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ABSTRACT 

 

Using Afrobarometer survey data from up to 20 African countries over four time periods 

spanning nearly a decade and country-level data from a variety of sources, this study tests the 

hypotheses that: (1) Quota laws requiring minimum proportions of women in African legislatures 

are positively correlated with women’s political activity; and (2) Women are more engaged in 

politics in countries with greater proportions of women in their legislatures regardless of whether 

their country has a quota law. It finds that women are more likely to engage in certain political 

activities (i.e., attend a community meeting and vote) when they live in a country with a quota. 

However, the actual proportion of a country’s legislature comprised of women does not have 

statistically significant implications for women’s political engagement. This study provides 

limited support for countries in sub-Saharan Africa to adopt some form of quotas as a means of 

broadening their democracies to better include women’s voices. However, because of the limited 

data available, this study primarily suggests the need for sub-Saharan African countries to 

compile and release more gender-disaggregated data on voter registration, voting and other 

political actions.
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 Recognizing women’s historical exclusion from public life, over the past few decades 

many efforts have been made to improve women’s representation in decision-making bodies 

around the world. Partially because of these efforts, women are becoming more prevalent in 

national legislatures and corporate board rooms. However, questions remain about whether 

women’s mere presence in these bodies is enough to improve outcomes for other women, and 

whether women in power make decisions that are better for women citizens, customers and 

community members. 

It is commonly thought that women around the world participate in politics at lower rates 

than men. In many countries, women are less likely than men to vote, to join a civic organization 

or to participate in a protest (Inglehart & Norris, 2003). When women do not engage in the 

political process, their decision makers may not see any political benefit in legislating in favor of 

women’s issues and therefore may not act on them. Instead, politicians listen to and 

accommodate groups that lobby for their own causes, express their interests and vote. 

Furthermore, relatively few women tend to be members of these decision-making bodies to 

directly voice women’s concerns and point of view. 

A half-century ago, the gender gap in representation was most acute in Africa, where 

only one percent of national legislators were women, the lowest proportion of any region of the 

world (Tripp, 2001; Tripp, 2003). Women have made progress since then and are currently 20.2 

percent of national legislators in sub-Saharan Africa, putting the region just above the worldwide 

average of 19.5 percent (Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2011). However, women’s participation in 

African legislatures does not yet meet the threshold goal of 30 percent, as most countries pledged 

in international agreements.  
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Although African women’s groups have been instrumental in independence and reform 

movements throughout the continent, some observers have suggested that women are often 

sidelined in peace processes and discriminated against in traditional political realms. However, 

the evidence to bear this contention out is primarily anecdotal, as most countries do not release 

official data about voting rates and other measures of participation separated by gender. 

Typically, women’s descriptive representation, or how much their legislature looks like them as 

measured by the percentage of a national legislature comprised by women, is used as a proxy for 

women’s participation. However, women who run for office (and win) generally have higher 

educational, economic and social statuses than the average woman in their country. 

Consequently, their political attitudes, efficacy and behavior may not accurately represent that of 

other women in their countries. Thus, women’s legislative membership may not be a fair proxy 

for women’s political participation generally. 

Numerous studies have examined the policy outcomes that women legislators bring 

about, finding mixed results; some have found that women pass legislation beneficial to women, 

but the debate continues (Chattopadhyay & Duflo, 2004). Only two cross-national studies have 

investigated the relationship between women legislators and women’s political participation—

one in Latin America and one primarily in Europe (Wolbrecht & Campbell, 2007; Zetterberg, 

2009). While the Latin American study did not find any statistically significant association 

between the proportion of women legislators in Latin America and women’s political 

engagement, the European study did find that women were more likely to participate in the 

political process when they saw more women in their national legislatures. Unfortunately, no 

comparable analysis has been conducted for sub-Saharan Africa, a void this paper seeks to fill. 
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When they first gained suffrage, women in Western democracies were generally less 

politically active than men. However, this trend changed in the 1980s, when women began 

voting at rates equivalent to, or higher than, men in elections in the United Kingdom, the United 

States and most other democracies for which gender-disaggregated data are available (Ballington 

& Karam, 2005; Center for American Women and Politics, 2011; The Electoral Commission, 

2004).  However, this turning point does not appear to have occurred yet in most of the 20 

African countries this paper studies. On average, in these countries men are more likely than 

women to report voting, attending community meetings and joining others to raise an issue. (See 

Table 1.) However, the gender gap in voting rates is much narrower than the gender gap for 

attending a community meeting or for raising an issue, which is somewhat consistent with 

findings in more-established democracies. 

Table 1: The Gender Gap in Political Participation Rates in 

Selected African Countries* – 1999-2008 

 

Measure of Political Participation 1999 2002 2005 2008 

Average Percentage-Point Difference by which 

the Male Voting Rate Exceeds the Female 

Voting Rate 

(Number of Countries Surveyed) 

4.77 

(12) 
** 

5.32 

(18) 

4.65 

(20) 

Average Percentage-Point Difference by which 

the Proportion of Men who Attended a 

Community Meeting in the Past Year Exceeds 

the Proportion of Women who Did 

(Number of Countries Surveyed) 

10.22 

(12) 

7.34 

(16) 

10.11 

(18) 

9.38 

(20) 

Average Percentage-Point Difference by which 

the Proportion of Men who Joined Others to 

Raise an Issue in the Past Year Exceeds the 

Proportion of Women who Did 

(Number of Countries Surveyed) 

13.37 

(11) 

11.36 

(16) 

13.59 

(18) 

12.90 

(20) 

 

*Selected countries are: Benin, Botswana, Burkina Faso, Cape Verde, Ghana, Kenya, Lesotho, Liberia, Madagascar, 

Malawi, Mali, Mozambique, Namibia, Nigeria, Senegal, South Africa, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia and Zimbabwe  

**There are no data available for 2002, as this question was not asked in that survey round. 
 

Sources: Afrobarometer Survey Rounds 1- 4. (2004; 2006; 2008; 2010).  
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Evidence suggests that men and women may differ in the types of political participation 

in which they are more likely to engage. A report by The Electoral Commission of the United 

Kingdom (2004) found that on the whole, British men tend to be more politically active than 

women. However, the gender gap varies by the type of participation being investigated. British 

women seem to prefer less-institutionalized forms of participation, like signing a petition or 

boycotting products; whereas men are more likely to participate in formal processes, such as 

political campaigning and contacting elected officials. Similar disparities were found in a 1990 

study in the United States (Schlozman, Burns and Verba, 1994). The United Kingdom also has a 

gender gap in civic organization membership, with women less likely than men to be members. 

This, too, seems to parallel the survey data from Africa, which specifically looks at community 

meeting attendance, where women are an average of seven to 10.5 percentage points less likely 

to attend. (See Table 1.) Coffe and Bolzendahl theorized that African countries should 

experience larger gender gaps than Western countries “because sub-Saharan African nations lag 

behind in their economic and political development and associated cultural attitudes” (2011, 

p.247) Analyzing one year of Afrobarometer data, the same source this paper uses, they found 

significant gender gaps in voter registration, collective action and political contact.  

In addition to an individual’s gender, their resources may also play a significant role in 

their political participation. For example, in the United States, if someone is poor, they are less 

likely to be politically active than if they are rich—possibly because they have less free time and 

possibly because they are less confident that their opinion matters (File & Crissey, 2010). 

However, resource disparities between the sexes do not fully explain participation differences. 

Even when varying levels of resources are accounted for, American women tend to be less 

politically active than similarly situated American men (Verba, Burns & Schlozman, 1997).  
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In the African context, women tend to have access to far fewer resources than men, 

including land, money and time. These economic and social disadvantages likely further hinder 

women from engaging in politics. Women are primarily responsible for many time-consuming 

domestic chores such as fetching water, cooking and caring for children, making them more time 

poor than men, and therefore leaving them less time for political activities (Kes & Swaminathan, 

2006). For these reasons, rural women are especially disadvantaged when voter registration 

facilities are located far from their homes, requiring long trips to reach and possibly take an 

entire day (or more) to complete the process. 

Wolbrecht and Campbell (2007) demonstrate that individuals’ educational attainment 

further influences their propensity to engage in politics. This may be partially driven by literacy, 

where literate and better-educated people have access to more sources of political information 

and may have learned more about the political system.  Literacy is an especially determinative 

factor in whether someone votes. Voting can be intimidating if a person cannot read the ballot or 

instructions on how to cast it (Henderson & Jeydel, 2010). Furthermore, more-educated people 

are generally more empowered within their societies. Throughout most of Africa, men have an 

educational advantage over women—they tend to remain in school longer and are more likely to 

be literate (United Nations, 2011).   

Overcoming these and many other obstacles, women are beginning to gain positions of 

authority in sub-Saharan Africa. Despite achieving powerful titles, in some places women’s 

ability to affect policy remains questionable. Rwanda, for example, leads the world in the female 

makeup of its legislature—more than half of its legislators are women. However, Rwanda is not 

a functioning democracy, and the ability of its legislators to accomplish policy goals independent 

of the executive is extremely limited (Freedom House, 2011). Despite these constraints, do 
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women become more politically active when they see other women in these legislative positions? 

If they follow women legislators’ examples and enter the political arena through voting or 

joining community organizations, this may provide further rationale for implementing gender 

quotas. 

 This paper examines the relationship between the proportion of women legislators in 20 

sub-Saharan African countries and their female constituents’ political participation in two ways. 

First, it looks at whether quota laws requiring minimum thresholds of female legislators impact 

the level at which women engage in politics in sub-Saharan Africa. Second, it investigates 

whether an increase in female legislators results in a corresponding increase in the level of 

female political participation. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Since the 1990s, countries in all regions of the world have attempted to improve women’s 

proportion of the legislature by implementing gender quotas. Quotas take on different 

characteristics in different regions, countries and political systems. The three most common 

types of gender quota systems are: voluntary party quotas where individual political parties 

require themselves to nominate a specified percentage of women; legal party quotas where laws 

require that a given percentage of each party’s candidates be women; and reserved seats where 

only women are allowed to compete for certain seats within the legislature (Tripp & Kang, 

2008). Over the past 20 years, at least 40 countries have adopted legally binding quotas, and 

many more have implemented voluntary party quotas (International IDEA, 2011). Twenty-five 

African countries, representing approximately half of the continent’s states, now have quotas 

(Tripp & Hughes, forthcoming).  

Numerous studies have concluded that quotas significantly increase the number of 

women elected to national legislatures (Reynolds, 1999; Tripp & Kang, 2008). Yoon (2004) has 

demonstrated that quotas have an effect on the number of women elected in Africa in particular. 

The size of the increase varied by the type of quota and the minimum threshold it set.  

