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ABSTRACT
This study uses data from the Current Population Survey, a joint project of the
Bureau of Labor Statistics and the Census, to estimate the effect of female candidates on
voter turnout in statewide elections. It finds a small, positive, but statistically
insignificant correlation between the presence of a female candidate on the ballot and
voter turnout.
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I. Introduction
Representative Geraldine Ferraro (D-NY) was the first woman to be nominated by
her party to be on a Presidential ticket when she became Democratic Senator Walter
Mondale’s running mate. In her speech accepting the nomination for Vice President in
1984, Ferraro said: “By choosing a woman to run for our nation's second highest office,
you send a powerful signal to all Americans: There are no doors we cannot unlock. We
will place no limits on achievement. If we can do this, we can do anything.”
Ferraro was essentially throwing down the gauntlet, but the Mondale/Ferraro ticket
lost by an extremely large margin, carrying only Mondale’s home state of Minnesota and
the District of Columbia. There was not another woman on the Presidential ticket until
2008 when Governor Sarah Palin joined Senator John McCain as the Republican VicePresidential nominee. Women have been more successful, however, in running for
Congress and state office. After the election of 2012, there are 20 women in the Senate
(20%), 77 women in the House (17.7%) and 5 women governors. Still, the question
remains: why is the proportion of women in elected office in the United States still so
much smaller than the female share of the population?
This analysis looks at the current picture of women in political power in the United
States, and sheds light on the reasons why women are or are not successful as candidates,
what motivates the way people vote, and the impact of gender difference on elections.
The introduction previews basic concepts related to these issues. Section II provides an
overview of relevant literature on women in politics and voter behavior. The following
section will explain the dataset and the linear probability models that were used in this
study of data from the Current Population Survey and the Center for American Women in
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Politics. The fourth section will discuss my findings that the presence of female
candidates increases the likelihood of voting (when controlling for age, race, education
and marital status). The fifth and final section summarizes conclusions from the results of
my regression analysis and how they are applicable to the general population. Generally
speaking, my findings are that with the above controls female candidates have a positive
but insignificant effect on voter turnout.
Women in Politics
Many factors woven into our social fabric make it harder for women to run for public
office and to win a campaign. Aside from the obvious fact that women usually have at
least temporary gaps in their careers due to pregnancy, women are also less likely than
men to hold professional positions from which most candidates emerge. The professions
of law, business, education, and politics (at the local level) are the professions most likely
to create candidates for Congress (Eagly and Carli, 2007). These also happen to be
positions in which women are poorly represented across the board, and where women’s
achievement of parity might take decades.
In the election years I examined in this study (1998, 2000, 2002, 2004 and 2006), an
average of 29% of the candidates for the House of Representatives were women, and this
has trended upward. This trend has continued, and in 2012, 37% of the candidates
running for the House of Representatives were women. As a result, more campaigns have
been developing voter turnout strategies around the fact that their candidate is a woman.
Knowing the impact of women candidates on voter turnout will be essential to making
such strategies more effective.

2

	
  

	
  
	
  
Importance of the Gender Gap
According to data from the Center for American Women in Politics, in every election
since 1980, more women have voted than men. In 2008, that margin was especially
large, with 9.8 million more women voting than men. Women also make up larger
portions of the coveted undecided, independent, and late-deciding voter demographics.
The way that women voted was critical to President Obama’s re-election in 2012.
55% of women voters and 45% of men voters voted for the President, creating the largest
gender gap since 1996. Gender differences also played a part in other 2012 elections.
Only one female gubernatorial candidate ran in 2012, Maggie Hassan (D-NH), and she
won with a gender gap of 11 percentage points (60% of women and 49% of men voted
for her). In addition, the preference of women voters for Democratic candidates for
governor (regardless of the gender of the candidate) was evident in all seven
gubernatorial races (Center for American Women in Politics, 2012). Women voters were
instrumental in enabling the Democrats to retain their majority in the Senate and even
gain a few seats. This “gap” combined with the fact that more women vote than men
creates a significant impact on elections and means that how women vote can be a
predictor of election outcomes (Plutzer and Zip, 1996).
Factors Affecting Voter Turnout
The incumbency status of candidates, the presence of a Presidential race at the top of
the ticket, the number of competitive races taking place on one ballot, and the political
party identification of voters have all been identified as factors that impact voter turnout
(Bipartisan Policy Center, 2012). For example, elections that are perceived as “close”
garner a much larger number of voters, as individuals perceive their votes to be more
3

