
 

 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

Although populist radical right-wing parties (PRRPs) are regarded as male-dominated, many 
have in recent years expanded their female electorate and reduced their electoral gender 
gap. Studies explain this trend as the result of a conscious strategy to target female voters 
through representation. This strategy is applied in both the descriptive and substantial 
realms, as PRRPs appoint female leaders and adopt relatively more progressive stances on 
gender, while still holding conservative, family-centred positions. However, the central 
question of whether and which of these strategies explain the closing gender gap in the 
populist vote has not yet been thoroughly comparatively examined. To answer this question, 
this study uses conditional logit models to explore the relationship between descriptive and 
substantial representation and women’s vote for a PRRP. The results show that a higher 
convergence between voter and PRRP positions on gender equality increases female votes 
for the PRRP. However, female descriptive representation does not prove rel- evant to 
explaining women’s vote for PRRPs. This has important implications for the literature on 
female representation in general, and women’s vote for PRRPs in particular. 

Introduction 
Populist radical right-wing parties (PRRPs) have become an important 
political force in Europe, where they, in many countries, constitute a large 
proportion of the parliament or participate in government. Despite their 
electoral success, PRRPs have traditionally struggled to attract female voters 
(see Snipes and Mudde 2020). Research has suggested that the PRRP 
gender gap is the result of women having less favourable views of the 
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parties’ perceived discriminatory policies and prejudice towards minorities 
(Hansen 2019; Harteveld et al. 2015; Harteveld and Ivarsflaten 2018). In 
recent years, PRRPs have however begun to close their electoral gender 
gap—even achieving parity in some countries (Mayer 2015; Snipes and 
Mudde 2020). 

Scholars have explained this trend by highlighting the parties’ attempts 
to better represent female voters in both substantial and descriptive terms 
(Mudde 2007: 9). Substantially, gender issues have become a salient part of 
PRRP ideologies, though these parties largely maintained their conservative 
and family-centred gender positions (e.g. Bernardez-Rodal et al. 2022; 
Ennser-Jedenastik 2022; Heinisch and Werner 2019; Kantola and Lombardo 
2019, 2021; Mudde 2007; Spierings et al. 2015). Descriptively, PRRPs have 
sought to improve their representation of the female electorate by strategically 
promoting female leaders—the most emblematic case being that of Marie 
Le Pen, the leader of the National Rally (formerly the National Front) in 
France (Ben‐Shitrit et al. 2022; Mayer 2015; Snipes and Mudde 2020). 

Studies on the efforts of PRRPs to reach the female electorate have 
suggested that their strategies have been relatively successful (Allen and 
Goodman 2021; Ben‐Shitrit et al. 2022; Campbell and Erzeel 2018; 
Lancaster 2020). However, these studies have two important weaknesses. 
First, they focus on either the supply or the demand side, rather than 
understanding the voting choice as a function of the relationship between 
parties’ and voters’ positions (Allen and Goodman (2021) is an exception). 
It is therefore unclear whether women are indeed voting for PRRPs 
because they are better represented. Second, research has disregarded 
that voters’ party choice is conditioned by the options available. Attempts 
by PRRPs to increase their share of votes from women are impacted by 
their competitors’ positions on gender equality, and the success of PRRP 
strategies to better represent women must therefore be considered in 
relation to the competitor parties. To fill this literature gap, this study 
uses conditional logit models—also known as choice models—to link 
party characteristics with individual attitudes and ultimately investigate 
the degree to which gender representation explains women’s vote for 
PRRPs. We distinguish two types of representation: descriptive represen- 
tation—operationalised by female party leadership—and substantive rep- 
resentation—measured by the distance between a party and an individual’s 
position on gender equality. Our main question is as follows: To what 
extent do substantive (RQ1) and descriptive (RQ2) representation by 
PRRPs increase their share of female voters? 

We use data from the European Social Survey (ESS9), data on parties’ 
positions on gender issues from the Chapel Hill Expert Survey, and data 
on female leadership from the European Institute of Gender Equality for 
23 European countries.1 We contribute to the literature on female voting 
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for PRRPs by measuring the impact of descriptive and substantive rep- 
resentation on the likelihood of a woman voting for a PRRP. After 
excluding Hungary, which proved to be an influential case, we confirm 
that substantive representation explains the increase in the female elec- 
torate of PRRPs. However, the analyses indicate that descriptive repre- 
sentation is not associated with a higher chance of a woman voting for 
a PRRP. This finding holds independently of the congruence between 
party and voter positions on gender equality. 