Because women are excluded from legislative chambers and the political process more 

generally, many claim that issues primarily affecting women are not given the legislative 

attention they deserve. While a well-known study by Chattopadhyay and Duflo (2004) finds that 

women policymakers do improve policy outcomes for women, not enough research has been 

conducted worldwide to draw a firm conclusion as to women legislators’ impacts on women’s 

issues. Despite all the attention paid to whether women produce policies favoring women, there 

appears to be scant, if any, empirical research examining how quotas requiring minimum 
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proportions of women in African countries’ legislatures affect women’s participation in the 

political process. Most of the push for quotas has relied on this explanation—that male 

legislators cannot create policy on women’s issues as effectively as women legislators could. 

However, regardless of policy outcomes, if quotas are associated with improved political 

engagement by women, they may still be necessary. 

Zetterberg (2009) explored the engagement question in Latin America. His research 

found no statistically significant relationship between quota laws and female constituents’ 

political attitudes or activities. However, several flaws in his statistical model prevent strong 

conclusions being drawn from his results. When Wolbrecht and Campbell (2007) used a better 

statistical model to look at the effect the number of female legislators had on women citizens’ 

political participation in Western democracies, they did find a statistically significant positive 

correlation. 

Politically engaged women are more informed about politics, interested in politics and 

believe they can influence the political process. They are more likely to take political actions 

such as discussing politics, contacting an elected official, voting, encouraging others to vote and 

joining a protest. Studies on the United States have demonstrated that when women are viable 

candidates for office, female citizens are more politically engaged in many of these ways 

(Atkeson, 2003; Verba, Burns & Schlozman, 1997). The exact reasons are not clear, but there are 

several theories, which may work synergistically. Seeing a woman running for office may 

demonstrate to ordinary women that the political realm is a place where women belong. Also, 

when women run for office in the United States, they tend to raise issues of concern to women, 

such as education, health care and women’s rights, which are rarely as prominent in the political 

discourse among two male candidates (Atkeson, 2003). These effects could also apply outside of 
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the United States, but only the Zetterberg, and Wolbrecht and Campbell studies have searched 

for them in a cross-country setting.   

 

History of Quotas 

Over the past 20 years, the number of women in African legislatures has been increasing. 

The 1995 Beijing Declaration encouraged governments around the world to improve the 

representation of women in their legislatures. Since then, about 20 African countries have 

instituted some form of gender quota in an effort to include greater numbers of women in their 

decision-making bodies (Dahlerup & Freidenvall, 2005; Tripp, 2003). Numerous studies have 

demonstrated that these quotas have been effective at increasing the number of women in 

legislatures, when the country’s political system, predominant religion and the number of years 

women have been eligible to vote are all held constant (Reynolds, 1999; Tripp & Kang, 2008). 

Accounting for many influences in their quantitative analysis, Tripp and Kang surmise that “the 

introduction of quotas offers the most explanatory power for women’s representation today” 

(2008, p. 338). Using case-study analysis, Krook (2009) also concluded that quotas can 

positively impact the number of women in a country’s legislature, but only when the quotas are 

devised in a way that accounts for existing political structures. More specifically, Yoon’s (2004) 

quantitative analysis of women’s legislative representation in sub-Saharan Africa found quotas to 

be statistically significantly and positively related to women’s political representation.  

While Kunovich and Paxton (2005) did not find a statistically significant association 

between quotas and women’s presence in national legislatures around the world, they were 

cautious about drawing conclusions from this result because they did not allow the impact of 

quotas to vary based on the type of quota in effect. Furthermore, they used data only through 
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1996, at which point many countries had only very recently introduced quotas and few elections 

had occurred since they went into effect. Alternatively, studies by Reynolds (1999), Tripp and 

Kang (2008), and Krook (2009) may be more reliable because they used more recent data. All of 

these studies found more women in legislatures when countries adopted quotas than when they 

did not. This more-recent research also supports the view that different types of quotas may have 

varied effects. Using data from 2006, Tripp and Kang (2008) found that voluntary party quotas 

were more effective than other types. This may occur because the same forces that motivated a 

party to adopt a voluntary quota (e.g., a strong women’s wing, an interest in attracting women’s 

votes) also encouraged implementation and adherence. 

 

Structure of Quotas 

The ability of legislated quotas to increase the number of women in the legislature also 

depends on the structure of the quota system. If women simply must appear on a political party’s 

candidate list, without a rule as to their placement, resistant parties may include women only at 

the bottom of their lists where they are unlikely to win seats. When Latin American parties 

embraced this strategy, several countries reacted by mandating how or where women must be 

placed on candidate lists. For example, in Costa Rica, women must comprise not only 40 percent 

of the candidates, but 40 percent of the candidates in seats a political party won in the previous 

election in a given district. Jones’ (1998) Argentine study also demonstrated that when voters 

can preference individual candidates on a party’s list (i.e., there is an open-list proportional 

voting system), quotas do not have a statistically significant impact on the election of women, 

likely because voters’ biases against women candidates bypass the law. In addition to mandates, 
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Dahlerup and Freidenvall (2005) concluded that sanctions against non-compliant parties are 

crucial if quota laws are to actually result in more women legislators. 

A study in Argentina was able to look specifically at structural variables that affect how 

quotas impact the composition of the legislature because different districts within the country 

adopted different quota laws within diverse electoral systems. When a number of structural 

factors were held constant, a district in Argentina with a quota law elected, on average, 10 

percent more women than a district without a quota law (Jones, 1998). According to Jones’ 

(1998) research, in the absence of quotas, multi-member districts and other systems that allow 

voters to elect more than one legislator per constituency are more conducive to the election of 

women candidates.  

Quota laws do not always achieve the goals of putting women into decision-making 

positions and giving voice to women’s concerns. Instituting a quota allows a party or 

government to make an outward show of support for women without necessarily taking women’s 

issues or input into account. Political parties can adopt a voluntary quota without actually 

changing the composition of their legislators. For example, they can place women at the bottom 

of their party lists or nominate them only in districts where the party is likely to lose (Henderson 

& Jeydel, 2010). 

 

Electoral Systems 

Several studies also show that a country’s electoral system strongly affects women’s 

chances of winning legislative seats. Countries with proportional representation systems, in 

which the proportion of votes that a political party receives determines the number of seats 

awarded to the party, are more favorable to female candidates than first-past-the-post electoral 
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systems. Under proportional representation, nominating women is not seen as a zero-sum game 

because incumbents do not necessarily have to lose their positions in order to make room for 

women, and parties may see adding women to their lists as a way to improve their electoral 

chances by appealing to the female constituency (Krook, 2009; Reynolds, 1999; Tinker, 2004; 

Tripp & Kang, 2008). In the Reynolds (1999) study, countries with first-past-the-post electoral 

systems had, on average, 26 percent fewer women in their legislatures and cabinets than 

countries with list proportional representation systems.   

Yoon (2004) found similar, though less dramatic, results in sub-Saharan Africa. Her 

study showed that African countries with proportional representation had approximately four 

percent more women in their legislatures than African countries with single-member districts. 

These findings were significant enough to lead her to recommend that countries adopt 

proportional representation systems as a mechanism for increasing female legislative 

representation. 

 

Democracy  

The level of democracy present in a country may also influence women’s representation 

within the country’s legislature. Much of the cross-country research examining this dynamic has 

found either no relationship or a negative relationship between a country’s level of democracy 

and the proportion of women in its legislature (Paxton & Kunovich, 2003; Reynolds, 1999; Tripp 

& Kang, 2008).  While democracies on the whole have not historically started with larger 

numbers of women in their legislatures than autocracies with legislatures, women’s 

representation is likely to improve at a faster rate in a democracy (Paxton, Hughes & Painter, 
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2010). Therefore, over time, there will likely be more women legislators in a democratic country 

than in a non-democratic country.  

 Yoon (2001) theorized that the expansion of women’s civil and political rights during the 

democratization process in Africa may lead to quotas and a subsequent increase in female 

legislators. She suggested that democracies should create space for women’s activism and 

political participation. These processes can take place even in unequal societies. Democratization 

“does not necessarily change the underlying social and economic inequality between the genders 

and the cultural constraint, three factors that often exclude women from politics.” (Yoon, 2001, 

p. 173) Although Yoon was specifically discussing the effects of democratization on women’s 

legislative representation, her arguments also extend to women’s participation in less-intensive 

political activities, like those studied here (i.e., attending a community meeting, joining others to 

raise an issue and voting). Though she found no statistically significant relationship between 

women’s legislative seats in African countries and the level of democracy in those countries, 

because of the mechanisms through which she suggested this relationship could work, the fact 

that it did not extend far enough to win women seats in Parliament does not mean that it could 

not still be impacting the middle stage of women’s political activity.   

 

Cultural and Other Influences 

Factors such as a country’s predominant religion also impact the number of women in its 

decision-making bodies. Reynolds (1999) and Tripp and Kang (2008) found that Muslim 

countries tend to be less hospitable to women legislators. However, Tripp and Kang (2008) 

concluded that geographic region is a better predictor of women’s proportion in the legislature 
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than religion, and once they accounted for region, religion was no longer a statistically 

significant factor. 

Other factors may also inhibit women from even running for office in the first place. 

Features of the political system such as the cost of running for office, party nomination 

processes, incumbency advantages and strong competition for seats all discourage women from 

becoming candidates for elected office. The “glass ceiling in both political institutions and 

revolutionary movements… is caused, in part, by lingering societal norms about the 

‘appropriateness’ of women’s involvement in politics, as well as by persistent gendered divisions 

of labor that keep women from exercising their full range of talents.” (Henderson & Jeydel, 

2010, p.4) In Africa, where women have strongly defined gender-role responsibilities, these 

personal constraints can be prohibitive. For example, the hours the legislature meets may conflict 

with a woman’s child-care and other household obligations (Goetz, 2003).  

 

Effectiveness of Women in Office 

Questions remain about women’s efficacy and who they represent once they are in the 

legislature. If quotas are created to ensure women’s issues and unique experiences are brought to 

bear on legislation, then it is important that women legislators fill that role (Tripp & Kang, 

2008). This may be difficult for women to accomplish, however, in countries where individual 

legislators have limited power. 

 Recognizing the political and procedural dynamics within legislatures, some authors and 

policymakers argue that once women comprise somewhere between 20 and 40 percent of the 

legislature (though the figure is debated), a critical mass of women is achieved and they are 

empowered to affect public discourse, policy options and parliamentary procedures in ways that 
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are favorable to women (Henderson & Jeydel, 2010). A study of the Minnesota state legislature 

found that once women comprised more than 20 percent of the legislature, they were able to 

push a women-focused legislative agenda (Tinker, 2004). However, other studies have not been 

able to confirm, and indeed dispute, the critical mass theory (Studlar & McAllister, 2002; 

Bratton, 2005; Childs & Krook, 2006). Instead, they found that each additional female legislator 

may be helpful to women’s causes. Nonetheless, because of the critical mass theory, quota 

minimums typically range between 15 and 40 percent.  

