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 Numerous studies have examined the roll call voting behavior of women in Congress. Much 
of this scholarship has focused on whether female legislators tend to be more liberal than their male 
colleagues. However, most of this research has examined whether gender differences exist within a 
specific legislative chamber. This paper seeks to build on this past research by exploring whether the 
relationship between the descriptive and substantive representation of women is contingent upon the 
institutional context in which female legislators serve. Using Common Space Scores which estimate 
the roll call voting behavior of U.S. Senators and U.S. House members on a scale that allows for 
comparisons across each chamber this study analyzes the voting records of Female Senators, Male 
Senators, Female House Members and Male House Members in the 109th-111th Congresses. The 
results show that in the contemporary Congress, gender exerts minimal influence on how legislators 
cast their votes with the exception of female Republican Senators who are noticeably more liberal 
than Republicans in both the House and Senate. 

 
 As the ranks of women elected to national office continues to steadily 
grow researchers studying the tangible implications of this development 
have more opportunities than ever before to make sense of what it means for 
the substantive policy interests of women. Do women as proponents of 
descriptive representation suggest, act in ways that are fundamentally differ-
ent from male politicians serving in the same positions? One area of policy 
activity that has spawned a fruitful line of research on this topic is the roll 
call voting behavior of women in Congress. Generally the conclusion of 
much of this scholarship is that women do exhibit patterns of voting distinc-
tive from their male colleagues (for an extensive review of this literature see 
Reingold 2008). Whether looking at multiple indices of liberalism or con-
servatism or at specific issues substantively related to the concerns of 
women a wide array of scholars has established that women tend be to the 
left of their male colleagues (Burrell 1994; Clark 1998; Dodson 2006; Dolan 
1997; Francovic 1977; Frederick 2011; Pearson 2009; Rocca et al. 2008; 
Swers 1998 and 2002; Tatalovich and Schier 1993; Welch 1985). In spite of 
this evidence an emerging line of studies have begun to question the conven-
tional wisdom (Frederick 2009; Schwindt-Bayer and Corbetta 2004; Simon 
and Palmer 2010). The message emanating from this line of scholarship is 
that gender is not a significant variable when it comes to predicting how 
members of Congress are positioned on the ideological spectrum. 
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 So how does one reconcile these conflicting findings? The problem 
with most of the existing research is that it explores whether gender differ-
ences exist within a specific legislative chamber, most frequently the U.S. 
House of Representatives. The chief argument of this paper is that under-
standing the relationship between gender and substantive representation in 
the U.S. Congress requires investigating it across institutions. In the highly 
polarized House of Representatives, the structure of the rules in this body 
diminishes the influence of gender in the process of voting on policy out-
comes. Conversely, the institutional rules of the Senate and its individual-
istic culture may produce conditions that allow for gender differences in roll 
call voting to be more readily identified than is possible in institutions where 
the rules are more rigidly structured like the U.S. House. Using Poole’s 
(2005) Common Space Scores which estimate the roll call voting behavior 
of U.S. Senators and U.S. House members on a scale that allows for com-
parisons across each chamber this study analyzes the voting records of 
female Senators, male Senators, female House Members and male House 
Members in the 109th-111th Congresses. The results provide insight into 
whether the relationship between the descriptive and substantive represen-
tation of women is contingent upon the institutional context in which female 
legislators serve. In the contemporary Congress gender exerts minimal in-
fluence on how legislators cast their votes with the exception of female 
Republican Senators who are noticeably more liberal than all other Repub-
licans in both the House and Senate. 
 

