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INTRODUCTION 
As a result of the 2016 elections, progress towards gender parity 
stalled. Beyond Hillary Clinton’s loss, women downballot at federal, 
state, and local levels struggled to win elective office. Only four 
governors are women, and the U.S. rank among all nations for the 
representation of women has declined from 44th in 1995 to 104th 
in 2017. To achieve gender parity, intentional action and structural 
changes are necessary at every level of government. 

The percentage of women serving in elected office has increased very 
little since the “Year of the Woman” in 1992. The number of elected 
women serving in the U.S. House has increased just 9% in the last 25 
years while women’s representation in the Senate has increased by 
13 percent. Women’s representation in state legislatures has grown 
by only 4% over that same time period and the representation of 
women as mayors and on city councils is under 20%. Women hold 
more than a third of the legislature in only eight states and are not 
more than 40% in a single state. If history is an indicator, the 
number of women elected to state legislatures is more likely to drop 
than increase. 

Research confirms that structural reforms are one of the main reasons that 103 nations and a growing 
number of U.S. jurisdictions are electing more women. We need to change recruitment processes so that 
more women run, adopt fair voting systems so that more women win, and embrace legislative practices 
so that more women (and men) can serve and lead. 

First, we need better recruitment. We must challenge the institutions that influence who runs for 
office - like PACs, donors, and political parties - to set targets for the number of women candidates they 
recruit and support. These voluntary targets mimic the quotas that are used in over 100 nations to fuel 
the election of women candidates and are similar to the widely accepted gender balance that comes 
from rules in other fields like entertainment and athletics. 

Second, we need fair voting systems that give people the power to choose their representation. Fair 
representation voting combines multi-winner districts (which have a history of electing more women)
with ranked choice voting to create openings for women, people of color, and all parties in areas that 
are now one-party strongholds. It is in use today across the country and can be used at the local, state, 
and federal level without amending the U.S. Constitution.

Third, we need to promote better legislative practices for collaborative policy making that can help 
women (and men) juggle the demands of family and their elected office. Possible changes include bet-
ter on-site childcare, paid leave, virtual or proxy voting, and leadership selection processes designed to 
elevate women to leadership positions.

The United States can make progress towards gender parity, but only if we adopt these innovative strat-
egies that challenge the status quo and bring new talented voices to the table. 

Cynthia Terrell 
Representation2020, Founder and Chair

Cynthia Terrell



State legislative data and historical information at all levels from the Center for American Women and Politics, Rutgers University (October 2016)

State of Women's Representation Page 2

WOMEN’S REPRESENTATION AND THE 2016 ELECTION
The results of the 2016 elections were a mixed bag for the women’s representation movement, but over-
all, progress lagged. The number of women serving in the U.S. House of Representatives dropped by one, 
while the Senate saw its number of women increase by one. Three women of color were elected to the 
Senate in 2016: Catherine Cortez-Masto (D-NV), Tammy Duckworth (D-IL), and Kamala Harris (D-CA). 
Additionally, the share of female state legislators increased from 24.3% to 24.9%. After Nikki Haley’s 
appointment to the Trump Cabinet, the number of female U.S. governors dropped to just four. New Hamp-
shire remains the only state to reach gender parity in elected office according to Representation2020’s 
Gender Parity Index(GPI).  
Let’s reflect on the status of women’s representation in 2017. 

Measuring women’s representation: Representation2020’s Gender Parity Index
In order to quantify progress toward gender parity in elected office, Representation2020 developed the 
Gender Parity Index. Each year, a Gender Parity Score is calculated for the U.S. and each of the 50 states. 
The Gender Parity Score measures women’s recent electoral success at the local, state and national 
level on a scale of 0 (if no women were elected to any offices) to 100 (if women held all such offices). 
A state with gender parity in elected office would receive a Gender Parity Score of 50 out of 100. 

The key advantage of the GPI is that it enables comparisons over time and between states. 

Only five states were more than three-fifths of the way to parity after the 
2016 election

Overall, progress toward parity relapsed after the 
2016 election. The median Gender Parity Score in 
the 50 states slightly decreased from 18.7 before 
the 2016 elections to 18.6 after the elections. 
Only five states received a score of more than 30 
points: Arizona, California, Minnesota, New 
Hampshire and Washington. An additional five 
states are one-fifth or less of the way to gender 
parity in elected office: Georgia, Louisiana, Mis-
sissippi, Pennsylvania, and Utah. 

The Gender Parity Index shows that we are less than halfway to gender parity 
While elections like the“Year of the Woman” in 1992 and others have advanced women’s representation, it is 
important, however, to keep those advances in perspective. Current strategies to advance women’s represen-
tation have gotten us less than two-fifths of the way there — 97 years after the ratification of the 19th Amend-
ment guaranteeing suffrage to women. We can’t wait another 97 years (or longer) to reach gender parity in 
elective office. Representation2020 understands that it is important to train and fund more women candidates. 
In addition, we need structural reforms — of candidate recruitment practices, electoral systems, and legislative 
rules — that level the playing field to hasten our progress toward gender parity in elected office.

