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Objective. State legislative bodies that contain more than a token level (15 percent)
of female representatives provide these lawmakers with a greater sense of self-efficacy
and opportunities for wider policy influence than those where women number
under 15 percent. The objective of this study is to determine the set of factors that
carry states across this critical threshold, with a particular emphasis on the political
mobilization effects of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) ratification
drive. Method. This study used event-history analysis methods on state-level data
collected from 1972–2000. Results. I find that states that ratified the ERA, but not
states that ratified only later to rescind, had a higher likelihood of crossing this
token threshold as compared with states that never ratified at all. These
results obtain even after controlling for the social eligibility pool of female can-
didates, the political opportunity structure, the social context of each state, and
preexisting levels of female representation. Conclusions. The ERA ratification cam-
paign during the 1970s and early 1980s created long-lasting, state-level effects in
electing women through its role as a political education tool as well as through its
symbolic power.

There are many reasons to propose an amendment to the U.S. Constitution.
Actually having that amendment become law is only one of them.

Mansbridge (2003:374)

The specific legal consequences of the ERA itself are not really worth the effort
that has been put into it. It is only the political opportunities it offers as a by-
product, and its symbolic value, which are worthwhile.

Freeman (1975:240)

Over the past several decades, observers have noted that women are finally
making strong gains in getting elected to state legislatures. Although they
still are underrepresented compared to their presence in the population,
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their numbers tell a story of emerging change. In 1972, according to Cox
(1996), women averaged 4.6 percent of all lawmakers in state legislative
bodies. By 2000, this number had grown to 22.5 percent (CAWP). But at
what level of representation should we expect to see women fully incor-
porated into legislative institutions? Is there a pivotal percentage of repre-
sentation whereby women can be said to fully impact the workings of a
legislature, and can a political mobilization effort like the fight for the
ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) in the states help them
cross this threshold?

Those concerned with the normative aspects of descriptive representation
argue that these absolute gains averaged among all states are a positive de-
velopment; however, scholars have also noted that the marginal impact of an
additional female legislator within a single state may be different
based on how many other women are already holding office (Cammisa
and Reingold, 2004; Studlar and McAllister, 2002). This differentiation,
also known as critical mass theory, is based on extensions of Kanter’s work,
who studied 20 saleswomen in a 300-salesperson force at a Fortune 500
company in the early 1970s (Kanter, 1977). Kanter found that women who
are under 15 percent of the total population of an organization—she labeled
them tokens—suffered from heightened pressures to perform, were isolated
from social and professional networks, and were forced into gender-ster-
eotyped roles by the male majority. Students of women and politics quickly
imported this concept of tokenism into their own work, arguing that al-
though there might be differences between companies and law-making in-
stitutions, female legislators most likely experience the same dynamics in
their own working environments. More specifically, male legislators might
employ a set of expectations and attitudes when interacting with female
tokens, leading to two potential negative consequences in the legislative
process.1

First, under the 15 percent level of representation, women’s sense of self-
efficacy may be low. Research here has focused on African-American female
legislators who must confront the double burdens of race and gender (Git-
hens and Prestage, 1977; Carroll and Strimling, 1983; Barrett, 1995, 1997).
In her study of women of color in the 103rd and 104th Congresses, Hawk-
esworth documented a strong pattern of institutional racing-gendering,
which she describes as the majority using ‘‘silencing, excluding, marginal-
izing, segregating, discrediting, dismissing, discounting, insulting, stereo-
typing, and patronizing’’ techniques to keep these tokens in their place
(Hawkesworth, 2003:531). Through these processes, the majority continues
to treat women of color as the ‘‘other,’’ or less than equal in both formal and
informal interactions with other legislators. Interestingly, the feelings of a

1Of course, in discussing these negative ramifications, it is sometimes difficult to parse out
the problems women face because they are in the minority in terms of numbers, or because
they are women living in a more generalized discriminatory world (see Dahlerup, 1988).
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lack of self-efficacy do not disappear as women of color rise up through the
leadership ranks. Even in their positions of committee chairs, they tend to
feel excluded (Hedge, Button, and Spear, 1996; Smooth, 2001).

Second, under the 15 percent level, although some women might vol-
untarily choose to do so, others may be actively encouraged to focus on so-
called women’s issues because no other male legislator will do this work
(Carroll, 2001). For example, in studies that look at the impact of women
under the 15 percent level, Thomas (1994) and Bratton (2005) found that
women made special contributions in the areas of family and children’s
policy. Crowley (2003) echoed these findings by demonstrating a strong
impact of token women representatives on the passage of child support
legislation from 1976–1984. Interestingly, beyond this 15 percent level, the
research demonstrates that women’s interests seem to diversify, with perhaps
their male counterparts now sharing responsibility in championing gender-
related issues.2 Saint-Germain (1989) illustrated this transformation in pol-
icy priorities in her study of the Arizona Legislature, where she found that
women made a policy difference in the areas of family and children’s law
when they remained a small percentage of the legislature (under 15 percent),
but that their influence grew to other policy areas as their proportions
increased. Similarly, Crowley (2003) found that women’s impact on passing
new child support laws was positive but nonetheless weaker once they
reached the 15 percent representation level, suggestive of these legislators’
exploration of new interests. Finally, Rosenthal (1998) documented
these expanding policy interests in the Colorado Legislature as well when
women moved over the token threshold. If diversification of policy initi-
atives can be viewed as an equalization or normalization of minorities
within legislative institutions, then these are positive outcomes in democratic
decision making.3