Gender and Representation in the House and Senate 
 
 While the consensus arrived at by most of the relevant research is that 
female members of Congress have a tendency to be more liberal than their 
male colleagues, three recent studies of roll call voting in the House have 
raised doubts about the conventional wisdom. Scrutinizing 167 cases where 
one House member replaced another in the 104th and 105th Congresses, 
Schwindt-Bayer and Corbetta (2004) compared the roll call voting record of 
the member who replaced the previous serving member and generated an 
estimate of how much more liberal or conservative that voting record was. 
They uncovered no significant relationship between gender turnover and the 
change in the representative’s roll call voting record. Simon and Palmer 
(2010) extended this analysis from 1937-2008 and also confirmed that male 
and female House members representing the same districts displayed very 
little variation in their voting records. Frederick’s (2009) extensive time 
series analysis of voting patterns in the House from the 97th-109th Con-
gresses reveals that while Republican women were once more liberal than 
their male colleagues in more recent congresses these differences have all 
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but vanished. He maintains this result is an outgrowth of a polarized institu-
tion where Republican women feel substantial pressure to compile more 
conservative records in line with the national party platform. 
 Do the findings of this line of scholarship signify that gender has faded 
as a viable means to discern variation in the policy records of members of 
Congress? Some scholars have argued that the House of Representatives is 
not well situated to serve as a venue to assess the state of this relationship 
(Frederick 2010, 2011). Over the past generation the House has become a 
highly partisan institution where the ideological differences between the 
parties have dramatically intensified (Hetherington 2009; Jacobson 2000, 
2009; Poole and Rosenthal 2007; Theriault 2008). As a result the majority 
party increasingly set up the rules to restrict the influence of the minority 
and individual members of the chamber (Cox and McCubbins 2005; Sinclair 
2006). Therefore, it may not provide the optimal setting for examining the 
extent to which gender influences roll call voting behavior. In response 
several observers have insisted the Senate presents a more ideal institutional 
setting in which the legislative activities of male and female lawmakers can 
be distinguished (Frederick 2010, 2011; Osborn and Mendez 2010; Swers 
2007, 2008). When compared to the U.S. House, the structure of the rules in 
the Senate grants its members much greater latitude to exert their personal 
influence in the process (Pearson 2008; Sinclair 2009). In addition, the rules 
in the Senate allow members of the minority party to have a much greater 
voice in the legislative process (Binder and Smith 1997; Davidson et al. 
2009; Gailmard and Jenkins 2008; Schickler 2005; Sinclair 2007; Wawro 
and Schickler 2006). The majority party in the Senate does not possess the 
same tools for controlling the agenda that are available to the majority party 
leadership in the House. The result is that a broader collection of issues that 
may not be a part of the majority party’s agenda can be considered on the 
Senate floor, transmitting a much more complete record of a senator’s legis-
lative behavior (Lee 2008). This type of legislative environment may create 
conditions that increase the likelihood of patterns of support by gender in the 
Senate than is the case in the more firmly partisan House of Representatives. 
Indeed, Frederick’s (2010) study of voting in the Senate over the past decade 
shows that Republican women in the Senate are demonstrably more liberal 
than male Senate Republicans. 
 Nevertheless, the empirical void in this line of research is that virtually 
all of it looks for gender effects in either the House or Senate separately. 
Without a joint comparison of the two chambers in a single study it is diffi-
cult to verify what impact if any, institutional context has on the connection 
between gender and policy representation among congressional lawmakers. 
Pearson’s (2009) work in this area comes the closest to adopting such an 
approach. Her study compares the party unity scores of male and female 



