Term Limits 

For the purposes of the first models, term limits are defined as whether or not term limits 

were in place for the election that determined the composition of the legislature in 2011.  

Legislatures with term limits in place during the 2010 elections have a value of 1 for this 

variable, while legislatures without term limits in 2010 have a value of 0.  In the fixed effects 

models, legislative bodies only have a value of 1 for term limits if they have term limits in a 

given year.   The central hypothesis of this study is that term limits will have a positive effect on 

percentage of women.  Chart 2 shows which states have term limits and when those limits took 

effect.   
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Chart 2: Chronology of Term Limits 
 

Legislative Body 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2007 2008 2010 
Total Legislatures 4 11 23 22 24 25 27 27 29

Arizona House          
Arizona Senate          
Arkansas House          
Arkansas Senate          
California House          
California Senate          
Colorado House          
Colorado Senate          
Florida House          
Florida Senate          
Louisiana House          
Louisiana Senate          
Maine House          
Maine Senate          
Michigan House          
Michigan Senate          
Missouri House          
Missouri Senate          
Montana House          
Montana Senate          
Nebraska Legislature          
Nevada House          
Nevada Senate          
Ohio House          
Ohio Senate          
Oklahoma House          
Oklahoma Senate          
Oregon House          
Oregon Senate          
South Dakota House          
South Dakota Senate          
Total Termed Out 65 203 380 322 257 268 60 309 380 
Note: Idaho, Utah, and Wyoming all passed term limits legislation but repealed it before any 
legislators were termed out.  Oregon is the only state which passed term limits, saw legislators 
termed out of office, and then repealed term limits.  The Oregon Supreme Court struck down 
term limits as unconstitutional in 2002.  
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Legislative Variables 

 Legislative variables include a dummy for whether or not the legislature is the upper or 

lower chamber, a measure of the professionalism of the legislature, a control for the percentage 

of democrats in the legislature in 2011, and a control for the percentage of women in the 

legislature in 1994.   

 

 Upper or Lower Chamber: This variable is a dummy where 0 indicates the lower 

chamber, or house, and 1 indicates the upper chamber, or senate. As has been previously noted, 

term limits are predicted to have different effects on state senates than state houses.  Women 

termed out of the state house may go on to run for the senate.  However, lower chambers 

historically have higher percentages of women.  Therefore, I predict a negative effect for this 

variable—if the legislature is the upper chamber it is likely to have a lower percentage of 

women.    

 

Professionalism: Using the U.S. Congress as a baseline measure of a professional body, 

Squire ranked legislatures on pay, staff members per legislator, and total days in session.  A 

score of 1.0 would indicate a perfect similarity to Congress and a score of 0.0 would indicate no 

similarity.   This paper utilizes Squire’s most recent ratings (Squire, 2007). His scores for each 

state average the measures from the upper and lower house, so within-state variation is 

eliminated. Nevertheless, Squire’s measure allows professionalism to vary widely between states 

and is commonly used by scholars as a measure of legislative professionalism.     
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Greater professionalism is expected to provide increased incentives to serve in the 

legislature, which therefore leads to longer terms.  Squire (2007) discounts the possibility of 

endogeneity between these variables, however.  “Term limits do not alter the number of days a 

legislature meets, the salary its members earn, or the staff that is provided,” Squire explains 

(2007, p.215). He also notes that, “even before the imposition of term limits, most members of 

the professional California Assembly opted to serve for only a few terms…All of these 

observations suggest that a professional legislature need not necessarily be a career legislature,” 

(ibid).   

  

Percentage of Democrats: Female candidates for office are more often Democrats than 

Republicans.  Therefore, controlling for the percentage of Democrats in a legislature is important 

to isolate the effect of term limits.  The percentage of Democrats is measured in 2011 to maintain 

continuity with the percentage of women and the presence of term limits.   

  

Percentage of Women in 1994: It could be that states that tend to implement term limits 

are also those that tend to elect women.  Or perhaps it could be that legislatures with high 

percentages of women tend to implement term limits.  In either case, controlling for the 

percentage of women in a legislature in 1994—before term limits had been implemented 

anywhere—allows us to remove some of the variation that is due only to a legislature’s pre-

existing tendency to include women.   
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Demographic Variables 

 Demographic variables are intended to control for characteristics of the population that 

may predispose residents to elect more women.  Variables include the percent of each state’s 

population that has attained a college education or more, per capita income in thousands of 

dollars, the percent of the state population living below the poverty line, the state female labor 

force participation rate, the percentage of female-owned businesses, and the state’s population in 

millions.   

 

 Percent of Population with a Bachelor’s Degree or Higher:  Educational attainment is one 

of the only demographic variables that has been shown to have any correlation with the 

percentage of women in office (Caress & Kunioka, 2005).  Presumably, residents with higher 

education levels are more likely to vote for women.   

 

 Per Capita Income: Per capita income was collected from the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2009 

American Community Survey one-year estimates.  It is defined as, “the mean income computed 

for every man, woman, and child in a particular group…It is derived by dividing the aggregate 

income of a particular group by the total population in that group,” (U.S. Census Bureau, 2009).  