If personal marginalization and policy segregation are more likely under
the 15 percent level than over the 15 percent level of representation, what
factors are likely to push states over this crucial threshold of female rep-
resentation? In the past, political scientists have focused on socioeconomic
mobility, electoral institutional reform, and cultural change as the primary
vehicles for moving more women into office. However, these explanations
neglect the critical impact of political mobilization on women’s legislative
fortunes. The women’s movement of the 1960s and 1970s brought with it
many types of activism, both informal and formal in nature. Informal ac-
tivism in this sense means the development of consciousness-raising groups,

2This is not to say that women relinquish interest in traditional women’s issues (see
Berkman and O’Connor, 1993; Thomas, 1991 for evidence of this), but look to other issues
as well to serve the needs of their constituents.

3Of course, some might argue that another interpretation of these results is simply a
backlash effect. In effect, women might continue to desire to work on women’s issues, but
beyond the 15 percent level, are increasingly prevented from doing so (see Yoder, 1991; see
also Blalock, 1967 with respect to this dynamic concerning racial minorities).
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street theater, and publicity campaigns directed at changing private views of
men and women in society. Formal activism, on the other hand, challenged
the institutions of government, namely, the executive, judicial, and legis-
lative branches, to address the many forms of discrimination that were
circumscribing women’s opportunities at the time. Although most activists
engaged in multiple arenas to effect change, there was one key battle where
war was waged primarily within a singular institution: the fight for rati-
fication of the ERA within the state legislatures between 1972–1982.

In 1972, Congress passed the ERA and sent it to the states for ratification.
Within hours, Hawaii became the first state to ratify the Amendment.
Others quickly followed (See Table 1). However, by the mid-1970s, the
momentum to achieve the necessary 38 states seemed to dissipate. By 1977,
Indiana became the last of 35 states to ratify. This final count includes the
five states—Idaho, Kentucky, Nebraska, South Dakota, and Tennessee—
that after initially ratifying the Amendment, later rescinded. Congress

TABLE 1

Equal Rights Amendment Ratification and Rescission Dates

State
Year

Ratified
Year

Rescinded State
Year

Ratified
Year

Rescinded

Alabama Montana 1974
Alaska 1972 Nebraska 1972 1973
Arizona Nevada
Arkansas New Hampshire 1972
California 1972 New Jersey 1972
Colorado 1972 New Mexico 1973
Connecticut 1973 New York 1972
Delaware 1972 North Carolina
Florida North Dakota 1975
Georgia Ohio 1974
Hawaii 1972 Oklahoma
Idaho 1972 1977 Oregon 1973
Illinois Pennsylvania 1972
Indiana 1977 Rhode Island 1972
Iowa 1972 South Carolina
Kansas 1972 South Dakota 1973 1979
Kentucky 1972 1978 Tennessee 1972 1974
Louisiana Texas 1972
Maine 1974 Utah
Maryland 1972 Vermont 1973
Massachusetts 1972 Virginia
Michigan 1972 Washington 1973
Minnesota 1973 West Virginia 1972
Mississippi Wisconsin 1972
Missouri Wyoming 1973

SOURCE: Lee (1980:37).
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subsequently extended the deadline to 1982, but to no avail for ERA pro-
ponents. Yet, while the end constitutional result was negative, it can be
argued that the mobilization around the ratification campaign itself helped
move an increasing number of women into public life. This was accom-
plished in two ways: first, by teaching women about the importance of direct
involvement in state-level politics, and second, by serving as a critical symbol
of equality in everyday life.

In terms of teaching women about the importance of direct involvement
in state-level politics, the fight for ratification in most states was brought by
many different organizations, including both ‘‘traditional’’ groups and more
‘‘radical’’ groups. For the traditional groups, such as the League of Women
Voters (LWV), the Business and Professional Women’s Clubs (BPW),
Common Cause, the National Women’s Political Caucus (NWPC), and the
American Association of University Women (AAUW), many of whom
boasted older and Republican members, the fight for the ERA was nothing
new. These organizations had long-standing working relationships with state
legislators and the drive to ratify the ERA simply provided them with
another opportunity to interact (Boles, 1979). In addition, by 1978, the
more ‘‘radical’’ National Organization for Women (NOW), under the
leadership of President Eleanor Smeal, had declared an ERA ‘‘State of
Emergency.’’ The organization started spending money to influence elec-
toral campaigns, since voting on the ERA could be influenced by cash
donations to particular legislators (Jones, 1982). Toward this end, from
1977–1982, NOW increased its number of political action committees
(PACS) from zero to 81 in 40 states (Barakso, 2004:76).

