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Abstract
Women remain underrepresented in electoral politics compared to their share of the population.
Using an original dataset spanning 1975–2019, we examine whether the presence of women in
prominent political office leads to an increase in the number of women serving in state legislatures.
We define prominence in two ways: the total number of women elected to statewide office and the
length of a state’s history of electing women. We find that the prominence effect diverges by party.
The election of prominentDemocratic women leads to an increase in the proportion ofDemocratic
women state legislators, while the election of Republican women leads to a decrease in the
proportion of Republican women state legislators. Rather than serving as role models for women
of both parties to enter the political pipeline, electing more women to prominent office is
contributing to a greater representational gap between the parties in state legislatures.

Keywords: parties in legislatures; gender politics; political parties; party organizations

Introduction
Despite formal equality and legal protection against discrimination, women remain
underrepresented in the ranks of elected office in the United States. After an election
in 2018 which some dubbed the second “Year of the Woman,” women still hold just
23.7% of seats in the US House and Senate. A woman’s election comes at the end of a
long process of deciding to run for office, campaigning, and earning citizens’ votes; in
this article, we examine the process by which women enter the political pipeline. Our
prominence thesis posits that women who hold prominent statewide positions
simultaneously reflect and alter the culture of a state to be more accepting of women
politicians and in turn increase the number of women serving in state government.
We examine multiple mechanisms by which prominent women may affect the
gender composition of state legislatures, with a particular focus on differential effects
by partisanship, because not only are politicians’ careers heavily guided by their party
affiliation, the parties also diverge onmany salient women’s issues and thus represent
their constituents differently.
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Scholars have argued that, as a consequence of political–cultural changes spurred
by prominent women in politics, more women candidates will emerge and voters will
be more open to voting for those candidates as women occupying political leadership
roles becomes more normalized, which in turn creates a self-reinforcing cycle of
electing more women to office (see, e.g., Ladam, Harden, andWindett 2018). Others
have found that this self-reinforcing cycle is either very short-lived or nonexistent
(Broockman 2014; Gilardi 2015). Existing scholarship has largely ignored the effects
of partisanship, however. Upon examining the effect of prominent women office-
holders on same-party women’s representation in state legislatures, we find a positive
prominence effect among Democratic women, and a negative prominence relation-
ship among Republican women. That is, we find that as the number of prominent
Democratic women officeholders increases, the number of Democratic women in
state legislatures also increases. And as the number of prominent Republican women
officeholders grows, the number of Republican women in state legislatures declines.
Our findings suggest that scholars should not assume that women will necessarily
serve as role models or inspiration for other women to run for office, but should
closely examine the partisan context in which elected officials serve.

This article tests two mechanisms by which prominent women officeholders may
exert influence on the gender composition of state legislatures, stemming from two
important theories about women in politics. The first is the view that prominent
women officeholders will inspire other women to launch their own political careers.
We call this the pioneering women hypothesis, because it centers around the role of
the individual women. In other words, individual women who have achieved success
in prominent elected office may serve as role models and inspire other women to enter
politics at the beginning stages of a political career, which would be reflected in the
number of women elected to state legislatures. The second hypothesis we test posits that
it is not that individual women are serving as role models, but that women elected to
prominent statewide office reflect a cultural reality about that state, which makes the
climate more welcoming for women to enter politics at all levels. We call this the
pioneering states hypothesis. Together, the pioneering states and pioneering women
frameworks represent themechanismbywhichwe expect the prominence thesis towork.

In the next section, we review the relevant literature and further develop the
pioneering women and pioneering states hypotheses. After describing our data, we
present evidence that the role model effect for women is limited when pooled across
party lines, but present in differing ways for Democratic and Republican women.We
conclude with suggestions for future research to expand upon the role of partisanship
with regard to the role model effect for women legislators.

Running for Office: Existing Frameworks
The number of women serving in government holds normative importance because
of its implications for the representation of women citizens. The descriptive repre-
sentation of women, racial and ethnic minorities, and other groups historically
excluded from positions of power in American society provides an opportunity for
government to become more responsive to the needs of all of its citizens. By virtue of
their shared life experiences, women and minority lawmakers are often better able to
recognize and respond to the unique needs of constituents with whom they share
these traits (Mansbridge 1999). Their presence in positions of power is important
symbolically, providing a concrete example that people with certain traits can also
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succeed (Gay 2002; Scherer and Curry 2010; Tate 2001; 2003). Descriptive represen-
tation can also translate into substantive representation (Gamble 2007; Lowande,
Ritchie, and Lauterbach 2019); Swers (2002; 2013) shows that women serving in the
US House and Senate systematically introduce more bills that are responsive to
women’s needs, even controlling for differences in party platforms.

State legislatures are an essential vehicle for studying women’s descriptive repre-
sentation for several reasons. First, because state legislatures are often a launching pad
for political careers (Maestas et al. 2006), they are a good place to look when trying to
explain the behavior of women who may be responding to inspiration from other
women. A greater proportion of women in state legislatures alsomeans that there will
be more women in the conventionally qualified candidate pool for higher office.
Furthermore, the breadth and diversity of state legislatures allow us to utilize a
relatively large scope of data to make statistical comparisons. Forty-nine states have
a bicameral legislature, each providing data on gender balance. Reliable data on
legislative bodies’ gender composition reach back 44 years.1 Our broad dataset allows
us to leverage real-world trends in a variety of social and political environments to
isolate any effect of prominent women officeholders that may be present. State
legislatures’ importance goes beyond convenience, of course. Considering the impact
of state legislatures on citizens’ daily lives and the fact that state legislatures remain one
of the most accessible parts of American democracy, the democratic consequences of
understanding the descriptive makeup of these legislative bodies are important in and
of themselves.

