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Abstract
This article explores how women’s descriptive representation affects legal gender equality of economic oppor-
tunity. Building on existing studies on women’s descriptive and substantive representation, we argue that as
the proportion of female legislators and ministers increases, legal gender equality of economic opportunity
improves. Additionally, we expect that a country’s institutional context significantly shapes the influence of
women in different positions of power on legal gender equality. The higher the legislature’s law-making
power, the greater the effect of female legislators on legal gender equality; under the same condition, its rela-
tive influence compared to female cabinet ministers is also greater. Similarly, we hypothesize that the higher
the level of democracy, the more effective female legislators compared to female ministers. To test these argu-
ments, we draw on the database that provides cross-national information on legal discrimination against
women in economic opportunities and provide supporting evidence for our arguments.
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Introduction
Legal discrimination against women in economic opportunities is still pervasive in the world. For
instance, many countries have laws restricting women’s mobility or preventing a woman from
being the head of household. Furthermore, women in many countries experience unequal treat-
ments in labor markets and in access to credit, property ownership, and inheritance. According to
the Women, Business, and the Law (WBL) database1 constructed by the World Bank, only eight
countries in the world have no legal discrimination against women in economic opportunities
(Hyland et al., 2020).2 Unequal treatment of women under the law poses a significant barrier
to women who plan to work or start a business (Htun et al., 2019; Hyland et al., 2020).
Restrictions on women’s employment, access to property rights, and entrepreneurial activity
weaken their bargaining power at home and their political influence, which undermines gender
equality.

While legal gender equality of economic opportunity has globally improved over time,
progress varies across countries. Why are some countries slower than others to reform
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gender-discriminatory laws? Many studies focus on structural variables, such as economic devel-
opment (Doepke et al., 2012), technological change (Geddes and Lueck, 2002; Doepke and Tertilt,
2009), and cultural changes (Inglehart and Norris, 2003). These variables influence legal gender
equality by affecting politicians and voters’ incentives or attitudes. However, while these are
significant structural factors that shape legal gender equality of economic opportunity, they
are insufficient to produce equal treatment of men and women under the law. Political actions
are necessary to reform gender-based discrimination and achieve legal gender equality.

Who drives the political actions necessary to remove legal barriers to women’s employment
and entrepreneurial activity? According to many existing political economy models, the personal
characteristics of policymakers, including gender, do not matter (Hessami and da Fonseca, 2020).
For example, according to the well-known median voter theory (Downs, 1957), if the unequal
treatment of women in economic opportunities is salient to many female voters, parties will
address it in an attempt to increase their vote share. However, many studies provide evidence
to the contrary, finding that the personal characteristics of politicians do matter. Politicians can-
not credibly commit to their campaign promises since they have their own preferences over policy
outcomes (Besley and Coate, 1997). In particular, extant scholarship on gender and politics dem-
onstrates that men and women have different policy preferences (Shapiro andMahajan, 1986) and
that female policymakers are more likely to emphasize women’s issues and adopt women-friendly
policies (Chattopadhyay and Duflo, 2004; Childs, 2004; Schwindt-Bayer, 2006). This implies that
political reforms favoring legal gender equality are more likely to occur where more women
occupy decision-making positions in politics.

This correlation, while compelling, has not yet been examined from a global perspective.
Despite the strong theoretical case for doing so, only a few studies investigate the effect of female
political representation on legal gender discrimination, instead, examining policies related to the
legal gender equality of economic opportunity in specific contexts (Atchison and Down, 2009;
Kittilson, 2008; Htun and Weldon, 2018; Brulé, 2020). Additionally, we know neither whether
types of women’s descriptive representation matter nor under what conditions female legislators
and/or ministers affect legal gender equality of economic opportunity.

This article explores comprehensively and systematically the relationship between women’s
descriptive representation and legal gender equality of economic opportunity. Building on existing
studies of women’s descriptive and substantive representation, we argue that as the proportion of
women in political positions increases, legal gender equality of economic opportunity improves.
We further posit that gains in female legislative representation are more likely to translate into
improved legal gender equality than those in female cabinet representation when either legislative
power is stronger or the level of democracy is higher. The link between women’s legislative repre-
sentation and legal gender equality requires legislatures with strong agenda-setting and policy-
making power. Thus, female legislators are more effective than female ministers when the legis-
lature’s law-making powers are strong, but the opposite is true when those powers are weak.
Similarly, the level of democracy shapes the effect of female legislative representation since dem-
ocratic countries tend to have stronger legislatures while authoritarian countries concentrate more
policy-making power into the executive. We thus hypothesize that female legislators are more
influential than female cabinet ministers as the level of democracy increases.

To test these arguments, we focus on legal discrimination that a woman may face from the time
she enters the workforce to her retirement. We draw on the WBL database that provides cross-
national information on legal discrimination against women in economic opportunities. Looking
at 156 countries from 1970 to 2014, we find that the percentages of both female legislators and
female ministers are positively associated with legal gender equality of economic opportunity.
Importantly, each female representation has its own independent effect on legal gender equality.
This finding is robust to attempts to rule out competing explanations, alternative estimation meth-
ods, alternative temporal units of analysis, and alternative samples. We also find that when the
legislature’s law-making power is higher, the effect of female legislative members is greater than

584 Nam Kyu Kim

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773922000352 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773922000352


that of female cabinet members. Similarly, the level of democracy reinforces the effect of female
legislators, not the effect of female cabinet ministers. Consistent with these findings, our supple-
mentary analyses reveal that gender quotas are positively associated with legal gender equality and
are more effective when the levels of democracy or legislative power are high.