By 1982, even though the ratification drive formally ended without suc-
cess, NOW was encouraging women to not only vote for candidates who
supported their positions, but also to consider running for office themselves.
Indeed, its initial efforts showed immediate promise. For example, in the
two months after the ERA’s defeat in Florida, the National NOW Times
reported a large upswing in the number of female candidates running for
office, a dynamic that the organization hoped would be repeated across the
country (Barakso, 2004). The ERA campaign had immersed women in
legislative politics to an extraordinary degree, and made an increasing
number of women realize than ever before that to effect change, they needed
to be more fully integrated as distinctly empowered members of law-making
institutions.

Beyond serving as a political education tool, the ERA also held critical
symbolic meaning in placing women on equal footing with their male
counterparts (McBride Stetson, 1991). Political symbols can be extremely
important in that they permeate public thinking about issues in multiple
arenas of discourse. Although they often do not reflect reality, they do reflect
what that reality should be. In other words, it can be argued that the
campaign for the ERA produced a whole set of progressive outcomes for
women because, according to Mansbridge (1986:42–43), ‘‘[the Amendment
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was a] public statement of moral commitment. The Constitution
has an important symbolic place in American life. If women knew
that the Constitution guaranteed them equal rights, they would probably
be more inclined to demand such rights.’’ Especially in states where
activism around ratification was strong, the legislatures sent an important
message of symbolic equality to their residents (Freeman, 1975). In these
states, women could aspire to the highest goals in not only their family and
work-related lives, but also, perhaps for the first time, in their political lives
as well.

The argument laid out here is that this specific battle provided a par-
ticularly potent crucible for political education and symbolism about the
role of women in state legislatures for both activists and the general public
alike. In states where the Amendment was ratified, the campaign thus likely
encouraged more women to run for office and more citizens to vote for
female candidates. By contrast, in states that overwhelmingly opposed the
measure, the fight for the ratification of the ERA probably discouraged
women from running and dissuaded voters from supporting women can-
didates. Organizations such as NOW were less likely to gain a foothold in
these latter states to promote political education about women’s leadership
capabilities, and the potency of the Amendment’s symbolism with respect to
equality never took effect through these campaigns. Indeed, previous re-
search has suggested that the mobilization campaigns focused on states likely
to ratify or at least on the hotly contested races, while placing substantially
fewer resources in states unlikely to ratify (Mansbridge, 1986; Boles, 1979;
Berry, 1986).4 What about states that occupied the middle ground of ERA
action, first ratifying and then rescinding? Although they are not likely to
cross the critical threshold of 15 percent at as high a rate as states that ratified
and stayed ratified, they are likely to have a higher probability of surpassing
the token level of female representatives than states that never ratified. The
central hypotheses driving this analysis are thus as follows:

H1: States that ratified the ERA are more likely to surpass the token level of
female representatives than states that never ratified.

H2: States that ratified and then rescinded the ERA are more likely to
surpass the token level of female representatives than states that never
ratified.

Dummy variables for Ratify (for states that only ratified) and Rescind (for
those states that ratified and then rescinded) were thus included in this
analysis (1 5 yes, 0 5 no) (excluded category: states that never ratified) and
taken from Lee (1980).

4All these authors discuss the ERA ratification campaign in various states, but Boles (1979)
explicitly compares and contrasts mobilization efforts in Texas, Illinois, and Georgia. Al-
though Texas was relatively quick to ratify, Illinois and Georgia never ratified. In the late
1970s and early 1980s, mobilization efforts concentrated on states such as Illinois rather than
Georgia, where activists believed that they had a better chance of prevailing.
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Alternative Explanations for Women Surpassing Token Levels in
State Legislatures

Of course, there are a variety of other explanations that might account for
women reaching the token level and beyond in state legislative office. The
first set of explanations focuses on the supply of potential candidates, or the
social eligibility pool of recruits, while the second set of explanations high-
lights the formal political opportunity structure that serves as a gateway into
the legislature. The third set of factors considers the social context in which
these candidates run; the fourth set represents other preexisting political
conditions.