 Critical mass, or lack thereof, is not the whole story, though. Women’s presence in 

decision-making bodies may have a variety of effects on women in addition to the legislation 

they sponsor and vote for. Even if women are not changing the policy landscape or passing 

legislation that empowers other women, their mere presence, even in small numbers, may send 

important signals about women’s place in society. Some observers theorize that women’s 

“presence [in the legislature] signals to society that women belong in the political, public realm, 

thus expanding the range of careers and lifestyles open to women.” (Henderson & Jeydel, 2010, 

p. 35) Similarly, Atkeson’s study in the United States indicated that “[v]iable women candidates 

lead women to feel more connected to and a part of the political system in a way that they do not 

when they look around and see only men.” (2003, p. 1043) Though confirmed by several studies 

in the United States, these effects have not been thoroughly researched internationally. 

In the United States’ single-member districts, women candidates tend to raise issues of 

interest to women more frequently and prominently than when two men run against each other. 

This can stimulate women’s political interest and participation. One American study found that 

when a female candidate was running in a competitive election for a high-profile office, women 

in that district were more politically engaged than when there was a male-male race (Atkeson, 
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2003). Compared to women living in places without women on the ballot, these women were 

five percent more likely to feel politically effective, seven percent more likely to talk about 

politics and five percent more likely to try to convince others to vote. 

It appears that this increase in political engagement persists after female candidates are 

elected. Verba, Burns and Schlozman (1997) found that women who lived in a state with a 

statewide female elected official were better politically informed and more likely to feel 

politically effective, on average, than women who lived in a state without a statewide female 

elected official. Men did not experience similar effects, supporting the theory that cues by female 

politicians may uniquely impact American women’s political participation. While the authors 

could not replicate these results with a second data set, these data did demonstrate that “with a 

winning female senate candidate on the ballot, there is a statistically significant increase in 

political knowledge and interest for women, but not for men.” (Verba, Burns & Schlozman, 

1997, p. 1069) Another study found that American girls demonstrate a greater propensity to 

engage in political activity in adulthood when they have more female role models in politics. 

This may be because women candidates generated greater political discussion within the girls’ 

households (Campbell & Wolbrecht, 2006). 

In another study, Wolbrecht and Campbell (2007) found that this effect extends outside 

the United States and across developed democracies. They found that women and girls are “more 

likely to discuss politics, and younger women [anticipate becoming] more politically active [in 

adulthood] when there are more women in parliament.” (Wolbrecht & Campbell, 2007 p.936) 

There appears to be a stronger impact of women representatives on younger women and girls 

than on older women, likely because their attitudes toward and patterns of political participation 

are less well-established and therefore more prone to outside influences. Also, the authors’ 
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findings were more robust for the lower-intensity political activity of talking about politics than 

for higher-intensity political activities like signing a petition and working for a political party 

(Wolbrecht & Campbell, 2007). 

 

Experience in Developing Countries 

Taking these questions to developing democracies, Zetterberg (2009) examined whether 

women who lived in Latin American countries with gender quotas were more likely to be 

politically active. He hypothesized that this might be the case because of both signal and 

modeling effects. The signal effect stipulates that quotas are “an explicit recognition that public 

space and politics are for both men and women” (Zetterberg, 2009, p. 717). This effect relies on 

the policy itself—merely adopting a quota law or party policy sends this public signal. The 

modeling effect, on the other hand, occurs through implementation and action. It stipulates that 

women politicians are models for other women, showing through their own actions that women 

can be political leaders. Zetterberg was unable to support these hypotheses, as he did not find 

that quota laws or a lagged measure of women’s legislative representation had a statistically 

significant effect on any measure of women’s political participation, including political trust, 

political knowledge or political interest.  

However, Zetterberg’s methodology undermines the credibility of his results. His study 

analyzes each country in only one year, which does not allow for changes within the country 

over time, either as more women enter the legislature or as female citizens internalize the effects 

of the quota policy and actually see women exercise power. Further, Zetterberg may have 

overrepresented the statistical power of his model, which contained data for only 17 countries in 

a single year. Then he controlled for nine country-level variables, but modeled individual-level 
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probabilities of women’s political participation, giving him 8 degrees of freedom, not the 

thousands he claimed. However, even if Zetterberg’s finding of no impact of quotas on women’s 

political participation is accurate for Latin America, the same may not hold for Africa because of 

the cultural and political differences between the two regions.   

Looking at the role model effect, Beaman, Duflo, Pande and Topalova (2012) found that 

teenage girls in India who lived in areas with women heading their village councils had greater 

career aspirations for themselves than girls living in areas with male village council leaders. 

Parents’ aspirations for their daughters also improved, hoping their daughters work outside of the 

home as adults and wishing for them to become council heads. Beyond aspirations, girls were 

also more likely to attend school and spent less time performing domestic chores in these areas. 

Women council heads’ were seen as role models and thus heightened girls’ aspirations and 

educational attainment (Beaman, Duflo, Pande & Topalova, 2012) These women achieved their 

leadership roles through a quota system, indicating that such legal changes can have strong 

impacts on a society’s views of the realms in which women can participate, work and lead.  

 

Moving Forward 

Outside of established Western democracies, the literature examining the effects of 

women elected officials on the political activities of women citizens is scant. Much of the 

existing literature refers to the proportion of the legislature comprised of women as a measure of 

women’s political participation. However, for a variety of reasons, including the higher socio-

economic status of many female legislators, these two concepts (i.e., the number of women in a 

legislature and women’s political participation) are not interchangeable. Indeed, they are quite 

different, though each imparts valuable information about women and their position within a 
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country’s politics, and each may influence the other. The present study is a step toward 

examining the relationship between descriptive representation, or the presence of women in the 

legislature, and political participation. What good do women legislators do for women? In 

addition to potential policy changes, they may encourage women to speak with their own voices 

and influence their governments more directly through various political activities. This study 

also measures female citizens’ participation separately from that of their female leaders in sub-

Saharan Africa. Because of the continent’s unique culture, poor economic performance and 

relatively recent political independence and ensuing development, it cannot be assumed that 

African women’s political behavior will mirror European and American women’s. Therefore, 

this study takes on the question of African women’s political participation, investigating the 

factors the influence their political engagement, and whether the presence of female political 

leaders is one of those factors. 

To investigate whether African women who see women in their national legislatures 

become more politically active, this study will perform an analysis similar to Zetterberg’s (2009) 

and Wolbrecht  & Campbell’s (2007) in sub-Saharan Africa. The results of this study will be a 

step toward answering questions about whether women representatives produce positive 

outcomes for female citizens. 
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HYPOTHESES, DATA SOURCES AND METHODOLOGY 

 

The theory underlying this study’s hypotheses suggests that traditionally marginalized 

groups (i.e., women) who see people that look like them in political office will be more likely to 

see themselves as having a place in the political sphere and therefore be more likely to 

participate in politics (Wolbrecht  & Campbell, 2007). This study tests two hypotheses: 

 Hypothesis 1:  Quota policies requiring minimum proportions of women in national 

legislatures in Africa will, on average, be associated with increased women’s political 

participation. 

 Hypothesis 2:  Countries with greater proportions of women in their national legislatures 

will, on average, have higher rates of women’s political participation. 

Because nation-wide, gender-disaggregated statistics on voting rates or other measures of 

women’s political activity are unavailable for most countries in the world, including sub-Saharan 

Africa, this study will use individual-level Afrobarometer survey data. The Afrobarometer 

measures public attitudes on democracy and governance for individuals across sub-Saharan 

African countries. Starting in 1999, four waves of this survey have been conducted—1999, 2002, 

2005 and 2008—though surveying in several of the rounds spanned two or three years. The 

survey began with 12 countries and gradually expanded to 20 countries in 2008. The 20 countries 

covered at some point in the survey are: Benin, Botswana, Burkina Faso, Cape Verde, Ghana, 

Kenya, Lesotho, Liberia, Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Mozambique, Namibia, Nigeria, Senegal, 

South Africa, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia and Zimbabwe.  

This study tests each hypothesis with three different measures of political participation. 

These measures were selected based on their consistency throughout the four rounds of the 

survey, as well as the fact that they represent varying levels of political commitment and 
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institutionalization. The three political participation dependent variables examined are:  

(1) voting, (2) attending a community meeting and (3) joining others to raise an issue. 

Respondents were asked if they had done each activity within the year prior to the survey, or in 

the last election in the case of voting. All three are measured in binary terms—a person either did 

the activity or did not. Unfortunately, eligibility for voting was not recorded consistently, so even 

those ineligible to vote, for example because they were too young, are considered to have not 

voted. This was done because it was impossible to ascertain the accuracy of a person’s 

perception that they were ineligible to vote. This may bias the results of that model slightly, but 

not in a systematic way, as the bias would primarily affect the age variable, which is included but 

not of interest to this study. 

Independent, or explanatory, variables—quotas and the proportion of women in the 

legislature—are included at both the individual and country levels. These should control for 

systematic factors affecting the propensity to vote of everyone within a country, as well as the 

individual socio-demographic characteristics that influence whether and how a person engages in 

politics. A table justifying each explanatory variable and its expected relationship with the 

dependent variables can be found in Appendix A. 

 

Country-Level Explanatory Variables 

 For the purposes of this study, a country is considered to have a quota if it has any of the 

three types of quotas—reserved seats, legally mandated quotas or voluntary party quotas. As the 

length of time a quota has been in effect may influence its permeation into society and its size 

may indicate the commitment the country has to women’s inclusion, both of these are also 

included in some models as explanatory variables for the first hypothesis. This information was 
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gathered primarily from International IDEA’s Quota Project (2011), with additional data 

compiled from Yoon (2001), Yoon (2008), Krook (personal communication, 2012) and The 

Electoral Institute for Sustainable Democracy in Africa (2008). In order to keep countries 

without quotas in the sample, one year was added to the number years that a quota has been in 

effect. As such, countries without a quota were considered to have had a quota for zero years, 

whereas countries adopting a quota in the survey year were considered to have had a quota for 

one year. (More information on the imputation of the quota variables for Mali is available in 

Appendix A.) 

 It is expected that as more women serve in a country’s legislature, its women will become 

more politically engaged. The World Bank’s Databank (2011) provided the proportion of each 

country’s lower, or only, house of its legislature that was comprised of women. When data were 

missing for a given year, the proportions for the nearest years before and after the missing year 

were averaged and used for the missing year.  The proportion of women in the legislature is also 

squared, because the first few female legislators may have the greatest impact, or there may be a 

critical mass after which each additional female legislator has less of an impact.  

