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Abstract 
 

Studies have repeatedly reported that states with higher levels of gender equality are more 

peaceful. Similarly, research has shown that individuals who hold feminist attitudes also hold 

more peaceful attitudes. This paper argues that there is a lack of studies on the relationship 

between gender equality and peaceful attitudes on the individual level. Building upon studies 

suggesting that gender equality is key in working towards peace, this paper investigates whether 

female political leaders can affect attitudes to gender equality and to violence. By integrating 

experimental components in a comparative case study, this study gathered survey-evidence 

from two villages in Kerala, India. The findings suggest that continuous exposure to female 

political leaders lead to more approving attitudes of gender equality but does not find enough 

support suggesting that attitudes towards violence are affected.  
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Introduction  
Gender equality has been the focus of research and international policies for decades. Now 

recognized as a goal in and of itself, it is advocated for on both international platforms and on 

the national level. Furthermore, a lack of gender equality is argued to be a problem for all 

societies. Research shows that societies with low levels of gender equality lead to individual-

level consequences, for example violence against women and discrimination. A lack of gender 

equality is now also found to not only have effects on women´s security, but on state security 

as well (Hudson et al., 2008). Many studies show that low levels of gender equality are 

associated with a higher risk of both intra- and interstate conflict. In other words, societies with 

higher levels of gender equality are found to be more peaceful (Bjarnegård and Melander, 2011; 

Caprioli, 2005, 2000; Melander, 2005).  

 

In order to decrease the risk of both inter-and intrastate conflicts, the connection between gender 

equality and peaceful societies needs to be understood. A wide range of studies with various 

methods and cases have studied the link between gender inequality and conflict and have 

observed that men and women tend to differ in measures of public opinion. On foreign policy, 

women tend to hold more peaceful attitudes than men.  Researchers have coined this a type of 

gender gap (Smith, 1984). Another gender gap is also found in violence and crime, as the 

majority of perpetrators are men (Lei et al., 2014).  

 

In order to explain the gender gap, some scholars have theorized that women are more peaceful 

than men due to biological factors (Fite et al., 1990; Wilcox et al., 1996). However, the idea 

that women should be biologically more peaceful is widely questioned and criticized (Conover 

and Sapiro, 1993; Melander, 2005). Instead, researchers have suggested alternative 

explanations which highlight the socially constructed gender roles in societies. These scholars 

point out how traditional ideas of masculinity and femininity affects individuals and their 

attitudes. For example, masculine stereotypes seem to influence men to hold more hostile 

attitudes compared to women.  

 

Furthermore, research has found that the gender gap disappears when controlling for feminist 

attitudes (Bjarnegård and Melander, 2017). Feminist attitudes is in here defined as being 

favorable towards gender equality and recognizing the stereotypical ideas shaping gender roles 

in society. The fact that differences in men and women’s attitudes towards foreign policy 
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disappears when taking feminist attitudes into account suggests that the gender gap is actually 

a feminist gap (ibid).  

 

If feminist attitudes lead to more pacifying attitudes, states could decrease the risk of conflict 

by striving for positive attitudes to gender equality in society. Bolzendahl and Myers (2004) 

developed a theoretical perspective which suggest that exposure to feminist concepts and ideas 

can lead to more feminist attitudes. This is termed exposure-based change and can originate 

from the workplace, education or through political socialization. For example, political gender 

equality is often strived for by introducing mandated quotas for women in political institutions. 

Societies and individuals who are subjected to these quotas are thereby exposed to the idea of 

gender equality. A pressing question is whether and under what conditions gender quotas could 

produce more feminist attitudes, and if this could also result in more peaceful attitudes. This is 

especially relevant since political quotas have been found to affect individuals’ attitudes, in 

particular continuous quotas (Beaman et al., 2009; Chauchard, 2014).  

 

Gender quotas have been introduced in a range of countries (Krook, 2014). India is an example 

of such expansion, as extensive gender quotas have been implemented on almost all levels of 

local governing bodies (Chandhoke, 2012). Perhaps including more women in political 

decision-making could not only be a way to stimulate gender equality but could also lead to 

more peaceful attitudes. Even though political quotas have been found to affect individuals’ 

attitudes (Beaman et al., 2009; Chauchard, 2014), there is a lack of research on how gender 

quotas affect attitudes to gender equality. Building upon this research, it is necessary to 

investigate whether, and under what conditions, gender quotas can affect attitudes to gender 

equality, and to what extent gender equality attitudes correlates with peaceful attitudes.  

 

This paper argues that feminist attitudes can be produced through continuous exposure to 

female political leaders and that feminist attitudes lead to more peaceful attitudes. In order to 

support these arguments, this paper answers the following research question: How does 

continuous exposure to female political leaders affect attitudes to gender equality and violence?  

 

To investigate this, this paper proposes a causal path explaining how feminist attitudes are 

produced and tests the relationship between feminist and pacific attitudes. This paper exploits 

the presence of gender quotas in local governmental bodies in India in order to employ an 

observational case study with components of experimental studies. Using data from over 80 
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surveys collected from two villages in Kerala, India, this study gives insight into individuals’ 

attitudes to gender equality and violence and provides further understanding of the relationship 

between gender equality and peaceful societies.  

 

The paper begins with a literature review of the field of gender equality and conflict. This 

section also dives into the previous research on the gender/feminist gap and connects this to 

research on attitudes and gender quotas. The theoretical framework used in this study is then 

developed, as well as the proposed causal path and hypotheses. After, the research design is 

presented, including case selection, material and the process of conducting a field study in 

Kerala, India. The analysis of the data and results are then presented and discussed. Last, having 

summarized the findings, this paper discusses the implications of the findings as well as future 

research.  

Literature review 
 
This section covers previous research on the topics approached in this paper. First, the literature 

on gender equality and conflict is introduced, explaining how a wide range of studies show a 

strong link between gender equality and a lower risk of conflict. In relation to this, this section 

highlights the challenge in this field of research: measuring gender equality. Following this, we 

dive deeper into why gender equality can have a pacifying impact on societies, by introducing 

research on individuals’ attitudes to violence. This connects to how studies have shown that 

both men and women who hold feminist attitudes also hold pacific attitudes. Next, this section 

introduces social psychology research on attitudes, in order to understand how attitudes are 

formed and changed. This leads into previous research on how political policies such as gender 

quotas can affect attitudes. Last, having connected this to Bolzendahl and Myers (2004) theories 

on how exposure to feminist concepts and ideas can lead to feminist attitudes, this section 

discusses the gaps in the literature and how this paper contributes to filling this gap.  

 

Gender equality, conflict and peace 
Previous studies have argued that the national and international consequences of low levels of 

gender equality need to be understood (Caprioli, 2005). This is even more relevant after 

research has shown that low levels of gender equality increase the risk of both inter-and 

intrastate conflict (Caprioli, 2005, 2000; Gleditsch et al., 2011; Melander, 2005).  
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Different researchers on gender equality and conflict argue that there is a lack of feminist 

perspectives in studies of causes of conflict and the security of states. Feminist scholars 

highlight the need to include gender in analyses of conflict and peace, and in particular the way 

gender roles influence individuals, states and the international system (Caprioli, 2000., Hudson 

et al, 2008).  Moreover, the literature also reveals challenges within this field of research. That 

is, researchers who investigate gender equality and the potential consequences of gender 

inequality struggle with the same methodological problem: how do we measure gender 

(in)equality? Authors tackle this problem in different ways. Gender equality is operationalized 

in alternative ways and on different levels depending on the indicators or available data.  

 

Gender equality is a multifaceted concept making it difficult to produce a single valid measure 

(Dijkstra, 2006). As with many concepts regarding social equality, gender equality is difficult 

to measure, especially in cross-cultural studies. An example of such a measure is the percentage 

of women in the work force. Women who work may receive their own salary but might not be 

allowed to control their income or be required to spend it all on matters of the household and 

children. This could then make the percentage of women in the work force a problematic 

measure.  Because of this complex characteristic of gender equality, a better way to measure 

would be to include indicators that take look at gender equality from different angles. This 

could add up to a more comprehensive measurement of the concept.  

 

While statistical measures such as fertility rates and percentage of women in parliament or work 

force are important, other more abstract aspects are also a part of the gender equality concept. 

For example, aspects such as women’s actual access to political power, social resources (such 

as education and health), as well as autonomy of the body and within the household are all 

important indicators of gender equality (Dijkstra, 2006). These aspects are harder to measure 

in cross-national studies, due to lack of data or indicators that are comparable across states and 

cultures.  

 

Cross-national studies are important in order to establish empirical evidence or patterns and to 

guide further research. Nevertheless, the different components of gender equality present a 

methodological issue. While it is important to include numerical cross-national data, more 

precise and country-specific indicators are also needed to complement this field of research. 

Investing in generating precise indicators also contributes to building reliable data for later use 

in larger studies.  
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Accessing or generating data on complex indicators is difficult and further delimits researchers 

who conduct cross-national studies. Despite the limitations, authors such as Caprioli (2005), 

Melander (2005) and Regan & Paskeviciute (2003) have made important findings on the link 

between gender equality and peace through cross-national studies. Each of these authors 

employ different techniques to operationalize gender equality. Their respective studies give 

weight to the argument that the lack of gender equality is an issue on all levels of society and 

can have a detrimental impact on both the security of individuals, states and international 

security.  

 

Caprioli (2005) uses a cross-national, longitudinal statistical study to examine the relationship 

between intrastate conflict and gender inequality. Coding for gender inequality in states 

between 1960 and 2001, she finds that lower levels of gender equality make states more likely 

to experience intrastate conflict. In order to do so, Caprioli uses fertility rates and percentage 

of women in the labor force. As discussed previously, while these indicators are important, they 

may not fully encompass gender equality. For example, an important aspect of more gender 

equal societies could be individuals’ attitudes. Specifically, attitudes supporting the idea that 

women and men are equal, and that women and men have equal capabilities. Attitudes that 

resonate with feminist ideals and gender equality is an important component in measuring 

gender equality.  

 

Melander (2005) also investigates gender equality and intrastate armed conflict. Although his 

findings corroborate Caprioli’s, there are some important differences in their approaches and 

methods. Melander focuses on three measures: whether the highest leader of a state is a woman, 

percentage of women in parliament and male-to-female ratio in public education. His findings 

suggest that both the percentage of women in parliament as well as female-to-male education 

ratio are connected to lower levels of intrastate armed conflict. Based on Melander´s results, if 

the percentage of women in parliament can have a pacifying impact, then gender quotas could 

not only be a way of promoting political gender equality but also contribute to making states 

more peaceful. Although Melander has found a connection between components of gender 

equality, he mentions that his results cannot determine the causal mechanism connecting gender 

equality and peaceful states (Melander, 2005).  
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Likewise, Regan and Paskeviciute (2003) also focus on women in politics. They explore how 

women´s access to political office is associated with the use of force by a state. They analyze 

data on fertility rates that they argue are directly and indirectly - through women´s employment 

and presence in political office – associated to a state’s use of force. The authors establish that 

women having access to the political arena make states more peaceful. Regan and Paskeviciute 

argue that since women are more peaceful than men, more women in political office will 

produce more peaceful states. The authors draw on public opinion literature that have shown 

that women are less approving of the use of force by states. This shows that previous studies 

have given importance to individuals’ attitudes, although they do not directly measure them. 