This article contributes to the literature on women’s descriptive and substantive representation
by revealing that women’s under-representation in political positions is an important background
condition for the unequal treatment of women in economic opportunities. It presents systematic
evidence that an increased presence of women in the legislature or cabinet is associated with leg-
islation outlawing discrimination against women in economic opportunities. Even before eco-
nomic development takes hold, the political empowerment of women improves legal gender
equality in developing or least-developed countries. Next, this study contributes to the under-
standing of how and when women policymakers matter by highlighting the role of contexts under
which one type of women’s descriptive representation is more effective than the other. Both female
legislators and cabinet ministers face institutional or political contexts that can reinforce or hinder
their efforts to reduce the legal gender gap. This article shows that the effects of female legislators
and ministers and their relative influence are conditional on the legislature’s law-making power
and the level of democracy.

Women’s representation and legal gender equality of economic opportunity
Existing scholarship provides several reasons why an increase in the descriptive representation of
women produces a decrease in legal gender discrimination in economic opportunities. First, men
and women differ in policy priorities. Researchers have proposed that gender differences in policy
preferences exist either because women intrinsically care more about issues, such as children, fam-
ily, and public health, or because women face different socio-economic conditions than men
(Doepke et al., 2012). Studies show that women care more about issues related to women, children,
family, gender equality, and the environment (Shapiro and Mahajan, 1986; Inglehart and Norris,
2003). Gender differences in policy preferences are also found among public officials and politi-
cians. Female legislators are more likely to emphasize social policy issues, gender equality, and
environmental issues (Schwindt-Bayer, 2006). Additionally, female politicians and policymakers
are more likely than male counterparts to see female voters as an important constituent group. For
example, female politicians are more likely to consider women as an important constituency, com-
pared to male politicians, and speak directly on behalf of their women constituents’ well-being
(Schwindt-Bayer, 2006). They also tend to pay attention to gender issues and defend feminist ideas
(Childs, 2004).

These two facts suggest that an increase in women’s descriptive representation will lead to
improvements in women’s substantive representation, as both process and outcome
(Franceschet and Piscopo, 2008: 398). A great deal of studies support this expectation. First, sev-
eral studies show that female legislators are more likely to propose and vote for bills related to
‘women’s issues’ such as gender equality, education, children’s issues, health care, and welfare
(Schwindt-Bayer, 2006; Franceschet and Piscopo, 2008). Other studies find that when more
women are represented in the legislature, policy changes occur in the direction of women’s pref-
erences. A proportion of women in the national legislatures or local councils is positively corre-
lated with spending on childcare, education, health, and welfare (Chattopadhyay and Duflo, 2004)
as well as female-friendly policies, such as maternity and childcare leave policies (Kittilson, 2008).
Moreover, women’s legislative representation is positively associated with infant and child survival
in developing countries (Mechkova and Carlitz, 2021). In sum, these findings demonstrate that a
growth in women’s descriptive representation translates into improvements in women’s substan-
tive representation.
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Accordingly, there are good reasons to expect that as more women enter important policy-
making positions, the legal equality between men and women in economic opportunities is likely
to improve. Female policymakers pay more attention than male counterparts to legal restrictions
on women’s economic autonomy because the ability for women to make independent economic
decisions is critical to gender equality and women’s empowerment, and legal discrimination
undermines this ability. Women’s employment and asset ownership shape their bargaining posi-
tion at home, which affects outcomes important to women, such as economic and physical secu-
rity and personal fulfillment (Hutchinson et al., 2018). When women are employed and/or own
more assets, they are more likely to participate in household decision-making and better able to
make independent decisions. Female labor market participation also has long-term implications
since it encourages parents to invest in the education of their daughters and to have higher aspi-
rations for them (Duflo, 2012: 1056–1057). Expanding the opportunities available to women in the
labor market can serve to improve gender equality in politics in the long run (Ross, 2008).

Furthermore, legal gender discrimination negatively affects economic outcomes for women by
reducing female labor market participation and asset ownership and maintaining or increasing
wage gender gaps (Gonzales et al., 2015; Htun et al., 2019; Hyland et al., 2020). Therefore, reform-
ing gender-discriminatory laws will expand opportunities available to women and encourage
more female participation in the formal economy. This implies that to the extent to which female
policymakers consider women’s economic empowerment an important issue, they pay greater
attention to legal gender discrimination and make more efforts to eliminate it. We can expect
that an increase in women’s descriptive representation leads to an improvement in legal gender
equality of economic opportunity.

Only a few studies investigate the effect of female political representation on specific policies
related to legal gender equality. Kittilson (2008) presents cross-national evidence that the percent-
age of female legislators is positively correlated with the likelihood of adopting maternity and
childcare leave policies and a broadening of the scope of these policies in 19 OECD democracies.
Similarly, Atchison and Down (2009) find that the percentage of female cabinet members is posi-
tively correlated with the total weeks of maternity and parental leave guaranteed by the state in 18
advanced democracies. Despite these studies’ contributions, the relationship between women’s
descriptive representation and legal gender equality of economic opportunity must be examined
comprehensively and systematically in a global context. Thus, we test the following hypothesis:

H1: The higher the share of women in parliaments and in cabinets, the higher the legal gender
equality of economic opportunity.

