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A large body of literature in political science documents differences between elected men
and women in their substantive policy preferences, representation styles, and effectiveness as
legislators. We know far less about whether female and male representatives respond
differently to being held politically accountable for their decisions. Although it is a
difficult concept to evaluate empirically with incumbents, this absence of research is
nevertheless surprising considering the central role of accountability in legislative
behavior and the nonelite evidence that women and men respond differently to
attributions of accountability. I provide evidence for the existence of such an
accountability gender gap in an experiment with 377 incumbent legislators in three
countries, in which they were asked to choose between economic policy plans alternately
presented as the status quo, with varying levels of implied task accountability. Elected
women and men reacted significantly differently when the political accountability levels
of the task increased: female politicians exhibited a stronger preference for policies
presented as the status quo, whereas male politicians were more likely to abandon the
status quo and favor change. This pattern is unique to politicians and is not observed in
nonelites. I discuss processes that motivate this divergence and the implications for
research on gender and political representation.
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A large and expanding body of research in political science documents
numerous domains in which female and male legislators exhibit

different behaviors with important political implications. This literature
on in-office gender differences has thus far remained relatively silent on
the question of whether female and male politicians respond differently
to being held politically accountable for their actions. That is, it is
unclear whether the fundamental accountability mechanisms that are in
play for elected office holders – having one’s actions subject to public
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scrutiny and being dependent on voters’ approval to get re-elected and keep
their jobs – motivate a different decision-making calculus between women
and men. That this question is mostly unexplored is surprising for two
reasons: first, because gender-based effects are documented in
nonpolitical studies of the consequences of being held accountable for
actions, and second, because political accountability holds a central role
in theories of democratic representation and responsiveness. Moreover,
there is evidence that when women in office take certain actions while
being scrutinized by voters, they are judged systematically differently —
often more harshly and stereotypically — than their male counterparts
who engage in the same behavior (Bauer, Harbridge and Krupnikov
2017; Dolan 2010; Lawless 2004). Combined with overall higher levels
of risk aversion among women in the general population (Croson and
Gneezy 2009), this raises the expectation that being held politically
accountable entails greater negative consequences for female decision
makers and may, under certain conditions, amplify risk-averse behavior.
Do women and men who hold elected office indeed act differently
under conditions of heightened political accountability? If so, how?

In this article, I explore these questions empirically and provide evidence
on gender divergence in the impact of political accountability on the
decision-making logic of in-office representatives. I do so in the context
of status quo bias, a choice anomaly that is highly consequential in
political decision making, and to which that politicians have a well-
known susceptibility. In my analysis, status quo bias emerges as a likely
source of gender differences in elite behavior under public scrutiny.
Using an experiment administered in person to 377 incumbent
members of parliament in Belgium, Canada, and Israel, I examined the
degree to which female and male politicians prefer policy choices
presented to them alternatively as the status quo or as a deviation from it.
I experimentally manipulated the implied level of political
accountability in the task and found that men and women in office
respond markedly differently to accountability primes when deciding
whether to adhere to or abandon economic policy plans presented as the
status quo. Specifically, female politicians exhibited a stronger preference
for the status quo policy when the task’s implied accountability was high,
whereas their male peers exhibited the opposite tendency, being more
likely to abandon the status quo when political accountability was
amplified. These findings generally held true across different country
cases (and importantly, outside the American political context, from
which the bulk of evidence supporting current theory on in-office
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gender differences is derived), and they are robust to various controls. These
results also appear to be unique to office holders. Administering the same
experiment to citizen samples in the studied countries, men and women in
the general population did not exhibit such differences in response to
political accountability primes. Taken together, these findings provide
preliminary evidence that female and male legislators react differently to
institutional incentives that are normally assumed to influence elected
officials uniformly. They subsequently raise additional questions on the
origins and nature of gender-based divergence in elite behavior.

The article is arranged as follows: The next section briefly reviews the
existing literature on gender-based differences in in-office decision
making, on accountability, and on status quo bias. The subsequent
section describes the study design and the sample. The results and a
discussion of the findings are presented thereafter.

THEORETICAL MOTIVATION

This article deals with the intersection of three separate research threads in
political science: (a) the literature on gender differences in elite behavior;
(b) research on political accountability and its consequences for in-office
decision making; and (c) expressions of the status quo bias in politics.
Examining the impact of accountability on politicians’ status quo bias
through a gender lens, although novel, directly extends from existing
research: a review of the literature suggests that as levels of political
accountability increase, behavioral differences between women and men
in office in specific decision-making instances become more
pronounced. This is so principally because women in office are more
often subject to negative stereotypical judgment by voters, especially
when public attention is focused on actions that violate gendered
expectations and when elections are looming (Bauer 2014, 2015a, 2017;
Cassese and Holman 2017; Ono and Yamada 2016). Because both
public scrutiny and electoral proximity are foundational elements of the
concept of political accountability, women in office likely operate in a
different accountability-based incentive environment relative to their
male counterparts (Esarey and Schwindt-Bayer 2018). Against that
backdrop, adhering to what is perceived as the status quo is portrayed in
the literature as an appealing anticipatory blame-avoidance heuristic for
female politicians. In contrast, male politicians, all else being equal, are
less likely to be evaluated negatively for deviating from what voters
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perceive as the existing state of affairs. Here, I provide a short review of each
of these three threads of research and lay out the resulting empirical
expectations.

Gender Differences in In-Office Behavior

Gender-based differences in personality, behavior, and reasoning have
been documented extensively by scholars in psychology, economics,
health studies, and many other domains (among the vast literature see,
e.g., Andreoni and Vesterlund 2001; Archer 2004; Eagly and Johnson
1990; Feingold 1994; Gneezy, Niederle, and Rustichini 2003; Wood
and Eagly 2002). Such differences are also frequently found in the
context of political behavior. Women and men exhibit different average
levels of political knowledge (Mondak and Anderson 2004), political
interest and efficacy (Bennett and Bennett 1989; Deth 2000; Verba,
Burns, and Schlozman 1997), activism (Coffé and Bolzendahl 2010),
turnout (Hooghe and Stolle 2004), political attitudes (Inglehart and
Norris 2003), and social and political issue preferences (Andreoni and
Vesterlund 2001; Box-Steffensmeier, De Boef, and Lin 2004; Sidanius
et al. 2000; Whitaker 2010).

These differences (and often even the perceptions of such gender
differences; see Fridkin and Kenney 2014; Lawless 2004) are frequently
brought up as explanations for the overwhelming gender gap in political
representation, which is still highly persistent in most countries
(Karpowitz and Mendelberg 2014; Lawless and Fox 2005, 2010;
Wolbrecht, Beckwith, and Baldez 2008).1 Thus, it is not surprising that
women and men in elected office also frequently have consistently
different preferences and behaviors. Women and men in office have
different political leadership styles. Women emphasize cooperation,
compromise, and coalition-building, whereas men play up authority,
hierarchy, coercion, and masculinity (Dittmar, Sanbonmatsu, and
Carroll 2018; Kathlene 1994; Rinehart 2013; Rosenthal 1998; Thomas
1994). Women support, speak on, direct attention to, and successfully
pass legislation on certain policy issues far more than men do, most
notably on issues considered ‘women’s issues’ (e.g., abortion rights,
women’s health, and child support) (Childs 2004, 2008; Dodson 2006;

1. This set of causes for the representation gap exists alongside well-established arguments on the
negative and long-lasting impact that systemic discrimination and persistent cultural norms have on
the representation of women.
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Gerrity, Osborn, and Mendez 2007; Little, Dunn, and Deen 2001;
Lovenduski and Norris 2003; Osborn 2012; Swers 2002, 2013; Tremblay
2012; Volden, Wiseman, and Wittmer 2018). Female politicians, on
average, take more liberal positions than their male counterparts, and
they show greater support for social welfare (Huddy, Cassese, and Lizotte
2008; Reingold 2008). Women are arguably more productive lawmakers
overall than men (Volden, Wiseman, and Wittmer 2013), and they speak
more in parliament on substantive policy issues (Pearson and Dancey
2011). Women are more effective at securing spending for their
constituencies (Anzia and Berry 2011; Lazarus and Steigerwalt 2018),
and they provide better constituency service and responsiveness
(Richardson, Jr., and Freeman 1995; Thomsen and Sanders 2017),
especially on women’s issues (Butler 2014).

