
American Political Science Review (2024) 118, 1, 495–503

doi:10.1017/S0003055423000357 ©TheAuthor(s), 2023. PublishedbyCambridgeUniversity Press onbehalf of theAmerican Political Science
Association. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0), which permits unrestricted re-use, distribution and reproduction, provided the original article is properly cited.

Letter
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How does the gender composition of deliberative committees affect citizens’ evaluations of their
decision-making processes? Do citizens perceive decisions made by gender-balanced, legislative
bodies as more legitimate than those made by all-male bodies? Extant work on the link between

women’s descriptive representation and perceptions of democratic legitimacy in advanced democracies
finds the equal presence of women legitimizes decision-making. However, this relationship has not been
tested in more patriarchal, less democratic settings. We employ survey experiments in Jordan, Morocco,
and Tunisia to investigate how citizens respond to gender representation in committees. We find that
women’s presence promotes citizens’ perceptions of the legitimacy of committee processes and outcomes
and, moreover, that pro-women decisions are associated with higher levels of perceived legitimacy. Thus,
this study demonstrates the robustness of findings from the West regarding gender representation and
contributes to the burgeoning literature on women and politics.

INTRODUCTION

T he past two decades have witnessed a dramatic
increase in the presence of women in decision-
making bodies. Existing evidence from

established democracies demonstrates that such repre-
sentation increases citizens’ perceptions of legitimacy
in political institutions (Mansbridge 1999; Scherer and
Curry 2010) and outcomes (Banducci, Donovan, and
Karp 2004), thereby promoting institutional trust (Gay
2002; Ulbig 2007). Descriptive representation may
even legitimize decisions which adversely affect women
(Clayton, O’Brien, and Piscopo 2019). However,
descriptive representation may not have uniform
effects across different settings (Lee, Solberg, and
Waltenburg 2021). Increased women’s representation
in decision-making bodies may engender backlash,
especially in settings with conservative gender norms
(Biroli and Caminotti 2020; Yildirim, Kocapınar, and
Ecevit 2021).

We test whether recent findings linking women’s
descriptive representation and democratic legitimacy
extend from established democracies with higher
levels of gender progressive norms to less democratic,
gender conservative contexts. To do so, we employ a
survey experiment that varies two main treatment
dimensions: a legislative committee’s gender compo-
sition and its decision (expanding or limiting women’s
rights).1

We implement the experiment as a harmonized
study (Slough and Tyson 2023) in three Middle East
and North African (MENA) countries—Jordan,
Morocco, and Tunisia—which have more gender con-
servative societies and less democratic regimes than
the sites of most previous studies on this topic. We
focus on laws against domestic violence, which is esti-
mated to afflict one in three women globally, or nearly
736 million women (World Health Organization 2021).

Contrary to expectations, we find that Jordanians,
Moroccans, and Tunisians view equal inclusion of
women in the decision-making process much the same
as citizens in the West. Women’s inclusion in decision-
making and pro-women decisions increase respon-
dents’ perceptions of the legitimacy of processes and
outcomes. Moreover, pro-women decisions increase
respondents’ expectations that the public will accept
the committee’s decision. Thus, a second important—
and somewhat surprising—conclusion from the study is
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the study to make it appropriate for the contexts we study.
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that respondents generally support increased penalties
against domestic violence.

GROUP GENDER COMPOSITION AND
LEGITIMACY

Descriptive representation,where representatives’demo-
graphic characteristics mirror the population from which
they are drawn, is often conceptualized as “the politics of
presence” (Mansbridge 1999). The argument for descrip-
tive representation is based on the premise that elected
officials aremore likely to “act for” thosewithwhom they
share personal characteristics (Lovenduski and Norris
2003; Pitkin 1967).Descriptive representation should lead
to fairer outcomes (Easton 1965; Gay 2002) and serve to
cushion unfavorable decisions (Arnesen and Peters
2018). Thus, it can improve the quality of policies, partic-
ularly regarding women and other marginalized groups
(Banducci, Donovan, and Karp 2004), and bolster the
legitimacy of legislative bodies.2
Studies exploring the link between women’s descrip-