The role of context and types of political power
Even though women in politics can make a difference to legal gender equality of economic oppor-
tunity, we need to understand under what conditions female legislators and/or ministers affect
legal gender equality of economic opportunity and which type of women’s descriptive represen-
tation is more effective in improving legal gender equality. Most existing studies tend to focus on
women’s legislative representation. This is not surprising, given the crucial position of the legis-
lature in representative democracies. Law-making is among the key functions of national legis-
latures. Legislatures represent constituent preferences, set policy agendas, propose bills, debate
and amend proposed bills, pass bills, and monitor policy implementations. Furthermore, legisla-
tures exercise not only positive but also negative agenda-setting power by blocking certain policy
initiatives. Thus, increasing the proportion of women in national legislatures can help to eliminate
legal gender discrimination.

However, the role of legislatures in the law-making process substantially varies across countries
(Fish and Kroenig, 2009; Wilson and Woldense, 2019). As Schwindt-Bayer and Squire (2014)
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conceptualize, the legislature’s policy-making power consists of ‘institutional policy power’ and
‘personal professional power’. Institutional policy power refers to the constitutional and institu-
tional powers of the legislature as an organizational entity, in the policy-making process. This
power comes from the country’s constitutional or legislative rules and norms about the legisla-
ture’s power and responsibilities in relation to other government branches. Personal professional
power refers to the influence of individual legislators on the policy-making process. Factors such
as the frequency of legislative sessions and resources available for individual legislators affect per-
sonal professional power. These two powers vary considerably across countries (Fish and Kroenig,
2009; Opalo, 2019; Wilson and Woldense, 2019).

In the US context, it makes sense to emphasize female legislative representation since the US
Congress plays a critical role in the policy-making process. Under the separation of powers, the
Congress enjoys constitutionally-assigned legislative authority to initiate and adopt bills. It is also
equipped with specialized permanent committees that have specific policy jurisdictions and the
organizational, financial, and human resources required for effective policy-making. Thus, the
Congress has both strong institutional policy power and strong personal professional power,
allowing it to play a leading role in the policy-making process. Conversely, the executive’s influ-
ence over policies mainly arises from the veto power and control over the bureaucracy, although
the president can issue administrative directives, such as decrees and executive orders.

However, in many other contexts, few legislatures play such a major role in the policy-making
process (Mezey, 1983). For instance, in parliamentary democracies, the cabinet rather than the
legislature sets policy agendas and formulates and oversees policies (Laver and Shepsle, 1996).
‘Each cabinet minister can call on a considerable pool of expertise in his or her own department,
expertise that is professionally focused in a very intense manner on the policy concerns of the
department. Government departments are the only organizations with the resources to generate
fully developed policy proposals and the expertise to implement and monitor any proposal that
might be selected’. (Laver and Shepsle, 1996: 30). As department heads, thus, cabinet ministers
enjoy a dominant advantage in drafting legislation. According to Saiegh (2014: 484), government-
sponsored bills account for at least 70% of the bills presented to the legislature in parliamentary
democracies, and 80% of these government-sponsored bills become laws.

Even in many presidential democracies outside the US, the executive rather than the legislature
is often the most important player in the formulation and implementation of policy. In Latin
America, policy-making power is usually concentrated in the hands of the executive since many
constitutions invest the executive with the authority to issue unilaterally executive decrees or
orders (Saiegh, 2010). In Africa often characterized by ‘big man’ rule, the executive dominates
the legislature and easily secures legislative approval of its policies by utilizing formal agenda-
setting powers and informal powers to cultivate patron-client networks (Chaisty et al., 2014).
Moreover, most presidential democracies are developing countries where legislatures tend to lack
financial resources and staff members with policy expertise. Thus, they are often limited in the
both dimensions of institutional policy power and personal professional power.

Last, the same is true of authoritarian regimes. Many studies demonstrate that authoritarian
legislatures facilitate power-sharing, help to coopt opposition members, and identify popular dis-
content (Brancati, 2014). Even so, though varying in the legislative capabilities, most authoritarian
legislatures do not have the ability to introduce bills and determine policy contents (Wilson and
Woldense, 2019). Brancati (2014) claims that ‘because authoritarian legislatures exist at the dis-
cretion of the dictator, they do not have real decision-making power and only rubber-stamp gov-
ernment-proposed legislation’ (p. 317).

This implies that the influence of legislatures relative to cabinets in the policy-making process
substantially varies across regions and countries. Then, an exclusive focus on the proportion of
female legislators is misguided. Under certain political or institutional contexts, female ministers
are better positioned than female legislators to initiate policy changes for gender equality and to
promote female-friendly agendas (Atchison and Down, 2009; Stockemer and Sundström, 2018).
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If the executive plays a more important role in policy formulation and implementation than the
legislature, women’s inclusion in the cabinet will be more effective in producing legal reforms for
legal gender equality.

Meanwhile, a government type does not simply determine the influence of legislatures relative to
cabinets. As discussed above, the executive rather than the legislature is often the most important
policy-making player in many presidential democracies outside the United States. Even in African
presidential systems where legislatures are believed to be generally weak, considerable variations in
legislative strength and institutionalization exist (Opalo, 2019). Similarly, even though the govern-
ment usually sets policy agendas and formulates policies in parliamentary democracies, the govern-
ment with minority legislative support needs to seek legislative consensus, which increases the
involvement of legislators in the process of policy formulation (Arter, 2006). Last, even though legis-
latures do not play proactive roles in the policy-making process, they may influence that process by
debating, delaying, opposing, or amending government policies (Saiegh, 2010).