The per capita income of each state may be correlated with the percentage of women in office in 

a similar manner to education; wealthier populations might be expected to be more likely to vote 

for women.  However, this could also work in the reverse.  Wealthier residents may also more 

likely vote Republican, which is negatively correlated with the percentage of women in office.   
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 Percent of the Population Living below the Poverty Line: This variable is expected to 

work similarly (albeit in the opposite direction) to per capita income.  However, whereas per 

capita income averages wealth over the entire population, the percent of the population living in 

poverty shows the number of poor citizens in any given state.    

 

 Female Labor Force Participation: Residents of states in which a high percentage of 

women participate in the work force are presumably accustomed to seeing women in positions of 

responsibility, if not authority.  This could be positively correlated with the percentage of women 

in the legislature.  However, if female labor force participation is driven not by a perception of 

gender equality, but rather by the need for women to contribute to family income, it could be 

negatively correlated with the percentage of women in office.  If women are joining the 

workforce because of a need for money, they are unlikely to take on the financial risk of running 

for office.   

 

 Female Owned Businesses: Presumably, in states where women find success in owning 

and operating businesses, the environment is conducive to accepting women as authority figures, 

which should be positively correlated with the percentage of women in office.   

 

 Population: States with large populations tend to have more urban centers, which are 

more likely to elect both Democrats and women.  
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Regional Variables 

 Regional variables are dummies for seven of the Census Bureau’s eight regional divisions 

of the United States.  New England is used as the baseline comparison division.  Controlling for 

region helps remove unobserved variables that may impact the percent of women in office.  For 

instance, states with agriculture as a dominant industry may have different characteristics than 

those with a great deal of manufacturing or service industries.  Controlling for region allows the 

percentage of women in office to differ between the low averages among states in the Deep 

South like Mississippi and Alabama and the higher averages in Pacific states like Oregon and 

California.   

  

The Census divisions are as follows: 

• New England: Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, 

Vermont 

• Mid-Atlantic: New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania 

• East North Central: Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, Ohio, Wisconsin  

• West North Central: Iowa, Kansas, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, South 

Dakota 

• South Atlantic: Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Maryland, North Carolina, South Carolina, 

Virginia, West Virginia 

• East South Central: Alabama, Kentucky, Mississippi, Tennessee 

• West South Central: Arkansas, Louisiana, Oklahoma, Texas 

• Mountain: Arizona, Colorado, Idaho, New Mexico, Montana, Utah, Nevada, Wyoming 

• Pacific: Alaska, California, Hawaii, Oregon, Washington 
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All of the legislative, demographic, and regional variables are included in the first model.  

Because of the potential for serial correlation between Census divisions and demographic 

variables, the second model includes legislative variables and demographic variables only.  The 

third model includes legislative variables, regional variables, and the one demographic variable 

likely to have any statistical significance—percent of the population with a bachelor’s degree or 

higher.   

 

Next, to see if the effect of term limits varies by chamber, three more equations are run.  

The first includes all of the previously described legislative, demographic, and regional 

variables, as well as an interaction term between term limits and the upper chamber.  Including 

this interaction allows the effects of term limits to differ between state houses and senates.  The 

interaction should be positive if term limits do indeed force women who have been termed out of 

the lower chamber to run for the upper chamber.   

 

The next two equations are run separately for the upper chamber and lower chamber, 

which allows the effect of term limits and all other control variables to differ by chamber.  The 

coefficient on term limits should be more positive in the senate equation than it will be in the 

house equation.   

 

Finally, two fixed effects regressions are run (Table 3).  The data for these models is 

arranged as panel data rather than cross-sectional data.   There are 18 observations for each state 

legislative body—one for each year between 1994 and 2011.  Therefore, there are 900 

observations for the upper chambers (Nebraska’s unicameral legislature is characterized as a 

29 
 



senate) and 882 observations for the lower chambers.  The percentage of women varies over each 

year, and is calculated from the number of women in each chamber divided by the total number 

of members in that chamber. The term limits dummy also varies by year—for instance, Oregon 

has a value of 1 in 1999 to 2001, but 0 for all other years.   Using a fixed effects model allows us 

to control for the fact that states that tend to elect more women also tend to implement term 

limits.   

 

 

Chapter 3: Findings 

 Approaching the question of term limits and legislative composition through multiple 

regression has shown a significant relationship between the presence of term limits and the 

percentage of women elected to state legislatures.   

