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Abstract  

Gender and Legislative Leadership: The Impact of Chair Identity on Bill Advancement Out of 
Committee  

By Sophie Schocket  

Within American legislatures, race and gender identities have been shown to play a role 
in how legislators navigate and access these spaces, including the types of bills they sponsor 
and the types of bills that ultimately become law. This study investigates patterns of bill 
advancement at the state legislature committee level, addressing the question of whether 
diversity in committee leadership impacts the likelihood of advancement out of committee for 
women's issue bills and bills sponsored by women. With a sample of 13 committees across 
three jurisdictions, the study tests three sets of hypotheses, first for women's issue bills, then 
bills sponsored by women, then women's issue bills sponsored by women. To ensure that the 
analysis captures the compounding effects of race and gender oppression, separate models 
examine each of these types of bills first along the single axis of gender of the committee chair, 
then through an intersectional lens of both race and gender. While the results do not indicate 
significant differences along the single axis of gender, the study does find that women's issue 
bills and bills regardless of topic sponsored by women of color were much more likely to 
advance from committees chaired by women of color compared to those chaired by white 
women. The strong connection between having a woman of color in the chair position and 
advancement rates for these bills shows that the increased institutional access afforded by the 
chair position can help to advance the interests of groups as a whole, depending on the group 
in question. Ultimately, the study reinforces the importance of intersectionality in research on 
gender and politics, as it suggests that institutional access white women are able to gain from 
having a white woman in a chair position does not extend to women of color when it comes to 
advancing their legislation out of committee.  
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Introduction 

As the demographics within American legislatures become increasingly reflective of the 

demographics of the nation, it is important to consider the impact of these changes. Significant 

research shows that descriptive representatives (representatives who share an identity with a 

given group) are more likely to prioritize and pursue policy change in areas of substantive 

interest to that group. As such, a more diverse legislature should theoretically be more attentive 

to the needs of a diverse population: the more women in a legislature, for example, the more 

debate and legislation will focus on women's issues. Even with these changes, however, the 

norms and practices within these legislatures likely remain gendered, such that an individual's 

gender will affect how they are able to navigate the institution and implement their policy 

objectives. Therefore, the question of how well a group is represented is not only one of 

descriptive or substantive representation, but also a question of institutional power, and who is 

able to access it.  

A majority of the research in gender and politics within legislatures focuses on 

differences between male and female legislators, looking for conditions under which women 

might be more or less likely to prioritize certain policies, take up certain strategies, or encounter 

certain barriers. Over time and as women gain more power within legislatures, however, we 

might hope to see changes in these differences– signs that legislatures are becoming more 

inclusive places, and easier to navigate regardless of race or gender. Even so, interpreting the 

dynamics behind these changes presents problems: parity in outcomes such as bill passage or 

number of leadership roles may indicate more equitable institutions, or simply that marginalized 

groups have become better at overcoming these barriers that are still in existence. 
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This research focuses upon the question, what impact does increased power for women 

within American legislatures have on the functioning of these institutions as a whole? 

Essentially, does the presence of women in a legislature change the legislature itself? This 

question engages with theories of gender and how it interacts with institutions to cause outcomes 

beyond the personal beliefs of the individuals within them (Acker 1992). If increases in women's 

power within a legislature are able to change the way the legislature is gendered, there might be 

implications for the link between descriptive and substantive representation. For example, if 

changes in gendered norms allow female representatives to navigate legislative processes more 

easily, then we might see an even stronger connection between the number of women in a 

legislature and legislation passed on women's issues.  

With evaluation of bill sponsorship and passage on the committee level, I examine how 

committees respond as the share of power that women hold on the committee increases. 

Committee level analysis will allow me to control for most factors, including the jurisdiction. 

Through this study, I hope to offer a different framing of the question of why representation 

matters, and one way in which it might contribute to institutional change.  

Literature Review 

Gender and Legislative Institutions 

 To understand why gender would impact a legislator's effectiveness and access within a 

legislature, it is important to note the ways in which these spaces are both gendered and raced as 

institutions. Though research has shown some changes in these trends, (an increase in the 

number of women's issue bills following increases in the number of women in the legislature, for 

example) (Bratton 2005), the idea of a gendered institution posits that "even if women reached 

parity with men in all political, legal, and bureaucratic positions, there is no guarantee that 
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institutions would operate differently" (Chappell and Waylen 2013, 601). Social norms that 

privilege certain traits or styles of leadership and communication, as well as more formal rules 

that might appear neutral but could more heavily burden someone with greater caretaking 

responsibilities, for example, might shape the way female legislators are able to approach their 

jobs, and by extension, the outcomes of the legislature as a whole (Chappell and Waylen 2013).  

