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Studies of women in legislatures indicate that achieving a “critical mass” of women may have the effect of changing the legislative
priorities of women, increasing the number of legislative initiatives dealing with women and the passage rate of such initiatives, and
altering the legislative priorities of men. In the absence of a critical mass, “token” women may be so constrained by their minority
status as to be unable to respond proactively to their environment. Popular wisdom suggests that a critical mass may be necessary for
women to make a difference as women in a legislature.

Yet, critical mass is both problematic and under-theorized in political science research. The critical mass threshold is debated, the
mechanism of effect is unspecified, possible negative consequences are overlooked, and the potential for small numbers of elected
women to effect political change on behalf of women is neglected. Beyond sheer numbers, what are the conditions that govern the
ability of women legislators to make a difference? We argue that two major contextual factors beyond the sheer numbers are likely
to govern the extent to which female legislators serve to represent women. Relying on the secondary literature, this article maps
parliamentary and civil society contexts to sheer numbers of women to locate conditions in which female legislators are most likely
to have policy successes.

T
o what extent does women’s substantive representa-
tion depend upon the sheer numbers of elected
women? Activists and scholars often assert a positive

relationship between the numbers of women elected to
office and public policy outcomes that are woman-friendly
and even feminist. The idea of a “critical mass” is the
popular and compelling notion that increasing the num-
bers of women in politics will start a chain reaction, lead-
ing to a new dynamic favorable to women.1 Studies of
women in legislatures indicate that achieving a “critical

mass” of women may have the effect of changing the leg-
islative priorities of women, increasing the number of leg-
islative initiatives dealing with women and the passage
rate of such initiatives, and altering the legislative priori-
ties of men.2 Sheer numbers of elected women (descrip-
tive representation) is expected to facilitate policy-making
in women’s interests (substantive representation); increas-
ing the numbers of elected women is expected to enhance
the likelihood of woman-friendly public policy.

Yet, critical mass as a theory is problematic and under-
theorized in political science research.3 First, no threshold
number has been established that marks the boundaries
between numbers of women too small to have an impact
on legislation and numbers large enough to secure policy
initiatives representing women’s interests. In the litera-
ture, the threshold has been variously identified as 15,
20, 25, or 30 percent.4 Second, the conditions under
which some large number of elected women could be trans-
lated into substantive representation of women have not
been theorized or elucidated. Where representation
increases from small to large minorities, as in the United
Kingdom in 1997, specific mechanisms for producing
substantive, women-friendly, legislative change have not
been identified.5 Research employing critical mass as a con-
cept has not clarified the process by which sheer numbers
of women might work to advance women’s substantive
representation. It is not clear whether sheer numbers of
women should have a proportional impact, a curvilinear
impact, or an absolute numbers impact on policy-making
around women’s interests.6 What is clear is that critical mass
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research cannot identify a critical number after which every-
thing changes. It is unlikely that the New Zealand House
of Representatives, for example, in which women consti-
tute 29.2 percent of the members, would experience a major
increase in women’s substantive representation if women
constituted an additional 0.8 percent of the membership.7

Similarly, no such critical threshold has been identified in
the Nordic countries, where women’s parliamentary repre-
sentation surpassed the 20 percent threshold in the 1970s
and the 30 percent threshold in the 1980s.8

Increasing the numbers of elected women in a legisla-
ture may even produce negative consequences. The possi-
bility that an increase in women’s descriptive representation
might produce negative outcomes has not been consid-
ered in the literature. Sheer numbers of women might
conceivably generate a backlash from male gate-keepers,
impede cross-party legislative work among female legisla-
tors, or serve to advance individual women uninterested
in (or hostile to) public policies concerning women. Fur-
thermore, an increase in women’s sheer numbers could
increase the partisan, ethnic, and racial heterogeneity of
elected women in a legislature, with potential concomi-
tant increases in party discipline, dividing women by party,
potentially provoking tensions involving the necessary con-
structions of cross-race, cross-ethnicity alliances among
women. Electing more women could mean electing fewer
women motivated by the absence of women in politics to
“act for” other women or it may make no difference at
all.9 In short, the processes by which increasing the num-
bers of women in parliaments will result in women willing
to advance woman-friendly legislation have yet to be elab-
orated, assuming elected women are situated in contexts
that would permit them to undertake such a project, even
if willing.

