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Abstract 

 

Though women make up only a small fraction of the nation’s legislature, they are often stronger 

legislators than their male colleagues. Scholars have also found that, over time, these women pay 

more attention to issues considered more salient to women voters than their male counterparts 

do. But do women legislators provide better substantive representation to women in the 

electorate in comparison to men? This study utilizes methodology outlined by Frisch and Kelly 

(2003) to determine patterns in congresswomen’s committee assignments, and methodology 

utilized by Michele Swers (2002b) to determine whether women serving in the 111th, 113th, and 

114th Congresses were more likely to sponsor women-salient legislation than men were. From 

there, I aimed to discover whether women serving in Congress have a greater representative 

responsibility than their male counterparts. I hypothesize that on the whole, men are more likely 

than women to achieve assignments to prestigious committees while women are more likely to 

be assigned to committees whose issue jurisdictions are considered more women-salient. I also 

hypothesize that women are more likely to sponsor women-salient legislation than their male 

counterparts are. These hypotheses are mostly supported by the data gathered, but the results also 

show that party control and issue saliency have a great influence over how women choose to 

provide substantive representation and what structural obstacles stand in the way of them doing 

so. The data generally points to the conclusion that women in Congress, who often view 

themselves as representatives of both their constituencies and their entire gender, have a greater 

representative responsibility than their male colleagues.  
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Introduction 

 The day is January 26, 2016. Over the weekend, the Washington, D.C. metro area was hit 

with an intense snowstorm that effectively shuttered all federal government proceedings. East 

Capitol Street is buried under piles of snow measuring two feet tall, as bulldozers emerge from 

all corners of the city to exhume the paths intertwining the nation’s most treasured monuments.  

Federal workers and their families are either tucked away in their homes or enjoying the unusual 

weather by sledding down the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. Members of Congress find 

themselves grounded in their home states, and the halls of the United States Capitol Building 

stand eerily silent. Not a single footfall dares disturb the peace of the abandoned tunnels leading 

to the Senate floor. The Rotunda’s quiet is vigilantly supervised by Brumidi’s rendition of 

George Washington, gazing solemnly from the ceiling upon his own reflection in a pool of clean 

marble. Suddenly: a sharp click. Then, another. And another. It becomes a rhythm, an echoing 

crescendo of metal meeting stone as the sound grows ever nearer. It is a sound that is often 

drowned out in the bustling halls of the Senate office buildings on normal business days. In 

isolation, however, there is no mistaking its source – high heels on marble.  

 The only people who showed up to work in Congress on January 26, 2016, were women. 

Lisa Murkowski (R-AK) and Susan Collins (R-ME) were the only two senators present for the 

procedural session that day, and they were joined by an all-woman administrative staff – this 

included all of the parliamentarians, the floor managers, and even the Senate pages. Murkowski’s 

comments while on the floor summed up the uniqueness of the situation: “This was not 

orchestrated in any way, shape, or form, we came in and looked around and thought that… 

something is genuinely different, and I think it’s genuinely fabulous,” she said. “Perhaps it 
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speaks to the hardiness of women. That [you] put on your boots and put your hat on and get out 

an slog through the mess that’s out there” (Edelman, NY Daily News). 

Background 

 The history of women in the United States Congress is a brief one, with the elections of 

congresswomen relatively few and far between. Prior to the 2016 elections, women held 104 of 

535 seats, or 19.4% of available seats, in the national legislature (CAWP 2017). Despite the 

excitement that revolved around the success of women in the general election that year, the 

number of women in Congress stubbornly remained at 104. The number of women in the House 

went from 84 to 83, and the Senate went from 20 to 21 (CAWP 2017). However, the results of 

this election still display progress for congresswomen from an intersectional standpoint – women 

of color dominated the freshman picks. According to Amber Phillips of the Washington Post, in 

January of 2017, a record number of women of color (38) started their first terms in the 115th 

Congress (Phillips, The Washington Post). While this is an unprecedented number, rejoicing 

over women gaining such a small percentage of seats in Congress makes the lack of women 

holding elected office painfully obvious, especially since the most recent general election comes 

exactly one hundred years after the first congresswoman, Jeannette Rankin, was elected in 1916.  

 The slow growth of the number of women in Congress is something of a conundrum. 

With women representatives widely outnumbered by their male counterparts, there arises the 

concern that women are not being fairly and adequately represented in the national legislature. 

Do congresswomen have an obligation to represent both their constituencies and women as a 

whole? If they do, then how do they fulfill that obligation? That is where the impact of 

substantive representation becomes clear.  Substantive representation by women for women, the 
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most poignant form of representation for the purposes of this study, refers to “the ability of 

representatives to act for women constituents as women constituents would act for themselves if 

they could” (Dodson 2006). Substantive representation is intrinsically connected to how 

congresswomen view their roles as representatives, as opposed to how the electorate views their 

roles. This type of representation is integral to the function of other forms of representation, 

particularly surrogate representation and descriptive representation. None of these forms 

preclude the others; in fact, they tend to go hand-in-hand. Substantive representation is often a 

result of both surrogate and descriptive representation, especially when the representative 

belongs to a minority group, as is the case with women serving in Congress.1   

Literature Review 

The Theory of Representation 

 
 The essence of what it means to undertake the duty of “representation” is most 

thoroughly theorized by Hanna Pitkin’s The Concept of Representation. At its core, 

representation is the paradoxical notion of “making present…something that is nevertheless not 

literally present” (Pitkin 1967, 144). Pitkin posits that representation is trapped in a conflict with 

the perceived roles that representatives may take on while in office. This conflict is known as the 

mandate-independence controversy. This controversy manifests thusly: a representative should 

not be expected to imitate the decisions that his or her constituents would make, as the 

                                                        
1 For the purposes of this study, the general definition of women’s issues includes women’s reproductive health, 

healthcare, family, domestic violence, gender equality, sex abuse and trafficking, and other issues considered highly 

salient for women in particular. In addition, intersectionality is defined as how differing group-based identities (i.e. 

race, gender, ethnicity) come together to form one complex personal experience within the greater socio-economic 

power structure (Crenshaw 1991). During the time period studied, there are two Independent members of the United 

States Senate. Since they caucused with the Democrats, they will be counted as Democrats wherever relevant when 

calculating the representation outcomes. During the discussion of bill sponsorship, the importance of issue saliency 

cannot be ignored. For the purposes of this study, let issue saliency refer to a “cross-disciplinary concept that refers 

to the importance of an issue for a given party in a particular election” (Helbling and Tresch 2011; Chaney 2014). 

Finally, while common vernacular lends the term congresswomen or congresswoman to women serving only in the 

House of Representatives, let those variations serve as terms that encompass both women members of the House of 

Representatives and women members of the U.S. Senate. 
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constituents are often not adequately informed to make policy decisions. That only leaves one 

alternative: that the representative must act in a way that is independent of what his or her 

constituents may desire, but is believed to be the course of action that will be in the best interests 

of those constituents (Pitkin 1967). So the question is this: is a representative mandated to act on 

the wishes of their constituents, or to be independent from them in order to further the welfare of 

said constituents? Pitkin provides no clear answer. “The conceptual principle sets the limit of 

representation”, she says, “of what we are willing to recognize as representing (or a 

representative) and what no longer qualifies. If a state of affairs deviates too much in one 

direction or another, we shall say that it is no longer representation at all (he is simply an 

oligarch; he is simply a tool)” (Pitkin 1967,166). Thus, there are several types of representation 

that aim to postulate what makes a representative. 