Furthermore, all women will not experience these systems in the same way, as other 

identities such as one's race or sexual orientation interact with gender to create experiences 

distinct from those encapsulated by one system of oppression alone (Crenshaw 1989). In an 

account of the racing-gendering of the US Congress, Mary Hawkesworth describes how women 

of color receive discriminatory remarks and behaviors from their colleagues, including white 

women, inhibiting their ability to build relationships and form coalitions (Hawkesworth 2003). 

Similarly, these differences in experiences can lead to differences in substantive representation 

among women: for example, women of color are shown to be more responsive to advocacy by 

women's issue groups than white women (Weiner 2021). As such, an intersectional lens is 

essential in truly understanding the relation between gender and American legislatures. Even as 

political scientists analyze these dynamics, traditional conceptions of power can fail to capture 

the extent of the specific inequalities at play. These understandings often focus on coercion, or 

the ability more generally to achieve a desired outcome (Weldon 2017, 130). However, Weldon 

outlines a more relational, feminist conception of power under which "some bodies will be 

perceived as exercising more authority and as commanding more status regardless of whether 

anyone chooses to exercise that power" (Weldon 2019). Therefore, even in a setting where 

women have equal presence, they may not necessarily have equal power.  
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 As descriptive representation in both Congress and state legislatures has increased, 

scholars have examined ways in which this increased presence might drive institutional change. 

Critical mass theory argues that there is a threshold of descriptive representation at which women 

or any minority group will change their behavior, and/or receive different responses as a result of 

no longer holding token status within the setting as a whole. In her 2005 article examining how 

having a significant number of women in a legislature will affect their substantive representation 

compared to a setting where there are only a few descriptive representatives, Kathleen Bratton 

finds that a critical mass can increase the amount of legislation passed on women's issues. If the 

share of women in a legislature is not correlated with how likely descriptive representatives are 

to sponsor bills on women's issues (Bratton 2005) but is correlated with how likely they are to 

pass, this would suggest that the legislature becomes more receptive to women's issues. Another 

mechanism by which increased descriptive changes can create institutional changes is through 

the creation of caucuses, which Minta and Sinclair-Chapman refer to as "diversity infrastructure" 

(2013). If minority caucuses are an example of diversity infrastructure because they allow for 

sharing of resources, coordination, and more effective communication, then these caucuses might 

represent institutional change in the form of a coordinated group that did not exist before. This 

connection suggests that as the number of descriptive representatives in a legislature grows, they 

do actually change the landscape of the legislature, which has substantive implications. 

Committee Level Dynamics 

 As each committee within a legislature has power over which bills are brought to the 

floor for consideration, speaking patterns within the committees can help to set the agenda for a 

legislature as a whole. Lyn Kathlene studied this dynamic in Colorado's state legislature in 1994, 

finding that women, on average, entered discussion later and spoke fewer times and for less total 
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time than their male counterparts, even as chairs of the committee. These findings remained true 

of the members on committees chaired by women, though women did enter discussion earlier 

under those circumstances (Kathlene 1994). Though Kathlene observed that women were less 

likely both to interrupt and to be interrupted, Michael Miller and Joseph Sutherland (2023) found 

that women in Congress were significantly more likely to be interrupted. However, both studies 

show that the sponsor or topic of the bill in question affects who will be most active in 

discussion. When the bill under discussion was sponsored by a woman, men were more likely to 

enter conversation earlier while women entered later in the hearing, and women were especially 

likely to be interrupted during hearings focused on women's issues (Kathlene 1994, Miller and 

Sutherland 2023). As these gendered speaking patterns frame discussion, we can expect that they 

might have an impact on bill advancement, as well. 

 Committee leadership is also an important source of agenda setting power, which means 

that gender differences in leadership styles could be expected to have a significant impact on the 

committee as a whole. As of the mid-2000s, at least in more diverse state legislatures, all four 

race/gender groupings of women of color, men of color, white women, and white men were well 

represented as chairs of non-prestige committees, though white men tend to be over represented 

as chairs of prestige committees (Reingold et al 2024). As committee chairs, women often 

exhibit different types of leadership, speaking later and less in discussion, as well as interrupting 

other members less than their male counterparts and taking more collaborative approaches to 

conflict resolution (Kathlene 1994, Rosenthal 2008). This tendency might be traced to a different 

conception of the role, as women chairs are "more likely to use their position as a facilitator or 

moderator of committee discussion, rather than as a way to control witness testimony, direct 

committee discussion, and join in the substantive debate" (Kathlene 561). If women are less 
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likely to find themselves in positions of leadership and more likely to wield them differently, 

then the identity of a committee leader might have a significant impact on the content and types 

of discussions that take place. 