 
Political representation and the gender gap 

Studies have found that women are more likely than men to vote for 
left-wing parties in both the United States (Barnes and Cassese 2017; 
Kaufmann 2006) and Europe (Giger 2009). Researchers have attributed 
this divergence in voting behaviour to differences in how left- and 
right-wing parties represent women voters (Barnes and Cassese 2017) 
with respect to two forms of female political representation: substantive 
representation and descriptive representation. 

Substantive representation reflects the extent to which party represen- 
tatives’ activities and policies respond to their voters’ concerns (Pitkin 
1967). Studies have shown that social cleavages, such as class or the 
rural-urban divide, are more relevant than gender in explaining variation 
in voters’ policy preferences. Nonetheless, a voter’s gender is the main 
predictor of their policy preferences regarding equality-related issues, 
such as childcare, reproductive rights, sexual violence, and gender quotas 
(Htun and Weldon 2010; Kaufmann and Petrocik 1999). In particular, 
the literature has reported that gender equality has become a salient 
cultural issue among women (Inglehart and Norris 2003), and the gender 
ideology of parties is an important predictor of voting choice (Campbell 
and Erzeel 2018; Paxton and Kunovich 2003). Thus, political actors need 
to consider women’s preferences regarding gender issues to ensure their 
substantive representation. 

The second type of representation considered is descriptive represen- 
tation, which refers to the preference of voters to prefer candidates from 
their own social group (Bergh and Bjørklund 2011; Teney et al. 2010). 
This trend suggests that female voters favour female candidates and 
parties in which women occupy leadership positions (Banducci and Karp 
2000). Some studies have reported that the link between higher visibility 
of women in political parties and a rise in female votes results from 
expectations that this heightened visibility will improve substantive rep- 
resentation (Plutzer and Zipp 1996). Gender is associated with different 
experiences of social reality (see Wängnerud 2009); therefore, voters 
expect female politicians to be better situated to respond to female voters’ 
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concerns (Mansbridge 1999). In line with this, studies have found that 
women are more likely to vote for a female leader only when that can- 
didate is perceived as holding a feminist attitude (Campbell and Heath 
2017; Giger et al. 2014). 

Notably, these ideas of female representation and voting were developed 
to explain the dynamics of mainstream parties. The next section discusses 
the particularities of the PRRP gender ideology to formulate hypotheses 
on how substantial and descriptive representation explain women’s vote 
for PRRPs. 

 
Gender in the agendas of radical right-wing parties 

The literature has defined populism as a ‘thin-centred’ ideology that sep- 
arates society into two antagonistic and homogeneous groups—the ‘pure 
people’ and the ‘corrupt elite’—and argues that politics should be an expres- 
sion of the ‘general will’ of the people (Mudde 2004). Because populism 
is a thin-centred ideology, it always appears in combination with other 
ideologies, such as authoritarianism and nativism in the case of PRRPs. 

By understanding the general will of ‘the people’ to be homogenous, 
early research on populism has considered gender ideology to be sec- 
ondary or irrelevant for PRRPs. Yet, according to recent studies, PRRPs 
have developed a distinctive and increasingly salient gender ideology (see 
Akkerman 2015; Erzeel and Rashkova 2017; Mudde and Kaltwasser 2015). 
While such gender ideology varies by cultural setting (e.g. de Lange and 
Mügge 2015; Erzeel and Rashkova 2017; Mudde 2007), it has three main 
recurrent features. First, PRRPs reject a gender equal society because 
they view gender inequality as ‘natural’, and an egalitarian society con- 
tradicts their fundamental belief structure (de Lange and Mügge 2015: 
64). Second, PRRPs directly associate women’s issues and politics with 
family politics (Mudde 2007: 92). They do not question the traditional 
approach to the family; as wives and mothers, women are located within 
the home and are subordinate to men (Pettersson 2017). This approach 
has social policy implications in that social benefits are designed for 
male breadwinners, which leaves women primarily responsible for child- 
care (Ennser-Jedenastik 2022; Mudde 2007; Mudde and Kaltwasser 2015: 
29). Finally, because women give birth, they need protection (Mudde 
2007). In summary, PRRPs advocate for clearly distinct gender roles. 
Studies have demonstrated that this view is held mainly by men who 
believe that greater gender equality would diminish their own status 
(Coffé 2018; Ralph-Morrow 2022). 