Despite recent advances, gender imbalance in the highest rungs of politics
persists. Scholars debate what is keeping women from prominent political posi-
tions. Some, such as Teele, Kalla, and Rosenbluth (2018), find that implicit
expectations about traditional social roles can force women into a double bind
andmake them less appealing candidates in the eyes of many voters.2 Dolan (2014),
in contrast, has argued that abstract stereotypes that voters hold about women and
men do not seem to guide vote choice when respondents are asked to choose
between real-life men and women candidates. Other scholars (Bystrom 2018;
Carlin and Winfrey 2009; Fridkin, Carle, and Serignese 2012) have looked to the
media as a source of biased coverage, a line of thinking that gained considerable
momentum in the popular press during the 2016 presidential campaign. However,
Hayes and Lawless (2016) find that media coverage of women candidates is not
nearly as biased as is usually presumed. Perhaps the most persuasive argument
against bias as the main factor preventing women from holding public office is
evidence that women who run win at equal rates as men (Burrell 1994; Clark et al.
1984; Darcy and Schramm1977; Lawless and Fox 2010, 49–50; Lawless and Pearson
2008; Sanbonmatsu 2006; Seltzer, Newman, and Leighton 1997). Nevertheless,
existing research indicates that prominent women officeholders may have a greater
effect on the number of women running for office than the number elected (Ladam,
Harden, and Windett 2018). We treat the issue of women candidacies as separate

1As with many researchers before us, we rely on data from the Center for American Women and Politics
(CAWP) at Rutgers University. We are grateful to the scholars at the CAWP for maintaining and publishing
this valuable research tool.

2Additionally, Hennings and Urbatsch (2016) find that Republican voters in particular are less willing to
support women candidates.
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from that of women elected to office, and focus on the number of women elected
because the greatest impact on women’s representation comes through policy
changes officials make once elected to office. However, since virtually all elected
officials begin as candidates, mechanisms that increase a woman’s likelihood of
running for office ultimately affect the number of women elected. Thus, while we
focus on the number of women elected to state legislatures, we also consider the
factors that go into making a woman into a candidate.

The first framework, which we call the pioneering women hypothesis, looks at the
ability of women politicians to inspire other women to follow in their professional
footsteps. Other scholars have used the term “role model effect” for this phenome-
non. Campbell and Wolbrecht (2006) show that girls and young women not yet old
enough to vote or run for office anticipate being more politically active in adulthood
when they are exposed to women role models as candidates and elected officials. We
test the role model effect in a more limited time frame. The primary mechanism for
the pioneering women hypothesis is the quantity of prominent officeholders increas-
ing the visibility of women in public office, improving the electoral chances of
subsequent women politicians. Due to the complex nature of assessing a politician’s
job performance, particularly when gender is a consideration, we focus on women
running for, and winning, office. Assessments of women’s performance once in office
are another way that a state’s receptiveness to women politicians may change over
time (Wagner 2019).

If the pioneering women hypothesis is true, wewould expect a woman’s election to
a high office to lead to at least a temporary increase in women serving in the state
legislature within a few years. Indeed, Ladam, Harden, and Windett (2018) find a
significant effect of women role models on the number of female candidates for state
office in following elections. Like us, they classify role models as women in higher
office within the same state, rather than the same office in a neighboring jurisdiction.
Our data, however, consider the party of both the prominent women officeholders
and the state legislative officeholders. This allows us to test whether there is a role
model effect that transcends party or if the phenomenon is mainly a party-congruent
one (see, e.g., Reingold and Harrell 2010), if it exists at all.

Other scholars have defined neighboring peers as role models and subsequently
find the role model effect to be fleeting or nonexistent. Gilardi (2015), for example,
examines the role model effect among women running for municipal office in
Switzerland. He finds evidence for a strong role model effect, but one that lessens
over time. Leveraging the unique political situation in Switzerland (women gained
the right to participate in electoral politics quite late, in 1970), he posits that early
electoral success by women is a powerful motivator to convince other potential
candidates to run, but that the effect wears off relatively quickly as the popular
understanding of women’s position in the political realm shifts.

Gilardi acknowledges that his data cover a limited geographic and historical
context. Evidence from the United States shows no peer effect on either the number
of women candidates or the number of women elected when a neighboring district is
“treated” with an elected woman in a previous election (Broockman 2014).3 These

3Broockman uses a regression discontinuity design to test whether women are more likely to run for the
state legislature when women win races in nearby districts. The threshold Broockman uses is a generous test
of the theory, making his null findings notable.
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contradictory findings indicate that context matters for the way the role model effect
plays out. The impact that one woman’s success has on others who might possibly
follow in their footsteps varies across time and space.

Another view in the literature posits that women are constrained by a patriarchal
society that discourages women from running for office in the first place.Women are
less likely to think of themselves as qualified for office, less likely to be willing to
subject themselves to a grueling and invasive campaign, and less open to being
approached and asked to run by a party gatekeeper (Lawless and Fox 2010). Lawless
and Fox contend that women are constrained by both a “masculinized ethos” and a
“gendered psyche.” The masculinized ethos concept refers to the assumption that
men are better leaders than women, which privileges masculinity and discourages
women from considering taking on leadership roles themselves. The gendered psyche
concept says that women will not be comfortable entering into a patriarchal system.
Women are therefore constrained by a system that devalues their femininity and are
further socialized to think that they have less to contribute. Further support for the
gendered psyche theory comes from Kanthak and Woon’s (2015) experimental
evidence that women are specifically averse to the idea of participating in a compet-
itive election, whereas men are not. This research suggests that gender socialization
leads many women to avoid the intrusive, competitive environment of political
campaigns, regardless of their assessments of their own qualifications for the job.

Under the gendered psyche theory, more women reaching prominent political
positions should indicate a changing culture in the state. It would predict a gradually
increasing acceptance, by voters as well as potential candidates, of women inhabiting
higher political positions, normalizing women as politicians and leaders. We test this
cultural argument with what we call the pioneering states hypothesis. If the pioneer-
ing states hypothesis is true, we would expect prominent officeholders to be some-
thing of a proxy for the changing culture of the state, and to see more women serving
in government at all levels in response to women having held prominent office in that
state in the past. Here, we would expect that states that elected their first prominent
woman officeholder longer ago would have more women in the state legislature,
because the cultures of those states would have shifted to be more accepting of
powerful women earlier and the state’s residents would have had longer to adjust to
these expectations. In other words, while the pioneering women hypothesis asks how
many women have been elected to prominent office in a state, the pioneering states
hypothesis asks how long the state has been electing women to prominent office. We
test this hypothesis by running regression models that include an independent
variable representing the number of years since a state first elected a woman to the
US Senate or governor’s mansion.