4  |  Brian Frederick 

members in both the House and Senate from the 103rd-110th Congresses. 
While the study sheds some light on the institutional variation in patterns of 
gender and voting behavior it falls short of relying on a directly comparable 
measure of members’ records in both chambers. The composition of party 
unity votes can deviate quite dramatically in each chamber depending on 
what years are being examined. 
 In order to parse out the extent to which gender effects differs in the 
House and Senate it is essential to employ a measure that allows for the 
voting records of House and Senate members to be evaluated in the same 
policy space. Fortunately advances in spatial modeling have now made it 
possible to estimate the ideological position of representatives across legisla-
tive chambers (Shor et al. 2010). Common space scores are generated by 
scaling voting behavior of House and Senate members as if they served in 
the same legislature utilizing legislators who have served in both chambers 
as a bridge (Poole 2005).1 These scores provide the best available means for 
comparing the roll call voting records of House and Senate members across 
time and space.2 They range from -1 to +1 with higher values indicating a 
more conservative voting record. Up to this point, no published study inves-
tigating the role of gender in explaining voting behavior in Congress has 
employed these scores. Although largely absent in congressional research, 
Boyd et al. (2010) have successfully utilized judicial common space scores 
in their analysis of gender and voting on U.S. Courts of Appeals. 
 The next issue to resolve is over what period of time should these data 
be analyzed? Extended longitudinal analyses of gender and legislative activ-
ity in the U.S. House have shown that the nature of this relationship is very 
sensitive to the time frame examined (Frederick 2009). Ideally one could go 
back decades to explore voting behavior in the House and Senate. However, 
the numbers of women in the Senate have only recently made it possible to 
determine whether they are behaving in a substantively different fashion 
than their male colleagues. This statement is especially applicable to female 
Republicans who only reached a record high five senators following the 
appointment of Lisa Murkowski after the 2002 election. Although this num-
ber is far from optimal, preliminary studies of gender and legislative behav-
ior in the Senate that these types of numbers have been sufficient to produce 
significant findings on this topic (Frederick 2010, 2011; Fridkin and Wood-
all 2005; Swers 2007, 2008; Osborn and Mendez 2010). Hence, it is neces-
sary to limit this study’s focus to the last few Congresses, which covers the 
109th-111th Congresses (2003-2010). These three Congresses include a 
Republican controlled House and Senate during a Republican Presidency 
(109th, 2005-2006), a House and Senate controlled by Democrats during a 
Republican Presidency (110th Congress, 2007-2008) and unified Demo-
cratic control of the Congress and the Presidency (111th Congress, 2009-
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2010). This sample represents a wide variety of institutional and partisan 
contexts in which the dimensions of the relationship between descriptive and 
substantive representation in the House and Senate can be explored in order 
to assess the robustness of the findings. 
 

Descriptive Analysis 
 
 This analysis of gender and voting in the House and Senate begins by 
examining the mean common space scores for the 109th-111th Congresses. 
Figures 1-3 plot these data broken down by party, gender and chamber. The 
patterns are remarkably similar for all three Congresses. As expected, in 
each Congress female House Democrats compile the most liberal voting 
record while male House Republicans compile the most conservative voting 
record. The mean score for female House Democrats ranges from -.48 in the 
109th Congress and drifts a bit to the right -.45 in the 111th Congress. For 
male House Republicans, the range is .43 in the 109th rising to .47 in the 
111th Congress. While these numbers indicate that the two most polarized 
groups in the modern Congress are in the House, there are large ideological 
gaps between other groups as well. 
 Generally however, it is party and not chamber or gender that produces 
the most noticeable differences. Male House Democrats, male Senate Demo-
crats and female Senate Democrats cluster rather close together in all three 
 
 

Figure 1. Mean Common Space Scores by Gender, Party, 
and Chamber, 109th Congress 
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Figure 2. Mean Common Space Scores by Gender, Party, 
and Chamber, 110th Congress 

 
 
 
 