After the 2016 elections, only five states 
received a Gender Parity Score greater 
than 30 (out of 100). Five states had 
scores of ten and below.5
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New Hampshire leads the nation
New Hampshire ranks first in our 2017 GPI with a 
score of 55.4, slightly above gender parity in elect-
ed office. The state scored 12.8 points higher than 
the second-placed state, Washington. In 2012, 
New Hampshire was the first state in the nation 
to elect an all-female delegation to Congress, and 
the state repeated this feat in 2016. Former Gov-
ernor, Maggie Hassan (D), defeated the incumbent, 
Kelly Ayotte (R), and Carol Shea-Porter (D) won 
back her old U.S. House seat. Roughly 29% of its 
state legislators are women, and the mayor of the 
state’s fifth largest city, Dover, is a woman. New 
Hampshire was also the first state in the nation to 
have a majority-female state legislative chamber 
(state senate from 2009 to 2010). 

Mississippi ranks last
Mississippi received the lowest GPI score in the 
nation with just 5.8 points. Mississippi remains the 
only state that has never elected a woman to the 
governor’s mansion and to the U.S. Congress. In 
2016, every Republican and Democratic candidate in 
both the primary and general elections for congres-
sional races were men. The last time the major party 
candidate for a congressional seat was a woman was 
2012. Only four women have ever served in state-
wide elective office, with two of four in office today. 
None of Mississippi’s nine cities with populations 
greater than 30,000 people currently have female 
mayors. 

Regional Trends: The Northeast and West excel, while the South lags behind
The West and the Northeast outperform the Midwest and the South in gender parity in elected 
office. Nine of the ten states with the highest Gender Parity Scores after the 2016 elections were in the 
Northeast or West (Arizona, California, Hawaii, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New 
Mexico and Washington). By contrast, six of the ten states with the lowest Gender Parity Score are 
in the South (Alabama, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, Texas and Virginia). 

Mississippi has never elected a 
woman governor or a woman to the 
U.S. Congress.

New Hampshire became the first 
state to reach gender parity in elect-
ed office after the November 2014 
election.
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Best and Worst Regions for Gender Parity in Elected office: January 2017
West 

(13 states)
Midwest 

(12 states)
Northeast 
(9 states)

South 
(16 states)

2017

States ranked in top 10 7 1 2 0

States ranked in bottom 10 3 0 1 6

  Median ranking 10 26.5 15 38.5

  Median score 27.9 18.4 25.4 11.7

1993

States ranked in top 10 4 2 2 2

States ranked in bottom 10 1 1 2 6

  Median ranking 18 22 20 37.5

  Median score 11.1 10.4 10.7 5.8
Source: Representation2020 (January 2017)

The disparity between the South and other regions has widened in the past few decades. In 1993, two 
southern states (Maryland and Texas) ranked in the top ten states for gender parity, while six (Ala-
bama, Louisiana, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia) ranked in the bottom ten. 

No state legislative chambers are at parity
After the 2016 elections, no state legislative cham-
bers are at parity. The legislative chamber closest to 
parity in the nation is the Arizona Senate, with wom-
en comprising 46.7% of the chamber. In November 
2016, 20 female candidates ran for the 30 seats in 
the Arizona Senate, and 14 were elected, according 
to the Center for American Women and Politics. 
However, Vermont ranks first for the proportion of 
women in its state legislature, with 40.0% female 
state legislators in March 2017. Ranked lowest was 
Wyoming at 11.1%. In 1993, the range was from 
39.5% (Washington) to 5.1% (Kentucky) — show-
ing advances for the lowest-ranking states, but less 
improvement for states at the top.

Flatlining in state legislatures
The proportion of women state legislators in-
creased slightly as a result of the 2016 election. 
Currently, 1,842 (24.9%) state legislators are 
women. If we take a broader view, we can see 
that the progress toward gender parity in state 
legislatures is slowing down from the 1970s, which 
is worrying. Without new initiatives, progress may 
stall completely. 

Source: Center for American Women and Politics

Percentage Women in State Legislatures
1971-2016

of the 30 members of the Arizona 
Senate are women — the highest 
proportion of women in any American 
legislative chamber.14



Women in State Legislatures, 2017
Rank State Female State House Members Female State Senators % Women January 2017 % Women 1993