 In more gender-equal cultures, women may face fewer barriers and therefore be more 

likely to participate in politics. These countries may also be more likely to adopt more 

progressive gender policies, like quotas. To avoid attributing these cultural effects to the quotas 

or proportions of women legislators, this study includes a proxy for cultural attitudes that support 

women’s equality. The best proxy available is women’s labor force participation, as used by 

Yoon (2001). Specifically, women’s share of the country’s adult (15 and over) labor force, as 

reported by the International Labour Organization, is included to demonstrate women’s 

economic opportunities. Since women’s economic opportunities are often relatively indicative of 
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their social and other opportunities within their societies, women’s participation in the formal 

economic sector relative to men’s helps explain cultural inhibitions to women’s political 

participation. Unfortunately, the formal sector of the economy is not representative of the full 

economy in many African countries, and sometimes women are given many more opportunities 

in either the formal or informal sector.  

The levels of democracy, civil rights and political rights within a country create the 

environment in which women participate politically (Yoon, 2001). The legal restrictions on how 

people can organize and express their views help determine whether and how women choose to 

participate in politics. The legitimacy of elections and other political processes, as measured by a 

country’s level of democracy, also help people decide whether to vote and raise issues with 

government officials. To capture society’s rights and the level of democracy a citizen is living in, 

this study uses the standard democracy measure from Freedom House’s Freedom in the World 

survey. The one-to-seven scale was reversed, so that seven is the most democratic (as opposed to 

the least, as it is in Freedom House’s original scale). 

How democratic a country is may also change the impact quotas have. Women may react 

differently to a progressive gender policy like a quota or to seeing more women in their national 

legislature if the democratic institutions of their country can actually be used to create change. If 

they already have more freedom to organize and participate in politics, quotas may not provide 

as much of a boost to women’s political behavior in more-democratic countries as they may in 

less-democratic ones. Therefore, the impact of quotas is allowed to vary based on Freedom 

House’s democratic score. 
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Individual-Level Explanatory Variables 

At the individual level, a person’s age and educational attainment are widely known to 

influence their likelihood to vote and take other political actions. Wolbrecht and Campbell used 

both age and education level in their cross-national model (2007). Education is measured as a 

series of indicator variables, with no formal schooling as the baseline to which all other 

educational categories are compared. Survey questions determine the indicators, which are: (1) at 

least some primary education, (2) at least some secondary education and (3) at least some post-

secondary education.  

The positive association between age and women’s likelihood of participating can be 

expected to increases more slowly as women age. For example, while older women are probably 

more likely to vote than younger women, there is probably a greater difference between an 18- 

and a 28-year-old woman than between a 48- and a 58-year-old woman. Therefore, this model 

allows for a non-linear effect of age by controlling for both the respondent’s age and age 

squared.  

A person’s access to media, voter registration services and government generally may be 

impacted by whether they live in a rural area or an urban one. Hence, this analysis also controls 

for whether a respondent lives in an urban area. 

The final set of individual explanatory variables measure the level of resources to which 

the respondent has access, or their level of poverty. Generally, in developed democracies, the 

poor are less integrated into society and have fewer resources with which to exercise their 

political rights. Therefore, less wealthy respondents are expected to be less politically active. 

Unlike in Wolbrecht and Campbell’s (2007) study, which controlled for whether a respondent 

was unemployed, this study measures poverty by how often a respondent or their family went 
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without food in the past year. Cash income is not nearly as prevalent in sub-Saharan Africa as in 

Western democracies and is therefore not a meaningful way to measure poverty. The only other 

option provided by all four survey rounds was to look at whether the respondent or their family 

went without water, but that required a more extreme form of poverty before a respondent even 

showed up on the water-poverty scale. Tests with poverty measures related to income, water and 

food were performed, and the results were robust to the poverty measure chosen. In order to 

provide a more nuanced, sensitive poverty measure, poverty is assessed by a series of indicators, 

with never having gone without food as the baseline: (1) rarely or sometimes went without food, 

(2) frequently went without food or (3) always went without food were included in the models. 

 

Model Specifications and Limitations 

The sample is stratified by gender, with separate models constructed for men and women. 

While this study is primarily interested in effects on women, analyses of males provide an 

instructive basis for comparison. Stratified, rather than interactive, models are used because it is 

likely that the effects of education, poverty, age and women’s labor force participation all differ 

between men and women. Furthermore, studies of similar effects in the United States tend to 

only find impacts for women, not for men (Wolbrecht & Campbell, 2006; Atkeson, 2003). 

Because country-level factors are more likely to impact women citizens on a lagged basis than a 

preemptive one (e.g., the presence of women legislators may take several years to impact women 

citizens’ political actions), all country-level data are reported for the first year of the survey 

round if it spanned multiple years. 

There are several limitations of this study, primarily stemming from the available data. 

The major constraint of the data is that the dependent political participation variables are not 
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available at the country level, but rather only for individuals and only for 12 to 20 countries in 

each survey year. In addition, the data are self-reported, relying on people to remember in which 

activities they participated over the past year and to answer the survey truthfully. This likely 

creates an over-reporting bias, whereby more people claim to have voted or raised an issue than 

actually have, especially if they perceive the interviewer to prefer that response. Furthermore, the 

2002 round of the Afrobarometer survey did not ask respondents whether they voted in the prior 

election, severely limiting the number of observations for a key dependent variable. Data on 

additional countries and for additional years would bolster the statistical power of the analysis. 

 The models in the present study are primarily based on Wolbrecht and Campbell’s (2007) 

study of Western women parliamentarians’ effects on women and girls’ political activities. 

Zetterberg (2009), Koch (1997) and Tripp and Kang (2008) also provide instructive models. 

Because the dependent variables are binary, this study uses logistic regression models. The 

nested nature of the data (whereby all women in Zimbabwe, for example, have the same values 

for several of the independent variables) presents challenges to the statistical power of the tests. 

However, all of the standard errors are calculated to be robust to this clustering effect at the 

country level and account for the reduced variance within countries.  

Since not all countries have four years of data, the data were pooled. Country is not 

controlled for because the study is interested in changes between and across countries. There is 

no reason to believe that the political circumstances or other factors that would introduce bias 

occur throughout all countries together in a given year. Therefore, this study does not control for 

the year in which the survey was taken.  
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 To test hypothesis one on quotas, the following equations were analyzed for each of the 

three dependent variables: 

o Y1-3 = β0 + β1X1 + β8X8 + β9X9 + β10X10 + β11X11 + β12X12 + β13X13 + β14X14 +  

β15X15 + β16X16 + β17X17 + β18X18 + β19X19 + Є  

o Y1-3 = β0 + β1X1 + β2X2 + β3X3 + β4X4 + β5X5 + β8X8 + β9X9 + β10X10 + β11X11 + 

β12X12 + β13X13 + β14X14 + β15X15 + β16X16 + β17X17 + β18X18 + β19X19 + Є 

 

 To test hypothesis two on the proportion of female legislators, the following equation was 

analyzed for each of the dependent variables: 

o Y1-3 = β0 + β6X6 + β7X7 + β8X8 + β9X9 + β10X10 + β11X11 + β12X12 + β13X13 + β14X14 + 

β15X15 + β16X16 + β17X17 + β18X18 + β19X19 + Є 

 

Where: 

Y1 =  JOINED 

 Joined others to raise an issue in the past year, as opposed to not joining others to do so or 

not raising an issue at all (0/1) 

Y2 =  COMMTG 

 Attended a community meeting in the past year, versus not attending at least one (0/1) 

Y3 = VOTED 

Voted in the most recent election, as opposed to not voting (0/1) 

 

X1 =  QUOTA  

 Respondent’s country has a quota law, as opposed to not having such a law (0/1) 

X2 =  YRSQUOTAEFF 

 Number of years between when quota law was passed and survey  

X3 =  YRSQUOTA2 

 Number of years between when quota law was passed and survey, squared 

X4 =  AMTQUOTA 

 Proportion of women in legislature that the quota mandates 

X5 =  AMTQUOTA2 

 Proportion of women in legislature that the quota mandates, squared 

X6 = WOMLEG 

 Proportion of the respondent’s legislature that is comprised of women 

X7 = WOMLEG2 

 Proportion of the respondent’s legislature that is comprised of women, squared 

X8 = DEMOCRACY 

 The level of democracy in a respondent’s country, on a 1-7 scale with 7 being the most 

democratic  

X9 =  QUOTA*DEMOCRACY 

The level of democracy in a respondent’s country (DEMOCRACY above), multiplied by 

whether the respondent’s country has a quota law 

X10 =  WOMLABORPARTIC 

Women’s share of the formal-sector adult (15+) labor force (number of adult women 

workers /total number of adult workers in the country) 
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X11 = URBAN 

 The respondent lives in an urban area, versus a rural area (0/1) 

X12 = AGE 

 The respondent’s age 

X13 = AGE2 

 The respondent’s age, squared 

X14 =  POVFOORAR 

 The respondent reported that they or their family went without food rarely within the past 

year – reference category is never went without food (0/1) 

X15 =  POVFOOFREQ 

The respondent reported that they or their family went without food frequently within the 

past year – reference category is never went without food (0/1) 

X16 =  POVFOOALW 

The respondent reported that they or their family always went without food over the past 

year – reference category is never went without food (0/1) 

X17 =  EDUCPRI 

The respondent has some formal primary education, or completed primary school – 

reference category is no formal schooling (0/1) 

X18 =  EDUCSEC 

The respondent has some or completed secondary school – reference category is no 

formal schooling (0/1) 

X19 =  EDUCPOSTS 

The respondent has at least some post-secondary education – reference category is no 

formal schooling (0/1) 

 

Є =  Unexplained variance, the error term 

B0 =  Y-intercept 

β1, β2, … β19 =  Coefficients of respective independent variables; partial slope coefficients 
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PRELIMINARY DATA ANALYSIS 

 

 Preliminary data suggest that in the 20 countries being studied, on average, women tend 

to comprise a greater proportion of the national legislature in countries that have gender quotas 

than in countries without gender quotas. (See Table 2.) This is consistent with Yoon’s (2001) 

findings that quotas do increase the proportion of women in African legislatures. It indicates that 

findings of this study’s two hypotheses may be strongly related – since the independent variables 

are the same between the two hypotheses, if the countries with quotas have large numbers of 

women in their legislatures, one would expect to see similar findings. 

Table 2: Average Proportion of Women Legislators, by Whether  

Selected sub-Saharan African Countries* Have Quota Requirements 
 

Country 

Characteristics 
1999 2002 2005 2008 

With Quota –  

Average Proportion of 

Seats Held by Women  

19.8% 18.9% 19.8% 21.0% 

No. of Countries  4 9 11 12 

Without Quota –  

Average Proportion of 

Seats Held by Women  

9.7% 8.3% 9.6% 13.4% 

No. of Countries 8 7 7 8 

 

*Selected countries are: Benin, Botswana, Burkina Faso, Cape Verde, Ghana, Kenya, Lesotho, Liberia, Madagascar, 

Malawi, Mali, Mozambique, Namibia, Nigeria, Senegal, South Africa, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia and Zimbabwe  

Sources: World Bank, 2011; International IDEA Quota Database, 2011 

 

Similarly, on most measures of women’s participation, women in countries with quotas 

are, on average, more likely to engage in a political activity than women in countries without 

quotas. (See Table 3.) However, there does not appear to be a correlation between the proportion 

of female legislators and women’s propensity to vote in the most recent election, women’s 
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propensity to join others to raise an issue, and women’s propensity to participate in a community 

meeting. (See Figures 1, 2 and 3.) 