 

As Appendix A demonstrates, in most years states with term limits tend to have a higher 

percentage of women in the legislature.  However, with the exception of 1999, 2000, and 2001, 

these differences are not statistically significant.  The significant differences seen in 1999, 2000, 

and 2001 could be due to the fact that term limits first broadly took effect during the 1998 

elections (see Chart 2).  In that year, 11 legislative bodies saw legislators termed out.  Thus, the 

1999 and 2000 legislatures—whose compositions were determined by the 1998 elections—were 

the first bodies to truly see the effect of term limits.  In the 2000 elections, the number of term 

limited chambers more than doubled to 23, which could explain the significant difference seen in 

2001.  Since that time, the number of term limited legislatures has slowly increased to a total of 

29 today. 
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Table 1: Regression Analysis on the Effect of Term Limits on Percentage of Women 
  

(a)   (b)   (c)   
 
Term Limits Dummy    3.465*  3.113*  3.258* 
       (1.557) (1.386)  (1.510) 
Dummy for Upper House (Senate)  -.917  -1.251  -.893   
       (1.190) (1.182)  (1.177) 
Professionalism    -5.894  -5.067  -1.496 
      (10.011) (8.169)  (7.224) 
Percentage of Democrats in 2011  .155**  .122**  .121** 
       (.048)  (.044)  (.039) 
Percentage of Women in 1994   .496**  .397**  .496** 
       (.097)  (.082)  (.096) 
Percent of State Population    .583†  .505*  .591** 

Holding a bachelor’s degree    (.295)  (.259)  (.185) 
Per Capita Income (in thousands)  -.626  -.577  -- 
        (.461)  (.389) 
Percent of the Population    -.823  -.563  -- 

Living below poverty line    (.566)  (.472)  
Female Labor Force Participation  -.021  .022  -- 
        (.326)  (.236) 
Female-Owned Businesses   .247  .209  -- 
       (.482)  (.367) 
Population (in millions)   .150  .148  -- 
       (.154)  (.147)   
Mid-Atlantic Region    6.628†  --  6.194 
       (3.815)    (3.079) 
East North Central Region   3.175  --  4.594 
       (3.674)    (3.079) 
West North Central Region   5.843†  --  6.358* 
       (3.335)    (2.720) 
South Atlantic Region    3.651  --  4.724† 
       (3.019)    (2.617) 
East South Central Region   8.825*  --  8.429* 
       (4.011)    (3.699) 
West South Central Region   6.392†  --  6.485† 
       (3.733)    (3.497) 
Mountain Region    5.335†  --  6.749** 
       (2.864)    (2.502) 
Pacific Region      2.795  --  4.478 
       (3.089)    (2.702) 
N       99  99  99 
Adjusted R2     .493  .487  .502 
 
Notes: Variables significant at 99% confidence are denoted with (**). Variables significant at 95% 
confidence are denoted with (*). Variables significant at 90% confidence are denoted with (†). 
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Notwithstanding the year to year differences, there is a statistically significant impact on 

the percentage of women in legislature between term limited and non-term limited states, which 

is robust across a variety of models.  Table 1 presents three models that show the effect of term 

limits on percentage of women in the legislature using a variety of legislative, demographic, and 

regional control variables.  The first model includes all control variables, while the second 

eliminates regional variables and the third eliminates demographic variables.  The coefficient on 

term limits is significant at 95 percent confidence in all three models, and it varies only slightly, 

remaining consistently above 3 percentage points.   

 

The first model has an adjusted R-squared of 0.493, meaning that it explains 49 percent 

of the variation in percentage of women in the legislature.  The coefficient on term limits is 3.47, 

which is the largest of these three models.  Essentially, the presence of term limits is predicted to 

increase the percentage of women in a legislative body by 3.47 percentage points.  Additionally, 

percent of Democrats, percent of women in 1994, education level, and five census divisions are 

statistically significant at traditional levels of confidence.   

 

The second regression eliminates regional controls from the model.  The coefficient on 

term limits drops to 3.11, and the adjusted R-squared drops only slightly to 0.487, indicating that 

more than 48 percent of the variation in percent of women in the legislature is explained by 

legislative and demographic characteristics.  Term limits, percent of women in 1994, percent of 

Democrats, and education remain significant.   
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The third model eliminates most demographic controls, except for percent of the 

population who have obtained a bachelor’s degree or higher. The control for education remains 

in this model as it is the only demographic variable that has shown the potential for a statistically 

significant effect on percentage of women in the legislature.  This model corroborates previous 

studies (Caress & Kunioka, 2005) that suggest education has a significant effect on women in the 

legislature.  In this model, the coefficient on the percent of the population with a college 

education is 0.59, and it is statistically significant at 99 percent confidence.  This suggests that all 

else being equal, if the percent of the population with a college education (or higher) increases 

by five percentage points (which it did, on average, between 1990 and 2007), the percentage of 

women in state legislatures should increase by nearly three percentage points.   

 

The adjusted R-squared for this model is 0.502—higher than that of the previous two 

models, which indicates that this model is a better fit for predicting the percentage of women in 

the legislature.  More than 50 percent of the variation in the percentage of female legislators is 

explained by this regression.  This model also shows the greatest number of individually 

significant independent variables.  This suggests that controlling for region may be a sufficient 

method of controlling for demographic characteristics when analyzing the effect of term limits 

on legislative composition. 