At the same time, other research highlights consistent similarities in
behavior among men and women in office, which is commonly
attributed to growing ideological polarization between parties,
increasingly making party affiliation an overarching determinant of
voting patterns and other forms of legislative behavior (Dittmar 2015).
Examining roll-call voting among American state legislators, Hogan
(2008) found overall similar voting behavior by women and men on
economic and regulatory policies. Also studying state legislatures,
Reingold (2003) found that women and men have similar policy
preferences and roll-call records as well as very similar legislative styles
and strategies. An absence of gender differences in roll-call voting,
together with similar levels of overall liberalism, was also reported by
Schwindt-Bayer and Corbetta (2004) among members of the US House
of Representatives. Reingold (2003) further documented similar
responsiveness to constituents among women and men, conforming with
a null gender effect on decisions to spend time on constituency casework
(Ellickson and Whistler 2001).

All of these studies deal with in-office behaviors that may be the result of
multiple processes and causes: selection effects, personality differences,
within-parliament group dynamics, and divergence in substantive issue
preferences, among others. Another important explanatory factor for
these documented differences and similarities is that women and men
who hold elected office are judged systematically differently by the
public, which on its own can motivate gender-based behavioral
divergence, whether as an anticipatory response or as a reactive response
to such dynamics (Lazarus and Steigerwalt 2018). The supply side of this
equation has been extensively documented in literature on the
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differences in how male and female politicians are judged by citizens. The
evidence suggests that these stereotypical judgments result in adverse
electoral consequences for women under certain conditions (Bauer
2015b, 2017; Cassese and Holman 2018; Clayton et al. 2019; Lawless
2004; O’Brien 2015; Paul and Smith 2008; Sanbonmatsu 2002;
Schneider and Bos 2014). Self-reported evidence has documented
female politicians’ acute awareness of the different standards by which
they are judged by voters, the media, and their peers (Dittmar 2015;
Dittmar, Sanbonmatsu, and Carroll 2018; Hayes and Lawless 2016).2

Political Accountability

In politics, accountability is tied to holding (and risking the loss of) political
office (Bueno De Mesquita and Siverson 1995; Healy and Malhotra 2013),
and it has a central role in theories of elite political decision making,
legislative behavior, and democratic representation (Ashworth 2012;
Przeworski, Stokes, and Manin 1999). The impact of political
accountability depends on two fundamental assumptions. First,
politicians’ actions are public, that is, open to scrutiny by citizens and
the media. Second, politicians’ actions have potential electoral
repercussions; politicians are interested in staying in office (or in seeking
higher office), and they can be voted out by dissatisfied citizens.
Importantly, accountability in politics is a distinct subset of the broader
psychological concept of being held accountable, which consists of
having to justify your actions to others, with potential repercussions.3

Political accountability as defined here results in important behavioral
implications: Politicians who are interested in remaining in office and
are publicly scrutinized for their actions are motivated to act in ways that
maximize voters’ positive impression of them to gain these voters’
support (Arnold 1992; Kingdon 1989; March and Olsen 1995; and see
Ashworth 2012 for a review). Futhermore, influential theories in
economics and political science rely heavily on this reasoning to explain

2. Most literature on women’s perceptions of gender-based biased judgments is focused on American
politics, but very similar findings have been reported in studies with legislators in the United Kingdom
(Puwar 2004) and in Canada (Trimble 2006).

3. The literature on accountability in the context of policy making and politics is extensive and covers
many subtopics. Here, I am interested specifically in the accountability of democratically elected
politicians to their constituents, which is distinct from accountability of bureaucrats to their
administrative and political leaders (which is the focus of a separate and long-standing public
administration research agenda). For a comprehensive review, see Lerner and Tetlock (1999) as well
as Bovens (2007), Busuioc and Lodge (2016), and Olsen (2015).
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elite political decision making and derivative policy patterns (e.g., Downs
and Rocke 1994; Ferejohn 1986; Soroka and Wlezien 2010; Weaver 1986).
How politicians respond to these incentives in their decision making is not
particularly well understood. It is unclear whether different politicians
interpret and react to a looming election, or public scrutiny, in the same
way. For example, politicians who are confident in their likelihood of
retaining office may amplify risk taking, whereas those who are less
electorally safe might employ a different approach toward risk taking
when considering such features of their politically accountable position
(Sheffer and Loewen 2017). If politicians are evaluated differently for the
same in-office actions by those who hold them accountable because of
their gender, we certainly do not have strong empirical evidence for
whether this results in women and men in office adopting uniquely
distinct responses when operating in an environment with high political
accountability. Höhmann (2019) has also provided evidence from
Germany that female representatives’ ability to dedicate resources to
women’s issues is constrained by their electoral safety.

Although very few studies have attempted to directly examine gender
differences in the context of political accountability,4 research on
accountability in other domains documents important gender effects.
When experimentally comparing choices made in a public (i.e.,
observed) settings versus an unobservable condition, men exhibit
stronger behavior change than women (Grolleau, Kocher, and Sutan
2016, but see Lefebvre and Vieider 2013 for an example of a uniform
accountability effect). Women and men also respond differently to being
held accountable by peer groups with different gender compositions
(Brandts and Garofalo 2012). We further know that adolescent women
and men exhibit different willingness to take risks on behalf of groups
when such tasks are conducted publicly; women show increased risk
aversion, partly owing to lower “social confidence” (Alan et al. 2016).
Similarly, women tend to downgrade their self-assessment when held

4. An important exception is Esarey and Schwindt-Bayer (2018), who differentiate among
democracies by the degree to which politicians can be held electorally accountable. They present
indirect evidence that increased female representation reduces perceptions of corruption in high-
accountability democracies, but not in countries where personal accountability of representatives is
reduced. Similar to the argument made here, they contend that this happens because female
representatives are judged more harshly than men and are thus more likely to pay a greater price for
corrupt behavior relative to men when voters can punish them. And because women are also
consistently more risk averse, this increased risk of punishment makes corrupt behavior under high
accountability even less appealing for them relative to their male counterparts. This observational
analysis provides support for the idea that accountability is predictive of different behaviors by men
and women in office.
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accountable, particularly when the quality of their choices is observable,
whereas men do not (Ludwig, Fellner-Röhling, and Thoma. 2017;
Thoma 2016).

These findings suggest that the decision making of women and men in
office could be affected differently by the fact that they are operating in an
environment that holds them politically accountable for their actions.
Moreover, because women and men are evaluated systematically
differently by citizens who hold politicians accountable (Bauer 2017;
Lawless 2004), it is likely that a compound process makes gender-based
differences in responses to choices made under public scrutiny and with
electoral consequences more pronounced.5

A separate compounding factor is that stereotypical judgments of female
politicians tend to be dependent on the substance of the issue at hand: they
are most pronounced when citizens evaluate the competence of women
and men on ‘men’s issues’ such as defense and crime, and (in the
opposite direction) on social welfare and ‘women’s issues’ (Lawless 2004,
482). Economic policy, which is the domain of interest in this study,
lends itself the least to either kind of stereotypical attribution and,
arguably, poses a harder test for the expectations posited here because
activating accountability considerations when gender stereotyping does
not clearly map onto the issue at hand may have less of a gender-
divergent outcome.

An open question in this context is in what aspects of political decision
making are we most likely to observe gender differences under these
conditions. One well-documented and highly influential choice
anomaly — the status quo bias — is a likely candidate.

Status Quo Bias

An overpreference for choices perceived to be the status quo, or the default
state of affairs, is a persistent choice anomaly in virtually any decision-
making domain, and it has been consistently shown to influence a wide
variety of outcomes (Kahneman, Knetsch, and Thaler 1991). This is
especially true in the context of public policy and politics: status quo
bias is one of the sources of the incumbency advantage (Quattrone and
Tversky 1988). It is viewed as responsible for adverse economic
performance and for the retention of failed and/or harmful policies

5. See Esarey and Schwindt-Bayer 2018 for a discussion of this mechanism in the context of in-office
corruption.
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(Crandall et al. 2009; Fernandez and Rodrik 1991; Howitt and Wintrobe
1995; Samuelson and Zeckhauser 1988). An innate preference for and
justification of the status quo carries potentially long-term implications
for disadvantaged groups in society because their discriminated status is
entrenched by the impact of status quo preference on system justification
(Jost, Banaji, and Nosek 2004).