 

Figure 1: Proportion of Women Who Voted in the Last Election & the 

Proportion of Legislative Seats Held by Women, 2008 in 20 sub-Saharan African Countries 
 

Sources: World Bank, 2011; Afrobarometer Survey Rounds 1- 4 (2004; 2006; 2008; 2010).
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Table 3: Women’s Political Activity in Countries with Quotas Compared to Countries without Quotas: 

Selected Activities in Selected sub-Saharan African Countries* (1999, 2008) 

 

 

Proportion of 

Women Who 

Voted, 1999 

Proportion of 

Women Who 

Voted, 2008 

Proportion of 

Women Who 

Joined Others 

to Raise an 

Issue, 1999 

Proportion of 

Women Who 

Joined Others 

to Raise an 

Issue, 2008 

Proportion of 

Women Who 

Attended a 

Community 

Meeting, 1999 

Proportion of 

Women Who 

Attended a 

Community 

Meeting, 2008 

With Quota –  

Average Women’s 

Participation 

70.59% 68.00% 22.73% 53.72% 43.44% 64.63% 

Number of Countries  4 11 3 11 4 11 

Without Quota –  

Average Women’s 

Participation  

69.89% 69.84% 42.37% 43.58% 39.96% 55.63% 

Number of Countries 8 9 8 9 8 9 

Percentage Points by which 

Participation by Women in 

Quota Countries Exceeds 

Participation of Women in 

Non-Quota Countries 

0.70 -1.84 -19.64 10.14 3.48 9.00 

 

*Selected countries are: Benin, Botswana, Burkina Faso, Cape Verde, Ghana, Kenya, Lesotho, Liberia, Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Mozambique, Namibia, 

Nigeria, Senegal, South Africa, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia and Zimbabwe 

Sources: Afrobarometer Survey Rounds 1- 4 (2004; 2006; 2008; 2010).  
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Figure 2: Proportion of Women Who Joined Others to Raise an Issue in the Past Year & 

the Proportion of Female National Legislators, 2005 in 20 sub-Saharan African Countries 

Sources (for figures 2&3): World Bank, 2011; Afrobarometer Survey Rounds 1- 4 (2004; 2006; 2008; 2010). 

 

Figure 3: Proportion of Women Who Attended a Community Meeting within the Past Year 

& Proportion of Female National Legislators, 2008 in 20 sub-Saharan African Countries 
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RESULTS 

 

This study found limited support for countries in sub-Saharan Africa to adopt some form 

of quotas as a means of broadening their democracies to better include women’s voices. 

 

Joining Others to Raise an Issue  

 Factors other than quotas were more influential on women’s propensity to join others to 

raise an issue over the past year. In Model 1 (See Table 5), where the only variable included that 

is related to quotas is whether a country has any form of a quota system for women legislators, 

there is no statistically significant relationship between this variable and women’s political 

activity. The presence of a quota remains insignificant in a more expansive Model (See Model 2, 

Table 5), where the number of years the country’s quota has been in effect and the proportion of 

women required by the quota are included. However, in Model 2, the length of time the quota 

has been in effect and whether a woman joined others to raise an issue are statistically 

significantly related. Women are more likely to join others to raise an issue in countries with 

longer histories of quotas. When all six of the quota-related variables were tested together, they 

jointly had a marginally significant (p=0.075) association with women’s political action. (See 

Table 4.) This is perhaps equivalent to small, incremental changes adding up to something  

Table 4: Probability Statistics Resulting from Tests of Joint Significance on  

Models Indicating African Women’s & Men’s Propensity to Join Others to Raise an Issue 

Variables Tested 
Women - 

Model 1 

Women - 

Model 2 

Women - 

Model 3 

Men -          

Model 4 

Men -          

Model 5 

Men -          

Model 6 

Quotas 0.4538 0.0751 

 

0.3672 0.0000 

 Proportion of  

Women in the Legislature 

  

0.5299 

  

0.2151 

Democraticness 0.1222 0.0996 

 

0.1772 0.0849 

 Poverty 0.0900 0.0130 0.1303 0.3270 0.1330 0.2666 

Education 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 
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Table 5: Logit Regression Results Testing the Association between Women in  

African Legislatures and Whether Women Join Others to Raise an Issue 

 

Variables 
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Raised an Issue Raised an Issue Raised an Issue 

  

 

      

Country-Level 

   

 

Has Quota 0.743 0.522 

 

  

(1.007) (0.662) 

 

 

Years of Quota 

 

0.153*** 

 

   

(3.138) 

 

 

Years2 of Quota 

 

-0.008*** 

 

   

(-3.174) 

 

 

Percent Women Required 

 

0.023* 

 

   

(1.884) 

 

 

Percent Women Required2 

 

-0.001** 

 

   

(-2.025) 

 

 

Women's Share of Legislature 

  

0.026 

    

(1.030) 

 

Women's Share of Legislature2 

  

-0.001 

    

(-1.107) 

 

Democraticness -0.002 0.030 -0.038 

  

(-0.0181) (0.368) (-1.049) 

 

Has Quota * Democraticness -0.126 -0.229 

 

  

(-0.872) (-1.516) 

 

 

Women's Share of Labor Force 0.041*** 0.036*** 0.060*** 

  

(4.031) (3.155) (6.334) 

     Individual-Level 

   

 

Urban -0.347*** -0.365*** -0.379*** 

  

(-5.746) (-6.018) (-7.222) 

 

Age 0.067*** 0.066*** 0.067*** 

  

(12.03) (12.12) (12.38) 

 

Age2 -0.001*** -0.001*** -0.001*** 

  

(-11.24) (-11.36) (-11.47) 

 

Poverty - Rarely without Food 0.122** 0.142*** 0.102* 

  

(2.500) (3.206) (1.936) 

 

Poverty - Frequently without Food 0.086 0.092* 0.059 

  

(1.350) (1.676) (0.815) 

 

Poverty - Always without Food 0.181 0.205* 0.203 

  

(1.290) (1.656) (1.477) 

 

Some Primary Education 0.335*** 0.355*** 0.304*** 

  

(3.706) (3.919) (3.761) 

 

Some Secondary Education 0.484*** 0.523*** 0.451*** 

  

(4.156) (4.089) (4.778) 

 

Some Post-Secondary Education 0.863*** 0.910*** 0.818*** 

  

(8.167) (7.999) (8.811) 

     

 

Constant -3.884*** -3.865*** -4.669*** 

  

(-6.604) (-5.879) (-7.597) 

     

 

Observations at Individual Level 46,171 46,171 44,372 

 

Observations at Country-Year Level 65 65 65 

 

Pseudo R2 0.0331 0.0373 0.0334 

 

Robust, clustered z-statistics in parentheses 

 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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significant, especially in the years following initial implementation. However, a woman’s 

propensity to join others to raise an issue had no statistically significant relationship with the 

proportion of women in her country’s legislature.  

 A woman’s probability of raising an issue and how democratic her country were not 

related, even when the impact of a quota was allowed to vary based on the level of democracy 

within the country. This remains basically true even when both variables that measure 

democracy are tested together—level of democracy and level of democracy multiplied by 

whether the country has a quota.  

 Across the board, the greater women’s share of the labor force, the more likely a woman 

is to have raised an issue over the past year. When there are fewer barriers to women’s 

participation in the economy and society and they have greater control over economic resources, 

women tend to be more empowered and join others to raise an issue.  

 While the significance of the different individual-level poverty indicator variables 

changes across the three models, jointly poverty seems to be at least marginally significantly 

related to whether women joined others to raise an issue. (See Table 4.) Compared to those who 

never went without food, women who rarely or sometimes went without food were more likely 

to raise an issue. Possibly these women are driven to raise issues because of the hardships in their 

lives, or poorer communities may simply be more likely to band together to raise issues. 

Likewise, rural women are more likely than urban women to join others to raise an issue, which 

could be because they live in closer-knit, smaller communities that foster stronger social bonds. 

More-educated women are more likely to raise issues than less-educated women—all the 

education variables are individually, as well as jointly, highly statistically significant. (See 

Tables 4 and 5.) These women may know more about their rights and the issues they are raising 
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Table 6: Logit Regression Results Testing the Association between Women in  

African Legislatures and Whether Men Join Others to Raise an Issue 

 

Variables 
Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Raised an Issue Raised an Issue Raised an Issue 

          

Country-Level 

   

 

Has Quota 0.864 0.341 

 

  

(1.127) (0.431) 

 

 

Years of Quota 

 

0.186*** 

 

   

(3.577) 

 

 

Years2 of Quota 

 

-0.009*** 

 

   

(-3.488) 

 

 

Percent Women Required 

 

0.021 

 

   

(1.549) 

 

 

Percent Women Required2 

 

-0.001*** 

 

   

(-2.649) 

 

 

Women's Share of Legislature 

  

-0.005 

    

(-0.155) 

 

Women's Share of Legislature2 

  

-0.002 

    

(-0.210) 

 

Democraticness -0.024 -0.031 -0.073 

  

(-0.364) (-0.375) (-1.451) 

 

Has Quota * Democraticness -0.186 -0.195 

 

  

(-1.265) (-1.159) 

 

 

Women's Share of Labor Force 0.030* 0.026* 0.055*** 

  

(1.957) (1.726) (4.337) 

     Individual-Level 

   

 

Urban -0.415*** -0.433*** -0.452*** 

  

(-4.819) (-5.481) (-6.261) 

 

Age 0.065*** 0.064*** 0.066*** 

  

(9.566) (9.229) (9.550) 

 

Age2 -0.001*** -0.001*** -0.001*** 

  

(-10.24) (-9.825) (-10.07) 

 

Poverty - Rarely without Food 0.074 0.095** 0.049 

  

(1.332) (1.963) (0.787) 

 

Poverty - Frequently without Food -0.011 0.019 -0.044 

  

(-0.168) (0.334) (-0.613) 

 

Poverty - Always without Food 0.094 0.151 0.106 

  

(0.692) (1.316) (0.811) 

 

Some Primary Education 0.242*** 0.253*** 0.239*** 

  

(2.757) (2.977) (3.057) 

 

Some Secondary Education 0.406*** 0.456*** 0.385*** 

  

(4.633) (4.885) (4.785) 

 

Some Post-Secondary Education 0.726*** 0.766*** 0.667*** 

  

(7.568) (7.673) (7.610) 

     

 

Constant -2.573*** -2.377*** -3.355*** 

  

(-3.343) (-3.041) (-4.590) 

     

 

Observations at Individual Level 47,081 47,081 45,279 

 

Observations at Country-Year Level 65 65 65 

  Pseudo R2 0.0353 0.0445 0.0376 

 

Robust, clustered z-statistics in parentheses *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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with elected and party leaders, and therefore feel more comfortable and efficacious doing so.  