Substantive Representation  

 
 Pitkin’s idea of representation, as it pertains to substantive representation, is strongly 

rooted in what most people view as conventional representation when it comes to politics. She 

notes that, “substantive acting for others…[suggests] that the represented thing or person is 

present in action rather than in the characteristics of the actor, or how he is regarded, or the 

formal arrangements which precede or follow the action” (Pitkin 1967, 144). Her concept of 

substantive representation is the base level of the modern definition, founded in action rather 

than description. The ability of representatives to act on behalf of a group stems from other, more 

surface-level types of representation suggested by other scholars, which will be further 

discussed. 

 The existing research on how congresswomen substantively represent women in the 

electorate is extensive and thorough.  Much of the literature suggests that gender plays a large 
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role in how congresswomen shape their legislative agendas. Michele Swers further claims that 

this is apparent in patterns of bill sponsorship. “Gender differences,” Swers states, “are 

particularly pronounced on the women’s rights policies that can be directly connected to 

consequences for women as a group” (Swers 2014, 163). Scholars have also found that over 

time, women who represented the same districts as men sponsored significantly more legislation 

pertaining to women’s issues than the men who served the same constituency (Swers 2014). 

Case studies in varying policy areas also yield similar results; Debra Dodson (2006) found that 

women members of the legislature play an important role in putting issues such as domestic 

violence and women’s health on the congressional agenda. It is for this reason that key pieces of 

legislation such as the Violence Against Women Act and a comprehensive research bill 

allocating funding for women’s health that further created the Office of Women’s Health, were 

created. They also worked to persuade their colleagues to bring legislation out of committee and 

onto the floor (Dodson 2006; Swers 2014). 

  This holds constant among members of other minority groups serving in Congress, as 

evidence has shown that “officeholders from underrepresented groups tend to introduce new 

issues to the agenda and affect the political engagement and participation of citizens” (Dolan and 

Sanbonmatsu 2009, 409). But the question still remains: how do women stand up to the test of 

substantive representation in comparison to their male counterparts? In short, the scholarship 

points to the notion that “women legislators tend, more often than men, to make priorities of 

issues important to women and to introduce and successfully usher those priorities through the 

legislative process” (MacDonald and O'Brien 2011, 472). 
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Surrogate Representation 

 
 There are two other types of representation that come together to facilitate a 

congresswomen’s ability to legislate substantively on behalf of other women. The first, while 

more loosely tied to substantive representation in existing literature than its counterpart, is 

surrogate representation. Jane Mansbridge (2003) defines this as “representation by a 

representative with whom one has no electoral connection— that is, a representative in another 

district” (Mansbridge 2003, 522). This stems from a perceived greater responsibility to 

womankind rather than representation for the purposes of electoral obligation or electoral gain. 

As more women and members of other minority groups have been elected to Congress, the 

legislative agenda has greatly expanded to better address the needs of women and minorities 

(Swers 2002a). Prior research suggests that women members of Congress tend to act as 

surrogates for all American women, even those living outside of their constituencies (Angevine 

2017; Htun 2014; Swers 2002a). Whether this is a result of a perceived obligation to their 

marginalized group or due to personal interests is up for debate. There are many possible motives 

for surrogate representation, including a perceived overall moral good stemming from objective 

interests that look to forward the interests of the country as a whole (Mansbridge 2003). 

Whatever its motivations, there is much to suggest that surrogate and substantive representation 

are inherently related; as Mansbridge further states, “In the United States today, individuals and 

interest groups representing individuals often turn to surrogate representatives to help advance 

their substantive interests, including their ideal-regarding interests” (Mansbridge 2003, 522). An 

example of this would be the breaking of Senators Lisa Murkowski and Susan Collins from their 

party’s ranks to block the Republican Party’s attempt to repeal the Affordable Care Act in July of 

2017. Both disagreed with the new plan’s provision to cut funding to Planned Parenthood, with 
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Collins saying, “Let me be clear that this is not about abortion…this is about interfering with the 

ability of a woman to choose the health care provider who is right for her. This harmful provision 

should have no place in legislation that purports to be about restoring patient choices and 

freedom” (Office of Senator Susan Collins, July 27, 2017).  

Descriptive Representation 

 
 As surrogate representation feeds into substantive representation, so does descriptive 

representation into both of its precursors. Many members of marginalized groups may prefer to 

be represented by “descriptive representatives” or “individuals who in their own backgrounds 

mirror some of the more frequent experiences and outward manifestations of belonging to the 

group” (Mansbridge 1999, 628). Descriptive representation refers to both shared physical 

characteristics and shared experiences between constituent and representative. Mansbridge 

further concludes that that there are at least four contexts in which members of these groups may 

prefer to be represented descriptively, two of which are related to improved substantive 

representation. First, they provide clear communication and identification in contexts of mistrust; 

and second, they provide innovative thinking in contexts of unarticulated interests (Mansbridge 

1999). That is, the descriptive representatives improve dialogue and deliberation of diverse 

interests both between constituent and representative, and amongst representatives. In contexts of 

mistrust, it is typical that there is a dichotomous relationship involving a historically dominant 

group and a historically subordinated one. This relationship is defined by feelings of inattention 

bordering on arrogance from members of the dominant group and deep distrust on the part of the 

subordinate group (Mansbridge 1999). This impairs communication and keeps substantive action 

from being taken on the part of the subordinate group. Descriptive representatives enhance this 

dialogue by removing the barrier of mistrust from the policy-making context. In the context of 
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women substantively representing other women, some scholars claim that it is more likely that 

those who “stand for” women are also more inclined to act on behalf of women (Pitkin 1967; 

Reingold and Haynie 2014), and descriptive representatives are perceived as having loyalty to 

their descriptive groups and their interests (Mansbridge 1999; Reingold and Haynie 2014). In 

addition, descriptive representatives tend to provide clarity when issues on the national docket 

are new and uncrystalized. As issues arise unexpectedly, a constituent can expect their 

descriptive representative to react more or less how the constituent would react to those issues. 

Mansbridge explains: “When interests are uncrystallized, the best way to have one's most 

important substantive interests represented is often to choose a representative whose descriptive 

characteristics match one's own on the issues one expects to emerge. One might want to elect a 

representative from one's own geographical territory, class, or ethnicity” (Mansbridge 1999, 

644). 

Critical Mass Theory 

 
 Some studies suggest that the number of women in a legislative body has a large impact 

on how those women legislate. Critical mass refers to the number of women needed in a given 

legislative body to gain visibility and to create a unified group so “their attitudes and behaviors 

will permeate the mainstream” (Gelb 2002, 431-32). The exact number of women needed in a 

legislative body to achieve critical mass is largely subjective. Sue Thomas (1998), who helped 

conceptualize the idea of critical mass, suggests that the minimum percentage needed to achieve 

critical mass is about 20 percent. Since women serving in legislatures is a fairly new 

phenomenon (particularly in the United States), critical mass can determine how congresswomen 

legislate, because, as Gelb further explains, “with lower numbers women may feel intimidated 

and reluctant to maintain a high profile on women’s issues” (Gelb 2002, 432). For example, in a 
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trend that persisted from the 101st to the 103rd Congress’, a surge in issue saliency surrounding 

women’s health – galvanized by the lack of gender equity in federally funded clinical trials that 

could lead to cures to diseases such as breast cancer – led to a bipartisan effort, headed mainly by 

women representatives, to pass the Women’s Health Equity Act of 1990.  Dodson (2006) claims, 

“women members overcame to some extent both a lack of power and antiearmarking norms (and 

the masculinist values protected by them) when pressures from women inside … and outside (as 

activists and voters) converged… by the 102nd Congress, breast cancer had graduated to ‘highest 

priority’ and created momentum that seemed to carry other women’s health concerns as well” 

(158). However, this is not always the case. In some instances, even a legislature that has reached 

a critical mass of women representatives does not produce women-friendly policy outcomes 

(Childs and Krook 2008).  

