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Abstract 

The matter of a gender gap in electoral participation is a fact in many parts of the world but 

has mostly been investigated by, and studied within, the Global North. In spite of this, 

scholars have not reached an undisputed conclusion for why this is. Scholars have argued for 

the importance of studying the institutions and systems composing voting in order to explain 

electoral participation, especially since the form and degree of direct influence of voters are 

differing within different electoral systems. Relying on the rational voter hypothesis in 

combination with feminist theory this thesis suggests that women have different experiences 

of civic duty and influence, and therefore participate in elections to a lesser extent than men. 

The main results suggest that presidentialism, to an extent which is neither statistically nor 

practically significant, decrease women’s electoral participation while majoritarian electoral 

rules seem to have an even smaller, but similar, effect. Testing electoral systems’ effect on the 

gender gap, statistically significant results points to the fact that presidentialism increases the 

gender gap in electoral participation. Majoritarian electoral rules do too increase the gender 

gap, but to a more restricted extent. This thesis concludes that electoral systems do have a 

gendered effect on electoral participation and that these effects need to be further investigated 

by future research.  

 

Keywords: women’s electoral participation, electoral systems, gender gap 

  



   
 

 3 

Table of Content 

1. Introduction……………………………………………………………….......5 

  1. 2. Aim and Research Question…………………………………………………………….5 

2. Previous Research…………………………………………………………….7 

3. Theoretical Framework……………………………………………………...10 

  3. 1. Voting………………………………………………………………………………….10 

  3. 2. Feminist Theory………………………………………………………………………..11 

  3. 3. Electoral Systems………………………………………………………………………13 

  3. 4. Hypothesis………………………………………………………………………….......14 

4. Data………………………………………………………………………….15 

  4. 1. Operationalization……………………………………………………………………...16 

  4. 2. Descriptive statistics…………………………………………………………………...17 

5. Research Design……………………………………………………………..18 

  5. 1. Method…………………………………………………………………………………18 

  5. 2. Regression Equation…………………………………………………………………...19  

  5. 3. Regression Variables…………………………………………………………………..20 

      5. 3. 1. Dependent Variable……………………………………………………………....20 

      5. 3. 2. Independent Variable……………………………………………………………..21 

      5. 3. 3. Control Variables…………………………………………………………………22 

  5. 4. Reliability and Validity………………………………………………………………...23 

6. Results…………………………………………………………………….....24  

  6. 1. Sensitivity Analysis……………………………………………………………………27 

7. Discussion and Conclusion………………………………………………….29 

8. References…………………………………………………………………...32  

Appendix…………………………………………………………………….....35 

 

  



   
 

 4 

List of Figures and Tables 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics………………………………………………………………..18 

Figure 1. Causality Diagram…………………………………………………………………19 

Table 2. The effects of electoral systems on women’s electoral participation compared to 

men’s electoral participation…………………...……………………………………………..25  

Table 3. The effects of electoral system on women’s electoral participation when holding 

characteristics, colonial history and geography constant……………………………………..28 

 

Table A1. The effects of electoral system on the difference between male and female 

electoral participation…………………………………………………………………….…...35 

Table A2. The effects of electoral system on the difference between male and female 

electoral participation, when holding characteristics, colonial history and geography 

constant…………………………………………………………………………………….....36 

Table A3. List of countries in the data…………………………………………………….....38  



   
 

 5 

1. Introduction 

Democratic rule is now a fact in many countries. Studies have shown that the rise of 

democracy has positive effects on the overall conditions for the population living under its 

rule and generally seems like a desirable way of governing a state (Roser, 2019). Scholars 

have also theoretically argued for the advantages of democracy. Dahl (1989), for example, 

presents a number of justifications for democracy, arguing for it being the system that 

produces the best possible structure of governance. Further, Dahl (1989) also argues for the 

gains of democracy when considering questions of equality, presenting “the Idea of Intrinsic 

Equality”, where all men are to be considered equal. Dahl (1989) thinks of the idea as no man 

being intrinsically entitled to rule over another. In this discussion, Dahl (1989) also comments 

on the term “men”, stating that “people” might be a more appropriate word for the idea of 

intrinsic equality (Dahl, 1989: 84-86). This distinction is of particular importance since 

scholars have found that the concept of democracy, the rule of the “people”, in practise often 

means the rule by men. This means that women are, in many aspects, still missing from the 

political sphere (Kittilson & Schwindt-Bayer, 2012).  

 

The matter of a gender gap in electoral participation is a fact in many parts of the world but 

has mostly been investigated by and studied within the Global North (Coffe & Bolzendahl, 

2011). However, the question of unequal electoral participation is especially significant in 

democracies in the Global South, where this phenomenon seems to be more common as well 

as inefficiently explored (Desposato & Norrander, 2008: 141-142). This indicates a need for 

cross-country research on women’s electoral participation that can account for conditions 

within and, more importantly, beyond the Global North. This thesis will be a part of satisfying 

that need.     

 

1. 2. Aim and Research Question 

The absence of voting women at the ballots, compared to men, has become known in the 

research community as the “gender gap” and is a fact in many countries all over the world. 

However, even though the gender gap in electoral participation, that is voting, is indeed 

present, scholars have not reached an undisputed conclusion for why this is. Presuming that 

women are as interested and keen to have a say in politics as men (Bourque & Grossholtz, 

1998), the explanation ought to be found on a structural level of analysis.  

 



   
 

 6 

Within the definition of democratic governance, many types of electoral systems can be 

included. Even though refined versions of electoral systems are rare, there are some general 

aspects that make them comparable. The most common forms of government structure are 

presidentialism and parliamentarism. The distinction between these two forms generally 

originates from how they are elected and to which extent they are dependent on the legislature 

(Dickovick & Eastwood, 2018; Persson & Tabellini, 2003). In a presidential system, the 

executive is typically directly elected by the electorate, while parliamentary systems depend 

on representatives in the legislature to choose the executive which then also is accountable to 

the legislature and can be removed. A president, on the other hand, is harder to remove from 

office through other means than voting (Dickovick & Eastwood, 2018: 214-215). Thus, the 

form and degree of direct influence of voters are differing within different electoral systems. 

Further, scholars have argued for the importance of studying the institutions and systems 

composing voting in order to explain electoral participation, seeing voting as a particularly 

institutionalized political behaviour. Thus, voting is fundamentally affecting everyone eligible 

to participate (Jackman, 1987: 404-406). Furthermore, electoral participation is an aspect that 

can be justified as a desirable part of governance in many ways, ranging from an intrinsic 

importance of voting for the voter, to a way of justifying political decisions. Overall, the 

current theorists of democratic theory regard participation as an important matter of research 

and further understanding (Smith, 2009: 4-5). Therefore, this thesis will be investigating:  

 

How does different electoral systems affect women’s electoral participation? 

 

The thesis will investigate this through quantitatively studying to which extent women, go to 

the ballots and cast their votes depending on what kind of electoral system is in place, that is, 

if it has an effect on women’s electoral participation. The question will be answered with data 

from several countries all over the world. When investigating this, the thesis will contribute to 

widening the knowledge on electoral systems and women’s political participation through 

voting. 

 

When conducting this analysis, it seems that women’s electoral participation is affected by 

electoral systems, but to a relatively small extent. The results are therefore interpreted as 

having low practical, and no statistical significance. However, they do point towards 

presidentialism as decreasing women’s electoral participation. Majoritarian electoral rules 

seem to have an even smaller effect, but is still present and does, according to the findings, 
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also decrease women’s electoral participation. In order to further understand the influence of 

electoral system and its potential gendered effects, the research investigates the influence 

electoral systems have on the gender gap in electoral participation. These results points 

towards presidentialism as increasing the gender gap in electoral participation. Further, this 

effect is also statistically significant. Majoritarian electoral rules do to increase the gender 

gap, but to a much more restricted extent.   