Electing a “critical mass” of women to a national legis-
lature may be a necessary but insufficient cause of women’s
substantive representation. It is also possible that sheer
numbers of women are not a necessary condition for leg-
islating women’s policy issues and that small numbers of
women who are well-situated may be able to deliver
women’s substantive representation.10 What numbers,
frameworks, conditions, and contexts govern the ability
of women legislators to make a difference?

This article examines the comparative political research
on women’s descriptive and substantive representation.
First, we focus on the issue of sheer numbers with a
review and critique of the literature that suggests that
numbers are dispositive. We review the theoretical foun-
dations of critical mass in women’s public policy-making
and consider the ways in which sheer numbers of female
legislators might be theorized in connection to women’s
substantive representation. We then turn to a critical assess-
ment of the empirical literature on the conditions of
women elected to national legislatures and the major fac-
tors that facilitate policy-making on women’s issues.

Based on our theoretical assessment and empirical cri-
tique, we map the conditions under which female legisla-
tors are most and least likely to have policy successes. We
consider the range of potential interactions between sheer
numbers of women, on one hand, and the legislative and
political context, on the other, to identify the conditions
under which elected women might maximize woman-
friendly policy successes. We construct a range of condi-
tions between the two extremes: sheer numbers of women
as the sole factor predicting women’s policy representa-
tion, and legislative and civil society contexts identified in
the literature to have been conducive for women’s substan-
tive representation. We situate research hypotheses regard-
ing these conditions and contextual factors for assessing
the impact of each, discussing the interactive potential
among seven key variables that we hypothesize should
provide the greatest analytical leverage for assessing the
impact of sheer numbers of women on women’s policy
outcomes. In doing so, we map possibilities for further
development of theory concerning women’s descriptive
and substantive representation.

Defining Women-Friendly
Public Policy
The most problematic component of theorizing the rela-
tionship between women’s descriptive and substantive rep-
resentation concerns establishing what constitutes, in
comparative political research, women’s issues.11 The idea
of women’s substantive representation hinges on the notion
of some kind of shared experience among women that
fosters a sense of common social or political interests.12

Because women’s experiences are socially constructed and
because they vary widely based on the specific processes
of construction, women’s issues differ from context to
context, across and within states and across time.13

Women’s issues in the U.S. in the nineteenth century
included, for example, temperance, suffrage, child-labor,
public libraries, etiquette, and children’s discipline. At
the same time in Britain, women’s issues focused on
women’s rights as autonomous citizens in marriage,
married women’s property ownership, women’s rights in
divorce, and child custody. In Southeast Asia, women’s
issues include micro enterprise aimed at women; in parts
of Africa and the Middle East, female genital mutilation,
veiling, citizenship rights, and early marriage are the sub-
stance of political and social movements on behalf of
women. In contemporary India, women’s issues include
dowry requirements, protection against domestic abuse,
and employment discrimination, among others.14 Because
women’s substantive representation differs across time and
space, what it means to be successful on behalf of women’s
interests is governed by dynamics of culture and history.

It is also problematic that the effects of gender may not
be distinct from those of race and class. In other words,
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the intersectionality of gender with other identities may
limit the applicability of a women’s issues paradigm.15

Much of the criticism of first-world feminism by third-
world activists, for example, focuses on the perceived com-
monality of gendered experiences that is expected to
transcend histories of colonialism, and oppression, as well
as different cultures and economic experiences.16 In addi-
tion, women’s experiences in the same society at the same
point in history may be very different, depending on other
social forces, and women may not see themselves as sim-
ilar or their interests as shared. They may even organize
against each other.17

In light of these challenges, definitions of women’s issues
tend toward the general. Carroll defines women’s issues as
those that “disproportionately become the responsibility
of women as a result of the sexual division of labor” and as
issues “where policy consequences are likely to have a more
immediate and direct impact on significantly larger num-
bers of women than of men”.18 Lovenduski defines women’s
issues as “those that mainly affect women, either for bio-
logical reasons (such as breast cancer screening or repro-
ductive rights) or for social reasons (sex equality or child-
care policy)”.19 In the European context, Hoskyns studies
women’s policy as “the area of political action and activity
which particularly concerns (or targets) women or groups
of women, or where issues are forced onto the agenda by
women”.20