The authors further argue that women’s access to politics is dependent on women´s choice over 

reproductive rights, hence the use of fertility rates (Regan and Paskeviciute, 2003).  

 

These studies show the need to include feminist perspectives in research as it can provide 

insights into processes and outcomes that may previously have been ignored or overlooked. 

Pointing to the research outlined above, this is of special importance since there are a number 

of studies showing the connection between gender equality and lower risk of conflict. The 

question remains, what is it in gender equal societies that make them more peaceful?  

 

Different theoretical frameworks have been developed to explain the relationship between 

gender equality and more peaceful states. Another study by Caprioli (2000), tests the 

relationship between state militarism and domestic gender equality. Her theoretical framework 

highlighted two main perspectives on gender values which would account for the impact of 

gender equality on decision-making and foreign policy. The two perspectives, biological 

determinism and social constructivism, are widely used in other studies (Bjarnegård and 

Melander, 2011; Hudson et al., 2008; Melander, 2005; Regan and Paskeviciute, 2003).   

 

Biological determinism suggests that biological differences between the sexes are the basis for 

social roles. Scholars supporting this idea argue that women have instinctive behavior, that is 

largely due to their “natural reproductive capacity” (Caprioli, 2000). Therefore, including 

women in decision-making and other areas of society would alter the output, but only because 

women are biologically different than men. While biological determinism has been widely 

criticized, (Hudson et al., 2008), social constructivism has become the more compelling one.  
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Contrary to biological determinism, proponents of social constructivism argue that gender is 

socially constructed and not connected to the biological differences of the sexes. As women 

and men are forced into stereotypical roles women´s inclusion into politics would not alter the 

output unless society is freed from its gender roles and stereotypes. Specifically, gender roles 

that conform men to be aggressive and women to be passive or more peaceful (Melander, 2005). 

Social constructivism proposes that traditional gender roles contribute to prescribing male 

violence as a means of domination and protecting of honor, which legitimizes the subordination 

of women (Goldstein, 2001).  

 

Although previous literature provides strong evidence for a relationship between gender 

equality and peaceful societies, they do not thoroughly explain the causal process of this 

relationship. Furthermore, the measurement problems also demonstrate the need to complement 

cross-national and cross-cultural studies with single-case studies, where more precise indicators 

often can be developed. These types of studies could further the understanding of the causal 

process between gender equality and conflict. Moreover, as Caprioli’s (2000) theoretical 

framework exemplified above, in order to understand the pacifying effect of gender equality, 

we must turn to attitudes and roles present in societies.  

 

The Feminist Gap 

According to social constructivism, different gender roles explain the differences found when 

studying attitudes. As a wide range of research shows, women and men hold significantly 

different attitudes related to public opinion on violence and war (Bjarnegård and Melander, 

2017). Specifically, women tend to be more peaceful than men (Caprioli and Boyer, 2001; 

Conover and Sapiro, 1993; Gleditsch et al., 2011; Melander, 2005; Smith, 1984; Wilcox et al., 

1996). Some scholars have termed this difference in attitudes the gender gap (Caprioli and 

Boyer, 2001; Smith, 1984). There are several theories as to why a gender gap is found. These 

arguments are often grounded in the theoretical perspectives discussed above, namely that 

gender roles and associated values influence attitudes to violence and the use of force.  

 

In contrast, many scholars have argued that the gender gap is not in fact a gender gap, but rather 

a feminist gap (Tessler and Warriner, 1997; Wilcox et al., 1996). These scholars refer to several 

studies showing that the gender gap disappears when controlling for feminist attitudes and 

support for gender equality. This indicates that attitudes that resonate with feminism matter 
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more than biological sex in measurements of public opinion on foreign policy and violence. In 

a survey study on attitudes to international conflict in four middle eastern countries, scholars 

found that the gender gap disappears when controlling for feminist attitudes (Tessler and 

Warriner, 1997). Conover and Sapiro (1993) tested three different hypotheses based on feminist 

theory to explain the gender gap. While they found only some support for the feminist 

accounting, their indicators were largely focused on individuals identifying themselves as 

feminists in an American National Election Study 1991 Pilot Study. However, individuals may 

hold positive attitudes to gender equality and other feminist concepts yet not identifying 

themselves as feminists (Zucker and Bay-Cheng, 2010). Therefore, it is necessary to investigate 

whether other types of indicators yield different results.  

 

Indeed, recent studies argue that the feminist gap has been largely forgotten and is currently 

under researched (Bjarnegård and Melander, 2017). The influence of feminist attitudes on 

attitudes to violence would help explain why more gender equal societies are more peaceful. 

This causal relationship is suggested to be a result of how feminist attitudes alter norms in 

society and can universalize the inviolability and respect between men and women (Bjarnegård 

and Melander, 2011). In other words, the notions of respect and inviolability to individuals who 

are close to us, would then transfer to those who are more distant from us as well, for example 

other ethnic groups or political opponents (Bjarnegård and Melander, 2017; Melander, 2005). 

If individuals’ attitudes to gender equality affect their peacefulness, it is important to understand 

how these attitudes can be formed. Perhaps gender quotas could be a way of influencing 

individuals’ attitudes, if more women in political roles could alter stereotypical norms.  

 

An example of recent research that investigates the feminist gap is a study using individual 

level survey data in five Pacific countries in order to investigate the relationship between gender 

equality attitudes and hostility (Bjarnegård and Melander, 2017). These authors provide strong 

support for the feminist gap as they show that both men and women who reject gender equality 

are more hostile to other nations as well as to minorities in their own countries. They also show 

that both men and women who hold feminist attitudes are more peaceful. As the authors argue, 

research on the feminist gap and the impact of gender inequality on societies is a pressing 

research topic. 

 

Research on the feminist gap and social constructivist theory indicate that masculine and 

feminine stereotypes and gender roles impact attitudes to violence and the use of force by states, 
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but not permanently. An increase in feminist attitudes can mean a decrease in violent attitudes. 

The above-mentioned studies show the importance of understanding where values and attitudes 

come from in order to understand hostility. This is also necessary in order to understand how 

attitudes that are positive to gender equality are formed, and consequently how they could be 

formed. Having established gender inequality as a potential driver of conflict, and how 

individuals’ attitudes to gender equality can mitigate this, it is relevant to assess how these 

attitudes are produced.  

 

Changing attitudes  

Understanding and defining what an attitude is, and how it can be measured, is essential to 

understand how they can change. One of the most conventional and contemporary definitions 

is:  

 

"/…/an attitude is a psychological tendency that is expressed by evaluating a particular entity 

with some degree of favor or disfavor." (Albarracin et al., 2005:745) 

 

Building upon this definition, Albarracin and co-authors emphasize that attitudes hold a 

context-driven variability and is fleeting in nature. The measurement methods used as well as 

the context influences the results. Therefore, this variability complicates comparisons of 

research on attitudes (Albarracin et al., 2005). Nevertheless, social psychologists argue that for 

theoretical and practical matters, it is useful to hypothesize that a single constructed attitude 

exists in a person’s mind. Given the right methods, this could be measured (Ibid). In other 

words, it is possible to measure and compare individuals’ attitudes to gender equality, for 

example. However, these attitudes do not exist in a vacuum, but are affected by the context in 

which they reside.  

 

Many social psychologists argue that attitudes are to a large extent socially construed and not 

fixed permanently. This refutes the idea that individuals hold attitudes solely based on their 

biological sex. Instead, these attitudes are dependent on the context the individual resides in. If 

that context is pervaded with traditional gender roles and stereotypes, it would not be surprising 

that men and women hold different attitudes. However, it would also mean that these attitudes 

could change, should the context change. A change in that context could then result in different 

attitudes, for both men and women. An example of this could be development that mitigates 
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the constrains the gender roles have on individuals and weakens stereotypical ideas of gender. 

This is in line with the social constructivist argument and substantiates the findings regarding 

feminist attitudes and peacefulness made by Bjarnegård and Melander (2017).  

 

Moreover, since we have established that attitudes in societies with high levels of gender 

inequality may be harmful and hostile, this encourages more studies in this field. Having 

established a connection is not enough to understand the causal process behind it. Many 

attempts have been made at understanding how and why attitudes can change. Several states 

and organizations have proposed and implemented policies that are meant to alter the societal 

or political context. Regarding gender equality, one technique has been the use of gender 

quotas. In many countries quotas have been implemented in order to boost political gender 

equality as well as helping women gain access to politics (Zetterberg, 2009). Connecting it to 

(Regan and Paskeviciute, 2003) research, women gaining access to politics makes for more 

peaceful states. When previously male-dominated political context changes, it is reasonable to 

think that attitudes change as well. Although the effect of quotas on attitudes has been 

extensively researched, scholars have found varied results (Beaman et al., 2009., Chauchard, 

2014., Clayton, 2015) The following section reviews the previous literature on political quotas 

and to what extent quotas have been found to influence attitudes. This allows for a deeper 

understanding of the potential role that quotas play in changing attitudes to gender equality and 

thereby to violence.  

  

The effect of political quotas on attitudes  
Gender quotas have been implemented around the world in order to increase women´s 

participation in political decision-making (Krook, 2014). These quotas have also been 

implemented as a way to help advance women´s status in all spheres of society and decrease 

the subordination of women (Zetterberg, 2009). Further, some scholars equal gender quotas to 

the concept of descriptive representation (Chauchard, 2014).  The vast literature on political 

representation often divides representation into two areas: descriptive representation and 

substantive representation (Pitkin, 1972 p. 60-112). Descriptive representation is the focus on 

a legislature to “/…/ be so selected that its composition corresponds accurately to that of the 

whole nation; only then is it really a representative body.” (Pitkin, 1972 p. 60). As Hannah 

Pitkin argues, this approach is less concerned with what the legislature actually does, but rather 

more focused on what the legislature looks like and who the representatives are. The 



 18 

composition of the legislature is also the key focus when states have assigned quotas, either 

regarding gender or ethnic groups. As mentioned, in addition to achieving descriptive 

representation, research has found that political quotas can also affect individuals’ attitudes and 

behavior.  

 

Several studies have attempted to evaluate quotas, for example for their effectiveness in 

increasing political engagement (Zetterberg, 2009), or for their effectiveness in changing 

attitudes towards stigmatized groups (Chauchard, 2014). Another famous example is the study 

conducted by Chattopadhyay and Duflo (2004), who used quotas in India to measure the policy 

effects of having female local politicians. The authors found that female politicians resulted in 

political policies that were more in line with the interests of women. Previous literature show 

that quotas can influence societies in a number of ways.  

 

Bolzendahl and Myers (2004) theories help explain why gender quotas could have an impact 

on attitudes to gender equality. These authors explain how individuals can develop feminist 

attitudes and support for gender equality. One of their main frameworks, is referred to as the 

exposure-based approach. The fundamental concept in this approach is that an individual may 

develop or change their attitudes when they are exposed to ideas and situations that resonate 

with feminist ideals and gender equality. The exposure-based approach emphasizes the 

importance of both socialization and political socialization. Contact with ideas or experiences 

that reduce acceptance and normalization of gender stereotypes assist both women and men in 

gaining awareness of gender equality issues. For example, having a woman as a political leader 

could break traditional stereotypes and let individuals realize that women can hold positions of 

power traditionally associated to men.  

