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Figure 3.3: Predicted Attention to Women on Manifesto (Other
Covariates)
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Intervening (Cluster 2)
Vote-Seeking (Cluster 3)
Policy-Stability (Cluster 4)

Notes: These predicted probabilities were generated holding all other variables at their
median or modal values. The bars represent 95 % confidence intervals around these values.

While the direct and intervening hypotheses both place primary emphasis on the

role of women within the party, the vote-seeking theory argues that attention to

women is better explained by parties’ electoral fortunes. As Figure 3.4 illustrates,

changes in vote share are not only correlated with attention to women, but the size

and direction of the association is influenced by the party’s position among male and

female voters. For general-neutral parties—those in which the difference in support

among men and women is non-significant—having lost votes in the previous election

106



is associated with a small but significant increase in attention to women. When

comparing the third quartile (a one percent increase in vote share) to the first quartile

(a four percent decrease in vote share), the predicted count increases by two, from 22

to 24 words for women. Even among parties that receive comparable support from

male and female voters, electoral losses appear to encourage appeals to female voters.

Figure 3.4: Predicted Attention to Women on Manifesto (∆ Vote-
Share)
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Notes: These predicted probabilities were generated holding all other variables at their
median or modal values. The dashed lines represent 95 % confidence intervals around these
values.

The relationship between changes in vote share and attention to women is even

greater when considering parties that receive both more and less support from women.

Among parties that have more male than female supporters, a loss in vote share is
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associated with significantly more attention to women on the party manifesto. Moving

from the third to the first quartile increases the predicted counts by 16, from 20 to

36 words. These organizations thus appear to be behaving as “vote-seekers,” aiming

to capture female supporters after suffering losses.

In contrast to both gender-neutral and masculine parties, parties that receive

significantly more support from female voters are less likely to mention women when

they have lost vote shares. Moving from a one percent gain in vote share to a four

percent loss decreases the predicted counts from 29 to 24 words related to women.

For these female supported parties, losing electoral support appears to discourage

subsequent attention to women on the policy agenda. Having gained support after

advancing women’s representation, on the other hand, encourages these parties to

further seek to represent women. Though previously unexamined in the women and

politics literature, these vote-seeking incentives clearly deserve greater study.

Finally, of the four hypotheses, the policy-stability component classifies the great-

est number of parties. For this cluster, attention to women on the first available

manifesto is positively correlated with the subsequent use of words for women. As

Figure 3.5 shows, moving from the first to the third quartile in the percentage of words

dedicated to women in the earliest available manifesto is associated with an increase

from 8 to 24 words for women. Thus, for a plurality of parties, attention to women

is relatively unresponsive to the endogenous and exogenous changes posited by the

other hypotheses. Moreover, comparing Figure 3.2 to Figure 3.5 illustrates that even

when accounting for women’s numeric representation, attention to women on the first

available manifesto explains much more variation in women’s policy representation.
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Figure 3.5: Predicted Attention to Women on Manifesto (Attention
to Women on 1st Manifesto)
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Notes: These predicted probabilities were generated holding all other variables at their
median or modal values. The dashed lines represent 95 % confidence intervals around these
values.

Taken together, three principle findings emerge from the empirical analysis. First,

the results clearly justify the modeling strategy. Had the parties been largely ex-

plained by a single cluster—or not well explained by any cluster—the finite mixture

model would be of questionable merit. Of the 52 parties, however, 49 are well classi-
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fied by one of the four components. Each component, moreover, captures at least 15

percent of the parties in the dataset.

The value of the model becomes even clearer when considering the results from

standard Poisson regression models. As a comparison to my approach, I first fit a

model that included only the measure of women’s numeric measure, comparing the

direct relationship to the null hypothesis of no effect. The results from this analysis,

which are included in the appendix, indicate that there is a positive and statistically

significant relationship between women’s presence in parties’ parliamentary delega-

tions and attention to women on their platforms. Failing to account for the alternative

relationships thus generates the false assumption that women’s numeric representa-

tion explains women’s policy representation.

In addition to this basic analysis, I fit a second model that included the covariates

capturing the three alternative hypotheses but that did not account for the sub-

populations within the data. The results offer support to all four hypotheses (see

appendix). This model, however, offers no metric for adjudicating their relative im-

portance. Without the finite mixture model, it is essentially impossible to compare

the explanatory power of the alternative theories. In combination with the much

larger BIC value of the standard model—4, 268 as compared with 2, 424—the finite

mixture model clearly represents both a theoretical and methodological advancement.

Second, this support for the finite mixture model demonstrates the causal hetero-

geneity underlying women’s policy representation. Though 49 of the 52 parties were

well classified by the theoretical framework, no single hypothesis accounts for even

a majority of observations. This causal heterogeneity, in turn, has implications for

both scholars and advocates of women’s policy representation.

The results indicate that testing the direct relationship against a null hypothesis

is clearly insufficient. Given that almost 80 percent of parties were well explained by
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alternative causal relationships, failing to account for these intervening and spurious

variables generates incorrect and misleading results. Additionally, it can neither be

assumed that a single strategy for increasing attention to women will be appropriate

in all settings, nor that parties will respond similarly to women’s increased presence.

In fact, 60 percent of parties are classified by the vote-seeking and policy-stability

hypotheses, which account for party dynamics that are not easily altered by activists.

Third, beyond illustrating the causal complexity underlying women’s policy repre-

sentation, the results also cast doubt on the explanatory power of the direct hypoth-

esis. Of the four components, the direct relationship model classifies the smallest

numbers of parties (only eight of the 52 total party-level observations). The ma-

jority of organizations are better explained by alternative theoretical accounts. For

these other party-types, moreover, the substantive effect of the covariate measuring

the lagged percentage of female MPs indicates that women’s numeric representation

is not the best predictor of women’s policy representation. While the influence of

women’s presence is large for the direct relationship component—especially as women

approach parity in the parliamentary delegation—it is much smaller for the vote- and

policy-stability components and negative for the intervening component. Together,

the inclusion probabilities and weighted coefficient estimates thus indicate that the

presence of women MPs does not exercise a large independent effect on attention to

women on parties’ policy agendas.

3.5 Conclusion

The analysis of the British parties presented in the preceding chapter illustrated

the possible limitations of the often-posited direct hypothesis. At the same time, this

qualitative research drew attention to other causal relationships that might explain
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the connection between women’s numeric and policy representation. While these case

studies suggested the need to develop more nuanced hypotheses linking the two forms

of representation, they could not be used determine which (if any) of the alternative

factors identified best explained the link between women’s presence and attention to

women on the policy agenda.

Just as the qualitative analysis was necessary for theory building, testing these

theories demanded a study that included many more parties so as to overcome issues

of overdetermination and confounding. To this end, the four hypotheses were tested

using an original dataset measuring attention to women on the electoral manifestos

of parties across ten Western European countries between 1980 to the present. As no

one hypothesis was expected to account for all observations, the standard generalized

linear model could not be applied. Instead, the empirical analysis required a modeling

strategy that allowed parties to be drawn from these four different subpopulations

but did not demand that the party groupings be known a priori. I therefore used

a finite mixture model to estimate the probabilities that the four hypotheses—each

represented by a unique set of covariates—clustered each of the 52 parties.

While the previous chapter casts doubt on the direct relationship, the results

from this analysis clearly demonstrate that although this theory accounts for a small

subset of parties, the majority are better explained by the alternative hypotheses.

Moreover, though a high level of women’s representation is correlated with large gains

in women’s policy representation among parties explained by the direct relationship,

the substantive impact of female legislators is much smaller for other party types. At

the same time, though the direct hypothesis does not receive much support from the

empirical analysis, taken together the newly theorized hypotheses are well supported

by the data.
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These findings are important for academics and activists alike. For scholars of

women and politics, the results demonstrate the need to seriously consider the al-

ternative causal mechanisms that could link numeric and policy representation. The

gender and politics literature focuses primarily on the role of female rank-and-file

MPs, in part because women have largely been excluded from leadership roles within

parties. Consequently, while significant attention has been dedicated to identifying

the factors that may mitigate the relationship between women’s presence and pol-

icy representation, no work has systematically considered the reasons why (beyond a

direct relationship) this correlation may emerge.

The support the model lends to the alternative hypotheses, however, draws at-

tention to the need for considering the role of parties not only in tempering the

relationship between numeric and policy representation, but in explaining attention

to women. Future work should be careful not to a priori ascribe an important role to

representatives. Instead, it should ask why the link between women’s presence and

policy representation might emerge.