Although individuals in general are strongly susceptible to the status quo
bias in their decision making, political scientists often make the opposite
assumption about politicians as a group by describing them as strongly
motivated to abandon or modify existing policies. This predisposition
toward a platform of change has been claimed to be both a successful
campaigning strategy and a frequently observed in-office policy-making
style (Aragonès, Postlewaite, and Palfrey 2007; Cai et al. 2009; Capelos
2005; Fu and Li 2014; Majumdar and Mukand 2004). This preference
is in line with evidence that politicians as a group are more risk-seeking
than the general population (Sheffer et al. 2018). Yet whether opting for
change and abandoning the status quo is what happens when these
politicians are elected and face scrutiny is a separate issue that has
scarcely been tested empirically. Almost all of the evidence has been
obtained from nonelites, and it suggests the opposite: that accountability
strongly amplifies status quo bias in public choice tasks.6 As Tetlock and
Boettger (1994) show, individuals exhibit a stronger status quo bias when
policy choices they are making (in that study, in the context of public
health) involve having to justify them to others. Importantly, the theory
on status quo preference by political elites does not explicitly consider
heterogeneity among elites in its expression. This consideration is
potentially consequential, particularly because nonelites do vary in
predictable ways in the degree to which they exhibit a preference for the
status quo (e.g., by age) (Samuelson and Zeckhauser 1988). In the
context of the status quo bias under conditions of heightened political
accountability, it is likely that gender factors in as well. As argued by
Tetlock and Boettger (1994) (see also Esarey and Schwindt-Bayer, 2018),
having to justify your choices to others amplifies status quo bias and is a
product of risk aversion. Higher levels of innate risk aversion incentivize

6. Accountability also modulates the expression of various other decision-making biases and
heuristics: politicians sometimes discount the future more when elections are on their mind. They
act with more confidence as a public signaling tactic or are less confident in their judgment because
they are motivated to deliberate choices more carefully. They could be deterred or encouraged to
engage in corrupt behavior, and they may be more (or less) inclined to spend when they believe the
public is more attentive to their choices (Fennema and Perkins 2008; Hafner-Burton, Hughes, and
Victor 2013; Lerner and Tetlock 1999; Pereira, Melo, and Figueiredo 2009; Simonson and Nye 1992).
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blame-avoidance behavior, which in turn translates to stronger adherence
to what is perceived as the current state of affairs, presumably because it
is an easier position to defend and justify.

Overall, the aforementioned literature supports the gender-difference
hypothesis on status quo bias response in two ways. First, women are, on
average, more risk-averse than men (Byrnes, Miller, and Schafer 1999;
Croson and Gneezy 2009). If risk aversion is indeed the mechanism that
underlies a heightened status quo preference in response to conditions of
accountability, than we should expect, on average, that under such
circumstances, women will exhibit a stronger status quo preference than
men. Conversely, when the implied accountability of the task is reduced,
risk seeking or avoidance plays a smaller role in choice calculus; thus,
gender differences in expressions of the status quo bias should be smaller
or absent.

Second, office-holding women are more likely to receive blame by citizens
and, thus, to be more strongly motivated to act in ways that minimize it,
because of gender-based stereotypical judgments (Lazarus and Steigerwalt
2018). This is especially true when women act in ways that deviate from or
violate the status quo. For example, female candidates are evaluated
consistently more harshly when they disagree with their party position
compared to male counterparts (Vraga 2017), which is reflected in citizens’
negative judgments on their sincerity, competence, and leadership. Thus,
male candidates have more freedom to diverge from their party positions
without being punished as much by voters. Similarly, female politicians
who are perceived to be ‘first movers’ in adopting certain campaign strategies
are disproportionally punished by voters relative to men, at least when it
comes to using negative ads. Voters are much more forgiving when they
believe that a female candidate simply followed her opponent’s lead in those
instances (Krupnikov and Bauer 2014; see also Ennser-Jedenastik, Dolezal,
and Mueller 2017). And finally, exhibiting masculine traits (and arguably
risk-taking behavior is a classic masculine trait) tends to backfire for women
more than for men when they are judged by outside partisans (Bauer 2017;
see also Puwar 2004). When being evaluated by the general public, they
face greater negative consequences for actions that are perceived as
aggressive; thus, they should be more strongly motivated to make choices
that gives them some insurance. The idea that those biased judgments do
lead to behavior change by women is in line with additional research
making the argument that gender stereotypes have little effect on electoral
behavior exactly because female candidates engage in preemptive strategies
designed to downplay them (Bos 2011; Gordon, Shafie, and Crigler 2003).
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In sum, being held politically accountable for in-office actions amplifies
the appeal of choices presented as the status quo. But the factors that
account for the appeal of the status quo (namely, inherent risk aversion
that is further fueled by motivation to avoid attributions of blame by
voters) are especially salient for female office holders. As a result, my
expectation is that under conditions of high political accountability,
female politicians will, on average, exhibit stronger status quo bias
compared to their male counterparts, whereas these differences should
be significantly reduced when accountability primes are absent.7

These expectations apply specifically to elected officials. A related
question is whether nonelite women who are presented with scenarios
that involve higher implied political accountability will act differently
than nonelite men, or if such differences are unique to office-holders.
Answering this question helps unpack the source of in-office behavior
differences and could inform our understanding of how and when they
are formed. Two previously mentioned mechanisms work in concert to
produce the expected gendered patterns: one is a priori risk preference
differences among men and women that feed into status quo preference,
and the other is changes to decision making brought about by the
different experiences of men and women in office and, in particular,
different expectations regarding how the public judges their actions. On
the one hand, men being more risk-seeking than women is regularly
documented in the general population as well, which may lead to
similar patterns among nonelites. On the other hand, lived experience in
holding office, and especially insight into how female representatives are
perceived by voters, is likely far less common among those outside of
elected politics, meaning that any effects originating from this factor
should be diminished among nonelites. I therefore remain agnostic
regarding the likelihood of seeing in nonelites the same results that I
expect to observe among politicians. I have, however, attempted to
answer this question directly by fielding the same experiment to citizen
samples in the studied countries, thus providing a base rate as a backdrop
against which the main findings can be evaluated.

7. This is a prediction regarding the difference between men and women in their status-quo preference
under different accountability conditions. The theory does not translate readily into predictions on
changes to the absolute levels of status quo preference exhibited separately by men and women.
Insofar as women exhibit a stronger status quo preference than men under high accountability, it is
not obvious that this would be solely the result of women’s stronger adherence to choices presented
as the default rather than also a function of men showing an increased tendency to abandon the
status quo when accountability is amplified.
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STUDY DESIGN

My empirical approach in this study is to evaluate politicians on a
hypothetical, politically relevant, decision-making task using a survey
administered to participants in person and allowing for random
assignment of respondents to different experimental conditions. This
design is also inherently comparative, with data collected in three
countries. As Cammisa and Reingold (2004) noted, studies of gender
differences, and of women in general, in legislative politics tend to focus
on single-country cases rather than compare behaviors across parliament
cases and subgroups. Evaluating the impact of accountability across
multiple legislative chambers further substantiates the findings reported
here.

Data used in this study were collected as part of the Infopol Project, in
which incumbent politicians from the national and regional parliaments
of Belgium, Canada, and Israel were interviewed in person and
responded (on tablets and laptops) to various question modules,
including the one studied here. The challenge of administering
established experimental modules to sufficiently large numbers of
politicians is a long-standing inference impasse in political science.
Druckman and Lupia (2012) explain that “Typical experimental subjects
often lack the experience needed to act ‘as if’ they were professional
legislators; yet, legislators themselves are often reluctant to participate in
experiments as subjects” (2012, 1178). Here, I was able to administer the
studied vignette to more than 300 incumbents, allowing for a sufficiently
high-powered design and direct comparability with results obtained from
nonelites who were presented with the same task.