 

The fact that the percentage of women in 1994 is a statistically significant control 

variable in all three models is critical to the validity of this study.  There is a 63 percent 

correlation between percentage of women in 1994 and percentage of women in 2011 when not 

controlling for other external factors.  A cursory look at data indicates that states which tend to 
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elect more women have also happened to implement term limits.  Controlling for the level of 

women before the implementation of term limits helps segregate that difference from the effect 

of term limits.  

 

 In all three models, there is a small but significant relationship between the percentage of 

women in 1994 and the percentage of women in 2011, with a coefficient of nearly 0.5 in the first 

and third model. Nationally, the average percentage of women in state legislatures has increased 

from 19.9 to 23.0 percent.  But these results indicate that, when controlling for the other factors, 

only 0.5 percentage points of the gains from 1994 to 2011 are attributive to a general trend line. 

States with term limits have seen a greater increase in the average percent of women than non-

term limited states even when controlling for their differences in women’s representation prior to 

term limits.  This difference will be explored further below using a fixed effects model.   

 

The next set of models (Table 2) separates the effect of term limits by chamber type.  The 

first column is included for comparison’s sake only, as it is a copy of the very first regression 

model run, which includes legislative, demographic, and regional controls.  The second model 

includes all of these variables as well as an interaction between term limits and chamber.  Both 

term limits and chamber are 0-1 dummy variables, so the interaction term only has a value when 

the legislature in question is the upper chamber in a state with term limits in effect.  The third 

regression is run only on the upper chambers, while the fourth is run only on lower chambers.   
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Table 2: Effect of Term Limits on Percentage of Women by Legislative Body 
  

All    Interaction  Senate Only House Only  
 
Term Limits Dummy   3.465*  .479  6.623*  .441 
      (1.557) (1.979)  (2.786)  (1.616) 
Dummy for Upper House (Senate) -.917  -2.462†     --    --  
      (1.190) (1.332) 
Term Limits x Upper House     --  5.1829*    --    -- 
       (2.489)   
Professionalism   -5.894  -7.235  -5.496  -11.940 
     (10.011) (9.756)  (17.835) (10.177) 
Percentage of Democrats in 2011 .155**  .171**  .192*  .191** 
      (.048)  (.048)  (.082)  (.058) 
Percentage of Women in 1994  .496**  .538**  .626**  .518** 
      (.097)  (.097)  (.162)  (.125) 
Percent of State Population   .583†  .568†  .720  .397 

Holding a bachelor’s degree   (.295)  (.287)  (.521)  (.299) 
Per Capita Income (in thousands) -.626  -.615  -.766  -.476† 
   (.461)  (.449)  (.818)  (.472) 
Percent of the Population   -.823  -.816  -1.034  -.603 

Living below poverty line   (.566)  (.551)  (1.003)  (.579)  
Female Labor Force Participation -.021  -.032  .015  -.087 
       (.326)  (.317)  (.579)  (.328) 
Female-Owned Businesses  -.247  .166  -.098  .264 
      (.482)  (.469)  (.837)  (.509) 
Population (in millions)  .150  .177  .420  .008 
      (.154)  (.149)  (.281)  (.155) 
Mid-Atlantic Region   6.628†  7.413*  9.763  6.933† 
      (3.815)  (3.726)  (6.889)  (3.901) 
East North Central Region  3.175  3.775  4.381  4.435 
      (3.674)  (3.583)  (6.478)  (3.783) 
West North Central Region  5.843†  6.324†  8.143  5.751 
      (3.335)  (3.251)  (5.892)  (3.437) 
South Atlantic Region   3.651  4.279  5.973  3.951 
      (3.019)  (2.949)  (5.348)  (3.186) 
East South Central Region  8.825*  9.551*  16.446* 4.268 
      (4.011)  (3.914)  (7.118)  (4.188) 
West South Central Region  6.392†  7.029†  9.862  5.316 
      (3.733)  (3.642)  (6.493)  (4.028) 
Mountain Region   5.335†  5.784*  7.588  5.196† 
      (2.864)  (2.792)  (5.083)  (2.996) 
Pacific Region     2.795  2.944  4.550  1.691 
      (3.089)  (3.005)  (5.478)  (3.134)  

N      99  99  50  49 
Adjusted R2    .481  .519  .399  .595 
  
Notes: Variables significant at 99% confidence are denoted with (**). Variables significant at 95% 
confidence are denoted with (*). Variables significant at 90% confidence are denoted with (†). 
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The interacted model shows a couple of interesting results: first, the dummy variable for 

the upper chamber is negative and statistically significant.  This makes sense, as upper chambers 

typically have a smaller ratio of women to men.  Second, while term limits lose significance in 

this model, the interaction between term limits and the upper chamber is large and statistically 

significant.  With a coefficient of 5.18, this interaction suggests that term limits have a strong 

positive effect on the percentage of women in the upper chamber of the legislature.   The 

interacted model has strong explanatory power, with an adjusted R-squared of 0.519.   

 

The next two models are run separately for each chamber type to further distinguish the 

different impacts between upper and lower chambers.  For upper chambers, term limits show the 

largest positive effect of any of the models run for this study.  The coefficient indicates that the 

presence of term limits increases the number of women in state senates by 6.6 percentage points. 