 

A statement remaining true throughout this thesis is that it considers “women” as a 

homogenous group. However, individual women, do of course have different interests, needs 

and aspirations, especially within politics (Phillips, 1998: 234). In spite of this, they share a 

heritage of being structurally disadvantaged and marginalized in societies all over the world. 

This together with the fact that they do not participate in political life to the same extent as 

their male counterparts makes for a pressing case to investigate women suffering under 

structural inequalities (Kittilson & Schwindt-Bayer, 2012: 133).  

 

Following this introduction is a review of previous research within the field of women’s 

electoral participation accompanied by an overview of some important theoretical concepts to 

underline the significance of women’s electoral participation. The theoretical framework will 

end up in the formulation of a hypothesis. Next, the data will be presented and discussed. 

After this, choice of method and an examination of its relevance and strength are discussed. 

This will be followed by a presentation of the regression analysis as well as a discussion of 

the results. Finally, conclusions from the results will be drawn and discussed and the 

hypothesis, as well as research question, will be answered.       

 

2. Previous Research 

Scholars have specifically been looking at electoral participation and how it is affected by 

electoral rules. Arguing for the importance of electoral systems for electoral participation, 

Jackman (1987) points out that voting is the fundamentally most institutionalized political 

behaviour in a democratic state. Because of this, differently constructed institutions have a 

particular stand in explaining electoral participation in different democracies and are therefore 

especially interesting when studying this (Jackman, 1987: 404-406). Arguing for the 

psychological effects of electoral systems, Karp and Banducci (2008) describes how different 

ways of transforming votes into seats in the legislature (electoral systems) matter for electoral 
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participation. They find, in accordance with similar research on the subject, that systems 

where the single vote has greater influence induces electoral participation. This means that 

proportional electoral systems increase electoral participation, while systems that are not 

decreases electoral participation. This difference is explained by the voters’ perception of 

benefit. In an electoral system with proportional rules, there is a greater chance of the single 

vote generating seats (and through the seats, influence) in the government and it does 

therefore encourage electoral participation, whilst a vote in a majoritarian system is perceived 

as of little importance (Karp & Banducci, 2008).   

 

Other scholars have conducted further research considering electoral participation in 

democracies around the world, showing that women seem to be somewhat left out of the 

voting process. Córdova and Rangel (2017) have investigated how the gender gap in political 

engagement is affected by compulsory voting as a strategy to increase women’s political 

participation. Further, they discuss how, and why, women engage in political life to a lesser 

extent than their male counterparts (Córdova & Rangel, 2017: 266-268). Their research shows 

that the gender gap in electoral participation decreases and that other kinds of political 

behaviour is increased, e.g. that women are more politically informed and/or take part in 

political campaigns, when voting is compulsory (Córdova & Rangel, 2017: 265-266). Other 

scholars have also taken interest in how different electoral institutions affect women’s 

electoral participation. Zetterberg (2009) discusses for example how gender quotas and how 

they are formulated influence women’s electoral participation in Latin America. Zetterberg 

(2009) reaches the conclusion that gender quotas does not have a positive impact on women’s 

political participation.  

 

Taking the research further, Kittilson and Schwindt-Bayer (2012) investigate how different 

electoral institutions can affect women in two particular ways; either directly or indirectly. 

The direct effects of electoral rules are incentives from the electoral institutions for voters to 

engage in politics, for example through inclusive electoral rules where gender quotas, 

proportional representation and high district magnitudes are a few examples. Indirect effects 

are the outcomes of electoral rules which can take different forms e.g. through how the votes 

transform into seats in the government. An important assumption when discussing electoral 

rules is that they fundamentally affect men and women differently (Kittilson & Schwindt-

Bayer, 2012: 13-14). In their conclusion, Kittilson and Schwindt-Bayer recognizes that 

proportional election results have stronger effects on women than on men, because of the fact 
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that they lead to smaller gender gaps in electoral engagement (Kittilson & Schwindt-Bayer, 

2012: 126).  

 

Looking specifically at political participation, Isaksson, Kotsadam, and Nerman (2014) 

investigates what factors affect the gender gap in Africa. Regarding both the contextual and 

individual level, they investigate how traditional explanations for gender gap in societies in 

other parts of the world can explain the gender gap in African societies. The traditional 

explanations that they investigate are resources, employment and religion. Isaksson, 

Kotsadam, and Nerman (2014) tries the traditional explanations’ strength using data from 20 

countries in Africa from more than 27 000 respondents finding that these explanations fall 

short in the case of Africa. Instead, the level of clientelism, economic development, restricted 

civil liberties, and gender norms can more adequately explain the gender gap (Isaksson, 

Kotsadam, & Nerman, 2014: 302-305).  

 

To sum up, previous empirical research on the subject of women’s electoral participation has 

focused on factors such as specific electoral rules and institutions, or societal characteristics. 

For example, different kinds of quotas as well as institutional engineering and its effects on 

women’s electoral participation. In addition, societal factors such as religion, economic 

development and gender norms do also seem to affect women’s political participation. 

However, this thesis will contribute to previous research by using data from multiple parts of 

the world at the same time when looking at women’s electoral participation. Also, looking at 

electoral systems as a whole will give a more overarching understanding of its effects, rather 

than focusing on single institutional characteristics. This means that this thesis distinguishes 

itself from previous research by being able to use information that is comparable between 

countries. Even though different countries from various places will be studied, their electoral 

systems are something that unites them and is therefore something that makes them 

comparable. As opposed to previous research, this thesis will look at this broadly and by 

doing that get comparable results that can explain women’s electoral participation on a 

structural level, rather than by a single constitutional characteristic. This thesis will, by 

combining theories of voting and rational choice with feminist theories explaining the 

structural differences between men and women, take a step closer to understand unequal 

participation. This will be further discussed in the next chapter. In addition, using empirical 

data, this thesis will contribute to even further broaden the empirical research on electoral 

participation.  
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3. Theoretical Framework 

In this section the theoretical framework of the thesis will be presented. Firstly, the rational 

voting hypothesis and the voting paradox, which suggests that voters experience of civil duty 

and moral explains voting, will be presented. Secondly, feminist theorist de Beauvoir’s (2017) 

assumption of the construction of gender and Millett’s (1971) theory of patriarchy will be 

discussed. These branches of theory and their ability to, when combined, explain women’s 

electoral participation (or lack thereof) will be discussed. Lastly, different electoral systems 

will be presented and discussed. Keeping these theories in regard, the theoretical framework 

will end in the formulation of a hypothesis.      

 

3. 1. Voting  

In order to understand and describe the absence of voting, the reasons for voting must be 

investigated. For example, Dennis C. Mueller (2003) investigates why citizens in a 

democracy with a two-party system bother to vote. Mueller (2003) begins with introducing 

the paradox of voting and the rational voter hypothesis. A basic assumption when 

investigating voting behaviour is that voters are rational beings who therefore are both selfish 

and utility maximisers. Therefore, they do also fundamentally want to affect politics. 

However, when looking at the probabilities in an election in a two-party system, the 

possibility of the own vote being the one to break a tie between the two candidates or parties 

is very small which make electoral participation a behaviour that is more costing than 

benefiting. Since the voter is expected to be rational, the most logical action is not to 

participate. Yet, people do still vote, hence the paradox of voting (Mueller, 2003: 304-305).  