 Critics of the critical mass idea maintain that taking the theory of critical mass at face 

value (that is, assuming that achieving a critical mass is the solution to greater gendered 

institutional issues) is flawed. According to Sarah Childs and Mona Lena Krook (2008), “[many] 

studies assume that the percentage of women in the institution is the key determinant of their 

behaviour. As such, they reflect a ‘politics of optimism’ that gender differences can be 

eliminated and, especially, that women’s progress can proceed on a non-conflictual basis, 

provoking little or no reaction from men as a group” (732). This study does not take into account 

other restrictions that keep women from furthering their substantive legislative goals, such as 

committee membership, institutional norms, and the external political environment, including 

electoral incentives and disincentives (Childs and Krook 2008, 733).  

 Other scholars find that reaching critical mass in a legislature actually causes women 

legislators to become less active on women’s issues. Kathleen Bratton (2005), after applying the 
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idea of critical mass to several state legislatures, finds that  “gender differences in agenda-setting 

behavior in some states narrow as the percentage of women in the legislature increases” (121). 

She further discovers that women are more likely to legislate on women’s issues when they 

maintain their token status and are sometimes advantaged in doing so. In the cases of the 

California state legislature and the Illinois state legislature, women who remained tokens actually 

fared better than their male counterparts in achieving the passage of bills they sponsored (Bratton 

2005). Jocelyn Crowley (2004) in turn finds that women legislators become less effective at 

passing child support laws the closer the legislature comes to reaching a critical mass, and that 

tokens do not necessarily form coalitions to forward policy goals, but rather operate as individual 

actors. She concludes that regardless of their token status, or perhaps because of it, women still 

have a substantial impact on shaping policy outcomes. These findings may serve as ammunition 

for those who take issue with the integrity of critical mass theory. 

The Committee Assignment Process 

 
 A structural factor that may influence how congresswomen are able to legislate is the 

committee assignment process. For any member of Congress, their assignment to various 

committees serves as a marker of status and power in the legislature, as it is through committee 

positions that members of Congress can begin to exercise their legislative agenda (Fenno 1973). 

Research shows that over the course of the committee assignment process, gendered patterns 

emerge in both committee requests and request satisfaction. Scott Frisch and Sean Kelly (2003) 

yield some significant findings on these patterns; first, they looked at requests made for 

membership on more stereotypically feminine committees. When looking at Education and 

Labor, they found that slightly more Democratic women placed this as a first choice than 

Democratic men while no Republican members did (Frisch and Kelly 2003). In terms of 
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requesting “power” committees, or those viewed as more prestigious, on the whole, first term 

and incumbent women from both parties were more likely than men to request positions on the 

top four most prestigious committees (Ways and Means, Appropriations, Budget, and Rules) as 

well as the committees with the largest policy jurisdiction, Energy and Commerce (Frisch and 

Kelly 2003). As for request satisfaction, Frisch notes, “Among Democrats, first term women 

House members seemed to be at a disadvantage in receiving a preferred committee assignment 

relative to their male counterparts. More than half of first term men received their first committee 

request while only 40% of first term women received their first committee request…[in turn,] 

Republican women seemed to be at a greater disadvantage relative to their Democratic 

counterparts. As first term members, Republican women had only a one-in-four chance of 

receiving the first committee requested” (Frisch and Kelly 2003, 9). Some of these patterns seem 

to arise across party lines, while others (such as powerful assignment requests), are more split 

across gender lines. Swers finds that women are more likely to become active on social welfare 

issues if they are in the majority party, but more recently Republican women shifted away from 

feminist issues as they advanced to the majority for fear of alienating their socially conservative 

base (Swers 2002a).   

 Sally Friedman further examines the ability of women and minority members to attain 

positions on prestigious committees and their desires to do so. She notes that while, in theory, 

minority members should expect equal opportunities for advancement, “literature on women and 

minorities begins from the perspective of barriers to equal treatment: an old boy network, 

stereotyping about capabilities and interests, a lack of knowledge about the political process, and 

outright discrimination” (Friedman 1996, 73). Her study, which uses committee assignment data 

ranging from 1965-1994, finds that “equity has characterized the assignments of recent decades, 
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but projections into the future hinge on external and internal conditions. If women and minorities 

wish to continue to improve their positions, they must maintain the type of effort that brought 

about the 1970s gains or the 1993 gains for women” (Friedman 1996, 79).  

 Furthermore, as the breadth of committee assignments for women increases in variety, so 

does their ability to act substantively. “Since the entry of the 1992 class, a woman’s voice has 

been heard across a much larger portion of the legislative agenda… such representation has the 

substantive benefit of representing women on the agenda setting stage, as well as the possibility 

of incorporating a female point of view into a wide range of issues, even those not traditionally 

categorized as ‘women’s issues’” (Arnold and King 2002, 309). While this holds true, committee 

appointments with high institutional value, such as on the “Big Four” Senate Committees 

(Finance, Foreign Relations, Appropriations, and Armed Services) still elude women. Finance, 

the Senate’s most powerful committee, has been particularly lacking in women’s voices. The 

107th Congress saw the first time women were appointed to this committee with the concurrent 

appointments of Blanche Lambert Lincoln and Olympia Snowe. The absence of women on 

Finance prior to this meant that women had no voice in legislation pertaining to Social Security, 

taxation, trade, and tax-related health care proposals (Arnold and King 2002).  

 Gendered patterns also appear as researchers look into how women behave in committee. 

Michele Swers (2002a) notes that when women are in the minority on a committee, they may 

feel responsible for bringing women’s issues forward in that committee. Swers interviewed one 

Democratic congresswomen who maintained that “‘as the only woman on the – Committee for 

many years, I was the only one thinking from a woman’s point of view, so I had to be 

responsible for bringing women and family issues to the table on top of everything else’” (Swers 

2002a, 74). Some research finds that women’s leadership styles on committees differ drastically 
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from those of their male colleagues. On the state level, women on committees exhibit a more 

collegial leadership style and create an inclusive working environment by including peers in 

committee activities (Rosenthal in Swers 2002a). Swers runs a number of scenarios and finds 

that “congresswomen are more likely to use their committee positions to advocate for women’s 

issues… in addition, both Republican and Democratic women are more likely to offer feminist 

amendments than are their male colleagues...however, the importance of gender to the decision 

to sponsor social welfare amendments is largely overwhelmed by party affiliation, district 

characteristics, and committee position” (Swers 2002a, 96-97).   

Electoral/ Reelection Incentives  

 One factor that scholars concur has a substantial influence on how representatives act is 

the approval of the electorate. David Mayhew (1974) posits that members of Congress are 

rational actors who value reelection above all else. He notes that while some representative 

assemblies have higher turnover rates than others, America’s national legislature has a uniquely 

high level of member retention. Mayhew also approaches the question of the electoral incentive 

as an isolated one. While noting that this does some injustice to the factual nature of 

representation as a whole, he attempts to control for outstanding factors such as policy 

preferences and party loyalty. However, he is not in a temporal position to control for gender 

determinants of legislative behavior. Despite Mayhew’s drawbacks, other scholars have since 

adopted aspects of his view of members of Congress as purely rational actors; Dennis Simon and 

Barbara Palmer (2010), for instance, claim that members’ voting records are a product not only 

of ideology and party — or even gender — but of differences in the constituencies they 

represent. This view incorporates electoral incentives as one of many variables that dictate 

legislative activity. 
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 However, when Mayhew’s theory is actually applied to the case of women as a group, the 

parameters  of electoral incentives change slightly. Some scholars claim that the assumption 

made that electoral incentives outweigh gendered incentives is a fallacy. “It is a long-standing 

canon of rational choice congressional research that the need to secure reelection guarantees that 

all legislators will adhere to the demands of the constituency,” Swers states, “[but] this premise 

suggests that social identities such as gender are largely irrelevant to the shape of policy 

outcomes” (Swers 2002b, 262). Additionally, Anouk Lloren (2015) finds that women legislators 

respond more to feminist issues than to the electoral preferences of women, and that gender does 

have an impact on how women legislate. While reelection incentives are still highly important to 

women policymakers, it is also necessary to recognize that women may be elected by and serve 

inherently different constituencies than their male colleagues. Swers continues: “Research 

suggests that the same geographical constituency can support many different reelection 

constituencies… thus, a female candidate may be more likely to attract supporters who are 

concerned with women’s issues” (Swers 2002b, 262).  Thus, women’s desires to follow a largely 

women-friendly policy agenda may not conflict with their electoral needs in the first place. 