As well as contributing to the study of women and politics, the results also offer

insights for the broader comparative politics literature. The existence of heterogeneity

among parties is widely acknowledged within this research. Parties differ not only

on the basis of ideology, but also in terms of internal organization (Katz and Mair,

1995), the goals they prioritize (Müller and Strøm, 1999a), the way in which they alter

their platforms in response to inter-party competition (Budge, 1994; Laver, 2005), etc.

Though researchers posit that parties’ have variable reactions to internal and external

stimuli, with standard regression techniques it is difficult to test these theories or

accurately distinguish parties as belonging to different types. The method advanced

in this chapter, however, can be used to test for the existence of causal heterogeneity
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among parties. It can also determine which (and how many) organizations fall into

each category.

In addition to accounting for this heterogeneity among parties, the finite mixture

model can also be expanded to not only test for the existence of subpopulations within

the data, but also to explain these groupings. Beyond the relevance to scholars of

party politics more broadly, the findings generated by these more complex models

can also be useful for practitioners. In this vein, in the next chapter I use information

on the formal rules concerning intra-party decision-making to try to explain parties’

probability of inclusion in each of the four component models. Identifying the factors

that influence group membership can in turn help women’s rights advocates alter their

approach based on party-type, allowing them to more successfully generate attention

to women on the policy agenda.

Beyond this subsequent analysis, the results from this chapter alone also have

clear implications for practitioners committed to promoting women’s representation.

In recent years, increasing women’s access to political office has become a priority

for a number of policy actors, largely based on the assertion that women’s presence

generates attention to women on the policy agenda. The results, however, show that

there is significant heterogeneity in parties’ responses to women’s numeric represen-

tation. While for a small subset of organizations the percentage of women in the

parliamentary caucus is positively associated with greater attention to women, for

most the effect of women’s presence is minimal. The consequences of this finding are

twofold.

The limited support for the direct relationship first indicates that arguments for

women’s numeric representation should not be linked to policy representation. There

are reasons to strive for gender parity in legislatures beyond the expectation of in-

creased attention to women. Given that factors outside of the control of women MPs
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are often the most important predictors of women’s policy representation, arguing for

women’s presence on this basis may ultimately hinder their access to political office.

When women’s presence is predicated on the assumption that female MPs “matter”

for policy representation, their failure to do so undermines efforts to advance numeric

representation.

Beyond the need to separate the goals of numeric and policy representation, the

results also demonstrate that there is no single strategy for heightening political

attention to women. Instead, it is necessary to consider how women’s policy rep-

resentation complements parties’ broader aims. For a large subset of organizations,

women’s policy representation is relatively stable. Among these parties, increasing

women’s participation without additional efforts to convince these organizations to

attend to women is unlikely to generate change. Once policy for women reaches

the agenda, however, it is likely to remain there over time. Vote-seeking parties, on

the other hand, change their behavior based on their electoral fortunes. For these

organizations, making attention to women a politically viable strategy for winning

votes is the best approach for bolstering women’s policy representation. Thus, though

these results in some ways complicate efforts for fostering attention to women on the

political agenda, taken together they also clearly illustrate that focusing solely on

increasing women’s numeric representation is rarely optimal.
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Chapter 4

Party Organization and Women’s

Representation

4.1 Introduction

The analysis of women’s representation within the three major British parties

suggested that the relationship between women’s presence in parties’ parliamentary

delegations and the adoption of female-friendly policy might be may complicated

than often assumed. The quantitative analysis presented in the previous chapter,

in turn, illustrated that while the direct relationship captures a small subset of par-

ties, the intervening, vote-seeking, and policy-stability hypotheses each account for a

greater number of organizations. While the absence of strong support for the direct

relationship is an important finding in and of itself, the results from this analysis

raise additional questions concerning the relationship between women’s presence and

policy representation.

On the one hand, the finite mixture model helps to explain both whether a corre-

lation exists between numeric and policy representation and also why this link might
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emerge. On the other hand, it does not describe which parties are likely to be clas-

sified by each of the four competing hypotheses before their behavior is observed.

Thus, though the results indicate that most parties are unlikely to be explained by

the direct relationship, they do not elucidate the types of organizations that might

be best described by this theory versus the alternative hypotheses.

The model can be expanded, however, to not only test for the existence of sub-

populations within the data, but also to explain these groupings. Identifying the

factors that influence group membership can in turn help practitioners and activists

alter their approach based on party-type. This would allow them to more successfully

generate attention to women on parties’ policy agendas.

There are a number of party- and system-level characteristics that might influence

party classification. The literature explaining changes in party manifesto position of-

ten focuses on factors such as party ideology, size, and position in government, among

others (Adams and Somer-Topcu, 2009; Somer-Topcu, 2009; Walgrave and Nuyte-

mans, 2009). As the previous model focuses on the link between women’s presence

in parliamentary caucuses and attention to women on parties’ policy agendas, in this

initial analysis I consider the relationship between the formal rules governing intra-

party decision-making and classification into each of the four clusters representing

the alternative hypotheses. Specifically, I assess whether variation in the actors who

are primarily responsible for the policy agenda can distinguish direct, intervening,

vote-seeking, and policy-stability parties.
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4.2 The Importance of Parties’ Internal Organiza-

tions

Though research on electoral manifestos often treats parties as unitary actors,

there is a large body of literature dedicated to the study of intra-party politics. In

particular, a number of scholars have tried to make sense of the complexities of

party structures, classifying parties based on their organizational features. Duverger

(1954), for example, distinguished between cadre parties—elite dominated parties

with only limited organization outside of the parliamentary delegation—and mass

political parties, which maintain well developed organizations aimed at recruiting a

significant proportion of their voters as party members.

The distinction between cadre and mass parties has now become less clear, as

former cadre parties have become more organized and mass parties have faced diffi-

culties maintaining their large memberships (Katz and Mair, 1994). Ware (1987) con-

sequently refined Duverger’s classifications differentiating elite-centered from mass-

membership parties. While elite-centered parties can maintain a large membership,

they are controlled by a small group of politicians at the center of the organization.

In contrast, rank-and-file members retain some control in membership-based political

parties. Koole (1994), on the other hand, points to the possibility of modern-cadre

parties. Professional politicians dominate these organizations, yet the party retains

some degree of internal democracy and the leaders are accountable to the membership.

Building on Kirchheimer’s 1966 catch-all party, Panebianco (1988) classifies par-

ties as either mass-bureaucratic or electoral-professional organizations. Mass-bureaucratic

parties are controlled by representatives or elected bureaucracies. These parties also

tend to emphasize their membership and to prioritize ideological concerns. Profession-

als, in contrast, dominate the electoral-professional organization. Elected represen-
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tatives are key actors within the organization, which has weak ties to it membership

and prioritizes electoral concerns. In Panebianco’s view, these electoral-professional

parities are superseding mass-bureaucratic organizations.

Though these works generate different classification schemes, they each draw at-

tention to the variation in the internal life of parties. They also posit that party orga-

nization shapes parties’ campaigning strategies and the strength of their ideological

commitments, among other factors. The women and politics literature has similarly

argued that party organization matters both for women’s numeric and policy repre-

sentation. With respect to women’s numeric representation, Caul (2001) argues that

party centralization and institutionalization, as well as the level at which candidate

selection occurs, each influence the nomination of female candidates. Lovenduski

and Norris (1993) and Matland and Studlar (1996) point to similar factors when

explaining women’s access to political office.

In examining the feminization of Canadian and American political parties, Young

(2000) further draws attention to the importance of variation in parties’ organiza-

tional forms in explaining both presence and policy representation. In particular,

Young focuses on parties’ internal cohesion and their permeability to outside inter-

ests. American political parties are highly permeable, and are therefore more open

to feminist engagement. The centralization and cohesion of Canadian parties, in con-

trast, makes them less open to the interventions of the women’s movement. Though

Young argues that organization alone cannot wholly explain the feminization of par-

ties, she notes that it remains an important factor in accounting for women’s presence

and policy representation.

The existing research thus demonstrates that there is significant variation in par-

ties’ internal organizations. It also suggests that this variation may influence many

facets of party behavior, including women’s numeric representation and attention to
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women on parties’ policy agendas. The case studies of the British parties presented

in the second chapter further draw attention to the potential importance of party or-

ganization in shaping the link between women’s presence and policy representation.

Among the British Labour and Conservative parties, the adoption of female-

friendly policies appears to have been largely motivated by the aims of party leaders.

This can be explained in part by the concentration of policy-making authority with

the party leadership and their advisors. The absence of a direct relationship, more-

over, is not indicative of the attitudes of female representatives towards women’s

policy representation. Rather, it reflects the fact that the parliamentary delegation

as a whole often does not have access to the party’s policy agenda.

