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Table 8.2 Female representation in the national legislatures of some liberal democracies, 1993 and 2012
Women provide an increasing, but still minority, share of
parliamentary representatives. Higher rates of female representation are associated with proportional representation.
Electoral
system
Sweden
Norway
Netherlands
Germany
New Zealand
Australia
Canada
United Kingdom
Italy
France
USA
Ireland

Female
representation (%)
1993
2012

List PR
List PR
List PR
MMP
MMP
AV
SMP
SMP
List PR
Two-round system
SMP
STV

40
39
31
26
29
8
18
18
15
6
11
2

45
40
39
33
32
25
25
22
21
19
17
15

Note: In bicameral assemblies, the figure shown is for the lower
house. AV – alternative vote; List PR – list proportional representation; MMP – mixed member proportional; SMP – single-member
plurality; STV – single transferable vote. See Chapter 11.
Source: IPU (2012).

highest proportion of female legislators. There, 24 of
80 seats in the lower house are reserved for women;
other female candidates are elected directly.
By far the most common method, introduced and
prevalent in Europe, is the voluntary party quota.
Typically, one party adopts a quota and others
follow, not necessarily with an identical format, in
order to avoid being seen as old-fashioned. The
device aims to ensure that a party selects a given
proportion (the quota) of either female candidates
or, more neutrally, of candidates from each gender.
To forestall a token effort, additional stipulations
may require some women to be placed high on a
party’s list (in list systems), or to be selected for
winnable constituencies (in plurality systems).
The final and most recent method for increasing
women’s representation, particularly common in
Latin America, is the legislative quota. These
operate in a similar way to party quotas except that
they are mandated by law and apply to all parties.

The rules may be vague, allowing wiggle room for
unenthusiastic parties, but they do enable the government to parade its commitment to gender
equality.
Quotas are no cure-all. Because party and legislative quotas operate at party and candidate level, they
do not deliver a predefined proportion of female
members in parliament. In most cases, the percentage of women in parliament remains lower than
that set in party, or even legislative, quotas. France
passed an ambitious parity law in 2000; by 2012, the
proportion of women in the National Assembly had
only increased to 27 per cent. One reason (doubtless
of several) for such discrepancies is implementation
failure: not all parties deliver on the quota to which
they have subscribed. In an overall assessment,
Hughes (2011, p. 604) concludes that ‘the quota
policies in effect today rarely challenge men’s
majority dominance of national legislatures.’
Quotas are not the only reason why female representation is increasing; neither are they the only
policy needed to ensure more diverse assemblies.
They can even be seen as a remedy that fails to
address the underlying causes of unequal representation. Even so, they are a widely-used device for
influencing patterns of participation and have
rapidly become a global standard (Dahlerup, 2006;
Krook, 2009).
Just as female representation in parliaments has
grown, so too has the number of women breaking
though the highest glass ceiling into executive office.
Indeed, one argument for legislative quotas is that
the number of women in parliament seems to influence the number in executive office. By 2010, more
than a dozen women served as heads of government
or state, including Chancellor Angela Merkel in
Germany and Prime Minister Julia Gillard in
Australia. Unlike many of the early female political
leaders in Asia, most of these leaders attained high
office without inheriting their post from male relatives.
Globally, women’s presence in cabinets has also
advanced, from 9 per cent in 1999 to 17 per cent in
2010. This latter figure nearly matches the proportion of women in parliament. Several countries,
including Finland, France, Iceland, Norway, Spain,
South Africa, Sweden, and Switzerland have achieved
– or come close to achieving – an equal number of
women as men in cabinet. While women ministers