Recruiting politicians to take part in interview-embedded controlled
tasks is not the only way to observe preference for choice anomalies and
other traits that politicians exhibit. Alternatively, it is possible to estimate
personality traits and other individual differences from legislative speech
(Ramey, Klingler, and Hollibaugh 2015), to observe politicians’ behavior
on key votes, or to investigate other markers, such as their decisions over
financial matters (Grose 2013). Also, as embodied in the literature on
electoral business cycles, it is possible to infer choice preferences of
politicians and governments from aggregate policy outcomes by relying
on “revealed preferences” (Alesina 1988; Drazen 2000; Krause and
Méndez 2005). However, these approaches have several important
shortcomings that warrant the usage of evaluations collected directly
from politicians using vignettes.
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First, the choices that are put in front of politicians while in office are
themselves likely endogenous to their preference for the status quo or
change. Second, political decisions are often (or even typically)
multidimensional, “multi-issue,” or both. Accurately characterizing the
degree to which a given choice reflects, for the politician, the status quo
or a departure from it is difficult and vulnerable to post hoc reasoning.
Third, making inferences from collective choices (e.g., votes in
parliaments or government decisions) or from aggregate outcomes on the
motivations and preferences of individual politicians is challenging.
Fourth, political behaviors such as passing legislation or committee
voting often follow a partisan logic that constrains politicians and
obscures our ability to observe their individual preferences.

Essentially, any attempt to evaluate politicians’ preference for certain
choices — in this case the choice between the status quo and a
departure from it — entails a trade-off between internal and external
validity. By administering a decision-making task based on well-
established vignettes to sitting politicians, I sought to evaluate a
preference for the status quo in a reliable and comparable way and to
subsequently benchmark these preferences against well-established
population averages on the same tasks. This design thus improves
internal validity. In contrast, because a vignette study evaluates choices
on a hypothetical task, it carries reduced external validity. I nevertheless
believe that the advantages to this approach, and particularly the ability
to collect individual-level choice data directly from incumbents, together
with the aforementioned shortcomings of alternative approaches, justify
this choice. I further sought to maximize external validity by using a
strongly political scenario (a choice between two economic policy
platforms that a party is debating) to simulate a dilemma politicians are
more likely to encounter in office relative to other standard tasks used to
evaluate status quo bias.

The data for this study were collected in the second round of the Infopol
Project interviews, fielded during 2015 in all three participating countries.8
The interviews took 45 minutes to an hour to complete. Table 1 provides
key sampling information on subjects in each country. In total, 377
politicians were interviewed and completed the reported experiment
(Belgium, N ¼ 251; Canada, N ¼ 74; Israel, N ¼ 52). In all three
countries, the project team was able to interview members of parliament

8. The first round, in which �160 politicians were interviewed, was conducted in 2014; some
politicians were interviewed in both rounds.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics by country

Belgium Canada Israel

Variable Parl. Sample Parl. Sample Parl. Sample

Number Women 166 96 116 23 29 + 8 10 + 3
Men 247 155 309 51 91 + 30 27 + 12
All 413 251 425 74 120 + 38 37 + 15

Proportion women 40.2% 38.2% 27.3% 31.1% 23.4% 25%
Mean tenure, Women 6.3 5.7 7.1 5.4 4.1 3.3
years Men 8.8 8.1 9.9 10 7.7 6.5

All 7.8 7.1 9.2 8.5 6.8 5.7
Mean year of birth Women 1970 1971 1964 1969 1968 1966

Men 1966 1967 1960 1958 1959 1960
All 1968 1968 1961 1961 1961 1961

Parl., parliaments in which sampling was conducted in the study. Sample, politicians who participated in the status quo experiment. In Israel, participants were both
incumbent Members of Knesset (MKs), and 15 exiting MKs who were interviewed shortly after the 2015 election.
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(MPs) from all major parties, from both the governing coalition and the
opposition, often in proportions that were roughly similar to the relative
share of seats each party had in the relevant parliament. Participants in
the study had, at the time of the interview, somewhat shorter tenures
than peers who did not participate (about a year and a half shorter), but
this difference was only significant in Belgium (two-sided t-test p ¼ .013)
and not in Canada ( p ¼ .400) or in Israel ( p ¼ .210). Participating
politicians were also younger by a year or less on average (varying by
country) than nonparticipants, but this difference was not significant in
any country. The proportions of women and men in the studied
legislatures and in the experiment sample were similar, and differences
in the proportions of women and men between in-sample and out-
sample politicians were not significant in either country. (x2 test p
values: Belgium, .315; Canada, .421; Israel, .742.)

In Belgium, incumbents participating in the status quo experiment were
recruited from the national Chamber of Representatives (N ¼ 96), from
the Flemish Parliament (N ¼ 98), and from the Walloon Parliament
(N ¼ 45, including 12 French-speaking members of the Parliament of
Brussels-Capital Region). An additional 12 participating incumbents
(among 31 such office holders at the time of the interview) were either
party heads or cabinet ministers who did not serve as members of either
parliament. In Canada, incumbents participating in this study were
recruited from the House of Commons (N ¼ 45) and from the Ontario
Legislative Assembly (N ¼ 29). In Israel, participants were incumbent
members of Knesset (N ¼ 37), Israel’s only legislature, and an additional
15 exiting members of Knesset who were not re-elected following the
2015 election in Israel and were interviewed shortly thereafter. A full
breakdown by chamber and party is available in the supplementary
information online.

In addition to the participating politicians, I administered the same
module to representative general population samples collected in all
three participating countries, which were balanced on relevant national
demographics (age, gender, language, and geographical distribution,
where relevant). These surveys were conducted online using established
local panel vendors, and the wording and presentation of the modules
were identical to those presented to politicians (Belgium: N ¼ 2,751;
Canada: N ¼ 619; Israel: N ¼ 1,005).9

9. The module text was identical, and was preceded with an introduction text instructing respondents
to “think about what you would do if you were a member of parliament” when engaging with the task.
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The module used to evaluate the status quo bias in this study uses a
design similar to (but modified from) the original modules used by
Samuelson and Zeckhauser (1988, see also Anderson 2003), in which
participants were asked to make a choice between two alternatives and
were randomly assigned to see one of the two described as the default or
current state of the world, and the other, by implication, as a departure
from it. I employed a scenario in which MPs were required to adopt one
of two policy plans, each having different GDP growth and deficit
projections (either 3% growth and 3% deficit (“3 þ 3”), or 5% growth
and 5% deficit (“5 þ 5”). I randomly varied which one was presented as
keeping up with the current state of the economy on these indicators
and which one was presented as a change from the current state. This
scenario is highly politically relevant compared with situations normally
used to evaluate status quo bias. However, the information provided was
intentionally limited to two indicators (i.e., GDP growth and deficit),
owing to the length of the survey during which the module was
presented, and the need to engage participating politicians on a task that
they could realistically consider within the given time frame. This design
further followed the common expectation that elite decision makers
often rely on only one or two indicators when making economics-related
policy choices (Jones and Baumgartner 2005).

I intentionally presented a choice between two plans that appeared
roughly similar in the tradeoffs they presented and that focused on
technical economic indicators. Although it still posed a real dilemma,
this scenario minimized ideological sorting and thus had the benefit of
providing a ‘blank slate’ for testing status quo preference.10 Furthermore,
citizens often do not possess accurate knowledge nor stables preference
regarding indicators such as GDP growth and budget deficit levels
(Anderson 2007; Healy and Malhotra 2013), which should have made it
easier for participants to believe that either of the growth/deficit scenarios
represented the current state of the economy. In contrast, respondents
can be expected to be much better informed on the status of domains
and plans (e.g., the legality of same-sex marriage.). Ideologically charged
and more salient scenarios make it difficult to isolate the stand-alone
effect of the status quo, which I sought to maximize in the current design.