Given the realities of policy formation within the British parties, one might predict

that these organizations should not be classified by the direct relationship. The results

from the finite mixture model indeed support this supposition. Beyond the British

case, however, does the relationship between agenda control and classification by the

four components apply more broadly?

In order to address this question, I first theorize the ways in which control by the

parliamentary caucus, party leader, and the party congress (which is comprised of

party activists and rank-and-file members) should differently influence classification

into the direct, intervening, vote-seeking, and policy-stability hypotheses. Then, using

data gathered primarily from Katz and Mair (1992), I refit the model from Chapter

3 with concomitant variables capturing variation in agenda control. The results show

that the posited relationships largely fails to emerge. Consequently, in the conclusion

I speculate as to why this may be the case and posit alternative factors that should

be explored in future work.
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4.3 Theoretical Framework

Existing research draws attention to variation in parties’ internal structures, in-

dicating that these differences can shape not only parties’ broader behavior, but also

women’s representation within these organizations. Among the British parties stud-

ied in Chapter 2, moreover, female parliamentarians’ access (or lack thereof) to their

parties’ policy platforms seemed to affect the relationship between women’s numeric

and policy representation. Drawing on these findings, the following section considers

how variation in these organizational features may influence party classification by

the four alternative hypotheses developed and tested in the preceding chapters.

4.3.1 The Direct Relationship: MPs Shaping the Party Agenda

The results from the finite mixture model indicated that 15 percent of parties

were well classified by the direct relationship. For these organizations, variation in

women’s policy representation is explained by women’s presence in the parliamentary

delegation alone, rather than by the alternative factors capturing the intervening

or spurious relationships. Given its focus on the role of female parliamentarians,

classification by this theory may be especially influenced by variation in MPs’ access

to their parties’ policy platforms.

In particular, women’s presence in parties’ parliamentary delegations may have

the greatest effect on women’s policy representation when MPs have a direct role in

drafting the manifesto. In contrast, when legislators have little influence over the

policy platform, variation in women’s presence in the parliamentary caucus should be

less important than women’s presence among party leaders, vote-seeking incentives,

and stable policy preferences. The probability of classification by the direct rela-
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tionship may therefore be highest among parties in which the parliamentary caucus

controls the policy agenda.

In addition to direct control, legislators can also have an indirect influence on the

policy platform. In some organizations, for example, the parliamentary caucus selects

party leaders who in turn compose the manifesto. Among these parties, variation in

the number of female representatives may influence attention to women on the agenda.

Though the women MPs are not authoring the manifesto per se, the party leader is

a representative of, and responsive to, his or her selectorate. Increasing the number

of women within this group may thus incentivize the leader to attend to women

on the organization’s policy platform. More generally, granting policy control to a

party leader or leaders chosen by legislators indicates that the parliamentary caucus

plays an important role within the broader party organization. Though they may

not formally influence the policy platform, they are likely to have an informal role in

shaping the agenda.

Even when policy platforms are drafted by the party congress, there may be cases

in which women’s presence in the parliamentary delegation influences women’s policy

representation. In particular, some organizations afford voting rights to representa-

tives of the parliamentary party at the party conference. As the proportion of female

parliamentarians increases, women may be more likely to represent the party during

these meetings. This would give them direct access to the policy platform. Guaran-

teeing legislators’ influence at the party convention may more broadly indicate that

the organization values MPs’ perspectives when shaping its agenda. As with par-

ties in which manifestos are written by legislators or the leaders they elect, these

organizations may also be more likely to be classified by the direct relationship.
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4.3.2 Alternative Theories

While the direct hypothesis captured eight parties, explaining 15 percent of the

total number of observations in the dataset, the three alternative hypotheses each

classified a greater number of organizations. Thus, just as it is important to assess how

parties’ internal organizations may influence the direct relationship between women’s

numeric and policy representation, it is also necessary to consider how variation in

agenda control may explain clustering by these alternative theories. In particular, in

the following sections I theorize about how the influence granted to party leaders and

the party congress may affect party inclusion in the intervening, vote-seeking, and

policy-stability components.

The Intervening Relationship: Leaders Shaping the Party Agenda

While the direct relationship focuses on women in the parliamentary party, the

intervening relationship addresses the importance of the party leadership in influ-

encing women’s policy representation. This second component of the finite mixture

model, which accounted for the presence of female party leaders, classified 11 of the

52 parties in the sample. To understand why these parties were well explained by this

theory, the role of the leadership in shaping the manifesto may once again become

salient.

The results from the finite mixture model indicate that among the intervening ob-

servations, the presence of a female party leader is positively associated with greater

attention to women on the party’s policy agenda. The presence or absence of female

leaders may be most important for women’s policy representation in organizations

that concentrate power within the party elite. Among organizations in which the
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leadership is chiefly responsible for generating the party’s policy platform, the prob-

ability of being classified by the intervening relationship may thus increase.

The Vote-Seeking Relationship: MPs and Leaders Shaping the Party Agenda

The vote-seeking spuriousness hypothesis explains variation in women’s policy

representation by focusing on the interaction between parties’ electoral fortunes and

gendered support among voters. In total, the finite mixture model classified 14 parties

into this third theory, accounting for almost 30 percent of the data. In explaining

classification by the vote-seeking theory, it may be important to distinguish parties

in which the manifesto is written by parliamentarians or party leaders from those in

which it is drafted by the congress.

While all party members balance vote-, office-, and policy-seeking objectives, vote-

seeking aims may be more likely to explain the behavior of parliamentarians and party

leaders than other representatives within the party congress. MPs and party elites

are particularly concerned with maximizing vote-share, as these votes dictate whether

they will be reelected (and, if they win a sufficient number of seats, whether they can

satisfy their office-seeking aims). The parliamentary delegation and party leaders are

thus especially sensitive to the position of the party among the boarder electorate.

If charged with composing the party platform, parliamentarians and party leaders

may use it to strategically pursue female voters who are not party members. They

may therefore be more likely than party activists to attend to women in a calculated

effort to gain their support. The broader membership of the party conference, in

contrast, may prefer to advance their policy-seeking aims rather than strategically

pursue voters. In contrast to parties in which the manifesto is controlled by the

party conference, organizations in which parliamentarians and leaders determine the

platform are thus more likely to be classified by the vote-seeking theory.
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This argument about vote-seeking aims and parties’ organizational structures is

broadly consistent with the theory posited by Wolinetz (2002). In classifying parties

based on their overarching aims, he argues that organizations that are primarily

concerned with electoral success are likely to constrain the influence of their rank-

and-file members. While the membership may have some say on the selection of

candidates, they are likely to have little influence on party policy. Instead policy is

likely to be determined by the aims of the leadership and the electoral opportunity

structure.

The Policy-Stability Relationship: Congress Shaping the Party Agenda

Of the four theories, the component capturing parties’ stable preferences towards

women’s policy representation classified the largest number of cases, explaining one-

third of all observations. In considering which types of parties might be well explained

by this theory, the role of the party congress in determining the policy platform may

once again be relevant. The congress is comprised of representatives of the rank-and-

file membership. Conference attendees may represent geographic constituencies or

interest groups within the party. Socialist party congresses, for example, frequently

include labor leaders representing union members. Parties also often ensure that

delegates from intra-party organizations (such as women’s and youth groups) are

included.

Allowing the platform to be drafted by the congress increases the probability that

activists within the party will have greater control over the policy agenda. While party

leaders and elected officials may be especially responsive to changes in the composition

of the parliamentary party or electoral gains or losses, this is less likely to be the case

among policy-motivated interest group representatives. In advancing the needs of
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their constituents, these activists may be strongly committed to a particular set of

policies from which they are unlikely to deviate.

In classifying policy-seeking parties, for example, Wolinetz (2002) argues that

these organizations will have an active (though not necessarily large) membership

that has influence over party policy. These parties will also assume highly consistent

policy positions. Thus, by empowering policy-motivated actors to shape the agenda,

control by the party congress increases the probability of the party remaining sta-

ble with respect to women’s policy representation. This should, in turn, increase

the probability of the party being classified by the fourth hypothesis, particularly if

members of the parliamentary delegation are not represented on these bodies.

4.4 Empirical Analysis

Influenced both by the literature highlighting the importance of party organization

and the case studies presented in the second chapter, I posit that the formal rules

governing intra-party decision-making will help to explain classification into each of

the four clusters representing the direct, intervening, vote-seeking, and policy stability

hypotheses. In order to test this assertion, I collected information on agenda control

for the 52 parties included in the original dataset. As before, the empirical model

contains four components, each consisting of a measure of the percentage of women

in the party’s parliamentary caucus and covariates designed to capture one of the

alternative hypotheses. The analysis is extended, however, to include concomitant

variables incorporating the additional information on party structure into the model.