However, term limits have no statistically significant effect on the percentage of women in state 

houses. The adjusted R-squared of 0.399 for the upper chamber model is lower than that of the 

lower chamber model—0.595.  Nevertheless, both models have substantial explanatory power.   

 

As previous studies (Moncrief, Niemi, & Powell, 2004) have demonstrated, term limits 

increase the number of house members that move to the state senate.  Legislators who may have 

otherwise chosen a longer incumbency in the lower chamber choose to continue their political 

careers in the upper house.  The house and senate regression models suggest that female 

legislators participate in this movement between the house and senate.  However, attributing all 

of the effects of term limits to the mechanism of inter-chamber movement would be premature, 

as there may be many factors at work.     
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To further understand the effect of term limits on female legislative representation, two 

final models are run: separate fixed effects regressions for the upper and lower chambers.  Table 

3 shows the results.  For the upper chambers, term limits have a large significant effect on the 

percentage of women in the legislature.  Controlling for fixed effects—individual state 

characteristics that do not change over time—term limits are predicted to increase the percentage 

of women in state senates by 4.8 percentage points.  Because only one variable is included in this 

model, it does not have great predictive power—the overall R-squared is only 0.02 percent, 

which suggests that this model explains only two percent of the total variation in percentage of 

women in the legislature.  The R-squared within states is 0.07, indicating that for each state, 

seven percent of the variation in the percent of women in the senate between 1994 and 2011 is 

explained by term limits.   

 

 

Table 3: Fixed Effects of Term Limits on Percentage of Women, 1994 - 2011 
  

Senate  House   T  P  
    
Term Limits Dummy   4.821** -.606  7.90  .000 
     (.610)  (.471)  -1.29  .198 
 
N     900  882 
R2 within states   .068  .002 
R2 between states   .008  .019 
R2 overall    .021  .007 
 
Notes: Variables significant at 99% confidence are denoted with (**).  
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The results for lower chambers are not significant at traditional levels of confidence.  Nor 

does this model have a great deal of explanatory power, with an overall R-squared of 0.007.  

This is consistent with the results shown in Table 2, which demonstrated that term limits have a 

significant effect on the percentage of women serving in upper chambers, but not lower 

chambers.   

 
In summary, the various regressions run in this study point to a number of conclusions 

that are robust across all models.  A few variables show consistent significance.  The percentage 

of women in the legislature is correlated with the percentage of Democrats.  This result is 

significant in every model in which percentage of Democrats is a control variable.  Similarly, the 

percentage of women in the legislature in 1994 is correlated with the percentage of women in 

2011.  This too is significant in every model in which it is included.  Except for education level, 

demographic variables are not significant predictors of percentage of women in the legislature.  

Neither is the degree of professionalism of the legislature.   

 

The presence of term limits has a significant positive effect on the percentage of women 

in the legislature, but when we look at this effect separately for upper and lower chambers it 

becomes clear that the increase in female legislators that is related to term limits is primarily 

occurring in the upper chambers of the legislatures.  

 

Finally, these regressions disprove the argument that states that tend to elect a higher 

percentage of women also tend to implement term limits.  As discussed previously, the fact that 

term limits remain a significant predictor of women in the legislature even when controlling for 

the percentage of women in 1994 helps eliminate that concern.  Furthermore, the fixed effects 
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regressions show that when controlling for constant characteristics of individual states—for 

instance, a tendency to elect women—term limits remain a significant predictor of the percentage 

of women serving in state senates.    

 
 

Chapter 4: Discussion 
 
 Term limits have a significant, positive effect on the percentage of women serving in 

state legislatures.  This effect is primarily seen in state senates, where the presence of term limits 

is associated with a seven percentage point increase in the number of women elected.  This effect 

is consistent across a variety of multiple regression models, including a fixed effects model 

which controls for unobserved factors that vary across states.  This finding, though predicted by 

scholars like Moncrief and Thompson, has not been quantifiably demonstrated previously.  This 

presents policy implications, political implications, and avenues for further research.   

 

Implications for Policymakers 

Because of the different effects seen in the house and senate, the policy implications of 

term limits are complicated.  Term limits seem to have little effect on the percentage of women 

in state houses, so it would be misleading to say that passing term limits would be sufficient to 

increase female representation in state legislatures.  For those policymakers wishing to raise the 

percentage of women in politics, term limits are not a panacea.  However, they do have two 

important implications: first, term limits can help overcome the problem of tokenism.  Second, 

term limits help women gain access to the upper chambers of state legislatures, which can be a 

stepping stone to higher office.   
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As Saint Germain (1989), Thomas (1991), and Kanter (1977) have demonstrated, the 

number of women in the legislature matters.  In low numbers, women are subject to a group 

dynamic that hinders their ability to legislate as they may otherwise do.  When women comprise 

at least 15 percent of a legislature, they are more likely to introduce and support policies on 

welfare, reproductive rights, domestic violence, and health care (Saint Germain, 1989; Swers, 

1998; Caiazza, 2002; Poggione, 2004).   