tive representation and democratic legitimacy have
proliferated over the past decade (Clayton, O’Brien,
and Piscopo 2019; Lee, Solberg, andWaltenburg 2021).
Research on the symbolic representation of women in
politics (i.e., the attitudinal and behavioral effects of
women’s representation) (Lawless 2004) has found that
women’s numerical presence in decision-making bod-
ies improves evaluations of decisions (i.e., substantive
legitimacy) and increases trust in the institutions
(i.e., procedural legitimacy) (Clayton, O’Brien, and
Piscopo 2019). Yet other studies have shown that
increased women’s representation may lead to back-
lash against women (Krook 2015). Women’s presence
in previously male-dominated spaces may trigger
“renewed determination by patriarchal forces to main-
tain and increase the subordination of women” (Walby
1993, 79). Backlash may manifest as violence against
female politicians, be directed against women outside
politics whose demands challenge the existing gender
hierarchy (Berry, Bouka, and Kamuru 2020), or, we
argue, be expressed in attempts to delegitimize gender-
balanced committees.
Most studies to date have been conducted in contexts

withmore liberal gender norms, leaving open questions
about how well findings travel. We expect backlash
effects to be more pronounced in gender conservative
societies, such as in the MENA, where patriarchal
norms and discriminatory laws marginalize women
within decision-making processes. Notably, most gen-
der reforms across the MENA were introduced from
the top to improve regimes’ domestic and international
reputations (Tripp 2019), with little effort to transform
deep-rooted gender inequalities within the society
and/or the economy. We anticipate backlash effects

will be more pronounced in these settings given the
lack of transformative measures to improve women’s
status overall. Because backlash against increased
female representation is more likely to occur when
women are increasingly visible as political actors
(Berry, Bouka, and Kamuru 2020; Krook 2015),
we posit that the equal presence of women in legislative
bodies should have a negative impact on citizens’
perceptions of their substantive and procedural legiti-
macy.

We anticipate this will be true even in less democratic
regimes. Legislative assemblies in authoritarian regimes
are often sites of co-optation, information signaling, and
contestation over policy outcomes (Gandhi and Lust-
Okar 2009). Autocratic legislatures may have more
limited powers than those in more democratic settings,
but parliamentarians still study, discuss, and approve or
reject legislation (Shalaby and Elimam 2020).3

Thus, we propose the following pre-registered
hypotheses:4

H1: Citizens will be less likely to agree that the com-
mittee made the right decision when the committee is
gender-balanced (i.e., substantive legitimacy).

H2: Citizens will be more likely to report negative
attitudes regarding the committee’s decision-making
process when the committee is gender-balanced
(i.e., procedural legitimacy).

H3: Citizens will be less likely to believe that the
general public will accept a decision made by a gender-
balanced committee.

H4: Committee decisions supporting women will fur-
ther increase the negative effect of gender-balanced com-
mittees for all outcomes in H1–H3.

GENDERNORMS, REGIMES, ANDDOMESTIC
VIOLENCE

We test our hypotheses in Jordan, Morocco, and Tuni-
sia, focusing on deliberation over domestic violence
penalties. This is an important, gendered issue in the
MENA.5 A majority of Arab Barometer participants
reported in 2019 that domestic violence had increased
since the start of the Coronavirus outbreak (Arab
Barometer 2019). Even before that, and despite the
highly sensitive nature of the issue, about one third of
female respondents in Jordan (Clark et al. 2009) and
around half ofMoroccan (Kasraoui 2019) and Tunisian
(Veen, Jrad, and Galand 2017) women reported
experiencing domestic violence in their lifetime. Thus,
examining this topic at this point in time lends addi-
tional value to this study.

2 We rely on Easton’s (1975) conceptualization of democratic legit-
imacy as the “reservoir of favorable attitudes or good will that helps
members to accept or tolerate outputs to which they are opposed”
(444).

3 We did not pre-register hypotheses specifically related to less
democratic regimes.
4 Additional pre-registered hypotheses are presented and discussed
in Appendix C of the Supplementary Material. Our original pre-
registered plan can be found here: https://aspredicted.org/hd3m6.pdf.
5 In a pilot study of 257 respondents, majorities in each country
agreed that domestic violence was the most important issue among
three gendered issues. See Appendix A.3 of the Supplementary
Material.
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Jordan, Morocco, and Tunisia have gender-
conservative societies. As shown in Figure 1a, respon-
dents in each country are much more likely than
Americans to agree with the statement that men make
better political leaders than women. Conservative gen-
der norms are also evident in the controversies over
legislation regarding domestic violence, the focus of our
study. All three countries have passed legislation

outlawing domestic violence, but many still find the
legislation insufficient.6 Moreover, prominent political

FIGURE 1. Experimental Sites in Cross-National Perspective

(a) Cross-Country Variation in Gender Political Norms (WVS).
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(b) Cross-Country Variation in Democratic Strength (V-Dem).
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Note: Figure (a) reports the average levels of agreement with the statement that men make better politicians than women. Data come from
the sixth wave of theWorld Values Survey (World ValuesSurvey Association 2020). Figure (b) reports 2021 electoral democracy scores per
country collected by V-dem (Coppedge et al. 2021).

