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Recap and Today’s Roadmap

There exist large differences between groups in society along many
essential dimensions. [Block 1]

e.g., political representation, earnings, wealth acquisition, mobility

What happens when we increase/reduce these gaps? [Block 2]

Today, we will focus on the introduction of women in politics and its
effects on policy making.
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Gender Preferences and Priorities

Women in politics are not only desirable for equity considerations
regarding career advancement in politics.

If the preferences and choices of men and women in power differ, it is a
political representation concern.

In practice, experimental and survey-based studies suggest a gender
gap in social preferences and priorities.

→ Questions our political institutions’ efficiency and fairness of
resource allocation
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Lab Evidence

Common observation across the social sciences: women are more
socially-orientated, and men are more individually-orientated...

Is it also the case for economic decisions? (Eckel and Grossman, 1998)

Dictator game:

• Two players, one dictator

• The dictator is asked to determine the division of $10 between
himself/herself and the other player.

140 dictator games were played.

Main result: women donate, on average, about twice as much as men.
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Observational Evidence

In Switzerland, citizens vote on a broad range of policies in referendums
and initiatives.

This direct democracy setting is ideal to study gender gaps in policy
preferences beyond surveys.

Funk and Gathmann (2015) document that:

• There are large gender gaps in the areas of health, environmental
protection, defense spending, and welfare policy.

• Female policymakers have a substantial effect on the composition of
public spending, but a small effect on the overall size of government.
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Notes: Women are more likely to support environmental and welfare policies.
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Notes: Women are in favor of a larger government, more environment, education, and
welfare, but less defense and agriculture.
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How does this gap in gender policy preferences translate into
policies?

Two common methodological approaches for causal inference:

• Exploit the introduction of quotas in politics (e.g., village councils
in India in the 1990s)

• Exploit mixed gender close elections in a regression discontinuity
design framework (see here for a detailed discussion)

We have a series of lectures on quotas coming later, so we will focus on
the RDD evidence for now.
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Quick Brush-up on RDD

Notes: RDDs have become very popular among economists.
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Notes: RDDs exploit discontinuous jumps in the probability of treatment assignment along
some running variable.
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We are interested in estimating:

Yi = α+ β g(Xi) + δDi + εi , (1)

where:

- Yi = the outcome variable

- Xi = the running variable

- g = a flexible function of Xi

- c = the cutoff

- Di = treatment assignment

δ is the primary quantity of interest (i.e., the “estimand”).

It represents the Local Average Treatment Effect (LATE) as Xi → c.
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Two types of RDDs:

• Sharp RDD: The treatment assignment is deterministic at the cutoff.

• Fuzzy RDD: The probability of treatment assignment jumps at the
cutoff, but it is not a deterministic process.

In the case of the fuzzy RDD, we need to work a bit more.

Let’s go ahead and define:

Zi =

0 if Xi ≤ c
1 if Xi ≥ c.

We first instrument treatment assignment Di with Zi and then estimate
Equation 1 in the second stage.
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Limitations of RDDs

Core assumption: The only thing that causes the outcome to change
abruptly at c is the treatment.

Limitations/threats to identification:

• We cannot guarantee that the control and treatment group are
comparable.

⇒We need to do balance tests on observables!

• There is sometimes endogenous sorting at the cutoff.

⇒ McCrary density test assesses bunching at c.

• The LATE is only identified as Xi → c, so our estimates are really
based on an extrapolation exercise.

⇒ The choice of g(Xi) can affect results.
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Evidence from Developing Countries

We discuss two influential papers on India based on a fuzzy regression discontinuity design
(Clots-Figueras, 2011; Bhalotra and Clots-Figueras, 2014).

Let i denote states, t elections, FCit the fraction of seats won by a woman in a close
election against a man, TCit the fraction of seats in the state in which there were close
elections between women and men, and Xit a vector of controls.

First stage (Clots-Figueras, 2011):

Fit = αi + βt + κFCit + µTCit + Xitδ+ εit

Second stage (Clots-Figueras, 2011):

Yit = αi + βt + γFit + µTCit + Xitδ+ uit

Bhalotra and Clots-Figueras (2014) also control for mother and cohort fixed effects and a
third order polynomial for the margin of victory.
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Notes: Clots-Figueras (2011) distinguishes between seats reserved for special castes / spe-
cial tribes and general seats (a proxy for socio-economic status of the politician). Female leg-
islators in seats reserved for lower castes and disadvantaged tribes favor “women-friendly”
laws, such as amendments to the Hindu Succession Act, which was designed to give women
the same inheritance rights as men. They also favor redistributive policies, such as land re-
forms. In contrast, female legislators from higher castes do not have any impact on “women-
friendly” laws and oppose land reforms.
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Notes: Female legislators from lower castes and disadvantaged tribes invest a lot in schools.
Female legislators from higher castes invest in higher tiers of education.
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Notes: Female legislators from higher castes reduce social expenditure.
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Notes: Female legislators invest in health, particularly if they are from lower social castes or
disadvantaged tribes.