Women with higher levels of education are more likely to be literate and therefore have access to 

newspapers and other means of informing themselves about issues. However, all together, these 

variables do not explain much of the variation between women in whether they join others to 

raise an issue or not. 

 Quotas may influence men’s tendency to join others to raise an issue, though the reasons 

and mechanisms through which this occurs are not fully understood. Unsurprisingly, neither 

quotas alone nor women’s proportion of a country’s legislature had a significant association with 

men’s propensity to join others to raise an issue. (See Table 6.) However, taken together, all six 

quota variables (measuring whether a country had a quota, the size of the quota, quota size 

squared, how many years it was in effect, this time period squared, and presence of a quota times 

the level of democracy) were highly statistically significantly related to a man’s probability of 

raising an issue. (See Table 4.) Quotas seem to push men toward, not away from, participation. A 

reason for this influence is not obvious.  

Like women, men were not strongly influenced by how democratic their country was. On 

the other hand, the female share of the labor force also significantly related to whether men 

joined others to raise an issue, though not quite as strongly as for women. This raises the 

question of whether the share of women in the labor force may be picking up some other factor 

that encourages participation by both sexes, other than women’s empowerment equality. Unlike 

women, poverty did not even have a marginally significant relationship with men’s participation, 

though living in a rural area was a stronger influence on men’s political behavior than women’s.  
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Table 7: Logit Regression Results Testing the Association between Women in  

African Legislatures and Whether Women Attended a Community Meeting 

 
  

Variables 
Model 7 Model 8  Model 9 

 
Attended a Comm. Mtg Attended a Comm. Mtg Attended a Comm. Mtg 

 
        

Country-Level 

   

 
Has Quota 1.038* 

 
0.752 

 

  

(1.720) (1.152) 

 

 
Years of Quota 

 

0.154* 

 

   

(1.824) 

 

 
Years2 of Quota 

 

-0.008** 

 

   

(-2.072) 

 

 
Percent Women Required 

 

0.016 

 

   

(1.226) 

 

 
Percent Women Required2 

 

-0.000* 

 

   

(-1.947) 

 

 
Women's Share of Legislature 

  

0.059 

    

(1.533) 

 
Women's Share of Legislature2 

  

-0.001 

    

(-1.445) 

 
Democraticness 0.023 0.035 -0.044 

  

(0.274) (0.364) (-0.652) 

 
Has Quota * Democraticness -0.140 -0.207 

 

  

(-1.163) (-1.212) 

 

 
Women's Share of Labor Force 0.075*** 0.072*** 0.081*** 

  

(4.783) (4.330) (4.585) 

     Individual-Level 

   

 
Urban -0.619*** -0.631*** -0.648*** 

  

(-8.753) (-9.278) (-8.676) 

 
Age 0.100*** 0.099*** 0.098*** 

  

(12.15) (12.07) (12.18) 

 
Age2 -0.001*** -0.001*** -0.001*** 

  

(-12.08) (-12.14) (-12.10) 

 
Poverty - Rarely without Food 0.177*** 0.194*** 0.155*** 

  

(3.671) (4.131) (3.127) 

 
Poverty - Frequently without Food 0.111** 0.124** 0.084 

  

(1.970) (2.213) (1.410) 

 
Poverty - Always without Food 0.210* 0.237* 0.230* 

  

(1.722) (1.917) (1.861) 

 
Some Primary Education 0.265*** 0.278*** 0.231*** 

  

(3.006) (3.067) (2.653) 

 
Some Secondary Education 0.221** 0.251** 0.185* 

  

(1.976) (2.079) (1.792) 

 
Some Post-Secondary Education 0.389*** 0.416*** 0.369*** 

  

(4.453) (4.399) (4.207) 

     

 
Constant -5.577*** -5.518*** -5.798*** 

  

(-6.823) (-6.876) (-5.922) 

     

 
Observations at Individual Level 46,352 46,352 44,553 

 
Observations at Country-Year Level 66 66 66 

  Pseudo R2 0.0741 0.0778 0.0673 

 
Robust, clustered z-statistics in parentheses 

 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Community Meeting Attendance 

The existence of quotas is positively related to a woman’s tendency to attend a 

community meeting. In the model that includes only whether a country has quotas, as well as in 

the model with several quota-related variables, a woman living in a country with a quota is more 

likely to have attended a community meeting in the past year than a woman living in a country 

without a quota. (See Tables 7 and 8.) This relationship is highly statistically significant (p<0.01 

in both cases). However, women’s proportion of legislative seats does not have a significant 

association with women’s participation in community meetings. This indicates that the 

relationship between quotas and women attending community meetings seems to be based on the 

policy requiring women’s inclusion rather than their actual presence in positions of power. 

Table 8: Probability Statistics Resulting from Tests of Joint Significance on Models 

Indicating African Women’s & Men’s Propensity to Attend a Community Meeting 

Variables Tested 
Women - 

Model 7 

Women - 

Model 8 

Women - 

Model 9 

Men -          

Model 10 

Men -          

Model 11 

Men -          

Model 12 

Quotas 0.0070 0.0000 

 

0.2130 0.0000 

 Proportion of  

Women in the Legislature 

  

0.2748 

  

0.5210 

Democraticness 0.3746 0.3250 

 

0.2165 0.2050 

 Poverty 0.0026 0.0005 0.0202 0.0677 0.0186 0.2131 

Education 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0001 0.0001 

 

 The presence of democratic institutions within a country does not influence women’s 

engagement in community meetings. Since a community meeting may not be political at all, but 

simply a woman gathering with her neighbors, it seems reasonable that women are equally likely 

to engage in these activities in democracies and autocracies. Women’s cultural and economic 

empowerment, as represented by their share of the formal labor force, is highly statistically 

significantly related to their participation in community meetings.  
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 At the individual level, all three models show similar patterns of association between 

women’s attendance at community meetings and poverty, education, age and urban living. (See 

Table 7.) A poor woman is significantly more likely than her wealthier counterpart to attend a 

community meeting; whereas women who are more empowered through education are more 

likely than their less-educated peers to participate in these meetings.  Furthermore, urban women 

and younger women are significantly less likely to attend a community meeting than women 

living in rural areas and older women. These findings are unsurprising, as age and education are 

typically associated with stronger community and political engagement. However, poverty and 

rural living may be associated with closer community ties, which could drive women with fewer 

resources to participate in community activities.  

 Though at different rates, a man’s participation in community meetings is affected very 

similarly to a woman’s by age, urban living, poverty and education. (See Table 9.) However, 

poverty is less of a determinant for men than women (See Table 8.) Whereas women were 

influenced by quotas in both models, men’s attendance was only related to quotas when all six 

quota-related measures were included in the model. Holding all the other variables at their 

means, a man in a country with a quota has an 80% probability of attending a community 

meeting, compared to 52% for a man in a country without one. The difference is slightly less 

dramatic, though still substantial for women—a woman in a country with a quota has a 69% 

likelihood of attending a community meeting, whereas a similarly situated woman in a country 

without a quota only has a 44% chance of doing so. (See Appendix C.) There are not theoretical 

explanations for the associations between progressive women’s policies and men’s political 

participation, and this relationship therefore suggests an omitted variable that drives both 

genders’ improved likelihood of participation. For community meetings, especially, civil society  
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Table 9: Logit Regression Results Testing the Association between Women in  

African Legislatures and Whether Men Attended a Community Meeting 
 

Variables 
Model 10 Model 11  Model 12 

Attended a Comm. Mtg Attended a Comm. Mtg Attended a Comm. Mtg 

          

Country-Level 

   

 
Has Quota 1.315 0.743 

 

  

(1.630) (0.944) 

 

 
Years of Quota 

 

0.173** 

 

   

(2.089) 

 

 
Years2 of Quota 

 

-0.008** 

 

   

(-2.218) 

 

 
Percent Women Required 

 

0.005 

 

   

(0.228) 

 

 
Percent Women Required2 

 

-0.001 

 

   

(-1.549) 

 

 
Women's Share of Legislature 

  

0.026 

    

(0.511) 

 
Women's Share of Legislature2 

  

-0.001 

    

(-0.633) 

 
Democraticness -0.005 -0.043 -0.099 

  

(-0.0439) (-0.340) (-0.901) 

 
Has Quota * Democraticness -0.237 -0.189 

 

  

(-1.482) (-0.877) 

 

 
Women's Share of Labor Force 0.047** 0.045** 0.061*** 

  

(2.166) (2.160) (2.712) 

     Individual-Level 

   

 
Urban -0.707*** -0.720*** -0.731*** 

  

(-9.333) (-11.10) (-8.956) 

 
Age 0.092*** 0.091*** 0.089*** 

  

(9.597) (8.988) (9.937) 

 
Age2 -0.001*** -0.001*** -0.001*** 

  

(-9.932) (-9.223) (-9.893) 

 
Poverty - Rarely without Food 0.152*** 0.165*** 0.116* 

  

(2.586) (2.892) (1.721) 

 
Poverty - Frequently without Food 0.060 0.093 0.019 

  

(0.782) (1.308) (0.226) 

 
Poverty - Always without Food 0.203* 0.254** 0.212* 

  

(1.696) (2.070) (1.715) 

 
Some Primary Education 0.156* 0.159* 0.134 

  

(1.693) (1.673) (1.561) 

 
Some Secondary Education 0.145* 0.172** 0.104 

  

(1.744) (2.243) (1.247) 

 
Some Post-Secondary Education 0.362*** 0.367*** 0.288*** 

  

(4.519) (4.105) (3.554) 

     

 
Constant -3.433*** -3.147*** -3.619*** 

  

(-3.227) (-3.488) (-2.894) 

     

 
Observations at Individual Level 47,193 47,193 45,391 

 
Observations at Country-Year Level 66 66 66 

  Pseudo R2 0.0705 0.0792 0.0656 

 
Robust z-statistics in parentheses 

 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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may be stronger in quota countries (as many times civil society pushes for quotas), which 

provides opportunities for engagement. 