6 Regarding criticisms against Jordan’s domestic violence Law
No. 6/2008 against domestic violence, see Nasrawin (2017); Tunisia’s
Law No. 2017-58, see Human Rights Watch (2022); and Morocco’s
2018 Law No. 103-13, see Human Rights Watch (2020).

Female Representation and Legitimacy

497

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

23
00

03
57

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055423000357


elites in Jordan (Watkins 2020), Morocco (Etezadi
2016), and Tunisia (Abdo-Katsipis 2017) have opposed
strengthening domestic violence laws. Our survey also
offers evidence that this issue is contested: about one in
five Jordanians, one in four Moroccans, and one in
three Tunisians believed that domestic violence penal-
ties should not be raised.
The countries we study are governed by nondemo-

cratic institutions (as shown in Figure 1b). Jordan and
Morocco are monarchies with elected legislatures,
which FreedomHouse deemed not free and partly free,
respectively, in 2021. Tunisia’s revolution in 2011 trans-
formed it from an autocracy to a fledgling democracy,
which Freedom House rated as free in 2021. Yet Tuni-
sia experienced democratic backsliding, including the
disbandment of parliament, just prior to the fielding of
our experiment.
All three countries hold political deliberations over

domestic violence penalties, in which both men and
women participate. Jordan,Morocco, and Tunisia have
gender quotas, and when we fielded the experiment,
women parliamentarians made up about 12% of the
elected legislature in Jordan, 24% in Morocco, and
26% in Tunisia. Majorities of respondents in all coun-
tries viewed our experimental scenario as realistic (see
Figure A4 in the Supplementary Material).
Jordan, Morocco, and Tunisia thus allow us to exam-

ine findings from established liberal democracies in
understudied settings. In particular, we study the effect
of group gender composition on substantive and pro-
cedural legitimacy in cases with greater gender conser-
vatism and less democratic institutions. We examine
potential differences across the three cases, but our
goal in doing so is to test if our findings are generaliz-
able across these disparate settings. We do not expect
or seek to explain cross-country variation.

RESEARCH DESIGN

We implemented phone-based survey experiments
between November 2021 and March 2022 in Jordan,
Morocco, and Tunisia. We asked 4,754 respondents a
series of pre-treatment questions and then presented
them with our experimental vignette: an excerpt from
a mock radio show describing a legislative committee
that decided whether to raise penalties on domestic
violence.7 In our experiment, we randomized the com-
mittee’s gender composition (all male/gender-balanced)
and its decision (expanding/limiting women’s rights),
resulting in a fully crossed 2� 2 experimental design.8

Following the vignette,9 respondents answered
manipulation checks and questions related to our key
outcomes. We identify the effects of gender balance on
(H1) the evaluation of the committee’s decision
(a three-item index measuring belief that the commit-
tee made the right decision for all citizens, men, and
women; α ¼ 0:804); (H2) attitudes toward the commit-
tee procedure (a two-item index measuring trust
in committee and belief in committee fairness; α ¼
0:668 ); (H3) perceptions that the general public will
accept the committee’s decision (a single-item mea-
sure); and (H4) that the committee decision moderates
effects on the evaluation of the decision, procedure,
and public acceptance (interactions of gender-balance
and committee-decision treatments).

We estimate the following pre-registered ordinary
least squares (OLS) regression, estimating the average
treatment effect (ATE) of committee gender balance
across all countries:

yic ¼ βbalance þ δdecision þ ψi þ ϵic: (1)

Our main parameter of interest is βbalance, representing
the gender-balanceATEon a given outcome of interest
(yic ). To increase the precision of our estimate, we
control for our second treatment (δdecision ), as well as
respondents’ country, gender, age, and education
(represented by ψi). We supplement our main analysis
with similar, country-specific OLS regressions.10

RESULTS

In this section, we present the ATEs of our gender-
balanced and committee-decision treatments. Figure 2
depicts the effects of our treatments on respondents’
evaluation of the committee’s decision (H1). The left
side of Figure 2 shows that, in aggregate, gender bal-
ancemodestly improved respondents’ evaluation of the
committee’s decision by 7% of a SD. The pro-women
decision treatment also improved respondents’ evalu-
ations of the committee’s decision. Indeed, the decision
appears to shape respondents’ evaluations of substan-
tive legitimacy more than the committee gender
balance does. In the aggregate, the effect of the pro-
women decision treatment is almost 8.5 times larger
than the effects of the gender-balance treatment, and it
is significant at the p ¼ 0:01 level in all countries. Thus,
the results in Figure 2 stand in stark contrast to our pre-
registered expectations. Instead of backlash, we find
that gender balance and pro-women decisions raise
evaluations of the committee’s decisions.

