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Gender quotas for women in local government bodies can improve women’s representation in politics, increase provision of

public services, and improve perceptions of women as leaders.
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Summary

Gender quotas are one policy tool designed to increase women’s representation in politics. Women hold fewer than 25 percent, 

of parliamentary seats worldwide, and just 12 percent,  of the world’s heads of state and government are women. In many

countries this imbalance extends to local governments. Countries are taking action: In 2013, 118 countries were implementing a

form of gender quotas for an elected office.

One way to implement gender quotas is by reserving a certain number of leadership positions for women. A review of eleven

randomized evaluations in Afghanistan, Lesotho, and across 24 states in India found that reservation quotas influenced women’s

political participation and policy outcomes and increased the provision of public goods aligned with female voters’ preferences.

Further, quotas improved men’s perceptions of women as leaders, increased the aspirations of girls, and helped women get

elected even after quotas were removed. Most of the rigorous research drawn on in this insight comes from India; comparative

conclusions should be drawn cautiously.

This evidence largely suggests that governments seeking to improve women’s representation in politics should consider

reservation quotas for local leadership positions.

http://archive.ipu.org/wmn-e/world.htm
http://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/leadership-and-political-participation/facts-and-figures
https://www.idea.int/publications/catalogue/atlas-electoral-gender-quotas?lang=en


Supporting evidence

Women leaders invested more in policies and programs women care about. Quotas are important because women may

have different preferences about public goods than men. Communities in India with gender quotas for local village leaders had

more public goods overall,  than communities without quotas, and female leaders invested more than male leaders in public

goods linked to women’s concerns [1],  [2],  [3], . Female leaders’ policy preferences not only differed from men, but also differed

from one another based on geographic location and caste background [2],  [4],  [5].

Women leaders’ investments led to improved human development outcomes and women’s entrepreneurship. Quotas in

India led to heightened police responsiveness to crimes against women, improvements in children’s nutrition and educational

outcomes, and increased women’s entrepreneurship [6],  [7],  [8],  [9], . Also in India, both men and women in communities with

quotas were more willing to contribute money to public good provision [10], . In Lesotho, both men and women believed that

female leaders elected under quotas performed just as well, and in some cases significantly better, than their counterparts in

communities without quotas [11].

But these gains were not always clearly perceived. Although public goods provision increased in India and female leaders

performed well in Lesotho, citizens in both India and Lesotho were less likely to be satisfied with female leaders compared to

male leaders [1],  [12],  [3],  [10],  [11], . The satisfaction gap in India improved after subsequent elections, highlighting the

importance of sustained exposure to female leaders [12],  [13].

Elected women made independent choices. One risk of gender quotas is that reserving political seats for women may not

effect genuine change. For example, husbands of elected female leaders may maintain power by controlling the actions of their

wives. In India, women elected under quotas were more likely than their male counterparts to state that their spouses

encouraged them to stand for election,  and helped them do their jobs [3], . However, differences in public goods provision and

policy preferences between female and male leaders demonstrate that women were able to make their own governing decisions

[3].

In some cases, having a female leader meant women participated more in community governance. In Afghanistan, gender

quotas in village development councils led to increased women’s participation in village governance, community life, and

economic activities [4], . In Indian communities with quotas, women were more likely to speak in community meetings [3],  [10].

In Lesotho, although women in quota communities reported being less interested in politics than women in non-quota

communities, they had similar levels of participation in community meetings. However, women in quota communities were less

likely to believe that their leader wanted to listen to constituents than women in non-quota communities. It is not clear whether

this effect was driven by the leader’s gender or by the compulsory nature of the quota itself [11].

After quotas were removed, women continued to be elected to office. In Mumbai, female candidates for city council were

five times more likely to be elected in districts that had been reserved for women in the previous election but were not currently

reserved [14], . The duration of quotas seems to matter. In communities in the Indian state of West Bengal that had quotas for

two election cycles, voters were more likely to elect women in the third, non-quota election cycle than in communities that never

had quotas [12].

Whether quotas have a meaningful impact in increasing women’s representation may depend on the design of the quota system.

Some findings from non-randomized studies of gender quota policies for political party candidates in Spain and France show

mixed results.

In Spain, parties were able to manipulate quotas and reduce women’s political representation, in part by nominating women to

stand for positions to which they are not likely to be elected [15], . In France, a quota policy that included a loophole allowing

https://www.povertyactionlab.org/evaluation/impact-women-policy-makers-public-goods-india
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/evaluation/perceptions-female-leaders-india


political parties to pay penalty fees to circumvent the policy led to no changes in women’s political representation, likely because

the (largely male) legislators who passed the law knew that demand for female leaders was relatively low and parties were willing

to pay the penalty fees [16]. There is no evidence from randomized evaluations that points to these effects; more rigorous

research in this area is needed.

Exposure to female politicians changed some attitudes about women as leaders. In India, , men in communities with gender

quotas were more likely to associate women with leadership and more likely to consider female leaders to be effective. These

impacts were stronger after two election cycles and lasted even after women left office [12], . In Afghanistan, when quotas were

applied in a short-term development program, there were no broader changes in attitudes toward the general role of women in

society, possibly because the quotas were applied in a narrowly defined program. However, these quotas increased support for

women’s participation in community decision-making [4].

Gender quotas for village leaders in India also increased adolescent girls’ educational attainment and career aspirations, , and

parents’ aspirations for their girls, suggesting that female leaders had positive impacts as role models in their communities [8].