10. Both plans entailed commonly encountered deficit and growth numbers; neither was explicitly
positive or negative. Although the more expansionary “5þ5” plan was likely more appealing to fiscal
progressives, I avoided more ideologically explicit choices such as a “zero deficit” plan, which could
have skewed results on partisan lines.
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To evaluate the impact of the implied accountability of the task, I
included an additional treatment, orthogonal to the status quo treatment,
by adding or removing text that described the situation as happening a
month before an upcoming election and noted that there was news
media pressure to know the respondent’s position on the issue. Both of
these aspects, emphasizing the public nature of the task and the
potential electoral repercussions of the decision, represent the core
constructs of political accountability (Lerner and Tetlock 1999). This
results in a 2�2 random assignment design.11

The full texts of the module used follow. The square brackets contain the
low- and high-accountability treatments; the different status quo frames are
listed separately. This text was translated to the relevant language(s) in each
country where the module was fielded:

1. Status quo - 3 þ 3:
“[Imagine that / Going into the coming elections,] your party has to adopt

an economic policy plan. The party has to choose between two plans: plan A
will keep the rate of economic growth and budget deficit at their current
levels. The rate of economic growth is currently 3% and the budget deficit
is 3%. Plan B would increase the rate of economic growth by 2% while
also increasing the budget deficit by 2%.

[(empty) / A month before the elections, reporters ask you which plan you
would support.]

Which plan would you vote for?”
2. Status quo - 5 þ 5:
“[Imagine that / Going into the coming elections,] your party has to adopt

an economic policy plan. The party has to choose between two plans: plan A
will keep the rate of economic growth and budget deficit at their current
levels. The rate of economic growth is currently 5% and the budget deficit
is 5%. Plan B would decrease the rate of economic growth by 2% while
also decreasing the budget deficit by 2%.

[(empty) / A month before the elections, reporters ask you which plan you
would support.]

Which plan would you vote for?”

Table 2 reports the number of respondents in each treatment cell overall
and per country, broken down by gender, which is the subgroup

11. Beyond evaluating the impact of accountability, this design allows for comparing the impact of the
substantive content of the program presented as the default (either 3þ3 or 5þ5) on the respondents’
status quo bias. Aside from there not being a significant effect of the plans’ substance on politicians’
status quo preference, this discussion exceeds the scope of this article. Here, I am only interested in
the gender-differentiated impact of the accountability treatment, and have no theoretical
expectations on the relationship between gender and the content of the plan presented as the status quo.
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Table 2. Experimental treatment condition assignment for participating politicians by gender

Overall Overall Belgium Canada Israel
Status Quo Accountability % N N N N

Plan Condition F M F M F M F M F M

3 + 3 Low Acc. 35% 65% 34 62 24 35 7 19 3 8
3 + 3 High Acc. 42% 58% 32 44 22 31 7 9 3 4
5 + 5 Low Acc. 34% 66% 37 73 29 44 6 16 2 13
5 + 5 High Acc. 31% 69% 29 66 21 45 3 7 5 14
All All 35% 65% 132 245 96 155 23 51 13 39

Acc., accountability; N, number; F, female; M, male.
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breakdown of interest in this study. On the aggregate, the proportion of
female and male politicians in each experimental condition are similar,
especially given the constraint of conducting random assignment of
relatively small groups of participants into four cells using three separate
country procedures.

RESULTS

The quantity of interest in this analysis is the overall proportion of
respondents choosing the policy plan presented as the status quo under
the different accountability conditions. Here, I report raw proportions of
the quantities of interest alongside regression analysis of the same data.
Although this is the most straightforward approach for interpreting the
results, it could be affected by treatment assignment imbalance
introduced in the data collection phase of the project, as a result of the
three country cases conducting random assignment offline separately.
Specifically, random assignment of politicians to the accountability
treatment resulted in 206 respondents in the low-accountability
condition and 171 in the high-accountability condition. This imbalance
nears conventional levels of statistical significance (equal proportions test
p ¼ .079). To establish that the results are not influenced by this
imbalance, I conducted an additional analysis of the same quantities
(reported in the following section) by simulating a condition assignment
likelihood of 0.50 on each treatment, using Clarify software (Tomz,
Wittenberg, and King 2003). The results are virtually identical to the raw
proportions, suggesting that this is not a major concern. The full results
from this procedure are reported in the supplementary information
online.12

In the aggregate, across both status quo conditions and the low- or high-
accountability conditions, 67% of MPs chose the plan presented as the
status quo, and 33% chose to abandon it in favor of the nondefault plan.
These quantities vary by country, although in all cases the participating
politicians exhibit a very strong status quo preference: In Belgium, 64%
of politicians opted for the status quo choice. In Canada, 77% did so,

12. A logit model with the treatments as predictors was used for this procedure. Predicted probabilities
for quantities of interest were derived after estimating logit models, also using Clarify software. This
method allows for reporting 95% confidence intervals for these results, which are reported in the
supplementary information online. Setting treatment likelihoods to 0.5 overcomes any country-
specific or aggregate treatment assignment imbalances, which invariably exist in subgroups owing to
their relatively small numbers.
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and in Israel the proportion was 69%. These country differences do not
meet conventional levels of statistical significance (x2 ¼ 4.410; p ¼
.110). Full by-country results are available in the supplementary
information online.

Overall, female politicians exhibited slightly lower status quo preference
than men (66% compared to 68%, respectively), but these differences were
far from statistically significant (x2 ¼ 0.109; p ¼ .741). This pattern held
true across individual country cases, with no significant gender
differences.13

For comparison, I examined the rate of status quo preference in the
general population samples collected in each country. Overall, citizens
exhibited a lower status quo preference than politicians (64% vs. 67%)
but not significantly so (two-sided t-test p ¼ .178). This similarity
between politicians and citizens held true in Belgium (64% and 65%,
respectively) and in Israel (68% and 64%). In Canada, politicians were
significantly more likely to adhere to the status quo than citizens: 76% of
MPs choose the status quo compared with 60% of citizens (two-sided t-
test p ¼ .004).

As with politicians, I found no significant overarching gender differences
in status quo preference among citizens. Female respondents opted for the
status quo plan 63% of the time, and male respondents did so 65% of the
time (x2 ¼ 1.409; p ¼ .235). There were no significant or substantive
gender differences within each country case.

Looking at the status quo preference proportions reported in Table 3,
there is a clear divergence between male and female politicians in their
response to the accountability treatment. Priming accountability resulted
in the proportion of women preferring the status quo plan increasing
from 61% to 72%, whereas for men an inverse pattern occurred, with the
proportion decreasing from 74% to 61%. Both of these changes resulted
in a female–male status quo preference gap that changed from 213%
under low accountability to þ 11% under high accountability, a þ 24%
net change. Although the observed increase in status quo preference for
female politicians was expected in light of existing literature, the finding
regarding male politicians’ increased willingness to abandon the status
quo under high accountability is more curious and cannot be readily
accounted for by current theoretical arguments. One potential

13. In Israel, men adhered to the status quo substantially more than women (74% vs. 54%), but these
differences do not meet conventional levels of statistical significance, partly owing to the relatively small
sample size.
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explanation is that male politicians identify the promotion of change as a
more electorally appealing strategy and, together with the reduced
reputational risk for men associated with being a ‘first mover,’ have
stronger incentives to abandon the status quo choice.

To evaluate whether this differential impact of the accountability
treatments for women and men in office was significant, I estimated a
logit model with status quo preference as the outcome and the treatment
variables and gender as predictors. I also included an interaction term of
gender and the accountability treatment. I further included country fixed
effects and added controls for age and tenure length because both are
strongly correlated with politicians’ gender (see Table 1). Female
politicians in the current sample, and in the legislatures, had a lower
mean tenure length and were, on average, four and a half years younger
than their male peers. These differences were consistent across the three
countries.14 For robustness checks, I also estimated a model with only

Table 3. Proportion of respondents opting for the plan presented as the status
quo, by subgroup and accountability treatment condition

Proportion Choosing Status Quo

Subgroup Low Acc. High Acc. Overall

Politicians Women 0.61 0.72 0.66
Men 0.74 0.61 0.68
Gender Gap 213% +11% +2%

( p ¼ .054) ( p ¼ .134) ( p ¼ .659)
All 0.69 0.65 0.67

Citizens Women 0.63 0.63 0.63
Men 0.64 0.65 0.65
Gender Gap 22% 22% 22%

( p ¼ .595) ( p ¼ .206) ( p ¼ .203)
All 0.64 0.64 0.64

Acc., accountability. Reported p values are obtained from two-sided t-tests of the difference between
women and men in each treatment condition and overall.