Data and Variable Specification
Our dataset considers all US state legislatures as the unit of analysis, spanning from
1975 to 2019. This allows us to utilize 2,250 unique observations. It is important to
note that, because state legislators are elected to terms that encompass multiple years,
there is relatively little turnover from the years immediately following elections
(usually odd-numbered years) to the next year in any given state’s legislature.4

4As we show, we specify our statistical models to account for this feature of the data.
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A complete table of descriptive statistics including the percentage of women in each
state’s legislature, the total number of women senators and governors in each state’s
history, and the year that the first woman in each state won a US Senate seat or
governorship is presented in Table 1.

As a result of the 2018 elections, 2019 is a high-water mark for women’s
representation in state legislatures, with an average of 28.8%women.Overall, 29 states
saw their highest share of women comprising the state’s legislature in 2019. As we
show, this increase is almost entirely driven by Democrats. Also following the 2018
elections, Nevada became the first state in US history to have more women than men
serving in the state legislature, with 52.4% women. On the other hand, the lowest
percentage of women in a state legislature is in Alabama, with 15.7%. The 2018
election also saw the first ever election of a woman Senator or Governor in two states,
Mississippi and Tennessee. Five states (Colorado, Idaho, Indiana, Pennsylvania, and
Virginia) have never had a woman serving as governor or senator. New Hampshire,
on the other hand, has the highest number of women serving in a state’s history
with six.

For each state legislature, we collected data using several variables that describe
regional and cultural aspects of the state as well as measures for the prominence of
women officeholders in that state. We describe each variable more fully in the next
two sections.

Dependent Variables

In our first set of analyses, the dependent variable is the percentage of women (of all
parties) comprising each state’s legislature. The number of women serving in state
legislatures has generally increased over time, although increases have been uneven
within and across states. Figure 1 shows the overall historical trend more clearly.
It charts the national average, maximum, and minimum proportion of women in state
legislatures from 1975 to 2019. Again, 2019 stands out as landmark year for women’s
representation in state legislatures, although the national average still stands under 30%.

If the prominence thesis is correct, then states with more prominent women
officeholders should have a higher proportion of women in their state legislatures.
This should hold for both the pioneering women and pioneering states version of the
theory. This is not uniformlywhat we observe, however.While nationally the number
of women in state legislatures has been increasing, Wyoming, for instance, displays
the opposite trend. Though an early leader both in granting women the right to vote
and electing women to public office,5 the proportion of women serving in the
Wyoming legislature had decreased for several years before a slight uptick in 2019;
the state now ranks 48th in thismeasure. Nevada andColorado, by contrast, rank first
and second respectively in percentage of women in the state legislature, yet neither
state has a particularly long history (or any history at all, in Colorado’s case) of
electing women to statewide office.

The cases of Colorado and Nevada suggest alternative explanations may better
explain the issue. For example, it is possible that women are only more likely to run
for and win election to the state legislature if a prominent woman officeholder hails

5Wyoming, alongwith Texas, elected the first woman governors in 1924. Texas ranks 38th in percentage of
women in the state legislature.
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Table 1. Women in state legislatures

State

Percent
women in state
legislature, 2019

Total women
senators and
governors

(including appointed)

Year first
woman elected

senator or
governor

Highest
percent
women in
legislature

Year
occurred

Alabama 15.7 4 1966 15.7 2019
Alaska 38.3 2 2004 38.3 2019
Arizona 38.9 6 1987 40.0 2017
Arkansas 23.7 2 1932 23.7 2019
California 30.8 3 1991 30.8 2005
Colorado 47.0 0 N/A 47.0 2019
Connecticut 32.6 2 1974 32.6 2019
Delaware 24.2 1 2000 33.9 2005
Florida 30.0 1 1980 30.0 2019
Georgia 30.5 1 N/A 30.5 2019
Hawaii 31.6 2 2002 35.5 2012
Idaho 31.4 0 N/A 31.4 2019
Illinois 36.2 2 1992 36.2 2019
Indiana 24.0 0 N/A 24.0 2019
Iowa 20.0 2 2014 23.3 2013
Kansas 27.9 5 1978 33.3 1999
Kentucky 22.5 1 1983 22.5 2019
Louisiana 16.0 4 1936 17.4 2007
Maine 38.2 4 1948 38.2 2019
Maryland 38.3 1 1986 38.3 2019
Massachusetts 28.5 2 2012 28.5 2019
Michigan 35.8 3 2000 35.8 2019
Minnesota 31.8 3 2006 34.8 2007
Mississippi 13.8 1 2018 17.8 2013
Missouri 24.9 2 2006 24.9 2015
Montana 30.0 1 2000 31.3 2015
Nebraska 28.6 4 1954 28.6 2019
Nevada 52.4 2 2016 52.4 2019
New
Hampshire

34.2 6 1996 37.5 2009

New Jersey 30.8 1 1993 30.8 2014
New Mexico 34.8 2 2010 34.8 2019
New York 32.4 2 2000 32.4 2019
North Carolina 25.9 3 2002 26.5 2008
North Dakota 21.3 2 2012 21.3 2019
Ohio 26.5 1 N/A 26.5 2019
Oklahoma 21.5 1 2010 21.5 2019
Oregon 40.0 3 1960 40.0 2019
Pennsylvania 26.5 0 N/A 26.5 2019
Rhode Island 37.2 1 2014 37.2 2019
South
Carolina

15.9 1 2010 15.9 2018

South Dakota 23.8 3 1938 24.8 1991
Tennessee 15.9 1 2018 18.9 2010
Texas 23.8 3 1924 23.8 2019
Utah 24.0 1 2002 24.0 2019
Vermont 40.0 1 1984 41.1 2013
Virginia 26.4 0 N/A 27.1 2018
Washington 40.8 4 1978 40.8 2019
West Virginia 14.2 1 2014 20.9 1991
Wisconsin 27.3 1 2012 28 1993
Wyoming 15.6 1 1924 25.5 1985
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from the same party.6 To test for party-congruent effects, we evaluate whether
prominent Democratic officeholders increase the share of Democratic women in
state legislatures and whether prominent Republican officeholders increase the share
of Republican women in state legislatures. Thus, our dependent variable in the
partisan models is the proportion of each legislative party that are women for each
state, from 1983 to 2019.7

Perhaps by onlymeasuring variance in the number of state legislative officeholders—
which is to say, candidates who won elections to those seats in the first place—we are
at risk of underestimating a prominence effect. It is possible that pioneering women
and pioneering states inspire more women to run for office, but that many of those
candidates ultimately end up losing their elections and would thus be omitted from
an analysis with a dependent variable that only measured state legislative office-
holders.8 To account for this possibility, we utilize CAWP (2019) data, which count
the number of women candidates who ran in state legislative elections from 2000 to
2018.9 This additional dependent variable allows us to estimate models that act as a
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Figure 1. Proportion of women in state legislatures, 1975–2019.