 

According to this perspective, gender quotas could cause both men and women to be exposed 

to feminist ideas and experience a reversal of traditional gender roles. This could affect their 

attitudes to gender equality. Research has shown that exposure to female leaders can reduce 

bias (Beaman et al., 2009). Beaman and co-authors (2009) find that negative stereotypes 

surrounding women in politics dissipate, and political cultures become less sexist, especially 

after consecutive reservations. Using survey evidence from India they show that exposure to a 

female leader weakens stereotypes about gender roles in the public and domestic spheres and 

can improve perceptions of a female leaders’ effectiveness. Several studies show more 
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noticeable effects after consecutive reservations (Beaman et al., 2009; Bhavnani, 2009). This 

indicates that longer periods of reservation could be more effective in changing attitudes.  

 

In contrast, studies investigating the impact of gender quotas on female political engagement 

show different results. A cross-national study in Latin America, finds no evidence of attitudinal 

or behavioral effects (Zetterberg, 2009). The author examines the quota implementation in 

seventeen countries, as he aims to gauge the more long-term consequences of quota policies. 

Additionally, another single case study in India finds no effect on women´s political 

engagement (Clayton, 2015). Even though there seems to be some evidence indicating that 

gender quotas do little to promote female political engagement, the effect of gender quotas on 

individuals’ attitudes is in need of further research.  

 

As this paper highlights, there is a lack of studies focusing on when and how gender quotas can 

affect attitudes to gender equality. A recent study by Alan and Cutts (2018) uses cross-national 

data from 48 countries and finds that gender quotas improve perceptions of women´s abilities 

as political leaders. The authors also argue that the broader effect of gender quotas on 

egalitarian attitudes is in need of further research. The question remains whether quotas can 

alter the perception of women’s role in society, and of gender equality as a whole. 

 

Notably, studies on ethnic quotas have found effects on attitudes towards marginalized groups. 

An important study regarding ethnic quotas and attitudes is Chauchard’s (2014). Chauchard 

measures the psychological effects of ethnic, caste-based reservations in order to discern 

whether descriptive representation – quotas – can alter perceptions of stigmatized groups. His 

findings suggest that although stereotypes and explicit bias does not appear to improve; implicit 

bias and norms of interaction does improve. Although the caste-related issues in India are 

complex and unique, and related research might therefore be difficult to generalize to other 

cases, this suggests that quotas can alter people´s attitudes to marginalized groups in society. 

Previous research indicates that quotas can affect attitudes, but to what extent gender quotas 

can affect attitudes to gender equality and peaceful attitudes is still largely unexplored.  
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Summary and gaps in previous research  

Having outlined the literature on gender equality and conflict, the gender vs. feminist gap and 

gender quotas, the next section pinpoints the existing gaps in research and how this paper 

contributes to filling this gap.  

 

Based on the literature reviewed above, there are strong indications that gender inequality is 

connected to state security, and that gender equality – or different aspects of it -  can contribute 

to minimizing the risk of both interstate and intrastate conflict (Bjarnegård and Melander, 2011; 

Caprioli, 2000; Caprioli and Boyer, 2001; Hudson et al., 2008; Melander, 2005). There are 

different theories as to why this relationship is found. Scholars argue that feminist theories have 

been largely overlooked, and that this leads to a significant gap in conflict research (Regan and 

Paskeviciute, 2003). Some theories suggest that since women are biologically more peaceful 

than men, giving women access to male-dominated spheres, and specifically a more equal 

political constituency, could have a pacifying impact (Regan and Paskeviciute, 2003). Others 

suggest that it is not biological factors that matter, but rather the gender roles that have been 

socially constructed in society (Melander, 2005).  

 

Old and new research indicate that women hold more peaceful attitudes than men. Studies show 

that this is not due to biological reasons but rather due to feminist attitudes (Bjarnegård and 

Melander, 2017; Tessler and Warriner, 1997). Feminist attitudes is suggested to cause 

individuals to hold norms of inviolability and respect, not only towards those close to us, but 

also to other groups, such as ethnic groups or political opponents. In essence, feminist attitudes 

have been found to lead to peaceful attitudes in both men and women. Thereby, the concept of 

the feminist gap – as opposed to the gender gap – is underscored (Bjarnegård and Melander, 

2017).  

 

Social psychologists find that individuals’ attitudes may be abstract and difficult to define, as 

well as context-dependent and changeable (Albarracin et al., 2005). With that in mind, studies 

on attitudes is both difficult but highly relevant for understanding the causes of conflict and the 

role of gender inequality. Despite conflicting research findings, on both cross-national and 

subnational level, quotas appear to have the ability to change people´s attitudes towards 

marginalized groups and women in politics (Allen and Cutts, 2018; Beaman et al., 2009; 

Chauchard, 2014).  A theory on exposure-based change suggest that individuals who are 
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exposed to feminist ideas or concepts become more positive to gender equality (Bolzendahl and 

Myers, 2004).  

 

Understanding the formation and change of individual level attitudes is crucial in order to 

understand potential mechanisms behind the feminist gap. Studies suggest that quotas are able 

to affect attitudes. It is important to understand if, and under what conditions, gender quotas 

can contribute to forming attitudes that are positive to gender equality. Research using larger 

cross-national studies is important, but these need to be complemented by more single case 

studies. As Falleti and Lynch writes:  

 

“even scholars who are quite comfortable with quantitative approaches often find that small-

N research methods, with their attention to context, are indispensable for producing credible 

causal explanations.” (Falleti and Lynch, 2009) 

 

To sum up, in order to contribute to filling the research gap in this field, this paper focuses on 

applying the exposure-based theory as a potential factor in producing feminist attitudes. Gender 

quotas can then be used as indicators of exposure to feminist ideas. Further, since testing causal 

mechanisms is often more effective and easier in single case studies, the study is placed on the 

subnational level. This level also allows for more precise indicators for the attitudes. In the next 

section the theoretical framework is developed, which establishes the causal process and 

mechanism.  

Theoretical framework  
 
The previous section introduced the existing theories and studies on gender equality and 

conflict, attitudes and gender quotas. Building on the literature discussed above, and the gaps 

identified in previous research this section outlines the research question and theoretical 

framework. After, this section explicates the causal process and mechanism, connecting to the 

theory on exposure-based change in attitudes and the feminist gap. Following this, the 

hypotheses tested in this research are presented.  

 

This paper theorizes that individuals’ who are continuously exposed to ideas and concepts 

which resonate with gender equality can produce more progressive attitudes to gender equality 

(Bolzendahl & Myers, 2004). In addition, individuals’ who develop positive attitudes to gender 



 22 

equality – most significantly attitudes of inviolability and respect towards others – may also 

develop more pacific attitudes. One such exposure could be the presence of women in 

traditionally male-dominated spheres, such as political office and leadership roles. This theory 

rests on several factors. In line with previous research in this field, this paper argues that gender 

roles are socially constructed and form a context in which individuals’ hold attitudes connected 

to stereotypical ideas about men and women. In that sense, women are more likely to hold more 

pacific attitudes since they are usually thought of as mothers, wives and caretakers. On the other 

hand, men are more likely to hold attitudes associated with masculine ideals of strength and 

toughness. These socially constructed roles become the context that form the different attitudes 

found in men and women, described as the gender gap.  

 

Based on Bjarnegård and Melander’s (2017) findings regarding the feminist gap, we can expect 

that when stereotypical gender roles are weakened, individuals’ attitudes are affected. This 

allows for both more progressive attitudes to gender equality and more pacific attitudes. As 

research of social psychology shows, attitudes are assumed to have a high context-variability. 

Therefore, changes in an individuals’ social and political context can change attitudes 

(Albarracin et al., 2005) 

 

The presence of a female political leader in a context where political leadership roles are 

traditionally associated with men, resonates with the concept of gender equality and could 

mitigate the impact of stereotypical gender roles. It is also more likely that political roles 

connected to more power and visibility give stronger exposure. This exposure should then 

manifest itself in more progressive attitudes to gender. As Beaman and co-authors (2009) show, 

the effects of reservations/quotas on reducing bias are larger after being twice reserved 

consecutively. It is therefore probable, that a continuous exposure is more likely to affect 

attitudes.  

 

Causal mechanism  

This paper uses the definition of mechanisms developed and refined by Falleti & Lynch (2009). 

Causal mechanisms are often thought of as links between independent variables and dependent 

variables. By exploring the causal mechanisms, this paper clarifies the relationship between 

continuous exposure to female leaders and attitudes to gender equality on the one hand, and the 

relationship between gender equality attitudes and attitudes to violence on the other.  
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The causal mechanism, that positive attitudes to gender equality lead to less approval of 

violence, explored in this study is general enough to be transferred to other contexts, while it 

may not lead to a particular outcome. Mechanisms alone cannot be associated to a causal affect 

since they operate and interact with other aspects of the context which they are in (Falleti and 

Lynch, 2009). Therefore, the potential interfering aspects of the context for this study are further 

discussed later on.   

 

The causal path is divided into three steps. The first step in the causal sequence is the continuous 

exposure to a female political leader. Second, this exposure helps individuals adjust perceived 

gender roles, reject stereotypes and opens up for feminist ideas. Last, these gender equality 

attitudes functions as a mechanism that create norms of tolerance and benevolence, generating 

more pacific attitudes.  

 

Figure 1. Causal Path Diagram  

Hypotheses  
The theory and causal path outlined above present an argument about the relationship between 

female political leaders and attitudes to gender equality and to violence. In this section the four 

hypotheses are presented.  

 

The following hypotheses are designed to explore the causal path and mechanism. The first 

hypothesis approaches the first step of the causal path: continuous exposure to a female political 

leader. It reflects the expectation that continuous exposure to female leaders lead to a change 

in attitudes to gender equality. The idea is that individuals develop or change their 

understanding of women´s place in society and their attitudes toward feminist issues when they 

encounter ideas and situations that resonate with feminist ideas. The exposure to female 

Continuous exposure
to female political leader

Positive attitudes to gender equality

More pacific attitudes
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political leaders could then be a start of this process. Continuous exposure to female leaders 

could induce more progressive ideas about gender through personal experience, education and 

socialization. The political socialization process is also thought to be particularly important for 

men, since they do not encounter negative aspects of gender inequality as frequently as women. 

More women in leadership positions could bring to light women’s experiences in facing 

inequality and oppressive behavior. It could also show that women make equally good leaders 

as men.  Based on theories of change in attitudes to gender equality and previous research on 

the effect of female political leaders the following hypothesis is developed:  

 

H1a: Individuals who are continuously exposed to female political leaders hold more positive 

attitudes to gender equality 

 

If this hypothesis is confirmed, previous studies have suggested that more feminist attitudes 

also lead to more pacific attitudes. The two following hypotheses represent two expectations of 

attitudes to violence. The second hypothesis is based on research regarding the feminist gap. 