Thus, it is necessary to formulate conditional expectation about the influence of women’s
descriptive representation on legal gender equality. We hypothesize that when the legislature’s
institutional policy power is greater and/or individual legislators have more personal professional
power, the legislature exerts greater influence on policy. For example, if the legislature can propose
bills in all policy areas, or its approval is required to pass legislation, its law-making power is
greater. Similarly, when the legislature is equipped with a functioning committee system or staff
members with policy expertise, legislators are better able to craft public policy and can be more
professionalized (Schwindt-Bayer and Squire, 2014: 627–628). These institutional policy and per-
sonal professional powers in turn increase the effect of female legislators on legal gender equality
of economic opportunity. Contrarily, the influence of female ministers on legal gender equality
has little relevance to the legislature’s law-making power. If anything, the presence of female min-
isters may negatively interact with legislative effectiveness since the cabinet’s law-making power
declines when the legislature’s law-making power is stronger. Accordingly, female legislative
representation will be more effective than female cabinet representation in reforming legal dis-
crimination against women when the legislature’s law-making power is high, and vice versa.

Similarly, a country’s political system can structure the effect of women’s descriptive represen-
tation since it is related to the legislature’s law-making power. For example, Wilson and Woldense
(2019) show that the level of democracy is strongly associated with overall legislative powers.
Palanza et al. (2016) find that the age of democracy is positively associated with the degree of
the legislature’s institutionalization. If a country is more democratic, the legislature’s agenda-
setting power is likely to be higher, and female legislators are better able to pursue legislative
reforms for gender equality. Thus, we can expect that as the level of democracy increases, the
effect of female legislators on legal gender equality increases.

Contrarily, the interaction between democracy level and female ministers is not straightfor-
ward. As a country is more autocratic, more policy-making power is concentrated into the execu-
tive, which makes female ministers more effective in addressing legal discrimination against
women. At the same time, female ministers may be better able to pursue women-friendly policies
in more democratic countries. Given the conflicting effects, we expect that the magnitude of the
interaction between female minister and democracy will be smaller than that of the interaction
between female legislators and democracy. This suggests that female legislators are more effective
than female ministers in improving legal gender equality when the level of democracy is high. This
discussion leads to the following two testable hypotheses:

H2: Female legislators are more effective than female ministers in improving legal gender equality
when the legislature’s law-making power is higher.

H3: Female legislators are more effective than female ministers in improving legal gender equality
when the democracy level is higher.
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Data and method
To test our hypotheses, we construct a time-series cross-sectional dataset covering a maximum of
156 countries from 1970 to 2014. Our unit of analysis is the country-year.

Our dependent variable is the degree of legal gender equality of economic opportunity. To
measure it, we draw on the WBL index taken from the World Bank’s WBL database. The
WBL database examines laws and regulations that affect women’s economic participation and
opportunity and evaluate whether laws treat men and women equally. World Bank legal experts
collaborate with local experts, including lawyers, judges, civil society representatives, and public
officials in collecting information on the legal environment in each country. They examine 35
individual legislative issues under 8 indicators: mobility, workplace, pay, marriage, parenthood,
entrepreneurship, assets, and pensions.3 For each indicator, they assign a score, scaled from 0
to 100, by calculating the unweighted average of the four or five binary questions within each
indicator. The overall WBL index score is an unweighted average of the eight indicators.
Thus, the highest possible value of the index is 100, indicating no legal discrimination against
women in the 8 areas related to workforce. For example, a score of 50 implies that women face
legal inequality in the half of the 8 areas.

This index has several advantages.4 First, the WBL index measures de jure discrimination
against women in the workforce since it does not consider the implementation of the law. As
pointed out by Hyland et al. (2020), the legislative context of a given country provides an objective
and comparable measure of the legal environment in which women live and work. If women’s
descriptive representation influences women’s economic empowerment, its effect is likely to man-
ifest itself first in the improvement of the legal environments. Second, the WBL index is positively
associated with equal labor market outcomes. Hyland et al. (2020) show that it correlates with an
increased female labor force participation and a decreased wage gap between men and women (see
also Htun et al. (2019)). These results mitigate the potential concern that the focus on legal equal-
ity may not capture actual gender equality. Last, this index is useful because of its broad scope. The
WBL index covers 190 countries from 1970 to 2019, which is well-suited for the purpose of this
research. Table 1 shows not only a significant progress in legal gender equality but also variations
across countries in the legal equality of economic opportunity between men and women (see also
Figure B2 in the supporting online appendix).

To measure women’s descriptive representation, we focus on the proportion of women in
national legislatures and cabinet positions. We obtain the percentage of seats held by women
in the lower or single house of each country’s national legislature from the Varieties of
Democracy (V-Dem, version 10) data (Coppedge et al., 2020). For information on the share
of female cabinet members, we rely on the WhoGov dataset (Nyrup and Bramwell, 2020) that
contains information on cabinet members between 1966 and 2016 in all countries with a popula-
tion of more than 400,000.5

We need a measure of legislative power that measures the policy-making authority assigned to
the legislature, since we hypothesize that legislative power conditions the effect of female

3See the online appendix of Hyland et al. (2020) for a full list of the 8 indicators and the 35 legislative issues.
4One potential limitation with the WBL index is that it simply uses an unweighted average of the eight indicators to cal-

culate the overall WBL index. The same is true of the indicator-level scores that is the unweighted average of the four or five
binary questions within that indicator. The WBL team implicitly assumes that all eight indicators and all questions for each
indicator have the same weight and significance without providing a theoretical justification for the aggregation rule. For
example, the questions related to workplace, such as ‘[c]an a woman legally get a job or pursue a trade or profession in
the same way as a man?’ and ‘[d]oes the law mandate nondiscrimination in employment based on gender?’, might be more
important to legal gender equality than the question like ‘[d]oes the law establish explicit pension credits for periods of child-
care?’. It may be also questionable that each indicator or question is a substitute for other indicators or questions.