 

Between 1994 and 2011, one-third of all state senates averaged less than 15 percent 

female representatives.3  Only eight houses—or roughly 16 percent of all lower chambers—

averaged less than 15 percent women over that time.4  That means that state houses are twice as 

likely as state senates to have more than a token number of women.  In these upper chambers, 

women exert less influence because of their lower numbers, so the fact that term limits are 

predicted to substantially increase the percentage of women in upper chambers is a significant 

finding.  In 1994, nearly half of all state senates (22) were less than 15 percent female.  By 2011, 

only 11 state senates were less than 15 percent female.  Of the 22 state senates under 15 percent 

in 1994, seven eventually implemented term limits.  Five of those seven senates rose above 15 

percent by 2011.  Policymakers that desire female representation to move beyond tokenism 

should consider term limits as one possible tool.   

 

Additionally, term limits seem to cause women to move from the lower chamber to the 

upper chamber.  As Carroll and Jenkins (2001a) point out, term limits may create a “pipeline” 

                                                 
3 Alabama, Arkansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, New Jersey, North Carolina, North 
Dakota, Oklahoma, South Carolina, South Dakota, Texas, Utah, West Virginia, and Wyoming. 
4 Alabama, Kentucky, Mississippi, Oklahoma, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, and Virginia 
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effect, channeling experienced female legislators from the house to the senate. Research in 

Missouri by Richardson, Jr., Valentine and Stokes bears out this conclusion: “there has been a 

regular pattern of house members running for the senate as either their terms expire or seats open 

up in the senate due to term limits. Only one former senator has run for a seat in the lower 

chamber,” (2005, p.183).  State senates are also a part of a broader political pipeline.  As more 

women are elected to serve as state senators, more will be channeled to the next level of office—

either a statewide position or a Congressional candidacy.  Thus, state-level term limits could 

have an indirect effect on the number of women in national politics.   

 

Policymakers considering the implementation of term limits must remember that the 

reduction of tokenism in state senates and the pipeline effect of term limits are only two of many 

potential consequences.  As discussed previously, term limits can limit the complexity of 

lawmaking (Kousser, 2006), alter legislators’ approach to constituency work (Carey et al., 2006), 

and change spending patterns (Erler, 2007).   

 

Erler’s study indicates that term limits increase spending on welfare, transportation, and 

health care.  Erler attributes the increased spending to the diffuse nature of power and 

decentralized budget process common in term limited legislatures, which makes it difficult for 

legislators to control spending.  It is interesting, however, that Erler found that term limited 

legislatures increased spending on two categories—welfare and health care—in which, according 

to Saint Germain (1989) and Thomas and Welch (1991), women are more likely to initiate 

policy.   
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Term limits are often advocated by conservatives who value smaller government 

(Petracca, 1992).  However, as scholars have noted (Saint Germain, 1989; Thomas, 1991; Swers, 

1998; Caiazza, 2002; Poggione, 2004), increasing the number of women in legislature can also 

cause a liberal shift in lawmaking.  Thus, in addition to the policy implications of implementing 

term limits, there are political consequences that must be considered. 

 

Implications for Future Research 

 This study has used the most recent data available to quantitatively demonstrate that term 

limits are associated with greater percentages of women in state senates.  As time passes and 

more data becomes available, it will be interesting to replicate this study to see whether that 

result remains consistent.  It could be that once women reach a certain level of representation in 

term limited senates, their numbers plateau and the effect of term limits drops off.   

 

 The pipeline effect put forward by Carroll and Jenkins (2001a) also presents an 

interesting avenue for further research.  Do states that have term limits in place have a greater 

number of women entering higher office?  If term limits in state senates create a pipeline to 

statewide or Congressional candidacies for women, then the effects of term limits in individual 

states could have much broader consequences.   

 

 As discussed above, Erler (2007) showed increased spending on legislative issues on 

which women tend to focus.  Further research is necessary to determine if increased female 

representation is the mechanism through which term limits increase state spending.   
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Chapter 5: Conclusions 

Term limits can be a controversial facet of representation.  By ensuring frequent turnover, 

they hinder political careerism and create more opportunities for citizens to serve as legislators.  

Thus, they attempt to preserve government “by the people” as opposed to government by an elite 

political class.   However, term limits also limit the choices available to voters; preventing 

qualified legislators from serving as long as their constituents may prefer.  In this way, they place 

a check on the freedom of choice that is so critical to democracy.   

 

To make an informed decision as to the merits of term limits, policymakers must be 

aware of all potential costs and benefits.  This study has attempted to facilitate that discussion by 

demonstrating the effects that term limits have on female representation.   