1 Vermont 60 of 150 11 of 30 40.00% 33.90%

2 Nevada 17 of 42 8 of 21 39.68% 20.00%

3 Colorado 28 of 65 11 of 35 39.00% 35.00%

4 Arizona 21 of 60 14 of 30 38.89% 33.30%

5 Illinois 46 of 118 18 of 59 36.16% 27.00%

6 Washington 36 of 98 18 of 49 36.05% 27.40%

7 Maine 54 of 151 10 of 35 34.41% 23.70%

8 Oregon 22 of 60 8 of 30 33.33% 23.20%

9 Minnesota 49 of 134 16 of 67 31.84% 39.50%

10 Maryland 49 of 141 11 of 47 30.32% 24.50%

11 Rhode Island 12 of 38 23 of 75 30.97% 24.70%

11 Idaho 23 of 70 9 of 35 30.48% 30.50%

13 Alaska 12 of 40 6 of 20 30.00% 12.50%

14 New Jersey 25 of 80 11 of 40 30.00% 31.70%

15 New Mexico 26 of 70 7 of 42 29.46% 19.60%

16 New Hampshire 115 of 400 7 of 24 28.77% 33.50%

17 Montana 29 of 100 14 of 50 28.67% 27.80%

18 Kansas 32 of 125 15 of 40 28.48% 16.60%

19 Hawaii 14 of 50 7 of 25 27.63% 25.10%

20 Connecticut 42 of 151 9 of 36 27.27% 21.70%

21 New York 44 of 150 14 of 63 27.23% 22.50%

22 Nebraska* NA 13 of 49 26.53% 20.30%

22 Massachusetts 40 of 160 12 of 40 26.00% 17.40%

24 Georgia 51 of 180 10 of 56 25.85% 14.50%

24 Florida 29 of 120 12 of 40 25.63% 29.10%

26 North Carolina 28 of 120 13 of 50 24.12% 17.40%

27 Ohio 25 of 99 6 of 33 23.48% 21.20%

28 Wisconsin 22 of 99 9 of 33 23.48% 27.30%

29 Michigan 30 of 110 4 of 38 22.97% 19.30%

30 Missouri 38 of 163 6 of 34 22.34% 18.80%

31 Iowa 27 of 100 6 of 50 22.00% 14.70%

32 California 17 of 80 9 of 40 21.67% 23.00%

33 Texas 29 of 150 8 of 31 20.44% 16.30%

33 Delaware 9 of 41 3 of 21 19.35% 18.20%

35 Indiana 22 of 100 7 of 50 19.33% 10.40%

36 Virginia 17 of 100 10 of 40 19.29% 20.40%

37 Utah 14 of 75 6 of 29 19.23% 5.10%

38 South Dakota 15 of 70 5 of 35 19.05% 20.00%

39 Pennsylvania 40 of 203 7 of 50 18.58% 12.10%

40 Arkansas 18 of 100 7 of 35 18.52% 16.00%

41 North Dakota 17 of 94 9 of 47 18.44% 9.90%

42 Kentucky 19 of 100 4 of 38 16.67% 12.10%

43 Tennessee 16 of 99 6 of 33 16.67% 10.90%

44 Louisiana 17 of 105 5 of 39 15.28% 13.50%

45 Alabama 16 of 105 4 of 35 14.29% 5.70%

46 Mississippi 15 of 122 9 of 52 13.79% 8.70%

47 South Carolina 19 of 124 4 of 46 13.53% 12.90%

48 West Virginia 15 of 100 3 of 34 13.43% 16.40%

49 Oklahoma 13 of 101 6 of 48 12.75% 24.40%

50 Wyoming 7 of 60 3 of 30 11.11% 7.60%

*Orange cells indicate a body controlled by Republicans, purple cells indicate a body controlled by Democrats. Nebraska has a non-partisan, unicameral legislature. Italics 
indicate that a stabe uses multi-winner districts to elect at least one of its state legislative chambers.  Source: Center for American Women and Politics (January 2017)
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GENDER PARITY INDEX: MEASURING PROGRESS IN THE 
STATES

The underrepresentation of women in elected office is a major problem across the country. At 
Representation2020, we want to understand the true extent of the problem and identify practices and 
structures that are associated with better representation of women in the 50 states. To do this, we 
designed the Gender Parity Index. 

There are many possible methodologies for ranking women’s representation in elected office. A simple 
way to measure women’s representation in a state is by the composition of its state legislature. By that 
measure, Vermont, with its 40.0% female legislature, ranks highest, and Wyoming, with its 11.1% female 
legislature, ranks lowest. However, this paints an incomplete picture. Vermont has never sent a woman to 
Congress, while Wyoming’s sole U.S. Representative has been a woman since 1995.

Representation2020 developed the Gender Parity Index to give a more complete snapshot of the 
representation of women in all levels of government, giving particular weight to the offices that matter the 
most to voters, such as governor, member of Congress, and mayor, and to enable meaningful comparisons 
between states. 

In our Gender Parity Index, states earn points based on whether men or women hold various elected of-
fices. We developed our score based on the winners of the following elections in each state:

• the three most recent gubernatorial elections; 

• the most recent election for all other statewide elected executive offices;

• the four most recent U.S. Senate elections; 

• the most recent U.S. House elections;

• the most recent state legislative elections;

• the gender of their speakers of the state house and state senate presidents; 

• the number of women mayors in all cities with populations over 30,000 people;

• the county executives in the five largest counties.

We score states on a scale of 0 to 100. If a state has a score lower than 50, women are underrepresented in 
elected office in that state, and if it has a score above 50, men are underrepresented. A state with a score 
of 50, which means that men have earned 50% of the points and women have earned the other 50%, has 
achieved parity. This is especially true if the state can maintain a score near 50 for several election cycles. 
Only one state achieved a score above 50 in 2017 (New Hampshire), and the median state score was 18.6. 

Visit www.Representation2020.com/parity-index.html to download our calculations for each state’s 
Parity Score and Ranking. 
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