These concomitant variables are used to estimate the probability that a party

is consistent with each of the four theories based on its organizational form (before

observing its outcome). As all observations for a given party are classified by a single
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component, the concomitant measures are specific to the party—rather than its in-

dividual observations—and constant within a single organization over time. Fitting

a finite mixture model with concomitant variables to the 52 party-level observations

thus allows me to test whether party structure does in fact account for parties’ clus-

tering into the components representing the competing theories. Counter to the

expectations outlined above, the results demonstrate that the posited relationships

largely fail to emerge.

4.4.1 Data and Operationalization

In order to account for intra-party variation in agenda control, I distinguish be-

tween five party-types. First, parties in which the parliamentary caucus plays a major

role in platform formation. Second, parties in which the leadership is largely respon-

sible for the platform and the parliamentary delegation selects the leader. Third,

parties in which the party congress drafts the platform and parliamentarians are

voting members of the congress. Fourth, parties in which the leadership is largely

responsible for the platform and parliamentarians do not select the party leader. Fi-

nally, the last category captures parties in which the congress drafts the platform and

parliamentarians are not afforded voting rights on this body. This measure therefore

accounts for the locus of power within the party (parliamentary party, leadership,

or congress), as well as the degree to which legislators influence platform formation

(directly, indirectly, or not at all).1

1Given that the aim of the project is to understand whether, and to what extent, women’s
numeric representation shapes women’s policy representation, it is important to distinguish parties
in which legislators have any agenda control from those in which they have none. As such, in cases
where two of these groups control the agenda—for example, both the parliamentary party and the
congress–I classified these parties as granting legislators control over the manifesto.
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To construct this measure, I began with information compiled by Katz and Mair

(1992) in Party Organizations: A Data Handbook on Party Organizations in Western

Democracies. Within this volume, the authors provide detailed summaries of the

functions and membership of each party’s congress, as well as their leadership selec-

tion processes. This data was then supplemented with information gathered from

qualitative case studies in three additional volumes: Western European Political Par-

ties: A Comprehensive Guide compiled by Jacobs (1989), and the 1999 and 2006

versions of the World Encyclopedia of Political Systems and Parties. Taken together,

these handbooks provided information on agenda control for almost all of the parties

included in the analysis.2

As with many intra-party organizational features, the process of manifesto author-

ship may change over time. Not only may parties alter the formal rules governing

agenda control, but this power may also gradually and informally shift from the party

congress to the parliamentary party and its leaders. Katz and Mair (1995) argue, for

example, that parties have transformed from “bottom-up” mass organizations, to

“top-down” catch-all parties, and finally into cartel parties in which the membership

and the elite are largely independent from one another. Data on these transfers of

power are not readily available, however. Moreover, the empirical analysis classifies all

observations from a single party into one of the four posited theories. Consequently,

it is necessary to devise a measure of agenda control that can be applied to parties

over time.

Given these constraints, I classify parties based on the rules governing platform

formation as of 1990 (or at the first election, for parties entering the dataset after this

year). Though these organizational features may change over time, this measure still

2Drawing on additional party- and system-level covariates, missing data was imputed using the
mice package in R.
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provides a reasonable approximation of party norms concerning agenda control. If in

the late 1980s and early 1990s, the leadership or parliamentary delegation authored

the platform, this indicates that party elites have traditionally had an especially

powerful role in the agenda-setting process. They are unlikely, moreover, to surrender

this position over time. At the same time, even if power has gradually moved away

from party congresses, a history of providing representatives of the rank-and-file party

membership with agenda control makes it more likely that these groups will continue

to hold some sway over the policy platform.

4.4.2 Modeling Strategy

The mixture model presented in the previous chapter has four components, each

representing a different theory linking women’s numeric and policy representation.

As noted in Chapter 3, the mixture distribution for a party p is given by a weighted

sum over these four components, where each component’s weight is the marginal

probability that party p is consistent with the theory j. In this standard finite mixture

model, the marginal probability that a party is consistent with a theory is simply the

proportion of the population explained by that theory.

It is possible, however, to use information about the party to predict its behavior

(Dayton and Macready, 1988; Wedel, 2002). The probability that party p is consis-

tent with theory j (before observing its outcome) is thus modeled using concomitant

variables describing party-level characteristics. The coefficient of a specific concomi-

tant variable for a particular component represents the effect of that variable on the

relative probabilities of parties belonging to that theory. Thus, concomitant modeling
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allows us to identify the types of parties that are most (or least) likely to be influenced

by women’s numeric representation alone.3

Extending the previous model, the finite mixture distributions with concomitant

variables are described by

yp|π1(Wp), . . . , π4(Wp) ∼
4∑
j=1

πj(Wp)Fj(yp)

where Wp is a vector of concomitant variables. As before, p is the political party and

πj(Wp) is the marginal probability that a party with concomitant variable Wp can

be described by distribution Fj. Finally, the Fj are distributions for different groups

within the population.

Parties continue to be clustered into the four models based on the posterior prob-

ability, ζp,j that observation p is consistent with theory j. Specifically,

ζp,j = Pr(Zp = j|Θ,Γ, {Xp, Yp,Wp}Np=1) =
πj(Wp|γj)fj(Yp|Xp, θj)∑4

j′=1 πj′(Wp|γj′)fj′(Yp|Xp, θj′)

where Θ = {θj}4j=1 is the set of all model parameters for the components of the

mixture, Γ = {γj}4j=1 is the set of all concomitant parameters, and fj is the pmf

(or pdf) of distribution Fj. Therefore, the posterior inclusion probabilities take into

3To build intuition for the concomitant model, consider an example from research on market
segmentation. Markets are comprised of groups of customers with different needs from one an-
other. These groups can be identified by variables that are often costly to obtain, such as survey
responses. It is possible, however, to simultaneously profile groups based on survey responses and to
use concomitant variables—such as measures capturing demographic information—to predict group
membership based on characteristics like sex, race, and age. Once these groups are identified, new
subjects can be classified using only their demographic information. In the model presented in
this chapter, groups of parties are identified based on measures capturing the direct, intervening,
vote-seeking, and policy-stability hypotheses. Membership in these groups is predicted based on
organizational characteristics.
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account both the Xp—which are used to explain behavior by the components of the

model—as well as the Wp, which provide additional information for clustering the

observations.

As the πj(Wp) are probabilities that must add to one, they are modeled using

multinomial logistic regression. This reflects standard practice for analyzing the

marginal inclusion probabilities using concomitant modeling. Like the model pre-

sented in the preceding chapter, the outcome variable remains the count of the num-

ber of words on the party manifesto addressing women. It is thus modeled with a

Poisson distribution. The log rate for each observation once again includes an offset

term, lpi, controlling for the log length of the document. Each component contains

unique coefficients for the intercept and the percentage of women MPs, as well as

covariates describing the specific hypothesis.
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Formally, the model can be written as,

yp|zp = j ∼Fj(yp)

zp|π1(Wp), . . . , π4(Wp) ∼Cat(π1(Wp), . . . , π4(Wp))

πj(Wp) =
eWpγj∑4
j=1 e

Wpγj

Fj(ypi) =Pois(ypi|λpi,j)

log(λpi,j) =µpi,j

µpi,1 =β0,1 + βMP,1Xpi,MP + lpi

µpi,2 =β0,2 + βMP,2Xpi,MP + βFLCXpi,FLC

+ βFLEXpi,FLE + lpi

µpi,3 =β0,3 + βMP,3Xpi,MP + βGSXpi,GS

+ βV SXpi,V S + βGSV SXpi,GSXpi,V S + lpi

µpi,4 =β0,4 + βMP,4Xpi,MP + βFWXpi,FW + lpi

Here γ1 = 0, making the direct hypothesis the reference group for the multinomial

logistic regression. This extended finite mixture model with concomitant variables

was fit using the flexmix package in R (Grün and Leisch, 2008; R Development Core

Team, 2012).

4.5 Results and Discussion

In assessing the degree to which variation in agenda control determines classifi-

cation into the four alternative hypotheses of women’s policy representation, I first

included a concomitant measure distinguishing the five types of party organizations.

As illustrated in Figure 4.1, however, several of these categories classify only a small
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number of parties. In 65 percent of cases, the agenda is determined by the party

congress, either with (29 percent) or without (36 percent) influence from the parlia-

mentary delegation. Parliamentarians, moreover, hold agenda control in only eight

parties. Finally, in ten organizations primary responsibility for policy platform for-

mation is given to the leadership. Among this last set of cases, in only three did the

parliamentary party select the leadership.