These relationships between gender and institutional access have also been shown to 

impact legislators' overall efficacy, especially when it comes to bill passage. In some 

circumstances, such as highly polarized legislatures, women in the minority party actually pass 

more bills than men in the minority party thanks to a more collaborative approach to lawmaking 

(Volden et al 2013). Bratton and Haynie encountered mixed results: bills sponsored by Black 

legislators and bills sponsored by women were less likely to pass in some states, though not in 

others. However, factors such as the sponsor being from an urban district, being in the majority 

party or party leadership, and having co-sponsors, as well as the subject of the bill all impacted 

its likelihood of passage (Bratton and Haynie 1999). Bills focusing on women's issues are among 

the least likely to pass, and of these, the women's issue bills introduced by women are both less 

likely to advance out of committee, and pass through the legislature as a whole (Volden et al 

2018). The fact that women's interest and Black interest bills as well as bills with a Black and/or 

female sponsor fair differently in different environments suggests both that many of these 

legislatures are raced-gendered in ways that disadvantage legislators who hold those identities, 

but also that specific changes within the institution might be able to improve their effectiveness. 

As more intersectional studies at the state level have found that women are more likely to 

introduce bills on women's interests and Black legislators are more likely to introduce bills on 

Black interests, these differences in efficacy have implications for the types of bills that 

ultimately become law (Bratton and Haynie 1999, Reingold, Widner, and Harmon 2020).   

Institutional Change 



                   7 

Operationalizing measurements of institutional change can be a difficult task. Several 

researchers have posed the question of how increases of descriptive representation for women 

have impacted male legislators' behavior as one way of measuring how women have impacted 

the legislature as a whole (Swers 2001, O'Conner 2001). Karen O'Conner uses analysis of 

Congressional debates on abortion to answer the question of whether the presence of female 

legislators had changed the way their male colleagues engaged in debate, specifically on the 

topic of abortion. While women were consistently more likely to focus on maternal health over 

morality, men became more likely to do so over time as the number of women speakers 

increased, meaning that male legislators did generally shift the way they debated this issue in a 

way that more closely resembled the way female legislators framed it (O'Conner 2001). When 

examining the contexts under which men are more likely to sponsor women's issue bills, 

Michelle Barnello and Kathlene Bratton (2007) find that gender diversity within a legislature is 

not related to the likelihood that men will sponsor bills on children's issues, which are typically 

included under the wider umbrella of women's issues. However, they do not indicate whether 

gender diversity impacts sponsorship on other women's issues. Therefore, while women's 

presence may play a role in shaping how issues are debated once they are on the floor, it does not 

alone seem to impact policy priorities.  

Theory and Hypotheses 

 Based on this understanding that both formal and informal practices within legislatures 

often have the impact of decreasing a bill's chance of passage depending on its topic as well as 

the identity of its sponsor and that increased descriptive representation alone is not always 

enough to counteract these dynamics, I theorize that the power those with marginalized identities 

hold within legislatures must also increase to see changes in the success of these bills. Volden, 
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Wiseman, and Whitmer's study of the passage of women's issue bills in Congress traces 

challenges back to the committee level, where some of the advantages of having significant 

descriptive representation such as an identity based caucus might not be as applicable. 

Furthermore, presence in committee is not a guarantee of equal standing in discussion (Kathlene 

1994, Miller and Sutherland 2023). Therefore, I focus on the committee level to better 

understand the impact of power shifts within these settings. Though the race and gender 

distribution of chamber and party leadership as well as chair positions of more prestigious 

committees such as Appropriations still lags behind the levels of representation in many state 

legislatures as a whole, the chairs of less prestigious committees are generally much more 

reflective of the wider legislature (Reingold et al 2024). As such, we can question whether the 

more equitable distribution of these positions has improved outcomes for women's issue bills, as 

well as bills sponsored by women. Like in Volden's 2018 study, using the bill as a unit of analysis 

allows me to compare how the rate of advancement for bills with diverse sponsors and topic 

focuses will be differently impacted as a result of changes in the gender and race of the chair.  

Given that women are more likely to include women's interests higher in their policy 

priorities, having a woman in the role of chairperson could lend a stronger voice to these issues, 

resulting in greater rates of passage both for women's issue bills and bills sponsored by women. 