Gender Bias/ Gender Perceptions 

 
 Another theory that may explain how women act (or are able to act) in Congress is based 

on the notion that there is a gender bias in the electorate against women.  When assessing the 

traits necessary for leadership, the final evaluations on the part of voters come down to the 

foundations of psychological processes of interpersonal perception, interpretation, and 

judgments. Michele Paludi (2016) notes that since gender can be viewed as a set of expectations 

about how one should act, it is fair to assume that a member of the electorate will make their 

decision about a women candidate based on how that candidate’s actions conform to female 
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gender roles (Paludi 2016). The traits of quality leaders are typically associated with masculine 

sorted traits such as dominance, agency, and competitiveness, while women are expected to 

exhibit nurturance, compassion, and sensitivity – in essence, women should be interpersonally 

oriented and interpersonally skilled (Paludi 2016). Thus, many women who seek public office 

are forced to navigate the “double bind”, or the “catch-22 that female leaders confront… [when] 

women who enter politics and other leadership positions are faced with the dilemma to prove 

themselves as both feminine and competent as if the two were mutually exclusive” (Jones 2016, 

627). While navigating the challenges that come with running for elected office, such as 

financing a campaign and mobilizing voters, women candidates must simultaneously overcome 

the added restrictions of the double bind.  

 This societal barrier can both be responsible for which women choose to run and how 

they act after their elections. Sarah Anzia and Christopher Berry (2011) suggest that “selection 

into office is different for women than it is for men, resulting in important differences in the 

performance of male and female legislators once they are elected” (Anzia and Berry 2011, 478). 

Using regression models, these authors attempt to prove the idea of sex-based selection, positing 

that the electorate already has a negative view of women who run for elected office because the 

traits needed to be a successful politician and those that are inherently feminine seem to voters to 

be contradictory.  Sarah Fulton (2012) finds that “although the scholarship on stereotypes 

uncovers strong evidence of the use of sex-based cues at the individual level, empirical evidence 

of bias at the aggregate level has been suppressed by the omission of an intervening variable in 

the causal model linking gender to election outcomes” (Fulton 2012, 310), and that when that 

variable is included, “relative to men, women have to work harder at developing greater political 

quality to be equally competitive” (Fulton 2012, 311). Furthermore, she notes a study of an 
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ANES data series by Kathleen Dolan and Kira Sanbonmatsu (2009), which concluded that the 

average voter prefers that men occupy 60 percent of political offices, whereas only 10 percent of 

respondents preferred that government be composed mostly of women. Fulton goes on to claim 

that sex stereotypes on issue competence, personality traits, and ideology are linked to voter 

trends, even though aggregate results suggest gender parity and the absence of bias in the voting 

population (Fulton 2012). 

 In addition to gendered differences in how the electorate perceives candidates, men and 

women view their qualifications differently. As Anzia and Berry (2011) point out, “it does not 

matter whether women are elected to public office at lower rates than men because they perceive 

their own qualifications differently or because bias against women in the electorate produces a 

barrier to entry for them. The central implication of sex-based political selection is that the 

women we observe in office will, on average, outperform the men” (489). That is, because 

women often view themselves as less qualified than their male counterparts and have more 

obstacles to overcome in order to achieve elected office, only the most educated, most qualified, 

and most determined women will become legislators.  

Intersectionality  

 Another factor that pervades legislative choice is intersectionality. This term, though it 

ties directly in to the idea of descriptive representation, merits its own discussion due to the 

increasing gravity of identity in modern American politics. As the issues encompassed by 

identity politics increase in saliency, so does the interplay between socially constructed identities 

and the impact of how those identities are assigned niches in the socio-political hierarchy. As of 

late, this topic has become one of great interest for some scholars. Kimberle Crenshaw (1991) 

first coined the term “intersectionality” as a way to reconcile how people within the same 
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marginalized or privileged group experience differing levels of discrimination or privilege based 

on other how their identities interact. As those identities meet in real time, congresswomen must 

reconcile their gender with other traits that shape their experiences while acting as substantive 

representatives. 

 Black Women 

 Marianne Githens and Jewel Prestage (1977) note that politics in America is, at its core, a 

white man’s business.  It is the exact inverse of these two identities that suffer the greatest levels 

of discrimination in the nation’s legislature. While the political environment has been seldom 

hospitable to women in general, women of color are at the greatest disadvantage when it comes 

to representation in both the upper and lower chambers. Since women were able to enter the 

political arena, there has been a “pervasive and persistent underrepresentation of women of color 

in elective offices” (Hawkesworth 2010, 251).  Black women, in turn, have been doubly 

excluded from full participation in political and professional life by the sexual discrimination 

that restricts all women, and the racial discrimination that restricts all black people (Bryce and 

Warrick 1977).   

 Over time, research has been conducted on the impact of gender and race on political 

representation. However, seldom have authors investigated how race and gender combine to 

influence representation. Kathleen Bratton, Kerry Haynie, and Beth Reingold (2006) conducted 

research on the state level that points to black women responding to both women interests and to 

black interests. Since black women make up the largest group of people who are members of 

both a gendered minority group and a racial minority group in Congress, they operate uniquely 

within the realm of political representation. Bratton, Haynie, and Reingold maintain that this 

means they are more influenced by their institutional surroundings than their intersectional 



 22 

identities. Others, such as Byron Orey et al. (2006) find that black women are more likely to 

produce progressive legislation, thus positing that their combined identities affect how they 

legislate more than their institutional surroundings. In short, black women’s unique position in 

the realm of American politics, whether it stems from suffering sexism and racism 

simultaneously, or from their comparatively recent entry into the political realm, means that their 

responsibility to provide substantive representation is greater while the obstacles in their path are 

more numerous. 

Other Identities and Intersectional Impact 

 The research on Latina representation specifically is fairly sparse, but Wallace (2014) 

finds that Latinx legislators as a whole are typically only more active on salient issues when 

compared to their non-Latinx counterparts. In addition, while an analysis of LGBT women 

legislators would be ideal for the purposes of this study, there is not an adequate number in the 

national legislature to create  an accurate data set and there is very little literature on this specific 

topic. However, there is some evidence to suggest that in advanced democratic institutions, 

parties have often courted LGBT voters and candidates for office in “a reductive and limited 

manner” (Chaney 2013, 115). This conclusion points to possible institutional homophobia that 

restricts open members of the LGBT community from full political participation. Although there 

are very few LGBT members of Congress, members of Congress have done better at 

representing members of the LGBT community over time. However, their willingness to provide 

symbolic representation to LGBT people – that is, the way that a representative stands for the 

LGBT community – depends largely on public opinion (Pitkin 1967; Hansen and Treul 2015). 