In research on legislatures, the definition of women’s
issue legislation also tends to be broad. Thomas, for exam-
ple, uses a definition of “policies favoring women, chil-
dren and families” as women’s issues.21 Bratton defines
women’s interest legislation as legislation that would
“decrease discrimination or counter the effects of discrim-
ination, or would improve the socio-economic status of
women”.22 Bystydzienski refers to care policies and gen-
der equality policies in her study of women’s policy in
Norway, writing that care policies

aim to improve the quality of life of women and children via
legislation focused in such areas as child and health care, educa-
tion, and parental leave. While gender equality policies are con-
cerned with the redistribution of status and power, care policies
are concerned with the redistribution of goods, services and pub-
lic funds.23

Heath, Schwindt-Bayer, and Taylor-Robinson consider the
way that Latin America legislatures deal with women’s
issues in terms of committees that “deal explicitly with
women and one of the primary locations of gender
inequality—the family and home (e.g., equality in the
work place, protection against violence in the home).”24

Swers, in her analysis of women in the U.S. Congress,
defines women’s legislative issues as those “that are partic-
ularly salient to women because they seek to achieve equal-
ity for women, they address women’s special needs, such
as women’s health concerns or child-care issues; or they

confront issues with which women have traditionally been
concerned in their role as caregivers, such as education, or
the protection of children.”25 As Swers points out, how-
ever, these definitions of women’s interest policies are so
broad that they could be read to include all policies or
none at all.26

There is also the problem of distinguishing subjective
from objective interests and this is why much research
on women’s policy issues conflates women’s policy with
feminist policy.27 For example, Hernes uses the term
“woman-friendly” to refer to gender equality and social
policies produced by state feminism.28 Gardiner and
Leijenaar also define woman-friendly as policy designed
to “improve the status of women, the adoption of and
implementation of which reflect the existence of a cul-
ture of equality.”29 Borchorst considers woman-friendliness
to describe an atmosphere in which “patriarchal patterns
of power” are debated.30 Lovenduski does not distin-
guish between feminism and women’s movement activ-
ism yet means only feminist activism when she discusses
women’s interests in public policy.31 Gelb and Palley also
conflate feminism and women’s activism. They consider
the different success rates of feminist public policy initia-
tives, calling them role equity and role change issues:

Role equity issues are those that extend rights now enjoyed by
other groups (men, minorities) to women. Role change issues
appear to produce change in the dependent female role of wife,
mother, and homemaker, holding out the potential of greater
sexual freedom and independence in a variety of contexts.32

Mazur, although explicit in acknowledging her focus on
feminist public policy, limits her study to women’s policy
issues that involve at least three of five criteria:

improvement of women’s rights, status or situation to be in line
with men’s . . . ; reduction or elimination of gender-based hier-
archies. . . ; a focus on both the public and private spheres or an
approach that avoids distinctions between the public and the
private; a focus on both men and women; and ideas that can be
readily associated with a recognized feminist group, movement
or individual actor in a national context.”33

Not all women’s organizations or women’s activism are
feminist in the sense of challenging patriarchy; women
often organize around nonfeminist and even anti-
feminist goals.34 Instead, women’s organizations can be
distinguished from other types of organizations, not by a
litmus test of feminism but by “the primacy of women’s
gendered experiences, women’s issues, and women’s lead-
ership and decision making.”35 Much has been written
on the negative connotations of the “feminist” label and
this literature goes some distance to explain why individ-
uals and movements may not identify with the label or
with the framework of the broader agenda.36 Some
women’s movements may deliberately (and strategically)
avoid framing themselves as feminist;37 in other con-
texts, rights-based approaches to pressuring the state would
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be inappropriate in the absence of a rights-based under-
standing of the state/society relationship. Indeed, some
women’s movements and organizations are pointedly
anti-feminist (e.g., in the U.S., Daughters of the Ameri-
can Revolution, the Eagle Forum; in Chile, El Poder
Femenino; in Nicaragua, the Association of Nicaraguan
Women “Luisa Amanda Espinosa”). Furthermore, it would
be a mistake to attempt to apply objective criteria of
feminist content to determine if a movement is feminist
or not or to parse out the goals of different women’s
movements for the purpose of discerning separate policy
processes that pertain to each.