Figure 3. Mean Common Space Scores by Gender, Party, 
and Chamber, 111th Congress 
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Congresses. Each group is positioned to the right of female Democrats with 
mean scores ranging from -.41 to -.31. Interestingly, female Senate Demo-
crats are ever so slightly to the right of their male colleagues in all three 
Congresses. Most importantly, the magnitude of these differences is negli-
gible revealing gender’s influence on roll call voting behavior among Demo-
crats in Congress is on display only when Female House Democrats are 
examined. 
 Part of the explanation for this difference can be accounted for by the 
fact that female House Democrats tend to represent more liberal constitu-
encies (Frederick 2009; Gerrity et al. 2007; Palmer and Simon 2008). Fig-
ures 4-6 present the mean support received by Democratic presidential can-
didates for the most recent election in the state or district of the Senator or 
Representative. In the three Congresses, female House Democrats represent 
the most liberal constituencies with Democratic presidential candidates re-
ceiving around two-thirds of the vote in these districts. Using this measure of 
constituency liberalism male and female Senate Democrats represent nearly 
identical constituencies which illustrates why their voting records are so 
similar. Male House Democrats represent districts a few percentage points to 
the left of their Senate counterparts, which is also reflected in a mean voting 
record that is a bit to the left of male and female Senate Democrats. The 
general takeaway in looking at the roll call voting behavior of national 
Democratic politicians is that female House Democrats stand out for their  
 
 

Figure 4. Mean Percentage of Democratic Presidential Vote Share 
in the State or District by Gender, Party, and Chamber, 109th Congress 
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Figure 5. Mean Percentage of Democratic Presidential Vote Share 
in the State or District by Gender, Party, and Chamber, 110th Congress 

 
 
 
 

Figure 6. Mean Percentage of Democratic Presidential Vote Share 
in the State or District by Gender, Party, and Chamber, 111th Congress 
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liberalism but in large part because their constituencies are so liberal. 
Otherwise, neither gender nor institution appears to carry much weight in 
explaining this phenomenon. 
 For congressional Republicans the story varies a bit. Female House 
Republicans and male Senate Republicans are a shade to the left of male 
House Republicans in the three Congresses but are generally in line with 
their ideological bent. The mean common space value for female House 
Republicans jumps from .39 in the 109th Congress to .43 in the 111th Con-
gress. The results confirm the sharp rightward drift in female Republicans in 
the House demonstrated in previous research (Frederick 2009). Turning to 
the Senate, male Republicans have amassed a record largely in accord with 
their House colleagues during the past two Congresses. In the 109th Con-
gress the mean common space score for male Senate Republicans was .37, 
rising to .40 in the 111th Congress. Analyzing the average level of support 
received by Democratic presidential candidates in these Republicans’ states 
or districts shows why Republicans are so conservative over this period. 
This number is around 40 percent in each Congress for male and female 
House Republicans and male Senate Republicans. The conservative voting 
records of congressional Republicans are an outgrowth of the conservative 
nature of their constituencies. 
 The remaining group, female Senate Republicans, provide the most 
compelling evidence that gender is an influential variable in understanding 
patterns of voting behavior in Congress. For the three Congresses covered in 
this study women in Senate Republican Conference are noticeably to the left 
of the other Republicans in the House and Senate. The mean score for 
female Senate Republicans in the 109th and 110th Congress was .23. Not 
only are these averages significantly to the left of their fellow Republicans in 
both chambers (p < .05),3 the mean score for Republican women in the 
Senate actually moves to the left by the 111th Congress dropping to .20. 
This movement is largely due to the defeat of Sen. Elizabeth Dole in the 
2008 election. Nevertheless, this statistic does indicate that female Senate 
Republicans are the most ideologically distinctive group in the contemporary 
U.S. Congress and have become more so over the course of the study. The 
liberalism of their constituencies offers a partial explanation as to why they 
are more liberal than other national Republican officeholders. Democratic 
presidential candidates averaged about 45 percent of the vote for the 109th 
and 110th Congresses in states represented by female Senate Republicans. 
This number rose to 49.2 percent of the 111th Congress. Republican women 
in the Senate are representing states where the population leans to the left of 
other Republicans’ constituencies and their voting records reflect that 
reality. The question remains whether the relative liberalism of Republican 
women in the Senate is a function of their more liberal constituencies or are 
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the women in this institution voting differently after constituency effects are 
controlled for. The next section of this study presents the results of multi-
variate models that can help answer this question. 
 