5We focus on core cabinet members, including cabinet ministers, prime ministers, presidents, vice prime ministers, vice
presidents, members of the politburo, and members of a military junta. This number does not consider unoccupied positions,
positions held by the same person, and positions, that are not considered core positions (e.g. deputy and junior ministers).
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legislative representation on the equality of economic opportunity under the law. To this end, we
use six variables from the V-Dem data and aggregate them to create the index of legislative powers.
The first two variables focus on the legislature’s law-making influence. Legislates by law denotes
whether the legislature can introduce bills in all policy jurisdictions by law, while Legislates in
practice indicates whether its approval is required to pass legislation. The next three variables cap-
ture the institutional resources of the legislature: Legislature committees focuses on whether the
legislature has a functioning committee system; Legislature resources looks at whether the legisla-
ture controls the resources to finance its own internal operations; and Legislative staff focuses on
whether the legislature has at least one staff member with policy expertise. The last variable, % of
elected legislators, measures the percentage of legislators directly elected in popular elections. We
standardize all six variables and average them.6 A higher value indicates greater legislative power.

We control for potential confounding variables that can affect women’s political representation
as well as legal equality of economic opportunity for women. First, we include two economic var-
iables that correlate with concerns for gender equality: a log of GDP per capita and a log of oil
rents per capita, measured as a country’s total rents from oil and gas divided by its population. We
expect that the former will correlate with a higher demand for gender equality in the economic
sphere (Geddes and Lueck, 2002; Fernández, 2014), while the latter will be negatively associated
with it (Ross, 2008). Second, as the level of democracy is higher, women are better able to mobilize
for legal gender equality and women’s inclusion in office, and thus both the legal equality of eco-
nomic opportunity for women and women’s political representation may improve. We include the
electoral democracy index from the V-Dem data.7 Third, we include the dummy for communist
regimes. Communist countries tend to have lower legal barriers to encourage women’s participa-
tion in the workforce as well as to constrain the influence of religion (Htun and Weldon, 2018;
Hyland et al., 2020). Last, we include country fixed effects to control for time-invariant country
characteristics, such as culture, colonial history, or geography, that influence social preferences for
gender equity, and linear time trends to capture upward trends in the data series of women’s
descriptive representation and the WBL index.

Results
Before turning to the multivariate analysis, we take a preliminary look at the data. The left panel of
Figure 1 plots changes in the WBL index for each country between 1970 and 2019 against the
change in the percentage of female legislators over the same period and displays a positive rela-
tionship between changes in female legislative representation and changes in gender equality of
economic opportunity. A similar pattern emerges when we use the share of female cabinet mem-
bers instead of that of female legislators for the period of 1970–2016. These results provide sug-
gestive evidence that women’s descriptive representation contributes to legal gender equality of
economic opportunity.

Table 1. Descriptive look at gender equality of economic opportunity and women’s descriptive representation. Between SD
refers to the standard deviation of the country means, while within SD refers to the average within-country standard
deviation

Total Between Within

Mean SD Min Max SD SD

WBL index 60.05 17.82 17.5 100 14.91 10.21
Female legislators (%) 11.77 9.86 0 63.75 6.79 7.16
Female cabinet members (%) 9.35 10.26 0 62.5 5.94 8.27

6See Figures B3 and B4 of the supporting online appendix for the descriptive examination of this variable.
7We rescale the electoral democracy index so that 0 denotes full autocracy and 100 denotes full democracy.
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Table 2 presents the fixed effects OLS regression estimates. We calculate robust standard errors
clustered by country. The first two models focus on the percentage of female legislators; the next
two models use the percentage of female cabinet members; and the last two models include both
variables. For each variable, we adopt two different model specifications. One model specification
is the minimal specification that only includes time trend variables and country fixed effects, while
the other specification includes the full baseline controls.

The results are consistent with H1: Both the percentage of female legislators and that of female
cabinet members are correlated with an increased level of the WBL index. Both the coefficient
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Figure 1. Change in WBL index and women’s political representation.

Table 2. Women’s descriptive representation and legal gender equality of economic opportunity (FE estimates). All models
include country fixed effects. Robust standard errors clustered at the country level are in parentheses. All explanatory
variables are lagged

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Female legislators 0.340*** 0.370*** 0.273*** 0.292***
(0.058) (0.056) (0.053) (0.051)

Female ministers 0.250*** 0.258*** 0.162*** 0.171***
(0.042) (0.038) (0.035) (0.032)

Electoral democracy index 0.099*** 0.091** 0.097***
(0.033) (0.035) (0.033)

GDP per capita (ln) 2.790*** 3.671*** 3.201***
(1.059) (1.039) (0.992)

Oil rents per capita (ln) − 0.436 − 0.426 − 0.449*
(0.282) (0.282) (0.264)

Communist 0.372 6.182** 0.960
(3.029) (2.688) (3.075)

Linear trend 0.545*** 0.432*** 0.561*** 0.457*** 0.498*** 0.380***
(0.035) (0.041) (0.036) (0.042) (0.038) (0.043)

Constant 42.266*** 16.252* 43.500*** 9.867 42.726*** 13.322*
(0.786) (8.562) (0.779) (8.466) (0.773) (8.045)

H0: legislator = minister, p-value 0.08 0.05
Countries 156 156 156 156 156 156
Observations 5678 5678 5678 5678 5678 5678
Within R2 0.662 0.679 0.652 0.670 0.671 0.688

*p < 0:1, **p < 0:05, ***p < 0:01.