14. These controls also helped offset some outstanding imbalances in random assignment to the
experimental conditions (see the supplementary information online). Another factor that may be
associated with the in-office gender-based differences reported here is the systematic difference in the
electoral safety of incumbent women and men. To evaluate this, I constructed a measure of
individual electoral safety for the participating politicians based on their electoral standing in the
most recent election preceding the study. The gender differences on this measure were very small
(0.43 for men vs. 0.46 on a scale of 0 to 1, with 1 indicating higher safety). They are in the direction
opposite to the one expected and are inconsistent across country cases. I further included this
measure as a control in a model I estimated as a robustness check, with no influence on the main
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gender and the experimental treatments as predictors as well as an
additional model in which the status quo plan treatment was interacted
with gender and with the accountability treatment.

The full regression results are reported in Table 4; the main model is
reported in the first column. Accountability and gender had a significant
interaction. For male politicians, high accountability resulted in a
significant decrease in their likelihood of choosing the alternative
presented as the status quo. Female politicians were less likely to choose
the status quo plan than men under the low-accountability condition,
and they exhibited a significantly increased status quo preference when
accountability was high. The substantive content of the status quo plan
(either the 3 þ 3 or the 5 þ 5 plan) had no impact on these dynamics.15

As shown in model 2, the results held without controls and were
substantively similar under the added interactions in model 3, although
the interaction term of gender and accountability did not meet
conventional levels of statistical significance. Model 4 was a linear
regression replication of model 2, providing a more direct quantification
of the effect sizes in percentage points. Further robustness checks with
party fixed effects and electoral safety controls are included in the
supplementary information online. The results were similar.

Figure 1 presents the gender gap in status quo preference for politicians
under each accountability condition, and the change in this gap when
moving from low to high accountability. The latter corresponds to the
value of the interaction coefficient in model 4 in Table 4. A
substantively large and statistically significant 24% change occurred in
the status quo gender gap, reflecting a full reversal of its direction, when
moving from low to high accountability. Even though both male and
female politicians strongly exhibited status quo bias under all conditions,
men did so far more than women under low accountability, and women
did so more than men under high accountability.

effect. A full description of this measure and results of the model estimation are included in the
supplementary information online.

15. Arguably, government or opposition status could have influenced whether the plan presented as
the status quo was seen as more desirable, and party ideology could have made the more restrictive
(3þ3) plan more appealing for fiscal conservatives. Neither dynamic was clearly observable in the
data. At the time this project was fielded, all three countries had a right or center-right government.
In Belgium, overall status quo preference among members of governing parties was �4% lower than
that of opposition party members. But in Canada and in Israel, members of governing parties were,
respectively, 17% and 11% more likely than opposition members to support the status quo plan.
Substantive program preference was also not correlated with party ideology: support among members
of the (conservative) governing coalitions for the 3þ3 plan was 6% higher than opposition party
members in Belgium, 14% higher in Canada, but 14% lower in Israel.
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Table 4. Estimation results: Impact of experimental treatments on status quo preference by politicians

Logistic OLS

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Female Politician 20.416 20.624** 21.024** 20.136**

(0.326) (0.313) (0.454) (0.069)
Accountability 20.591** 20.599** 20.273 20.130**

(0.286) (0.277) (0.444) (0.060)
SQ Plan (5 + 5) 20.010 20.130 20.168 20.028

(0.231) (0.224) (0.396) (0.049)
Female Pol. × Accountability 1.054** 1.116** 1.094 0.244**

(0.476) (0.467) (0.685) (0.101)
Tenure, years 0.032*

(0.020)
Year of Birth 20.003

(0.012)
Canada (FE) 0.597*

(0.336)
Israel (FE) 0.260

(0.348)
Female Pol. × SQ Plan 0.784

(0.631)
Accountability × SQ Plan 20.519 (0.572)
Female Pol. × Accountability × SQ Plan 20.070 (0.946)
Constant 7.140 1.121*** 1.142*** 0.756***

(24.555) (0.233) (0.297) (0.048)
Observations 372 377 377 377
R2 0.019
Pseudo R2 0.064 0.019 0.030
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Table 4. Continued

Logistic OLS

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Hosmer-Lemeshow Test p-value 0.227 0.994 1
Log Likelihood 2225.913 2234.407 2232.264

Note:*p , 0.1; *p , 0.05; ***p , 0.01
The dependent variable is the choice type made in the status quo experiment, coded 1 for the choice presented as the status quo and 0 for the alternative.
Accountability is 0 for low, 1 for high. SQ Plan is 0 for the 3 þ 3 plan, 1 for the 5 þ 5 plan. First three estimated models are logit regressions. Model 4 is an
ordinary linear regression. Standard errors reported in parentheses. Maximum likelihood pseudo R2 and real R2 values reported for each model.
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Figure 2 presents the differential impact of heightened accountability on
the status quo preference for women and men participating in the
experiment. For citizens, the accountability treatment had an essentially
null effect for both women and men, with a 20.9% change in status quo
preference for women in the high-accountability condition compared to
low accountability, with a þ 0.5% change for men. As described in the
preceding text, for politicians, the effect of accountability was large and
contradictory: male politicians exhibited a 13% decrease in status quo
preference, from 74.1% to 60.9%, whereas the female politicians’ status
quo preference increased by 11%, from 60.6% to 72.1%.

The results are relatively consistent across country cases, as illustrated in
Figure 3 (see the supplementary information online full results). In
Belgium and Canada, female politicians increased their status quo
preference when accountability was heightened (þ9.3% and þ 38.5%,
respectively), and men’s status quo preference decreased (26.5% and
220.3%). In Israel, incumbent men’s status quo preference decreased

FIGURE 1. Difference in status-quo preference between female and male
politicians, by accountability condition. Dots are the percentage point gap
between women and men in each condition, with the bottom row presenting the
percentage point change in the gap, moving from low to high accountability. Bars
are 95% confidence intervals.
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when accountability was high (224.6%), but women’s status quo
preference did not increase (210%). Three points of reservation are
worth noting with respect to the results in Israel: First, only 13 female
members of Knesset participated in the experiment, across both
accountability conditions; thus, it is difficult to extract a statistically valid
inference from the observed proportions. Second, despite the small
sample size, the negative impact of accountability on status quo
preference among female Israeli politicians was less than half of that
observed in their male peers. Finally, no significant country effects were
included when estimating the full models.

DISCUSSION

Women and men in elected office have, on average, different substantive
preferences, representation styles, and levels of legislative effectiveness.
They also follow different trajectories on the way to getting elected, and
they have very different in-office experiences. The study and analysis
provide evidence that female and male politicians also react differently

FIGURE 2. Effect of accountability treatment on status-quo preference, by
respondent type and gender. Quantities are percentage point change in status-quo
choice for each group when moving from low to high accountability.
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when the implied accountability levels of politically relevant tasks they are
faced with are manipulated. Priming the fundamental aspects of political
accountability results in divergent patterns: female politicians escalate
their preference for status quo policies, whereas male politicians are
more likely to abandon them.

The theoretical explanation promoted in this article for this finding is
that gendered responses to political accountability reflect persistent risk
aversion and blame avoidance by women who are stereotypically — and
negatively — evaluated in the male-dominated environment of elected
politics. We know that female politicians are often judged more harshly
for their actions and are at a greater risk of losing public support for
similar behavior (Bauer, Harbridge, and Krupnikov 2017; Deen and
Little 1999; Holman, Merolla, and Zechmeister 2011; Johnson et al.
2008; O’Brien 2015), so the observed divergence could be a rational
preemptive response to the kind of reaction women in office learn to

FIGURE 3. Effect of accountability treatment on status-quo preference, by
country, respondent type, and gender. Quantities are percentage point change in
status-quo choice for each group when moving from low to high accountability.
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expect. As a result, conditions of increased public scrutiny and the presence
of elections (both constituent elements of a decision environment with
high levels of political accountability) are more likely to promote
different response patterns by elected women and men. Here too,
additional research could help substantiate the link between such
anticipatory thinking and gender-based differences.