6See Reingold and Harrell (2010) on the party-congruent effects of women candidates and officeholders
on political engagement.

7Data on the partisan composition of women in state legislatures are reliably available from the CAWP
dating back to 1983. For the partisan composition of the state legislatures as a whole from 1983 to 2006, we
relied on the work of Dubin (2007). For 2007–2019, we utilized partisan composition data publicly available
via the National Conference of State Legislatures website—http://www.ncsl.org/research/about-state-legisla
tures/partisan-composition.aspx.

8We might observe this outcome if an influx of women candidates produces several woman-versus-
woman elections or if voters do, in fact, vote in a way that reflects implicit or explicit biases.

9Candidates’ data for Louisiana, Mississippi, New Jersey, and Virginia are unavailable. See CAWP (2018)
for the full historical summary.
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robustness check for our legislative officeholder models. The data include the
partisan affiliation of the candidates, allowing us to also check for same-party
candidate effects.

Independent Variables

Our analyses measure the prominence of women officeholders in six ways. First, we
include a variable for the number of years since the first woman senator or governor
in the state’s history was elected. This specification tests the pioneering states
hypothesis. We did not include women senators or governors who attained office
by means other than an election in this measure.10 Several women were appointed
to be US senators in the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s; they were often appointed by
governors to finish their husbands’ terms or to hold his seat until a special election
could be held if their husband could no longer serve for some reason.11 Similarly,
many female lieutenant governors took over for male governors who retired,
resigned, or died while in office.12 In cases of appointment or succession, the facts
that the female officeholders were not elected to those positions in their own right and
that they often only served for a short amount of time are potentially confounding
factors that would limit both the women officeholders’ visibility and their power to
dispel notions of masculinized ethos and gendered psyche by winning those elections
themselves. The pioneering states version of the prominence thesis holds that as the
number of years since the first woman senator or governor was elected increases, then
the current observed percentage of women in the state’s legislature will increase,
because the idea of women holding political office in the state should be more
normalized and ingrained the earlier a woman was elected.

The other ways ofmeasuring prominent women officeholders that we test speak to
the pioneering women version of the prominence thesis. The second variable we
include in our models, therefore, is the total number of women senators and
governors elected in the state’s history. The more women senators and governors
who serve, the more opportunities there are to inspire other women to join their
ranks, which should in turn lead to a higher percentage of women comprising state
legislatures. Following this line of thinking, our third measure of prominence
accounts for the total number of years in which women have held office in the
US Senate or their state’s governor’s mansion. If states routinely elect and reelect the
same women to prominent offices, that should signal to women that it is possible to
survive and thrive at the highest levels of their state’s politics. For example, as of 2019
California had elected three womenUS senators in its history: Barbara Boxer, Dianne

10Women who attained office by means other than election, and subsequently successfully ran for
reelection, are included in our main analysis.

11To account for the possibility that women who were appointed or otherwise entered office through
means other than an election might alter the results, we ran alternative versions of models that include this
variable.We do not find any substantively or significantly different results than themain analyses we present.

12For example, Ohio Lieutenant Governor Nancy Hollister served as governor for 11 days in 1999 after
Governor George Voinovich was elected to the US Senate in 1998 and resigned as governor when he was
sworn in as senator in January 1999. Ohio swore in its newly elected governor 11 days after Voinovich joined
the Senate, and Hollister’s brief tenure remains the only time Ohio has had a female governor or senator. We
would not expect such a short tenure, which had no accompanying campaign cycle, to have a long-lasting
cultural impact.
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Feinstein, and Kamala Harris. Senator Boxer served in the Senate from 1993 to her
retirement in 2017 (Senator Harris won the election to replace Boxer), while Senator
Feinstein has served since 1992. Simply noting that California has elected three
women senators ignores the fact that the state has been represented exclusively by
women in the US Senate for 24 years. This measure of prominence captures that
longevity.

Our fourth and fifth explanatory variables expand our definition of what it
means to be a “prominent” officeholder. In these two measures, we include all
statewide elected positions andmembers of the USHouse as prominent officeholders
(combined with the total number of senators and governors), respectively.
US representatives are certainly prominent politicians, but we do want to make note
of two caveats that explain why we treat this measure differently than the senators-
and-governors-only measure. First, the US Senate and state governorships are two of
the highest elected offices in the country other than the presidency and vice presi-
dency, which as of 2019 had never been held by a woman.13 And second, a focus on
the House of Representatives could yield potentially uneven regional effects within
states. A House member would be a more prominent political figure to those in her
district than she would be to those in her state’s other districts, while a US senator or
governor should theoretically be equally visible throughout her state.14 Due to this
variability, we have separated analyses that include House members into their own
models.

The sixth and final way that we measure prominence is by measuring the lagged
effects of electing a woman senator or governor. We conducted analyses to explore
how long it takes for a prominent woman politician’s election to have an effect on the
composition of state legislatures. We created binary variables that indicate whether a
woman was last elected to the Senate or the governorship that year, two years prior,
four years prior, six years prior, or eight years prior. If a concurrent election has the
greatest effect, that means there is a cohort effect, and prominent women office-
holders tend to come in to office along with state legislators. If there is a lag, which is
what we expect to find, the visibility of a woman’s campaign as well as her time spent
governing may exert greater influence over the ambitions of women considering
running for the state legislature. Because US senators are elected every six years and
most governors are elected every four years, we include four-year and six-year lags in
our main regression tables.15

For either version of the prominence thesis to be persuasive, the effect of prom-
inent women officeholders should be apparent independent of other factors that
could possibly explain the participation of women in state politics, such as the state’s
culture and general attitudes toward women. To account for cultural explanations in
various ways, we introduce several control variables at points throughout our
statistical analyses. Three of these variables are binary indicators of a state’s regional
location—West, South, and Northeast (with Midwest serving as the reference cate-
gory). TheWestern region is particularly interesting, because these states’ beginnings
as western territories led many of them to grant women the right to vote and run for
office quite early. If the pioneering states hypothesis were true and the number of

13Although women have been unsuccessful candidates for both offices, which may cause a role model
effect of a different kind (Campbell and Wolbrecht 2020).