 

When trying to understand this paradox, Mueller (2003: 305-307) reaches the conclusion that 

the voter finds intrinsic value in the practise of voting itself. It turns out that the greatest 

motivational factor for voting is the voter’s feeling of civic duty. This explanation also 

indicates that the voter is still acting rationally, but that the rationality is based on a feeling of 

what is normatively right and wrong combined with that they have an opportunity to express 

an opinion or sympathy, rather than achieving a desirable election result (Mueller, 2003: 311-

313, 320-325).1 However, these assumptions are based on a two-party system. In multi-party 

 
1 However, the explanation of the paradox of voting being based on positive reinforcement has been criticised 

for being inexplicit since it does not really clarify the paradox (see for example: Hillman, 2010: 415). 



   
 

 11 

systems more voters are rewarded by the act of voting since the probability of their opinions 

(votes) leading to seats in the government, are greater. This should mean that two-party 

systems, where there potentially are less rewards for the voter, generates lower electoral 

participation.   

 

Mueller (2003) suggests that different electoral systems generate different degrees of 

influence to one single vote. In the case of a proportional system, the chance of making or 

breaking a tie (although still very small) is greater than in a majority system. In relation to the 

aim of this thesis, this theoretical reasoning indicates that electoral systems affect electoral 

participation because they offer different chances to influence politics for the individual voter. 

Also, it stands clear that voting, as a behaviour, definitely is connected to the voter’s 

experience of civic duty and influence. Thus, the feeling of civic duty and influence is greater 

in a proportional system than majoritarian or two-party systems, which will generate more 

voting (Mueller, 2003: 328). This conclusion also goes hand in hand with previous findings 

on electoral participation (Karp & Banducci, 2008). However, this does not obviously explain 

why women participate in elections to a lesser extent than their male counterparts. Could the 

case be that women, have different experiences of civic duty and influence, and therefore 

participate in elections to a lesser extent than men? Fundamentally; is there a need for a view 

on electoral participation, in relation to electoral systems, as gendered?  

 

3. 2. Feminist Theory 

Feminists have argued for the different challenges men and women face in society in their 

everyday life, however, Simone de Beauvoir, in an especially comprehensive manner, 

captured these differences in her 1949 book The Second Sex. Beauvoir’s main argument is 

that gender is a construction, it is therefore changeable and not an essential or biologically 

given attribute. This indicates that all differences that can be identified between men and 

women are constructed and learned behaviours. Women, as well as men, are all humans who 

have learned (or not learned) different behaviours which fundamentally affects their existence 

in societies with other women and men (de Beauvoir, 2017: 192-195). Further, the 

subordination of women in society can be summarized in a power structure called patriarchy. 

Kate Millett (1971) introduced the concept into feminist discussion in the 1970’s using it as a 

way of illustrating how and why women, in all parts of society are subordinated to men. This 

means that patriarchy is a societal characteristic, reaching a broader perspective than that of 
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relations within families. For example, Millett mentions the government of state as a male-

dominated area which fundamentally affects all women (and men) living under the rule of that 

government. The subordination is based on constructions and perceptions of feminine 

characteristics as subordinate to masculine characteristics (Millett, 1971).  

 

In this thesis, many countries will be considered and of course, all these countries as well as 

their inhabitants, exist under very different conditions. Because of this, I have chosen to 

consult broad feminist theories to describe structural differences between men and women in 

societies all over the world. By adapting these feminist theories, this thesis presumes that men 

and women, because they are different, ought to have different experiences of civic duty and 

influence.  

 

These theoretical assumptions indicate that men and women are different, even though these 

differences are socially constructed and not biologically given or essential. However, these 

differences, although socially constructed are empirically observable. As we have seen, 

Mueller (2003) suggests that the ability to influence an election by voting is dependent on the 

electoral system. Further, voting is caused by the experience of gains, such as fulfilling civic 

duty and the idea of influence, being greater than perception of potential costs. Thus, electoral 

participation ought to be gendered. Both de Beauvoir (2017) and Millett (1971) suggest that 

men and women are different and that women are structurally subordinated; therefore, their 

experiences can be expected to be different than that of men. Since different perceptions of 

civic duty and the perceived ability to influence are expected to interfere with the voter’s 

decision to vote, or not, the effects of electoral systems (which affect the perception of ability 

to influence) can be seen as gendered. This makes for a pressing case to investigate whether 

different electoral systems affect women’s electoral participation differently, as opposed to 

men’s electoral participation. When relating Mueller’s (2003) theory of voting to feminist 

theory and electoral systems, the aspect of differing perceptions of influence is that of most 

relevance, especially when regarding the fact that women are structurally subordinated to 

men. The gendered influence of perceived civic duty is not necessarily as applicable when 

regarding electoral systems but is not irrelevant when thinking about gendered aspects of 

electoral participation.    
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3. 3. Electoral Systems 

When talking about electoral systems in democracies one typically refers to the ways through 

which the legislative part of the government is elected. There are as many different electoral 

systems as there are democratic states, however, there are some general traits that can be 

recognized amongst the different types through which they can be categorized (Dickovick & 

Eastwood, 2018: 208, 214). Beginning with the legislature assembly, it can either be 

unicameral or bicameral. Unicameral systems are more common in countries with 

homogenous populations, while countries with big populations tend to have bicameral 

systems. Eventual differences in division, as well as potential influence, vary from country to 

country (Dickovick & Eastwood, 2018: 206-207).    

 

There are two major strategies of transforming the votes into seats in the legislature; either 

through district- or constituency-based representation, or through proportional representation. 

Election through constituencies which are represented by one candidate, are commonly 

known as single-member district (SMD). The election of the single candidate is different in 

different systems but can for example happen through primaries or merely be decided by the 

party leader. The SMD elections can be won in different ways. One way is simply by 

receiving 51 percent, or more, of the votes. Another is through having two rounds of elections 

where the second is a run-off between the two candidates receiving the most votes in the first 

election. This is to ensure that the winning candidate has the mandate of a majority, which 

means that this system produces accountability since it maintains a clear connection to the 

electorate, as opposed to proportional representation (Dickovick & Eastwood, 2018: 208-210, 

221). Further, another way to decide district representation is to allow for multi-member 

districts, that is, that more than one candidate can represent the district. This system is much 

alike that of proportional representation (Dickovick & Eastwood, 2018: 208-210). 

Majoritarian and plurality electoral systems are commonly mentioned together because they 

share the same characteristics (ACE Project, nd). In this thesis, they will be regarded as 

interchangeable and will be measured as “majoritarian electoral rules”. This will be further 

discussed under section “5. 3. 2. Independent variables”.  

 

Proportional representation (PR), on the other hand, is based on the idea that the seats in the 

legislature should be divided by the percentage of votes each party receives in the general 

election. The PR system is fundamentally accompanied by a set of rules; there is a threshold 
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for entering the legislature, and the number of seats for the amount of percentage received 

cannot be perfectly translated since that number does not necessarily have to result in an 

integer number. Pure forms of PR systems are rare; thus, they do often include some sort of 

district-based representation in the legislative body (Dickovick & Eastwood, 2018: 211). In 

this thesis, these kinds of systems will be considered “PR electoral rules” and will also be 

discussed in the next chapter. Because of the complexity in questions of electoral systems and 

representativity, the systems are most commonly mixed. Mixed- or hybrid systems do 

therefore take varying shapes and forms (Dickovick & Eastwood, 2018: 212-214).    