 

Voting 

 Women living in a country with a quota were significantly more likely to vote than 

women living in a country without a quota, supporting the signaling theory. (See Tables 10 and 

11.) Given women’s typical preference for non-institutional forms of participation, this 

relationship with the epitome of institutional political participation is especially noteworthy. The 

proportion of women in a country’s legislature, on the other hand, appears unrelated to women’s 

propensity to vote. However, women who lived in more democratic countries were more likely 

to vote—a woman in the most democratic country in the sample was nearly 40 percentage points 

more likely to vote than a woman in the least democratic country in the sample, when all the 

other variables were held at their means. (See Table 10 and Appendix D.) They were more prone 

to voting when living in a more democratic country, though that effect was mitigated when the 

democratic country had a quota, meaning they do not get both the quota and democratic boosts in 

full when their country is/has both. The proportion of women in a country’s labor force was also 

significantly associated with that country’s women voting. Both of these relationships indicate 

women being more likely to vote when they are more empowered or see themselves as more 

efficacious, supporting previous studies. 

 The findings on women’s voter participation are consistent with those for which other 

forms of political activity were tested, where older women, women living in rural areas and 

more-educated women were all more likely to vote than younger women, women living in urban 

areas and uneducated women, respectively. However, none of the individual measures of a   
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Table 10: Logit Regression Results Testing the Association between  

Women in African Legislatures and Whether Women Voted 

 
  

Variables 
Model 13 Model 14 Model 15 

 

Voted Voted Voted 

          

Country-Level 

   

 

Has Quota 1.100** 1.018** 

 

  

(2.391) (2.339) 

 

 

Years of Quota 

 

0.032 

 

   

(0.512) 

 

 

Years2 of Quota 

 

-0.002 

 

   

(-0.785) 

 

 

Percent Women Required 

 

0.034** 

 

   

(1.992) 

 

 

Percent Women Required2 

 

-0.001* 

 

   

(-1.810) 

 

 

Women's Share of Legislature 

  

0.033 

    

(0.933) 

 

Women's Share of Legislature2 

  

-0.001 

    

(-1.056) 

 

Democraticness 0.328*** 0.382*** 0.194*** 

  

(3.995) (4.204) (2.668) 

 

Has Quota * Democraticness -0.244** -0.324** 

 

  

(-2.551) (-2.466) 

 

 

Women's Share of Labor Force 0.042** 0.040** 0.051** 

  

(2.272) (2.232) (2.392) 

     Individual-Level 

   

 

Urban -0.220*** -0.232*** -0.229*** 

  

(-4.420) (-4.708) (-4.301) 

 

Age 0.218*** 0.217*** 0.224*** 

  

(11.64) (11.58) (14.51) 

 

Age2 -0.002*** -0.002*** -0.002*** 

  

(-10.67) (-10.66) (-12.94) 

 

Poverty - Rarely without Food -0.056 -0.033 -0.0771 

  

(-1.158) (-0.757) (-1.503) 

 

Poverty - Frequently without Food -0.035 -0.039 -0.056 

  

(-0.554) (-0.677) (-0.806) 

 

Poverty - Always without Food 0.054 0.055 0.075 

  

(0.623) (0.654) (0.688) 

 

Some Primary Education 0.078 0.087 0.012 

  

(0.756) (0.862) (0.123) 

 

Some Secondary Education 0.010 0.040 -0.080 

  

(0.107) (0.418) (-0.903) 

 

Some Post-Secondary Education 0.178* 0.237** 0.074 

  

(1.848) (2.190) (0.629) 

     

 

Constant -7.149*** -7.385*** -7.260*** 

  

(-7.033) (-6.876) (-5.543) 

     

 

Observations at Individual Level 34,620 34,620 32,821 

 

Observations at Country-Year Level 50 50 50 

  Pseudo R2 0.1142 0.1164 0.1165 

 

Robust, clustered z-statistics in parentheses *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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person’s poverty were statistically significant, nor were they jointly significant. (See Tables 10 

and 11.) The difference in poverty’s relationship to voting, when compared to raising an issue or 

attending a community meeting, may be because of compulsory voting laws or other incentives 

that political parties and elected officials create that differentiate voting from other forms of 

political and community participation. 

Table 11: Probability Statistics Resulting from Tests of Joint Significance on  

Models Indicating African Women & Men’s Propensity to Vote 

Variables Tested 
Women - 

Model 13 

Women - 

Model 14 

Women - 

Model 15 

Men -          

Model 16 

Men -          

Model 17 

Men -          

Model 18 

Quotas 0.0386 0.0286 
 

0.0977 0.0010 
 

Proportion of 

Women in the Legislature   
0.5367 

  
0.8046 

Democraticness 0.0002 0.0001 
 

0.0952 0.1554 
 

Poverty 0.4919 0.5541 0.3826 0.0803 0.0499 0.1009 

Education 0.0031 0.0014 0.0218 0.0007 0.0138 0.0092 

 

 These independent variables had substantially more explanatory power for voting than 

either of the other forms of participation, indicating this model is a decent predictor of a 

woman’s tendency to vote. 

 Men were also influenced by quota laws, though not as consistently as women. (See 

Table 11.) They were influenced similarly to women by the level of democracy in their country. 

Poor men, those who reported their families had “always gone without food,” were the most 

likely to vote, when compared with men who had “never gone without food” over the past year. 

(See Table 12.) Education was also a strong a predictor of men’s voting habits.  
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Table 12: Logit Regression Results Testing the Association between 

Women in African Legislatures and Whether Men Voted 

 

Variables 
Model 16 Model 17 Model 18 

Vote Voted Voted 

    Country-Level 

   Has Quota 1.395** 1.338** 

 

 

(2.024) (2.095) 

 Years of Quota 

 

0.071 

 

  

(1.383) 

 Years2 of Quota 

 

-0.004 

 

  

(-1.629) 

 Percent Women Required 

 

-0.003 

 

  

(-0.115) 

 Percent Women Required2 

 

-0.000 

 

  

(-0.251) 

 Women's Share of Legislature 

  

-0.013 

   

(-0.349) 

Women's Share of Legislature2 

  

0.000 

   

(0.171) 

Democraticness 0.273* 0.253* 0.116 

 

(1.854) (1.817) (1.100) 

Has Quota * Democraticness -0.316** -0.314* 

 

 

(-2.151) (-1.748) 

 Women's Share of Labor Force 0.020 0.020 0.042 

 

(0.829) (0.861) (1.508) 

    Individual-Level 

   Urban -0.176*** -0.180*** -0.209*** 

 

(-3.045) (-3.172) (-3.687) 

Age 0.207*** 0.207*** 0.213*** 

 

(11.11) (11.18) (14.20) 

Age2 -0.002*** -0.002*** -0.002*** 

 

(-10.34) (-10.35) (-12.65) 

Poverty - Rarely without Food 0.018 0.022 -0.006 

 

(0.344) (0.496) (-0.115) 

Poverty - Frequently without Food -0.006 0.000 -0.030 

 

(-0.0961) (0.00734) (-0.461) 

Poverty - Always without Food 0.174** 0.182** 0.246** 

 

(2.037) (2.245) (2.118) 

Some Primary Education 0.112 0.125 0.078 

 

(1.009) (1.124) (0.743) 

Some Secondary Education 0.023 0.052 -0.048 

 

(0.289) (0.671) (-0.754) 

Some Post-Secondary Education 0.203** 0.221** 0.112 

 

(1.993) (2.080) (1.122) 

    Constant -5.593*** -5.533*** -5.863*** 

 

(-3.686) (-3.781) (-3.321) 

    Observations at Individual Level 35,253 35,253 33,451 

Observations at Country-Year Level 50 50 50 

Pseudo R2 0.1182 0.1195 0.1229 

Robust, clustered z-statistics in parentheses *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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DISCUSSION 

 

The relationship between quotas and women’s political participation varied by the type of 

political activity examined. While quotas were only marginally statistically related to a woman’s 

decision to join others to raise an issue (and only in Model 2), they were highly significantly 

related to whether a woman attended a community meeting and voted. While it seems surprising 

that opening up political space to women via quotas would not affect women’s likelihood of 

raising an issue, this may be a higher barrier to overcome than voting or attending a community 

meeting because of the initiative, knowledge and belief in one’s own political efficacy required. 

The other results indicate that quotas may indeed signal women’s more equal standing in public 

life and thereby increase women’s political engagement in certain activities. Even more 

significant is that this change occurred for both institutional (e.g., voting) and non-institutional 

(e.g., attending a community meeting) participation mechanisms.  

For both community meeting attendance and joining others to raise an issue, the number 

of years since the quota was adopted drove the impact of quota policies. This might suggest that 

there is something unique about countries that were early adopters of gender quotas that makes 

them more encouraging of women’s political participation. It is possible that the African 

countries that adopted quotas earliest were the most committed to women’s political 

empowerment or were more generally empowering environments. Though the study attempts to 

control for these cultural influences by including women’s share of the labor force, this is an 

imperfect measure of an empowering culture. Therefore, these cultural influences may still be 

inflating the positive quota results. Alternatively, countries with quotas may have strong civil 

societies that pushed for the quotas and encourage various forms of political participation 

(Paxton, Hughes & Painter, 2009; Viterna & Fallon, 2008). 
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Since the relationship between quotas and political engagement seems to be based on the 

law or policy requiring women’s inclusion (i.e., the quota) rather than their actual presence in the 

legislature, the signal of the policy may be enough to show women they are welcome in these 

political or community fora. On the other hand, it is possible that the same factors that create an 

environment where legislatures and political parties feel they should include more women create 

an environment where women are inclined to participate. It may have even been women’s 

participation in community meetings, voting and direct communication with legislators and party 

officials that demonstrated their power and brought about the quotas in the first place. This back-

and-forth influence is a very strong possibility in all of the significant country-level relationships. 

The proportion of seats held by women in an African country’s legislature does not have 

a statistically significant relationship with women’s political participation. This was consistent 

between institutional forms of participation, like voting, and less-institutional forms, like 

attending a community meeting. The data may not have supported the hypothesis that women 

would see other women in positions of power and respond by increasing their own political 

activities for any of several reasons:  

(1) Women may be more empowered in countries with more women in their 

legislature, which helped those women get elected. Though this study attempts to 

control for those societal influences by including the proportion of women in the 

labor force, this is perhaps a weak measure of cultural equality and may not show 

the full picture in Africa, particularly. 

(2) When women are elected, it may be difficult for them to be visible members of the 

legislature, so citizens may not even recognize women’s prevalence within the body 

and hence may not view them as role models. This possibility may argue for a time 
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lag between when women are elected to the legislature and when women citizens 

take political actions. This lack of visibility is especially likely in parliamentary 

systems with list proportional elections where individual legislators tend not to be 

visible unless they are appointed to the cabinet or leadership positions within the 

party (Swers, 2002). Therefore, future models should allow for a time lag, and 

control for the system of government and elections. 

(3) Since the women who tend to win elections have familial connections to political 

power and are wealthier, women may not view even female legislators as “like 

them” because they come from a different segment of society. They may view the 

women legislators as too far removed from them to be role models.  