Though many of the benefits of having a critical mass, such as wider and stronger networks, are 

theorized to take effect beyond the committee setting (Bratton 2005), a chair might be a more 

valuable connection to have when it comes to advancing bills out of committee. Especially as 

women tend to view the role of chairperson through a more collaborative lens, we might expect 

that this style of leadership could also be more compatible with tactics of female committee 

members. This collaboration would ultimately improve their odds of advancing bills they 
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support, whether they have sponsored them, or they are just more sympathetic to the topic 

(Rosenthal 2000). The conditions under which researchers have already found female legislators 

to be more effective than male legislators lends further support to this idea. Members in the 

minority party, for example, must rely to a much greater degree on collaboration to see their bills 

pass, which advantages the legislative styles more typically employed by women (Volden, 

Wiseman, and Wittmer 2013). This difference is amplified in stages of the legislative process 

that allow for more coalition building, which typically does not include committee-level 

discussion (Volden, Wiseman, and Wittmer 2013). However, if female chairs do use their 

leadership to create more collaborative environments, then these committees, too, could become 

settings in which women experience greater success. As the same study finds that committee 

chairs are significantly more effective than other legislators at passing the bills they sponsor, then 

at the very least one woman should become more effective by virtue of this leadership change.  

The ability that female representatives had to frame debate on the Hyde Amendment, as 

demonstrated by O'Conner, might also be heightened when those words come from the 

committee chair. By a similar logic, as a significant share of the interests often defined as 

women's issues are also of higher interest to minority racial groups (Bratton and Haynie 1999), 

bills on these topics should also be more likely to advance when the chair of the committee is not 

a white man. However, this trend will likely differ when it comes to the sponsor of the bill. As 

women of color face both raced and gendered barriers in navigating the legislature, they may not 

experience the same impact of a white woman as chair. Therefore, I also hypothesize that bills 

sponsored by women of color will see greater success when the chair is also a woman of color. 

Controlling for factors such as the partisan, gender, and racial composition of the committee, 

support for any of these hypotheses would suggest that increases in the power women hold in 
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committees translate to changes in access, as the barriers facing bills sponsored by women or 

focusing on women's issues must have decreased.  

Hypothesis 1. When the chair of the committee is a woman, women's issue bills will be 

more likely to advance out of the committee than when the chair is a man.   

1a. Given the similarities between various sets of interests, women's interest bills 

will be more likely to advance out of committee as long as the chair is not a white 

man.  

Hypothesis 2. When the chair of the committee is a woman, bills sponsored by women 

will be more likely to advance out of committee than when the chair is a man.  

2a. When the committee chair is a woman of color, bills sponsored by women of 

color will be more likely to advance than if the chair is a white woman.  

Hypothesis 3. When the chair of the committee is a woman, women's issue bills 

sponsored by women will be more likely to advance out of the committee than when the 

chair is a man. 

3a. When the committee chair is a woman of color, women's issue bills sponsored 

by women of color will be more likely to advance than if the chair is a white 

woman.   

Potential For Backlash  

 Despite these hypotheses, there is also reason to believe that having a female committee 

chair would result in backlash in which women's issue bills or bills sponsored by women would 

not fare any better, and might even become less likely to advance out of committee. Evidence for 



                   11 

this response begins in committee discussion, where women were more likely to be interrupted 

during discussions of women's issues, especially when the gender composition of the committee 

included a higher proportion of women (Kathlene 1994). If these examples of increased visibility 

elicit this type of response, then a woman as chair could be subject to similar reactions that 

would limit her ability to use the position as she might like to. Donald Haider-Markel explored 

another type of backlash against LGBT legislators, where he found that at the same time that the 

number of openly LGBT legislators in state legislature increased, so did the number of 

anti-LGBT bills both introduced and passed. Haider-Markel argues that increased salience of 

LGBT issues through increased representation could be the causal mechanism to this backlash. 

While women's representation is often measured differently in that women's issue bills are 

typically delineated by topic rather than stance (a bill need not take a feminist position to be 

considered a women's issue bill), the content will still impact a bill's chance at passage. If, for 

example, having women in leadership increases the number of anti-feminist bills that are 

introduced, but doesn't make them more likely to pass, then the number of women's issue bills 

overall will increase, but their rate of passage won't.  