 

The relationship between the legislative and the executive bodies in the government is 

fundamental for how politics will work within the state. How the executive body is elected 

differs, but generally it is either directly by the electorate (presidential systems) or by the 

legislative body (parliamentarian systems) (Dickovick & Eastwood, 2018: 233-234). In 

different systems, the executive and legislative bodies have different authorities over each 

other. In parliamentarian systems, for example, the legislative body can remove the executive 

from power. However, this is much rarer in presidential systems (Dickovick & Eastwood, 

2018: 214-215). These types of systems of governance are, in this thesis (together with the 

aforementioned electoral rules) considered as factors that play a significant role in elections. 

Therefore, they are also expected to affect women’s electoral participation.        

 

3. 4. Hypothesis 

Based on the theoretical discussion above, parliamentarism and PR seems to go hand in hand 

and increases the value of each vote, because it increases the chance of political influence. 

They do also foster inclusion and electoral participation to an extent which its opponents do 

not, because of the more attainable reward parliamentarism and PR offers, that is, political 

influence. Further, it seems that systems where the electorate choose the legislature directly, 

as well as two-party systems (both traits of presidentialism) tends to decrease electoral 

participation. In addition, because gender is a construction, men and women are different. 

Women are also subordinated to men. Both of these aspects ought to influence respective 

gender’s perceptions and experiences in relation to one another, as well as in society as a 

whole. Since electoral systems affect the perception of the ability to influence the outcome of 

an election, these perceptions are expected to be different for men and women. Therefore, this 

thesis will regard the following hypothesis: 
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H: Presidentialism and majoritarian electoral rules will decrease women’s electoral 

participation in relation to men’s electoral participation.  

 

4. Data 

The data used in this thesis comes from multiple sources and does, put together, cover 

information on a total of 48 democracies described with 15 variables. Data describing female 

electoral participation, is based upon survey answers, but has been aggregated. Female 

electoral participation regarding African countries have been retrieved through interview 

answers given in the Afrobarometer survey, which then has been aggregated. The survey was 

conducted between 2008 and 2009 (Isaksson, Kotsadam & Nerman, 2011: 7). Further 

information regarding electoral participation has been retrieved from The OECD Society at a 

Glance 2016 Report. The aggregated data is based on surveys conducted during 2011-2016 

(OECD, 2016:130). Further, the OECD is an international organization which accounts for 

their findings and describe their data clearly (OECD, 2016) which indicates the reliability of 

the information gathered from them. The data from Isaksson, Kotsadam and Nerman (2011) is 

considered reliable and true since it is based upon surveys conducted by the Afrobarometer 

Network, an African-led and established source within the research community (Isaksson, 

Kotsadam & Nerman, 2011; Afrobarometer Network, nd). All data on electoral participation 

is based on surveys (but has been aggregated). This poses an obvious flaw: the respondents 

might lie about voting. Mueller (2003: 314-315) mentions this and explains that voters tend to 

overestimate how often they actually vote. Thus, the ideal data would be statistics from each 

country’s electoral authorities. Unfortunately, few countries keep this kind of statistics from 

elections (Staino, 2006). This means that this information is unattainable, and that surveys, 

even though they might be flawed due to unprecise estimations, are the most relevant 

available information.     

  

In this thesis, some data regarding electoral systems have been retrieved from Persson and 

Tabellini’s (2003) research. Information about electoral systems, not found in Persson and 

Tabellini’s data have been retrieved from Utrikespolitiska Institutet (UI), a website produced 

by the Swedish Institute of Foreign Affairs and considered reliable for this research. Because 

the information concerning forms of government has been retrieved from different sources, 

there could be some flaws in the coding of the forms of government variable. This could 
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mean that the presidentialism variable is coded differently depending on what source was 

consulted (Persson & Tabellini, 2003, or UI, nd). However, this potential problem should not 

be of any particular significance for the research results, because it only applies to few cases. 

In addition, these problems, if present, ought to be random and do therefore only cause 

attenuation bias.  

 

Information covering electoral rules have mainly been retrieved from Persson & Tabellini’s 

(2003) research data, complemented with data from International Institute for Democracy and 

Electoral Assistance (IDEA). Again, different sources and information could pose a weakness 

in the data. For example, whilst gathering the data some contradictions between Persson & 

Tabellini (2003) and IDEA (nd) where found. When Persson & Tabellini coded the system as 

mixed, and IDEA did not, the information from IDEA (nd) was used, since it reflects the most 

recent elections, which Persson and Tabellini do not. Further, Persson & Tabellini’s (2003) 

research have been published in a book which means that the results have been reviewed. In 

their research, clear criterions have been set for each variable, which strengthens the 

reliability of the results from their research (Persson & Tabellini, 2003: 81-89). IDEA is an 

international organization who provides impartial information on democracy and elections in 

countries from all over the world. The funding of IDEA comes from its member states and it 

is governed by a council, also consisting of member states as well as a board of advisors 

(IDEA, 2019). Further, UI is an independent organization, operating with the primary goal of 

providing information on understanding for foreign affairs. UI conducts research on behalf of 

Sida and MSB and is also funded by Vetenskapsrådet and Riksbankens Jubileums Fond (UI, 

nd). This accounts for its reliability. The control variables are collected from “Landguiden” 

(UI, nd) and Persson & Tabellini (2003). In conclusion, all of the abovementioned sources are 

considered reliable and do, therefore, indicate that none of the results from this research is 

substantially flawed.  

    

4. 1. Operationalization 

Electoral systems encompass different forms of government and electoral rules. Thus, these 

factors will be measured through two different aspects: presidential or parliamentarian forms 

of government, and majoritarian or PR electoral rules. The choice of using these factors are 

heavily inspired by Persson and Tabellini’s (2003) research, even though they measure the 

economic effects of constitutions. The constitutional characteristics they measure (form of 
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government and electoral rules) are indeed relevant in the case of voting and elections, where, 

as seen above, these factors play a significant part in electoral participation. The information 

about these variables have been retrieved from Persson and Tabellini (2003) in combination 

with other sources, discussed above. Further, forms of government are considered to be a part 

of the electoral system since it fundamentally affects how the votes are transformed into seats 

in the legislature/executive, which in turn influences electoral participation (Mueller, 2003: 

328).  

 

Electoral participation will be measured through survey answers given by women and men 

from different countries, which then has been aggregated. The question they have answered 

(in both surveys) where whether they participated in the last national election (which could be 

either parliamentary or presidential), or not. Where if they said yes, they would be coded as if 

they had been participating in the election (Isaksson, Kotsadam & Nerman, 2011: 7; OECD, 

2016: 130). In the Afrobarometer Network (2010: 7) survey, the interviewer answers the 

question of the respondents’ gender (either man or woman).     

 

4. 2. Descriptive statistics 

As a conclusion to this section, this segment will present some descriptive statistics. This is 

presented in order to give the reader some sense of the data, which is intended to favour the 

reader in the interpretation of the results from the research which will be discussed in the end 

of this thesis. The variables that describes electoral participation, both male and female, range 

from the values of 0 to 100 and can therefore be interpreted as percentage. In the data, 

Australia is especially visible, having the highest rate of electoral participation for both men 

and women. Nigeria has lowest female electoral participation, while lowest male electoral 

participation is registered for Estonia. The gender gap in electoral participation, that is, the 

difference between male and female electoral participation is seen as either positive or 

negative. Positive values indicate that more men than women vote, and vice versa. In the data, 

Nigeria again distinguishes from the rest of the data by having the biggest difference between 

men and women with men being over-represented. When looking at a country where women 

vote more than men to the greatest extent, Estonia (also having lowest male electoral 

participation) distinguishes itself. An interesting feature when looking at the descriptive data 

is the pattern of Estonia. This case is an example of a country with low electoral participation. 