  Intersectional identities cannot be ignored when assessing women’s attempts to provide 

representation to women in the electorate, as there are complex components of a person’s 
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identity that also influence how that individual provides and receives representation. In the 

broader realm of intersectional identities influencing legislative activity, scholars find that as the 

national legislature increases in racial, ethnic, and gender diversity, the issue docket of Congress 

also diversifies, thus providing evidence that identity components have significant impact on 

shaping a legislative body (Minta and Sinclair-Chapman 2013; Dolan and Sanbonmatsu 2009; 

Swers 2014).  

Methodology 

 
  This research replicated two existing studies in order to provide updated data on both 

committee assignments for women legislators and their bill sponsorship activities. Two time 

periods were selected in an attempt to control for periods of party leadership. The 111th Congress 

is the most recent Congress under complete Democratic control, the 113th is the most recent split 

Congress (the House in Republican control and the Senate in Democratic control), and the 114th 

is the most recent Congress under complete Republican control. The 115th will not be included 

because it is not yet a full Congress.  

  Fifteen years ago, Frisch and Kelly (2003) published “A Place at the Table: Women’s 

Committee Requests and Women’s Committee Assignments in the U.S. House” in Women & 

Politics, which uses various archival sources containing committee preference data from the 86th 

to 103rd Congresses. This study intended to update these models using assignment data through 

information obtained from the Congressional Research Service via publicly released reports on 

member committee assignments, as well as other archival sources and Congressional 

publications. Since committee request data was not available, Frisch and Kelly’s methodology 

was applied to a different data set that encompasses actual committee assignments rather than 

requested assignments. This data was then converted into raw percentages that indicate 
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gender/party bloc assignments, or the percentage of each gender within in a given party, either 

Republican or Democrat (i.e. “X% of Democratic women, X% of Republican men”). Two 

prestige committees in each chamber (Ways and Means and Appropriations in the House, and 

Appropriations and Rules and Administration in the Senate) and two women-salient committees 

in each chamber (Education and the Workforce and Energy and Commerce in the House, and 

Health, Education, Labor and Pensions and Environment and Public Works in the Senate) were 

selected for membership analysis throughout the 111th, 113th, and 114th Congresses in order to 

measure emerging gendered patterns in the committee assignment process.  

 The second avenue taken in order to measure the representative responsibility of 

congresswomen was through their bill sponsorship. Using sponsorship data available on 

Congress.gov and methodology similar to that used by Michele Swers (2002b), this study 

categorized legislation sponsored by members of Congress throughout the same time period into 

an “expansive”, and a “restrictive” category. To do this, the sponsorships of legislation 

surrounding the women-salient issue category of women’s health were examined. The study then 

compared how often women sponsor women-salient legislation in comparison to their male 

counterparts over the 111th, 113th and 114th Congresses. Since healthcare was generally salient 

during the time periods studied, legislation on a non-salient issue (preschool-level education) 

was also measured to determine how issue saliency impacts women’s substantive representation. 

Through this information, it was possible to ascertain the intent of congresswomen to provide 

substantive representation to women in the electorate and their institutional ability to do so. 

Delegates and other non-voting members were not included in these data sets, as their ability to 

vote on legislation is restricted outside of committee and they cannot provide substantive 

representation to their constituents to the extent that their colleagues can. In addition, only 
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legislation that (if passed) will carry the force of the law was included in the data sets – this 

included bills and joint resolutions, and excluded simple resolutions, concurrent resolutions, and 

amendments.  

Hypotheses 

 
 Based on the prior literature on the topic, this thesis generally hypothesizes that 

congresswomen’s actions indicate that they have a greater representative responsibility than their 

male counterparts. Because women make up a disproportionally small percentage of the national 

legislature in comparison to the proportion women who are present in the national electorate, 

they must carry both the interests of their respective constituencies and women as a whole with 

them to Washington. Without the added attention that congresswomen pay to issues that most 

directly affect their gender, Congress would overlook many women salient policy issues such as 

access to abortions and birth control, medical research on breast cancer, and domestic violence. 

Hypothesis 1: Congresswomen tend to substantively represent other women through both their 

committee assignments and legislative activities. 

 The background on women’s committee assignments suggests that women have had to 

overcome gendered obstacles in order to gain appointments to the most powerful committees in 

Congress, but that there are also gendered patterns across other committee assignments (Frisch 

and Kelly 2003; Swers 2002a; Friedman 1996; Arnold and King 2002). As the basis of 

descriptive representation maintains, members of the same minority group often share similar 

experiences that influence how their decision-making procedures develop over time. It follows 

that the legislative agendas of congresswomen are more inclined to provide substantive 

representation to women in the electorate through their committee assignments.  
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Hypothesis 2a: Women are more likely to be assigned to “women-salient” committees and less 

likely to be assigned to “prestige” committees than men are. 

 The literature maintains that women have historically been absent from the membership 

of the most powerful committees in Congress (Arnold and King 2002). While this has changed 

somewhat with the passage of time, the obstacles that women face when seeking prestigious 

positions in Congress have not disappeared entirely. Another aspect that may affect how women 

are assigned to committees is seniority. Women are largely new players in the political arena, so 

many male incumbents are more senior than their women counterparts. Thus, they have had the 

opportunity to participate in the institutional mobility characteristic of achieving powerful 

positions and committee assignments. In addition, since men make have historically made up a 

greater portion of party leadership over the studied time period, it is possible that the committee 

assignment process has produced gendered outcomes based on the biases held by those in charge 

of the process itself. 

Hypothesis 2b: The pattern of bill sponsorship amongst women legislators indicates that women 

typically sponsor more legislation that revolves around “women-salient” issues than men do.  

 The background on women’s representation is firmly rooted in measurements of bill 

sponsorship, and much of the literature on descriptive, surrogate, and substantive representation 

suggests that women draw from personal needs and experiences when shaping their legislative 

agendas. The study by Swers (2002b) that I am replicating suggests as much, so I expect that 

while the amount of sponsorships over time may be influenced by party control and issue 

saliency, on the whole, women are more likely to introduce legislation that is meant to directly 

benefit women than men are.  
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Data and Analysis 

 
General Information 

 
 Over the time periods studied, the total number of women serving in the United States 

Congress increased steadily, but this varied slightly based on party ID. Figure 1 indicates that 

Democratic women far outnumbered Republican women consistently for each Congress, but that 

Republican women have also been gaining ground; between the 113th and 114th Congresses, 

Democratic women lost two Senate seats that ultimately went to Republican women, while 

Republican women gained three House seats to the Democrats’ one. On the whole, women 

continued to gain seats as time went on; in the two full Congresses between the 111th and 113th, 

women gained ten seats between both chambers, and they gained four seats between the 113th 

and 114th Congresses.   

 Senate - D House - D Senate - R House - R Total 

111th Congress 13 56 4 17 90 

113th Congress 16 61 4 19 100 

114th Congress 16 62 6 22 100 

Figure 1: Party ID of Women Serving During the 111th, 113th, and 114th Congresses 

*Note: This table does not include women who resigned within a year into each Congress or the Democratic delegates 

from Guam, the Virgin Islands, or Washington, D.C. Does include vacancy appointments and special election 

winners. Data provided by CAWP.  

 

 While the steady increases in the number of sitting Congresswomen are promising, the 

raw percentages provide a stark contrast between the representative power and responsibility of 

men and women in Congress. During these three Congresses, women occupied a total of 16.8%, 

18.7%, and 19.4% of available seats respectively. This data and prior research does seem to 

suggest that party power has an influence in how women are able to provide substantive 

representation (such as Republican women’s restraint on women’s issues after their party took 

the majority), but it also shows that time and issue saliency play an important role. As time 

progressed, women gained seats, but their proportion by party showed an interesting trend across 
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the time periods studied. Over the 111th, 113th, and 114th Congress, women made up 22%, 30%, 

and 33% of Democrats and about 10%, 8%, and 9% of Republicans respectively. As the 

percentage of Democratic congresswomen serving in Congress consistently rose with each 

Congress regardless of the party in power, the percentage of Republican congresswomen 

experienced a downward swing that correlated with their party’s rise to power in the House and 

the Democrats’ loss of seats in the Senate.    