	
  

	
  
	
  
impactful. It is also true that many more people go to the polls when there is a
Presidential race on the ballot. In 2008 for example, 61% of eligible voters turned out to
vote while in 2010 only 41% of eligible voters turned out.
Hurdles to Voting in American Elections
The structure of the American electoral system creates some hurdles to voting that are
unusual in comparison to many other developed countries. In most U.S. states, it is
difficult to register to vote in the first place, with very few states allowing for same-day
registration. This means that, in addition to making the time commitment involved in
showing up to vote on Election Day itself, people who want to vote have to be willing to
plan ahead and complete the necessary forms to register in advance of Election Day.
Americans also tend to move (across states) more than people in other countries, and with
each move across state lines a change in registration is required (Powell, 1986).
However, once people vote, they are more likely to vote again in the next election.
Once we can establish what makes a person vote in one election we likely will know
what will cause them to vote in subsequent elections (Gerber, Green and Shachar, 2003).
Thus, studies of voter turnout are highly valuable to candidates running for office. In
developing a campaign, a candidate can use their organization to focus on a getting a
voter’s “foot in the door” and then can count on that person to turn out and vote for them
again in the future (Gerber, Green and Shachar, 2003).
Gender and Voter Turnout
Using a simple linear probability model and running regressions on many factors
relevant to voter turnout, both including and then excluding the presence of a female
candidate on the ballot, I will attempt to answer the question of whether the presence of
4

	
  

	
  
	
  
female candidates impacts voter turnout in statewide elections, and whether this impact is
significant and should be considered as more women consider running for office.
Over time there have been several reasons why so much time and energy has gone
into researching this question and other questions relating to voter turnout. Lassen (2005)
discussed the importance of looking at the voting population, because voting impacts
representation and the types of people who will end up comprising our government. This
reason for emphasis on voter turnout echoes Burden (2000), who also points out the
importance of looking at voter turnout as a determinant for how political campaigns
should be run and what their targets should be. On a more basic level, Burden also
highlights the point that voting is the primary way in which individuals engage in the
electoral process, so understanding how and why voters make decisions is important to
understanding democracy itself.
II. Literature Review
Many studies have evaluated factors potentially affecting voter turnout and voter
behavior. These studies have looked at voter behavior and turnout through the lenses of:
the effects of the gender of both the candidates and the voters, the effects of the economy
and income, the effects of education, and the effect of age, among others. These studies
suggest that before looking at the question of whether the gender of a candidate affects
voter turnout, it is important to consider the other factors which influence individuals’
voting behavior.
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Theories of Voter Behavior
Early studies of voter turnout were based on the rational theory of voter behavior laid
out by Anthony Downs in his 1957 book An Economic Theory of Democracy. Downs’s
theory was based on an understanding of voters as rational actors, as in economics. The
“rational” voter Downs describes is uncertain about political outcomes and will make
decisions while attempting to balance gains and costs of a political action.
Downs’ theory of voter behavior can be explained by the formula: R=PB-C. In this
formula, “R” is the utility of voting, “P” is the probability that one’s vote will affect the
outcome of an election, “B” is the difference in expected utility to be derived from each
candidate and “C” is the cost associated with voting (e.g., the difficulty in getting to the
polls). When these add up to greater than zero, a person will be likely to vote. Downs
provides a good framework for many other studies on voter turnout. While the equation
for calculating the utility of voting is a helpful tool, it is also important to consider factors
that are not accounted for in this equation.
For example, Geys’s review of An Economic Theory of Democracy turnout
enumerated several factors which were left out of Downs’s rational voter theory. For one
thing, Geys argued that some people are inherently more likely to vote than others: the
wealthy, the better educated, partisans and women. Geys also notes that people are more
likely to vote in elections that are perceived as being close, because they feel that their
individual vote is more impactful. Some people, he contends, also might have motives
that are more difficult to measure and which cloud any potential meaning to be derived
from their voting behavior. For example, some people vote simply in order to uphold
their “democratic” duty and because they want the system to work. In an earlier critique
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of Downs rational theory of voter behavior, Settle and Abrams (1976) emphasized the
importance of including the “availability of information” in a campaign and the
“expected legislative profits” that a voter expects to derive from the results of an election.
All subsequent studies mentioned here start from rational theory and then deconstruct it
with additional models of voting behavior.
Gender and Voter Turnout
Atkeson (2003) considers the gender make up of the electorate and examines the fact
that while women are turning out to vote at higher levels than men, they are also less
educated about the candidates and discuss campaigns and elections less with their peers.
To explain this phenomenon Atkeson raises the possibility that when women appear on
the ballot, women voters are given a signal that they and their vote can be impactful
which leads to further galvanization of women voters (Atkeson, 2003). In addition, Darcy
and Schramm argued in 1977 that women candidates have an advantage in being
underrepresented on the ballot, because they will automatically be more noticed than
male candidates who might be on the ballot.
However, other studies have demonstrated that simply being female is not a clear
positive for a candidate. A study of the U.S. election in 1992, which was called “The
Year of the Woman” because it was a record year for women candidates, by Plutzer and
Zipp (1996) identified a close relationship between the sex of the voter and whether or
not that voter chose the female candidate. Their study also noted that this relationship is
particularly clear when the female candidate in question is campaigning as a feminist or
particularly identifying their femininity as part of the campaign. Famous examples of
this occurred when Senator Patty Murray (D-WA) described herself as a “mom in tennis
7