While we recognize these dynamics and acknowledge that
women’s movements and women’s issues should not be con-
flated with feminism, we also acknowledge that nowhere
in the comparative literature on women’s substantive rep-
resentation is a theoretical link established between women’s
movements that are non- or anti-feminist and the represen-
tation of issues that in an “immediate and direct way, are
about women exclusively.”38 Furthermore, no scholarship
on elected women focuses on women in rightwing parties
or theorizes about the policy produced by rightwing female
legislators. Therefore, the relationship we aim to map
between the descriptive representation of women and their
substantive representation has most commonly (if not
exclusively) been constructed around advancing women’s
status and equality. For the purposes of this project, we
narrow the scope of women’s issues and operationalize
women-friendly public policy as a subset of policy advanced
by women’s organizations that both addresses issues that
affect women exclusively and directly and that simulta-
neously advances their status in society. By this we mean
specifically policies liberalizing divorce and reproductive
rights; equalizing the civil rights of men and women in terms
of education, employment, pay, training, property owner-
ship and inheritance, marriage, mobility, and political rep-
resentation; providing family and medical leave, subsidizing
childcare, addressing domestic abuse, sexual assault, vio-
lence against women; and providing for women’s health care;
among others.39

In short, our focus is on the interactions between sheer
numbers of women and conducive policy-making con-
texts, based on the empirical political research to date.
Our purpose is to theorize these interactions to identify
combinations of conditions that might be expected to offer
the greatest possibilities for converting women’s descriptive
representation into substantive representation, in the con-
text of democratic political systems. Empirical evidence
supports a general claim that the number of women elected
to political office has a positive impact in terms of women-
friendly public policy.40 We identify three major sets of
factors that provide the greatest analytical and explanatory
leverage concerning women’s substantive policy represen-
tation: sheer numbers of women, conducive parliamentary
contexts, and conducive civil society contexts.

Sheer Numbers and Critical Mass
Research on the influence of sheer numbers of parliamen-
tary women rely primarily on Rosabeth Moss Kanter’s foun-
dational study of women in a male-dominated corporate
environment. Because of the structure of Kanter’s argu-
ment, political scientists have discussed the impact of
sheer numbers in terms of a “critical mass” of women and
in terms of threshold percentages that are predicted to
shift (that is, increase) women’s policy representation. Kanter
argued that women would have little influence as individ-
uals or as a group in mostly uniform situations and that
because they are still subject to performance pressures,
role entrapment, and boundary heightening as tokens in
“skewed groups,” they would not be able to muster influ-
ence within the larger corporation until they reached a
representational threshold of 35 or 40 percent.41 Kanter
hypothesized that in “uniform” majority/minority situa-
tions and “skewed” group contexts, where women consti-
tute less than 15 percent of the overall group, their self-
perception and the attitudes of their peers would interfere
with their ability to interact effectively and would limit
their influence. In “tilted” group contexts, where women
constitute between 15 and 35 percent, Kanter hypoth-
esized women would be seen as potential allies and that their
influence would therefore increase. In “balanced” groups,
where the groups are divided, at the most extreme, between
60 and 40 percent, Kanter argued, women would have their
best opportunity to affect priorities and policies.42

Research on women in national and regional legisla-
tures has established that where women constitute less
than 15 percent of a legislative body, women’s influence
will be constrained at best. There appears to be general
agreement that a critical range of between 15 and 30 per-
cent of women in a national or regional body, from parties
across the political spectrum, is necessary for women to
influence the agenda or style of business within that body
or its policy outputs.43 The impact of sheer numbers of
women at the lower boundary of this critical range can be
evaluated: women constitute 15 percent or more of the
lower or single house members in 81 of the 185 nations
about which the Inter-Parliamentary Union reported data.44

For the purposes of assessing the critical mass argument,
we employ the minimal 15 percent threshold, which we
term the critical representation threshold. For empirical
research purposes, setting any representational threshold
higher than 15 percent becomes slightly problematic, given
the problem of small numbers of cases. Although 53 nations
meet a critical representation threshold of 20 or higher,
only nine nations have a female delegation that constitutes
more than35percentof their lowerhouse.45 Moving towards
higherpercentagesbyquintile, thenumbersofnationswithin
each quintile decreases (see table 1). Nonetheless, there is
currently enough variation among nations in terms of their
percentage parliamentary representation of elected women
to assess the impact of sheer numbers.
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It is likely that the higher the percentage of women
elected to a national legislature, the more conducive the
conditions for women’s substantive representation. In addi-
tion, because most empirical research has found a strong
relationship between women’s representation within
leftwing parliamentary groups or caucuses, we expect that
high numbers of leftwing women elected to national leg-
islatures will similarly effect women-friendly public pol-
icy. These claims in the literature can be hypothesized as
follows:

H1: Where the percentage of women elected to a national
legislature is 15 percent or higher, women’s substantive
representation in policy terms will be greater than in leg-
islatures with a smaller percentage of elected women.