The findings reported here fit with the aforementioned theoretical
framework, but that does not conclusively rule out other explanations.
One potential reason to expect political accountability to influence men
and women in office differently, even without assuming preemptive
behavior in the face of unfavorable public opinion, is that female
politicians, as a group, are on average younger and have shorter tenures
than their male peers. Thus, they are structurally more electorally
vulnerable and have a stronger incentive to adopt behaviors that
minimize their likelihood of losing office, such as adhering to what is
perceived as maintaining existing policies rather than risking change.
This explanation seems at best partial: First, the results presented here
are robust to the inclusion of controls for age and tenure length,
meaning that the effects found cannot be fully explained by these
factors. Furthermore, the electoral safety of female and male politicians
in the countries studied does not appear to differ consistently, and the
results are also robust to the inclusion of a measure evaluating individual
politicians’ electoral vulnerability.

Another possible explanation is that these results are driven by the issue
domain of the task at hand. Existing research demonstrates that women in
office are more likely to introduce, support, and successfully implement
legislation and policies that deviate from a male-dominated policy status
quo. Thus, being held politically accountable could operate differently
in domains on which women are expected to be pioneers relative to
those in which they are assuming a less gendered role, such as decisions
on economic growth and deficits. Substantiating this hypothesis requires
additional research comparing legislators’ behavior on decision tasks with
policies from different domains.

This latter possibility is directly related to an important limitation of this
study: it evaluates the status quo bias using a single-issue economic policy
vignette that attempts to minimize the risk of introducing noise from factors
that cannot be controlled experimentally, such as strong prior preferences.
This kind of policy choice is nevertheless a common scenario. Elected
officials often have to adjudicate between alternatives that do not readily
map onto ideological fault lines or where prior knowledge on the status
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quo policy is weak (e.g., in health and education policy). Yet for many other
policy issues, politicians have clear knowledge on what the status quo is and
have strong ideological opinions on its desirability.

This domain-specific context may reduce the extent to which one choice
being the status quo rather than the other could change a politicians’
decision making and, subsequently, the visibility of the gender-based
differences identified here. Moreover, opting for extending the current
policy is commonly assumed in existing studies to be a risk-averse
heuristic, but in various examples of certain representatives, supporting
the status quo becomes the riskier strategy (e.g., when public opinion
shifts rapidly in favor of previously unpopular policies, as was recently
the case in the United States for same-sex marriage, legalization of
marijuana, or universal healthcare). Examining such issues could even
entail a reversal of gender-based expectations regarding status quo bias.
These limitations underscore the need for further research evaluating
these gender and status quo dynamics in additional issue areas.

This study highlights important aspects of gender differences in elite
political behavior that require scholarly attention. First, differences
between incumbent men and women in decision-making styles and
traits are worthy of further exploration because they can influence
political outcomes in more intricate ways than those resulting from
differences in substantive policy preferences. Female and male
politicians often choose to focus on different issues in their legislative
work, to speak on divergent topics, and to pay attention to different
facets of the same policy issues. But they can also reason differently
when dealing with identical problems and adjudicating between the
same policy alternatives by adopting distinct choice heuristics. One
such choice anomaly — susceptibility to status quo bias — is realized
in opposite ways by men and women under the same accountability
conditions, suggesting that more public scrutiny or electoral proximity
can motivate different economic policy preferences by men and
women in office. Similarly, female politicians are more risk-averse or
less overconfident than their male peers, as is often the case outside of
politics, which may have a direct impact on policy outcomes that
encapsulate these decision-making traits, such as international conflict
or domestic use of force. Specifically, the more women are elected to
office and the more authority they have, the more we can expect
norms and outcomes to be affected (Karpowitz and Mendelberg 2014;
Phillips 1995).
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The political selection funnel may be especially consequential to our
understanding of such patterns. If the kinds of men and women who
pursue elected office are more similar to one another in their reasoning
and personality characteristics than they are representative of the
demographic groups they belong to, or if socialization while in elected
office strongly dominates the adoption of choice heuristics, then we
should have more reserved expectations regarding the possible impact of
gender equity in elite politics.16 Establishing the impact of such
processes relative to long-standing gender differences documented in
nonelite studies has the potential to provide a more complete picture of
how individual motivations, social processes, and institutional factors
operate together in shaping the experiences and choices of elected
women and men.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

To view supplementary material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/
10.1017/S1743923X19000825.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I am grateful to Peter Loewen, Stefaan Walgrave, Stuart Soroka, Tamir
Sheafer, and the members of the INFOPOL team for enabling this
project. I am also grateful to Jennifer Lawless, Rose McDermott, Tali
Mendelberg, and Danielle Thomsen for generously providing advice
and feedback that greatly improved this article. This article further
benefited from feedback provided by participants in the University of
Toronto 2018 Political Behaviour Group. I thank the anonymous
reviewers and editors for their thoughtful suggestions and comments.

Lior Sheffer is Lecturer (Assistant Professor), School of Political Science,
Government, and International Affairs, Tel Aviv University.

REFERENCES

Alan, Sule, Ertac, Seda, Kubilay, Elif, and Loranth, Gyongyi. 2016. “Understanding
Gender Differences in Leadership.” Centre for Economic Policy Research discussion
paper no. DP11596.

16. This argument was made by Huddy, Cassese, and Lizotte (2008), among others.

394 LIOR SHEFFER

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1743923X19000825 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1743923X19000825
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1743923X19000825
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1743923X19000825


Alesina, Alberto. 1988. Macroeconomics and Politics. NBER Macroeconomics Annual
3:13–52.

Anderson, Christopher J. 2003. “The Psychology of Doing Nothing: Forms of Decision
Avoidance Result from Reason and Emotion.” Psychological Bulletin 129 (1): 139.

———. 2007. “The End of Economic Voting? Contingency Dilemmas and the Limits of
Democratic Accountability.” Annual Review of Political Science 10:271–296.

Andreoni, James, and Vesterlund, Lise. 2001. “Which is the Fair Sex? Gender Differences
in Altruism.” Quarterly Journal of Economics 116 (1): 293–312.

Anzia, Sarah F., and Berry, Christopher R. 2011. “The Jackie (and Jill) Robinson Effect:
Why Do Congresswomen Outperform Congressmen?” American Journal of Political
Science 55 (3): 478–493.

Aragonès, Enriqueta, Postlewaite, Andrew, and Palfrey, Thomas. 2007. “Political
Reputations and Campaign Promises.” Journal of the European Economic Association
5 (4): 846–884.

Archer, John. 2004. “Sex Differences in Aggression in Real-World Settings: A Meta-analytic
Review.” Review of General Psychology 8 (4): 291.

Arnold, R. D. 1992. The Logic of Congressional Action. New Haven CT: Yale University Press.
Ashworth, Scott. 2012. “Electoral Accountability: Recent Theoretical and Empirical

Work.” Annual Review of Political Science 15:183–201.
Bauer, Nichole. 2014. “Gendered Incentives for Legislative Compromise.” PhD thesis,

Stony Brook University.
———. 2015a. “Emotional, Sensitive, and Unfit for Office? Gender Stereotype Activation

and Support Female Candidates.” Political Psychology 36 (6): 691–708.
———. 2015b. “Who Stereotypes Female Candidates? Identifying Individual Differences in

Feminine Stereotype Reliance.” Politics, Groups, & Identities 3 (1): 94–110.
———. 2017. “The Effects of Counterstereotypic Gender Strategies on Candidate

Evaluations.” Political Psychology 38 (2): 279–295.
Bauer, Nichole M., Harbridge, Laurel, and Krupnikov, Yanna. 2017. “Who is Punished?

How Voters Evaluate Male and Female Legislators Who Do Not Compromise.”
Political Behavior 39 (2): 379–400.

Bennett, Linda L. M., and Bennett, Stephen E. 1989. “Enduring Gender Differences in
Political Interest: The Impact of Socialization and Political Dispositions.” American
Politics Quarterly 17 (1): 105–122.

Bos, Angela L. 2011. “Out of Control: Delegates’ Information Sources and Perceptions of
Female Candidates.” Political Communication 28 (1): 87–109.

Bovens, Mark. 2007. “Analysing and Assessing Accountability: A Conceptual Framework.”
European Law Journal, 13(4):447–468.