	
  

	
  
	
  
shoes” above all else and many years later when Governor Sarah Palin (R-AK) labeled
herself a “hockey mom.” In cases such as these, there is a stronger likelihood that
women voters are going to vote for these candidates (Rosenwasser and Seale, 1988).1
Atkeson (2003) also notes that the political engagement of women has been
consistently increasing from year to year. This finding is echoed by Medvic (2010), who
also shows that since 1980 women have turned out to vote in higher percentages than
men.
Economic Impacts On Voter Turnout
Researchers have also examined how voter turnout is impacted by economic
adversity (Rosenstone 1992), and by income (Russell, Fraser and Frey, 1972). In general
the studies confirm a long-held hypothesis that income has a positive correlation with
voting. Rosenstone’s 1992 study focuses on unemployment levels and their impact on
voters. He finds that people tend to withdraw from politics and become disinterested
when they are facing more difficult economic circumstances such as unemployment. He
focuses on the opportunity costs of voting, which are a consistent consideration
throughout all studies of voter turnout. He points out that, when people are unemployed,
they have concerns with higher priorities than politics such as job searching and filing for
unemployment insurance.
Russell, Fraser and Frey (1972) present the reasons why high-income people would
be more likely to vote. For one, the authors argue that people with more income have
more time for non-labor activities. They also argue that voting does not actually fit into
the typical income leisure model used by labor economists because working people do
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  However it is important to note, as with any findings from survey data, that there is a chance that
willingness to vote for a female candidate in general might be skewed because it is perceived as socially
desirable to support women candidates.	
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not necessarily have to take time off from working hours in order to vote. High-income
people are also more likely to participate in the electoral process as a part of their job, or
work in positions where not voting would be frowned upon.
Other Factors
Education has been singled out in several studies as being an important indicator of
voting behavior. Lassen (2005) refers to several previous studies which all agree that
education is positively correlated with a likelihood of voting. Similarly, Medvic (2010)
states that education is the number one factor in determining voter turnout.
The presence of a female candidate on the ballot appears to impact the turnout of
Republicans and Democrats differently (Plutzer and Zipp, 1996). Women are more likely
to vote for Democrats in most cases. However when there is a female candidate on the
ballot, women are more likely to vote for whomever the female candidate is, regardless of
party affiliation. Since female candidates are also more common in the Democratic
party, this is leading to an increased impact of voter identification: women voting for
women, men voting for men. If these identity politics are strong, it could mean a trend
away from traditional political parties and increase the impact of women candidates in
the future (Plutzer and Zipp, 1996).
Impact of the Candidate on Voter Turnout
Ebonya Washington (2006) performed a study similar to this one examining the
impact of black candidates on voter turnout. Generally speaking, she found that turnout
increases for both black and white voters when there is a black Democratic candidate on
the ballot. Washington suggests that there is no clear reason why this would occur. It is
possible that, on the one hand, black turnout could be driven up by excitement over a
9