Models Predicting Roll Call Voting Behavior 
 
 The key independent variables in the models are a series of dummy 
variables representing male and female House Democrats, male and female 
Senate Democrats, male and female Senate Republicans and female House 
Republicans, with male House Republicans serving as the reference cate-
gory. Similar coding strategies have been implemented in previous multi-
variate models predicting roll call ideology in Congress (Boles and Scheurer 
2007: Frederick 2009, 2010). Since male House Republicans are likely to 
compile the most conservative voting records the coefficients for the remain-
ing independent variables can be interpreted as how much less conservative 
each category of members is relative to the omitted category. 
 Constituency preferences are strongly associated with the ideological 
positioning of members of Congress (Aldrich et al. 2008; Ardion and Gar-
rand 2003; Brady and Schwartz 1995; Erikson and Wright 2008; Fleisher 
and Bond 2004; Frederick 2009, 2010; Jacobson 2000, 2009; Stonecash 
2006). The ideological makeup of the member’s district or state carries a 
great deal of weight in predicting how members cast their votes. The most 
liberal members of Congress are most likely to represent the most liberal 
constituencies and the most conservative members are most likely to repre-
sent the most conservative jurisdictions. For the models tested in this study 
constituency preferences were estimated by the percentage of the vote won 
by the Democratic presidential candidate in the state or district during the 
last election. Since the dependent variable in each model is a continuous 
measure, OLS regression is utilized as the estimation technique in this 
analysis. 
 Table 1 presents the parameter estimates for the models predicting roll 
call ideology in the 109th Congress, 110th Congress and the 111th Con-
gress. Recall that the dependent variable, the legislator’s Poole’s common 
space score, ranges from -1.0 to +1.0, with positive values indicating a more 
conservative voting record. The results are nearly identical for each model. 
As expected constituency preferences are strongly associated with roll call 
voting behavior. A one percent increase in constituency liberalism corres-
ponds with a .01 units shift leftward in the member’s voting record (p<.001). 
Turning to the impact of gender, party and institution, in all three specifica-
tions each category of office holders are to the right of male House Repub-
licans, although the coefficients for male Senate Republicans and female 
Republicans  are not statistically significant. We would  expect each group of  
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Table 1. Models Predicting Common Space Scores 
by Gender, Party, and Chamber 

 
 

 109th 110th 111th 
Independent Variable Congress Congress Congress 
 

 

Adj. R2 .919 .929 .918 
Female House Democrats -.696** -.682** -.693** 
 (.025) (.022) (.023) 
Female House Republicans  -.027 -.014 -.027 
 (.027) (.027) (.033) 
Male House Democrats -.681** -.664** -.676** 
 (.017) (.015) (.016) 
Female Senate Democrats  -.662** -.643** -.670** 
 (.043) (.037) (.038) 
Female Senate Republicans -.151* -.151* -.203** 
 (.056) (.053) (.063) 
Male Senate Democrats -.685** -.678** -.714** 
 (.23) (.021) (.021) 
Male Senate Republicans  -.014 -.011 -.026 
 (.020) (.020) (.022) 
Presidential Vote  -.008** -.009** -.009** 
 (.001) (.001) (.001) 
Constant  .757** .797** .845** 
 (.024) (.021) (.023) 
 

Adj. R2 .919 .929 .918 
 

N 538 547 550 
 

*p < .01 **p < .001 
Note: Table entries are OLS coefficients with estimated standard errors in parentheses. 
 