An expectation is that if the first step is completed, those gender equality attitudes can translate 

into more tolerant and peaceful attitudes. This should be tested on the general, theoretical level 

in order to measure the respondent’s attitudes to violence. The fourth and final hypothesis 

reflects the possibility that support for gender equality, influence attitudes and opinions to local 

violent events. Previous research has mainly investigated attitudes on a general or hypothetical 

level. Since this is a micro-level case study, it also enables the investigation of individuals’ 

attitudes to local violence using context-specific indicators.  

 

H1b: Individuals who hold positive attitudes to gender equality also hold less violent attitudes 

on a general level 

 

H1c: Individuals who hold positive attitudes to gender equality also hold less violent attitudes 

on a local level 

 

The last overarching hypothesis reflects the expectation that the group continuously exposed to 

a female leader, hold less violent attitudes. If the theory and causal path presented above is 

accurate we could expect to see a relationship between exposure to a female leader and less 

violent attitudes. This hypothesis tests whether there is correlation between the first step, 

continuous exposure to a female leader, and the last step, less violent attitudes:  
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H2: Individuals who are continuously exposed to female political leaders hold less violent 

attitudes 

 

These hypotheses test the mechanism between attitudes to gender equality and attitudes to 

violence.  They also investigate attitudes on violence on both the general and local level. The 

results will contribute to further understanding the impact of both gender quotas and gender 

equality attitudes on individuals and on society. Based on previous research, continuous 

exposure will have more noticeable effects in contexts where gender roles are highly entrenched 

and set in society. In societies with stereotypical ideals on gender and with more male-

dominated politics, a female political leader can be a significant change in that cultural context 

(Beaman et al., 2009). Likewise, the closer to the individual the political leader is, the more 

likely that individuals are exposed.   

 

This section has argued that exposure to a female political leader can affect attitudes to gender 

equality and that those attitudes in turn can affect attitudes to violence. It also presented the 

causal path which has informed the four hypotheses. The next section presents the research 

design.  

Research Design  
 
This section presents the research design. First, this section discusses the methodology of the 

study and the experimental component included. Following this, this section presents the case 

selection and explain the reservation system and the political system in Kerala and the selection 

of village councils.  

 

An observational case study with experimental components 

To measure the effect of exposure to female political leaders this paper used a comparative case 

study in Kerala, India. Using a comparative case study, two villages with different exposure to 

female political leaders would be selected. However, simply comparing two villages with 

different experiences would have been problematic, because of the possibility of reverse 

causality, where the dependent variables influence the independent variable. Since the 

independent variable of interest is the female political leader, that effect needs to be isolated. 

Ideally, the only difference between the villages, should be their history of female political 
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leadership. If one village had continuously elected female presidents and the other had not, 

there could be characteristics in that village that has affected their political environment, 

perhaps making individuals more positive to female leaders. These characteristics are then also 

likely to have affected attitudes to gender equality as well. In that case, it would be difficult to 

determine whether individuals’ attitudes have affected the presence of a female president or 

vice versa. This would make a comparative study difficult, since a large number of potential 

confounders would have to be controlled for.  

 

Therefore, the empirical strategy takes advantage of the gender quotas at the local village level 

in Kerala, India. The assigned treatment of exposure enables me to measure the effect of female 

political leaders through cross-sectional design. In other words, it allows for a comparison of 

two groups with different exposure to female political leaders, while also minimizing the risk 

of confounders. Since the presence of a female president is decided by the Kerala state, it also 

solves the issue of reverse causality. Although these reservations are not randomly assigned, 

adding this as experimental component significantly improves the design of this study and 

solves problems that would have been present in a comparative case study.   

 

Case Selection  
This paper focuses on Kerala for a number of reasons:  its political quota system, its high levels 

of literacy and last, its political history. In 1993 one of the world´s largest decentralization 

reforms came into effect in all states in India. Two constitutional amendments, the 73rd and 

74th, were implemented that significantly altered the public administration and local 

governance system (Lindgren et al., 2009). The amendments required that regular elections 

should be held under the state level, in the local governing bodies referred to as Panchayati Raj 

Institutions (see Figure 2).  
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Figure 2. The three-tier local governance system in India 

 
The three-tier governance system. Note that in Kerala, Zilla Panchayat and Village 

Panchayat are referred to as District Panchayat and Grama Panchayat respectively. 

 

The Panchayati Raj institutions included three levels of governance: village, block and district 

level. The three governance levels not only gained significant new power, but also requirements 

regarding representation of historically marginalized or excluded groups.  

 

Kerala is by many accounts a unique state in India, and is widely regarded as the most developed 

state, scoring high on several human development indicators (Lindgren et al., 2009). For 

example, Kerala has the highest literacy rates in the country and low levels of infant mortality 

(Menon, 2016). The high levels of literacy were useful for my chosen methodology. Kerala also 

has a vibrant political society (Ibid). In contrast to the social and economic achievements of 

Kerala, is the history and prevalence of political and domestic violence in the state (Chandhoke, 

2012; Kodoth and Mishra, 2011). Despite having low levels of murder overall, Kerala has very 

high levels of political murders and numerous cases of political violence (Chaturvedi, 2015). 

The political violence is especially frequent in Kannur, the northern part of Kerala (Chaturvedi, 

2012) 

 

As this paper aimed to measure attitudes to violence on the general and local level, Kerala was 

a suitable case, where local violent occurrences could be used to measure attitudes to specific 

cases of violence. Testing attitudes on the general/abstract level and on the local/specific level 

is necessary in order to test the hypotheses. Single case studies allow scholars to develop more 

precise indicators, tailored to the context. Answers for questions referring to hypothetical 

STATE

PANCHAYATI RAJ

GRAMA SABHA (Village Assembly)

3. Zilla Panchayat

2. Block/Taluk Panchayat

1. Village/Grama Panchayat
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scenarios and violence in general may differ from answers regarding actual situations or events 

(Conover and Sapiro, 1993). This further encourages a single case study that can allow more 

precise indicators in relation to attitudes on violence on both local and general level (Bjarnegård 

and Melander, 2017). In addition, measuring attitudes to gender equality in one cultural context 

allow for more precise results and limits potential confounders.  

 

Gender quotas in Kerala  

The 1993 amendments ensured that in all three levels of local governance, one-third of all seats 

and one-third of all presidential1 (chairperson) seats are reserved for women. In addition, 

members of marginalized groups, categorized as Scheduled Castes (SC) and Scheduled Tribes 

(ST), are now also represented according to their proportion of the population (“Amendment 

Acts,” n.d.). Further, SC and ST women also have mandated reserved seats, including for the 

presidential seats (Ibid). The reserved seats were randomly rotated every five-year election in 

the different constituencies. Similarly, the reserved seats for president rotate across all bodies. 

However, in many states, the reservation quota for women has been raised from one-third to 

one-half of all seats (KILA, 2013). Under the new reservation quota, two elections, in 2010 and 

2015, have been held at the village council level (KILA, n.d) 

 

In Kerala, quotas were raised to 50% for the 2010 election. 50% of all seats in the three local 

governing levels are reserved for women and 50% of all presidential seats on the local 

governing bodies are reserved for women (KILA, 2013). This reservation is conducted through 

a rotation and applies to 50% of the local constituencies one election period and the other 50% 

the next period. As a result of this, every Panchayati Raj institution in Kerala has been assigned 

these reservations.  

 

The state election commission assigns the seats and ensures the presence of female political 

leaders regardless of contextual factors. Thereby, a lot of confounding variables can be held 

constant, such as political culture, gender roles, history and gender-related development. Had 

the seats not been assigned, these variables would otherwise need to be treated as potential 

causal factors. Additionally, my case selection also solves the issue of causal direction, as 

individuals’ attitudes to gender equality and violence cannot affect the assignment of reserved 

                                                        
1 In Kerala, the chairperson of the village council is referred to as the president. Therefore, this term is used 
throughout the paper. 
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seats, i.e. the presence of a female political leader. This would be a concern in governing bodies 

where a woman has been selected in a general seat, these cases have therefore been excluded.  

 
Village Councils  

Even though the reservations for women are assigned to all three levels of governance, the 

bottom level of self-governance, the Grama Panchayat or village council, was selected for 

study. The village councils have been chosen since it is the lowest level of government in 

Kerala. Consequently, it is more likely that the local population have been “exposed” to their 

local body presidents. The president of the village council is an important symbolic and 

decision-making figure, with minimum distance from the public. The president also has a range 

of functions that affects individuals and it is common for locals to have personal contact with 

the sitting president. For example, the president´s signature is often required for financial or 

welfare matters. This makes it likely that even if locals are not politically engaged or interested 

they have still come in contact with their president or at least are aware of who is president. 

This is less likely to be true for the other levels of governance, i.e. block or district level.  

 

In order to measure attitudes to local issues the study was conducted in a specific and delimited 

area. This ensured that the indicators are relevant and valid for the local population. As the 

reservation quota in Kerala has been raised to 50%, it was necessary to find two reasonably 

close villages with historically different experiences of gender quotas. In the end, two villages 

were identified; Kaddakavoor and Pothencode.  

 

Table 1. Reservation history of villages  

 
In both villages the current governing party is the Communist Party of India (Marxist), CPI(M). 

50 % of the elected members in each village council are women.2 

  

                                                        
2 In some village councils it is more than 50% since some female members are elected on general seats.  
(Government of Kerala). 
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Table 2. Village information 

 
Kaddakavoor and Pothencode are both situated in Thiruvananthapuram district, with 23 km 

between them. The distance between them is both small enough to ensure that they have quite 

similar experiences of political events, as well as large enough to hopefully mitigate potential 

spillover-effects. Spillover-effects can occur when individuals in one treatment group 

communicate and transmit information to other groups, blurring the line between the 

continuously exposed and the other group (Sinclair et al., 2012). Kaddakavoor has been 

assigned two consecutive reservations (Information Mission Kerala), while Pothencode has 

only had sporadic reservations. This allows us to measure the effect of continuous exposure.  

 

The legislation of quotas has ensured that all villages in Kerala have been exposed to female 

presidents. This makes it less likely that we will be able to see variation in comparisons of the 

attitudes between villages. If the exposure-based theory is accurate also for sporadic exposure, 

then the changes in attitude would have occurred in all of the villages. This makes it more 

difficult to study. However, it does not mean that the effect is not there. These types of 

conditions with very slim variances of are often referred to as “hard tests” for a theory (Powner, 

2015 p. 114). However, if the results show an effect it provides a strong argument that the 

theory is generally correct (Ibid). Additionally, as seen in previous research, being reserved 

twice consecutively shows much clearer effect than being reserved only once (Beaman et al., 

2009).  

 

As previous scholars have highlighted, conducting fieldwork and collecting quantitative data 

often involves a number of challenges and unexpected complications (Jensenius, 2014). Just 

procuring publicly available data can be a time-consuming and difficult process in India. 

Jensenius (2014) discusses a number of challenges that may occur while conducting fieldwork 

in India. Likewise, gaining access to the reservation data for this study was difficult and time-

consuming. Environmental factors can also affect field work. In this case, the fieldwork 

occurred during a time when Kerala was hit by the worst flooding in a hundred years. During 

and after the flooding, the Kerala state called all of the government officials to address the 
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flooding and focus on relief work in the devastated areas. Although the city 

Thiruvananthapuram, where this field study took place, was not severely affected, many areas 

in the district were completely flooded. Extensive relief efforts went on for around 1-2 weeks.  