	
  

	
  
	
  
black candidate. On the other hand, it is possible that white voters turn out in order to
vote against the black candidate. Washington points out that the race and gender of
candidates are considered more in elections where voters have lower information about
the candidates. In a man-woman election, if a female voter does not have a lot of
information, she will be more likely to vote for the woman on the ballot.
Abrams and Settle (1976) highlight voter information as an important factor which
influences turnout. No variable fully captures levels of voter information, but a
reasonable proxy is the amount of money that a campaign spends on advertising. Abrams
and Settle point out that the more money a campaign spends, the higher the level of
information available to the voters will be. However, the amount of money a campaign
spends is not enough of an indicator to be considered alone; in fact, in Abrams and
Settle’s study, the coefficients on voter turnout demonstrate that high spending does not
lead to high turnout.
This study evaluates what, if any, relationship there is between women candidates for
statewide office and voter turnout. Previous studies have examined the relationship
between voter turnout and factors such as age, education, sex, race, income, state of
residence, political party identification and level of employment. Previous research has
established that these variables are important indicators of voter behavior. Thus, I take
them into consideration in drawing my conclusion. Going one step further, however, my
study looks at how all the coefficients on these variables change when evaluating
statewide elections with women on the ballot.
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III. Data and Methodology
My dataset is compiled from two sources: the Current Population Survey (CPS) and a
listing of female candidates from Rutgers University’s Center for American Women in
Politics (CAWP). The CPS is a joint effort by the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the
Census Bureau. It is performed at the individual level with individuals grouped by
households. The survey consists mainly of questions related to economic status. The
CPS adds supplements to survey participants on particular topics such as tobacco use,
schooling, volunteering and veteran status. In this study, I used the CPS supplement on
voting and registration. The supplement is performed every two years and is designed to
collect information on the demographics of voters. It also studies how many people are
registered to vote and how many people vote on Election Day every two years.
I merge individual-level data taken from the CPS with a dataset that I constructed
with information from the CAWP. For each state and year there is a code for whether or
not there was a female candidate for statewide office on the ballot. For the purpose of
this study, statewide candidates are those running for governor, lieutenant governor,
attorney general and U.S. Senate. These offices were selected because they are at the
highest levels of statewide offices, and because the candidates for these offices are the
same across Congressional districts in the state. For the years 1998 through 2006, which
are the years examined here, the mean number of female candidates on the ballot in all 50
states is two and the maximum is five.
I use a basic linear probability model to run my regressions. My primary model is:
voted!"# =    β! femalecand!" + β! male!"# + β! educ!"# + β! white  non − hispanic!"#
+ β! married!"# + β! collegegrad!"# + β! masters!"# + α! + 𝛿! + 𝜀!"#
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My dependent variable is voter turnout. This variable is simply a measure of whether or
not an individual voted. Data for the variable come from a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ survey question
in the CPS voter supplement that asks people whether or not they voted. On the righthand side of the equation I will include: sex of the voter, race of the voter, education level
of the voter and marital status of the voter along with the dummy variables relating to the
presence or absence of a female candidate on the ballot. Standard errors for all
regressions are clustered at the state level, and some models include a full set of state
fixed effects and a full set of year fixed effects.
It is also important to evaluate the impact of it being a presidential election year
because voter turnout is higher in these years. I control for this factor by including year
fixed effects in my regression models. The year fixed effects used in my model also
control for any other factors that could occur from one election year to another and are
not otherwise controlled for in the model. These could be economic factors such as
unemployment and GDP or other current events happening specifically at the time of the
election.
A potential weakness is the lack of the inclusion of a variable to account for
information. Information refers to a combination of many factors that spread information
about a candidate including: advertising, internet presence, number of field offices and
newspaper endorsements. Many studies posit that the impact of a female candidate’s sex
on the outcome of the race will be higher when voters have less information with which
to formulate their opinion on the candidates. In such races, women voters might just vote
for women candidates because they feel a shared identity with them. I also do not include
a control for income in this study.
12