 
 
Democrats to be significantly to the left of male House Republicans. How-
ever, these results confirm the descriptive data showing that female Senate 
Republicans are .15 units to the left in the 109th and 110th Congresses and 
.20 units to the left in the 111th Congress, relative to male House Repub-
licans (p < .001). 
 To help better illustrate the substantive effects of gender, party and 
institution, Figures 7-9 plot the predicted common space scores for the eight 
categories of officeholders with constituency ideology set at its mean in the 
109th-111th Congresses. The 95 percent confidence intervals for the esti-
mates are shown in brackets. These graphic displays highlight several con-
sistent patterns. First, unsurprisingly, partisanship supersedes both gender 
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and institution in determining ideological positioning in the contemporary 
Congress. As the bars for the 95 percent confidence intervals show, there is 
no overlap between Democrats and Republicans in either body. Democrats 
cluster toward the liberal end of the spectrum while conservatives are con-
fined to the conservative end. Beyond partisanship, the graphs reveal the 
conditional impact of gender. For the Democrats the predicted scores for 
each category overlap closely during the three Congresses. For the109th 
Congress, the range is -.34 to -.31, for the 110th -.33 to -.29, and for the 
111th -.35 to -.30. In the analysis of the descriptive data female House 
Democrats stood out as the most liberal group of House Democrats but once 
their propensity to represent very liberal districts is controlled for their vot-
ing records are very much in sync with the other Democrats in Congress 
both male and female. This finding supports the conclusions of recent stud-
ies of gender and voting behavior in Congress that the policy records of male 
and female Democrats have become indistinguishable once constituency 
effects are properly controlled for (Frederick 2009, 2010; Simon and Palmer 
2010). In the present study this phenomenon is in evidence for the institu-
tional settings of both the House and Senate. 
 
 
 

Figure 7. Predicted Common Space Scores by Gender, Party, 
and Chamber, 109th Congress 

 
 

Note: The predicted scores are calculated by holding presidential vote at its mean. Bars represent the 
95% confidence intervals for the estimated values. All predicted values calculated using CLARIFY 
software (Tomz et al. 2003). 
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Figure 8. Predicted Common Space Scores by Gender, Party, 
and Chamber, 110th Congress 

 
 

Note: The predicted scores are calculated by holding presidential vote at its mean. Bars represent the 
95% confidence intervals for the estimated values. All predicted values calculated using CLARIFY 
software (Tomz et al. 2003). 
 
 

Figure 9. Predicted Common Space Scores by Gender, Party, 
and Chamber, 111th Congress 

 
 

Note: The predicted scores are calculated by holding presidential vote at its mean. Bars represent the 
95% confidence intervals for the estimated values. All predicted values calculated using CLARIFY 
software (Tomz et al. 2003). 
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 Scrutinizing the graphs for the Republicans exposes the role gender and 
institutions play in influencing substantive representation. In the highly 
polarized House, gender matters very little, as the estimates for male and 
female Republicans overlap closely in the three Congresses. Male senators 
look very much like their House colleagues as their predicted scores are 
bunched closely together. For the three categories of members the estimates 
range from .33 to .35 for the 109th Congress, .33 to .35 for the 110th Con-
gress, .34 to .37 for the 111th Congress. The 95 percent confidence intervals 
for female House Republicans are much wider because of the small sample 
of these representatives but the data demonstrate that they are more similar 
than dissimilar in their voting behavior compared to male Republicans in 
Congress. The same statement cannot be made for female Senate Republi-
cans. Figures 7-9 demonstrate that female Senate Republicans are consider-
ably to the left of mainstream Republican positions on national policy issues. 
This tendency is not merely an artifact of representing more liberal constitu-
encies than other Republicans as was the case with female House Demo-
crats. The predicted common space score ranges from the .20 in the 109th 
Congress to .16 in the 111th Congress. While there is some slight overlap in 
the confidence intervals in the 109th and 110th Congresses for the 111th 
Congress there is no overlap with the estimates for the other Republicans. 
The institutional conditions in the Senate allow gender to provide a moderat-
ing influence on a very conservative national Republican Party. 
 One high profile vote in the 111th Congress can help crystallize the 
implications of these empirical findings. Among the first issues tackled by 
Congress after the 2008 election was the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act. This 
legislation overturned a Supreme Court decision4 limiting the ability of vic-
tims of pay discrimination from filing claims against their employers (Sorok 
2010). Enacting this law was one of the top priorities of women’s groups 
and leading female members of Congress, including Speaker of the House 
Nancy Pelosi (Peters and Rosenthal 2010). When it came time to vote on 
final passage of the bill the two parties diverged substantially on whether to 
support it. The breakdown of the vote nearly perfectly captures the results 
uncovered in this study. In the House every single female House Democrat 
voted in favor of the bill and 100 percent of female House Republicans cast 
votes in opposition.5 Among the men all but 5 male House Democrats sup-
ported the bill while all but 3 male Republicans voted against it. In the 
Senate the partisan divide was similar with one exception. Every Senate 
Democrat voted for final passage and every single male Republican rejected 
it.6 The one group departing from the partisan orthodoxy was the small con-
tingent of women in Senate GOP Conference. All of them supported the bill 
including the more conservative women in the Republican Conference like 
Lisa Murkowski and Kay Bailey Hutchinson. Obviously not all votes break 
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down as cleanly as this example would suggest.7 Republican women in 
Senate side with their male GOP colleagues more often than they do with 
Democrats. Even so, it underscores the unique brand of representation this 
group of women is providing. 
 