Scholars have also identified a ‘double standard’ or ‘dual problem’ in 
the gender ideology of PRRPs, as issues of gender are framed differently 
in the context of immigration (Mudde and Kaltwasser 2015; Pettersson 
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2017; Spierings and Zaslove 2015). On the one hand, PRRPs want to 
promote a traditional image of the family in contrast to a progressive, 
egalitarian notion of gender (Mudde and Kaltwasser 2015); on the other 
hand, gender issues are ‘instrumentalised’ in connection with immigration, 
as PRRPs claim that Islam threatens female emancipation as a national 
norm (Mudde and Kaltwasser 2015). By using the narrative that ‘other’ 
cultures are less progressive and not as compliant with Western values, 
PRRPs emphasise the need to protect ‘the people’—and especially women 
(Akkerman 2015; de Lange and Mügge 2015; Mudde and Kaltwasser 
2015; Pettersson 2017). 

As part of their opposition to the cultures they describe as ‘illiberal’, 
some PRRPs have selectively adopted progressive stances on gender equal- 
ity. For instance, in the Netherlands, the Party for Freedom has rejected 
the image of ‘traditional’ women and instead promotes a ‘modern’ vision 
of gender, which includes female participation in the workforce. The 
Party for Freedom has also started to advocate for LGBTQ + rights (de 
Lange and Mügge 2015). In France, Marie Le Pen (National Rally) has 
embraced secularism in opposition to multiculturalism and, accordingly, 
has defended women’s right to abortion (Scrinzi 2017). Thus, rather than 
maintaining a consistently traditional position on gender issues, PRRP 
gender ideology is highly variable and may include elements of gender 
equality positions in response to non-Western perspectives of gender 
roles. These ideological moves are not merely cosmetic, as recent studies 
have shown that PRRPs have, in some cases, paradoxically implemented 
policies that improve gender equality (Erzeel and Rashkova 2017; 
Rashkova 2021). 

We expect female voters to ‘read’ the varying positions of PRRPs on 
gender equality and prefer parties that more closely represent their own 
policy preferences. We hypothesise that, as in the case of mainstream 
parties, party-voter congruence on gender equality will explain women’s 
vote for a PRRP. We operationalise the congruence between individual and 
party positions on gender equality in terms of (absolute) distance and 
expect that a smaller distance between voter and party positions on gender 
equality will correspond to a higher likelihood of a voter choosing a PRRP. 

H1: A smaller distance between voter and PRRP positions on gender 
equality corresponds to a higher chance of a woman voting for the party. 

Research has revealed that PRRPs have recruited female politicians 
and appointed female leaders to ‘soften’ their traditional image of 
Männerparteien and become more attractive to women (Ben‐Shitrit et al. 
2022; Snipes and Mudde 2020). Studies have also shown that female 
leaders are perceived as more moderate than male counterparts with 
similar political positions (O’Brien 2019). Thus, we expect that the 
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presence of a female leader will increase the likelihood of a woman 
voting for a PRRP. 

H2: A female leader increases the chance of a woman voting for a PRRP. 

In line with the previous studies on mainstream parties, we further- 
more anticipate a positive interactive effect between substantive and 
descriptive representation. In particular, female leadership signifies that 
a PRRP has modernised their gender ideology and is often presented as 
an internal ‘rupture’ in the party (Meret and Siim 2017). Thus, we expect 
that female leadership will intensify the positive effect of PRRPs’ mod- 
eration on the change of a woman voting for a PRRP. 

H3: The positive effect of female leadership on the chance of a 
woman voting for a PRRP is stronger when the party-voter con- 
gruence on gender equality is higher. 

 
Methodology 

In order to test our hypotheses, we used conditional logit models. This 
model is the most appropriate for analysing voting behaviour in multi- 
party systems because it considers party choice to be dependent on the 
options available (Alvarez and Nagler 1998; Elff 2009). Thus, it not only 
includes information on the party chosen but also evaluates the condi- 
tional effect of the characteristics of the competitor parties on voting 
choice. Studies have shown that, in multiparty systems, voters do not 
consider all parties available to make their choice, but rather choose 
from a constrained set of possible options (Oscarsson and Rosema 2019; 
Rekker and Rosema 2019). Following previous studies’ findings that 
PRRPs’ electoral success occurred at the expense of mainstream left- and 
right-wing parties (Betz 1993; Kriesi et al. 2008), we constrain the party 
choice of a potential PRRPs voter to three options: mainstream left-wing, 
mainstream right-wing, and PRRP. 