14Of course, in states with a single House member, this geographic variation does not apply.
15See the Appendix for the full results of testing each lagged effect.
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years a state has had women serving in government affects its cultural acceptance of
women, thenwewould expect western states to have a higher proportion of women in
their state legislatures.

We include two other control variables in our analyses that attempt to capture states’
cultures and attitudes toward women. For our single year, 2019 models, we include a
binary indicator of whether or not the state ratified the Equal Rights Amendment
(ERA) during the 1970s.16 We expect states that ratified the amendment during the
1970s to be more progressive in their attitudes toward women and, by extension, to be
more accepting of women in politics generally. Additionally, for all of our models, we
utilized American National Election Studies data on the percentage of respondents
identifying as “very religious.” We expect states that are more religious to have less
progressive attitudes toward women and be less likely to elect women to office.

Finally, we include two control variables to account for additional political and
institutional characteristics of the states. The first control measures the state’s
partisanship: the average Democratic presidential vote share in the previous two
presidential elections. Women are more likely than men to identify with the Dem-
ocratic Party (Box-Steffensmeier, De Boef, and Lin 2004; Wirls 1986). However, as
Junn (2017) notes, this gender gap is largely driven by women of color who are far less
likely than white women to identify with the Republican Party. Cassese and Barnes
(2019) also show that a simple focus on the “partisan gender gap”masks underlying
race and class differences among voters, Phillips (2018) argues that white women’s
desire for descriptive representation does not necessarily translate to their voting
behavior, and Junn andMasuoka (2019) demonstrate that white women are the only
group of women voters who consistently support Republican presidential candidates.
It is a broader limitation of our data that we cannot directly examine the role of race
and intersectionality in the election of women to office. Regardless, this measure
should account for themore liberal attitudes toward women in the Democratic Party.
Partisanship is therefore an important indicator for the electoral climate toward
women in a state.17 The second political–institutional control measures the extent to
which the state’s legislature is professionalized. Scholars have noted that more
professionalized state legislatures tend to be negatively associated with women’s
descriptive representation (Diamond 1977; Hogan 2001; Squire 1992). To account
for this effect, we include Squire Index scores (Squire 2012; 2017) for each state.
Using the US Congress as a baseline, the Squire Index measures on a scale from
0 to 1 the extent towhich each state’s legislature compares toCongress onmeasures of
professionalism including staff size, salary, and session length. States with scores
closer to 1 are considered to be more professionalized.

Our test proceeds in four parts. First, we utilize ordinary least squares regression
models to test whether any of our specifications of prominent officeholders can
explain the composition of state legislatures in 2019. Second, we expand our models
over time controlling for state and year fixed effects. Third, we test whether women
holding prominent office can explain the percentage of same-party women

16Four states—Idaho, Tennessee, Nebraska, and Kentucky—ratified the ERA but later passed resolutions
rescinding their ratifications. Though it remains an open legal question as to whether a state may rescind the
ratification of a constitutional amendment, in our analysis, we did not count these states as having ratified
the ERA. Additionally, Nevada ratified the ERA in 2017, and Virginia ratified it in 2020, decades after the
ratification deadline. We did not count Nevada or Virginia as having ratified the ERA.

17See Barnes and Cassese (2017) for more discussion of the intersection of gender and partisanship.
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comprising their party in the state’s legislature over time. And finally, we conduct
robustness checks for our models with state legislative candidates as the dependent
variable.

Results and Discussion
The Contemporary Composition of State Legislatures

Table 2 displays the results of ordinary least squares regressions explaining the effect
of office-holder prominence on the percentage of women in state legislatures in 2019.
None of our models here provide evidence to suggest that prominent women
officeholders—defined in five different ways—have any effect on the percentage of
women that comprise each state’s legislature. The variable indicating the number of
years since the state’s first elected female senator or governor did not have any
predictive power, contrary to the idea that a state’s culture would be more accepting

Table 2. Effect of officeholder prominence on proportion of women in state legislatures, 2019

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Years since first woman
Senator or Governor

0.0000
(0.0003)

Total women Senators and
Governors

0.0027
(0.0005)

Total years served, women
Senators and Governors

0.0005
(0.0055)

Total women elected to
statewide offices

0.0001
(0.0013)

Number of statewide elected
positions

�0.0004
(0.0041)

Total women Senators, Governors,
and Representatives

�0.0020
(0.0026)

Number of US House seats 0.0007
(0.0019)

Region—West 0.0628∗∗ 0.0638∗∗ 0.0607∗∗ 0.0625∗∗ 0.0639∗∗

(0.0223) (0.0223) (0.0221) (0.0228) (0.0223)
Region—South �0.0495 �0.0484 �0.0516 �0.0488 �0.0537

(0.0277) (0.0272) (0.0270) (0.0285) (0.0292)
Region—Northeast �0.0115 �0.0092 �0.0107 �0.0118 �0.0164

(0.0278) (0.0281) (0.0275) (0.0290) (0.0286)
Percent “very religious” �0.2915∗ �0.2799∗ �0.2826∗ �0.2897∗ �0.2905∗

(0.1237) (0.1237) (0.1207) (0.1250) (0.1217)
Ratified ERA �0.0506∗ �0.0496∗ �0.0533∗ �0.0506∗ �0.0525∗

(0.0220) (0.0219) (0.0218) (0.0222) (0.0224)
Democratic vote share 0.4014∗∗∗ 0.4001∗∗∗ 0.3830∗∗∗ 0.4017∗∗∗ 0.4481∗∗∗

(0.1016) (0.0985) (0.0995) (0.1025) (0.1111)
Professionalism �0.0290 �0.0281 �0.0306 �0.0294 �0.0218

(0.0393) (0.0391) (0.0388) (0.0399) (0.0401)
Constant 0.2440∗∗ 0.2334∗∗ 0.2452∗∗ 0.2448∗∗ 0.2344∗∗

(0.0762) (0.0755) (0.0715) (0.0784) (0.0746)
R2 0.658 0.661 0.666 0.659 0.667
Observations 50 50 50 50 50

Note. Standard errors in parentheses.
Abbreviation: ERA, Equal Rights Amendment. ∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01; ∗∗∗p < 0.001.
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of women if it elected a woman earlier in its history. This first set of results suggests
that a state electing women to prominent statewide office early on its history does
not necessarily establish a permanent culture of electing women to political office
more broadly.