In Figure 3, we report the effects of our treatments on
attitudes toward the committee procedure (H2).We find

7 A translated version of the vignette and an overview of survey
methodology and measurement are provided in Appendix A of the
Supplementary Material. In our vignette, the committee is unnamed,
but recent examinations of abstraction in survey experiments suggest
that an unnamed committee should not substantially impact infer-
ences drawn (Brutger et al. 2022).
8 Our sample size is distributed as follows: Jordan ¼ 1, 654 ,
Morocco ¼ 1, 464, and Tunisia ¼ 1, 436, and excludes 1,550 Jorda-
nian subjects assigned to a vignette focusing on a nongendered issue.
See Appendix C.8 of the Supplementary Material.

9 Like other phone surveys, the samples are not nationally represen-
tative. Please see Appendix B of the Supplementary Material for
descriptive statistics of our sample.
10 Data and code to replicate the results reported in this article can be
found at theAmerican Political ScienceReviewDataverse (Kao et al.
2023).
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that gender balance increases respondents’ positive atti-
tudes toward the committee by over 13% of a SD, and
this effect is consistent across all countries. Pro-women
decisions increased positive attitudes toward the com-
mittee, and they are about four times larger than the
effect of the gender-balance treatment. Again, these
results stand in contrast to our pre-registered hypothesis
and they suggest that gender balance and pro-women
decisions increase procedural legitimacy in the MENA.

In Figure 4, we consider the extent to which our
treatments shape respondents’ expectations regarding
public acceptance of the committee’s decision. Our
results suggest that gender balance does not have a
precisely estimated effect on this outcome, but pro-
women decisions increased respondents’ expectations
that the public will accept the committee’s decision. In
line with the findings reported in Figures 2 and 3, these
stand in contrast to our pre-registered expectations.

FIGURE 2. ATEs on Agreement that Committee Made the Right Decision
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Note: This figure reports the average treatment effect (ATE) of gender-balance and committee-decision treatments on a scale measuring
beliefs that the committee made the right decision. See Appendix C.1 of the Supplementary Material for full model.

FIGURE 3. ATEs on Attitudes toward the Committee
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Note: This figure reports the average treatment effect (ATE) of our gender-balance and committee decision treatments on a scale
measuring attitudes toward the committee. See Appendix C.2 of the Supplementary Material for full model.
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Finally, in Figure 5, we consider whether the com-
mittee’s decision in favor of women moderates the
effects of our gender-balance treatment on our key
outcomes from H1–H3 (H4). We regress the three
outcomes over our two treatments and the interaction,
Balance�Pro, representing the moderating effect of
pro-women decision treatment on the gender-balance
treatment. We find that the committee’s decision does
not moderate the ATE of gender balance on our key

outcomes and thus we find limited support for our
fourth hypothesis.

DISCUSSION

The positive effects of gender balance and pro-women
decision run counter to our theoretical expectations

FIGURE 4. ATEs on Belief that the Public Will Accept the Committee’s Decision
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Note: This figure reports the average treatment effect (ATE) of our gender-balance and committee decision treatments on the respondent’s
belief that the public will accept the committee’s decision. See Appendix C.3 of the Supplementary Material for full model.

FIGURE 5. Effect of Gender Balance Conditional on Committee Decision
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Note: These plots consider the interaction effect of both our treatments on our three main outcomes. See Appendix C.4 of the
Supplementary Material for full model.
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and prompt us to ask why we do not find the backlash
we anticipated. We consider five plausible explana-
tions.
The first explanation is that respondents conceal

their responses to public policy decisions, even if they
express discriminatory personal beliefs. In authoritar-
ian regimes that support women’s rights, citizens may
feel that they need to respond positively to pro-women
decisions and gender-balanced committees. To exam-
ine this possibility, we analyze whether respondents
who state that they support the regime are more likely
to respond favorably to pro-women decisions and
gender-balanced committees than those who do not.
We find little evidence that attitudes toward the regime
moderate the gender-balanced treatment effects (see
Appendix C.9 and Figure A20 in the Supplementary
Material).
A second explanation is that the results are only

relevant to our issue area, domestic violence penalties.
We leverage a second issue area treatment fielded in
Jordan, on penalties for littering, and find that issue
area does not moderate the effects of the gender-
balance treatment. The decision treatment has a simi-
lar, albeit larger effect when the issue area is littering,
likely reflecting the overall greater support for increas-
ing penalties in this area (see Appendix C.8 of the
Supplementary Material).
A third possibility is that there are significant hetero-