Women’s representation and legal gender equality of economic opportunity 591

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773922000352 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773922000352


estimates on female legislators and female cabinet members are statistically significant at the 1%
level, regardless of whether we include other control variables or not. Column 2 shows that con-
ditional on country fixed effects and other control variables, a one within-country standard devi-
ation increase in the share of female legislators (� 8:14) is associated with an increase of about
3.03 in the WBL index. According to Column 4, the corresponding shift in the share of female
cabinet members (� 8:43) is associated with an increase of 2.17 in the WBL index. Even when we
include both measures of female political representation, both variables are positively associated
with the WBL index, although their magnitude slightly decreases. The effect of female legislators is
greater in magnitude than that of female ministers, but the difference is statistically significant at
the 5% level.

We fit alternative model specifications to rule out alternative explanations by adding a time-
varying control variable to the baseline model specification. Table A3 of the supporting online
appendix reports the results.8 First, we include a measure of women’s civil liberties from the
V-Dem data that focuses on women’s freedom of domestic movement, freedom from forced labor,
property rights, and access to justice. Women’s de facto rights would influence both women’s legal
rights in economic opportunities and political representation. Second, we additionally control for
the V-Dem’s women civil society participation index or the annual number of women’s interna-
tional non-government organizations (INGO) in a country. Women’s movements may play an
important role in creating the impetus for legislative reforms affecting legal gender equality
(Htun and Weldon, 2018). Similarly, as more women’s INGOs exist in a country, the more that
country is tied to transnational activism on women’s issues and faces greater pressure for legal
gender equality (Hughes et al., 2015). Third, leftist governments may be more likely to push
for legal gender equality since they emphasize the expansion of social welfare benefits, which
include some women-friendly policies (Htun and Weldon, 2018). We thus include a dummy var-
iable for leftist governments by using the measure of the largest governing party’s ideology.
Fourth, we attempt to account for female labor market participation or the level of female educa-
tion. As more women participate in the labor market or receive high levels of education, the more
governments experience an increased demand for reforming legal discrimination against women
and increasing women’s presence in influential decision-making bodies. Fifth, we add the measure
of fertility rate obtained from the WDI as this factor may encourage reforms related to women’s
economic rights (Fernández, 2014). Sixth, we include a natural log of official development assis-
tance per capita. International aid donors emphasize gender equality, so foreign aid may be related
to both legal gender equality and women’s descriptive representation. Last, we estimate a dynamic
model by including a lagged dependent variable in the specification to control for the persistence
of the WBL index. We find that the coefficient estimates for female legislators and ministers are
similar to our benchmark estimates, and are stable and statistically significant across all the
models.

Next, we estimate the effect of women’s descriptive representation on 8 indicators comprising
the WBL index. Recall that the WBL index is an aggregate index consisting of 8 indicators: mobil-
ity, workplace, pay, marriage, parenthood, entrepreneurship, assets, and pensions. As Table 3
shows, the main finding based on the overall WBL index stands even when we examine 8
sub-indicators. The coefficient estimates of female legislators are positive and statistically signifi-
cant in all models with the exception of the model for the pension indicator. Similarly, female
cabinet members are positively and significantly associated with most indicators except the assets
indicators.

Table 4 provides a test of the conditional hypotheses. To test H2, we add two interaction terms
to the model specification of Column 6 in Table 2: Female legislators × Legislative power and
Female ministers × Legislative power. Column 1 shows that the estimate for Female legislators
× Legislative power is positive and statistically significant, while the estimate for Female ministers

8See the supporting appendix for data sources of the additional control variables.
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Table 3. Using 8 indicators comprising the WBL index (FE estimates). Robust standard errors clustered at the country level are in parentheses. All explanatory variables are lagged

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Mobility Workplace Pay Marriage Parenthood Entrepreneurship Assets Pension

Female legislators 0.110** 0.563*** 0.446*** 0.287*** 0.331*** 0.264* 0.239* 0.099
(0.052) (0.127) (0.098) (0.086) (0.114) (0.146) (0.122) (0.108)

Female ministers 0.026 0.396*** 0.237*** 0.200*** 0.158* 0.215*** − 0.006 0.140**
(0.033) (0.093) (0.077) (0.048) (0.062) (0.081) (0.057) (0.065)

Electoral democracy index 0.070* 0.152** 0.136* 0.106** 0.013 0.162** 0.221*** − 0.082
(0.041) (0.069) (0.070) (0.047) (0.057) (0.076) (0.061) (0.051)

GDP per capita (ln) 1.247 8.191*** 5.823* 5.901*** 4.326 − 0.935 0.367 0.723
(1.052) (2.973) (2.434) (1.686) (2.648) (2.274) (2.224) (3.157)

Oil rents per capita (ln) − 0.343 − 1.328* − 1.602*** − 0.751* 1.440** − 0.013 − 1.276*** 0.277
(0.247) (0.737) (0.581) (0.439) (0.636) (0.572) (0.467) (0.674)

Communist 6.327*** − 6.533 0.407 4.439 − 11.814* 4.188 14.406*** − 3.836
(1.919) (7.945) (5.554) (3.071) (5.084) (3.985) (3.578) (7.430)

Linear trend 0.156*** 0.937*** 0.298*** 0.274*** 0.535*** 0.176* 0.254*** 0.410***
(0.046) (0.114) (0.071) (0.063) (0.086) (0.096) (0.073) (0.111)

Constant 64.568*** − 69.415*** − 22.463 − 7.405 − 24.122 62.065*** 55.591*** 47.352*
(9.288) (24.386) (20.024) (14.310) (22.550) (18.030) (18.531) (25.877)