Finally, there is the question of how much power the chairperson position really has in 

altering gendered practices. Using traditional conceptions of power, we assume that this position 

comes with heightened influence and ability to insert one's own values into the functioning of the 

committee. However, recalling Weldon's feminist conception of power stipulating that certain 

identities and intersections of identities will command more status whether they intend to exert it 

or not, it is possible that even the designated position of chair would not counterbalance these 

dynamics (Weldon 2019). It is hard to imagine that some of the barriers in access and disrespect 

from colleagues experienced especially by women of color in legislatures, for example, would 
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subside simply by virtue of holding a leadership position (Hawkesworth 2003). The fact that 

women tend to approach chairperson positions differently is further indication that their 

influence over the committee would not be the same as what we would expect from a white male 

chair (Kathlene 1994).  

Data and Methods 

Data 

 Using the race and gender of the chair as the primary independent variable and bill 

advancement as a dependent variable, I test these hypotheses through a cross-sectional study of 

13 committees within American state legislatures. Focusing at the state level provides a variety 

of advantages. First, this scale allows me to compare committees of the same jurisdiction at the 

same point in time, which is important given that not all committees will see the same proportion 

of women's issue bills. If a committee is likely to deliberate over either mostly or very few 

women's issue bills by virtue of its jurisdiction, then the impact of having a female chair on the 

advancement of women's issue bills might not be so great. In choosing a cross-sectional study, I 

also control for time, which in turn controls for the national political environment. Considering 

that wider views around gender and leadership may have shifted, it would be difficult to account 

for the way in which current events or attitudes in a given term or point in time would make 

women's issues more salient. It is also possible that one state would see more women's issue bills 

than another (a higher rate of maternal mortality in one area, for example, might warrant more 

bills on maternal healthcare). However, I attempt to mitigate these factors by controlling for state 

in my analysis. Furthermore, rather than focusing on only one committee or legislature, a 

cross-sectional approach allows for greater generalization of results given that the data is spread 

over multiple settings, and includes more cases overall.   
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Defining Women's Issues   

 To classify which bills fall into the category of "women's issue" bills, I focus on topics 

that tend to be more salient to or have a greater impact on women and girls.. In the past, scholars 

have used a variety of criteria to delineate these issues, including the rate at which women either 

in a legislature or the general public express interest in an issue relative to men, the salience of a 

particular topic to the position or role women have historically occupied in society, or the 

reception an issue or viewpoint receives from groups who position themselves as women's 

interest groups (Volden, Wiseman, and Wittmer 2016). Volden, Wiseman, and Wittmer find that 

among 19 focus areas included in their study, women are more likely to sponsor bills under 

topics of "Civil Rights & Liberties; Education; Health; Housing & Community Development; 

Labor, Employment & Immigration; and Law, Crime & Family" (Volden, Wiseman, and Wittmer 

2016). However, many of these subject areas carry gendered associations beyond the identity of 

their primary sponsors, making it difficult to rely on a correlation between women's issues and 

bill sponsorship by women as the sole, defining trait of a women's issue bill. In fact, separating 

the two can help us to better understand whether it is the subject matter that causes these bills to 

face stricter scrutiny, their sponsors, or both.   

Given that my study focuses on the committee level, using a definition that includes 

subject areas overlapping in some cases with the entire jurisdiction of my committees of interest 

would limit my ability to distinguish between the fate of women's issue bills and non-women's 

issue bills in these committees. Therefore, I consider definitions both for how committees are 

gendered, and how individual bills become classified as women's issue bills. This topic-based 

conception of women's issues would suggest that committees whose entire jurisdiction is 

education, health, or family and children could be gendered as more feminine committees 
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compared to appropriation, taxation, or defense. A study of women's cabinet appointments 

worldwide further elaborates that the distinction between these types of portfolios also lies in the 

divide between the public and private spheres (Krook and O'Brien 2012). In their research, 

Krook and O'Brien classify these feminine portfolios as such given their connection to the home 

and family, as well as the fact that they have been more closely associated with women. Given 

these historical and societal connections, committees under these jurisdictions will be more 

likely to be gendered as feminine in common conception and association.  