The Social Eligibility Pool

The base of recruitment into political office depends on the available pool
of women in each state (Sanbonmatsu, 2002; Welch, 1978; Darcy, Welch,
and Clark, 1994; Rule, 1990). Factors that determine the depth of this pool
are the educational and occupational achievements of each state’s popula-
tion, as politicians tend to be drawn from the upper echelons of society in
these areas (Jewell and Patterson, 1973). As a proxy for the social eligibility
pool, this analysis included the Female Labor Force Participation Rate, which
was generated from the Statistical Abstract of the United States and the ‘‘Ge-
ographic Profile of Employment and Unemployment’’ bulletin from the
U.S. Department of Labor.5

The Political Opportunity Structure

A state’s political opportunity structure is the set of institutional factors
that either widens or narrows the range of potential candidates who can be
elected into office. These institutional factors include the impact of party,
districting rules, primary rules, campaign finance laws, and the character-
istics of the legislature itself.

Parties serve as gatekeepers in deciding who will run for office (Sanbon-
matsu, 2002). If parties are truly ‘‘old boy networks,’’ they might be averse
to permitting women to run for office (Rule, 1981, 1990). Or, in a more
passive way, they might be less inclined to actively seek ‘‘outsider’’ candi-
dates for office (Moncrief, Squire, and Jewell, 2001). To control for these
factors, this analysis included Mayhew’s (1986) measure of Traditional Party
Organization (scale of 1–5, with higher values indicating a more ‘‘tradi-

5Variable values for smaller states during the period 1972–1975 were missing and thus
replaced using regression techniques.
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tional’’ party structure). Party competition might also matter in terms of
electing women, although the direction is not clear (Rule, 1981).
On one hand, the more competitive the state’s party system, the more
each party will attempt to ‘‘outbid’’ the other in its attempt to attract
votes. One way that parties in competitive states might try to attract new
voters is by backing candidates such as women who have the potential to
draw key segments of swing voters. On the other hand, the more compet-
itive the state is electorally, the more strictly parties might work to
control the nomination and selection process. To account for this effect, this
analysis used Holbrook and Van Dunk’s (1993) measure of Party Compe-
tition, with higher values on this scale corresponding to higher degrees of
party competition.6

Legislative districting and primary rules also can impact the type of
candidate who is ultimately recruited into office. In contrast to single-
member congressional districts, states use a combination of both single-
member and multi-member districting plans to apportion seats for their
legislatures, which might give women more opportunities to run (Darcy,
Welch, and Clark, 1994; Carroll, 1985; Rule, 1990). Multi-Member Dis-
tricts are measured as the proportion of lower-house districts in the state with
more than one member; these data come from the following sources: Re-
apportionment Law: The 1990s, The Book of the States, State Legislative Elec-
tion Returns in the United States, and various state websites. Primaries might
also influence the election of women into office. Direct primaries at the
state level were instituted to help make elections more democratic, thus
potentially opening the door for women (Breaux and Gierzynski, 1991;
Beck, 1997; Hogan, 2003). States with an Open Primary were simply coded
with a dummy variable (1 5 yes, 0 5 no); the data came from The Book
of the States.

State-level campaign finance rules and other characteristics of the legis-
lature might also influence the number of women getting elected to office.
In the aftermath of Watergate, states followed the federal lead in strength-
ening their own laws regarding the financing of campaigns. By 1984, every
state had some type of law in place, which could serve to level the playing
field between male and female candidates (Huckshorn, 1985). States were
thus coded 1 if they had laws on the books regarding Individual Campaign
Contribution Limits and Organizational Campaign Contribution Limits, and
0 otherwise; these data came from The Book of the States and Campaign
Finance Law. Also, the degree of legislative professionalization has been
hypothesized as critical in encouraging specific segments of the population
to seek careers in political life (Fiorina, 1994). State legislatures that are
highly professionalized are characterized by longer sessions, well-developed
staffs, and higher rates of compensation than legislatures that are less

6Because Holbrook and Van Dunk do not estimate a value for Louisiana, I used the value
estimated from Haider-Markel and Meier (1996).
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professionalized, and might attract more women. Squire’s Index (1992) of
professionalization was therefore used in this analysis, with higher values
corresponding to higher degrees of professionalism.7

Social Context

In addition to the political opportunity structure, the concept of
political culture can also directly influence whether states are more
receptive to electing women and thus help push them over the token
threshold. According to Elazar (1966, 1970), states can be divided into
traditionalistic, individualistic, and moralistic cultures. Past work has
focused on the importance of moralistic political cultures as the most helpful
in electing women to office (Nechemias, 1987; Kirkpatrick, 1974;
Diamond, 1977; Rule, 1990). Dummy variables were therefore included
to indicate if a state was Moralistic or Individualistic (excluded category:
traditionalistic).