Admittedly, in highly fragmented political systems, potential PRRPs’ 
voters consider more than three party options. Nonetheless, we follow 
this operationalisation to simplify interpretation of the results and to 
enable cross-country comparison. We thus selected countries’ most suc- 
cessful PRRP and the largest left and right-wing mainstream parties in 
the election of reference, based on parties’ position on the left-right 
scale available at Chapel Hill Expert Survey (CHES).2 The list of coun- 
tries and parties included in this study is available in the online appen- 
dix. The dependent variable stems from the ESS9 question, ‘For which 
party did you vote in the last election?’ We consider information only 
from voters of the three selected parties, which means that the data of 
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the remaining electorate was not included in the analysis. In order to 
conduct the regression, voters’ information was triplicated to denote all 
available options, and a dummy variable was included to signal the 
chosen party. 

In conditional logit models, the choice is explained by two types of 
covariates: individual-specific and choice-specific. The latter varies within 
the individual depending on the option; thus, it denotes a relationship 
between the individual and the party choice. We developed two 
choice-specific covariates to capture the descriptive and substantial dimen- 
sions of representation. Female leadership indicates whether the party 
represents women descriptively by having a female leader. This dimension 
is operationalised by a binary variable, which assumes a value of 1 if 
the party has a female party leader or deputy leader. The authors were 
granted access to this data collected by the European Institute of Gender 
Equality. We decided to include these two positions because the literature 
has argued that they are visible and prominent enough to enable iden- 
tification by female voters and mobilise those voters. Alternative models 
operationalising descriptive representation by the presence of a female 
party leader are available in the online appendix. Similar to the results 
presented here, these find that descriptive representation is not significant 
in explaining the female vote on PRRPs. 

Women’s substantive representation on gender issues is operationalised 
by the congruence between voter and party preferences regarding gender 
equality. Parties’ positions on gender issues were obtained from the CHES, 
and the variable assumes values between 0 and 10. Higher values indicate 
that a party’s platform opposes gender equality. Importantly, this variable 
reflects a broader perspective of gender equality that includes the party’s 
approach to both women’s rights and LGBTQ + rights. Due to the absence 
of a more precise measure of individual position on gender equality, our 
variable stems from the ESS9 question on the importance of equal treat- 
ment and equal opportunity for all people. This variable assumes values 
ranging from 1 (very important) to 6 (not important at all). This 
choice-specific covariate is operationalised by the absolute distance between 
the normalised individual position on equality and the normalised gender 
position on gender equality. It thus varies between 0 (complete agreement) 
and 1 (total disagreement). 

On order to match properly individual data and party information, 
we considered the date of the last election for each country in relation 
to the period of the survey field work. For instance, in relation to the 
ESS9 fieldwork, the last Belgian elections were held on May 25, 2014. 
Thus, we considered the PPRP’s position on gender issues and the pres- 
ence of a female leader in 2014. However, in Sweden, the last elections 
took place on September 9, 2018. Therefore, the party data are from 
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2018. The online appendix provides a complete list of the ESS9 fieldwork 
and the dates of the last elections by country. 

Research has also shown that the ‘losers of globalisation’ (i.e. 
lower-middle class, less educated, and younger voters) are more likely 
vote for PRRPs (Betz 1993). Moreover, Euroscepticism, traditional values, 
and negative attitudes towards migrants have been associated with PRRP 
voting (Ivarsflaten 2005; Kitschelt and McGann 1997; Mudde 2007; Van 
der Brug and Fennema 2007). Nonetheless, Arzheimer and Carter (2009) 
have suggested that religious affiliation is negatively associated with 
PRRPs. Therefore, we include a series of control variables to account for 
those individual characteristics associated with voting for a PRRP. Table 1 
summarises the independent variables used in this study. 

As the research focuses on understanding how female descriptive and 
substantive representation influence women’s vote for a PRRP, we conduct 
most of our analysis considering only the female electorate. It should be 
noted that in order to determine how those party characteristics influence 
the gender gap size, a study considering the male electorate would also 
be needed. We believe, however, that the presence of a female party 
leader and party position on gender equality have a lesser influence on 
male party choice, and it is likely to affect this group through very 
different mechanisms. Thus, we opt to focus on the effect of represen- 
tation on women’s party choice. 