When it comes to defining women's issues within these committees, I use a similar logic 

to determine bills that are more salient to or explicitly intended to relate to women primarily, 

which could also be referred to as women's interest bills. These might relate more specifically to 

sex discrimination, sexual assault or harrassment, reproductive health or education, or Title IX 

(Reingold 2020). Conversely, bills within feminine committees that focus more on taxation, 

finance, or higher education might be less associated with this narrower conception of women's 

interests, and therefore not classified as "women's interest" bills. Compared to the more general 

women's issue topics, it is also worth noting that some of these issues, such as maternal health, 

will disproportionately impact women of color, and intersect more generally with Black or 

Latinx issue bills. For this reason, we might expect the presence of men of color, both in a 

committee and as chair, to advance women's interest bills through this mechanism (Reingold 

2020). Furthermore, because of this overlap, women of color are more likely to sponsor bills that 

address issues at the intersection of race and gender, such as health, education, and welfare 

(Reingold 2020). To ensure that my conception of women's issues is reflective of the 

intersectional lens of my study, I include bills especially in education committees that relate to 
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children's welfare and youth services, such as those focused on school lunches or other similar 

programs, that are at the intersection of race and gender issues.    

Sample and Independent Variable  

 In selecting the committees to focus on in my study, I seek to match as best as possible on 

factors of jurisdiction, year, partisanship, diversity within the committee overall, and chamber 

level. Using these criteria, I narrow down sets of four states in which one committee chair of the 

same jurisdiction falls into each of the four race and gender groupings of white man, man of 

color, white woman, and woman of color. In this study, people of color will include those who 

are identified as Black, Asian, Latinx, and/or indigenous American.  

My sample includes 13 total committees, with four under each of the jurisdictions of 

judiciary and appropriations, and five committees focused on education. It was my initial 

intention to include four of each, but as the number of bills per committee varies by state and 

education committees tend to see fewer bills than both appropriations and judiciary committees, I 

include a fifth education committee to increase the number of observations in this category. 

These jurisdictions were selected partially based on availability, as most states have a committee 

for each of these topics, allowing me to form sets of states with diverse chairs in these positions. 

Furthermore, these three choices represent one committee typically gendered as more feminine 

(Education), one as more masculine (Appropriations), and one mixed (Judiciary). A committee 

like judiciary that will see a variety of topics lends itself to studying how those that fall under the 

women's issue category fare compared to those that don't. For committees like education or 

appropriations, however, it is still valuable to explore whether a committee gendered more 

towards or away from women's issues might make that committee more or less sensitive to a 

female chair. Keeping in mind that men on committees that focus on women's issues are already 
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more likely to sponsor women's issue bills themselves (Barnello and Bratton 2007), we might 

expect that these committees would be more receptive to increased discussion of these topics in 

the first place.    

I compile most of my sample using datasets already compiled of state legislative 

committee leadership in 25 states between 1997 and 2007, which already over-samples more 

diverse states, more likely to have more diverse legislatures (Reingold 2024). The most recent 

year in the dataset for which I was able to form mostly complete sets of at least one state with a 

chair from each race and gender identity that also matched on the other criteria of chamber level 

and partisanship was 2005. Seeking to keep chamber level consistent, I looked only for 

committees in the lower chamber of their legislatures as the lower chambers seemed more 

diverse, giving more options to match committees. In order to control for the partisanship of the 

committee, I focus only on states with Democratic majorities and Democratic committee leaders, 

as there was not enough diversity among Republican committee leaders to generate enough 

matching cases to study. While this choice might reduce generalizability to bipartisan or 

Republican controlled environments, it also addresses potential confounding variables, as 

partisanship will greatly impact a legislator's voting behavior regardless of identity. Furthermore, 

I ensure none of the committee chairs in my study also held party or chamber leadership 

positions in the same year so that there would be no question of the influence that position might 

carry compared to the committee leadership.  

For some committee jurisdictions and race/gender identities, there is only one chair 

within the data set that also fits the other criteria, including Rick Miera in the New Mexico 

House of Representatives' Education committee, or Patricia Lantz in Washington's Judiciary 

committee. For cases where there is more than one chair in the data set who could match on the 
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other criteria, such as white men chairing committees of any of the three jurisdictions, I use a 

few criteria to determine which I include. Initially and where all else was equal, I looked at 

further information on the race and gender composition of the committee to pick the state that 

matched best with the others already in the study. Additionally, I considered the number of bills 

introduced into these committees to ensure that my quantity of data points is both sufficient and 

manageable. In California, I found that the bills advanced out of committee at too high a rate to 

observe varied patterns in advancement. Because I only discovered this issue in the later stages 

of data collection, I replaced the two California committees in my sample with other committees 

for which I already had legislator demographic data rather than searching outside of my existing 

dataset, despite these committees being from different years or sessions. New Jersey elects its 

legislature in odd years rather than even; as such, I used the year 2006 rather than 2005 so that 

the bills I observed would still have been introduced in the first year of the session rather than the 

second. The other committee from an alternate year was New Hampshire's 2007 education 

committee, which I include to supplement for the small number of bills introduced in Nevada's 

2005 education committee.    