Neither the total number of women senators and governors nor the cumulative
tenure of every woman senator and governor who has served in the state had a
significant effect on the percentage of women comprising state legislatures. Expand-
ing the definition of a prominent officeholder to include all offices that are elected
statewide or to include House members did not produce a statistically significant
effect. Thus, electing more prominent officeholders also does not appear to account
for an increase in women comprising state legislatures in 2019, which casts doubt on
the pioneering women hypothesis. Instead, the current gender composition of state
legislatures seems to be better explained by regional, cultural, and partisan factors.

As expected, states which are more heavily Democratic-leaning at the presidential
level are significantly more likely to elect more women to the state legislature. States
that are more religious tended to have fewer women in their legislatures, which we
also expected. Less expected was the effect of having ratified the ERA. There was a
strong and statistically significant negative correlation between having ratified the
ERA and the percentage of women in state legislatures in 2019. Future scholars
should explore whether there has been a change in attitudes toward gender equality in
some ERA states or whether these states simultaneously hold positive attitudes
toward issues of importance to women and negative attitudes toward electing women
to office.

Prominence over Time: Pooled Results

Before testing for partisan differences in the prominence effect, we present pooled
results which can tell us whether a prominence effect transcends party. Table 3
displays the results of state and year fixed effects regressions using the same pre-
dictors from Table 2, but expanding the analysis to include observations dating back
to 1975.18 As in the 2019model, states electing women to prominent offices earlier in
their histories did not have a positive effect on the percentage of women in state
legislatures. Again, these results do not support the claim that states that were
pioneering in electing women to the Senate or to governorships exhibit an ongoing
culture of electing women to office.

The total number of senators and governors in the state’s history also did not have
any explanatory power, and neither did including the cumulative tenure of women
senators and governors in each state. We also tested whether there were any lagged
effects of electing a woman to a prominent office; perhaps there is something about
running for reelection as a prominent officeholder that encourages more women to
run for the state legislature, for example. But we did not find any evidence suggesting
a spike in women candidates in the cycles following a woman being elected statewide.
Table A1 in the Appendix displays the results of testing different lengths of lagged
prominence effects; we do not find evidence for a lagged prominence effect for
subsequent cycles.

18Our number of observations for these models is 1,580 because of uneven data availability with the
percentage of “very religious” respondents variable.
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Though the effect is relatively small, including House members in a count of the
total prominent officeholders in a state shows a positive and statistically significant
correlation with the percentage of women in state legislatures. Every woman elected
to theHouse, Senate, or governor’smansion is associatedwith a 0.19 percentage point
increase (p < 0.001) in the percentage of women serving in the state legislature
according to our model. While not necessarily a ringing confirmation of the pioneer-
ing women hypothesis, we can claim with confidence that electing women to
statewide and federal office in a state leads to a modest increase in women serving
in the state’s legislature.

Our robustness checkwith the number of women state legislative candidates as the
dependent variable, however, gives us good reason to be cautious. Table 4 illustrates a
fixed-effects model for state legislative candidates from 2000 to 2018. Using this
altered formulation, we do not find any evidence for a prominence effect. Instead, this
model indicates that women are more likely to run for state legislatures that are more
professionalized.

Party-Congruent Effects

Do the largely null pooled results mask underlying partisan differences? A look at
partisan trends over the past few decades suggests that the parties indeed elect women
to state legislative office at different rates. Figure 2 shows the average sessional change

Table 3. Effect of officeholder prominence on proportion of women in state legislatures with state and
year fixed effects, 1975–2019

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Years since first woman
Senators or Governors

�0.0003
(0.0002)

Total women Senators
and Governors

0.0001
(0.0015)

Total years served,
women Senators and
Governors

�0.0000
(0.0002)

Total women Senators,
Governors, and
Representatives

0.0019∗∗∗

(0.0005)

Number of US
House seats

�0.0008
(0.0007)

Woman elected
4 years prior

0.0052
(0.0043)

Woman elected
6 years prior

�0.0005
(0.0044)

Percent “very religious” �0.0101 �0.0098 �0.0098 �0.0102 �0.0101 �0.0098
(0.0092) (0.0092) (0.0092) (0.0092) (0.0092) (0.0092)

Democratic vote share 0.1198∗∗∗ 0.1146∗∗∗ 0.1166∗∗∗ 0.0805∗∗∗ 0.1142∗∗∗ 0.1149∗∗∗

(0.0215) (0.0219) (0.0222) (0.0228) (0.0213) (0.0213)
Professionalism �0.0027 �0.0044 �0.0044 �0.0034 �0.0043 �0.0044

(0.0092) (0.0091) (0.0091) (0.0091) (0.0091) (0.0091)
Constant 0.2404∗∗∗ 0.2357∗∗∗ 0.2356∗∗∗ 0.2434∗∗∗ 0.2361∗∗∗ 0.2357∗∗∗

(0.0122) (0.0119) (0.0118) (0.0136) (0.0118) (0.0118)
R2 0.628 0.627 0.627 0.631 0.628 0.627
Observations 1,580 1,580 1,580 1,580 1,580 1,580

Note. Standard errors in parentheses. ∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01; ∗∗∗p < 0.001.
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in the percentage of women comprising their state legislative party caucuses from
1985 to 2019.19 In other words, if the average percentage of state legislative Demo-
crats nationwide that are women is 25% in 1993 and 26% in 1995, the mean
percentage point change for 1995 is 1%. Any values above zero would indicate that
women are comprising a greater share of the party than they did two years earlier.

Democrats are consistently higher than Republicans on this measure, indicating
that more Democratic women are being elected than Republicans, and at faster rates.
The largest mean percentage point change from the previous legislative session, by
far, came in 2019. Democratic women comprised an average of 6.4 percentage points
more of their state legislative party nationwide in 2019 than they did at the start of the
2017 session. There was no similar surge on the Republican side.