 
Descriptive statistics 

Table 2 presents the average and the standard deviation of parties’ posi- 
tions on gender equality by party family. It also displays the number of 
parties with a female leader by party family. Fewer PRPPs have female 
leaders compared to mainstream parties, but the difference is not sub- 
stantial. Among the 23 parties included in the analyses, there are 10 
female leaders in PRRPs, and 12 in the mainstream parties. The most 
contrasting characteristic concerns the party position on gender equality. 
The most inegalitarian party family is PRRPs (score: 8.16) followed by 
right-wing parties (5.13) and left-wing parties (3.27). Our data reflect 
that PRRPs receive fewer votes than mainstream parties, and the female 
electorate is less supportive of this party family compared to the male 
electorate. These results confirm the presence of a gender gap in PRRP 
voting, though they also indicate that this difference is not as pronounced 
as previous studies have suggested. Notably, the vote shares displayed in 
Table 2 do not correspond to actual electoral results, as they account 
only for the electorate of those three parties. 

Figure 1 shows how individuals of different positions on gender 
equality  are  represented  by  their  chosen  parties.  It  displays  the 
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Table 1. Independent variables. 
Dimension  Variable Source Scale 
Age Age  European Social Continuous 

Gender Binary gender 
identification 

Survey 
European Social 

Survey 
Men (0) or woman (1) 

Education Tertiary education European Social 
Survey 

No (0) or yes (1) 

Euroscepticism Trust in the European 
Parliament 

Household income Living comfortably on 
present 
income 

 
Immigration attitude Immigrants make 

country worse or 
better place to live 

European Social 
Survey 

European Social 
Survey 

 

 
European Social 

Survey 

No trust at all (0) to 
complete trust (10) 

Living comfortably on 
present income (0) 
to very difficult to 
live on present 
income (4) 

Worse place to live 
(0) to better place 
to live (10) 

Attend religious 
service 

How often attend 
religious services 
apart from special 
occasions 

European Social 
Survey 

Every day (1) to never 
(7) 

Left-right position Placement in the 
left-right political 
scale 

Female leadership Female party leader or 
deputy leader 

Distance Absolute distance 
between individual 
and party position 
on gender equality 

European Social 
Survey 

European Institute 
for Gender 
Equality 

Chapel Hill Expert 
Survey and 
European Social 
Survey 

Left (0) to right (10) 

 
Female leader (1) or 

female leader (0) 

Perfect congruence 
(0) to no 
congruence (1) 

 
 

 
Table 2. Descriptive information on party descriptive and substantive representa- 
tion, by party family. 
 Left-wing party Ring-wing party RRP 
Parties with a female leader 12 12 10 
Average position on gender equality 3.27 5.13 8.16 
Standard deviation of party position on 1.94 1.83 1.26 

gender equality    

Vote share among all voters 41.99% 38.40% 19.60% 
Vote share among women 44.32% 37.97% 17.71% 

 
relationship between the individual normalised position on gender 
equality and the average absolute difference between individuals’ and 
parties’ positions on gender equality. Figure 1(a) includes data for the 
electorate of all parties, while Figure 1(b) contains data only for PRRPs 
voters. They reveal that, for the entire electorate, large average distances 
between voters and parties’ positions occur for voters with low and 
high levels of preference for equality. Nonetheless, for the PRRP elec- 
torate, larger distances appear only for more equalitarian voters, which 
implies that PRRPs do not properly represent voters with more equal- 
itarian positions. 
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Figure 1. Association voters’ position on gender equality and distance between voter and 
party position on gender equality for (a) the entire electorate and (b) PRRPs voters. 

 
Statistical analysis 

We ran four conditional multinomial regression to model vote choice in a 
multiparty system. Table 3 illustrates the effect of individual characteristics 
on the probability of a voter choosing a right-wing party or PRRP over a 
left-wing party (the baseline). Model 1 contains data from the entire electorate 
and includes only individual covariates. Models 2, 3, and 4 focus on the 
voting choice of female voters and add stepwise choice-specific covariates. 
Model 2 includes a choice-specific covariate to account for the conditional 
effect of substantial representation on voting choice. Model 3 includes two 
choice-specific variables to study the conditional effect of substantive and 
descriptive representation on voting choice, and Model 4 also includes an 
interaction effect between substantive and descriptive representation. 