Bocconi University Diversity and Global Policy 22/57



Introduction Preferences Policy choices Quality of institutions Economic Development Empowerment through politics Conclusion References

Zooming in on Health

In India, 10% of children die before the age of one and less than 4% of
state legislators are women... Are the two related?
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Illustration of the First Stage
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Notes: Female legislators are associated with a large and statistically significant decrease
in neonatal mortality (first 28 days after birth).
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Notes: Female legislators are associated with a large and statistically significant decrease
in infant mortality (first year after birth).
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Women politicians are more likely to invest in the village level public
health infrastructure while men appear more likely to invest in the
financial (and telecommunications) infrastructure.

More female political representation leads to increased probabilities of:

• attending antenatal care

• taking iron supplements during pregnancy

• giving birth in a government facility (as opposed to home)

• initiating breastfeeding early on

Some of these outcomes do not depend on infrastructure⇒ suggests
information campaigns are also taking place
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Evidence from Developed Countries

In developed countries, most papers find no effect on the share of
female politicians and policy decisions (Hessami and da Fonseca, 2020).

For example, Ferreira and Gyourko (2014) uses a sharp RDD and finds
no effect of the gender of the mayor in US cities on various outcomes:

• the size of local government

• the composition of municipal spending and employment

• crime rates
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Notes: There is no indication of discontinuity, or endogenous sorting, around the margin of
victory threshold.
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Italy is no exception to the rule (Casarico et al., 2022).
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Notes: Balance checks seem OK, comforting the plausible randomness of mixed gender
close election results.
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Notes: There is no empirical evidence of bunching at the threshold, once again reinforcing
our trust in the research design.
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Is this because the outcome variables are too crude?

The effect of female politicians may be underestimated or overlooked if
one focuses only on the size or composition of public spending.

⇒ Baskaran and Hessami (2023) finds empirical support for this
hypothesis.
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Corruption and Gender

The gender composition of political bodies may also affect the quality of
institutions.

In particular, gender differences in policy choices and policy outcomes
may stem from a gender gap in rent-extracting behavior.

Various papers find empirical support for this hypothesis.

e.g., Brollo and Troiano (2016) finds that municipalities ruled by female
mayors tend to have lower corruption levels (as objectively measured by
random audits).
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Do these policy choices and lower corruption levels translate into higher
levels of economic development?
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India strikes again!

Baskaran et al. (2021) focus on mixed gender close elections in Indian
constituencies (sounds familiar?).

The paper finds that:

• Constituencies ruled by female leaders experience higher economic
activity (as measured by satellite nighttime light imagery).

• The positive economic effect does not “spill over” to other male-led
constituencies, consistent with an increase in net economic growth.
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“It is essential to provide positive female role models, who make women
realise [sic] that getting involved into politics must not be left to men in
suits.”

Sandra Gidley, Member of Parliament, Liberal Democrat

United Kingdom, 2004
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Female representation may also impact the future of women in politics.

Exposure to female representation can have a powerful impact on:

• how voters perceive women

– Female politicians have the opportunity to debunk entrenched biases
and prove their worth.

• how women see themselves (Wolbrecht and Campbell, 2007)

– Inspired by current-day role models, new generations of women may
strive for the political arena.
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Concluding Remarks

Diversity of political representation is essential in so far as different
groups have different policy preferences and priorities in society.

In the case of women in politics, their entry has largely affected
downstream policies, the quality of institutions, and the perception
of voters (and women themselves).

Empirical evidence is often more conclusive in developing countries than
developed countries, which suggests the benefits of diversity are
larger in contexts where one group is very disadvantaged.
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Tips for the Exam

Understand the mixed-gender close elections RDD approach for causal
inference.

Understand how to interpret the results, the assumptions being made,
the robustness checks that can be conducted, and the inherent
limitations of the approach.

Understand the main dimensions impacted by the entry of women into
politics.
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