Is the apparent deficit between the parties due to a party-congruent prominence
effect? We duplicated three of our models to test whether statewide women office-
holders increase the share of same-party women in state legislatures from 1983 to
2019. Our test of the effect of prominent Democratic women is included in Table 5,
and our test of the effect of prominent Republican women is included in Table 6.

We find evidence for the pioneering states hypothesis for Democrats. States that
elected a woman to office longer ago were associated with a higher share of Democratic

Table 4. Robustness check: Effect of officeholder prominence on number of women candidates for state
legislatures, 2000–2018

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Years since first woman
Senator or Governor

�0.1387
(0.1230)

Total women Senators
and Governors

0.3999
(0.7333)

Total years served,
women Senators and
Governors

�0.0426
(0.0828)

Total women Senators,
Governors,
and Representatives

�0.2848
(0.2809)

Number of US
House seats

0.0612
(0.4547)

Woman elected 4 years
prior

�0.9323
(1.405)

Woman elected 6 years
prior

�0.2972
(1.450)

Percent “very religious” �1.498 �0.9339 �1.068 �1.083 �0.9493 �1.008
(3.729) (3.712) (3.709) (3.709) (3.710) (3.710)

Democratic vote share 4.301 1.903 4.609 6.641 2.756 3.030
(12.56) (12.67) (12.91) (13.04) (12.52) (12.52)

Professionalism 8.411∗∗ 8.032∗∗ 8.057∗∗ 7.843∗∗ 8.051∗∗ 8.068∗∗

(2.934) (2.920) (2.919) (2.928) (2.919) (2.920)
Constant 74.05∗∗∗ 70.75∗∗∗ 70.90∗∗∗ 71.11∗∗∗ 71.19∗∗∗ 71.03∗∗∗

(6.674) (6.135) (6.119) (7.456) (6.118) (6.115)
R2 0.346 0.345 0.345 0.346 0.345 0.345
Observations 781 781 781 781 781 781

Note. Standard errors in parentheses. ∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01; ∗∗∗p < 0.001.

19This value is equal to the national mean of the dependent variables from our partisan regression models
by year, minus the national mean from 2 years prior.
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women in their state legislatures, suggesting that if electing women to office is a habit,
learned by voters or candidates, it is onewith amore powerful effect onDemocrats.We
also find evidence for the pioneering women hypothesis among Democrats when
US representatives are included as prominent officeholders. This suggests that the
Democrats are likely driving the corresponding result in the party-neutral model.

The null results for Republicans suggest that any role model effect that exists may
be limited toDemocrats.We do not find evidence for the pioneering states hypothesis
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Figure 2. Percentage point change in women comprising state party caucuses,
1985–2019.

Table 5. Effect of prominent Democratic women officeholders on proportion of Democratic women in
state legislatures, 1983–2019

(1) (2) (3)

Years since first woman Senator or Governor 0.0023∗∗∗

(0.0003)
Total Democratic women Senators and Governors 0.0008

(0.0031)
Total Democratic women Senators, Governors, and
Representatives

0.0080∗∗

(0.0024)
Percent “very religious” 0.0125 �0.0122 �0.0331

(0.0190) (0.0161) (0.0206)
Democratic vote share 0.0416 0.0662 0.0987∗

(0.0452) (0.0388) (0.0462)
Professionalism 0.0051 �0.0081 �0.0255

(0.0187) (0.0158) (0.0167)
Constant 0.2299∗∗∗ 0.3956∗∗∗ 0.3528∗∗∗

(0.0237) (0.0210) (0.0237)
R2 0.529 0.661 0.637
Observations 1,501 1,501 996

Note. Standard errors in parentheses. ∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01; ∗∗∗p < 0.001.
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among Republicans. And when prominent officeholders are defined as women
senators and governors with representatives excluded, the results are reversed: a
Republican woman being elected statewide is associated with a 1.55 percentage point
decrease (p < 0.001) in the share of Republican women in the state’s legislature. The
magnitude of this effect is also much larger than the positive effects we see among
Democrats. In other words, rather than a positive role model effect for Republicans
when a prominent Republican woman is elected, there seems to be a backlash against
electingmorewomen to the state legislature. This backlash is not easily explained, but
our candidate-centered model provides some potential insight into what is driving
this negative effect.

As we did for the party-neutral models, we conducted a robustness check for the
party-congruent models to examine whether there are also partisan differences in the
number of candidates running. The results are presented in Table 7. We do not
replicate the pioneering states hypothesis finding among Democratic women, but we
do replicate the positive pioneering women hypothesis finding. Electing more
Democratic women to federal and gubernatorial office, it seems, begets more Dem-
ocratic women to both run for, and win, elected office at the state level.

For Republicans, we do not find a significant negative prominence effect as we did
in the legislative officeholder model (though the sign is still negative). Thus, the
statistically significant negative result in Table 6 is likely not being driven by a
decrease in the candidate supply. Though our present data do not let us directly
investigate the role of voters, our data on candidates and elections suggest that that
the backlash to electing Republican women to the state legislature is not driven by
candidates’ unwillingness to enter the fray.

Conclusions and Alternative Explanations
Though some scholars have found strong evidence that women political role models
can have a positive effect on women’s representation, and others have found no

Table 6. Effect of prominent Republican women officeholders on proportion of Republican women in
state legislatures, 1983–2019

(1) (2) (3)

Years since first woman Senator or Governor 0.0002
(0.0002)

Total Republican women Senators and Governors �0.0155∗∗∗

(0.0039)
Total Republican women Senators, Governors, and
Representatives

�0.0028
(0.0032)

Percent “very religious” 0.0165 0.0156 0.0291
(0.0132) (0.0131) (0.0176)

Democratic vote share �0.1158∗∗∗ �0.1020∗∗ �0.1721∗∗∗

(0.0313) (0.0308) (0.0372)
Professionalism 0.0013 0.0026 0.0082

(0.0130) (0.0128) (0.0143)
Constant 0.2229∗∗∗ 0.2314∗∗∗ 0.2462∗∗∗

(0.0176) (0.0171) (0.0213)
R2 0.115 0.125 0.089
Observations 1,501 1,501 996

Note. Standard errors in parentheses. ∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01; ∗∗∗p < 0.001.
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(or limited) effects, the evidence we present in this article suggests that if a role model
effect exists, it is limited to Democrats. In the case of Republicans, our findings suggest a
negative effect for electing Republican women to prominent office. Even among Dem-
ocrats, the effect size we find is unlikely to account for large surges, as we saw in the 2018
elections. Hillary Clinton’s presidential candidacy could have inspired women to run for
office on a national level, but if this were the case it wouldmore likely havemanifested in
2017 (following the 2016 election cycle), as Clinton had been the frontrunner for the
Democratic nomination since at least 2012 and had officially announced her candidacy
in 2015. We turn to alternative explanations for additional clues.

