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While a significant amount of research seeks to explain the compara-
tive number of women in national legislatures, there is little research that
examines the effects of women’s leadership of political parties on voting
behavior. This article brings together research on leadership effects in
parliamentary elections and female candidate effects in legislative races.
Ideological, structural, and situational differences between men and
women have been used to explain gender gaps in voting. We explore an
alternative explanation—gender identity When women candidates are
present, the gender identity hypothesis assumes that women voters are
more likely to choose women candidates because of gender. While this
hypothesis has been tested in legislative races, it has not been applied to
party leaders in parliamentary elections. We test the gender identity
hypothesis in Australia, New Zealand, Canada and Britain. We find that
leadership evaluations affect vote choice across all countries but the
effects of gender and the combined effects of gender and leadership differ
across countries.

As more women run for political office, the gender of the candidate has
become an increasingly important characteristic in the study of elections. In
some countries women are more likely than men to express a willingness to vote
for a female candidate (Burrell 1996; Welch and Studlar 1988). Some early
research found that women candidates are more likely to be at a disadvantage
than men (Kelley and McAllister 1983). More recent research shows that this dis-
advantage may be diminishing (Studlar and Matland 1996). The effect of candi-
date gender, however, has been applied primarily to local and district level races
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rather than in the context of a national campaign. Additionally, although much
attention has been paid to the comparative number of women in national legis-
latures (for example, see Darcy, Welch, and Clark 1994; Rule 1987 and 1994),
little attention has been paid to women’s leadership of political parties even
though political parties are the main recruiting organisations for legislative can-
didates. In this article, we examine the effect of women party leaders in parlia-
mentary elections on leadership evaluations and voting behavior.

GENDER AND VOTING BEHAVIOR

Much of the early literature on gender and electoral behavior noted that
when men and women differed in political preferences, women tended to be
located more to the right along the political spectrum than men (Duverger 1955,
Almond and Verba 1963, Inglehart 1977). In a summary of this early research,
Randall (1982) finds that in every country studied women were more likely to
vote for conservative parties. This gap has been attributed to such factors as dif-
fering socialization patterns and women’s lack of experience in the paid work-
force. According to Baxter and Lansing (1983) the conservative gender gap, at
least in Britain, can be explained by differences in age and religion. In a more
recent study, once religion is held constant, this conservative gender gap disap-
pears in most European countries except Italy (Norris 1988). As women’s partic-
ipation in the paid labor force increases and religious ties wane we would expect
the gender gap pattern to change also. In fact, since the 1980s in most Western
democracies the gender gap has reflected the tendency for women to be more to
the left on issues than men (de Vaus and McAllister 1989; see also Jelen, Thomas,
and Wilcox 1994).

Most general explanations of the left leaning gender gap in voting rest on
issue or ideological differences between men and women; the difference in issue
positions are attributed to either the disproportionate effect on women of an
adverse economy, mobilisation due to the women’s movement, women’s roles as
primary caregivers or women’ rejection of the traditional power structure (Car-
roll and Zerilli 1992). However, in a recent study focusing specifically on voting
behavior, Studlar, McAllister and Hayes (1998) conclude that the direction of the
bivariate gender gap and the explanations for this gap vary by country. For exam-
ple, while occupational patterns and familial commitments help explain the
gender gaps in Australia and Britain, the leftist political orientations of women
help to explain the gender gap in the United States.

In the United States, where a left leaning gender gap has been evident since
the 1980s, these ideological differences have been applied to studies of candidate
gender. Women candidates are perceived to be more compassionate on social
issues and more liberal than men (Huddy and Terkildsen 1993). This gender
stereotyping also underlies the role of candidate gender as a cost-cutting decision
heuristic; when compared to their male counterparts within the same party,
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women candidates perform better among voters on the left and worse among
voters on the right (McDermott 1997). Consequently, gender stereotyping of
female candidates when combined with a tendency for women to be to the left
of men ideologically may account for gender differences in support for female
candidates. In parliamentary democracies, where the leader of a party on the left
is a woman, the party may gain further credibility among women as representing
wolmen’s concerns.

