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Polarization: The Problem 
 Polarization plagues our democracy. Defined by the Pew Research Center, polarization is “the 

vast and growing gap between liberals and conservatives.”1 This gap, as we have seen on numerous 

occasions, slows down the democratic process. It manifests in the increased likelihood of legislation 

getting stalled by procedural tactics, like filibustering and the indiscriminate use of the Hastert Rule, and 

in the rarity of a truly bipartisan bill emerging out of Congress. Polarization leaves the American people 

exhausted, frustrated, and hopeless. What good are legislators if they do not produce legislation?2 

 Fortunately, polarization need not be permanent. Several of the reforms presented at the National 

Democracy Slam 2015 would surely help reduce polarization. I wish to suggest one more: achieving 

gender parity in elected office. 

 

Women and Political Polarization 
 Of course, we should seek to increase women’s representation in elected office for reasons 

unrelated to intense political polarization. Our democratic representatives should reflect the citizenry, 

and until we reach gender parity, the system is failing. Women make up more than half of the 

population, but they only hold a fifth of elected offices.3 Our analysis of progress toward gender party 

indicates that, absent more intentional action, we will not achieve parity in congressional elections and 

most states – not in my lifetime, our grandchildren’s lifetime nor beyond 

On the specific problem of polarization, early evidence suggests that more women in elected 

office may mean less polarization. The difference between women and men in legislatures is not so 

much the way that they vote.4 The difference between women and men, rather, surfaces in other forms 

of “congressional action.”5 Female legislators tend to be better at finding common ground, more 

collaborative, and more effective at advancing bipartisan legislation. This of course is not to suggest 

every elected women evidences this behavior more than every elected man, but instead looking at men 

and women collectively. 

Women in legislatures seem to be better at finding common ground with members across the 

aisle, particularly with female members. For example, many female legislators have formed women’s 

caucuses, which are formal or informal bipartisan associations of female legislators at state and national 

levels of government. Such caucuses allow female legislators to build connections with members of the 

opposite party, which they can later leverage in advancing bipartisan legislation. On a national level, 
women in the U.S. Senate have met regularly for bipartisan dinners for the past 20 years.6 Similar 

women’s caucuses exist in 32 state legislatures.7  
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 Additional anecdotes reveal the potential for female legislators to use their collaborative skills to 

advance legislation, even in the face of intense polarization.8 For example, Sen. Debbie Stabenow of 

Michigan has been responsible for some of the most high-profile bipartisan legislation of the past 5 

years. In 2011, Sen. Stabenow, a Democrat and the chairwoman of the Senate Agriculture Committee, 

reached out to Republican Rep. Frank Lucas of Oklahoma, the chairman of the House Agriculture 

Committee. Together, the two proposed a farm bill that became one of a handful of bipartisan, bicameral 

bills that session.9 Sen. Stabenow again proposed bipartisan farm bills with Republican Sen. Pat Roberts 

of Kansas in 2012 and with Sen. Thad Cochran of Mississippi in 2013. Speaking about her experiences, 

Sen. Stabenow has said that for women “it’s much less about ego and much more about problem-

solving.”10 

 Similarly, women were largely accredited with devising the plan that ended the 2013 government 

shutdown. In October 2013, Sen. Susan Collins, a Republican from Maine, called for her “Democratic 

and Republican colleagues to come together” and “legislate responsibly in good faith.” She was met 

with support from Sen. Barbara Mikulski, a Democrat from Maryland, and Sen. Lisa Murkowski, a 

Republican from Alaska. Several additional senators of both parties stepped forward to help advance a 

plan that would break the gridlock for good. As Sen. Amy Klobuchar, a Democrat from Minnesota, 

noted, “[women] work well together, and we look for common ground.” Sen. John McCain told Time 

magazine “"I am very proud that these women are stepping forward. Imagine what they could do with 

there were 50 of them."  

 Quantitative analysis by political scientists is beginning to reinforce our anecdotal observations. 