However, it is not consequent. Estonia, having low numbers of male electoral participation do 
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also have the greatest gender gap with more women voting than men. The same pattern can be 

observed with the case of Nigeria, but in reverse. This indicates that electoral participation 

indeed is gendered.  

   

Noteworthy is also the loss of observations when testing for majoritarian electoral rules. 

When coding this variable, information about Madagascar and Lesotho were omitted because 

they did not fit the criterions for either PR or majoritarian electoral rules.      

 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics  

  

Observations 

Highest 

value in the 

data 

Lowest 

value in 

the data 

 

Mean 

 

Std. 

Dev. 

Female Electoral 

Participation 

48 98.3 

(Australia) 

57.8 

(Nigeria) 

78.125 10.24 

Male Electoral 

Participation 

48 98.1 

(Australia) 

62.7 

(Estonia) 

80.27 9.38 

Differences between 

male and female 

electoral participation 

 

48 

 

13.5 

(Nigeria) 

 

-11.1 

(Estonia) 

 

2.15 

 

4.93 

Presidentialism 48 1 0 0.354 0.483 

Majoritarian Rules 46 1 0 0.348 0.482 

 

5. Research design  

5. 1. Method 

The best way to measure how electoral systems affect women’s electoral participation would 

be to randomize a country’s electoral system and then observe the effects on women’s 

electoral participation. Since this is impossible, an alternative method will be consulted. In 

this thesis a quantitative method, and more specifically, a multiple regression analysis will be 

used to answer the research question. The basic idea with the multiple regression analysis is 

to avoid selection bias through making certain measurable and observable qualities constant 

between variables through the addition of control variables and the treatment (independent 

variable). When this is successfully achieved, we can estimate causal inference without 

selection bias. When doing this, this research will be able to come a bit closer to establish 
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causality (Angrist & Pischke, 2015: 47, 78). In this thesis this will mean that, when 

successfully controlling for other potential explanatory variables (such as characteristics, 

colonial history, and geography), and there still seems to be an effect of electoral systems on 

women’s electoral participation, it has brought our knowledge of causality a bit closer to the 

actual effects, other things equal. In addition, regression is the technique providing most 

precise statistical results that we can use when investigating causality (Angrist & Pischke, 

2015: 59). However, since this research is done without exogenous variation in the 

independent variable, causality cannot be established.    

 

All regressions have been run with consideration to the risk of the error terms being 

heteroscedastic. This means that the software used to do the regressions have been 

programmed to do all of them with a robust standard error. This indicates that the regression 

line is made to fit with the different values of Xi, even when they are not constant (Angrist & 

Pischke, 2015: 97).  

 

The design of the analysis, and the expected effects, are illustrated in the following Causality 

Diagram: 

 

Figure 1. Causality Diagram 

 

 + - 
 + -  

 

 
 

 +  - 

 

 

 

 

5. 2. Regression Equation 

The regression equation that will be used to analyse the effect of electoral systems on 

women’s electoral participation is:  

 

Yi = 0 + 1 Xi + 2 Wi + ui  

Presidentialism 

Majoritarian electoral 

rules 

Women’s electoral 

participation 

Difference between 

male and female 

electoral participation 
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In the regression equation “i” represents each observed country, “Y” translates to “female 

electoral participation”, “X” to “electoral systems”, and “W” to the different control variables, 

while “u” represents the error term (0 is the intercept). The regressions have been performed 

with an ordinary least squares (OLS)-estimator (Angrist & Pischke, 2015: 58).    

 

In this thesis, some of the control variables are dummy variables. The strength of dummies is 

the ability to make them specific, because they are only described by the absence or presence 

of a certain characteristic (Angrist & Pischke, 2015: 57). This is a desirable quality in this 

research since many specific questions are asked to the data (e.g. “what kind of electoral 

system does this country have?”). One category of variables, “geography”, is mutually 

exclusive. This means that one category of variables must be excluded from the regression in 

order to have a category of reference for the dummies. That is, the variable value “0” must be 

ascribed some meaning (here: absence). Therefore, Oceania, has been omitted from the 

regression and are hence the reference category for the other geography-variables. The 

exclusion of this geography-variable does not affect the regression coefficient of the electoral 

system-variables.  

 

5. 3. Regression Variables 

5. 3. 1. Dependent variables  

In this thesis, two different dependent variables will be used in different regression 

arrangements. The first one will be an account for female electoral participation while the 

other will be of the difference between male and female electoral participation in each 

country. Both of these variables are constructed based on information from the same sources. 

The data describing male and female electoral participation, and the difference, in different 

countries, is represented in the regression equation with “Yi”, with “Y” describing “female 

electoral participation”, or “the difference between male and female electoral participation” 

and “i” each observed country. Information with which these variables has been constructed 

comes partly from Isaksson, Kotsadam and Nerman (2011: 20). In their research, African 

countries are investigated, thus, this data covers women’s electoral participation in 20 African 

countries – Nigeria, Burkina Faso, Zimbabwe, Kenya, Mali, Uganda, Madagascar, Zambia, 

Ghana, Liberia, Tanzania, Mozambique, Benin, Namibia, Malawi, Lesotho, Senegal, South 

Africa, Cape Verde, and Botswana. The sample from each country consists of a representative 
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sample of the population for each country. The question answered is whether the respondent 

has voted, or not, in the national election. Their answers (yes or no) are coded as a dummy 

variable. Further, this data is aggregated (Isaksson, Kotsadam & Nerman, 2011: 7).  

 

Information about the remaining 28 countries in the analysis comes from OECD and are also 

retrieved from surveys but has been aggregated. In this case, the Comparative Study of 

Electoral Systems (years 2011-2016) and the European Social Surveys are consulted. To 

create the raw data, The Comparative Study of Electoral Systems survey are first and 

foremost relied upon, since the European Social Survey data was smaller. However, the data 

used in this thesis is aggregated. Here, as with the case of the African countries, the 

respondents would indicate “yes” or “no” if they had voted or not (OECD, 2016: 130).   

 

5. 3. 2. Independent variable 

Electoral systems are expected to affect women’s electoral participation and are therefore 

considered as independent variables, more precisely, thinking back at the hypothesis; 

presidentialism and majoritarian rules are expected to decrease women’s electoral 

participation in relation to men’s electoral participation. In the regression equation, this is 

represented by “Xi”. Most of the information used to create the data on electoral system was 

retrieved from Persson & Tabellini’s (2003) work. Measuring constitutions’ effect on a state’s 

economic performance, they have dummy variables for presidential regimes and majoritarian 

rules (where parliamentarism and PR are on the other side of the dummy). When coding, 

Persson & Tabellini (2003) considers presidentialism as a form of government where the 

president is elected and in full charge of the executive branch of the state. Further, it is not 

dependent on the legislative assembly for continued existence (Persson & Tabellini, 2003: 94-

95). Keeping these criterions for presidentialism in regard, remaining countries have been 

coded based on information from UI’s “Landguiden”.   

 

Electoral systems are not only measured through regime type, electoral rules are also 

considered. Relying again on Persson and Tabellini (2003), the dummy variable “majoritarian 

electoral rules” (mirrored by “parliamentarism”) describes what kind of electoral formula a 

country has. A majoritarian electoral formula intends elections with plurality rules (Persson & 

Tabellini, 2003: 83). Those countries not included in Persson and Tabellini’s (2003) data have 

been described with data from IDEA (nd), which combines majority and plurality rule.  
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5. 3. 3. Control variables 

A desirable way of testing the effects of electoral systems on women’s electoral participation 

would be to randomly assign different electoral systems to different counties. Unfortunately, 

this is not possible. Because of this, any attempt to determine causality comes with 

difficulties. Selection bias is a pressing matter which, if present, will jeopardize any claim of 

causality (Angrist & Pischke, 2015: 34-35). Regarding multiple countries (which of course 

are very different from each other) indicates that there could be selection bias in the sample. 