This put requesting data from government officials and organizations on a temporary hold and 

caused the data collection to take longer. It also limited the time for developing and deploying 

the surveys.  

Data Collection Through Surveys 
 
The material for this paper consists of 89 individual surveys from two different villages situated 

in Thiruvananthapuram district in Kerala, India. This section describes the operationalization 

of variables. This section also presents the survey development, population and sample, and 

last, survey deployment. Before moving on to the analysis of the data, the end of this section 

explains ethical considerations.  

 

Definitions and operationalization  

One of my dependent variables, gender equality, was operationalized by defining some key 

standpoints associated with gender equality by previous researchers and theory (for example 

(Bjarnegård et al., 2017; Kodoth and Mishra, 2011). I draw from Bjarnegård et al (2017) and 

their discussion on the gender system in which almost all areas and levels of life are divided 

into male and female categories. Since the political arena in India has been historically 

dominated by men the political area falls into a typical male category.  Therefore, values such 

as ‘women make equally good politicians’, ‘women make equally good leaders’ and ‘women 

should be able to influence political decisions’ were chosen as key indicators of positive 

attitudes to gender equality.  

 

I used previous research from Kerala to further operationalize gender equality. Kodoth & 

Mishra (2011) use a number of questions and statements to gauge the effects of a gender training 

workshop on newly elected male representatives’ attitudes to gender issues. Since these 

researchers use statements referring to local situations and gender roles, these helped the 

operationalization of gender equality in this study. Examples of this are: ‘men should not cry’, 

‘to be able to lead a valuable life, a woman must get married’ and ‘women are better than men 

at household work and taking care of children’.  
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The other dependent variable, attitudes to violence, was operationalized in two ways. First, in 

order to measure attitudes to violence on the general level, research such as Smith’s (1984) was 

used. Smith (1984) compounded several surveys in order to investigate the gender gap. In these 

surveys, attitudes to violence is measured through questions and statements relating to national 

security as well as interpersonal experiences. The main theme I grounded my operationalization 

in was the acceptability of ‘using violence as a means of solving conflicts’ and ‘using violence 

if treated badly’. This allows me to measure to what extent individuals believe that violence is 

acceptable in certain situations.  

 

Second, attitudes to violence was operationalized on the local level, by using events and 

contexts specific to Kerala. These related to events occurring in Kerala, such as acts of political 

violence and the violent rivalry between the main political parties. As mentioned, there has 

been a larger focus on measuring general attitudes and less attempts at investigating attitudes 

to more local events or contexts (see Caprioli and Boyer, 2001; Conover and Sapiro, 1993; 

Smith, 1984; Tessler and Warriner, 1997). This is understandable, since many researchers aim 

to survey a very large group of people or several contexts, and therefore cannot focus on local 

events or specific areas. Hypothetical or national situations might be very far away from 

individuals’ everyday life.  Some more recent research, such as Bjarnegård et al (2017), have 

instead focused on the micro-level. They highlight the importance of the micro-level in 

understanding the mechanisms behind violent attitudes and behavior. Measuring attitudes on 

the local level is important, since it often uses more precise indicators of individuals’ attitudes.  

 

Survey development  

In order to measure the respondent’s attitudes to gender equality and to violence, on the general 

and local level, I created a questionnaire. To measure attitudes, researchers use a wide variety 

of techniques including direct self-reporting where the respondents attitude is directly 

measured, and indirect procedures where the researcher infers attitudes without asking directly 

(Albarracin et al., 2005 p. 24). In this paper I used the former, the direct self-reporting approach. 

Although researchers have used methods adjusted to measure more implicit biases and 

attitudes, such as vignettes and recordings (Beaman et al., 2009; Chauchard, 2014), these 

methods are more time-consuming and financially demanding than was plausible for my 

allocated time and resources.  
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However, different survey question structures have been included to attempt to gauge the 

attitudes in both direct and more indirect ways. Consequently, the questionnaire contained 43 

closed questions divided into three sections (see appendix). Open-ended questions, i.e. 

questions were respondents write their own answer, are considered to provide a higher validity 

when measuring attitudes, since they reduce researcher induced measurement errors 

(Albarracin et al., 2005). However, open ended questions and their answers are more difficult 

to interpret and more time-consuming to code, especially if they first need to be translated.  

Therefore, closed questions were chosen over open ended ones, due to practical reasons and 

time-efficiency.  

 

In addition to categorical questions, two Likert-Scales where included. The Likert-Scale 

enables the respondent to indicate to what extent they strongly agree, agree, disagree or 

strongly disagree with different statements. Since research has shown that people tend to select 

the agreeing alternatives to a much larger extent than disagreeing ones (Albarracin et al., 2005 

p. 41-42), sometimes regardless of their opinion of the question or statement, I made sure to 

vary the statements´ phrasings. Extensive effort has been made to ensure that the questions were 

clear and understandable, as well as sensitively posed. To make it easier on the respondent, 

questions on the same topic were grouped together (Bethlehem, 2009 p. 55-56).  

 

Using self-administered, anonymous questionnaires also significantly decreases the likelihood 

of the respondent misreporting, for example, according to what they assess to be socially 

desirable responses (Bethlehem, 2009; Bjarnegård et al., 2017; Chauchard, 2014).  The 

questionnaire was translated to the local language of Malayalam in order to prevent any 

misunderstandings due to the language of the survey.3  

 

Furthermore, due to the sensitive nature of some of the questions, it was important to phrase 

them in such a way that respondents would feel safe and comfortable to answer, or to not 

answer. Although sensitive questions were avoided as much as possible, the topics of the study 

are inherently sensitive, and to be able to answer the research question some sensitive questions 

were necessary. To achieve a balance, the alternative ‘Refuse to answer’ was added to sensitive 

questions, in addition to the alternative ‘I don´t know’. Adding ‘refuse to answer’ can enable 

                                                        
3 The Malayalam survey was also back translated to English by another local, in order to control for mistakes or 
wrong formulations. 
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researchers to discern respondents who do not know what to answer from those who might 

know but were not willing or comfortable to answer. For several questions, this is an important 

distinction, since it can indicate what questions were more uncomfortable in each village. 

Alternatively, it can indicate the respondent having an answer but perceives it as socially 

undesirable. Including these alternatives allowed me to see patterns in the responses.  

 

Population and Sample  

Since the population of interest was residents in the two selected villages, a representative 

sample was drawn from each of the two villages. With approximately 24 000 citizens in each 

village, a probability sampling method was used. This ensured a properly randomized sample. 

Full details of the sampling process can be found in appendix.  

 

After having developed a sampling method and completed a pilot study (see appendix), I 

deployed the survey. During the distributions of the surveys I was accompanied by a local 

translator/interpreter, who could clarify any questions and the purpose of the survey. I made 

sure to approach the respondents in the same situation, in their household. This made sure that 

the respondents are in similar environments.  

 

The empirical material consists of 45 surveys from Kaddakavoor and 44 surveys from 

Pothencode. The sample is smaller than planned, due to external issues, that are not unusual in 

field research (Jensenius, 2014). In this case, the interpreter had to drop out of the study in the 

weeks of the planned village visits, in conjuction with the worst floods in Kerala in a hundred 

years.4  

 

Selecting the respondent proved to be more complicated than first expected. Even though I 

randomly picked a member of the family, it was not sure that the other members agreed. Often 

the husband in the family would want to decide who should fill in the survey, and it was 

important to balance respectfulness and cultural sensitivity with what I needed as a researcher. 

Since I kept a diary during my field visits, it was easy to retrace what occurred during the study 

to any related issues or patterns in later results.  

 

                                                        
4 This caused delay, since I needed to find a new interpreter on very short notice.   
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Five houses in Kadakavoor and four houses in Pothencode were not approachable and three 

respondents in Kadakavoor and six in Pothencode refused to participate in the survey. Last, the 

sample does not include respondents of Scheduled Castes because these members usually live 

in separate “colonies”. Given that SC-members represent roughly 8-9% of the population in 

both Kadakavoor and Pothencode, the sample does not manage to completely capture the 

composition of the population of the villages.   

 

Ethical Considerations  

Since this study involves human subjects it was important to take into account ethical 

considerations. In this section, I explain the procedures that were undertaken to ensure that the 

ethical prescriptions of social science research were followed.  

 

(Bryman, 2012) lists four main ethical principles for conducting social research: ensuring 

informed consent, avoiding invasion of privacy, to not use deceptive tactics or methods and 

ensuring there is no harm to participants. According to Bryman (2012). The principle of giving 

informed consent is sometimes easier said than done. It can be very difficult to provide 

respondents with absolutely all of the information of a study, since it might risk contaminating 

their answers. There is often a balance to aim for when considering the need for informed 

consent while minimizing ‘the learning effect’ and socially desirable responses. In this case, 

the central topic of the survey (measuring attitudes to gender equality and violence) was not 

disclosed. However, in order to ascertain that the respondents could give an informed consent 

to participate, I was clear on the purpose of the survey and that it would contain questions 

regarding local politics. The questions on local politics were deemed the most sensitive, due to 

the situation in Kerala overall. For ethical purposes it was therefore essential that the respondent 

was aware of these topics when agreeing to participate. I made it clear in writing in the 

questionnaire as well as informing the respondents in person, that participation was completely 

voluntary and anonymous, that they did not have to answer questions they were uncomfortable 

with and that they were free to withdraw from the survey at any time.  

 

In order to not pressure respondents or invade their privacy, I included alternatives which gave 

an ‘out’. I was also careful to ask questions in a general form, to avoid the respondent feeling 

obliged to share personal information or experiences. As I could later gather from the survey 

responses, the respondents seemed comfortable with choosing “I don´t know”, “Refuse to 
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answer” or to leave some questions or whole sections blank. Although I have a relatively high 

number of non-responses or missing sections, I see this as an indication that I conducted the 

surveys in a responsible and ethical manner and did not pressure individuals to answer.  

 

The principle of ensuring that no harm is done to participants, refers to not only physical harm, 

but also psychological. This can include loss of self-esteem or stress. For this research, it was 

important to make sure that the questions did not subject the respondents to stress or in any way 

affected their relationship to others and their environment. Asking questions regarding violence 

should also be done in a way that minimizes the risk of harm to participants. Respondents who 

themselves have been subjected to violence might be especially sensitive to these types of 

questions. Therefore, all questions on violence where carefully phrased and never required the 

respondent to disclose personal experiences.  
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Data Analysis  
 

With the data collected from the questionnaires, several linear regression models were built. 

Regressions are used to determine the strength of the relationship between the dependent 

variables, attitudes to gender equality and violence, and the independent variable, continuous 

exposure to female political leaders. The regression models developed here help explain the 

relationship between the variables.  

 
The idea behind adding experimental components to this research design was to enable a simple 

analysis. Similar to Chattopadhyay and Duflo’s (2004) and Chauchard’s (2014) studies, this 

kind of research design isolates the effect of the independent variable. Since the research design 

and case selection have aimed at minimizing potential confounders, the only significant 

difference between the groups should be the treatment, i.e. continuous presence of female 

president. In this case, since the quotas are implemented from the state-level, individuals or 

village level characteristics cannot affect the likelihood of having a reserved seat for a village 

president.  