Committee Assignments  

Prestige Committees 

 The raw numbers yielded after examining Congressional committee assignments over the 

111th, 113th, and 114th Congresses are largely unsurprising. Figure 2 shows that each committee 

studied had significantly more men serving on them. The Senate Committee on Appropriations 

had the largest proportion of women in its membership during this period. Of the 30 seats 

available, women held 7 of them during the 111th and 113th Congresses, and 8 of them 114th 

Congress. As a percentage, they made up between 23% and 27% of the full committee 

membership respectively. The committee with the smallest proportion of women serving on it 

during the periods studied was the House Committee on Ways and Means, with women making 

up between 9% and 10% of the full committee membership. Women gained one seat on Senate 

Appropriations while men lost one in the 114th Congress. In the meantime, the number of women 

serving on Ways and Means did not change, while men lost two seats after the 111th Congress.  

 With the exception of the membership of men on the House Appropriations Committee in 

the 111th Congress, the number of available seats on each of these four committees stayed largely 

the same, and the seats lost or picked up by both men and women never deviated more than one 

or two seats for either gender. The overall mobility on these committees was fairly stagnant and 
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there does not seem to be a significant difference in the number of women serving on prestige 

committees across changes in party power. It is worth noting that women gained one seat on both 

the Senate and House Appropriations Committees when Republicans were in control of those 

chambers.  

 

Figure 2: Prestige Committee Assignments by Gender 

*Committee assignment data compiled by author via information available on various committee websites and 

 Congressional Research Service Report on 111th Congressional membership.  

 
 While the number of women serving on committees is a useful indicator of power shifts 

over time, it does little to showcase congresswomen’s likelihood of being assigned to certain 

committees in comparison to their male counterparts. Figure 3 shows the percentage of each 

gender/party bloc serving on each committee. Converting the sheer numbers of committee 

membership into percentages in this manner serves as an equalizer across gender and party, thus 

providing a more accurate measurement of assignment likelihood. This produced results that 

contradicted some of the hypotheses. The obvious outlier present in this data set is that during 

the 111th Congress, 75% of Republican women served on the Senate Appropriations Committee. 
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This is because, as Figures 1 and 2 show, of the 4 Republican women serving in the United 

States Senate during that Congress, 3 of them sat on the Senate Appropriations Committee. 

During the 113th and 114th Congresses, 75% dropped to 50% because Republican women serving 

on Senate Appropriations dropped from 3 to 2 in the 113th and then jumped from 2 to 3 in the 

114th, the same Congress that the total number of Republican women in the Senate went from 4 

to 6. While Republican women were the most likely to be assigned to Senate Appropriations, 

Democratic women were also slightly more likely than both Democratic and Republican men to 

gain assignment to Senate Appropriations for all three Congresses.  Membership on the House 

Committee on Appropriations showed a similar trend; on the whole, women were more likely 

than men to be assigned to this committee during the 113th and 114th Congresses, and were only 

slightly less likely to be assigned to this committee than their male colleagues were during the 

111th Congress (0.94% less likely, to be exact). Democratic women were more likely to be 

assigned to House Appropriations than Republican women during the 111th Congress when their 

party was in control of the chamber, while Republican women were more likely to be assigned to 

this committee during 113th and 114th when the Republicans took control.  

 The gender breakdown of the House Committee on Ways and Means and the Senate 

Committee on Rules and Administration members yielded extremely different results. 

Democratic women were overwhelmingly less likely to be assigned to Ways and Means than 

their Republican counterparts or their male counterparts during every Congress studied, and their 

chances only decreased when their party lost control of the chamber. Republican women were  

less likely to be assigned to Ways and Means than both Democratic and Republican men only  

during the 111th Congress, but were more likely to gain assignment to this committee than men 
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Figure 3: Prestige Committee Assignments by Gender and Party ID (%) 

*Committee assignment data compiled by author via information available on various committee websites and 

Congressional Research Service Report on 111th Congressional membership.  
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of both parties during the 113th and 114th Congresses. Membership on the Senate Committee on 

Rules and Administration varied widely across all three Congresses. During the 111th Congress, 

Republican women were technically the most likely to gain membership, but this is because one 

Republican woman out of the four in the Senate served on that committee at the time, meaning 

that their membership was inflated to 25%. Democratic women were less likely to serve on Rules 

than men of both parties during the 111th, but equally as likely as Democratic men during the 

113th. Democratic women then went back to being less likely than all other gender/party blocs to 

serve on Rules during the 114th. During the 113th Congress, no Republican women served on 

Rules and Administration. 

Women-Salient Committees 

 As expected, these committees showed more variance in membership makeup than 

prestige committees did across both gender and party. Figure 4 shows that the number of women 

serving on these committees was more sensitive to party control in the House than in the Senate. 

When the Republicans took control of the House during the 113th Congress, the number of 

women serving on both the House Committee on Education and the Workforce and on the House 

Committee on Energy and Commerce dropped significantly. Though this does correlate with a 

decrease in available seats on both committees, women lost 5 seats on Energy and Commerce 

alone during the 113th while men lost only 1 seat on the same committee. Women regained a 

collective 4 seats that they lost during the 113th on both committees during the 114th while men 

lost 5 seats. In addition, women fared slightly better in getting assigned to Education and the 

Workforce, making up between 18% and 25% of the Committee throughout all three Congresses, 

while also making up between 15% and 22% of Energy and Commerce during the same time 

period. 
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 On the Senate side, the number of women on the Senate Committee on Health, 

Education, Labor, and Pensions (HELP) uniformly increased over all three Congresses. During 

the 113th, men lost two seats on HELP while women gained two, and the 114th see men retained 

the same amount of seats while women gain 2 again. The membership of women on HELP 

jumped drastically in this time period, from 18% of the committee’s total membership in the 

111th to 33% in the 114th. The membership on the Senate Committee on Environment and Public 

Works stayed largely the same, with women making up between 18% and 20% of the committee 

over the course of the three Congresses. Environment and Public Works gained one woman 

during the 114th Congress, but otherwise the number of women on the committee did not change 

at all.  

 

Figure 4: Women-Salient Committee Assignments by Gender 

*Committee assignment data compiled by author via information available on various committee websites and 

Congressional Research Service Report on 111th Congressional membership 

 

  Looking past the numbers of women-salient committee memberships to the 

proportionality of the gender/party blocs, Figure 5 shows that during the 111th Congress both 
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Republican and Democratic women were more likely than men to be assigned to Education and 

the Workforce in the House, while Republican women fared slightly better than Democratic 

women. Membership on this committee then fluctuated drastically; In the 113th, Democratic 

men became the most likely to be assigned to this committee, followed very closely by 

Republican men, and then by Republican women, with Democratic women being the least 

likely. The 114th then saw Democratic women become the most likely to be assigned to 

Education and the Workforce, with Republican women following close behind.   

  Democratic women were generally less likely to be assigned to House Committee on 

Energy and Commerce during the 113th and 114th Congresses when Republicans had control of 

the chamber, while Republican women were consistently more likely than any other 

gender/party combination to be assigned to Energy and Commerce over all three Congresses. 

The proportional membership on the Senate HELP Committee was almost evenly split between 

each of the four combinations of gender/party during the 111th Congress, but after that women 

were more likely than their male colleagues in both parties to be assigned to Senate HELP, with 

Democratic women being more likely than Republican women to serve on HELP during the 

113th Congress and less likely than Republican women during the 114th Congress.  