	
  

	
  
	
  
IV. Results
The summary statistics from the dataset, which I assemble in table 1, are reasonably
close to the corresponding figures in the population, except for on voter turnout. The
percentage of individuals in my sample (from election years 1998-2006) that voted is
60.4%. In the full population for this set of years, voter turnout was about 46%, which is
quite a bit lower than in my sample. This likely is the case due to over-reporting of
voting. It is probable that some surveyed individuals reported voting when they did not
actually vote due to perceived social pressures.
The gender breakdown in my sample turned out to be 55% female and 45%. In the
population, as discussed earlier in this paper, more women vote than men. Approximately
83% of my sample population is white. For the election years in question, the average in
this sample is very close to that of the whole population which was between 73% and
85% white (Cilizza, 2012). As for education, about 27% of the sample population are
non-high school graduates, 51% have completed high school but have not graduated from
college and about 22% have a Bachelor’s degree or more. This is close to the real
population in which about 30% of adults over 25 have at least a Bachelor’s Degree (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2012).
To begin with a general overview of factors related to voting, table 2 contains results
to explain the effects of general demographic control variables on voter turnout,
regardless of the candidate in question. Column 1 controls for age, race and gender,
column 2 adds a control for marital status and column 3 adds the controls for levels of
education. These columns show results without fixed effects for state and year. Column 4
shows results from regressions that include the full set of controls for age, race, marital
13

	
  

	
  
	
  
status, education, state and year. The coefficients are all positive and demonstrate fairly
predictable relationships between those variables in question and voter turnout. NonHispanic white voters are more likely to vote than other races (by 1.5 percentage points),
married people are more likely to vote than non-married people (by 11.5 percentage
points) and the more education a person has, the more likely they are to vote. For
example, those with a Bachelor’s Degree or more are 38.8 percentage points more likely
to vote than those without a high school diploma. All of the above results, except for the
coefficient on non-Hispanic white voters, are significant at the 1% level. Interestingly,
the results in this table show that women are only 0.9 percentage points more likely to
vote than men.
In table 3 I add an indicator for whether or not there is a female candidate to the
above control variables. This is designed to evaluate the basic underlying question of this
research: do female candidates have an effect on voter turnout? With fixed effects applied
for state and year, voters are 1.2 percentage points more like to vote when there is a
female candidate on the ballot and this is significant at the 5% level. Importantly, the
coefficients on female candidate are negative in every regression without fixed effects for
year and state, but flip to positive when those fixed effects are included. This indicates
that some states and years that happen to have female candidates on the ballot also
happen to have low turnout.
Table 4 replaces the variable “female candidate” with new variables to specify
different effects of Democratic female candidates and Republican female candidates. The
coefficients on these variables are positive but not statistically significant. They show that
voters will be more likely to turn out and vote for a Democratic female candidate than
14

	
  

	
  
	
  
they would be for a Republican female candidate. Although the coefficients are not
statistically significant, this result is consistent with theories that emphasize the further
difficulties for women who are Republicans.
In table 5 the regression estimates evaluate the male voters and female voters
separately in order to determine their different responses to the presence of a female
candidate (without party); male turnout is increased by 1.4 percentage points, while
female turnout is increased by 1.2 percentage points. Both coefficients are significant at
the 5 % level. Although the difference in the effect across genders is not statistically
significant, the estimated effect on women is slightly lower than on men. One possible
explanation for this is that men turn out in larger numbers when there is a female
candidate on the ballot in order to vote against the female candidate in question.
In table 6 adding the party identification of the candidates further specifies how male
and female voters respond to female candidates. In column 4, women voters increase
turnout by 1 percentage point when there is a Democratic female candidate on the ballot
and only .2 percentage points when there is a Republican female candidate, though
neither of these coefficients are statistically significant. The second group of columns
shows the effects for male voters. The effect of a female candidate is the same for male
voters as female voters when the candidate is a Democrat but with a Republican
candidate, turnout of males increases more than it does with females. However, none of
these effects are statistically significant.
Consideration of race is added in table 7. Four racial groups are compared here: nonHispanic White, Black, Hispanic and Asian. The coefficient for White voters is the only
one of the group that is statistically significant, at the 5% level. White voters show a 1.2
15