Persson & Tabellini (2003) does, when investigating the economic effects of constitutions, 

regard the fact that constitutions are not randomly assigned to countries. Rather, they origin 

from both cultural and geographical conditions, for example; colonialism seems to be an 

especially important factor where the influence of European culture on its colonies is evident 

(Persson & Tabellini, 2003: 102, 130). These are considered in three different categories: 

characteristics, colonial history, and geography and are, in the regression equation, 

represented all together by “Wi”.  

 

Firstly, characteristics are measured through GDP per capita (in US dollars) and population 

size. In an extensive report from International IDEA investigating voter turnout between 1945 

and 1997, it seems that, generally, a higher rate of wealth of a country increases electoral 

participation among its inhabitants. In addition, population size is also regarded, and it seems 

that a bigger population leads to lower general electoral participation (Pintor, Gratschew & 

Sullivan, 2002: 88). In addition, compulsory voting is also considered as it is a phenomenon 

proven to decrease the gender gap in electoral participation (Córdova & Rangel, 2017: 265-

266). The coding of the GDP per capita and population size variables has been conducted 

with information from UI’s Landguiden and GDP per capita is described in US dollars (UI, 

nd). Information concerning compulsory voting comes from International IDEA (IDEA, nda). 

In this thesis, a country has been coded as having compulsory voting if it has methods of 

enforced sanctions as a consequence of not voting, and if the rule of compulsory voting 

applies to elections on national level.   

 

Because of the importance of cultural conditions to the choice of electoral systems, these 

factors need to be included in the regression. Colonial history will be regarded for British, 

French, German, Portuguese, and Spanish colonies since these are most common in the 

sample. The information used for the coding of these variables have been retrieved from two 

sources; Persson and Tabellini (2003), and UI’s Landguiden. When consulting Landguiden, 
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the criterion of decolonization during the 1800 and 1900’s has been used. This is because a 

more recent declaration of independence is expected to have a greater impact on current 

electoral systems when they are closer in time. This means, for example, that Ireland 

(formally declared independent 1921) is regarded as a British colony, while the Netherlands 

(declared independent 1648) is not regarded as a Spanish colony (UI, nd). Looking at further 

factors explaining female electoral participation, aspects that also are relevant for this study 

are mentioned in the literature, geography being one of them, and could be expected to be 

connected with the presence or absence of colonialism. Persson and Tabellini (2003) finds, in 

their research that some constitutional aspects can be explained by geographical factors. For 

example, more than 70 % of the African countries in their sample had majoritarian electoral 

rules (Persson & Tabellini, 2003: 102).  

 

The control variables used when investigating electoral systems effect on women’s electoral 

participation are broad. This is beneficial because it means that the few selected variables will 

capture potential selection biases at the same time. Since this thesis will consider cases with 

many characteristics, broad and encompassing variables are useful, especially when trying to 

minimize selection bias.    

 

5. 4. Reliability and Validity  

The choice of method for this research makes the analysis easy to replicate and does therefore 

have good reliability (Teorell & Svensson, 2007: 56-57). However, the most obvious flaw in 

this research, regarding its reliability, is the coding of the variables. Since they are gathered 

by different scientist as well as during and from different times the interpretation and coding 

could possibly be inconsistent which potentially could make the replicability problematic. In 

addition, as previously stated, there are as many electoral systems as there are democracies. 

This indicates that there might be some cases with mixed characteristics that make the coding 

of electoral systems a matter of a calculated decision. In order to deal with this, reliable 

sources have been consulted, such as International IDEA, and criterions for, for example, 

presidentialism, have been used. Therefore, this is not considered a substantial problem in the 

thesis and the overall reliability of this research is considered good.   

 

Concerning the validity of this research, the most pressing flaw is the aforementioned 

problem of the survey-based information on women’s electoral participation. There is a risk 
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of measuring women’s perceptions of their own electoral participation (which in itself could 

be affected by factors such as social norms), rather than the “true” level of female electoral 

participation. In addition, this research only concerns binary women, and neglects persons 

that do not confine to a binary form of womanhood, or binary gender as a concept. The fact 

that the interviewer answers the question of the respondents’ gender in the Afrobarometer 

survey could be a problem. It depends on the fact that the interviewers’ interpretation of the 

respondent’s gender and the respondent’s own perception of their gender is matching. Since 

gender is a social construction, rather than something fundamentally given (de Beauvoir, 

2017), the consistency of the understanding of gender cannot be guaranteed. In addition, and 

as previously mentioned, since this research investigates different countries with different 

cultures, the construction of gender ought to be varying in different cultures. In spite of this, 

the validity of this research is considered to be good since gender expressions are expected to 

be of sufficiently common knowledge and mutual understanding. This indicates that the 

understanding of gender, even though not given or obvious, still is established enough to 

avoid causing significant problems in the research. In addition, the research relies on clearly 

formulated theories and operates through a relevant operationalization of those theoretical 

concepts.       

 

6. Results  

In this section, the results from the different regressions will be presented. The main results 

from this research are illustrated in model 3, 4, and 8. Model 3 and 8 suggests that women’s 

electoral participation is negatively affected by presidentialism and majoritarian electoral 

rules. However, the effect of these two electoral systems are not statistically nor practically 

significant. Model 4 illustrates how presidentialism and majoritarian electoral rules increases 

the difference between male and female electoral participation. Presidentialism has a both 

statistically and practically significant effect that increases the difference in male and female 

electoral participation. 

 

In the first model (found in Table 2) the effect of majoritarian electoral rules on women’s 

electoral participation is presented. In model two, the same thing has been done, but in this 

case, presidentialism has been considered. In model three, both of these variables have been 

considered at the same time. All three models show similar results; a negative coefficient for 

both forms of electoral systems, when holding other variables constant, indicates that these 
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systems have a negative effect on women’s electoral participation. That is, when for example 

both these systems are present, women’s electoral participation decreases by 1.92 

(majoritarian rules) and 3.93 (presidentialism) percentages. However, keeping in mind that 

the value of the dependent variable ranges from 0-100, the tendencies found in these 

regressions are small, but they are indeed present. When going from model 1 and 2 (where the 

electoral systems are tested one by one) to 3, the coefficient for majoritarian electoral rules 

decreases, while the coefficient for presidentialism becomes stronger. In this case, this 

indicates that the correlation between majoritarian electoral rules and women’s electoral 

participation is indirect. Presidential systems are often accompanied by majoritarian electoral 

rules (this is not necessarily the case the other way around) which indicates that the effects of 

majoritarian systems are indirect, going through presidentialism.      