Political ideology among voters might also matter. In liberal-oriented
states, voters are more likely to provide traditional political ‘‘outsiders’’ with
a chance for election into office (Norrander and Wilcox, 1998). A dynamic
measure of political ideology, called Wright Ideology as it is based on the
original work of Wright, Erikson, and McIver (1985), was used here, with
higher values indicating greater degrees of liberalism.8 Berry et al. (1998)
have also developed measures of both citizen and governmental ideology by
using, among other factors, roll-call votes of state congressional delegations,
electoral outcomes of congressional elections, party data from the state leg-
islatures, and the party of the governor. Here again, higher values for both
Berry Government Ideology and Berry Citizen Ideology indicate greater degrees
of liberalism in the states.9

Other Controls

Finally, the probability of a state crossing a critical threshold of repre-
sentation might also simply be dependent on the level of female represen-
tation that was in place prior to the ERA ratification campaign. To control
for this possibility, the Percentage of Women Legislators, 1971, was included
in this analysis and taken from Cox (1996).

7It is important to note that two other political opportunity structure variables, the pres-
ence of term limits and turn-over rates, also might influence the presence of women in office
(Rule and Norris, 1992; Thompson and Moncrief, 1993; Moncrief, Squire, and Jewell,
2001; but see Carroll and Jenkins, 2001). Unfortunately, there was too little variation in the
value of term limits during the time period considered here to include it, and the Book of the
States stopped publishing consistent data on turnover in 1995.

8Time-series data by presidential administration were provided by Robert Erikson in May
2004; Carter presidential data were used for the period 1972–1975.

9Data from 1994–2000 were taken from Berry et al. at the ICPSR Archive, Study #1208.
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Methodology

Testing theories of critical mass requires longitudinal analysis so that
ideally the researcher can isolate the factors that are responsible for bringing
governments across the threshold level of 15 percent (Beckwith, 2003).
Beyond the need for a long time frame, another central point to note is that
unlike most other studies on tokenism, this study is concerned with the 15
percent critical threshold as a dependent rather than an independent var-
iable. This particular research formulation thus lends itself perfectly to the
use of event-history analysis (EHA) as its main methodological tool (Yam-
aguchi, 1991; Box-Steffensmeier and Jones, 1997).

EHA, or survival analysis, has been increasingly used in the social sciences to
predict the conditions under which a dichotomous dependent variable of in-
terest switches in value from 0 (the lack of a condition) to 1 (the presence of a
condition). There are several key concepts at work when conducting an event-
history analysis. Researchers are generally concerned with understanding a cer-
tain process during a risk period. This is simply the period during which an
event of interest has the potential of occurring. During the risk period, re-
searchers estimate the hazard rate of an event occurring, or the probability that
the event will occur. Although there are many different ways to estimate such
processes, the Cox proportional hazards model was used here.10 One of the
main advantages of using the Cox model over other alternatives is that the
duration dependency between different observations is taken into account, but
is not forced to assume a specific form (Yamaguchi, 1991). Another advantage
is that the Cox model can easily incorporate the effects of time-dependent
independent variables (variables that change in value over time).

The construction of the data set is important when utilizing the Cox model
(Box-Steffensmeier and Jones, 2004). Two points are relevant here. First, the
risk period is defined as beginning in 1972, when Congress sent the ERA to the
states for ratification, and ends in 2000. Second, each observation is a state-year
along with its associated characteristics (values for its independent variables) and
must be included in the data set if these variable values have changed from the
previous observation. Many of the independent variables in this study, such as
traditional party organization, are time independent, that is, the variable never
changes in value across the time period of analysis. However, others, such as
female labor force participation rate, are time dependent, that is, they change
from year to year. The inclusion of time-dependent variables means, therefore,
that in creating the data set, we must include an observation for every state-year
(because the values of some independent variables change every year) until the
state crosses the threshold of 15 percent women representatives for

10Other types of continuous-time models include maximum likelihood estimations, which
assume that the duration dependency takes on a specific form, and discrete-time models, in
which duration dependency is modeled with either dummy variables or splines (see Beck,
Katz, and Tucker, 1998).
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the first time.11 When a state crosses the token level (1 5 yes, 0 5 no), there are
no more observations recorded for that state in the data set. Note
that in several states—Alabama, Kentucky, Mississippi, Oklahoma, Pennsyl-
vania, and South Carolina—the data are right censored, meaning that they
never cross the 15 percent threshold. These states thus have 29 state-year
observational records.

Results

Table 2 presents summary statistics on the percentage of women in office at
both the beginning and end of this study. As the table illustrates, changes took
place from a starting point of relative parity among all the 50 states with
respect to female representation, and led to greater divergence over time. In
fact, in 1972, states that ratified the ERA over the 10-year campaign averaged
5.2 percent female representatives, while states that ratified and then rescinded
averaged 4.1 percent, and states that never ratified averaged 3.7 percent, for a
maximum spread of 1.5 percentage points. By 2000, states that ratified had
24.7 percent women representatives, states that ratified and then rescinded had
18.5 percent women legislators, and states that never ratified had 19.4 percent,
for a maximum range of 6.2 percentage points. Looked at another way, by the
year 2000, only five states (listed above) had not crossed the token threshold of
at least 15 percent female representatives; four out of these five states never
ratified the ERA, with the remaining state ratifying and then rescinding.