  Finally, women were the more likely than men to serve on the Senate Committee on 

Environment and Public Works in every Congress. During the 111th, Democratic women were 

the most likely to serve on Environment and Public Works, but their bloc’s membership on this 

committee dropped sharply during the 113th and 114th. No Republican women served on 

Environment and Public works during the 111th, but they became more likely than men from 

both parties and Democratic women to serve on this committee during the 113th and 114th 
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Figure 5: Women-Salient Committees by Gender and Party ID (%) 

*Committee assignment data compiled by author via information available on various committee websites and 

Congressional Research Service Report on 111th Congressional membership.  
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Congresses. The proportion of both Democratic and Republican men on Environment and Public 

Works stayed fairly stagnant throughout the time periods studied. 

Bill Sponsorship 

Women’s Health (Salient Issue) 

 
 The raw numbers gathered for patterns of bill sponsorship on women’s health issues 

during the 111th, 113th, and 114th Congresses essentially corroborates the original findings of 

Michele Swers (2002b). Most of the sponsorships (regardless of party or gender) were for bills 

that expanded opportunities and access to women’s healthcare. These bills dealt with a variety of 

issues, including increasing access to family planning and cancer screenings. There were also 

several bills introduced to increase access to contraceptives and abortion, including some seeking 

to provide federal funding to Planned Parenthood. Democratic women were the most active on 

these women-salient health issues during the 111th Congress, while Republican women were 

most active on these issues during the 114th Congress. In general, this shows that women tended 

to be more active on women’s issues when their party was in power (see Figure 6). Democratic 

men provided the most total sponsorships for expansive women’s health legislation over all three 

Congresses, sponsoring 95 pieces of legislation to Democratic women’s 92, Republican men’s 

52, and Republican women’s 12.  

  111th Congress 113th Congress 114th Congress 

Men (D) 48 22 25 

Women (D) 35 26 31 

Men (R) 16 13 23 

Women (R) 2 2 8 

Total Sponsorships 101 63 87 

Figure 6: Sponsorships of Women's Health Legislation (Expansive) 

*Bill sponsorship data compiled by author via an Advanced Search of women’s health legislation on Congress.gov. 
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 The total number of sponsorships also changed as party power shifted. The largest output 

of expansive women’s health legislation sponsorships occurred during the 111th Congress when 

Democrats controlled both chambers, while the smallest output of sponsorships occurred during 

the 113th, when Republicans held the House and Democrats held the Senate. Democrats 

consistently introduced more bills, with Democratic men introducing the most during the 111th 

and Democratic women introducing the most during the 113th and 114th Congresses.  

 Women’s activity on both expansive and restrictive women’s health issues hinged largely 

on whether or not their party was in power. There were very few restrictive women’s health bills 

introduced over the course of the three Congresses studied, but those that were had to do with 

restricting access to contraceptives, defunding Planned Parenthood, or putting more stringent 

controls on abortions. While no Democratic women or Democratic men sponsored any 

legislation restrictive to women’s health over the course of the three Congresses, Republican 

women became more active on legislation meant to restrict women’s health as their party came 

to power. The group to sponsor the largest amount of restrictive women’s health legislation 

during every Congress studied was Republican men.  

  111th Congress 113th Congress 114th Congress 

Men (D) 0 0 0 

Women (D) 0 0 0 

Men (R) 7 2 5 

Women (R) 0 1 3 

Total Sponsorships 7 3 8 

Figure 7: Sponsorships of Women's Health Legislation (Restrictive) 

*Bill sponsorship data compiled by author via an Advanced Search of women’s health legislation on Congress.gov. 

 

 When observing the proportions of the gender/party blocs that sponsored expansive 

women’s health legislation, the data indicates that women consistently sponsored more women-

salient legislation than their male counterparts did. Figure 8 shows that Democratic women were 

most likely to sponsor expansive women’s health legislation for every Congress studied 
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regardless of party control. However, the total percentage of that gender/party bloc that 

introduced this kind of legislation did depend on which party was the majority; the percentage of 

Democratic women that sponsored expansive women’s legislation was lowest during the 113th 

Congress when Republicans had control of the House. This percentage grew during the 114th 

Congress when Republicans had control of both chambers. The pattern of Republican women’s 

sponsorship shows that they, like Democratic women, were more active on women’s health 

legislation when their party was the majority in both chambers. Both Democratic and Republican 

women experienced a drop in sponsorship on expansive women’s health legislation when party 

control was split between the two chambers during the 113th Congress, and both Republican and 

Democratic women were more likely than their male counterparts of the same party to sponsor 

expansive women’s health legislation for every Congress. The men of both parties were most 

likely to sponsor expansive women’s health legislation when their party was in 

full control of Congress and least likely to sponsor this kind of legislation when their party was 

the minority in both chambers. 

 

Figure 8: Women's Health (Expansive) Sponsorships by Gender and Party ID (%) 

*Bill sponsorship data compiled by author via an Advanced Search of women’s health legislation on Congress.gov. 
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Preschool Education (Non-Salient Issue) 

 
  Legislative activity on women’s health indicates some differences in women’s versus 

men’s activity on women-salient issues. However, it is important to note that healthcare in 

general was a highly salient issue during the time period studied (2009-2010, 2013-2016). 

During the years studied, Congress saw the passage of the Patient Protection and Affordable 

Care Act, a landmark piece of healthcare legislation that reshaped the landscape of the national 

healthcare market. This legislation also changed how women-specific healthcare measures are 

addressed and implemented. Thus, legislation surrounding women’s health saw an increase in 

activity for reasons outside of gender (e.g. electoral incentives). Because of this, it is important to 

stand the data on women’s health legislation next to data on a generally non-salient issue that is 

often framed as a women-salient issue. From a gender congruent standpoint, preschool-level 

education works well as a tool for measurement.  

  111th Congress 113th Congress 114th Congress 

Men (D) 33 32 27 

Women (D) 8 9 12 

Men (R) 2 7 9 

Women (R) 1 3 1 

Total Sponsorships 44 51 49 

Figure 9: Sponsorships of Preschool Education Legislation 

*Bill sponsorship data compiled by author via an Advanced Search of preschool education legislation on 

Congress.gov. 

  

 Figure 9 shows that the most obvious difference between women’s health legislation and 

preschool education legislation is that far fewer bills were introduced on preschool education. 

This is hardly surprising, as with non-salient issues there is simply less attention paid to them 

because there is less to gain from sponsoring legislation on these issues. But who was most likely 

to sponsor this kind of legislation? Figure 10 shows that the patterns of bill sponsorship on 

preschool education yielded fewer obvious patterns than those apparent in women’s health 
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legislation.  For one, the scale is very different. For any of the Congresses studied, no more than 

13.16% of any gender/partly bloc sponsored legislation surrounding the issue of preschool 

education. 

 Republican men were overwhelmingly less likely to sponsor legislation on this issue for 

every Congress studied (they never surpassed 3%). The pattern of sponsorships for Republican 

women is a bit puzzling – on the whole, they were least likely to legislate on this issue when 

their party was in control of both chambers, and most likely to do so when party control was split 

between chambers. Democratic men were increasingly more likely to legislate on this non-salient 

issue as their party lost control of both chambers, and Democratic women were also most likely 

to legislate on this issue when their party was not in control of either chamber.  