Figure 4.1: Cross-Party Variation in Agenda Control
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With only three parties falling into the second category—in which leaders who

are elected by the parliamentary party control the agenda—there were too few cases

to be classified across the four theories. Regardless of the relationship between this

measure of agenda control and the marginal inclusion probabilities, at least one of

the four clusters cannot possibly contain a party that takes this value. In particular,
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the results from the concomitant model indicated that the direct hypothesis classified

no parties of this type. The marginal inclusion probability of classification by the

direct hypothesis was thus zero for these three parties, and exclusion was perfectly

predicted by this measure. As can be the case when multicollinearity exists between

explanatory variables, this resulted in inflated and unreliable coefficient estimates and

standard errors. Thus, no inferences can be drawn using this more nuanced five-part

measure.

To overcome these limitations, I employed two coarser measures of agenda control.

The first distinguishes organizations in which the policy platform is determined by

the party congress from those in which it is controlled by either the parliamentary

delegation or the party leadership. With respect to the four theories of women’s

representation, parties in which the congress is dominant are expected to have a

greater probability of being classified by the policy-stability hypothesis. As illustrated

by both Table 4.1 and Figure 4.2, however, variation in the location of power does

not seem to exert a strong influence on classification.4

4The posterior inclusion probabilities for the parties and coefficient estimates for the covariates
capturing the alternative hypotheses were largely unaffected by the addition of the concomitant
modeling. In this section, I therefore present only the results for the concomitant variables.
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Table 4.1: Coefficients of Concomitant Variables Predicting Inclu-
sion (Location of Power)

Estimate Std. Error z value Pr(>|z|)
Intervening (Component 2)

MPs and/or Leader 0.37 0.79 0.46 0.64
Congress 0.24 0.60 0.40 0.69

Vote-Seeking (Component 3)
MPs and/or Leader 0.35 0.77 0.45 0.65
Congress 0.56 0.58 0.95 0.34

Policy-Stability (Component 4)
MPs and/or Leader 0.54 0.78 0.70 0.49
Congress 0.79 0.54 1.47 0.14

Notes: The coefficient estimates and standard errors were generated by a multinomial
logistic regression model. The baseline category is the direct relationship component. N=52.

The standard errors of the concomitant variables are large compared to their coef-

ficient estimates, and thus cannot be distinguished from 0. Differences in the con-

comitant variables, moreover, generate only small changes in the marginal inclusion

probabilities.
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Figure 4.2: Prior Classification of Parties into Four Theories Based
on Location of Policy Formation
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Notes: The plot contains information from each of the 52 parties included in the analysis.
The x-axis denotes the theory into which each party was classified (prior to observing its
outcome) based on the concomitant analysis. The y-axis shows the proportion of parties
within each component that can be described as either dominated by MPs/leadership or
controlled by congresses.

Only minimal difference are revealed when comparing the predicted marginal in-

clusion probabilities of organizations dominated by the party conference to other

party-types. For both sets of organizations, the predicted marginal inclusion proba-

bilities favor the policy-stability relationship. As expected, the inclusion probability

is slightly higher among parties relying on conferences (0.35), than those concentrat-

ing power with parliamentarians or leaders (0.31). Similarly, when MPs and leaders

dictate the policy agenda, the predicted marginal probability of classification by the

intervening hypothesis is 0.26. It drops to 0.20 when congresses are in control. Though
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this suggests some small effect of parties’ internal organizations on their behavior to-

wards women’s representation, these differences are not large enough to draw any

definitive conclusions.

While the first measure of agenda control concentrates on the location of power,

the second concomitant model employs a measure distinguishing organizations in

which the parliamentary delegation has control over the agenda (through direct or

indirect influence) from those in which it does not. As illustrated in Table 4.2, the

differences between party-types are once again minimal. Figure 4.3, moreover, shows

that the results from this model are largely counter to the expectations posited in the

theory section.

Table 4.2: Coefficients of Concomitant Variables Predicting Inclu-
sion (Delegation’s Control Over Policy Platform)

Estimate Std. Error z value Pr(>|z|)
Intervening (Component 2)

Parl. Party Some Control 0.85 0.73 1.17 0.24
Parl. Party No Control -0.24 0.67 -0.37 0.71

Vote-Seeking (Component 3)
Parl. Party Some Control 0.65 0.75 0.87 0.39
Parl. Party No Control 0.34 0.60 0.56 0.57

Policy-Stability (Component 4)
Parl. Party Some Control 1.23 0.67 1.83 0.07
Parl. Party No Control 0.20 0.63 0.31 0.75

Notes: The coefficient estimates and standard errors were generated by a multinomial
logistic regression model. The baseline category is the direct relationship component. N=52.

Though the findings for the intervening relationship are as expected —with congress-

dominated organizations being less likely to be classified by this cluster—the opposite

is true for the remaining theories. The predicted marginal inclusion probabilities indi-

cate, for example, that parties are more likely to be classified by the direct hypothesis
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when the congress is dominant (0.23) than when the parliamentary caucus has agenda

control (0.12).

Figure 4.3: Prior Classification of Parties into Four Theories Based
on Parliamentary Delegation’s Control Over Policy Platform
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Notes: The plot contains information from each of the 52 parties included in the analysis.
The x-axis denotes the theory into which each party was classified (prior to observing its
outcome) based on the concomitant analysis. The y-axis shows the proportion of parties
within each component that can be described as either granting some or no power to MPs.

The policy-stability and vote-seeking theories also yield unexpected results. While

authorship by the party conference was expected to lead to a greater marginal in-

clusion probability in the stable policy preferences cluster, the results from the con-
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comitant model suggest that the opposite relationship holds. Parties in which par-

liamentarians hold agenda control have a predicted marginal inclusion probability of

0.28 in this cluster, as opposed to 0.13 for congress-dominated organizations. Sim-

ilarly, while control by the parliamentary delegation was expected to be associated

with vote-seeking behavior, in fact parties are more likely to be classified by the

vote-seeking component when the party congress is dominant (0.32 versus 0.22 when

parliamentarians influence the platform).

4.6 Conclusion

The aim of this chapter was to provide a means of predicting parties’ inclusion

in the four theories introduced in the preceding chapters before the parties’ behavior

was observed. The results from the finite mixture models with concomitant vari-

ables cast doubt on the extent to which variation in parties’ internal organizations

explains classification into each the clusters capturing the direct, intervening, vote-

seeking, and policy-stability hypotheses respectively. The coefficient estimates for

these concomitant variables are generally non-significant. When comparing the pre-

dicted inclusion probabilities, moreover, the differences are often small and sometimes

counter to theoretical expectations.

Given these findings, the formal rules governing agenda control of the do not ap-

pear to explain the relationship between women’s presence and attention to women

on parties’ platforms. Just as the previous chapter demonstrated that increasing

women’s presence in office will not necessarily guarantee women’s policy represen-

tation, the results from this analysis further suggest that policy actors seeking to

influence women’s representation should not focus exclusively on political parties’

internal structures.
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What accounts for the apparent absence of a relationship between agenda control

and classification of parties into each of the four competing hypotheses? There are at

least two possible explanations for these null results. On the one hand, party organi-

zations may in fact influence clustering. The concomitant measures included in this

analysis, however, may not be sufficiently nuanced so as to capture this relationship.

The sample size, moreover, may not provide adequate power to generate statistically

significant results. On the other hand, this chapter’s focus on the formal mechanisms

governing decision-making within parties may be misguided. Instead, it may be nec-

essary to focus on alternative factors that might better explain party behavior with

respect to both women’s presence and policy representation. In the remainder of this

chapter, I briefly discuss these two alternative explanations.

To begin with, the number of parties included in my sample may not be sufficiently

large so as to accurately test the importance of intra-party variation in policy-making

authority for women’s policy representation. While including over 50 parties would

generally provide sufficient power in standard regression analyses, the sample may

provide too few observations to generate statistically significant results when clus-

tering parties into four unique components. This issue is further compounded by

the low-level of variation in parties’ internal procedures. The vast majority of these

parties’ agendas are formally controlled by congresses, with far fewer organizations

granting control to the parliamentary caucus and the leadership. To more accurately

test the theories advanced in this chapter, more observations are needed in these

latter categories.

The large number of parties identified as controlled by their congresses may be

indicative of an even greater obstacle facing any analysis of party behavior based on

organizational characteristics. In particular, among those parties in which agenda

control is formally held by the congress, there may be significant variation in the de-
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gree to which party activists and rank-and-file members actually influence the mani-

festo. Briefly returning to the British parties analyzed in the second chapter further

demonstrates that the location of policy-making authority captured by my measures

may not actually account for the realities of platform formation.