These results are suggestive; however, regression techniques enable us to isolate
the impact of the ERA from other factors in pushing states across the critical 15
percent threshold line. Table 3 presents the central Cox model regression from
this event-history analysis. There were a total of 825 state-year observations in-
cluded here, with Alaska and Hawaii omitted due to their lack of Wright Ideology
scores. Overall, the model is statistically significant as a whole, as indicated by the
Wald chi-square statistic. Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses.

The results are reported as both coefficients and hazard ratios, the latter of
which are produced by simply exponentiating the coefficients (eB). In the
Cox model, when the coefficient is negative and the hazard ratio is less than
1, this translates into a decreased ‘‘risk’’ of an event occurring as the in-
dependent variable increases in magnitude. In other words, there is a longer

11There are three caveats to this description. First, EHA is normally begun before any
particular unit crosses the particular threshold under consideration. In this case, since we are
studying the effects of the ERA ratification campaign, however, we must begin in 1972. By
this time, New Hampshire had crossed the threshold of 15 percent representation. There is
thus only one state-year observation for this particular state. Second, Vermont first crossed
this threshold in earlier decades, but then dropped below 15 percent prior to 1972. The
analysis here disregards all these previous events. Third, some states reached the 15 percent
level between 1972–2000, then dropped below this threshold during this same time period,
then reached the 15 percent level again, and so on. Although there are models to analyze
repeated events, since this happened so infrequently, they were impractical to use here (see
Box-Steffensmeier and Zorn, 2002).
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time period until, in this case, a state crosses the 15 percent threshold of
female representation. On the other hand, when the coefficient is positive
and the hazard ratio is greater than 1, this translates into an increased ‘‘risk’’
of an event occurring as the independent variable increases in magnitude. In
other words, there is a shorter time period until a state crosses the 15 percent
threshold of female representation. Also presented is the percentage change
in the hazard rate for a unit change in the value of the independent variable,
which is helpful in providing numerical interpretations of the results.12

The most significant finding produced here is that states that ratified the
ERA had a higher probability of crossing the token threshold line for female
representation than states that never ratified. In fact, compared to states that
never ratified, states that did ratify are associated with an increase in the
hazard rate of 84 percent, holding everything else constant. In other words,
the risk is 84 percent higher for crossing the critical threshold as compared
with states that never ratified. This result obtains even after controlling for
the multiplicity of other factors that might lead states to cross this line as
well. The ratification drive, then, even though it did not produce an
Amendment, did lead to increased equality for women by this one measure.
The rescission variable, on the other hand, was not statistically significant. In
these states, it is possible that both the push for the ratification of the ERA,
as well as the campaign to rescind, produced strong, countervailing mo-
bilization efforts that ultimately cancelled each other out with respect to the
election of women politicians.

Turning to the other predictors in the model, the social eligibility pool
variable—the female labor force participation rate—had a positive, statis-
tically significant effect on the dependent variable. As previous studies have
shown, this rate captures the pool of potentially eligible women who con-
sider running for office. Indeed, as the female labor force participation rate
increases by one percentage point, all else being equal, the hazard rate
increases by 10 percent.

TABLE 2

Percentage Women in State Legislatures According to ERA Ratification Status,
1972–2000

ERA Status 1972 1980 1990 2000

States that ratified 5.2% 11.7% 19.3% 24.7%
States that ratified and then rescinded 4.1% 6.7% 15.9% 18.5%
States that never ratified 3.7% 7.0% 12.5% 19.4%

12The formula for calculating the percentage change in the hazard rate is as follows:
%DhðtÞ ¼ ½ðeBðxi¼x1Þ � eBðxi¼x2Þ=eBðxi¼x2ÞÞ� n100, where xi is the covariate and X1 and X2 are
two values of the covariate.
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TABLE 3

The Effect of the ERA Ratification Drive on States Crossing the Token Threshold
(15 Percent) of Women Representatives—Cox Regression Results

Variable
Coef.

Estimates
Hazard
Ratios

% Change in
Hazard Rate

ERA Effects
Ratify 1.85 n n n 6.38 n n n 84%

(0.574) (3.67)
Rescind 0.293 1.34 25%

(0.530) (0.711)
Social Eligibility Pool
Female labor force participation rate 0.109 n 1.11 n 10%

(0.057) (0.063)
Political Opportunity Structure
Traditional party organization � 0.346 n n n 0.708 n n n � 41%