Sector chair(s) or Academic lead(s)

Ben Olken Rohini Pande

Insight author(s)

Eliza Keller

Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL). 2018. "Improving women's representation in politics through gender quotas." J-PAL

Policy Insights. Last modified April 2018. https://doi.org/10.31485/2274.ID.2018

1.  Duflo, Esther,  and Petia Topalova. “Unappreciated Service: Performance, Perceptions, and Women Leaders in India.” Working Paper, October 2004. 

Research Paper 

2.  Chattopadhyay, Raghabendra,  and Esther Duflo, . 2004. “Women as Policy Makers: Evidence from a Randomized Policy Experiment in India.”

Econometrica 72 (5): 1409-1443. Research Paper,  | J-PAL Evaluation Summary 

3.  Beaman, Lori, , Esther Duflo, , Rohini Pande, and Petia Topalova. 2011. “Political Reservation and Substantive Representation: Evidence from Indian

Village Councils.” India Policy Forum 2010/11, 7: 159-201. Research Paper 

4.  Beath, Andrew, Fotini Christia, and Ruben Enikolopov. 2013. “Empowering Women Through Development Aid: Evidence from a Field Experiment in

Afghanistan.” American Political Science Review 107 (3): 540-557. Research Paper 

5.  Clots-Figueras, Irma. 2011. “Women in Politics: Evidence from the Indian States.” Journal of Public Economics 95 (7-8): 664-690. Research Paper 

6.  Iyer, Lakshmi, Anandi Mani, Prachi Mishra, and Petia Topalova. 2012. “The Power of Political Voice: Women’s Political Representation and Crime in India.” 

American Economic Journal: Applied Economics 4 (4): 165-193. Research Paper 

7.  Pathak, Yuvraj and Karen Macours, . 2017. “Women’s Political Reservation, Early Childhood Development, and Learning in India.” Economic Development

and Cultural Change 65 (4). Research Paper,  | J-PAL Evaluation Summary 

8.  Beaman, Lori, , Esther Duflo, , Rohini Pande, , and Petia Topalova. 2012. “Female Leadership Raises Aspirations and Educational Attainment for Girls: A

Policy Experiment in India.” Science 335 (6068): 582-586. Research Paper,  | J-PAL Evaluation Summary 

9.  Ghani, Ejaz, William R. Kerr, and Stephen D. O’Connell. 2014. “Political Reservations and Women’s Entrepreneurship in India.” Journal of Development

Economics 108: 138-153. Research Paper 

https://www.povertyactionlab.org/evaluation/perceptions-female-leaders-india
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/evaluation/impact-female-leadership-aspirations-and-educational-attainment-teenage-girls-india
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/person/olken
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/person/pande
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/person/keller
https://doi.org/10.31485/2274.ID.2018
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/duflo
https://users.nber.org/~rdehejia/%21%40%24devo/Lecture%2009%20Gender/supplemental/Duflo_Unappreciated_Women.pdf
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/chattopadhyay
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/duflo
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0262.2004.00539.x
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/evaluation/impact-women-policy-makers-public-goods-india
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/beaman
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/duflo
https://projects.iq.harvard.edu/files/wappp/files/politicalreservationandsubstantiverepresentation.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055413000270
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2010.11.017
https://doi.org/10.1257/app.4.4.165
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/macours
https://doi.org/10.1086/692114
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/evaluation/impact-womens-political-reservation-early-childhood-development-and-learning-india
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/beaman
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/duflo
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/pande
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1212382
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/evaluation/impact-female-leadership-aspirations-and-educational-attainment-teenage-girls-india
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jdeveco.2014.01.008


10.  Deininger, Klaus, Songqing Jin, Hari K. Nagarajan, and Xia Fang. 2014. “Does Female Reservation Affect Long-Term Political Outcomes? Evidence from

Rural India.” The Journal of Development Studies 51 (1): 32-49. Research Paper 

11.  Clayton, Amanda. 2015. “Women’s Political Engagement Under Quota-Mandated Female Representation: Evidence from a Randomized Policy

Experiment.” Comparative Political Studies 48 (3): 333-369. Research Paper 

12.  Beaman, Lori, , Raghabendra Chattopadhyay, , Esther Duflo, , Rohini Pande, , and Petia Topalova. 2009. “Powerful Women: Does Exposure Reduce

Bias?” The Quarterly Journal of Economics124 (4): 1497-1540. Research Paper,  | J-PAL Evaluation Summary 

13.  Pande, Rohini,  and Deanna Ford. 2011. World Development Report on Gender, “Gender Quotas and Female Leadership.” Washington, DC: World

Bank. Report 

14.  Bhavnani, Rikhil R. 2009. “Do Electoral Quotas Work After They Are Withdrawn? Evidence from a Natural Experiment in India.” American Political Science

Review 103 (1): 23-35. Research Paper 

15.  Esteve-Volart, Berta and Manuel Bagues, . 2012. “Are Women Pawns in the Political Game? Evidence from Elections to the Spanish Senate.” Journal of

Public Economics 96 (3-4): 387-399. Research Paper 

16.  Frechette, Guillaume R., Francois Maniquet, and Massimo Morelli. 2008. “Incumbents’ Interests and Gender Quotas.” American Journal of Political Science

52 (4): 891-909. Research Paper 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00220388.2014.947279
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414014548104
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/beaman
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/chattopadhyay
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/duflo
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/pande
https://doi.org/10.1162/qjec.2009.124.4.1497
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/evaluation/perceptions-female-leaders-india
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/pande
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/9120
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055409090029
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/bagues
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2011.12.004
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5907.2008.00349.x