H0: legislator = minister, p-value 0.20 0.36 0.12 0.44 0.20 0.76 0.07 0.76
Countries 156 156 156 156 156 156 156 156
Observations 5678 5678 5678 5678 5678 5678 5678 5678
Within R2 0.225 0.568 0.381 0.448 0.492 0.225 0.287 0.180

*p < 0:1, **p < 0:05, ***p < 0:01.
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× Legislative power is negative and statistically insignificant. The left panels of Figure 2, based on
Column 1, provide supporting evidence for H2. They show that the marginal effect of female legis-
lators increases but that of female ministers decreases in the level of the legislative power.9

Particularly, the bottom-left panel indicates that when the legislative power is high (greater than
zero), female legislators are more effective than female ministers, and the difference is statistically
significant. On the other hand, the effect of female ministers is greater than that of female legis-
lators when the legislative power is low. We find similar results when we split the sample into high
and low legislative strength groups in Columns 3–4. We compute the country average level of the
legislature’s law-making strength and split the sample into two groups using the median of the
averages.10 In the high legislative strength sub-sample, the marginal effect of female legislators is
about five times greater than that of female ministers. Contrarily, the former is smaller than the

Table 4. Conditional effects of women’s descriptive representation (FE estimates). Robust standard errors clustered at the
country level are in parentheses. All explanatory variables are lagged

Legislative strength Democracy level

Low High Low High

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Female legislators 0.280** 0.061 0.204** 0.374** 0.277** 0.282**
(0.049) (0.084) (0.054) (0.080) (0.069) (0.070)

Female ministers 0.163** 0.076 0.217** 0.085* 0.204** 0.079*
(0.032) (0.064) (0.051) (0.040) (0.055) (0.037)

Female legislators × Legislative power 0.214**
(0.060)

Female ministers × Legislative power − 0.062
(0.046)

Legislative power − 0.876
(1.687)

Female legislators × Democracy 0.004**
(0.001)

Female ministers × Democracy 0.001
(0.001)

Electoral democracy index 0.095* 0.062� 0.080 0.097* 0.138** 0.086*
(0.040) (0.034) (0.052) (0.040) (0.050) (0.040)

GDP per capita (ln) 3.076** 2.716** 2.530* 5.489** 1.626 5.419**
(0.982) (0.977) (1.253) (1.520) (1.165) (1.890)

Oil rents per capita (ln) − 0.407 − 0.334 − 0.692* 0.003 − 0.394 0.039
(0.261) (0.251) (0.317) (0.361) (0.370) (0.307)

Communist 3.744 3.785 − 3.921 6.058� − 7.638* 6.804*
(2.925) (3.020) (3.378) (3.248) (3.608) (3.161)

Linear trend 0.370** 0.390** 0.347** 0.413** 0.276** 0.479**
(0.043) (0.042) (0.052) (0.067) (0.053) (0.078)

Constant 14.545� 18.906* 18.458� − 7.112 24.119** − 5.573
(7.931) (8.015) (10.001) (12.604) (8.701) (16.061)

H0: legislator = minister, p-value 0.87 0.00 0.35 0.01
Countries 156 156 78 78 78 78
Observations 5678 5678 2776 2902 2777 2901
Within R2 0.694 0.696 0.613 0.757 0.615 0.766

*p < 0:1, **p < 0:05, ***p < 0:01.

9The figures also present the binning estimates relaxing the linear interaction effect. The binning estimator breaks the values
of the continuous moderator into three bins represented by dummy variables and interact the three dummy variables with
each measure of women’s political representation. We use the interflex R package developed by Hainmueller et al. (2019). The
binning estimates for female legislators support a linear interaction effect, whereas the binning estimates for female ministers
display a non-linear interaction effect.

10This ensures that each country’s panel data only shows up in one sub-sample.
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latter in the low legislative strength sub-sample, although the difference is not statistically
significant.

Next, we test H3. Column 2 includes Female legislators × Democracy and Female ministers ×
Democracy. The estimate for Female legislators × Democracy is positive and statistically signifi-
cant, and the estimate for Female ministers× Democracy is close to zero and statistically insignifi-
cant (see also the top-right and the middle-right panels of Figure 2). The right panels provide
supporting evidence for H3 that the marginal effect of female legislators exceeds that of female
ministers as the democracy level increases. The difference is also statistically significant when the
democracy level is greater than 40. Again we find similar results when we split the sample into two
equally-sized groups, high democracy and low democracy, using the previous method. The mar-
ginal effect of female legislators is greater than that of female ministers in both sub-samples, but
the difference between the two effects is much greater and only statistically significant in the high
democracy sub-sample.
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Figure 2. Conditional effects of women’s descriptive representation on the WBL index. Solid lines display the estimate of
the marginal effect, while shaded areas display the 95% confidence intervals. The red symbols present the binning
estimates.
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Last, it is worth noting that the effects of female legislators and ministers on the WBL index
remain positive across most values of legislative power (about 95%) and across all values of elec-
toral democracy. This implies that even in non-democratic countries or in countries with weak
legislatures, having more women in important policy-making positions contributes to improving
legal gender equality. This might be because advancing women’s economic rights can produce
tangible and intangible benefits without producing high political costs (Donno and Kreft,
2019). It may improve the regime’s reputation in the face of the international community but
does not threaten the regime’s survival.

Robustness checks

To ensure the robustness of our results, we perform several additional analyses.11 None of the
following changes altered our central findings.