Craig Volden, Alan E. Wiseman, and Dana E. Wittmer, for example, have documented trends that 

suggest female legislators are more effective at advancing legislation through the U.S. House, especially 

when they are part of the minority party. Looking at nearly 140,000 House Bills between 1973 and 

2008, they found that female legislators were about 33% more effective than their male counterparts at 

introducing legislation and advancing it through hurdles, and that female legislators in the minority party 

“strive to work across party lines, advance their agendas, and achieve policy goals, while male 

legislators tend toward a more obstructionist role.”11 

 Relatedly, political scientists have recently documented that congresswomen tend to sponsor and 

cosponsor more legislation than male counterparts.12 Women in the Senate were more likely to 

cosponsor legislation with female members of the opposite party than men were likely to cosponsor 

legislation with male members of the opposite party.13 Furthermore, in the past 7 years, a period of 

intense political polarization, female senators introduced more bills and guided more of them out of 

committee and into law than male senators.14 

 Would more women in elected office decrease polarization? There is still much research to be 

done.15 Nonetheless, early evidence is promising. Women have the potential to contribute heavily to 

reducing polarization. 

 Recognizing the need for gender parity in elected office, particularly as a means of decreasing 

polarization in elected office, many organizations are working hard to train and fund women candidates 

and to encourage them to run for office. While this support is essential, it is not sufficient. I propose 

several additional reforms. 

 

Recruit and nominate more women 
First, we need policies and practices that institutionalize the recruitment of women for elected 

offices. Major political parties and political operatives ought to offer serious backing to more female 

candidates. 
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In many parts of the country, political parties are instrumental in the recruitment and funding of 

candidates. Political parties, and the officials and operatives within them, have an especially important 

role where legislative districts are not competitive at the general election, as is the case in most states. In 

those cases, the nominating contest of a district’s majority party effectively determines who is elected.  

Carroll and Sanbonmatsu show that party officials and legislative leaders are the single most common 

source of encouragement for potential female candidates.16 But party officials are presently less likely to 

encourage qualified female candidates from running for office than male candidates—indeed, party 

officials are more likely to dissuade a female candidate from running.17   

Both major parties already have gender parity rules for the selection of their national committee 

members, and have used those rules continuously since the 1920s.18 But when it comes to selecting 

candidates for public office, American political parties have not taken equivalent steps, even as most 

political parties in comparable countries abroad have voluntarily taken such steps to increase gender 

parity. Political parties could once again take the lead and, on a voluntary party-by-party basis, adopt 

internal rules and procedures that would encourage and incentivize the increased recruitment and 

support of female candidates. They could prove to their female constituents that they take seriously the 

need to increase women’s representation in American government.  

 

Elect more women 
Second, we need electoral systems that elect more women, evening the playing field for equally 

qualified candidates. The unusual, geography-dominated way we elect our legislatures, nationally and in 

most states, inhibits the election of women. Currently, the U.S. House of Representatives and the great 

majority of state legislatures use single-winner districts combined with winner-take-all voting rules. In 

this system, where you live matters more than what you think, incumbency is a huge advantage, and 

voters must make a decision only on their individual legislator rather than a larger team of legislators. 

These characteristics disadvantage non-traditional candidates.  

Representation 2020 supports adopting multi=winner districts and ranked choice voting, which 

together are a form of fair representation voting. These systems do not contain the same biases against 

female candidates.  
Multi-winner districts enable the representation of multiple ideologies and interests, they dilute 

the incumbency advantage, and enable voters to elect a slate of candidates that includes non-traditional 

candidates. For over forty years, academics have noted that women tend to be better represented in 

multi-winner districts than in single-winner districts, both in the United States and abroad.19  Currently, 

the average state legislature that uses multi-winner districts elects a third more female representatives 

than the average state legislature that uses only single-winner districts.20 Similarly, in the nation’s 100 

largest cities, a third more councilors elected in multi-member districts were women in mid-2014, with 

the patterns most obvious when looking at the 10 best cities for women and the ten worst.21 