The first alternative explanation worth exploring is one articulated by Sidorsky
(2019) in her survey research onwomen serving on appointed boards. Perhapswomen’s
failure to pursue elected office does not reflect a failure to pursue public service. Rather,
women are finding otherways to serve, and an analysis that includes other public service
roles like appointed boards might find a role model effect. If this is true, it poses serious
questions for descriptive representation. If women represent other women in funda-
mentally different ways, it matters that they are absent from so many high positions in
government. Although women may be finding great personal fulfillment in alternative
forms of service, a constituency in need of representation remains.

Another alternative explanation is that it is not so much positive role models that
inspire women to run but a desire to change things in reaction to a negative event.
Perhaps the surge in women officeholders is a result of a reaction to national political
events widely characterized as negative for women’s shared interests (a particularly
notable example being the recording of then-candidate Trump boasting about
sexually assaulting women). Perhaps the anger, fear, and frustration stemming from
Trump’s election and actions in his first term were more powerful motivators for
potential office seekers than inspiration from women political role models.

Table 7. Robustness check: Effect of officeholder prominence on the number of same-party women
candidates for state legislatures, 2000–2018

Democrats Republicans

Years since first
woman Senator or Governor

�0.0883 �0.0373
(0.1001) (0.0839)

Total same-party
women Senators and
Governors

0.5310 �0.4302
(0.7411) (0.8753)

Total same-party women
Senators, Governors, and
Representatives

1.862∗∗ �0.3665
(0.6056) (0.4981)

Number of US House seats 0.3619 �0.1088
(0.5082) (0.2906)

Percent “very religious” �1.156 �0.6646 �1.761 2.528 2.696 �1.751
(3.014) (3.003) (3.606) (2.523) (2.506) (2.055)

Democratic vote share 33.91∗∗ 31.39∗∗ 27.20∗ �28.90∗∗ �29.54∗∗ �24.25∗∗∗

(10.16) (10.43) (12.35) (8.506) (8.502) (6.681)
Professionalism 4.527 4.279 4.513 4.072∗ 3.988∗ 3.73∗∗

(2.365) (2.352) (2.489) (1.980) (1.969) (1.429)
Constant 39.21∗∗∗ 37.45∗∗∗ 30.09∗∗∗ 34.41∗∗∗ 34.01∗∗∗ 33.77∗∗∗

(5.420) (4.980) (6.297) (4.537) (4.245) (3.911)
R2 0.415 0.415 0.435 0.054 0.054 0.115
Observations 762 762 531 762 762 531

Note. Standard errors in parentheses. ∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01; ∗∗∗p < 0.001.
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“The Year of theWoman” in 1992 comes to mind as another illustrative example.
Figure 2 shows that the 1992 elections resulted in the second highest surge in
Democratic women officeholders, lending credence to this theory. “The Year of
the Woman” in 1992 came after Clarence Thomas’s confirmation hearings and the
absence of woman senators on hand to participate in the investigation into Anita
Hill’s allegations of sexual misconduct. The increase in women serving in Congress
that came about because of that negative event did not lead to a sustained increase,
suggesting that it was the one-time events of 1992 that drove the increase rather than
the number of women already in Congress. The “prominent negative” thesis is
difficult to quantify, but, as with the positive prominent officeholder effect, seems
to mostly be driven by Democratic women. Future research should explore differ-
ences in partisan dynamics to help explain why Republican women continue to lag
behind Democratic women in representation, and what can be done to elect higher
shares of Republican women.

Specifically, future researchers should further examine our finding that electing
more Republican women to prominent office leads to fewer Republican women
serving in state legislatures. It is possible that the gendered psyche theory is more
prevalent among Republican women (though, as we show in Table 7, the number of
candidates does not necessarily decrease in reaction to prominent women office-
holders), or perhaps Republican voters react negatively to Republican women
holding statewide office and vote accordingly. Of course, we are not advocating that
fewer Republican women be elected to statewide office so that Republican women’s
representation in state legislatures increases. But our evidence does suggest that
electing more women to prominent office may be having the unintended conse-
quence of contributing to a greater representational gap between the parties at the
state legislative level. Particularly in light of the intense polarization of contemporary
US politics, these unique partisan dynamics bear further attention.
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Appendix

Table A1. Various lag variables and proportion of women in state legislatures, 1975–2019.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Woman elected same year 0.0031
(0.0039)

Woman elected 2 years prior 0.0006
(0.0042)

Woman elected 4 years prior 0.0052
(0.0043)

Woman elected 6 years prior �0.0005
(0.0044)

Woman elected 8 years prior �0.0033
(0.0046)

Percent “very religious” �0.0099 �0.0098 �0.0100 �0.0098 �0.0096
(0.0092) (0.0092) (0.0092) (0.0092) (0.0092)

Democratic vote share 0.1141∗∗∗ 0.1147∗∗∗ 0.1142∗∗∗ 0.1150∗∗∗ 0.1151∗∗∗

(0.0213) (0.0213) (0.0213) (0.0213) (0.0213)
Professionalism �0.0041 �0.0044 �0.0043 �0.0044 �0.0044

(0.0092) (0.0091) (0.0091) (0.0091) (0.0091)
Constant 0.2355∗∗∗ 0.2358∗∗∗ 0.2361∗∗∗ 0.2357∗∗∗ 0.2356∗∗∗

(0.0118) (0.0118) (0.0118) (0.0118) (0.0118)
R2 0.627 0.627 0.628 0.627 0.627
Observations 1,580 1,580 1,580 1,580 1,580

Note. Standard errors in parentheses. ∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01; ∗∗∗p < 0.001.
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