 

Increased female representation as a result of term limits, predicted by Moncrief and 

Thompson nearly two decades ago, has been demonstrated here.   This effect is only significant 

in the upper chambers of state legislatures, however, which traditionally have smaller 

percentages of women than lower chambers do.  This result is in line with previous studies 

(Carroll & Jenkins, 2001a) which have suggested that upper chambers in term limited states see a 

larger increase in female representation than lower chambers do.   This is likely due to the 

pipeline effect that describes the general trend of political careers; politicians tend to move from 

lower levels of office to higher levels, and not in the reverse direction.  Increased representation 

of women in state senates is important primarily because it helps reduce tokenism in those 

chambers, where underrepresented women are constrained by their minority status.   
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 Term limits can help increase female representation in state legislatures.  However, if 

legislatures are ever to see an equal division of male and female representatives, women must 

run for office in greater numbers.  Without an increased focus on recruiting female candidates for 

office, the gender composition of state legislatures will remain static, regardless of the presence 

of term limits.   
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Appendix A: Yearly Differences in Average Percentage of Women between Term Limited 
States and Non-Term Limited States 
 
Year    Mean Percentage of Women  
 

Term Limited States  Non-Limited States T-Score for Difference in  
Means Test  

  

2011   24.18 (29)  22.45 (70) -.988      

2010   24.18 (27)  22.45 (72) -.988      

2009   23.73 (27)  23.64 (72) -.045      

2008   23.16 (27)  23.19 (72) .020  

2007   23.15 (25)  22.80 (74) -.178 

2006   22.93 (24)  22.02 (75) -.460 

2005   22.17 (24)  21.93 (75) -.488 

2004   23.09 (22)  21.44 (77) -1.414 

2003   23.87 (22)  21.33 (77) -1.323 

2002   24.38 (21)  21.46 (78) -1.393 

2001   24.76 (23)  20.98 (76) -1.867† 

2000   28.49 (11)  21.00 (88) -2.739** 

1999   28.19 (11)  20.78 (88) -2.612** 

1998   25.08 (4)  20.52 (95) -.932 

1997   25.71 (4)  20.37 (95) -1.092 

1996   -- (0)  19.82 (99) -- 

1995   -- (0)  19.45 (99) -- 

1994   -- (0)  19.83 (99) -- 

 
Difference between 4.35   2.62  
2011 & 1994 
Difference in Differences: 1.73 
 
Notes: Term Limited States are defined as those states which have term limits in place in the 
year in question. The number of legislative bodies is listed in parentheses for each year.  For 
instance, there are 15 states with term limits in effect in 2011, giving an N of 29 in this category 
and an N of 70 for control states.  Differences that are significant at the 99% confidence level are 
denoted with (**).  Differences significant at 95% confidence are denoted with (*).  Differences 
significant at 90% confidence are denoted with (†).    
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Appendix B: Term Limits by Duration and Type 
 
Lifetime Limits 
6 years AR House, CA House, MI House 
8 years AR Senate, CA Senate, MI Senate, MO House, MO Senate 
12 years OK House*, OK Senate*, NV House, NV Senate 
*Oklahoma legislators are limited to 12 years total in legislative service, regardless of chamber 
 
Consecutive Limits 
8 years AZ House, AZ Senate, CO House, CO Senate, FL House, FL Senate, ME House, ME 

Senate, MT House*, MT Senate*, OH House†, OH Senate†, SD House, SD Senate 
12 years LA House, LA Senate 
*Limited to 8 years of service within a 16 year period.  
†To be considered non-consecutive terms, there must be a 4-year break between terms 
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Appendix C: Descriptive Statistics, Liner Regression Models 
 
Variable     Mean  Std. Dev. Min.  Max.  
 
Percent Women 2011    22.957  7.914  0     42.857 

Term Limits     .293      .457  0  1 

Upper Chamber    .505      .503           0           1 

Term Limits x Upper Chamber  .152      .360           0           1 

Professionalism     .185   .116  .042  .626 

Percent Democrats    45.760  18.452  0  96 

Percent Women 1994    19.839  9.119  2.5  41.837 

Percent of State Population 
Holding a Bachelor’s Degree*  26.74  4.687  17.3        37.9 

Per Capita Income (in thousands)*  25.873  3.808  19.232      35.747 

Percent of Population in Poverty*  12.75     2.889         7.8        20.8 

Female-Owned Businesses*   27.472     2.234      22.15       32.59 

Population (in millions)*   6.1728     6.805      .544     36.962 

New England Region    .121      .328  0           1 

Mid-Atlantic Region    .061      .239           0       1 

East North Central Region   .101      .303           0           1 

West North Central Region   .131      .339           0           1 

South Atlantic Region    .162      .369           0           1 

East South Central Region   .081      .274           0           1 

West South Central Region   .081      .274           0           1 

Mountain Region    .162      .369           0           1 

Pacific Region     .101      .303           0           1 
 
*For statewide variables, the values are the same for both the upper and lower chambers.  
However, because there are 99 legislative bodies, the descriptive statistics are incorrect when run 
for the full data set.  Therefore, to give accurate means and standard deviations, these descriptive 
statistics are run only on the upper chambers.   
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Appendix D: Descriptive Statistics, Fixed Effects Models 
 
Variable   N  Mean  Std. Dev. Min.  Max.  
 