Ranked choice voting (RCV), in which voters rank candidates in order of preference, may also 

change to tone of campaigning. Under RCV, candidates often need a combination of first choice 

rankings, as well as some lower rankings, in order to win.22 This system may encourage candidates to 

opt for more positive campaigning, as they must appeal to strong supporters of other candidates for their 

second or third choices.23 This is significant for women’s representation, as studies have shown that 

potential female candidates are more wary of negative campaigning than their male counterparts.24 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, women won 17 of 24 California Bay Area seats elected using RCV this past 

November, including eight of 10 open seats. 
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In short, combining multi-winner districts with ranked choice voting will increase opportunities 

and incentives for women candidates, producing a fairer and more representative electoral system. 

 

Remove barriers to women to leading in office 
Third, we need to allow women to lead. In order to increase the number of women in elected 

office, we need to make elected office a more feasible career option for women of all ages. Establishing 

norms and services that make it easier for parents to serve is particularly important for women, who 

often find themselves taking on the bulk of childcare and home responsibilities, even if they are 

employed.25 Perhaps as a consequence of the tension between these responsibilities and legislative 

service, female legislators are older and less likely to have children than their male counterparts.26 

Entering politics at a later age can undercut the ability of women to rise to positions of leadership in 

legislatures or continue their political careers in a higher office. We need to ensure that women are 

encouraged to enter office at a younger age so they can reach their full political potential during their 

careers. 
Currently, legislative bodies vary widely in how accommodating their cultures and practices are 

to balancing service and family responsibilities. Adopting more accommodating practices, such as 

scheduling votes scheduled for times when children are at school, allowing telecommuting for 

committee meetings, making available affordable childcare services when late nights are expected, or 

enabling proxy voting when a legislator’s absence is unavoidable, would all help out parents.  

Legislative women’s caucuses are in a prime position to advance these kinds of reforms. To date, female 

legislators have a history of promoting family-friendly and pro-women legislation.27 The next logical 

step is for them to promote policies that further gender equality within legislatures. 

 

Conclusion 
Polarization is no simple problem, and it will certainly require a range of solutions, including 

some of the other reforms that will be presented at the National Democracy Slam 2015. All of those 

solutions, however, should include an assessment of how they affect women’s representation. More 

women in elected office will not only improve the reflectiveness of our democratic governance; it also 

has the potential to decrease the effects of polarization, as women have shown themselves capable of 

working across the aisle, collaborating, and finding common ground. 

 

 

1 “Political Polarization,” Pew Research Center, 2015. Online: http://www.pewresearch.org/packages/political-polarization/. Accessed 16 

Apr. 2015. 
2 Klein, Ezra. “14 Reasons Why This Is the Worst Congress Ever.” The Washington Post, Wonkblog, 13 July 2013. Online: 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/wonkblog/wp/2012/07/13/13-reasons-why-this-is-the-worst-congress-ever/. Accessed 16 Apr. 2015. 
3 “Fact Sheet: Women in Elected Office 2015,” Center for American Women and Politics (CAWP) at the Eagleton Institute of Politics, 

Rutgers University, Last Updated: March 2015. Online: http://cawp.rutgers.edu/fast_facts/levels_of_office/documents/elective.pdf. 

Accessed 16 Apr. 2015. 
4 Frederick, Brian. “Are Female House Members Still More Liberal in a Polarized Era? The Conditional Nature of the Relationship 

Between Descriptive and Substantive Representation.” Congress & the Presidency 36: 181-202 (2009). Online: 

http://cawp.rutgers.edu/fast_facts/levels_of_office/documents/elective.pdf. Accessed 16 Apr. 2015. See also: Bump, Philip. “What Would 

Change if Congress Were As Lopsidedly Female as It Is Male? Not Much.” Washington Post, The Fix, 6 Mar. 2015. Online: 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/the-fix/wp/2015/03/06/what-would-change-if-congress-were-as-lopsidedly-female-as-it-is-male-

not-much/. Accessed 16 Apr. 2015. 