 

Figure 10: Preschool Education Sponsorships by Gender and Party ID (%) 

*Bill sponsorship data compiled by author via an Advanced Search of preschool education legislation on 

Congress.gov. 
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committees when their party is in control of the chamber. The membership numbers on these 

committees remained fairly stagnant over the time periods studied, which is unsurprising, since 

seniority is a common marker of membership on these committees. Theoretically, this could 

have been a disadvantage to women in Congress, as women are fairly new political players, but 

this was not always true. On some prestige committees, such as both Senate and House 

Appropriations, women were more likely to gain membership than men regardless of party 

control. This does not support my prior hypothesis that women are less likely to be assigned to 

prestige committees than their male colleagues, but rather suggests that party control is a more 

important factor than gender when it comes to assignments on some of these committees. One 

possible explanation for this is Anzia and Berry’s (2011) idea that women are superior legislators 

because they have to accomplish twice as much to be considered equally as competent as their 

male counterparts. This means that their institutional mobility could be expedited because they 

are more engaged in the legislative process than male legislators. Another possible reason is that 

as women’s issues become more salient on the national level, party leadership is finding it 

increasingly necessary to include women legislators in their most powerful circles.  

 It is worth noting that over time, the Senate Appropriations Committee has significantly 

declined in power and is perhaps the least influential committee of all the prestige committees 

measured (Fenno 1973; Arnold and King 2002). However, since the Appropriations Committee 

in both chambers hold the largely coveted Congressional “power of the purse”, they still have 

greater influence than other standing committees. It is also important to note that the data 

provided on Republican women is less significant because their low numbers are not enough to 

draw strong conclusions from, especially for Republican women in the Senate. Because of this, 

their percentages within the gender/party bloc, while accurate, are highly inflated. The most 
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powerful committees studied were House Ways and Means, which sorely lacked women 

members over the periods studied, and Senate Rules and Administration, whose women 

membership fluctuated greatly. In this sense, it seems that Hypothesis 2a was only partially 

proven; while women are more likely than their male colleagues to gain membership to some 

prestige committees, membership to the most powerful of the already prestigious committees is 

still largely reserved men (i.e. mostly male membership on House Ways and Means). This means 

that a conclusion on women’s ability to provide substantive representation by participating in the 

most powerful legislative circles in Congress depends largely on which committees are being 

studied. Women have a voice on some of these committees but are absent from others.  

 Patterns of women’s membership on women-salient committees observed over the time 

periods studied are less conclusive, but did yield some relevant results. It seems once again that 

the gender breakdown of committee membership was highly sensitive to party control. On the 

whole, women were either more likely than men or equally likely to men to be assigned to all of 

these committees during the 111th Congress, while membership during the 113th varied based on 

the committee. House Education and the Workforce showed a fairly even likelihood across all 

gender/party blocs, while House Energy Commerce leaned heavily in favor of Republican 

women and heavily against Democratic women during the 113th. The membership on Senate 

HELP was either fairly equal for men and women or favored women during all three Congresses, 

while the proportion of women on Senate Environment and Public Works followed patterns of 

party power for all three Congresses, with women more likely to gain membership than men only 

when their party was in power of the chamber. These patterns indicate that women are more 

likely than men to serve on women-salient committees when their party is in power. This may be 

because the party in power wants only women of their own party to have a voice on women-
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salient issues, because these issues (such as reproductive health) tend to be more polarized. This 

may also be because many of these committees have larger policy jurisdictions, and thus 

encompass women-salient issues as well as issues that concern general social welfare. House 

Energy and Commerce, in fact, has the single largest policy jurisdiction of any standing 

Congressional committee. 

Bill Sponsorship 

 
 The results on bill sponsorship affirm that women were more likely to sponsor women-

salient legislation then their male counterparts were during the entire time period studied, which 

supports the hypothesis that congresswomen strive to provide substantive representation to other 

women through their bill sponsorships. Men sponsored women-salient legislation more often 

when their party was in power, but were never more likely than women of the same party to 

sponsor such legislation. It is worth noting that women’s health is a highly polarizing issue, 

considering that is encompasses access to abortion and contraceptives. Both of these policy 

issues are salient with members of both parties for opposing reasons, so it is not surprising that 

there are discrepancies in Republican and Democratic sponsorships. 

 Issue saliency also prevailed as an important indicator of legislative activity. However, 

the influence of issue saliency is not exclusive to men or women legislators – in general, all 

members of Congress tend to focus more on salient issues when their party is in full control of 

Congress, and non-salient issues when their party is not in control of either chamber. Republican 

men stood as the exception to this, but their percentages on preschool-level education legislation 

were so minuscule, that they cannot be counted as statistically significant. This is to be expected, 

as there is little political capital to be gained from legislating on issues that voters do not 

understand or care much about in a given election cycle. However, when one’s party is in the 
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minority and does not have control over the legislative agenda, it behooves a legislator to 

produce as much legislation as possible to bring home to their constituencies. One tactic to make 

this happen is to sponsor as much non-controversial legislation as possible. This helps them in 

protecting their incumbency and in promoting the relevancy of their party in a Congress 

otherwise characterized by intense polarization and gridlock.  

 A strange phenomenon that appeared in the data that was not accounted for is that during 

the 113th Congress (when Congress’s party control was split between the chambers), both 

Republican and Democratic women became less active on legislation aimed at expanding 

women’s health than in either the preceding or succeeding Congress. This could be because 

during that time, neither party had full control over the legislative agenda, so congresswomen 

knew it was not likely that their legislation would pass the other chamber, and there was little 

chance to gain political capital from the legislation’s defeat. When an opposing party is in 

control of the whole of Congress, legislators can still make political gestures through proposing 

legislation that they know will fail and spin it as petty obstructionism on the part of the opposing 

party. When Congress is split and it is more difficult to tell whether or not legislation will pass, it 

may not be worth the effort to put together throw-away legislation when there are other, more 

moderate measures that may pass safely through both chambers. Gaining concrete legislative 

results is always preferable to political grandstanding, both politically and practically.  

Improvements for Future Study 

 To increase the relevancy of this study, it would be advantageous to collect information 

on more than three Congresses. This would increase the available data points and thereby allow 

more patterns to emerge, particularly where committee assignments are concerned. In addition, 

while committee request data, such as that used by Frisch and Kelly (2003), would be an ideal 
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marker to show how congresswomen attempt to provide substantive representation, that data is 

not readily available. If that information were to become a part of public record, this study could 

be modified to better indicate congresswomen’s intent to provide substantive representation 

rather than just their ability to do so. There are other factors, such as members’ pre-legislative 

careers and constituency interests that were not controlled for in this study but may produce 

interesting findings in the future.  

 The study of bill sponsorship can also be improved both by expanding the time periods 

measured and the legislative issues studied. If other women-salient issues, such as domestic 

violence, families, and gender equality were included in the study, different patterns would likely 

emerge. Finally, breaking down the effect of intersectional identities such as race and sexuality 

on legislative styles would add a new element to the study that would deepen the implications of 

substantive representation across the greater identities of women as a whole.  

Conclusion 

 Congresswomen have distinct legislative styles that stem from belonging to the most 

concentrated minority group serving in Congress. Of the two aspects studied (committee 

assignments and bill sponsorship), congresswomen show a distinct intent to provide substantive 

representation to women in the electorate in the one process that they had control over. The 

patterns of their bill sponsorships show that women do a better job than men at providing 

substantive representation to their citizen sisters. Their committee assignments, which are largely 

determined by majority-male party leadership, show exclusion from some of the most powerful 

Congressional committees and a wide spread over women-salient committees, which further 

suggests that there are certain institutional obstacles that congresswomen face even as Congress 

enters into a more women-inclusive era of policymaking. This, in combination with their small 
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numbers, makes the representative responsibility of women in Congress a much greater burden 

than that of their male colleagues. This burden may be alleviated somewhat as more women are 

elected to Congress, but this is not a solution to greater gendered obstacles and stereotypes. The 

underrepresentation of women in Congress stems from greater societal problems that have yet to 

be solved, but that are eased everyday as more women attempt to enter the political fold and 

change the dialogue around women in positions of power.  
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