 

I next present the descriptive statistics, wherein the mean of individual level characteristics in 

the villages are shown and compared. After, the results of the regressions are presented. The 

end of this section summarizes these results. 

 

Table 3. Descriptive statistics 
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Table 3 presents the mean values and standard deviation for respondents’ characteristics such 

as age, education, occupational condition and income. Village 1 represents the village with 

continuous exposure. As shown, some characteristics are overrepresented in both of these 

villages. Given the randomization during sampling, these differences are slightly surprising. 

However, it is not unusual that despite thorough random sampling, some characteristics are 

overrepresented. Some of these characteristics of the respondents may be correlated to the 

attitudes to gender equality and to violence. In order to solve this issue, the following analyses 

included some control variables which, in accordance with previous research on attitudes to 

gender equality and to violence, might account for variance in the dependent variable. Holding 

these variables constant allows the model to isolate the effect of the independent variable, a 

female president, on the dependent variables attitudes to gender equality and violence.  

 

First, the table 3 shows that on average the respondents from the village with less exposure 

(village 2) has higher levels of education.  Level of education is likely to affect the way people 

view societal issues such as gender inequality and violence. Therefore, we can expect to see a 

positive relationship between positive attitudes to gender equality and a higher level of 

education. This is in accordance with previous studies on feminist and tolerant attitudes such 

as (Bjarnegård and Melander, 2017). Bjarnegård and Melander (2017) point to research 

showing that people with higher levels of education tend to be more sympathetic to gender 

equality and more tolerant to other groups. Likewise, Bolzendahl and Myers (2004) theories on 

feminist attitudes also point to education as an important predictor. The way that education can 

introduce individuals to feminist ideas is referred to as an ‘enlightenment effect’. With this in 

mind, education was included as a control variable.  

 

Second, the mean age is higher in the continuously exposed village (village 1). Research on 

gender attitudes indicate that younger generations are more likely to have been exposed to more 

liberal views of women’s role in society (Bolzendahl and Myers, 2004). Younger people also 

are more likely to have careers outside of home and to have grown-up in a less traditional 

context. However, in Kerala’s rural villages, society is still very traditional and is often quite 

different from urban areas. Nevertheless, young people are more likely to socialize or work in 

urban environments, making age an important control. Adding age as a control variable is also 

in accordance with Bolzendahl and Myer’s (2004) discussion of background characteristics as 

predictors of feminist attitudes.  
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Third, another difference between the samples is the participation in the workforce. The sample 

from the less exposed village has higher levels of full-time and part-time workers. In line with 

the exposure-based theory, participation in the workforce could be an alternative source of 

exposure (Bolzendahl and Myers, 2004). The overall number of women in the workforce is 

significantly lower than the number of men in both villages (Census 2011), but it is still 

plausible that women or men who work are more likely to be exposed to issues of gender 

equality. This might be even more relevant for women. Women, who are housewives might be 

more likely to express negative attitudes to gender equality, since they have not encountered 

feminist ideas or are unaware of feminist issues (Bolzendahl and Myers, 2004). Employment is 

thought to expose women to discriminatory situations which could in turn lead to an 

acknowledgement of inequality. If men are exposed to working women they might also become 

more aware of the issues that working women face, as well as dispelling the myths about 

women´s capabilities. Another control included in the analysis is therefore occupational 

condition. 
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Regressions 

Nine regression models are presented in this section, testing each hypothesis. The results for 

the first hypothesis H1a: Individuals who are exposed to female political leaders hold more 

positive attitudes to gender equality, is presented first. The variable for continuous exposure is 

coded as a dummy variable. To make interpretation easy and straightforward, the other 

variables in the regressions are coded so that higher values indicate positive attitudes to gender 

equality and likewise, higher values indicate more peaceful attitudes.  

 

Table 4. Regressions for continuous exposure and gender equality attitudes 
 

Notes: 1. Standard errors in parentheses *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. 
2. Model 1 uses the statement women and men should have equal rights 
3. Model 2 uses the statement women are equally good leaders as men.  
4. Model 3 uses the statement men should not cry.  

 

Table 4 display three different regression models. All three models test the relationship between 

continuous exposure and different indicators of gender equal attitudes. Model 1 tests the support 

for equal rights, model 2 tests the approval of women as leaders and model 3 tests whether 

respondents think it is acceptable for men to cry.   

 

Model 1 shows a positive coefficient (0.362) which also shows significance at the p<0.01. This 

significance holds even when adding controls. The results for this model indicate a positive 

relationship between continuous exposure to female president and believing that men and 

women should have equal rights. The respondents who have been continuously exposed have 

on average 0.3 more positive attitudes to equal rights than the group with less exposure. The 

first model provides substantial support for the first hypothesis. Especially since when the 

sample size is relatively small, it is harder to achieve statistical significant coefficients.  
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Next, model 2 also shows a positive coefficient, although smaller (0.129) than in the first. 

However, it does not display any statistical significance. When adding controls, the coefficient 

increases in size (0.270). Although the second model shows a positive relationship between 

continuous exposure to a female president and believing that women make equally good leaders 

as men, this result shows no statistical significance.  

 

On the other hand, model 3 has a negative coefficient (-0.333), which is significant at p<0.1 in 

the first specification. In the specification with controls included, the significance is lost, and 

the coefficient decreases somewhat. The third model indicates that continuous exposure to 

female leaders do not have an effect on individuals’ belief that it is acceptable for men to cry.  

This result could indicate that gender roles in Keralan society is deeply entrenched. It is 

conceivable that there is a larger threshold to change this type of attitude, which is so 

intertwined with the image of masculinity and toughness.  

 

With two out of three models showing a positive and one model showing a statistically 

significant relationship between exposure to a female president and gender equal attitudes, I 

find sufficient support for the first hypothesis, H1a. Based on the results of these three regression 

models, the first step of the causal path is confirmed. As Bolzendahl and Myer’s theory and 

previous studies suggest, continuous exposure to female leaders seem to produce more positive 

attitudes to gender equality. Specifically, it correlates with the belief that men and women 

should have equal rights. According to the causal path outlined earlier, this change in gender-

equal attitudes functions as a mechanism that change attitudes to violence. Therefore, the next 

models test the second and third hypotheses, H1b and H1c.  
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Table 5. Regressions for Gender Equality attitudes and Violent attitudes  

The hypotheses H1b: Individuals who hold positive attitudes to gender equality also hold less 

violent attitudes on a general level and H1c: Individuals who hold positive attitudes to gender 

equality also hold less violent attitudes on a local level are here tested using two models. 

Model 4 tests the relationship between attitudes to equal rights and attitudes to violence on the 

general level. This model shows a positive, yet small, coefficient, which increases slightly 

when controls are added. Model 5 displays the relationship between attitudes to equal rights 

and attitudes to violence on the local level. This model also shows positive coefficients, with 

the second specification showing a small decrease in the coefficient. Neither models in the 

above table have coefficients that show any significance.  

 

Based on these findings I cannot find sufficient support for these two hypotheses. It is 

interesting that we do not find evidence of a correlation between gender equal attitudes and 

peaceful attitudes, despite having found significant differences in attitudes to gender equality. 

Because of the size of the sample it is plausible that we do not have enough observations to 

achieve significant results. Alternatively, the gender-equal attitudes are not strong enough to 

significantly change attitudes to violence neither on the general nor local level.  
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Having tested the components of the causal path, the next step is to test the overarching 

relationship between continuous exposure to female leaders and attitudes to violence. H2, 

Individuals who are continuously exposed to female political leaders hold less violent attitudes, 

is tested using two models for attitudes on the general level and two models for attitudes on the 

local level.  

 

Table 6. Regressions for exposure effect on violent attitudes (general) 

    

Notes: 1. Standard errors in parentheses *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.  
2. Model 6 uses political conflicts should be solved with non-violent means.  
3. Model 7 uses if India was threatened it should respond with military action. 
 

The above table includes two models. Model 6 uses the statement political conflicts should be 

solved using non-violent means as the dependent variable. The first column is the bivariate 

specification, a regression with just the independent variable and dependent variable. This 

regression shows a negative coefficient (-0.316) that displays slight significance at p<0.1.  

 

This indicates that continuous exposure to a female president is not correlated to more peaceful 

attitudes. Instead, this model shows that individuals who have been continuously exposed hold 

less peaceful attitudes than the group with less exposure. The second column features the sixth 

model with a number of controls. When adding the controls, the significance disappears, and 

the coefficient becomes smaller. The change in significance shows that when controls are added 

they absorb some of the explanatory power of continuous exposure on the dependent variable 

in model six.   

 

The seventh model uses the statement if India was threatened it should respond with military 

action as dependent variable. As with the previous model the results show a negative coefficient 
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for both the bivariate specification and the specification with controls (-0.232 and -0.240). The 

seventh model shows no significant correlation between continuous exposure and less violent 

attitudes in relation to foreign policy. Based on these two models I find no support for H2 on 

the general level. The results from these tests suggest that individuals who are continuously 

exposed to female presidents do not hold more peaceful attitudes in matters of foreign policy 

and political conflicts. We next turn to attitudes to violence on the local level.  

 

Table 7. Regressions for exposure effect on violent attitudes (local) 

 
Notes: 1. Standard errors in parentheses *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.  
2. Model 8 uses in your view, does the killing or abuse of a local party worker    

justify revenge? 3. Model 9 uses if a local party worker from your preferred party was 
subjected to violence from an opponent, what would your reaction be? 
 

Table 7 present two regression models for attitudes to violence on the local level. Model 8 tests 

the relationship between continuous exposure and the belief that violence can be justified as a 

means of revenge.  Model 9 tests how respondents would react to a violent event in their village. 

Neither of the models have significant coefficients. Model 8, shows a small coefficient for the 

first column (-0.111) with quite small changes when controls are added (-0.133). Notably, the 

number of observations is lower than for the models for violence in general (models 6 and 7). 

As can be seen in table 7, the amount of observations is significantly lower for attitudes to 

violence on local level.  These questions had high rates of non-responses. Model 9 shows a 

positive, but quite small coefficient (0.032). The positive coefficient indicates a slightly positive 

relationship between exposure to female leader and wanting to solve a violent conflict with 
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dialogue rather than retaliation. The next column, were controls have been added, show a 

negative coefficient (-0.085).  

 

As with the models for the general level, I find no support for H2 in the last two models. With 

these four models in mind, I have not been able to find support for the last hypothesis connecting 

the first point, continuous exposure, of the causal path with the last step, violent attitudes.  

 

Summary of results  

The analysis undertaken has provided mixed results. First, the regressions show a strong 

relationship between continuous exposure to female presidents and gender-equal attitudes. In 

particular, the results show that individuals who are continually exposed are more supportive 

of equal rights for men and women. This gives support for the theory that individuals who are 

exposed to feminist ideas, in this case a female political leader, develop more feminist attitudes. 

This provided sufficient support to confirm H1a.  