As indicated in Table 1, there is no woman of color chairing a judiciary committee in a 

lower chamber 2005 within this data set. To identify the remaining judiciary committee for my 

sample, I targeted states outside of the data set that also have higher racial diversity, which will 

likely correlate to higher racial diversity in their legislatures. Using legislative manuals or blue 

books to find information on committee leaders, I then referenced the Center for American 

Women and Politics (CAWP) for demographic information to find a judiciary committee in 2005 

whose chair was a woman of color. Hawaii fit this criterion as well as my criteria for partisanship 

and other state or committee level factors. For all bill sponsors in Hawaii, as well as any 
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legislators in other states that I did not already have complete demographic information for, I 

cross referenced state legislative journals, CAWP's database on women elected officials, and the 

National Asian Pacific American Political Almanac from 2005-2006 to find the necessary 

gender, racial, and partisanship data.   

     

Table 1. Committees Included in Study.  
*More than one possible option in data set; committee selected based on demographic matching 
and data availability 
**Not found in data set; I collected member demographic data separately using the HI 2005 
House Journal, the National APA Political Almanac 2005/2006, and the CAWP  
***Expanded sample to additional years due to lack of availability or variability in data for the 
states originally chosen 

 

Dependent Variable 
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 The unit of analysis for this study is the individual bill, while the dependent variable is 

whether it advanced to consideration by the full legislature or not. For each bill that is assigned 

to the selected committees during the relevant legislative session, I code for three sets of 

information: the race and gender of the sponsor, the issue focus of the bill (whether or not it is a 

women's issue bill), and its advancement or not out of the committee. In cases where a bill had 

multiple sponsors, I include only the first sponsor listed, as sponsor lists are not alphabetical, and 

this sponsor generally has the largest hand in developing and guiding the legislation through to 

passage (Bucchianeri, Volden, and Wiseman 2025). Using datasets of bills in state legislatures 

(Reingold, Haynie, Widner 2021), I was able to sort for bills that were considered by committees 

in New Mexico, Nevada, Tennessee, and Washington. For all other committees, I used a keyword 

search for committee names within a given state in the NexisUni legislative database to compile 

my bills of interest. Relying on summaries and bill histories within bill tracking reports in 

NexisUni, I then coded for advancement, women's issue, and women specific (a smaller subset 

of women's issues) bills for all 3437 bills in my study. Advancement and bill topic were both 

binary variables coded as 0 or 1 (advanced or did not advance, women's issue or not, etc.). This 

method of sorting the bills helped to capture the most relevant information, as using only a 

keyword search for certain topics might end up returning bills that contain the search words, but 

not as a main focus. Women's interest bills were all those that included the topics outlined above, 

whereas women specific bills explicitly mentioned women, girls, sex, or gender. I collected data 

on both to offer more flexibility in analysis, but did not end up using the data on women specific 

bills as there were not enough in each committee to conduct a full analysis. I also did not include 

bills that were sponsored by either committees or county delegations, as data on the county 

delegation demographics was more difficult to find. After compiling this information on my bills 
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of interest, I then used RStudio to merge the sponsor characteristics of gender, race, partisanship, 

whether they held a chamber or party leadership position to each bill, and years of state 

legislative experience, filling in additional data from state legislative archives as necessary.  

 To conduct analysis, I ran OLS regression models in RStudio for each hypothesis and 

subhypothesis. For most hypotheses, my primary independent variable of interest was the 

interaction between the chair identity and some combination of factors relating to the bill, such 

as the sponsor's gender and/or race, and whether it was a women's issue bill. In some cases, I ran 

the model on only a subset of the data that was relevant to that particular question. For 

Hypothesis 3, I focused on women's issue bills, comparing the interactions of chair identity and 

characteristics of the sponsor on these bills specifically. I also included control variables for the 

committee jurisdiction with the appropriations committee as the excluded variable, and for 

committee demographics and partisanship, sponsor race, partisanship, leadership positions, and 

seniority.   

Findings 

 All of the models I used in analysis can be represented by the following equation 

structure:  

 y = a + b1x1 + b2x2 + b3x1x2 + Σbnzn 

In each case, the b1 coefficient relates to the gender and or race of the chair, the b2 coefficient 

relates to my secondary variable of interest (women's issue bill or sponsor gender and or race). 

The b3 coefficient relates to the interaction variable, representing cases where both the primary 

and secondary variables of interest are true (ex. the committee chair is female and the bill is a 

women's issue bill). Finally, the equation for each individual model will include all control 
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variables (zn) relevant to that model. The standard errors are clustered by state in all cases. 