According to Model 1, while gender does not explain voting choice 
between right- and left-wing mainstream parties, the results evidence 
that a woman is less likely to choose a PRRP over a left-wing party. 
Model 2 shows that a marginal increase in distance between individual 
and party positions on gender equality is associated with a decrease in 
the chance of voting for the party. Model 3 demonstrates that a party 
having a female leader increases the chance of a woman choosing that 
party; however, Model 4 reveals that the effect of descriptive represen- 
tation is moderated by substantial representation. 

Before further analysing the results, we ran a sensibility test to verify 
whether the results are driven by one or a few influential cases. For this 
test, we re-estimated our models 23 times, and excluded the respondents 
of one country each time. The results of those regressions, which are 
available in the online appendix, are stable to the removal of all countries 
but Hungary. This country has an atypical political system. The PRRPs 
Fidesz and Jobbik are the nation’s most important parties, whereas the 
most prominent mainstream left- and right-wing parties accounted for 
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only 17% of votes in the 2018 elections, which led to an unreliable 
estimation of the effect of female leadership on the chance of a woman 
voting for a PRRP. Thus, following advice in the literature (Van der Meer 
et al. 2010), we excluded this case from our study. 

Table 4 displays the same models as Table 3 but without the Hungarian 
respondents. In line with previous research, Model 5 shows that, in 
comparison to left-wing voters, PRRP voters are less educated, more 
religious, have less trust in the European Parliament, have stronger 
anti-immigration sentiments, and live more comfortably with their current 
income. They are also older and more right-wing in the economic dimen- 
sion than left-wing voters. Although gender does not explain voting 
choice between right- and left-wing mainstream parties, the results indi- 
cate that a woman is less likely to choose a PRRP over a left-wing party. 
The analysis of the predicted probability of PRRP voting by gender 
reveals that men have around a 19% chance of voting for a PRRP, whereas 
this likelihood is just 15% among women. These findings confirm the 
gender gap in PRRP voting, although it is less expressive than earlier 
studies have suggested (see e.g. Harteveld et al. 2015). 

The results of Model 6 lead to similar conclusions as Model 5 regarding 
the effect of the individual covariates on women’s vote for a PRRP. They also 
reflect that a marginal increase in distance between individual and party 
positions on gender equality is associated with a decrease in the chance of 
voting for this party, which confirms that substantive representation is relevant 
to explain women’s party choice. Figure 2 illustrates the effect of descriptive 
representation on the probability of a woman choosing a PRRP. Plot 2(a) 
depicts the predicted probability of voting for a PRRP for the different dis- 
tances between voter and party positions on gender equality. This probability 
is 21% for total congruence and approximately 11% for no congruence, which 
confirms H1. Plot 2(b) illustrates the effect of a marginal increase in distance 
between voter and PRRP positions on gender equality on the chance of 
voting for a PRRP, a left-wing party, and a right-wing party. The decrease 
in substantive representation of a PRRP corresponds to a 0.09 reduction of 
the likelihood of a woman voting for this party. Both left- and right-wing 
mainstream parties benefit from this decrease in PRRP substantive represen- 
tation, as it increases the probability of women choosing these parties. 

Since distance is measured in absolute terms, the direction of change 
in PRRP positions on gender issues is a priori unknown. Nonetheless, 
both previous studies and Figure 1 support the interpretation that an 
increase in congruence between female voters’ and PRRP positions on 
gender issues is primarily driven by the moderation of PRRP stances on 
gender equality. Thus, by adopting a more equalitarian position, PRRPs 
can effectively attract female voters both from mainstream right- and 
left-wing parties. 
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Table 3. Results of the regression analysis with the Hungarian case. 
 1 2 3 4 
Left-wing party (baseline)     

Choice-specific covariates     

Distance  −0.591*** −0.571*** −0.934*** 
  (0.087) (0.087) (0.109) 
Female leader   0.353*** 0.086 
   (0.040) (0.062) 
Female leader x distance    0.791*** 
    (0.142) 
Right-wing party     

Gender −0.005    

 (0.045)    

Age −0.002 −0.003 −0.004 −0.004* 
 (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 
Tertiary education 0.122* 0.005 −0.018 −0.027 
 (0.052) (0.074) (0.074) (0.074) 
Left-right scale 0.571*** 0.537*** 0.533*** 0.535*** 
 (0.013) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) 
Immigration attitude −0.031** −0.028 −0.024 −0.029 
 (0.011) (0.015) (0.015) (0.016) 
Economic situation −0.297*** −0.299*** −0.325*** −0.312*** 
 (0.030) (0.041) (0.042) (0.042) 
Attend religious services −0.064*** −0.103*** −0.107*** −0.116*** 
 (0.017) (0.023) (0.023) (0.023) 
Trust in European parliament −0.018 0.009 0.016 0.012 
 (0.010) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) 
Intercept −1.846*** −1.402*** −1.345*** −1.264*** 