(0.135) (0.096)
Party competition � 0.052 n n n 0.950 n n n � 5%

(0.019) (0.018)
Multi-member districts 0.009 n 1.01 n 0.9%

(0.005) (0.005)
Open primary 0.100 1.11 10%

(0.354) (0.391)
Individual campaign limits 1.03 n n n 2.80 n n n 64%

(0.379) (1.06)
Organizational campaign limits � 0.850 n 0.427 n � 134%

(0.438) (0.187)
Squire index � 0.889 0.411 � 9%a

(1.28) (0.528)
Social Context
Moralistic 1.02 2.77 64%

(0.636) (1.76)
Individualistic 2.05 n n n 7.75 n n n 87%

(0.582) (4.51)
Wright ideology � 0.387 0.679 � 4%a

(2.45) (1.66)
Berry government ideology 0.011 1.01 0.9%

(0.010) (0.010)
Berry citizen ideology � 0.015 0.985 � 2%

(0.017) (0.016)
Other Controls
Percentage women legislators, 1971 0.320 n n n 1.38 n n n 28%

(0.063) (0.086)
Observations 825 825
Wald chi-square 108.78 n n n 108.78 n n n

Log pseudo-likelihood � 109.72 � 109.72

aRates based on a 0.1 point increase in the covariate. Robust standard errors in parentheses.
nn nStatistically sig. at po0.01; n nstatistically sig. at po0.05; statistically sig. at po0.10.
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Only two political opportunity structure variables—the presence of an
open primary and the Squire professionalization index—were not statisti-
cally significant. All the other political opportunity structure variables did
produce a statistically significant effect: traditional party organization, party
competition, the percentage of multi-member districts in the state, and both
individual and organizational campaign contributions limits. As expected,
states with stronger traditional party organizations were less likely to cross
the threshold level of female representatives than states with weaker organ-
izations; a one-point increase in this measure leads to a decrease in the
hazard rate by 41 percent, holding everything else constant. The ‘‘old boy
network’’ seems to be at work here, preventing women from being truly
successful in running for office. High levels of party competition also
decreased the likelihood of states crossing the 15 percent threshold, with a
one-point increase in competition leading to a decrease in the hazard rate of
5 percent, all else being equal. This means that perhaps parties tend to stick
with ‘‘tried and true’’ male candidates in races that are hotly contested. As
expected, states with a higher percentage of multi-member districts also had
a higher probability of crossing the 15 percent line than states with no or
very few multi-member districts, although the impact is small; a one per-
centage point increase in this measure leads to an increase in the hazard rate
of about 1 percent, holding everything else constant. In terms of election
financing, the presence of individual campaign contribution limits helped
states cross the token line (an increase in the hazard rate of 64 percent as
compared to those states without limits), as expected, but the presence of
organizational campaign contribution limits, contrary to expectations, ac-
tually hurt (a decrease in the hazard rate of 134 percent, as compared with
those states without limits). One possible explanation is that women draw
on a select core of organizations to help fund their campaigns, and capping
resources from this core creates a negative impact on their gaining a foothold
in the legislature.

Interestingly, only one social context variable was statistically significant.
States with individualistic political cultures were more likely to cross the
token threshold level of women representatives than states with tradition-
alistic political cultures. More specifically, individualistic states are associated
with an increase in the hazard rate of 87 percent as compared with tra-
ditionalistic cultures, holding everything else constant. This makes sense.
Traditionalistic states place value on institutionalized holders of political
power—in this case, male legislators. States characterized by more open
views of citizens’ roles in the democratic process do better in electing women
to state legislative office. However, the Wright ideology measure, as well as
both Berry ideology measures, did not have a statistically significant impact
on states crossing the threshold. These findings are inconsistent with ex-
pectations regarding a state’s perspective on societal relations and women’s
position in this framework. Since Elazar’s static measure did have an impact,
it is possible that these other ideology variables, which vary in value from
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TABLE 4

The Effect of the ERA Ratification Drive on States Crossing Various Thresholds of
Women Representatives—Hazard Ratios from Cox Regression Results

Sensitivity Tests

Variable

Model
A—15%

Threshold
Model

B—10%
Model

C—20%

ERA Effects
Ratify 6.38 n n n 3.41 n n n 3.27 n

(3.67) (1.48) (2.24)
Rescind 1.34 0.467 2.17

(0.711) (0.272) (1.25)
Social Eligibility Pool
Female labor force participation rate 1.11 n 1.11 n n 1.03

(0.063) (0.054) (0.060)
Political Opportunity Structure
Traditional party organization 0.708 n n n 0.618 n n n 0.783

(0.096) (0.076) (0.120)
Party competition 0.950 n n n 0.998 0.978

(0.018) (0.015) (0.021)
Multi-member districts 1.01 n 3.80 n n 1.52

(0.005) (2.04) (1.10)
Open primary 1.11 1.84 n 1.47

(0.391) (0.681) (0.498)
Individual campaign limits 2.80 n n n 1.61 2.50 n n

(1.06) (0.492) (1.03)
Organizational campaign limits 0.427 n 0.371 n n n 0.418

(0.187) (0.130) (0.230)
Squire index 0.411 1.38 1.68

(0.528) (1.28) (2.76)
Social Context
Moralistic 2.77 0.578 3.97

(1.76) (0.290) (3.48)
Individualistic 7.75 n n n 3.08 n n n 5.19 n

(4.51) (1.29) (4.37)
Wright ideology 0.679 7.18 0.456

(1.66) (16.30) (0.995)
Berry government ideology 1.01 0.987 1.00

(0.010) (0.010) (0.008)
Berry citizen ideology 0.985 1.03 n n 0.979

(0.016) (0.017) (0.019)
Other Controls
Percentage women legislators, 1971 1.38 n n n 1.36 n n n 1.23 n n n