  

Table 2. The effects of electoral system on women’s electoral participation compared to 

men’s electoral participation. 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

Dependent 

variable 

Female electoral 

participation 

Female electoral 

participation 

Female electoral 

participation 

Difference between 

male and female 

electoral 

participation 

Electoral System     

Majoritarian rules -3.84 

(3.389) 

- -1.92  

(3.76) 

0.74  

(1.53) 

Presidentialism - -3.86  

(3.08) 

-3.93  

(3.48) 

4.93***  

(1.52) 

Regression 

measures 

    

Constant 80.02***  

(1.63) 

79.49***  

(1.82) 

80.81*** 

(1.84) 

0.01  

(0.72) 

R2 0.0336 0.0333 0.0614 0.2811 

Root MSE 10.03 10.176 9.998 4.2439 

Number of 

observations 

46 48 46 46 

Robust Standard Error in parentheses. 
* = statistical significance on 90 % confidence level  
** = statistical significance on 95 % confidence level  
*** = statistical significance on 99 % confidence level  

 

In model 4 (Table 2), the size of the difference between men and women’s electoral 

participation is presented. Here, it seems that presidentialism in particular produces a greater 
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difference in electoral participation between men and women. This coefficient is also 

statistically significant. Because it measures difference in electoral participation, 4.93 

percentages are also of practical significance. Majoritarian rules, on the other hand, do also 

seem to increase the difference between men and women’s electoral participation, but to a 

smaller extent, which is not statistically nor practically significant. An important fact to keep 

in mind when interpreting these results is that low statistical significance (or the lack of it) is a 

sign of low statistical precision, that is, that there is a great variance in the sample. Thus, 

statistical significance can tell us that some of the coefficients are most likely to be found in 

the population, but lack of statistical significance does not mean that the coefficient 

automatically is not to be found in the population (Angrist & Pischke, 2015: 43-46).  

 

The interpretation of model 8 (see Table 3) gives us most information about the true 

correlation between electoral systems and women’s electoral participation because it holds the 

control variables constant, which makes the cases comparable. When doing this it seems that 

there is an increase of the coefficient for presidentialism in relation to models 2 and 3. That is, 

presidentialism, when holding characteristics, colonial history and geography constant, 

decreases women’s political participation by 4.62 percentages. Majoritarian electoral systems, 

on the other hand, have not increased compared with models 1 and 3. Rather, it seems to have 

a smaller negative impact on women’s electoral participation (only 2.23 percentages). Again, 

the effect of majoritarian electoral systems is expected to go through that of presidentialism. 

In conclusion, presidentialism seems to affect women’s electoral participation, but to a small 

extent (4.62 percentages). Majoritarian electoral systems are expected to influence women’s 

electoral participation through presidentialism; thus, this is an indirect correlation rather than 

a spurious.   

 

However, when regarding the hypothesis “Presidentialism and majoritarian electoral rules 

will decrease women’s electoral participation in relation to men’s electoral participation”, 

additional regression arrangements ought to help better test it. A central assumption made 

within this thesis is that men and women are fundamentally unequal, which means that they 

should be affected differently by electoral systems. Therefore, the differences between male 

and female electoral participation has been studied, first in model 4, but it has also been 

further tested in other regression arrangements (that can be found in the appendix). One thing 

remaining present throughout the regressions describing causes of differences between male 

and female electoral participation is the fact that presidentialism has a positive effect on the 
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difference between male and female electoral participation, which also, throughout, remains 

statistically significant. That is, presidentialism generates greater differences between male 

and female electoral participation, both on its own, and when testing for other variables 

(models 9-14, see appendix). However, the effect seems to be stronger when testing for other 

variables, which indicates that they are a part of the correlation. Since these findings are 

statistically significant on the highest confidence level, they will with 99 % confidence, be 

found in the population. Indeed, these results are also, as previously stated, of practical 

significance.         

 

6. 1. Sensitivity Analysis 

In model 5 (see Table 3) a set of control variables have been included into the analysis, which 

seem to affect the results. These results are not a part of the main findings of this research. 

However, they give a broader explanation and understanding of the correlation between 

electoral participation and electoral systems. Indeed, the effects of presidentialism on 

women’s electoral participation changes direction and seems to have a positive effect when 

controlling for compulsory voting, GDP per capita, and population. Majoritarian rules, 

however, remains negative. Still, both of these coefficients are small. Also, when comparing 

the coefficients between model 1, 2, 3, and then 5, the relationship between presidentialism 

and majoritarian rules seems to have weakened. This indicates that the relation is spurious, 

that is, that there really is not a correlation between presidentialism and majoritarian rules and 

women’s electoral participation, or that the correlation is indirect. Whether it is spurious or 

indirect is decided by logic and theory (Teorell & Svensson, 2007: 193-197). In this case, the 

most probable assumption would be differing between each variable. Compulsory voting, for 

example can be expected to influence women on its own, which makes the correlation 

between electoral system and women’s electoral participation a less relevant one. GDP per 

capita seems to, as expected be a factor that affects women’s electoral participation. However, 

the exact form of the effect is not as easily calculated. Scholar have argued about the 

relationship between economic growth and democracy, without finding an obvious answer. 

One theory is the modernization theory, arguing that economic growth leads to democratic 

development (Oskarsson & Widmalm, 2014). This would indicate that GDP per capita is a 

prior variable to electoral systems, which in turn affects women’s electoral participation. 

When it comes to population, this is also expected to be a variable that is prior those of 
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electoral system which makes electoral systems indirect variables affecting women’s electoral 

participation.  

 

When instead adding colonial history to the regression (see model 6), the coefficient for 

presidentialism is strengthened, whilst majoritarian rules decreases. In this case, the most 

reasonable assumption would be that colonial history is a prior variable that affects what kind 

of electoral system is in place. Geography (model 7), on the other hand, increases the 

importance majoritarian electoral rules when looking at women’s electoral systems, while 

presidentialism is less important. In this case, majoritarian rules also gain statistical 

significance. Geography, as colonial history, is expected to be a prior variable that influence 

women’s electoral participation through its effects on electoral systems. 

 

Table 3. The effects of electoral system on women’s electoral participation when holding 

characteristics, colonial history and geography constant. 

 (5) (6) (7) (8) 

Dependent variable Female electoral 

participation 

Female electoral 

participation 

Female electoral 

participation 

Female electoral 

participation 

 

Electoral System     

Majoritarian rules -1.24 

(3.56) 

-0.11 

(4.16) 

-6.49** 

(3.14) 

-2.23 

(4.19) 

 
Presidentialism  

 

1.96 

(4.73) 

 

-7.06 

(4.33) 

 

-2.20 

(3.25) 

 

-4.62 

(6.11) 

Characteristics     

Compulsory voting 10.84** 

(4.93) 

- - 4.82*** 

(1.65) 

GDP per capita in US 

dollars 
0.000154** 

(0.000079)  

- - 0.0002847*** 

(0.0001) 

Population -3.74e-10 

(2.46) 

- - -5.83e-08* 

(3.97e08) 

Colonial history     

British colony - 1.55 

(3.82) 

- -3.82 

(4.45) 

French colony - 4.37 

(4.99) 

- -1.07 

(5.70) 
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German colony - 6.06 

(4.55) 

- -2.72 

(5.93) 

Portuguese colony - 6.43** 

(2.86) 

- 0.70 

(4.45) 

Spanish colony - 12.26*** 

(4.55) 

- 11.08 

(9.53) 

Geography     

Africa - - -19.79*** 

(4.13) 

-0.72 

(6.91) 

Asia - - -27.44*** 

(4.06) 

-18.84*** 

(4.40) 

Europe - - -21.32*** 

(4.20) 

-16.59*** 

(6.43) 

North America  - - -15.85*** 

(4.70) 

-2.01 

(16.12) 

Regression measures     

Constant 75.01*** 

(3.2) 

79.80*** 

(2.19) 

101.44*** 

(4.06) 

85.32*** 

(6.54) 

R2 0.2586 0.1031 0.2266 0.4601 

Root MSE 9.214 10.397 9.5304 8.931 

Number of 

observations 

46 46 46 46 

Robust Standard Error in parentheses. 
* = statistical significance on 90 % confidence level  
** = statistical significance on 95 % confidence level  
*** = statistical significance on 99 % confidence level         

 

7. Discussion and Conclusion 

Regarding the research question, the results from the multiple regression has provided 

answers that take us a bit closer to understanding how electoral systems affect women’s 

electoral participation. When looking at the results from the multiple regressions describing 

the causal effects of electoral systems on women’s electoral participation, there seems to be a 

negative effect. However, this effect is small and neither practically nor statistically 

significant. The fact that the results mainly lack statistical significance indicates that there is a 

great variety in the sample, and it could also indicate that the effects are not to be found in the 
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population. Further, the results indicate that especially presidentialism has a small negative 

effect on women’s electoral participation.  