	
  

	
  
	
  
percentage point increase in voter turnout when there is a female candidate on the ballot.
Black voters are the least likely to increase their turnout with a coefficient of .005. Asian
voters have the largest coefficient and are 5.9 percentage points more likely to vote when
there is a female candidate on the ballot. Hispanic voters are 1.7 percentage points more
likely to vote when a female candidate is on the ballot.
Table 8 looks at the effects of different levels of education on voter turnout with a
female candidate. Potential voters with no high school degree are the most responsive to
female candidates, with a turnout increase of 1.2 percentage points. However, this is not
significant, nor are the other coefficients. But despite this caveat about statistical
insignificance, a possible explanation for differences across education groups is that with
less education, voters are likely less informed about the candidates. With this information
deficit, it is possible (as previously mentioned theory suggests) that those people with less
information would have increased voter turnout with a woman on the ballot because it is
easier to attach identity to the candidates when comparing sexes. As seen in column 4 of
table 2, without consideration of a female candidate, those with the most education are
most likely to turn out and vote. The results in this table show that individuals with a
Bachelor’s degree or more are 0.7 percentage points more likely to vote when a female
candidate is on the ballot, though this value is not statistically significant.
In table 9 I add age to the discussion of voter turnout. Individuals in the sample are
broken into three different age groups: 18 to 34, 35 to 54, and 55 and up. For all three age
groups, the likelihood of voting when there is a female candidate on the ballot increases
by nearly the same amount with coefficients of .012, .011 and .011 respectively. Based
on these results, it seems that all of the age groups respond to the presence of a female
16

	
  

	
  
	
  
candidate in the same way. This is interesting because the 55 and up age group, who has
seen fewer female candidates in their voting lifetime, might be expected to respond
differently.
In table 10, the regression estimates take into account whether or not the year in
question is a Presidential election year. In this sample, people are 0.4 percentage points
more likely to vote in Presidential election years when there is a female candidate on the
ballot. However, these are not statistically significant results.
The final table, table 11, adds a new piece of information into consideration: the
fraction of female House candidates in each year and state. Results show that with each
ten percentage point increase in the number of female House candidates, the likelihood of
voting will increase by .7 percentage points and this is significant at the 5% level.
Moreover, the effect of having a statewide female candidate is significant at the 5% level,
and the magnitudes are similar to those in table 3.
V. Conclusion
My research shows that the presence of a female candidate generally has a positive
effect on voter turnout, but this is only statistically significant in a few cases.
Across the board, being married and having a Bachelor’s degree or more show the largest
effects on voter turnout and are statistically significant. One of the most interesting
results is the fact that the presence of a female candidate has a more positive effect on
turnout in people who have not graduated from high school than those with more
education. This points to the effect of information on voter turnout that was discussed in
the literature review and is highlighted as one area in which further study is needed.
These findings related to education are in contrast with previous studies that suggest that
17

	
  

	
  
	
  
with increased education and information, differences in candidates such as race and
gender are less likely to negatively impact voter turnout. Hence, my study raises
questions about the typical assumption that increased education leads to less
discrimination against candidates based on demographic characteristics. This suggests a
need for further study, which would be to analyze different types of college education,
and different master’s degrees to determine if the impacts on voting vary.
As would be expected, the presence of a female candidate on the ballot who belongs
to the Republican party has a smaller positive effect on voter turnout than the presence of
Democratic female candidate. What is perhaps unexpected is that the effect is nearly the
same for male and female voters.
Many of the results in this study are consistent with previous theories and other
similar studies. Female candidates appear to drive up voter turnout numbers, when
controlling for age, race, marital status and education. With the current upward trend in
number of female candidates, it will be interesting to continue to evaluate voter turnout
and examine a potential correlation between the two. There are also many causal
questions yet to be answered. One possible explanation for higher turnout with female
candidates is similar to that which is presented in Washington (2006). This is the
possibility that female candidates drive up voter turnout in men and women because
women are turning out in support of the female candidates and men are turning out to
vote against these women. Further study in the form of exit polling would be needed to
answer these questions.
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