Conclusion 
 
 The numerical representation of women in Congress continues on an 
upward trajectory, even if those gains have been more incremental than 
many advocates of greater diversity would like. Scholars of women in Ameri-
can politics have labored to figure out just what impact greater descriptive 
representation has had on substantive representation. Past studies have gen-
erated mixed results in attempts to isolate the effects of gender raising 
doubts about whether this variable is a relevant factor in deciphering how 
national legislators cast their votes on the issues that come before the Con-
gress. Using common space scores for the 109th-111th Congresses, which 
up to this point have not been employed in gender based studies of legisla-
tive behavior, this study has highlighted how this relationship matters in  
the process of roll call voting and under what conditions it matters. It has 
demonstrated how the presence of women can result in tangibly different 
policy outcomes and when the influence of gender is more limited. These 
results allow us to put the inconsistent findings of recent studies in the 
proper context and clarify when gender is a significant predictor of differ-
ences in roll call voting behavior. There are three key observations that 
should be taken away from this analysis. 
 First, claims that gender offers little explanatory leverage in under-
standing the voting records of members of Congress can only be partially 
validated here. In the modern House of Representatives partisan polarization 
is so deep that over the past few Congresses gender differences are imper-
ceptible once constituency effects are controlled for. This study confirms the 
most recent research on voting in the U.S. House that has uncovered no 
meaningful differences in the roll call ideology of male and female represen-
tatives (Frederick 2009; Schwindt-Bayer and Corbetta 2004; Simon and 
Palmer 2010). The extreme polarization in the House and the rigid control 
the majority party has over the rules of the institution do not foster condi-
tions where gender differences can be readily observed. As the political 
environment in the House is presently constituted one should not expect this 
phenomenon to change anytime in the near future. Nevertheless, the current 
state of affairs should not be interpreted as contradicting earlier studies find-
ing gender differences in policy representation. As Frederick (2009) care-
fully documents in an extended time series analysis, female House members, 
particularly female Republicans, were distinctive in their voting behavior 
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during the 1980s and 1990s. However, with an influx of more conservative 
women over the past few election cycles such differences have waned. 
While male and female representatives in the House Democratic and Repub-
lican caucuses have converged in the type of voting records they compile, 
there could still be differences in other types of legislative behavior. Never-
theless, on this key metric gender has almost been relegated to status of 
insignificant predictor. 
 Second, the role of gender within the parties varies substantially. Over 
most of the past two decades the voting records of Democrats in both the 
House Democrats have been strongly in harmony with another. Female 
House Democrats vote in a more liberal fashion than other Democrats but 
this tendency is largely a reaction to their more liberal constituencies. Once 
the overwhelming liberal composition of the districts they represent is con-
trolled for, their voting records on the left-right continuum are virtually 
indistinguishable from other Democrats in Congress. As other scholars have 
established (Wolbrecht 2000), male Democratic politicians at the national 
level have largely embraced the women’s rights agenda causing a conver-
gence in the policy records within the party that transcends gender. This 
development does not mean there are no major differences in the way male 
and female Democrats behave in elected office, but they are not in evidence 
in this area of inquiry. 
 On the other side of the partisan aisle, a gender divide is still at work 
within the Republican Party. Republican women have long been at odds 
with their party on key issues that have defined the modern feminist move-
ment. A position which has driven their voting behavior leftward, according 
to numerous studies that have examined the subject (Boles and Scheurer 
2007; Burrell 1994; Evans 2005; Frederick 2009, 2010; Swers 1998, 2002; 
Tatalovich and Schier 1993). While the parties have become highly polar-
ized around much of this agenda some female Republicans have not con-
sistently embraced the party line on these questions. However, when it 
comes to Congress virtually all of these women are now serving in the U.S. 
Senate (Frederick 2010). 
 This observation marks the final contribution of this study. The institu-
tional framework in which legislators serve is a critical variable in fully 
appreciating how gender influences the political landscape (Dodson 2006; 
Swers 2002). Although the Senate has grown more polarized in recent years 
(Lee 2009), it still offers more opportunities for its members to exert their 
individual concerns in the legislative process. For female Republicans in the 
Senate they can initiate and react to the legislative agenda in ways that do 
not conform to the prevailing Republican platform. At least over the past 
three congresses Republican women have been a small but moderating force 
within the Senate GOP Conference. Although they consistently display a 
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pattern of translating descriptive representation into substantive representa-
tion, this impact is constrained by their meager numerical presence in the 
Senate. As long as their numbers remain so small the capacity female GOP 
senators to bring a unique voice in the policy process will be stymied. 
Besides their small numbers in Congress it is not entirely clear that as more 
Republican women are elected to the Senate they will be in the mold of 
Senators Snowe and Collins of Maine. It is entirely possible that the elec-
toral environment in the Republican Party could drive women in the Senate 
as far to the right ad their colleagues in the House. At this point such an 
argument is speculative and can only be confirmed as more Republican 
women get elected to the U.S. Senate. In the meantime scholars of women in 
American politics should be vigilant in monitoring multiple areas of legisla-
tive activity where gender can provide insight into the behavior of members 
of Congress. 
 