H2: Where the percentage of women representing leftwing
parties in a national legislature is 15 percent or higher,
women’s substantive representation in policy terms will be
greater than in legislatures with a smaller percentage of
women elected by leftwing parties.

These, we argue, are the two most powerful variables con-
cerning any critical mass of female legislators and the impact
of sheer numbers of women on public policy outcomes.

Political Contexts
Critical mass and sheer numbers, however, do not take
into account the context within which elected women
enact political representation. We argue that political con-
text is the necessary condition for translating sheer num-
bers of women into women-friendly public policy. To
map the relationship between descriptive and substantive
representation, we need to take into consideration not
only the numbers and characteristics of the elected women
but also the political context within which the women
legislators are positioned. The literature on women’s sub-
stantive representation suggests two major contexts: par-
liamentary and civil society.

Parliamentary Context
Which party is in government and how electorally secure
that party is may affect the likelihood that parliament will
produce women-friendly public policy. The comparative
political literatures on women’s substantive representation,
social welfare policy and feminist public policy concur on
the contributions of leftwing parties to advancing women’s
issues.46 The presence of a leftwing party in parliament may
not be a sufficient condition for advancing women’s issues
but, in general, leftwing parties have a better record than
rightwing parties of initiating and supporting legislation
liberalizing divorce, extending abortion rights, criminaliz-
ing violence against women, expanding employment oppor-
tunities, providing women’s healthcare innovations, and
advancing social welfare issues.47 As a result, we expect
that leftwing parties offer sheer numbers of women a better
context for promoting women-friendly policies.48

H3: Where the governing party (or coalition of parties) is
leftwing, women’s substantive representation in policy terms
will be greater than in legislatures governed by center or
center-right parties.

Second, it is important to consider the position of the
governing party: is the governing party a long-standing
governing party with a weak opposition, or is the opposi-
tion a credible threat to the government and well-positioned
for the next election? Where a leftwing party is secure in
government, in electoral terms, female legislators should
have their best chances for enacting women-friendly pub-
lic policies. Electoral security can be operationalized in
several ways: the percentage margin of the vote won by
the governing party/coalition in the previous election, the
margin of seats secured by the governing party/coalition
in the previous election, and public opinion approval rat-
ings of the governing party/coalition. We subsume all these
operationalizations in the following covering hypothesis:

H4: The stronger the electoral position of a leftwing gov-
erning party or coalition, the higher women’s substantive
representation in policy terms will be than where the
government’s electoral position is precarious.

Civil Society Context
Women and politics research indicates the importance of
an active feminist movement in civil society articulating
women’s issues and insisting upon legislative action.49

Feminist movements are posited to have two impacts that
activate the process of women’s substantive representa-
tion. First, a feminist movement militating around women’s
issues can create a legislative context favorable to the issues
it advocates by publicizing women’s issues, setting a pro-
posed legislative agenda around those issues, and serving
notice of the presence of a [potential] electoral mass sup-
porting those issues. Second, a feminist movement can

Table 1
Nations by percentage of women in lower
house of parliament (2005)

Women in Lower House of
Parliament

Number of
Nations

Percent < 15 104
15 � percent < 20 28
20 � percent < 25 25
25 � percent < 30 8
30 � percent < 35 11
35 � percent < 40 7
Percent � 40 2

Source: www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm
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bring direct pressure upon (or provide immediate support
to) elected women, providing them with a political (and
often financial) base to strengthen their capacity to advance
those issues in parliament.

H5A: The more active a feminist movement in support of
women’s policy issues, the higher women’s substantive rep-
resentation, than where a feminist movement is weak or
nonexistent.

There are, however, negative implications of feminist
movement activism, specifically in the activation of oppos-
ing movements.50 The emergence of an active counter-
movement should be expected to impede the efforts of
elected women to advance women’s issues and to create a
legislative environment less conducive to enacting those
issues. Therefore, we hypothesize that

H5B: The more active a countermovement in opposition
to women’s policy issues, the lower women’s substantive
representation, than in a nation where a countermove-
ment is weak or nonexistent.