Overall 
Percent Women  1782  21.813     8.746           0     54.167 
 
Term Limits   1782  .169      .375           0           1 
 
Upper Chambers 
Percent Women  900      20.283     9.517           0     54.167 
 
Term Limits   900  .17      .376           0           1 
 
Lower Chambers 
Percent Women  882       23.375     7.575    3.809    43.333 
 
Term Limits   882      .168      .374       0           1 
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Appendix E: Data Sources 
  
Percentage of Women:   

Collected from the Center for Women in Politics (CAWP), Women in State Legislature 
1975-2010, full fact sheets by year Available online at: 
http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/fast_facts/resources/FactSheetArchive.php 
Calculated for each chamber in each state between 1994 and 2011by diving the number 
of women by the total number of members.  For an example of data used, see Alabama 
State Legislature Table: 
http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/fast_facts/resources/state_fact_sheets/AL.php  

 
Term Limits Dummies: 
  Collected from the National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL) 
  Available online at: http://www.ncsl.org/default.aspx?tabid=14842  
  Note: Whether a chamber has term limits in a given year is a function of whether term  

limits were in place for the election that determined the composition of the legislature for 
that year.  So, for example, NCSL lists Florida as having term limits beginning in 2000.  
That means that in the 2000 elections, legislators were first termed out.  However, that 
did not affect the composition of the Florida legislature in 2000; rather, it affected the 
composition of the legislature that took office in 2001.   

 
Professionalism: 

From Squire, P.  Measuring State Legislative Professionalism: The Squire Index 
Revisited.  State Politics & Policies Quarterly. 2007: 7(2).  211-229.   
See the 2003 scores on Table 2, page 220-221. 

 
Percentage of Democrats:  
 From data shared by NCSL – Party Composition 1990 – 2010 
 
Percent of State Population Holding a Bachelor’s Degree or More: 

From the U.S. Census Bureau 2011 Statistical Abstract.  2007 Educational Attainment 
available online at: http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab/2011/tables/11s0229.xls. 

 
Per Capita Income: 

From the U.S. Census Bureau 2009 American Community Survey 1 Year Estimate.  
According to the 2009 American Community Survey (available online at: 
http://www.census.gov/acs/www/Downloads/data_documentation/SubjectDefinitions/200
9_ACSSubjectDefinitions.pdf), per capita income is, “the mean income computed for 
every man, woman, and child in a particular group including those living in group 
quarters.  It is derived by dividing the aggregate income of a particular group by the total 
population in that group,” (page 61).  Custom tables can be created online at: 
http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/DatasetMainPageServlet?_lang=en&_ts=3192949555
98&_ds_name=ACS_2009_1YR_G00_&_program=ACS.   

 
 
 

49 
 

http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/fast_facts/resources/FactSheetArchive.php
http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/fast_facts/resources/state_fact_sheets/AL.php
http://www.ncsl.org/default.aspx?tabid=14842
http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab/2011/tables/11s0229.xls
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http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/DatasetMainPageServlet?_lang=en&_ts=319294955598&_ds_name=ACS_2009_1YR_G00_&_program=ACS


Percent of the Population Living Below the Poverty Line:  
From the U.S. Census Bureau Small Area Income & Poverty Estimates for states and 
counties, 2008.  Families and individuals are classified as below the poverty line if their 
total income was less than the poverty threshold for their family size.  The 2008 poverty 
thresholds are available online at: 
http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/data/threshld/thresh08.html.   
2008 Poverty level data can be downloaded online at: 
http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/download_data.html or 
http://www.census.gov/did/www/saipe/data/statecounty/data/2008.html.   

 
Female Labor Force Participation: 

From the U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Table 580 -  
Characteristics of the Civilian Labor Force by State: 2008, available online at 
http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab/2010/tables/10s0580.xls.   
More statistics available online at: http://www.bls.gov/gps/.   

 
Female-Owned Businesses: 

From the U.S. Census Bureau Economic Census, 2007 Survey of Business Owners, 
Sector 00: SB0700CSA01: Company Statistics Series: Statistics for All U.S. Firms by 
Geographic Area, Industry, Gender, Ethnicity, and Race: 2007.  Available online at: 
http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/DatasetMainPageServlet?_program=ECN&_tabId=E
CN1&_submenuId=datasets_4&_lang=en&_ts=246366688395 

 
Population: 

From the U.S. Census Bureau 2009 Population Estimates.  Available online at: 
http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/GCTTable?_bm=y&-geo_id=01000US&-
_box_head_nbr=GCT-T1-R&-ds_name=PEP_2009_EST&-format=US-40S.  Converted 
to a measurement in millions for the purposes of this study.   

 
Regions: 

From the U.S. Census Bureau Region and Division Codes, State, County, Minor Civil 
Division (MCD), and Incorporated Place Federal Information Processing System (FIPS) 
Codes.  Available online at: http://www.census.gov/popest/geographic/codes02.html. 
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