Consider, for example, the Labour party. Labour introduced reforms aimed at

providing greater control over party policies to rank-and-file members. In practice,

however, these changes strengthened the power of the party leadership vis-á-vis ac-

tivists and other traditional policy actors (Shaw, 2004; Seyd, 2002). Moreover, while

both the party congress and parliamentary party are supposed to influence the man-

ifesto, a number of respondents noted that it was authored by a small group of party

leaders. While these leaders consider the demands made by stakeholders within the

organization—including the parliamentary delegation—they are also likely to account

for both vote- and policy-seeking aims.

A similar divergence between the theory and practice of policy-making is visible

among the Liberal Democrats. Within the party, policy-making authority is formally

held by the federal conference. In the years following its formation, moreover, the

party offered much greater power to its rank-and-file membership than either Labour

or the Conservatives. As previously noted, however, Russell, Fieldhouse and Cutts

(2007) have found that the parliamentary party and the party leaders are increasingly

dictating policy. In fact, they explicitly argue that the influence of Liberal Demo-

crat parliamentarians in contemporary politics “stretches beyond their constitutional

remit” (97).

The realities of agenda control within the Labour Party and Liberal Democrats

illustrate that formal rules may not necessarily reflect informal norms concerning

platform formation. While the parliamentary party and its leadership may hold

significant policy-making authority, they may be highly responsive to the demands of
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activists within the organization. Similarly, party leaders or parliamentarians could

dominate this process even though in theory the party congress controls the manifesto.

Though these cases indicate that focusing only on the reported location of policy-

making authority may be unsatisfactory, they also demonstrate the difficultly of mea-

suring agenda control within parties. In order to construct the concomitant measures,

I drew on information compiled by country experts from multiple volumes. Even

with expert knowledge, however, it is hard to fully capture parties’ policy-making

processes. This is in part because there is often no consensus even among party

members as to who can (and cannot) influence the policy platform. Interviews with

Labour party politicians and activists, for example, revealed disagreements concern-

ing the influence held by female parliamentarians and party leaders over the inclusion

of female-friendly policy on the party’s manifestos.

Even if the concomitant variables were able to perfectly capture differences in

agenda control, they may not adequately account for women’s representation within

parties over time. The analysis, for example, posits that parties’ dominated by their

congresses are most likely to be policy-stable. This assumes that both the composition

of the congress and its attitude towards women’s representation each remain relatively

consistent over the period of study.

In practice, however, just as women’s presence in parties’ parliamentary dele-

gations differs across elections, women’s access to parties’ internal decision-making

bodies may also vary over time. If women gain access to positions of power within

the congress during the years included in the analysis, then these parties may not

be policy-stable (despite being controlled by their conferences). To the contrary,

women’s presence may be especially important for women’s policy representation,

but only when these women are included in the parties’ decision-making organs.
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The possibility that women’s presence on the party congress may in some cases

shape women’s policy representation suggests an alternative conceptualization of the

direct relationship hypothesis. The extent to which these types of parties’ are likely

to be classified by this component, however, depends on whether women’s presence

in the congress covaries with their representation in the parliamentary caucus. In the

absence of a positive correlation between the two forms of numeric representation,

these parties are likely to be poorly classified by both the direct and policy-stability

clusters. Future work may therefore need to incorporate information on women’s

presence on these bodies into the concomitant model.

On the one hand, the findings from the concomitant models may reflect the diffi-

culty of capturing agenda control within parties. On the other hand, the results may

indicate that focusing solely on the role of parliamentarians, party leaders, and party

congresses in shaping the electoral manifesto is misguided. Instead, in future analyses

it may be useful to shift the focus to other factors that might influence classification

into each of the four components representing the competing hypotheses.

Expanding on the notion that women’s participation in party congresses may

influence classification, one potential avenue for future research may be to consider the

relationship between women’s rights activists and political parties. In the preceding

chapter, I posited that some parties (particularly left-leaning organizations) might be

best explained by the policy-stability hypothesis. In particular, I observed that the

dual promotion of women’s numeric and policy representation had become a central

tenant in some parties’ platforms.

At the same time, I noted that even within ideologically leftist organizations,

these outcomes were not inevitable. Rather, women within the organizations often

had to engage in hard fought battles to place gender equality issues on the agenda

(Lovenduski, 1986; Lovenduski and Norris, 1993). This suggests, in turn, that the
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manner and extent to which female activists have (or have not) been able to penetrate

party politics might help to explain party classification.

Weldon (2002) argues that autonomous women’s movements can improve the rep-

resentation of women in the policy-making process. If a party is not connected to

women’s movement actors, however, then it may be more likely to respond to de-

mands for women’s numeric and policy representation if doing so can advance its

vote-seeking aims. Indeed, in her study of American and Canadian parties, Young

(2000) notes that when women’s movement organizations appeared to facilitate po-

litical parties electoral success, these parties have adopted the movement’s issues as

their own. In the absence of these vote-seeking incentives, these parties may remain

relatively stable with respect to both women’s numeric and policy representation.

Among parties that have ties to women’s movement activists, the extent to which

they are explained by the policy-stability versus direct or intervening hypotheses may

vary based on the extent to which these activists have penetrated the organization.

When the demands of the women’s movement come into conflict with those of other

policy actors within the party, the presence of female politicians—either within the

parliamentary caucus or the leadership—may be crucial for the inclusion of these

concerns on the party’s policy agenda. If, on the other hand, the claims made by

women’s rights activists have been widely accepted within the organization, then

policy stability may be expected to persist.

The connection between women’s movements and political parties offers a poten-

tial alternative theory that may better explain classification into each of the four

hypotheses outlined in the preceding chapters. Nonetheless, this is not the only other

factor that may explain which parties are clustered into the components representing

the direct, intervening, vote-seeking, and policy-stability hypotheses. To the contrary,

it is possible to posit a number of explanations for party clustering, including (but
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not limited to) the informal norms concerning policy-making that cannot be easily

measured. While this chapter thus offers only weak support for the assertion that

policy-making authority explains party classification by the four alternative hypothe-

ses, it also suggests that this is a fruitful topic for future research.
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Chapter 5

Women’s Presence and Policy

Representation in the House of

Commons

5.1 Introduction

Despite the prevalence of arguments positing a link between women’s numeric and

policy representation, the preceding chapters demonstrate that the gender makeup of

parties’ parliamentary delegations alone rarely explains attention to women on their

policy platforms. Rather, alternative factors, including women’s access to positions of

power within parties, vote-seeking incentives, and stable policy attitudes often better

account for policy representation. These findings, in turn, call into question the extent

to which increasing women’s presence within parties’ parliamentary caucuses can be

expected to shape these organizations’ policy aims.

Though women’s presence within parties’ parliamentary delegations may not al-

ways alter their broader agendas, female politicians may still shape women’s policy
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representation. In particular, advocates linking women’s numeric and policy rep-

resentation posit that female representatives will act for women within legislative

assemblies, facilitating the adoption of bills that benefit women. Much of the existing

literature on this topic, moreover, highlights the ways in which female politicians rep-

resent women throughout the legislative process. In essence, while parties’ agendas

provide the basis for the policies proposed in Western European parliaments, includ-

ing women in the legislative process is presumed to generate outcomes that benefit

women.

In order to better understand whether, and to what extent, the presence of female

parliamentarians influences policy-making within national assemblies, the remaining

empirical chapters shift the level of analysis from political parties to legislatures and

governments. Mirroring the previous analyses, in this chapter I return to the British

case. As compared to other Western European governments, the British executive

enjoys particularly strong policy-making authority. Representatives within the House

of Commons, on the other hand, have comparatively little influence over the legislative

agenda. In spite of the limits placed on parliamentarians, a number of studies point

to the role played by female MPs in representing women’s interests in the UK.

While interesting in and of itself, the study of women’s policy representation within

the House of Commons also offers broader insights into the adoption of legislation

benefitting women. To begin with, if the presence of female parliamentarians is in fact

associated with women’s policy representation in the UK, this offers strong support

for the notion of a direct relationship between numeric and policy representation

more generally. Essentially, if female MPs can generate policy for women even in

an institution where legislators have little policy-making authority, this relationship

should certainly be expected to emerge in assemblies where parliamentarians are more

able to shape the form and content of legislative initiatives.
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At the same time, though the British case represents an extreme example of the

constraints placed on parliamentarians in the policy-making process, the primacy of

the executive in the UK is similar to other parliamentary systems. Consequently,

by determining the factors that influence the current British Government’s attitude

towards women’s policy representation, it may be possible to generate hypotheses

that can be applied and tested elsewhere.