 

Also, presidentialism seems to increase the unequal electoral participation between men and 

women, that is, the gender gap in electoral participation. Majoritarian rules on the other hand, 

show a smaller effect on women’s electoral participation and is expected to operate through 

presidentialism. This means that presidentialism, first and foremost, explains the absence of 

women, compared to men, at the ballots. When regarding the hypothesis (H: Presidentialism 

and majoritarian electoral rules will decrease women’s electoral participation in relation to 

men’s electoral participation), it seems to have been proven right, and supported by results 

that indeed are statistically and practically significant, especially when testing for all the 

control variables at the same time. Thus, it seems that presidentialism to a greater extent is 

responsible for the absence of women (compared to men) at the ballot, rather than 

majoritarian rules.  

 

When interpreting the results of this research, some readers might wonder if the fact that 

presidentialism increases differences between male and female electoral participation means 

that parliamentary systems decrease men’s electoral participation. Since the electoral system 

variables are dummies, we can know for sure that parliamentarism decreases the gender gap 

in electoral participation. In addition, since male electoral participation generally is higher 

(see Table 1. Descriptive statistics, chapter 4) and parliamentarism is expected to increase 

participation, this seems improbable. The question of how to raise women’s electoral 

participation in all electoral systems is the dilemma that remains to be further investigated by 

future research regarding the effects of electoral systems.     

 

Gender, and its importance for voters, has been a very present and important factor in this 

thesis. The construction of binary gender seems to affect electoral participation and does 

inevitably require consideration. How and why is gender constructed, and can it be altered? 

What do these results mean for male and female voters in democracies? The construction of 

gender is not a biological given and can therefore change. However, in this case, institutional 

engineering seems to be a more manageable approach to the matter of unequal electoral 

participation. Even though this might be easier, it is hardly a blueprint solution. Rather, 

combined efforts on different levels ought to increase equal electoral participation. Thus, 

according to this research, different electoral systems have a role to play in participation and 
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can therefore be considered a tool when striving for equal electoral participation. Exactly how 

electoral systems are to, or should be, applied and used are questions for future research. 

Moreover, future research could also dig deeper in the particular mechanisms operating 

between electoral systems and gender. More knowledge about how and why this is indeed 

present amongst voters in different countries (but maybe at different rates in different parts of 

the world?) is needed to get a better understanding of the gendered effects of electoral 

systems.   

 

Fundamentally, the results from this research are of great relevance for all existing 

democracies but of even more significance for developing and emerging democracies all over 

the world. Coming closer to the explanation of missing women at the ballots is a great part of 

ensuring women’s rights and influence over politics. This is a matter of great significance 

when thinking of democracy support and development overall. After all, a democracy that 

does not equally invite all its people cannot be considered a democracy, and it’s about time 

women get a proper invitation to politics.     
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Appendix 
 

Table A1. The effects of electoral system on the difference between male and female 

electoral participation.  
 (9) (10) 

Dependent variable Difference between male and 

female electoral participation 

Difference between male and 

female electoral participation 

Electoral System   

Majoritarian rules 3.14* 

(1.64) 

- 

Presidentialism - 5.04*** 

(1.42) 

Regression measures   

Constant 0.99  

(0.72) 

0.368 

(0.69) 

R2 0.0954 0.2441 

Root MSE 4.7063 4.336 

Number of observations 46 48 

Robust Standard Error in parentheses. 
* = statistical significance on 90 % confidence level. 
** = statistical significance on 95 % confidence level.  
*** = statistical significance on 99 % confidence level.  
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Table A2. The effects of electoral system on the difference between male and female 

electoral participation, when holding characteristics, colonial history and geography constant. 

 (11) (12) (13) (14) 

Dependent variable Difference 

between male 

and female 

electoral 

participation 

Difference 

between male 

and female 

electoral 

participation 

Difference 

between male 

and female 

electoral 

participation 

Difference 

between male 

and female 

electoral 

participation  

Electoral System     

Majoritarian rules 0.71 

(1.64) 

-0.99 

(1.70) 

1.27 

(1.68) 

-0.06 

(1.83) 

 
Presidentialism  

 

5.12*** 

(1.70) 

 

6.23*** 

(1.80) 

 

8.18*** 

(2.22) 

 

8.47*** 

(1.98) 

Characteristics     

Compulsory voting 1.65 

(2.00) 

- - 2.09 

(2.09) 

GDP per capita in US 

dollars 
-4.42e-06 

(0.0000217) 

- - -0.0000217 

(0.0000402) 

Population -4.96e-09 

(1.90e-08) 

- - 4.97e-08*** 

(1.64e-08) 

Colonial history     

British colony - 0.79 

(1.77) 

- 1.33 

(1.43) 

French colony - 0.96 

(2.80) 

- 3.84 

(2.48) 

German colony - -6.45*** 

(1.99) 

- -3.13 

(2.04) 

Portuguese colony - -3.70*** 

(1.29) 

- 0.05 

(2.62) 

Spanish colony - -6.07*** 

(1.99) 

- 11.67** 

(4.86) 

Geography     

Africa - - -2.18 

(2.27) 

-3.83 

(3.29) 

Asia - - 2.68 

(1.76) 

2.66 

(2.80) 
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Europe - - 1.09 

(1.75) 

1.75 

(3.15) 

North America  - - -9.21*** 

(3.25) 

-24.44*** 

(6.67) 

Regression measures     

Constant 0.16 

(1.36) 

0.24 

(0.87) 

-0.68 

(1.76) 

-1.51 

(3.41) 

R2 0.2894 0.3660 0.4136 0.5785 

Root MSE 4.3747 4.2393 4.0246 3.827 

Number of 

observations 

46 46 46 46 

Robust Standard Error in parentheses. 
* = statistical significance on 90 % confidence level.  
** = statistical significance on 95 % confidence level.  
*** = statistical significance on 99 % confidence level.  
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Table A3. List of countries in the data  

1. Nigeria 25. Mexico  

2. Burkina Faso 26. Iceland 

3. Zimbabwe 27. Denmark 

4. Kenya 28. Austria 

5. Mali 29. Portugal 

6. Uganda 30. Switzerland 

7. Madagascar 31. New Zealand 

8. Zambia 32. France  

9. Ghana 33. Finland 

10. Liberia 34. Spain 

11. Tanzania 35. Greece 

12. Mozambique 36. Germany 

13. Benin 37. United States of America 

14. Namibia 38. Ireland 

15. Malawi 39. Netherlands 

16. Lesotho 40. Sweden 

17. Senegal 41. Hungary 

18. South Africa 42. Estonia 

19. Cape Verde 43. Norway 

20. Botswana 44. Czech Republic 

21. Belgium 45. United Kingdom 

22. Australia 46. Slovak Republic  

23. Poland 47. Israel 

24. Italy 48. Slovenia 

 