PRRP (0.196) (0.251) (0.252) (0.252) 

Gender −0.226***    

 (0.056)    

Age −0.011*** −0.015*** −0.015*** −0.015*** 
 (0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 
Tertiary education −0.730*** −0.789*** −0.770*** −0.783*** 
 (0.075) (0.113) (0.113) (0.113) 
Left-right scale 0.648*** 0.630*** 0.620*** 0.625*** 
 (0.015) (0.022) (0.022) (0.023) 
Immigration attitude −0.226*** −0.226*** −0.218*** −0.225*** 
 (0.013) (0.019) (0.020) (0.020) 
Economic situation −0.100** −0.043 −0.041 −0.022 
 (0.035) (0.050) (0.051) (0.051) 
Attend religious services −0.088*** −0.121*** −0.132*** −0.145*** 
 (0.020) (0.028) (0.028) (0.029) 
Trust in European parliament −0.090*** −0.071*** −0.076*** −0.079*** 
 (0.012) (0.017) (0.017) (0.018) 
Intercept −1.041*** −0.997** −0.874** −0.789* 
 (0.236) (0.312) (0.313) (0.314) 
N 38,848 18,917 18,917 18,917 
Coefficients represent the log-odds.    

 
Models 7 and 8 show that, without the Hungarian respondents, female 

leadership has neither a direct (Model 7) nor indirect (Model 8) effect 
on women’s party choice. Figure 3 illustrates the effect of a female 
leader on the change in a woman’s vote for a PRRP. Contrary to H2, 
Plot 3(a) shows no significant difference between the predicted prob- 
ability of a woman voting for a PRRP that does or does not have a 
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Table 4. Results of the regression analysis without the Hungarian case. 
 5 6 7 8 
Left-wing party (baseline)     

Choice-specific covariates     

Distance  −0.861*** −0.857*** −0.968*** 
  (0.092) (0.092) (0.111) 
Female leader   0.033 −0.052 
   (0.043) (0.064) 
Female leader x distance    0.270 
    (0.151) 
Right-wing party     

Gender 0.005    

 (0.046)    

Age −0.002 −0.005* −0.005* −0.005* 
 (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 
Tertiary education 0.129* −0.020 −0.022 −0.025 
 (0.053) (0.075) (0.075) (0.075) 
Left-right scale 0.607*** 0.571*** 0.570*** 0.571*** 
 (0.013) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) 
Immigration attitude −0.020 −0.021 −0.020 −0.022 
 (0.011) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) 
Economic situation −0.292*** −0.288*** −0.290*** −0.286*** 
 (0.030) (0.042) (0.042) (0.042) 
Attend religious services −0.069*** −0.109*** −0.109*** −0.112*** 
 (0.017) (0.023) (0.023) (0.023) 
Trust in European parliament −0.028** 0.002 0.003 0.001 
 (0.010) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) 
Intercept −2.026*** −1.463*** −1.456*** −1.430*** 
 (0.200) (0.257) (0.257) (0.257) 
PRRP     

Gender −0.290***    

 (0.060)    

Age −0.011*** −0.015*** −0.015*** −0.015*** 
 (0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 
Tertiary education −0.751*** −0.754*** −0.753*** −0.757*** 
 (0.081) (0.122) (0.122) (0.122) 
Left-right scale 0.660*** 0.622*** 0.621*** 0.624*** 
 (0.017) (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) 
Immigration attitude −0.210*** −0.210*** −0.210*** −0.212*** 
 (0.014) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) 
Economic situation −0.198*** −0.138* −0.136* −0.128* 
 (0.038) (0.055) (0.055) (0.055) 
Attend religious services −0.096*** −0.132*** −0.133*** −0.137*** 
 (0.022) (0.031) (0.031) (0.031) 
Trust in European parliament −0.144*** −0.126*** −0.126*** −0.126*** 
 (0.013) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) 
Intercept −0.787** −0.651 −0.643 −0.622 
 (0.252) (0.337) (0.338) (0.338) 
N 37,081 17,942 17,942 17,942 

Coefficients represent the log-odds. 
 

 
female leader. Furthermore, in opposition to H3, Plot 3(b) indicates 
that the marginal effect of female leadership on the chance of a woman 
voting for a PRRP increases with lower congruence between party and 
voter positions on gender equality; however, this result is not signifi- 
cantly different from 0. 
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Figure 2. (a) Predicted probability of voting for a PRRP for different distance levels 
and marginal effect of distance between voters and (b) PRRPs’ position on gender 
equality. (Plot based on Model 6). 