(0.086) (0.092) (0.092)
Observations 825 528 1,015
Wald chi-square 108.78 n n n 141.97n n n 57.71 n n n

Log pseudo-likelihood � 109.72 � 110.29 � 100.35

nn nStat. sig. at po0.01; n nstat. sig. at po0.05; nn nstat. sig. at po0.10; robust standard errors
in parentheses.
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year to year, pick up such minor changes in the political climate that they do
not affect a state’s performance in electing women into office.

Finally, the baseline percentage of women legislators in 1971 also had a
positive, statistically significant impact on the dependent variable; a one
percentage point increase in this measure leads to a 28 percent increase in
the hazard rate, all else being equal. The level at which a state begins in terms
of female representation clearly matters in pushing it over the 15 percent
threshold.

To ensure that these results were not simply a byproduct of using the 15
percent threshold as the central dependent variable, I also tested the impact
of these independent variables on two other thresholds, 10 percent and 20
percent. These results are reported in Table 4 as hazard ratios. Model A
simply replicates the results from Table 3, using the 15 percent threshold,
while Models B and C use a 10 percent and 20 percent threshold, respec-
tively. All the models were statistically significant as whole, as indicated by
the Wald chi-square statistics. Although there are some differences among
the models in terms of the number of the variables that are statistically
significant, where there are commonalities in terms of the specific inde-
pendent variables that are statistically significant, they all influence the de-
pendent variable in the same direction. Moreover, and most importantly for
this analysis, the ERA ratification independent variable is positive and sta-
tistically significant across all three models.

Conclusions

This analysis began with the observation that when states move beyond
token levels of female representation, women elected leaders achieve a
greater sense of self-efficacy and perhaps pursue a broader policy agenda
than when their numbers are small. But beyond the benefits accruing to
individual legislators’ self-perceptions and their legislative potential, there
are arguably gains for democratic institutions as well.

As Mansbridge (1999) has pointed out, there are numerous reasons to
promote descriptive representation in the United States. First, descriptive
representation increases communication between constituents and repre-
sentatives. When elected officials ‘‘look like’’ their constituents, this con-
nection forms a basis of trust that leads to higher levels of give and take
about the important public policy issues of the day. In addition, when
interests are relatively uncrystallized or newly emergent among a specific
population, these representatives can infer their constituents’ preferences
based on their common characteristics and backgrounds. There is no need to
survey or poll these voters; representatives tend to instinctively know how to
react to unfolding events. Furthermore, descriptive representation of a pre-
viously marginalized population can create a sense of this group’s capacity to
rule. It helps establish an image in the public’s mind as to what a healthy
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type of democracy should look like, where all segments of the population
can potentially lead. Finally, decisions that emanate from bodies that are
descriptively representative become more legitimate from the vantage point
of their citizenries. With representatives that look like their constituents,
unpopular legislative choices that must be made in difficult times eventually
become objects of acceptance rather than derision by the general population.

Moving states beyond the token level of female representatives in their
legislatures can initiate all these effects. The question posed by this analysis is
exactly how this happens. In the research presented here, what failed to
matter in predicting state movement over this critical threshold were tra-
ditional explanations concerning several political opportunity factors as well
as most indicators of the social context. Instead, what mattered most point-
edly was the impact of political mobilization as embodied by the ERA
ratification drive from 1972–1982. The drive brought about two funda-
mental effects in the states where lobbying was intense, concentrated, and
successful. First, it brought many women into contact with legislative pol-
itics for the first time and thereby prompted learning about the changes that
could come about if more women were elected to office. More women ran
and were elected, and more voters cast their ballots for women candidates.
Second, efforts at ratification served as an important political symbol of
equality that encouraged many women to think about their relative position
in American society for the first time and what they could do to improve it.

For those still harboring the troubling question about the ERA ratification
campaign—Was it worth the fight?—the answer has to be yes. Even though
the Amendment was never formally ratified, it created mobilization efforts
within specific states that helped speed up the entry of women into elective
office. This lesson is critical when we consider other types of debates around
issues of equality, such as gay/lesbian rights, immigrants’ rights, and so
forth. It may be that passing a constitutional amendment in Congress that
promotes equality for disadvantaged groups, even without formal ratifica-
tion by the states, helps lead toward the normalization of these populations’
proper role within the American polity.
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