 

NOTES 
 
 1For a more detailed explanation of ideal point estimation across legislative cham-
bers in roll call voting see: Poole (2005) and Shor et al. (2010). 
 2Data downloaded August 1, 2012 from http://www.voteview.com/dwnomjoint.asp. 
 3P values generated from a series of t-tests for the difference of means between 
each group of Republicans. 
 4Ledbetter v. Goodyear Tire & Rubber Co., 550 U.S. 618 (2007). 
 5House Vote No. 37, 111th Congress, First Session, January 27, 2009. 
 6Senate Vote No. 14, 111th Congress, First Session, January, 22, 2009. 
 7It could be argued that the Lilly Ledbetter vote is capturing gender differences on 
an issue of specific interest to women and is not well suited to represent the systematic 
findings reported in this study. However, since interest group ratings that indicate support 
for women’s issues tend to be highly correlated with the first dimensional ideological 
space in roll call voting (Poole and Rosenthal 2007) disentangling gender effects on these 
types of votes is problematic and beyond the scope of this study. Another example less 
directly tied to women’s issues, which highlights the unique ideological positioning of 
female Senate Republicans, was the vote in the 111th Congress to reauthorize the Chil-
dren’s Health Insurance Program. On final passage of the legislation all female Senate 
Republicans joined all Senate Democrats in voting in favor of reauthorizing the program 
while all but four male Senate Republicans voted against the legislation (Senate Vote 
No. 31, 111th Congress, First Session, January 29, 2009). 
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