Using data gathered from interviews with parliamentarians1 and qualitative text

analysis of parliamentary debate transcripts, in the following sections I assess the role

of female MPs in influencing policy in the House of Commons. After providing a brief

overview of the existing literature, I evaluate whether, and to what extent, female

MPs can influence legislative outcomes. Interviews with party activists and parlia-

mentarians demonstrate that there is widespread disagreement about the extent to

which the gender makeup of parties’ parliamentary delegations shapes policy. While

some informants believe that the presence of female MPs is largely irrelevant, others

maintain that women representatives can, and do, affect women’s policy representa-

tion.

In an effort to reconcile these competing arguments, the third section compares two

cases in which women MPs sought to influence the Government’s behavior. While in

one case the women succeeded in their effort to quash a coalition proposal, in the other

they were unable to defeat unfavorable legislation. These case studies demonstrate

how female MPs use the limited tools available to them in an attempt to influence

policy outcomes. They also show how the broader political context can facilitate and

constrain the relationship between women’s presence and policy representation.

1More information about these interviews is available in the appendix.
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Like the second chapter, the results thus illustrate that the link between women’s

presence and policy representation is not as straightforward as often presumed. The

analysis, moreover, generates alternative theoretical expectations concerning the re-

lationship between women’s presence and policy representation within legislative as-

semblies. This work thus provides the foundation for the final empirical chapter,

in which I place these hypotheses within the broader literature and test them in a

cross-national framework.

5.2 Generating Theories from the British Case

Much of the literature on UK policy-making focuses on the central role played by

the “core executive” of the British government—the Prime Minister, the Cabinet, and

related governmental departments and organizations (Dunleavy and Rhodes, 1990;

Rhodes and Dunleavy, 1995). This core executive comprises the key institutions and

actors charged with developing policy and delivering public goods (Smith, 1999, 1).

It is therefore widely considered to be the “driving force” of UK politics (Holliday,

2000, 8).

The dominance of the executive, also referred to as the government, can be at-

tributed in large part to its capacity to control the legislative process. Unlike active

assemblies that enjoy extensive powers over the introduction of legislation—such as

the US Congress—Westminster systems are reactive assemblies that do not initiate

policy (Mezey, 1979). Thus it is the executive, rather than the legislature, that in-

troduces the overwhelming majority of legislation (Mattson, 1995; Bräuninger and

Debus, 2009). Döring (1995b) and Siaroff (2003) further identify a series of institu-

tional characteristics that facilitate the concentration of power within the government
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vis-à-vis other actors. Among the advanced industrialized parliamentary democracies

considered, the British executive holds the greater policy-making authority.

There are a number of dimensions along which British governments gains power at

the expense of rank-and-file legislators. The government, for instance, retains control

over the plenary agenda (Döring, 1995a). Legislative committees in the Commons

are also comparatively weak (Damgaard, 1995; Mattson and Strøm, 1995), and there

are strong restrictions on the introduction of private members’ bills (Mattson, 1995).

Each of these intra-cameral rules and procedures, in turn, advantage the government

at the expense of both opposition party spokespersons (also known as shadow min-

isters) and backbenchers (those MPs who are not members of the government or

shadow cabinet).2

The British women and politics literature acknowledges the importance of the

prime minister and cabinet in the policy-making process (Annesley and Gains, 2010;

Lovenduski, 2005b). Despite the constraints facing MPs, however, a number of studies

dedicate significant attention to the behavior of female backbench representatives.

Taken together, this research suggests that female parliamentarians do act for women.

Studies of female Labour MPs entering office following the 1997 general elec-

tion, for example, revealed that half of those parliamentarians interviewed explicitly

linked women’s presence in office and the representation of women’s concerns and

perspectives (Childs, 2002, 2004). Almost one-third of these women articulated a

shared affinity with, and felt a responsibility to act for, women as a constituency.

When interviewed three years later, almost two-thirds of the female Labour MPs fur-

ther stated that they had represented women in the House of Commons. Many of

2The terms “frontbencher” and “backbencher” reflect the seating arrangements in the House of
Commons. Government ministers and their official opposition spokespersons sit on the frontbenches,
with their supporters, or backbenchers, sitting behind them. The “frontbench team” thus refers to
parties’ parliamentary leaders, while “backbench representatives” are rank-and-file members.
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these respondents argued that women’s concerns would not have been addressed, or

would have taken a different form, had it not been for their presence in office. These

self-assessments indicate that female representatives believe that they give voice to

women’s concerns within parliament.

Beyond self-assessments, there are cases in which female backbench MPs appear

to have shaped policy outcomes. Christine McCafferty’s campaign to reduce the

value added tax (VAT) on sanitary products, for example, was an important factor in

the Labour Government’s decision to reduce this VAT from 17.5 percent to 5 percent

(Childs and Withey, 2006; Childs and Krook, 2009). Along with female ministers and

advisors, as well as women’s groups, female MPs also lobbied to ensure the adoption

of the 2001 Sex Discrimination (Election Candidates) Act. In fact, female MPs from

all parties were the primary participants in the plenary debates on the merits of the

legislation (Childs, 2006).

In addition to these specific instances in which women MPs appear to have influ-

enced policy outcomes, female backbenchers also act as advocates of women’s policy

representation more broadly. Though constrained in their policy-making capacity,

these women report that they have represented women’s interests in informal lob-

bying of party leaders and ministers, Early Day Motions, debates, select committee

meetings, and intra-party gatherings (Childs, 2002, 2004; Childs and Withey, 2004;

Lovenduski, 2001). Women MPs are also more likely than men to mention “women”

or “gender” in parliamentary questions. Nearly half of all female parliamentarians

posed a written or oral question related to women, as compared to only one-fifth of

male MPs (Bird, 2005).

The existing literature thus generates competing expectations concerning the ex-

tent to which women’s presence in office should be assumed to generate women’s

policy representation. On the one hand, research on policy-making in both the House
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of Commons and parliamentary systems more broadly shows that backbench repre-

sentatives have little policy-making authority. This literature thus suggests that in

order to understand women’s policy representation, it is necessary to focus on the

aims of the executive. On the other hand, analyses of women’s policy representation

in the Commons dedicate significant attention to the activities of backbench repre-

sentatives. These works indicate that female MPs seek to represent women and can

sometimes influence policy.

5.3 The Impact of Women’s Presence on Women’s

Policy Representation

Interviews with politicians similarly revealed contrasting beliefs about the influ-

ence of female parliamentarians on the adoption of policy for women. Most respon-

dents agreed that increasing women’s numeric representation would be beneficial for

their respective parties. There was significant disagreement, however, concerning

whether women’s presence on the backbench influenced the introduction and adop-

tion (as well as form and content) of policies related to women. A number of infor-

mants stated that the gender makeup of the parliamentary party was irrelevant, in

large part because backbench MPs are so constrained in their policy-making author-

ity. At the same time, other respondents believed that female MPs could influence

parliamentary outcomes, and identified strategies used by both male and female par-

liamentarians to shape policy. Given these varied responses, the following sections

address the arguments made by informants on both sides of the issue.
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5.3.1 The Irrelevance of Women’s Numeric Representation

When asked whether women’s presence in the parliamentary delegation mattered

for women’s policy representation, one set of respondents was skeptical that any back-

bench parliamentarians could (or even should) influence policy. Consequently, they

felt that the presence or absence of women MPs on the backbench was largely irrele-

vant. While a number of other MPs had described formal and informal mechanisms

through which they could influence government policy, former members of both the

Conservative and Labour frontbench teams argued that these measures were “futile.”

As is consistent with the literature on executive dominance, experienced MPs felt

that the government was especially powerful vis-à-vis parliament. Former shadow

ministers further noted that in their experience the frontbench rarely adopted policy

initiatives forwarded by backbench representatives. While ministers might discuss

policy with members of the parliamentary caucus, this was only because they were

obligated to do so, and not because they intended to alter their positions. In addition

to doubting whether MPs could shape government policy, a number of parliamentar-

ians did not believe that it was even their place to do so. Instead, they viewed their

role as representing the interests of their constituents and/or scrutinizing government

behavior.

Even though some respondents view scrutiny as the chief role of backbench MPs,

serious doubts exist as to whether parliamentarians have either the incentives or ca-

pacity to truly hold the government accountable. Experienced backbench MPs were

skeptical that more recently elected parliamentarians were willing to truly scrutinize

government behavior. A Labour informant, for example, believed that aspirants who

were more likely to defy the government—due to strong commitments to their con-

stituencies or interest groups such as trade unions—were less likely to be selected as
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candidates in the first place. Similarly, an experienced Conservative MP felt that

many of his newly elected copartisans had been selected because of their commit-

ment to Cameron. Thus, though candidates are selected by local party organizations

(Hazan, 2006), some MPs felt that the politicians who were most likely to stand for

office, and subsequently win selection and election contests, were likely to be strong

adherents to their parties’ policy programs.