Box-Steffensmeier, Janet M., De Boef, Suzanna, and Lin, Tse-Min. 2004. “The Dynamics
of the Partisan Gender Gap.” American Political Science Review 98 (3): 515–528.

Brandts, Jordi, and Garofalo, Orsola. 2012. “Gender Pairings and Accountability Effects.”
Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization 83 (1): 31–41.

Bueno De Mesquita, Bruce, and Siverson, Randolph M. 1995. “War and the Survival of
Political Leaders: A Comparative Study of Regime Types and Political
Accountability.” American Political Science Review 89 (4): 841–855.

Busuioc, E. M., and Lodge, Martin. 2016. “The Reputational Basis of Public
Accountability.” Governance 29 (2): 247–263.

Butler, Daniel M. 2014. Representing the Advantaged: How Politicians Reinforce Inequality.
New York: Cambridge University Press.

Byrnes, James P., Miller, David C., and Schafer, William D. 1999. “Gender Differences in
Risk Taking: A Meta-Analysis.” Psychological Bulletin 125 (3): 367.

ACCOUNTABILITY, LEGISLATOR GENDER, AND STATUS QUO BIAS 395

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1743923X19000825 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1743923X19000825


Cai, Hongbin, Treisman, Daniel, Gordon, R., Gibson, C., Gimpelson, V., and Gilman, M.
2009. “Political Decentralization and Policy Experimentation.” Quarterly Journal of
Political Science 4 (1): 35–58.

Cammisa, Anne Marie, and Reingold, Beth. 2004. “Women in State Legislatures and State
Legislative Research: Beyond Sameness and Difference.” State Politics & Policy
Quarterly 4 (2): 181–210.

Capelos, Tereza. 2005. “Shield or Stinger: The Role of Party Bonds and Competence
Evaluations in Political Predicaments.” Technical Report, University of Surrey.

Cassese, Erin C., and Holman, Mirya R. 2017. “Party and Gender Stereotypes in Campaign
Attacks.” Political Behavior 40 (3): 785–807.

———. 2018. “Playing the Woman Card: Ambivalent Sexism in the 2016 US Presidential
Race.” Political Psychology.

Childs, Sarah. 2004. New Labour’s Women MPs: Women Representing Women. New York:
Routledge.

———. 2008. Women and British Party Politics: Descriptive, Substantive and Symbolic
Representation. New York: Routledge.

Clayton, Amanda, Robinson, Amanda Lea, Johnson, Martha C., and Muriaas, Ragnhild.
2019. “(How) Do Voters Discriminate Against Women Candidates? Experimental
and Qualitative Evidence From Malawi.” Comparative Political Studies. doi: 10.1177/
0010414019858960.

Coffée, Hilde, and Bolzendahl, Catherine. 2010. “Same Game, Different Rules? Gender
Differences in Political Participation.” Sex Roles 62 (5–6): 318–333.

Crandall, Christian S., Eidelman, Scott, Skitka, Linda J., and Morgan, G. S. 2009. “Status
Quo Framing Increases Support for Torture.” Social Influence 4 (1): 1–10.

Croson, Rachel, and Gneezy, Uri. 2009. “Gender Differences in Preferences.” Journal of
Economic Literature 47 (2): 448–474.

Deen, Rebecca E., and Little, Thomas H. 1999. “Getting to the Top: Factors Influencing
the Selection of Women to Positions of Leadership in State Legislatures.” State & Local
Government Review 31 (2): 123–134.

Dittmar, Kelly. 2015. Navigating Gendered Terrain: Stereotypes and Strategy in Political
Campaigns. Philadelphia: Temple University Press.

Dittmar, Kelly, Sanbonmatsu, Kira, and Carroll, Susan J. 2018. A Seat at the Table:
Congresswomen’s Perspectives on Why Their Presence Matters. New York: Oxford
University Press.

Dodson, Debra L. 2006. The Impact of Women in Congress. New York: Oxford University
Press.

Dolan, Kathleen. 2010. “The Impact of Gender Stereotyped Evaluations on Support for
Women Candidates.” Political Behavior 32 (1): 69–88.

Downs, George W., and Rocke, D. M. 1994. “Conflict, Agency, and Gambling for
Resurrection: The Principal-Agent Problem Goes to War.” American Journal of
Political Science 38:362–380.

Drazen, Allan. 2000. “The Political Business Cycle After 25 Years.” NBER Macroeconomics
Annual 15:75–117.

Druckman, James N., and Lupia, Arthur. 2012. “Experimenting with Politics.” Science 335
(6073): 1177–1179.

Eagly, Alice H., and Johnson, Blair T. 1990. “Gender and Leadership Style: A Meta-
analysis.” Psychological Bulletin 108 (2): 233.

Ellickson, Mark C., and Whistler, Donald E. 2001. “Explaining State Legislators’ Casework
and Public Resource Allocations.” Political Research Quarterly 54 (3): 553–569.

396 LIOR SHEFFER

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1743923X19000825 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1743923X19000825


Ennser-Jedenastik, Laurenz, Dolezal, Martin, and Mueller, Wolfgang C. 2017. “Gender
Differences in Negative Campaigning: The Impact of Party Environments.” Politics
& Gender 13 (1): 81–106.

Esarey, Justin, and Schwindt-Bayer, Leslie A. 2018. “Womens Representation,
Accountability and Corruption in Democracies.” British Journal of Political Science
48 (3): 659–690.

Feingold, Alan. 1994. “Gender Differences in Personality: A Meta-analysis.” Psychological
Bulletin 116 (3): 429.

Fennema, M. G., and Perkins, Jon D. 2008. “Mental Budgeting Versus Marginal Decision
Making: Training, Experience and Justification Effects on Decisions Involving Sunk
Costs.” Journal of Behavioral Decision Making 21 (3): 225–239.

Ferejohn, John. 1986. “Incumbent Performance and Electoral Control.” Public Choice 50
(1): 5–25.

Fernandez, Raquel, and Rodrik, Dani. 1991. “Resistance to Reform: Status Quo Bias in the
Presence of Individual-Specific Uncertainty.” American Economic Review 81:1146–
1155.

Fridkin, Kim L., and Kenney, Patrick J. 2014. “How the Gender of US Senators Influences
Peoples Understanding and Engagement in Politics.” Journal of Politics 76 (4): 1017–
1031.

Fu, Qiang, and Li, Ming. 2014. “Reputation-Concerned Policy Makers and Institutional
Status Quo Bias.” Journal of Public Economics 110:15–25.

Gerrity, Jessica C., Osborn, Tracy, and Mendez, Jeanette M. 2007. “Women and
Representation: A Different View of the District?” Politics & Gender 3 (2): 179–200.

Gneezy, Uri, Niederle, Muriel, and Rustichini, Aldo. 2003. “Performance in Competitive
Environments: Gender Differences.” Quarterly Journal of Economics 118 (3): 1049–
1074.

Gordon, Ann, Shafie, David M., and Crigler, Ann N. 2003. “Is Negative Advertising
Effective for female candidates? An experiment in Voters’ Uses of Gender
Stereotypes.” Harvard International Journal of Press/Politics 8 (3): 35–53.

Grolleau, Gilles, Kocher, Martin G., and Sutan, Angela. 2016. “Cheating and Loss
Aversion: Do People Cheat More to Avoid a Loss?” Management Science 62 (12):
3428–3438.

Grose, Christian R. 2013. “Risk and Roll Calls: How Legislators’ Personal Finances Shape
Congressional Decisions.” USC CLASS Research Paper No. CLASS13-7, pp. 13–20.

Hafner-Burton, Emilie M., Hughes, D. A., and Victor, David G. 2013. “The Cognitive
Revolution and the Political Psychology of Elite Decision Making.” Perspectives on
Politics 11(2): 368–386.

Hayes, Danny, and Lawless, Jennifer L. 2016. Women on the Run: Gender, Media, and
Political Campaigns in a Polarized Era. New YCambridge University Press.

Healy, Andrew, and Malhotra, Neil. 2013. “Retrospective Voting Reconsidered.” Annual
Review of Political Science 16:285–306.

Hogan, Robert E. 2008. “Sex and the Statehouse: The Effects of Gender on Legislative Roll-
Call Voting.” Social Science Quarterly 89 (4): 955–968.
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