geneous effects, running in roughly equal and opposite
directions, which lead to the appearance of small and
statistically insignificant aggregate effects. We test
whether sexist attitudes (see Appendix C.5 of the Sup-
plementary Material), perceptions of gender norms
(see Appendix C.6 of the Supplementary Material), or
respondent’s gender (see Appendix C.7 of the Supple-
mentary Material) moderate the effects of the treat-
ments on perceptions of substantive or procedural
legitimacy. Overall, as further discussed in Appendix
C.10 of the Supplementary Material, we find limited
evidence in support of effect heterogeneity. This result
may be driven in part bymeasurement challenges in our
sexism indices, whichwe address inAppendixC.5 of the
Supplementary Material by employing different mea-
surement strategies. However, we encourage future
research to build on our work and further explore
heterogeneity using other innovative measures.
A fourth potential explanation is that the results

reflect treated respondents’ beliefs that it is socially
unacceptable to express opposition to positions that
improvewomen’s rights. This may be particularly prob-
lematic in this study, as some have found that telephone
surveys elicit greater social desirability bias than face-
to-face surveys (Holbrook, Green, and Krosnick 2003).
Yet, in line with recent studies (Blair, Coppock, and
Moor 2020), we also have reason to doubt that such bias
explains our results. Respondents express sexist atti-
tudes in direct questions and that sexism is particularly
prevalent in Jordan, the country in which gender bal-
ance had a positive and significant effect on substantive
legitimacy.
In the Supplementary Material, we also implement a

number of robustness and sensitivity checks. We test

whether differential attrition rates (see Appendix D.1
of the Supplementary Material), treatment recall (see
Appendix D.2 of the Supplementary Material), enu-
merator effects (see Appendix D.3 of the Supplemen-
taryMaterial), respondents’ pre-treatment attitudes on
domestic violence (see Appendix D.4 of the Supple-
mentary Material), or model specification (see Appen-
dix D.5 of the Supplementary Material) affects our
results. We find little evidence of this.

We are left to conclude that there may simply be less
variation in attitudes toward women’s representation
than anticipated. Issues of domestic violence and gen-
der representation have become globalized, with
domestic leaders and international stakeholders press-
ing for changes in policies and practices around these
issues. There may still be differences in opinions over
what constitutes “domestic violence” or the roles of
women in politics. But, as we show, there may be
popular convergence in attitudes when it comes to
some of the globally promoted policies that seek to
improve women’s welfare.

CONCLUSION

This study advances the literature on representation
and bridges an important gap in our understanding on
the intersection of gender and politics. Our results are
both surprising and important. Despite the diverging
contexts in which we implement our studies, women’s
representation and pro-women decisions appear to
have positive effects on the legitimacy of decision-
making bodies and their outcomes. Indeed, the effects
of women’s descriptive representation are similar to
those found in studies from more gender liberal socie-
ties inWestern democracies and it appears that citizens
especially value pro-women decisions.

Our findings prompt scholars to delve deeper into
understanding how context moderates the impact of
descriptive representation on substantive and proce-
dural legitimacy. Our study is unable to disentangle
effects of less democratic regimes and patriarchal social
norms, although it suggests that—at least taken
together—they have less impact on the link between
descriptive and substantive representation than one
might expect. This should be more robustly tested,
employing cross-national comparisons across a larger
sample of cases that vary social norms and regime type.
Furthermore, scholars should investigate the extent to
which other contextual factors (e.g., intersectional
identities11 or cleavage structures) may moderate the
relationship between descriptive representation and
legitimacy.

This study also has important implications for policy-
makers. It suggests that policies aimed at promoting
gender representation may enhance the legitimacy of
institutions and policy outcomes, even in less demo-
cratic, gender conservative contexts. Yet it also raises

11 See Kao and Benstead (2021) for work on the importance of
intersectionality in legislative representation in the MENA.
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questions about the relationship between gender rep-
resentation, the legitimacy of these institutions, and
human rights. Does increasing gender representation
in such institutions help to stabilize authoritarian
regimes, thwarting efforts at democratization or
improved human rights? Or does increased legitimacy
of such institutions strengthen potential loci of democ-
ratization? More research should be done to examine
the implications of gender-balanced decision-making
bodies in real-world contexts. Only by further explor-
ing these outcomes can we fully understand the effects
of gender quotas, campaign support, and other pro-
grams aimed at increased women representation.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

To view supplementary material for this article, please
visit https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055423000357.
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