Finally, support for women’s issues in public opinion,
especially among the mass of women, should provide a
positive context for their substantive representation. Fem-
inist movements often make claims based on women’s pub-
lic opinion to encourage legislators and political parties to
adopt their policy agenda.51

H6: The more support women’s policy issues have in pub-
lic opinion, the higher women’s substantive representa-

tion, than where public opinion does not support women’s
policy issues.

Mapping the Numbers/Context
Intersection
Mapping these seven factors provides a way to assess the
impact of critical mass against sheer numbers, in specific
political contexts. These seven factors are mapped inter-
actively, albeit not exhaustively, in table 2. Although each
factor should facilitate substantive policies for women,
not all are necessary for substantive representation to occur.
Instead, several combinations of intersecting factors are
likely to effect women’s substantive representation.

Table 2 maps five exemplary sets of intersecting factors
with the potential to predict women’s substantive repre-
sentation. The first column of table 2 indicates the maxi-
mum facilitating conditions for women’s substantive policies
(Case 1). All seven facilitating factors are present: many
women are in office, especially in left parties; there is a
secure, leftwing government, with strong support from an
active women’s movement and from public opinion more
broadly. In short, Case 1 relies on large numbers of elected
women in the most auspicious context, hypothetically
resulting in high levels of women’s substantive representa-
tion. Although the intersection of these measures of num-
bers and context is likely to be rare, and data on some of
the conditions are not available, Scandinavian parlia-
ments since the 1960s come closest meet these criteria. By
the early 1970s, Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden
had all crossed the representational threshold of 15 percent

Table 2
Conditions facilitating women’s substantive representation

CASE 1
Sheer Numbers

and Positive
Political Context

CASE 2
Positive

Political Context

CASE 3
Numbers and
Civil Society

CASE 4
Numbers and

Parliament

CASE 5
Sheer

Numbers

SHEER NUMBERS
Women in parliament � 15 % x x x x
Leftwing women in parliament � 15 % x x x x

CONTEXTS
Parliamentary context

Left party in government x x x
No strong opposition x x x

Civil Society context
Active feminist movement x x x
Weak or no opposing movement x x x
Support in public opinion x x x

WOMEN-FRIENDLY PUBLIC POLICY Very likely Likely Possible N/A Very unlikely

Case 1 Scandinavia, 1960–present

Case 2 US, UK, FRG, late 1960s–early 1980s

Case 3 Italy, late 1960s–early 1980s

Case 4 Soviet bloc nations; no cases for parliamentary democracies

Case 5 No examples
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women in the national parliament.52 There were relatively
high numbers of leftwing women in parliament, strong
left parties in government, and popular support for women’s
equality. In each case, women’s substantive representation
was the result; each nation introduced laws regarding con-
traception and abortion, parental leave policies, equal pay
for equal work, and equal opportunities at work, among
other women-friendly policies, from the early 1960s to
the mid 1980s.

Case 2 is one of few women but excellent conditions.
In this case, of positive political context, a strong leftwing
party governs with little effective opposition but with the
support (or insistence) of a feminist movement encourag-
ing women-friendly policy-making, and of women-friendly
public opinion. Women’s substantive representation is likely
to occur under these conditions, even in the absence of
sheer numbers of women. Examples of Case 2 can be
found in the U.S. Congress, the German Bundestag, and
the British Parliament in the late 1960s to the mid-
1970s.53 In each example, although there were few elected
women, leftwing parties controlled the legislature, and
feminist movements were active and visible. As a result,
legislation concerning women’s equality succeeded during
this period. In the Federal Republic of Germany, abortion
law and marriage and family law were reformed (1969–
1976). In the U.K., the Labour government introduced
social reforms that included the legalization of divorce,
abortion, birth control and homosexuality, the establish-
ment of the system of comprehensive education, and health
care reform.54 In the U.S., Congress approved federal fund-
ing for family planning (1967, 1970), proposed the Equal
Rights Amendment (1972),55 and approved national child-
care legislation (1971).56 In each of these instances, women’s
descriptive representation never exceeded six percent.57