                                                 

http://www.pewresearch.org/packages/political-polarization/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/wonkblog/wp/2012/07/13/13-reasons-why-this-is-the-worst-congress-ever/
http://cawp.rutgers.edu/fast_facts/levels_of_office/documents/elective.pdf
http://cawp.rutgers.edu/fast_facts/levels_of_office/documents/elective.pdf
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/the-fix/wp/2015/03/06/what-would-change-if-congress-were-as-lopsidedly-female-as-it-is-male-not-much/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/the-fix/wp/2015/03/06/what-would-change-if-congress-were-as-lopsidedly-female-as-it-is-male-not-much/


5 

 

                                                                                                                                                                         
5 Sides, John. ‘What Would Change if There Were More Women in Congress? More Than You Think.” Washington Post, Monkey Cage, 7 

Mar. 2015. Online: http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/monkey-cage/wp/2015/03/07/what-would-change-if-there-were-more-women-
in-congress-more-than-you-think/. Accessed 16 Apr. 2015. 
6 Lawrence, Jill. “Do Women Make Better Senators Than Men?” National Journal, 11 July 2013. Online: 

http://www.nationaljournal.com/women-of-washington/do-women-make-better-senators-than-men-20130711. Accessed 16 Apr. 2015. 
7 “Gender-Conscious Legislative Practices and Culture, Representation 2020, 2015, Online:  

http://www.representation2020.com/legislative-practices.html. Accessed 16 Apr. 2015. 
8 Lawrence 2013, Ibid. 
9 Nestle, Marion. “Farm Bill: Starting from Scratch.” The Atlantic, 23 Nov 2011. Online: 

http://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2011/11/farm-bill-starting-from-scratch/248939/. Accessed 16 Apr. 2015.  
10 Khimm, Suzy and Jessica Taylor. “Republican Women Lead the Way.” MSNBC, The Daily Rundown, Women in Politics, 12 Jan. 2014. 

Online: http://www.msnbc.com/msnbc/gop-women. Accessed 16 Apr. 2015.  
11 Volden, Craig. “On Average, Women in Congress Are More Effective Lawmakers Than Men.” Batten News from the University of 

Virginia Frank Batten School of Leadership and Public Policy. 2015. Online: http://www.batten.virginia.edu/content/news/average-
women-congress-are-more-effective-lawmakers-men. Accessed 16 Apr. 2015. 
12 Anzia, Sarah F. and Christopher R. Berry. “The Jackie (and Jill) Robinson Effect: Why Do Congresswomen Outperform Congressmen?” 

American Journal of Political Science 55(3): 478-493, July 2011. Online:  http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-

5907.2011.00512.x/abstract. Accessed 16 Apr. 2015.  
13 Klein, Mariel. “Working Together and Across the Aisle, Female Senators Pass More Legislation Than Male Colleagues,” Quorum: Data 

Driven Insights, 19 Feb. 2015. Online: https://www.quorum.us/blog/women-work-together-pass-more-legislation/. Accessed 16 Apr. 2015.  
14 Klein 2015, Ibid.  
15 It remains unclear why women have been more effective legislators and have worked across the aisle more often than men. It remains 
unclear whether the conclusions of studies on the U.S. Congress hold true for state legislatures as well. 
16 Sanbonmatsu, K., Carroll, S.J., Walsh, D. (2009). Poised to Run. Women’s Pathways to State Legislatures. New Brunswick, NJ: Center 
for American Women and Politics (CAWP) at Rutgers University. http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/research/reports/PoisedtoRun.pdf 
17 Sanbonmatsu, Carroll and Walsh. (2009). 
18 For the Democratic Party, see The Charter and Bylaws of the Democratic Party of the United States (2012, Sept. 7) ARTICLE THREE, 
Sections 1e and 2a; For the Republican Party, see The Rules of the Republican Party (2012, Sept.) RULE NO. 1.  
19 See eg. Darcy, R., Welch, S., & Clark, J. (1985). Women Candidates in Single- and Multi-Member Districts: American State Legislative 