 

When investigating the correlation between gender equality attitudes and violent attitudes this 

study finds indication of a positive, albeit very weak, relationship. This may suggest that 

holding more positive attitudes to gender equality also leads to holding less violent attitudes. 

Although, since the coefficient is very close to zero, and no statistical significance is displayed, 

these results are not sufficient support to confirm H1b or H1c.  

 

The results show no indication that continuous exposure to female presidents has led to more 

peaceful attitudes, in these villages. The results for general level attitudes showed a slight 

significance. However, this disappeared when specific characteristics of the respondents were 

controlled for. Consequently, neither the results for attitudes on the local level nor the general 

level were statistically significant. Surprisingly, the results for violent attitudes showed a 

negative relationship, contradicting the hypotheses and theory. The questions for violent 

attitudes on the local level had the lowest number of observations. This could explain the lack 

of significant results, since it is harder to find significance when working with small samples 

(Powner, 2015).  

Discussion  
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This paper highlights the connection between gender equality and lower risks of conflict and 

the need for this relationship to be understood on the micro level.  Since approving attitudes to 

gender equality are connected to more peaceful attitudes, this paper aims to understand whether 

continuous exposure to female leaders can create more gender-equal attitudes. This paper 

therefore answers the research question: how does continuous exposure to female leaders affect 

attitudes to gender equality and violence?  

 

The first observable implication from this study contributes to answering the above question 

and confirms the first hypothesis. From the results of the data analysis we find that individuals 

who are continuously exposed to female leaders have positive attitudes to gender equality. 

These results corroborate previous studies such as Beaman and co-authors (2009), showing that 

continuous gender quotas can lead to more gender-equal attitudes. In addition, the results from 

this study are in line with previous studies on ethnic quotas in India (Chauchard, 2009). This 

confirms that political quotas may be a tool for changing negative attitudes towards 

marginalized groups. The theory regarding exposure-based change developed by Bolzendahl 

and Myers (2004) is supported by these results. As the authors argue, exposure to feminist 

ideas, in this case a female political leader, produces more feminist attitudes.  

 

In light of an expanding number of studies pointing to positive impacts of gender equality, this 

finding is important. In particular when research shows that men who live in societies that are 

more gender equal are less inclined to violent and criminal behavior than men who live in 

societies pervaded by gender inequality (Lei et al., 2014). If gender quotas can contribute to 

changing attitudes in society this could contribute to elevating women’s status and creating 

more gender equal societies. For example, men and women who become more gender – 

equitable could transfer these notions to their families. This could mean that girls and women 

are given more support from their family, to pursue their own studies or careers. It could also 

affect boys and men’s view of themselves and masculinity, making them less inclined to hold 

violent attitudes.  

 

Furthermore, women and men who become more gender-equitable as a result of continuous 

exposure to female leaders, might normalize the idea of gender equality. As we have found an 

effect of continuous exposure specifically, it signals that time and consistency play an important 

role in the impact of quotas on attitudes. While both of the villages have been exposed to female 

presidents, we still see a difference depending on continuity. An explanation could be that being 
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exposed to female presidents sporadically is not enough to change attitudes. Alternatively, 

attitudes change but only temporarily. When a male president is again in office, individuals 

may revert to holding stereotypical ideas of gender. Since social psychology suggest that 

attitudes are very dependent on context (Albarracin et al., 2005), this explanation also seems 

likely. How permanent the change in attitudes are could then depend on what aspects of the 

context are important. For example, if the change in attitudes is an effect of the leader being a 

woman, then the characteristics of this woman would not matter. In contrast, if the change is 

due to the fact that this particular woman is a respected and strong leader, then the presence of 

a woman with different characteristics might not have the same effect. However, since half of 

the elected members of all village councils are female, there should be no shortage of competent 

female politicians. This was also corroborated by local experts, village visits and meeting with 

both female presidents and other members. This relates to a question of what the respondents 

thought of while answering the questions. For example, did the respondents have the female 

president in mind while reflecting on the statements regarding gender equality? Further 

qualitative studies might give more insight into the psychological aspects of attitudes and their 

changeability.   

 

The finding that continuous exposure to female leaders produce more gender-equal attitudes 

raises the question of how attitudes impact behavior. In other words, under what conditions do 

feminist attitudes contribute to more feminist (and pacific) behavior? Even if this study has 

found that respondents, male and female, had more feminist attitudes, it did not explore whether 

this caused more gender-equal behavior, for example men helping with household work or 

encouraging one´s spouse to pursue a career. In addition, another question worth exploring 

could be whether men who are exposed to female leaders become less violent towards their 

spouse. In relation to this question we can connect to recent research which show that 

individuals’ attitudes are more malleable at a younger age  (Dhar et al., n.d.). Dhar and co-

authors show that gender education in Indian schools produce more gender-equal attitudes as 

well as more gender-equal behavior among Indian adolescents.  

 

Building on earlier research, gender equal attitudes seem to play an important role in reducing 

the risk of conflict. Strong masculine ideals are associated to more violent behavior (Bjarnegård 

et al., 2017). When these ideals are weakened in favor of more feminist attitudes, this norm of 

equal value of the sexes may also transfer to ideas of the equal value of people from other 
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nations or ethnicity. As a result, societies that have more gender equal attitudes become more 

peaceful and tolerant. This connects to this paper´s results regarding attitudes to violence.  

 

The second implication of the findings relate to attitudes to violence. The second and third 

hypotheses stated that individuals who hold positive attitudes to gender equality hold less 

violent attitudes. However, the results from the data analysis do not provide any evidence 

supporting these hypotheses. Likewise, due to the lack of significance, the hypotheses cannot 

be rejected. Since there is no strong correlation of gender equal and peaceful attitudes, it could 

mean that the sample is not large enough to achieve significance.  

 

Alternatively, since both villages have been exposed to female leaders, these individuals could 

already have developed more peaceful attitudes. A plausible explanation is that respondents 

gender-equal attitudes were not strong enough to have an effect on violent attitudes. Individuals 

might have become more positive to gender-equality, but not to the extent that it translates into 

more peaceful attitudes as well. This raises the question of how “much” feminist attitudes are 

needed to affect violent attitudes. Returning to Bolzendahl and Myers theories (2004), it could 

also be that other forms of exposure are more effective in producing more lasting or stronger 

feminist attitudes. For example, exposure through parents, education or work. Alternatively, 

since India still has very entrenched traditional gender roles, men are strongly attached to power 

and make societal and attitudinal change more difficult.  

 

Moreover, connecting to previous studies on attitudes by Chauchard (2009), implicit attitudes 

may change unconsciously before individuals are able or willing to express it. This study has 

measured explicit attitudes and it is possible that implicit attitudes have been affected as well. 

For example, since the respondents explicitly expressed more gender equitable attitudes their 

implicit and subconscious biases might have changed significantly. An implicit bias to resort 

to violence is perhaps reduced when encountering more feminist ideas, which could explain 

why this study could not find change in explicit attitudes. Studies measuring implicit biases 

could explore this question.   

 

An unexpected finding in this study was that the group continually exposed to female leaders 

had more violent attitudes than the group who was less exposed. Previous studies and theories 

predicted that individuals who are more approving of gender equality also hold more peaceful 

attitudes (Bjarnegård and Melander, 2017). Consequently, this paper theorized that since 
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individuals who are continuously exposed to female leaders hold more gender equal attitudes 

they would also hold less violent attitudes. In contrast to this, the third observable implication 

of the findings is that the village with more exposure held more violent attitudes compared to 

the other village.  

 

There are some alternative explanations for the indication that continuous exposure to female 

president results in more violent attitudes among these respondents. For example, a politically 

motivated murder had recently occurred in the village with less exposure. This could have 

affected the results in that the individuals were more averse to violence due to this event. As 

discussed earlier, despite Kerala´s strong social development, the state is gripped by frequent 

acts of political violence. Moreover, domestic violence levels are high (Menon, 2016). This 

suggests that despite 50% political representation and leadership of women, negative attitudes 

to gender equality as well as violent attitudes are very present in Keralan society.  

 

Moreover, the effect on gender equal attitudes occurred after continuous, i.e. two terms, of 

exposure. Most village councils and other local governance institutions in Kerala do not have 

two quota terms consecutively. With only sporadic exposure to female leaders, it is possible 

that attitudes are only minimally affected or that the effect is not strong enough to last. This 

could contribute to explain the high levels of both domestic and political violence in Kerala.   

 

Another explanation is that this overarching relationship between continuous exposure to 

female leaders and attitudes to violence is too far reaching. The effect induced by the female 

leader would have to be very strong in order for it to show even through this kind of analysis.   

 

The results from this study have been able to contribute to the research on attitudes to gender 

equality and violence, as well as the impact of continuous gender quotas. Nevertheless, there 

are limitations to these kinds of studies. For example, when measuring attitudes many issues 

are present and practically all measurement techniques are imperfect (Albarracin et al., 2005). 

The questions had to be specific enough that the respondent answered accordingly, while still 

being clearly phrased and simple to understand. Unfortunately, the questions on local violence 

had a lower response rate, which could indicate that they were uncomfortable or difficult to 

understand. As Albaraccin et al (2005) discusses, attitudes can also have a strong context-

variability i.e. that a respondent may report different attitudes in different situations.  
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Since the data was collected using random sampling techniques, it is possible to generalize 

these results to other contexts, for example to other villages or other states with reservations in 

India. Nevertheless, studies with this relatively small sample size requires that generalizations 

and extrapolation be done carefully. As Chattopadhyay and Duflo (2004) points out, the results 

cannot be generalized to cases without the reservation system. The comparison made in this 

study is between villages with different reservation history, not between one village with 

reservations and one without. Further, the political and social history of Kerala is unique in 

India, so generalizing to other states should be done with caution. The structure of the quota 

system in Kerala is likely to be an important aspect of the context. The role and importance of 

the village council presidents in India may also be an important factor. Still, female leadership 

in other areas than politics could have similar effects.   

 

The results from this study corroborate Bolzendahl and Myer´s theory suggesting that exposure 

to feminist ideas or concepts produces more feminist attitudes and contribute to understanding 

how gender quotas can affect attitudes. Important implications from this study are in line with 

previous studies showing that continuous gender quotas can have effects on attitudes related to 

gender equality (Beaman et al, 2009). This paper has also highlighted challenges to address 

when conducting field research as well as research on attitudes.  
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Conclusion  
 
This paper finds statistically significant support for the hypothesis connecting continuous 

exposure to female leaders with gender-equal attitudes. In contrast, this paper was unable to 

find support for its hypotheses regarding the correlation between gender-equal attitudes and 

more peaceful attitudes. By adding an experimental component, assigned gender quotas in 

Indian village councils, the issue of confounders was overcome. Moreover, this paper joins 

previous studies in employing feminist perspectives in research on conflict and violent 

attitudes. While this study has found support for Bolzendahl and Myers theory (2004) on 

exposure-based change, it also signals the need to further explore under what conditions gender 

equal attitudes affect individuals’ attitudes to violence.  

 

From a policy perspective, the results from this study speak for the presence of political gender 

quotas in contributing to gender equality. Notably, this study corroborates previous studies 

showing that gender quotas seem to be more effective after two consecutive terms (Beaman et 

al., 2009). Since previous research has mainly focused on cross-national studies, this study 

contributes to the research field on violent attitudes by employing a subnational study. 