Case 3 is distinctive by virtue of the presence of women
in two arenas: sheer numbers of elected women within
parliament, and extra-parliamentary activist women in fem-
inist movement in civil society. In this case of numbers and
civil society, women are active and positioned within and
outside government, in the absence of a leftwing govern-
ing party. Strictly speaking, elected women are present in
relatively high numbers only within leftwing parties, for
two reasons. First, no scholarly literature theorizes about
the strong presence of rightwing women vis-à-vis women’s
public policy outcomes. Second, leftwing parties, excluded
from government, are unlikely to hold a large number of
seats and hence are unlikely to have elected enough mem-
bers, let alone female members, to enable women’s repre-
sentation within the entire legislature to surpass the 15
percent representational threshold. This dual positioning,
although not ideal, may nonetheless be sufficient to wrest
some women-friendly public policy from national legisla-
tures. For example, in Italy in the late 1960s and into the
early 1980s, activist women in leftwing parliamentary par-
ties, supported by a growing and militant feminist move-

ment and by shifts in public opinion, were able to enact
or sustain legislation concerning civil divorce, abortion,
and employment opportunities for women.58

Case 4 is a situation of numbers and parliament in which
the sheer numbers of women are present and the left party
is in a strong position in government, with little or no
support in civil society. Although we map this theoretical
possibility, no empirical examples are available among par-
liamentary democracies. The sole empirical example appears
to be that of the former Soviet bloc states under commu-
nism. In these cases, women’s equal legislative representa-
tion was guaranteed as a principle of communism, in the
context of a single governing left party; the percentages of
women sitting in national legislatures in the Soviet Union
and in the Warsaw Pact nations were consistently higher
than in other nations. Strictly speaking, no civil society
existed, independent of state control, and hence there was
no social movement sector, and no feminist or opposing
movements. In most of these states, in fact, women’s
descriptive representation declined sharply after the col-
lapse of communism, in part because it was not supported
by sustained women’s activism.59 These examples, how-
ever, fall outside the established democracies whose poli-
cies we seek to explain and address legislatures that had
little to no policy impact; in this regard, the case is more a
theoretical construct than an empirically operative one. A
relatively large percentage of women are unlikely to serve
in a democratically elected national legislature, leftwing
government notwithstanding, in the absence of support
from civil society. Similarly, women-friendly public policy
is not likely to occur in parliamentary democracies in the
absence of pressures from civil society.

Case 5, that of sheer numbers only, represents a theo-
retical ideal-type for which, again, there is no empirical
example. In this case, strong descriptive representation of
women is countered by unfavorable parliamentary and
civil society contexts. We include this case for two rea-
sons. First, the absence of such empirical examples can
be attributed to the causal connection between sheer num-
bers and the context variables. Favorable civil society and
parliamentary contexts are themselves implicated with
favorable numbers conditions. In the absence of a femi-
nist movement, supportive public opinion, or a strong
left-party to adopt the agenda of women’s descriptive
representation, women are not likely to be elected in
large numbers to the assembly. This relationship between
numbers and political context variables is well-established
in the literature on women’s descriptive representation.60

Second, Case 5 completes the mapping of cases across
the seven factors and, to that extent, is an important theo-
retical construct. The theoretical contribution of its
empirical invisibility is that, at some level, descriptive rep-
resentation and substantive representation of women are
deeplyconnected. It is empirically impossible, althoughtheo-
retically conceivable, to have large numbers of women in a
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legislature where the other conditions for women’s substan-
tive representation are hostile. At some level, women actu-
ally embody women’s policy issues, because when conditions
are hostile to women’s public policy issues, women are not
elected to parliaments. Case 5—of sheer numbers of women
in a politically hostile context—would be the least favor-
able, and least likely, case for women-friendly public policy.

Note that one final possibility has been excluded from
this table: cases where none of the conditions obtain. That
is, no women sit in parliament, no left parties govern, there
is no feminist movement, and public opinion does not sup-
port women’s issues. We have excluded this set of cases for
several reasons which, while perhaps obvious, deserve men-
tion. First, there is no explicit theorizing in the literature
on women’s policy issues or women’s election to parlia-
ment concerning outcomes regarding women’s public pol-
icy under these unfavorable conditions. It would be possible
to do so, for example, insofar as these conditions might
map to fascist states, which actually legislate in regard to
women’s issues but not in the direction we predict for favor-
able conditions.61 Hypothesizing about the absence of the
seven factors we have identified in the literature and mapped
in table 2 would require something other than a simple state-
ment of null hypothesis; a different set of theorizing, which
no one has yet undertaken, would be required.62 Second,
the absence of such theorizing would nonetheless require
the development of another set of hypotheses suggesting
that the absence of any facilitating conditions would not
predict an absence of women’s public policy, but would pre-
dict instead a wave of anti-women/anti-feminist public pol-
icy around issues of abortion, reproduction, marriage, rape,
wife-beating, purdah, and other similar issues, a project
beyond the scope of this paper.