An alternative to the sociological and ideological explanations for the gender
gap in voting rests on the notion of identity politics which is based on the idea
that a voter makes an electoral choice on the basis of social group membership
(Pomper 1975). As a result, women will express gender identity by supporting
female candidates even if that means crossing party lines (Cook 1994; Plutzer
and Zipp 1996). According to this explanation, women who support female can-
didates are not strictly expressing issues preferences but are showing solidarity.
When parties in parliamentary democracies are headed by women, gender iden-
tity may increase support for the party among women voters. Unlike the first
explanation that relies on issue differences and stereotypes of female candidates,
the group identity theory does not propose a bias in the gender gap that favours
candidates on the left.

The gender identity hypothesis is supported by research based on the 1992
elections in the U.S., when a record number of women contested seats. Cook
(1994) finds some evidence that women voters defect from partisan attachments
to support somebody of like sex. While Plutzer and Zipp (1996) also find evi-
dence for partisan defection, they find that the group identity effect is amplified
for Democratic female candidates. These studies suggest that some women may
cross party lines to vote for female candidates when their party’s candidate is
male though it is unclear whether male voters will desert their party’s candidate
when that candidate is a women. That female candidates will attract votes from
women but may lose votes from men is largely consistent with research indicat-
ing that women candidates are not disadvantaged (Darcy, Welch, and Clark
1994; Welch and Studlar 1988; Norris, Vallance, and Lovenduski 1994; for an
exception, see Kelley and McAllister 1983). In one of the few pieces of research
on party leader gender and voter support, O'Neill (1998) finds that both women
leaders in the 1993 Canadian federal elections were able to recruit women voters
to their respective parties.

Womenss status as outsiders is recognized as an advantage when voters are
increasingly disenchanted with current elected officials. This gender advantage
may be stimulated by the context of the election, when the gender of the candi-
dates becomes a news story in itself such as in the 1992 United States elections.
Sapiro and Conover (1997) find that gender differences emerge in presidential
vote choice when women are running for lower office in the voters state. This
effect may be apparent in parliamentary elections when women party leaders are
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the focus of the partys campaign or when women’ issues are on the agenda.
O'Neill (1998) suggests that the focus on women leaders played a role in attract-
ing women voters to the parties headed by women in the 1993 Canadian election.

The group identity hypothesis has only been tested in electorate contests
where female candidates were present. That the gender of the candidate serves as
a cue for voters has never been examined in the context of national campaigns
where the leader of the party is a woman. In parliamentary systems, the leaders
of the parties are more visible than local candidates and, therefore, a group iden-
tity explanation of a gender gap is relevant. We would expect that the group iden-
tity explanations of the gender gap would also apply to leadership evaluations
and that women would be more likely to view women leaders and leaders on the
left more favourably. In the next section, we address the role of leadership eval-
uations in parliamentary elections.

LEADERSHIP EVALUATIONS IN PARLIAMENTARY ELECTIONS

The electoral effects of leadership evaluations have been featured in U.S.
presidential elections since the earliest behavioural studies (Lazarsfeld, Berelson,
and Gaudet 1944; Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee 1954: Campbell, Converse,
Miller, and Stokes 1960). A voter’s image of the candidate has an impact on vote
choice separate from the influences of issues and partisan attachments. In a com-
parative context, the focus on candidate qualities in systems where Presidents are
popularly elected makes sense as a candidate becomes the standard bearer for the
party and will be the most visible representative of his or her party. While there
is an extensive body of research on the effect of candidate evaluations on vote
choice in the U.S (for a review of the literature see Wattenberg 1991), the influ-
ence of party leaders in parliamentary systems is less clear though the body of
research is growing (for a review see Hayes and McAllister 1997).

Because Presidents are directly elected and prime ministers are selected by
the legislature and are generally leaders of the largest party forming a govern-
ment, we might expect candidate effects in presidential systems and that respon-
sible party theory would prevail in parliamentary systems. Nevertheless, many
have noted the increasing importance of candidate effects in parliamentary sys-
tems (Glaser and Salmon 1991; McAllister 1992; Mughan 1993). The increasing
focus on party leaders in parliamentary systems can be seen as the result of at
least two trends: the decline of partisan identification (Katz and Mair 1994) and
the changing role of the electronic media (Mughan 1995). It is much easier for
the media to focus on a handful of leaders as the symbols of the parties (McAl-
lister 1996: 287) and there is some evidence that leaders are gaining more media
coverage than issues (Butler and Ranney 1992). Weak attachments to political
parties place more demand on leaders who are able to mobilise voters.

The growing body of research on leadership effects in parliamentary systems
summarised by McAllister (1996) suggests that party leaders have some influence
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