Beyond candidate selection, the aim of promotion to the frontbench also limits

legislators’ incentives to criticize the policies of their party leaders. Legislators are

often motivated by the desire to gain leadership positions within the party (Müller and

Strøm, 1999b; Huber and Shipan, 2002). In the Commons, governing parties can thus

control their backbenchers through the carrot of ministerial promotion (Benedetto

and Hix, 2007). While some newly elected MPs argued that ministerial aspirations

in no way shape their behavior, those MPs who were not interested in serving in the

Government strongly believed that the “high-flyers” who were likely to be promoted

were also unlikely to voice opposition to the party.

Beyond these informal constraints, there are also formal limitations placed on

backbench parliamentarians seeking promotion. Serving as a Parliamentary Private

Secretary (PPS) is widely viewed as the first step to gaining a ministerial position,

and there are currently almost 50 PPS among the backbench representatives. While

a PPS is not a member of government—and receives no additional salary for her

work—she is viewed as part of the “payroll vote” and thus cannot vote against the

party line. As a PPS, the MP also cannot make speeches or ask questions related

to her minister’s department. She is further expected to never publicly criticize the

government. Together, these informal and formal constraints dissuade MPs who are

seeking advancement from truly scrutinizing government policy.
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Even among those backbenchers that were willing to hold the government to ac-

count, several MPs believed that it was impossible for them to truly alter policy once

it had been introduced. Two members of the Panel of Chairs—the group of senior

backbench MPs responsible for chairing committee hearings and debates—explicitly

stated that parliamentary scrutiny was irrelevant. Both committee and plenary de-

bates on legislation are often subject to strict time limits, making it impossible for

legislators to “talk a bill dead.”

Parliamentary committees, moreover, are viewed as especially weak. Each pro-

posed bill is assessed by a unique committee whose membership is determined by

the party whips.3 Since the whips control which MPs will be charged with reviewing

each piece of legislation, they will not assign a member to a committee unless they are

confident that she supports the party’s position. Thus, while MPs are formally tasked

with scrutinizing bills, in practice there is very little they can do to alter proposed

legislation.

In addition to their limited authority to shape bills’ contents, it is not clear that

even with greater authority female MPs would choose to represent women. Among

the MPs interviewed, female Labour party informants were the most likely to argue

that women’s presence on the backbench mattered for women’s policy representation.

They were also the respondents who most frequently identified gender equality as a

policy concern. Conservative women, on the other hand, appeared to be more am-

bivalent about the importance of gender in shaping legislative behavior or outcomes.

One of these female MPs, for example, stated that women mattered insofar as

they brought different backgrounds to the Commons. At the same time, for her

the more important distinction was between representatives who had a “passion for

3Whips are MPs selected by the party leadership to ensure cohesion among the parliamentary
caucus (Norton, 2010; Rogers and Walters, 2006).
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their constituencies” and the metropolitan elite selected by Cameron. The other

Conservative women interviewed also generally viewed themselves as representatives

of their constituents, rather than of women more generally.

Newly elected Conservative MPs were in fact somewhat concerned about being

viewed as representatives of a particular demographic group. A newly elected Con-

servative woman, for example, chose not to pursue the Education Select Committee,

despite having previous experience in the field. Her decision was shaped in part by

her worry that focusing on education would restrict her to operating in a policy area

that was perceived as more feminine. Similarly, though there are a number of openly

gay male MPs in the Conservative party, only one of those interviewed viewed himself

as a representative of the homosexual community.

The fear of being viewed only as representatives of their ascriptive identities, and

thus marginalized within the parliamentary party, may thus limit the extent to which

some women MPs wish to advocate for women. The direct relationship between

women’s numeric and policy representation may consequently be hampered not only

by the limited capacity of MPs to influence policy related to women, but also by the

absence of their desire to do so.

5.3.2 The Importance of Women’s Numeric Representation

While some informants were skeptical about the connection between numeric and

policy representation, others believed that women’s presence among backbench MPs

could lead to attention to women on the policy agenda. Among these respondents,

there were two distinct groups. The first believed that women’s presence had some

limited direct influence, but was primarily important because it allowed women to

ascend to positions of power within the government. The second group, comprised
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primarily of female Labour MPs, believed that women’s presence not only directly

influenced policy outcomes, but was also essential in order for women’s representation

to emerge.

The Indirect Relationship between Presence and Policy Representation

Several respondents pointed to the gradual ascension of women to positions of

influence within the government as the primary mechanism by which women’s numeric

representation could influence policy representation. Since frontbench members are

largely recruited from the backbenches, women’s presence within the parliamentary

caucus was perceived as essential to their access to ministerial portfolios. Given the

executive’s policy-making authority, once in government these women could exert

some influence over the legislative agenda.

Labour respondents, for example, identified the advancement of female MPs to

the frontbench as one of the primary benefits of women’s presence in office. Others,

including female peers and a senior female MP, viewed this as the only mechanism

through which women could influence the policy agenda. Across many interviews,

particularly those with Labour party members, politicians and activists repeatedly

cited Deputy Leader Harriet Harman’s presence among the party elite as instrumental

for advancing women’s policy representation.

Beyond Harman, many informants highlighted the feminist leanings of several

women currently in the Labour party shadow cabinet. Across multiple interviews, re-

spondents named frontbenchers who in their view sought to ensure the representation

of women within the party, including: Shadow Home Secretary and Shadow Minister

for Women and Equalities, Yvette Cooper; Shadow Leader of the House of Commons,

Angela Eagle; Shadow Secretary of State for Transport, Maria Eagle; and Shadow

Minister for London and the Olympics, Tessa Jowell. The presence of these women
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was perceived as essential for ensuring that, while in opposition, Labour continued to

prioritize gender equality and challenge the Government’s legislative initiatives that

disproportionately disadvantage women.

Several Conservative male MPs posited similar arguments to those made by Labour

respondents. While women’s increased presence in the party’s parliamentary delega-

tion was unlikely to have any immediate effect, these men believed that by altering the

pool of candidates for cabinet positions, women’s numeric representation could even-

tually influence the policy formation process. Just as Labour women ascended to the

top ranks of government, respondents from across all parties were optimistic about

the future of the newly elected Conservative women. Multiple interviewees stated

that the women in the Conservative party’s new-intake were especially “talented.”

Thus, though the Government is currently predominantly male, they expected that

some of these women would be promoted in the coming years.

The Direct Relationship between Presence and Policy Representation

In contrast to those informants who voiced skepticism about the role of backbench

MPs in shaping policy, several parliamentarians and activists from across both the

Conservative and Labour parties believed that women’s representation “mattered

on the margins.” A number of newly elected conservative men spoke positively of

gender diversity, for example, but did not offer specific examples of how, and in what

ways, women’s presence mattered. Other respondents simply noted that diversity

was essential to having a “good team.”

Consistent with previous research, in which female MPs report having a different

style of politics than their male colleagues (Bochel and Briggs, 2000; Childs, 2004),

several informants also felt that women’s presence changed the “way the chamber

feels” and the tone or style of debate. A female Liberal Democrat party leader and
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peer argued, for example, that increasing the presence of women MPs would alter the

culture, but not the policy, of the parliamentary party.

Beyond these intangible effects, some legislators believed backbenchers could shape

policy outcomes. In particular, female Labour party MPs almost uniformly stated

that the presence of women parliamentarians mattered for women’s policy represen-

tation. These informants argued that women’s presence was essential for ensuring

that women’s concerns reached the policy agenda. Without female legislators, they

felt these issues would remain unnoticed by male parliamentarians and ministers.

When asked to recall specific examples, a female former junior minister pointed to

both parliamentary debates about breast cancer, and the adoption of legislation on

domestic violence, as instances of female MPs exerting power over the policy-making

process. Other respondents indicated that female parliamentarians were important

not only at the policy formation stage, but also in ensuring that women’s policy would

reach, and remain on, the parliamentary agenda. As a case in point, a current member

of the Labour frontbench team argued that without women MPs, the Equality Act

of 2010 might have been dropped from the party’s policy agenda in the run-up to the

general election.

Several female Labour MPs further argued that in order to affect policy it was

necessary to have women as representatives on both the front and backbenches. This

allows female politicians to address issues from multiple angles. Female backbenchers,

moreover, can offer support to women on the frontbench team. A former Blair advisor

noted, for example, that women’s presence within the parliamentary party had made

a difference for the female ministers. There are also clear examples of backbench

MPs bolstering female cabinet members in the Commons. When asked about a

question she tabled for Lynne Featherstone (Minister for Equalities), a female Liberal

Democrat MP responded that the question was designed to show her support for the
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