Races. Social Science Quarterly, 66(4), 945; King, D. (2002). Single-Member Districts and the Representation of Women in American 

State Legislatures: The Effects of Electoral Systems Change. State Politics and Policy Quarterly 2(2), 161-175; Matland, R. and Brown, B. 
(1992). District Magnitude’s Effect on Female Representation in U.S. State Legislatures. Legislative Studies Quarterly 17(4), 462-492. 
20 We count multi-member district chambers as ones that use bloc voting (in which voters receive as many votes as there are seats up for 

election, and whichever candidates receive the most votes overall win those seats) and post voting (in which candidates run for a particular 

seat within a multi-member district, and in which voters have as many votes as there are “posts“). Staggered voting (in which only some 
seats/posts are up for election in any given election cycle, similar to the way that the U.S. Senate is elected), which is only used in the West 

Virginia Senate, is not included, because in any one election, voters are only voting for one candidate in each district. 
21 Richie, Rob. (9/26/2014). Election of Women in our 100 Largest Cities: Disadvantaged by Districts. Representation2020 Blog. Available 

at: www.representation2020.com/our-blog/election-of-women-in-our-100-largest-cities-disadvantaged-by-districts. 
22 Matland, R. and Brown, B. (1992). District Magnitude’s Effect on Female Representation in U.S. State Legislatures. Legislative Studies 

Quarterly 17(4), 462-492. 
23 Matland, R. and Brown, B. (1992).  
24 Indeed, Lawless and Fox found in their 2011 study that women are as much as 75% more likely to be wary of negative campaigning than 
men. Lawless, J. & Fox, R. (2012). Men Rule: The Continued Under-Representation of Women in U.S. Politics. Women & Politics 

Institute, American University. http://www.american.edu/spa/wpi/upload/2012-Men-Rule-Report-web.pdf; Kanthak, K. & Woon, J. (2011). 

Women Don‘t Run: Gender Differences in Candidate Entry. Paper presented at APSA 2011 Annual Meeting Paper.  
25 Lawless, J. & Fox, R. (2012). Men Rule: The Continued under-Representation of Women in U.S. Politics.  
26 Women State Legislators: Past, Present and Future. (2001). New Brunswick, NJ: Center for American Women and Politics, Rutgers 

University. 
27 Volden, C., Wiseman, A., & Wittmer, D. (2010). Thomas, S. (1994). How Women Legislate. New York: Oxford University Press.; 

Swers, M. L. (2002). The Difference Women Make: The Policy Impact of Women in Congress; Thomas, S., & Welch, S. (2008). 
Commentary on the 1991 Thomas and Welch Article “The Impact of Gender on Activities and Priorities of State Legislators.“ Political 

Research Quarterly 61(1), 43-45.; Thomas, S., & Welch, S. (1991). The Impact of Gender on Activities and Priorities of State Legislators. 

Political Research Quarterly 44(2) 445-56. 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/monkey-cage/wp/2015/03/07/what-would-change-if-there-were-more-women-in-congress-more-than-you-think/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/monkey-cage/wp/2015/03/07/what-would-change-if-there-were-more-women-in-congress-more-than-you-think/
http://www.nationaljournal.com/women-of-washington/do-women-make-better-senators-than-men-20130711
http://www.representation2020.com/legislative-practices.html
http://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2011/11/farm-bill-starting-from-scratch/248939/
http://www.msnbc.com/msnbc/gop-women
http://www.batten.virginia.edu/content/news/average-women-congress-are-more-effective-lawmakers-men
http://www.batten.virginia.edu/content/news/average-women-congress-are-more-effective-lawmakers-men
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5907.2011.00512.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5907.2011.00512.x/abstract
https://www.quorum.us/blog/women-work-together-pass-more-legislation/
http://www.representation2020.com/our-blog/election-of-women-in-our-100-largest-cities-disadvantaged-by-districts