The difference between the associations seen with quotas and women’s political 

participation versus women in the legislature and women’s participation indicate that the signal 

effect, but not the modeling effect, may be working to some degree. Women may perceive quota 

policies as opening doors for their broader participation in politics. However, the modeling effect 

seems absent. Perhaps the most curious finding, which indicates the need for further study that 

includes better cultural measures of equality, were the significant relationships between men’s 

political participation and quotas, which were sometimes even stronger than women’s 

participation.  

 Because of limited changes in surveyed countries’ quota policies over the course of the 

Afrobarometer rounds, the three types of quotas had to be lumped together and all considered as 

equals. However, as Yoon (2004) and Tripp and Kang (2008) found, the type of quota 

significantly impacts the effects it has. An analysis of all African countries at the country level 



 

49 

 

over 20 or more years would be better equipped to consider these varying influences by type of 

quota—voluntary party quota, legal quota or reserved seats. 

A limitation of this study is that it assumes that each explanatory variable affects citizens 

of every country in the same way. It assumes the effect of women’s share of the formal labor 

market, for example, is the same in Botswana as in Zimbabwe even though Zimbabwe’s informal 

sector is nearly twice as large as Botswana’s (Verick, circa 2006). It assumes that having some 

secondary education in extremely poor Mali has a similar effect on a woman’s political 

empowerment as having some secondary education in middle-income South Africa.  However, 

because the variables of interest are at the country level and this study seeks to demonstrate 

country effects within Africa, this limitation should not be biasing the findings much. It probably 

does attenuate the associations between political participation and the individual-level controls 

toward zero, though. 

 Despite these limitations, this analysis finds quotas to increase political engagement—in 

both expected (i.e., among women) and unexpected (i.e., among men) ways. Cultural 

considerations and other potential omitted variables should be further investigated before acting 

on these results, though, especially considering one of the most consistent factors improving 

political participation was women’s share of the formal adult labor force.  
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

 

 This study provides qualified support for the implementation of quotas in sub-Saharan 

Africa. If increasing women’s participation in public life (e.g., through voting and community 

meetings) is a policy or political goal, legislatures and political parties in sub-Saharan Africa 

may consider instituting quotas to help accomplish this. However, because of the limitations 

mentioned above, further research is recommended to confirm these findings. Because of the 

strong influence of culture and political systems, extrapolation outside of Africa may also be 

unwise. 

 Quotas may be more beneficial during a country’s transition to democracy since non-

democratic countries receive a bigger boost in their women’s participation rates from quotas. For 

example, a country with a 2 on the democracy scale (which goes up to 7, as the most democratic) 

improves the probability that a woman will attend a community meeting from 51% to 69% 

simply by adopting a quota. Her likelihood to vote doubles. However, a partly free country with 

a middle-tier democracy score of 4 improves the probability that a woman will attend a 

community meeting by about 12 percentage points by adopting a quota, sizably less than in the 

less-democratic country. Since the model includes voluntary party quotas, this may indicate that 

a political party can increase voter turnout by instituting a quota. However, this study 

demonstrates that women are likely to vote if a less-than-fully democratic country adopts 

legislative quotas for women. In countries seeking gender equality and women’s political buy-in, 

quotas may be a valuable strategy toward those ends. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 On the whole, quotas seem to improve women’s political engagement and propensity to 

take institutional and non-institutional political actions. In countries with quota policies, women 

were more likely to vote and more likely to attend a community meeting. However, the 

inexplicability of the similar results for men provide a note of caution, and other explanations 

(e.g., political system, strength of civil society, other measures of women’s empowerment) 

should be explored. If cross-country comparisons were possible for a greater number of years at 

solely the country level, the study would be better able to look at the effects of these country-

level policies. However, before that can be accomplished, policies must be changed and African 

countries must report gender-disaggregated voting statistics.  
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APPENDIX A: DATA 

 

Variable Matrix 

 
 Definition Variable Name Expected Sign for 

Women 

Justification 

Dependent Variables    

Y1 Dummy variable indicating 

respondent voted in most recent 

election 

VOTED  Verba, Burns & Scholzman, 

1997; Atkeson, 2003; Wolbrecht 

& Campbell, 2007 

Y2 Dummy variable indicating 

respondent attended a 

community meeting in the past 

year 

COMMTG  Verba, Burns & Scholzman, 

1997; Atkeson, 2003; Wolbrecht 

& Campbell, 2007 

Y3 Dummy variable indicating 

respondent joined others to raise 

an issue in the past year 

JOINED  Verba, Burns & Scholzman, 

1997; Atkeson, 2003; Wolbrecht 

& Campbell, 2007 

     

Independent Variables    

X1 Dummy variable indicating 

respondent’s country has a 

quota law 

QUOTA + Zetterberg, 2009 

X2 Number of years between when 

quota law was passed and 

survey 

YRSQUOTAEFF + Zetterberg, 2009 

X3 Number of years between when 

quota law was passed and 

survey, squared 

YRSQUOTAEFF2 - Zetterberg, 2009 

X4 Percent of women in legislature 

mandated by quota 

AMTQUOTA + Zetterberg, 2009  

X5 Percent of women in legislature 

mandated by quota, squared 

AMTQUOTA2 - Zetterberg, 2009  

X6 Percentage of the respondent’s 

country’s national legislature 

comprised of women 

WOMLEG + Wolbrecht & Campbell, 2007; 

Zetterberg, 2009 

X7 Percentage of the respondent’s 

country’s nat’l legislature 

comprised of women, squared 

WOMLEG - Wolbrecht & Campbell, 2007; 

Zetterberg, 2009 

X8 Ordinal variable indicating how 

democratic a country is, 1-7 

DEMOCRACY + Paxton, Hughes & Painter, 2010 

X9 Whether the country has a quota 

multiplied by the level of 

democracy 

QUOTA*DEMOC. - Paxton, Hughes & Painter, 2010 

X10 Women’s share of the adult 

labor force 

WOMLABOR + Wolbrecht & Campbell, 2007; 

Zetterberg, 2009 

X11 Dummy variable indicating 

whether the respondent lives in 

an urban area 

URBAN + Tripp, 1994 

X12 Age of respondent (in years) AGE - Wolbrecht & Campbell, 2007 

X13 Age of respondent (in years), 

squared 

AGE2 - Wolbrecht & Campbell, 2007 

X14-16 

 

 

Series of dummy variables 

indicating poverty through 

frequency the respondent’s 

family went without food in the 

past year 

FOOPOV - Wolbrecht & Campbell, 2007 

 

X17-19 

 

Series of dummy variables 

indicating respondent’s 

education level 

EDUC + Wolbrecht & Campbell, 2007 

 

 

 



 

53 

 

Additional Imputation Information 

 

As was confirmed by several sources (International Institute for Democracy and Electoral 

Assistance, 2011; Krook,, 2009; Tripp, 2003) and personal communication with researchers 

(Tripp, personal communication; Krook, personal communication), the year in which Mali’s 

Alliance for Democracy party instituted its quota is not known. After many attempts to obtain 

this information from a wide range of sources, it was pinned down that the party did not have a 

quota in 1997 (Yoon, 2001), but it did have one as of 2002 (Krook, personal communication). 

The middle year (i.e, 2000) was imputed as the year in which Mali first began a voluntary party 

quota. 
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APPENDIX B: PREDICTED PROBABILITIES THAT AFRICAN WOMEN  

JOINED OTHERS TO RAISE AN ISSUE* 

 

Variable Category Observations Probability 

    Entire Model 

 

46,683 0.4470 

    Quotas Country Has Quota 24,605 0.5310 

 

Country Does Not Have Quota 21,566 0.3501 

    Democracy Most Democratic ** 0.4437 

 

Median (within sample) ** 0.4446 

 

Least Democratic (within sample) ** 0.4459 

    Urban Urban 18,626 0.3942 

 

Rural 27,545 0.4793 

    Poverty Never Gone without Food 21,583 0.4294 

 

Rarely Gone without Food 16,819 0.4594 

 

Frequently Gone without Food 6,333 0.4505 

 

Always Gone without Food 1,436 0.4741 

    Education Some Post-Secondary 4,087 0.5700 

 

Some Secondary 15,618 0.4757 

 

Some Primary 16,289 0.4389 

 

No Formal 10,177 0.3587 

    *Based on logit regression with quotas as the independent variable of interest (without additional independent 

variables related to quotas). 

**This is a more continuous variable, and therefore these probabilities simply show the range and the number of 

observations at any one point is not meaningful and thereby not reported. 
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APPENDIX C: PREDICTED PROBABILITIES THAT AFRICAN WOMEN  

ATTENDED A COMMUNITY MEETING* 

 

Variable Category Observations Probability 

    Entire Model 

 

46,352 0.5696 

    Quotas Country Has Quota 24,704 0.6882 

 

Country Does Not Have Quota 21,648 0.4387 

    Democracy Most Democratic ** 0.5879 

 

Median (within sample) ** 0.5756 

 

Least Democratic (within sample) ** 0.5577 

    Urban Urban 18,669 0.4843 

 

Rural 27,683 0.6356 

    Poverty Never Gone without Food 21,651 0.5549 

 

Rarely Gone without Food 16,891 0.5981 

 

Frequently Gone without Food 6,364 0.5822 

 

Always Gone without Food 1,446 0.6061 

    Education Some Post-Secondary 4,085 0.6209 

 

Some Secondary 15,639 0.5807 

 

Some Primary 16,382 0.5913 

 

No Formal 10,246 0.5260 

    *Based on logit regression with quotas as the independent variable of interest (without additional independent 

variables related to quotas). 

**This is a more continuous variable, and therefore these probabilities simply show the range and the number of 

observations at any one point is not meaningful and thereby not reported. 
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APPENDIX D: PREDICTED PROBABILITIES THAT AFRICAN WOMEN  

VOTED IN THE LAST ELECTION* 

 

Variable Category Observations Probability 

    Entire Model 

 

34,620 0.6990 

    Quotas Country Has Quota 17,712 0.8197 

 

Country Does Not Have Quota 16,908 0.6021 

    Democracy Most Democratic ** 0.8404 

 

Median (within sample) ** 0.7158 

 

Least Democratic (within sample) ** 0.4647 

    Urban Urban 14,197 0.7000 

 

Rural 20,423 0.7440 

    Poverty Never Gone without Food 16,135 0.7312 

 

Rarely Gone without Food 12,689 0.7200 

 

Frequently Gone without Food 4,674 0.7242 

 

Always Gone without Food 1,122 0.7417 

    Education Some Post-Secondary 3,001 0.7520 

 

Some Secondary 11,764 07192 

 

Some Primary 12,073 0.7328 

 

No Formal 7,782 0.7173 

    *Based on logit regression with quotas as the independent variable of interest (without additional independent 

variables related to quotas). 

**This is a more continuous variable, and therefore these probabilities simply show the range and the number of 

observations at any one point is not meaningful and thereby not reported. 
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