Furthermore, this study also provided insights and recommendations into methodological and 

practical issues that may occur during field studies. The implications of the findings in this 

paper also raises new research questions.   

 

Looking forward, further research is needed in order to understand the effects of exposure to 

female political leaders on violent attitudes, as well as under what conditions feminist attitudes 

affect violent attitudes. More micro-level studies are needed to complement cross-national 

studies in order to understand how gender equality contributes to peaceful individuals and 

societies. In addition, the influence of gender roles and ideas on masculinity and femininity on 

attitudes, behavior and the security of societies should be taken into account. This paper joins 

a multitude of research in underscoring the need to further explore the connection between 

attitudes to gender equality and peaceful attitudes. The results of this study suggest that 

continuous exposure to feminist ideas, through gender quotas, could be a tool in producing 

more gender-equal attitudes. Further studies should investigate how robust these attitudes are 

in relation to time and changes in the political context. Since more gender-equal societies seem 

to not only decrease the risk of intra-and interstate conflict, but also decrease the risk of violent 

and criminal behavior by individuals, this research field cannot be overlooked.   
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Appendices  
  

Pilot survey  
According to Bethlehem (Bethlehem, 2009), errors in a questionnaire and errors within the 

questions may have a negative impact on the validity of the survey. In order to avoid this as 

much as possible, the questionnaire should be tested before it is deployed. For the sake of the 

validity of my survey and consequently my results, I distributed 15 surveys in a GP that was 

not included in the final study. 

 

The pilot study made me aware of some spelling errors, as well as some questions that needed 

to be altered for better understanding or higher sensitivity. No political parties or ideologies 

were mentioned in the final survey, since the respondents´ reactions in the pilot indicated that 

they were too sensitive. Questions where there was total or considerable lack of variation in the 

responses were also rephrased or eliminated. This pilot was also useful since it allowed me to 

test how I was received in the villages areas as well as how time-consuming the questionnaire 

and household visits would be.     
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Sampling method  

 

The divisions into wards in the villages were used as sampling units. Each ward represents a 

geographical area in the village and could function as the sampling frame. Since the two wards 

selected had a different number of wards, I used a random number generator to exclude two 

wards from one village. That ensured that the remaining wards in each village had an equal 

probability of being selected for the surveys. Following this, I again used a random number 

generator to select four wards, within each village, to be visited for the surveys. I then followed 

this procedure in order to randomly select households and individuals  

 

Simply selecting a street upon arrival and visiting random or every other house, does not ensure 

full randomization, since conscious and unconscious preferences may play a role in the 

decisions (Bethlehem, 2009). Since the maps allowed me to see each of the households in the 

wards I could assign each house a number and then use the randomizer to select a decided 

number of houses. A potential issue here is that it was sometimes difficult to see where there 

was one house, since one household can consist of multiple house-like structures. In these cases, 

I put a mark on that house´s number so that I could keep track of it later in the field. The last 

part to be randomized is the respondent in the household I visit. Several aspects were 

considered, for example, depending on what time during the day I visited the home, there would 

be a higher probability that certain people would be home, such as housewives or retired people. 

In order to avoid this potential bias, I made visits during holidays and weekends. Using a dice, 

I then selected either a male or female in the first house, and then vary between female and 

male respondents in every other house in the ward (where it was possible).  
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Questionnaire  
 

 
Survey under the Project “Local Opinions and Politics in Kerala”  

 
 Thank you for sparing your time to respond to the questionnaire. This survey is a part 
of a project for a master´s thesis at Uppsala University, Sweden.  

 Your name will not be revealed in the questionnaire, and your answers will be strictly 
kept confidential. Your information will be used for statistical purposes only. No one can 
identify which answers are yours.  

 The survey will take approximately 20 minutes to complete. Your participation is 
completely voluntary; you are free to withdraw from the survey at any time.  

 Thank you again.  
  
Section 1 

1. Gender   1. □ male  2. □ female  3. □ other      
2. Year of birth: ________________ 3. Number of years living in village: ________ 
4. Highest education level achieved  

1 □ No education 

2 □ Not completed primary education 
3 □ Primary education 
4 □ Secondary education 

5 □ First years of university 
6 □ Bachelor’s degree 
7 □ Higher than Bachelor’s Degree 

8 □ Other please specify: ________  
   

 
5. Please state your occupational condition   

 
1 

 
□ Full - time employee  4 □ Housewife without a paid job (skip to 

item 7)  
2 □ Part - time employee  5 □ Unemployed (skip to item 7)  
3 □ Student (skip to item 7)    

 
6. Please state your occupation category 

1 □ Casual labour  5 □ Transport  
2 □ Agriculture 6 □ Governmental work  
3 □ Business owner 7 □ Other (please specify): ____ 
4 □ Service  8 □ I don´t know 
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7. Please state your monthly household income   
1 □ Less than 6000 INR 5 □ More than 60 001 INR 
2 □ 6001 – 12 000 INR 6 □ Refuse to answer 
3 □ 12 001 – 20 000 INR 7 □ I don’t know 
4 □ 20,001 – 60 000 INR    

 
 
8. What is your religion?  

1 □ Hinduism  4 □ Other (please 
spspspecify)________ 2 □ Islam  5 □ No religion  

3 □ Christianity  6 □ I don´t know   

 

9. What is your marital status?  
1 □ Single (never married)  4 □ Widowed   

2 □ Married  5 □ I don´t know  
3 □ Divorced  6 □ Other (please 

specify)______  
10.  Do you have any children?   1.  □ Yes   2. □ No (skip to item 12)  
  
11.(If you say yes in item 10) What is the sex of your child/children?  

1 □ Boy(s) 4 □ I refuse to answer  

2 □ Girl(s) 5 □ I don´t know  

3 □ Boy(s) and Girl(s)  
 
12. Do you use the internet, at least occasionally?  

1 □ Yes  
2 □ No  
3 □ I don´t know  

 
13. Do you own a cellphone?  

1 □ Yes  
2 □ No  
3 □ I don´t know  

 

14. How important is your religion to your life?  
1 □ Very important  4 □ Not at all important   

2 □ Somewhat important 5 □ I don´t know  

3 □ Not too important  
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15. How important is politics to your life?   
1 □ Very important  4 □ Not at all important   
2 □ Somewhat important 5 □ I don´t know  

3 □ Not too important  
 
16. How often would you say that you discuss political issues with others?  

1 □ Most of the time  4 □ Never  

2 □ Some of the time  5 □ I don´t know  

3 □ Hardly at all  
 
17. Did you vote in the last panchayat election (2015)?  

1 □ Yes  
2 □ No  
3 □ I don´t know  

 
18. Do you know who the president of your grama panchayat is?   

1 □ Yes  
2 □ No  
3 □ I don´t know  

 
19. What is the gender of the current president in your grama panchayat?  

1 □ Male 
2 □ Female  
3 □ I don´t know  

 
 

 
20. Do you know who the elected member of your ward is?  

1 □ Yes  
2 □ No  
3 □ I don´t know 

 
 

 
21. Do you know who the elected members of your grama panchayat are?  

1 □ All  
2 □ Some  
3 □ One or two  
4 □ No  

 
Section 2  
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In all societies, people have different opinions about men’s and women’s roles at home and 
in public. Please state whether you disagree or agree with the following statements: 
 

Statement 
Strongly 

agree Agree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

 I don’t 
know/ 
I won’t 
answer. 

1 2 3 4  5 
22. Women are better than 
men at household work and 
childcare  

□ □ □ □ 
 

□ 

23. To be able to lead a 
valuable life, a woman 
must get married  

□ □ □ □ 
 

□ 

24. Men should not cry or 
show a lot of emotions  □ □ □ □ 

 
□ 

25. Men and women should 
have equal rights  □ □ □ □ 

 
□ 

26. Women should be able 
to influence political 
decisions   

□ □ □ □ 
 

□ 

27. A man should have the 
final word about decisions 
in the home  

□ □ □ □ 
 

□ 

28. Women can make 
equally good politicians as 
men  

□ □ □ □ 
 

□ 

29. Women can make 
equally good leaders as men   □ □ □ □ 

 
□ 

 

 Section 3  
 
30. Do you think that it is always, sometimes or never justified to use physical violence to 
resolve a conflict?   

1 □ Always  
2 □ Sometimes  
3 □ Never  
4 □ I don´t know   

 
 
 

 
31. Do you think that a husband is justified in using physical violence against his wife if she 
does not take proper care of the household?  

1 □ Yes 
2 □ No 
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3 □ I don´t know 
 
 
Please state whether you disagree or agree with the following statements:  
 

Statement 
Strongly 

agree Agree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

 I don’t 
know/ 
I won’t 
answer. 

1 2 3 4  5 
32. If someone steals your 
property, it would be fair to 
assault them 

□ □ □ □ 
 

□ 

33. If someone disrespects 
you or your family, it fair to 
assault them 

□ □ □ □ 
 

□ 

34. If India is threatened by 
another nation, it should 
respond with military action 

□ □ □ □ 
 

□ 

35. Political conflicts should 
be solved through discussion 
and non-violent means  

□ □ □ □ 
 

□ 

36. Members of scheduled 
castes are just as intelligent 
as other villagers  

□ □ □ □ 
 

□ 

37. Members of scheduled 
castes should be dominated 
by members of higher castes   

□ □ □ □ 
 

□ 

 
Section 4  
 
In this section please give your opinion on some local events and issues in Kerala and in your 
grama panchayat.  
 
*Please consider all of KERALA when answering the following questions* 
 
38. For many years, there have been a high number of violent incidents in Kerala between the 
Marxist Left and the Hindu Right. In your view, is this violence justified?  

1 □ Yes, one side is justified. 
2 □ Yes, both sides are justified  
3 □ Neither side is justified 
4 □ I refuse to answer  
5 □ I don´t know 

 
39. In your view, does the killing or abuse of a local party worker justify retaliation/revenge?  
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1 □ Always 
2 □ Sometimes  
3 □ Never    
4 □ I refuse to answer 
5 □ I don´t know  

 
40. Do you think that the killings and abuse in Kerala is the fault of one particular party or 
that all parties are to blame? 

1 □ One particular party 
2 □ All parties are to blame  
3 □ I refuse to answer    
4 □ I don´t know 

 
*Please consider your GRAMA PANCHAYAT when answering the following questions*  
 
41. Do you think that violence is a common part of political society in your grama panchayat?   

1 □ Yes 
2 □ No 
3 □ I refuse to answer 
4 □ I don´t know   

 
 
42. What role do you think that violence between local parties play in your grama panchayat?  

1 □ It helps stabilize society and politics 
2 □ It contributes to a fair society and politics 
3 □ It destabilizes society and politics 
4 □ I refuse to answer  
5 □ I don´t know 

 
43. If a local party worker from your preferred party was subjected to violence from an 
opponent, what would your reaction be?  

1 □ I would want to retaliate  
2 □ I would want to resolve it through dialogue 
3 □ I would not want to get involved 

 4 □ I refuse to answer  
5 □ I don´t know  

 
Thank you for your participation, the survey is now finished! 
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