• Exploring the relationship between legislative gender quotas and legal gender equality
(Table A6 and Figure B5)

• Employing alternative modeling for time trends: including a full set of year fixed effects, a
cubic polynomial of time trend, or region-specific time trends (Table A7)

• Estimating random-effects models (Table A8)
• Using Driscoll-Kraay standard errors or robust standard errors adjusted for two-way clus-

tering at the county and year level (Table A9)
• Lagging right-side variables and varying the lags from 1 to 5 years (Table A10)
• Dropping high-income OECD countries (Table A11)
• Distinguishing between democracies and non-democracies by using a dichotomous mea-

sure of democracy (Table A11)
• Excluding each particular region (Table A12)
• Using individual sub-indicators of legislative power instead of the overall legislative power

indicator (Table A13)

Discussion
We examine how women’s descriptive representation affects legal gender equality of economic
opportunity. Our analysis reveals that as the share of women in important political decision-
making bodies increases, legal reforms for legal gender equality of economic opportunity are more
likely to occur. Both the percentage of female legislative members and that of female cabinet mem-
bers contribute to legal gender equality of economic opportunity. Both variables have their own
independent effects. The effects of both female legislators and ministers remain robust even when
we control for socio-economic factors, such as economic development, oil income per capita, and
female labor market participation, or political factors, including the level of democracy, women’s
civil liberties, women’s civil society participation, a linkage to women’s INGO, and CEDAW rat-
ification. This suggests that policies for gender equality are more likely to be formulated and
implemented, as more women enter national legislatures or cabinet positions that have been dom-
inated by men.

It is also worth noting that the relationship between women’s descriptive representation and
legal gender equality of economic opportunity holds under various contexts. We find similar
results even when we remove developed countries that tend to have higher equality of economic
opportunity across gender as well as higher levels of female descriptive representation. This

11Due to space constraint, we only provide a list of additional tests here. We report and discuss the estimation results in the
supporting Appendix.
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implies that female policymakers can contribute to advancing women’s economic rights and elim-
inating legal discrimination against women even in developing countries or least-developed coun-
tries where legal gender discrimination tends to be more pervasive and persistent (Doepke et al.,
2012). Our study shows that even though these countries have unpropitious socio-economic con-
ditions for women’s legal economic rights, political empowerment of women might help to reduce
the legal gender gap. We find similar results when we split the sample between democracies and
non-democracies by using a dichotomous measure of democracy. Both the percentage of female
legislators and that of female ministers are positively associated with the WBL index in non-
democracies as well as democracies. This result provides a strong support for the argument
for improving women’s political empowerment across the globe.

Last, our study shows that including more women in policy-making positions produce heter-
ogenous effects across countries. Institutional or political context significantly shapes the influence
of women in different positions of power on legal gender equality. Women’s legislative represen-
tation can better translate into legal gender equality when the legislature’s institutional policy
power is greater and/or individual legislators have more personal professional power.
Supportive of this argument, the legislature’s law-making power magnifies the effect of female
legislators, making female legislators more effective than female ministers in improving legal gen-
der equality when the legislature possesses greater law-making power. Contrarily, female ministers
are better positioned than female legislators to initiate policy changes for gender equality and to
promote female-friendly agendas when the legislature does not play an active role in the policy-
making process.

Similarly, the level of democracy reinforces the effect of female legislators: the more democratic
a country, the greater the effect of female legislators on legal gender equality. Given that it does not
affect female cabinet ministers’ effectiveness, the relative influence of female legislators compared
to female cabinet ministers is also greater in a more democratic country. On the other hand, when
a country is fully authoritarian, there is little difference between female ministers and legislators.
Consistent with these results, the supplementary analysis, reported in the online appendix (Table
A5), indicates that the effect of gender quotas on legal gender equality increases either in the level
of legislative power or in that of democracy. Taken together, the type of women’s descriptive
representation effective in promoting legal gender equality of economic opportunities is condi-
tional on a country’s institutional or political context.

Conclusion
This article examines the relationship between women’s descriptive representation and legal gen-
der equality of economic opportunity. We focus on women’s presence in the legislatures and cab-
inets as an important determinant for legal gender equality of economic opportunity. Our analysis
demonstrates that the percentages of both female legislators and female ministers are positively
associated with legal gender equality of economic opportunity. It also shows that the effects of
female legislators and ministers and their relative influence are conditional on the legislature’s
law-making power and the level of democracy. This article provides additional evidence for
the link between descriptive and substantive representation. It shows that women’s under-
representation in important policy-making positions is an important background condition for
the unequal treatment of women in economic opportunities.

Our findings do not necessarily imply that an increase in women’s descriptive representation
leads to an improvement in women’s economic agency and empowerment since we focus on legal
gender equality of economic opportunity. Studies show that de jure gender equality is positively
correlated with women’s economic opportunity, and that gender egalitarian laws are necessary
conditions for women’s economic agency and empowerment (Htun et al., 2019; Hyland et al.,
2020). Nevertheless, the focus on legal gender equality may produce a partial and flawed view
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of actual women’s economic opportunities. Even when little legal discrimination against women
exists, social and cultural norms and practices may sustain discrimination in the society.
Therefore, future study should examine how an increase in women’s descriptive representation
affects women’s economic agency and empowerment.

Future work should also seek to answer how each type of women’s descriptive representation
affects legal gender equality in different areas. We find that the effect of female legislators or min-
isters on each indicator of the overall aggregated WBL index varies across different indicators.
As Htun and Weldon (2018) argue, gender equality has many linked dimensions, and thus a pol-
icy promoting equality may pose a different challenge to existing values and institutions. This can
produce different dynamics of reform and resistance across issues. Thus, it is necessary to explore
the effect of women’s descriptive representation on different spheres of gender equality.

Supplementary material. To view supplementary material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/10.1017/
S1755773922000352.
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