 

Figure 3. (a) Predicted probability of a woman voting for a PRRP with and without 
a female leader and (b) marginal effect of female leadership for different distance 
levels. (Plot based on Model 8). 

 
Discussion and conclusion 

PRRPs have in recent years increased their female electorate and begun 
closing their electoral gender gap. Research has explained this trend by 
the parties’ attempt to better represent women. This study has used 
conditional logit regression to investigate how descriptive (female lead- 
ership) and substantive representation (congruence between party and 
voter positions on gender equality) are associated with the likelihood of 
women voting for PRRPs. This methodology allows us to move beyond 
previous studies’ limitations by analysing the effect of the two types of 
representation on women’s vote for PRRPs and considering the voters’ 
party choice conditional on the available options. 

Our preliminary analysis identified Hungary as an influential case that 
led to an inaccurate estimation of the relevance of a female leader to 
the chance of a woman voting for a PRRP. Our conclusions are therefore 
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based on an analysis that excludes the respondents from this country. 
Still, future studies could use this case for theory refinement, as it can 
illuminate the circumstances under which women vote for female leaders 
who promote an inegalitarian gender ideology. 

The results confirm the existence of a gender gap—albeit small—in the 
PRRP vote, with women less likely than men to vote for these parties. 
However, while previous research has found that female leadership has an 
important role in attracting women’s votes for PRRP, we find that this is, in 
fact, not the case: descriptive representation does not increase female votes. 
Moreover, we find no moderating effect between substantive representation 
and descriptive representation on the probability of women voting for a PRRP. 
Only substantive representation—measured by the distance between voter 
and party’s positions on gender equality—proved to be statistically significantly 
associated with an increase in the chance of a woman voting for a PRRP. 

These findings have important implications for the literature on female 
representation in general, and women’s vote for PRRPs in particular. The 
absence of a significant effect of female descriptive representation adds 
to previous studies that conclude that women’s support for female leaders 
is conditional on candidates’ ideology (e.g. Campbell and Heath 2017; 
Giger et al. 2014; Martin 2019). One possible reason underlying this 
result may be that PRRPs view gender inequality as ‘natural’ and advocate 
for distinct gender roles. Thus, it is plausible that their voters do not 
ascribe particular importance to the presence of female leadership. 

Substantial representation may succeed in attracting these voters as PRRPs’ 
are adopting selective progressive stances on gender, in particular as a response 
to a perceived non-Western culture. PRRPs seek to construct their gender 
positions on the basis of their anti-immigrant appeal, claiming to be the real 
defenders of women in reaction to stereotypes of gender relations in migrant 
communities (Pettersson 2017). A possible explanation for our results is thus 
that such a strategy may succeed in appealing to parts of the female electorate. 
However, more research on PRRP voters’ gender positions is needed to 
determine whether their attitudes on gender issues match their parties. 

Some limitations should be noted. It should be acknowledged that 
female descriptive representation does not only concern party leadership: 
literature has noted the importance of the number of female candidates 
and leadership at the local level as important drivers of female voters. 
Additionally, due to data unavailability, the measures of individual and 
party positions on gender equality encompass not only the position on 
equal rights for women but also equal rights for the LGBTQ + commu- 
nity. Nevertheless, we believe that defending equality for these groups 
naturally accompanies a more equal position on gender overall, which 
implies that parties that advocate for women’s equal rights are also 
pro-LGBTQ + rights. 
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Despite these limitations, the study at hand uses the best data available 

to illuminate the relationship between the female vote for PRRPs and 
party strategies for representing women. By linking individual and party 
positions on gender equality, we offer an alternative perspective to the 
top-down tradition of studying the female vote for PRRPs, and we can 
effectively study women’s responses to changes in substantive and descrip- 
tive representation. Moreover, by taking a conditional approach to party 
choice and considering how the characteristics of competing parties affect 
the likelihood of a woman voting for a PRRP, we provide a more realistic 
analysis of the trade-offs that women face in their vote choices. 
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