Conclusions
We have developed a theoretical model that is parsimoni-
ous, testable in all democracies, consistent with existing
empirical research, and supported by the available theo-
rizing. There are many other variables suggested in the
literature such as incumbency and newness, levels and
capacity of party discipline, ethnic and racial diversity,
access to leadership and legislative committee positions,
attitudinal diversity among the women and their willing-
ness to represent other women, political and electoral sta-
bility, institutional newness, design, and culture, the
presence or absence of women’s policy machinery in the
form of an executive agency dedicated to women’s issues,
that might provide additional explanation for women’s
public policy enactment.63 The seven we have selected
are, however, most likely to provide the strongest analyt-
ical leverage on the question of critical mass and on the
relationship between numbers of women (descriptive rep-
resentation) and women-friendly policy outcomes (sub-
stantive representation).

As suggested in the discussion of the cases, above, it is
unlikely that a subset of cases can be mapped to every
combination of sheer numbers and favorable contexts.
Nonetheless, we advance table 2 as a site for plotting
more specific hypotheses and applying case data. Among
the five ideal-type cases we discuss, only two are likely to
predict women’s policy success: Cases 1 and 2, the maxi-
mum facilitating conditions and positive political contexts.
An arrow diagram of these two cases reveals three possi-
bilities of strong relationships between numbers and
contexts.

ARROW DIAGRAM 1: DIRECT IMPACT OF CIVIL
SOCIETY FACTORS ON WOMEN-FRIENDLY PUB-
LIC POLICY

Civil Society Context ]Women-Friendly Public Policy

ARROW DIAGRAM 2 (Case 1): CIVIL SOCIETY FAC-
TORS AS ANTECEDENT TO SHEER NUMBERS �
POLITICAL CONTEXT, WITH THAT COMBINA-
TION DIRECTLY EFFECTING WFPP

Civil Society Context ] Sheer Numbers of Women

� Political Context

]Women-Friendly Public Policy

ARROW DIAGRAM 3 (Case 2): CIVIL SOCIETY FAC-
TORS AS ANTECEDENT TO POLITICAL CON-
TEXT ALONE, WHICH THEN DIRECTLY EFFECTS
WFPP

Civil Society Context ] Political Context

]Women-Friendly Public Policy

In these models, we understand civil society context as
antecedent both to sheer numbers and to political con-
text; we also model civil society as directly affecting pub-
lic policy. Two major paths, therefore, predict women’s
public policy outcomes: one directly through civil soci-
ety, where the pressure from public opinion and feminist
movements, in the absence of opposition, persuade (male)
legislators to act for women (Case 2); and a second path
indirectly from civil society through combinations of
agency represented by favorable political conditions of
leftwing governments with little opposition or sheer num-
bers of women (Case 1).

As data are mapped to these diagrams and to the table,
competing impacts concerning sheer numbers and critical
mass explanations should become apparent. A critical mass
impact, relying on a percentage threshold, should emerge
as a sudden or dramatic increase in women’s public policy;
as the percentage of elected women increases from one elec-
tion to the next (in parliament as a whole or simply in a
major leftwing party), a step change should not be evident
until the percentage of elected women meets or surpasses
the critical representational threshold. Incontrast, the impact
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of sheer numbers can be evinced in two ways: within a nation
across time, or across nations. First, as the percentage of
women in a single nation’s legislature increases across time,
there should be a concomitant increase in women’s public
policy. Second, among nations with a high percentage of
women in their legislatures, public policy in women’s inter-
ests shouldbehigh;nationswitha small percentageof elected
women should have little success in legislating on women’s
policy issues. Similarly, women-friendly public policy is not
likely to occur in parliamentary democracies in the absence
of pressures from civil society, particularly in the absence of
an organized feminist movement.64

When and under what conditions does women’s sub-
stantive representation occur? Drawing from the compar-
ative literature on women-friendly public policy, we have
proposed a means to predict women’s representation in
policy terms. In doing so, we take the claims of critical
mass theory and contextualize them in other explanatory
variables, showing the limits of the sheer numbers claim
but demonstrating a way to approach the relationship
between women’s descriptive and substantive representa-
tion. Our purpose is to advance the theoretical discus-
sion of the link between women’s elected representation
and women-friendly public policy beyond the idea of
critical mass and open up avenues for further research
into how women’s interests are advanced in the policy
process.
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