Hypotheses 1 and 1a: 

Interaction Between Chair 

Identity and Women's 

Issue Bills 

In Hypothesis 1, I 

predicted that when the 

chair of the committee is 

a woman, women's issue 

bills will be more likely to 

advance out of the 

committee than when the 

chair is a man, and 

furthermore, in 

Hypothesis 1a, that 

women's interest bills will 

be more likely to advance 

out of committee as long as the chair is not a white man. Table 2 shows the results of models 

pertaining to Hypothesis 1. In all models, being a women's issue bill in a committee chaired by a 

man was correlated with a slightly lower rate of passage, although these results were not 

statistically significant. Comparatively, women's issue bills in committees chaired by women 

were associated with a slightly higher passage rate in models one, two, and three, though this 

effect disappeared with the inclusion of more control variables together in models five and six, 
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and was not statistically significant. Given that there is little difference between the effect of a 

bill being a women's issue bill introduced into a committee with a male chair and being a 

women's issue bill introduced into a committee with a female chair, and that neither of these 

variables were statistically significant compared to many control variables that were, it is 

unlikely that the gender of 

the chair has a strong impact 

on passage for women's 

issue bills. As such, my data 

fails to support Hypothesis 

1. The most significant 

result in the data related to 

this hypothesis, although not 

directly related to the 

hypothesis itself, was that 

bills overall were more 

likely to advance in 

committees with a female 

chair. Comparatively, 

therefore, no difference 

among women's issue bills 

may still suggest that 

women's issue bills fare 

slightly worse in these committees.  
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 Table 3 examines the likelihood of advancement for women's issue bills through the lens 

of both race and gender of the chair. It suggests that the chair being a white man is associated 

with a slight increase in the chance of passage for women's issue bills, contradicting my 

prediction in Hypothesis 1a. Women's issue bills in committees not chaired by white men were 

less likely to pass compared to non-women's issue bills, but the statistical significance for these 

results remained low (as well as lower than the effects of many control variables), and was only 

present in models two and six. The rationale for Hypothesis 1a was that there will be overlap 

between women's interests and the interests of other marginalized groups, especially pertaining 

to child and social welfare. This overlap, however, may have been less pronounced within my 

data because of the committee jurisdictions I chose: women's issue bills in the Judiciary and 

Appropriations committees often related to the criminalization of  sexual assault, harassment, 

and sexual or domestic violence in Judiciary committees, and funding for shelters or other victim 

resources in the Appropriations committee, which are all topics more specific to women. 

Therefore, the assumption behind the hypothesis may not hold. It is also worth noting that within 

committees chaired by white men, women's issue bills were more likely to pass than 

non-women's issue bills. Again, this result may be a reflection of the content of the bills, 

assuming that a vote against enhancing protections against violence and assault would reflect 

poorly on a representative in most cases. Conversely, if there is backlash against increasing 

diversity in leadership in other committees, then the advantage these bills have might not hold, as 

the data indicates. 

Hypotheses 2 and 2a: Interaction Between Chair Identity and Sponsor Identity 

 Hypothesis 2, as shown in Table 4, focused on the gender of the sponsor, and predicted 

that bills sponsored by women will be more likely to advance in committees with a female chair. 
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The results on the variables of interest were, again, not statistically significant. For models 5 and 

6 which included the most control variables, bills sponsored by women in committees with a 

female chair were marginally less likely to advance than in committees with a male chair. In 

accepting the null hypothesis 

here, we might speculate that 

the potential for backlash 

against female chairs outlined 

above is occuring. Under this 

theory, the position of 

chairperson does not offer 

women greater ability to 

reduce barriers for other 

women to see their bills 

advance, as they might face 

harsher discrimination due to 

the increased visibility and 

power. Alternatively, they at 

least do not wield the position 

in this way either due to fear 

of backlash or differences in 

leadership styles that may be present regardless.  

 In Table 5, however, we do see statistically significant results when considering both the 

race and gender of the sponsor. Looking only at committees with women chairs, these models 
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compare the impact of the race of the chair (women of color vs. white women) on bill 

advancement. Foremost, in committees chaired by women of color, bills sponsored by women of 

color were much more likely to pass compared to bills sponsored by both white women and 

white men. They were marginally more likely to pass than bills sponsored by men of color, 

though this result was not statistically 

significant. As such, we can accept 

Hypothesis 2a, and extend it to argue 

that the impact of a chair being a 

woman of color compared to a white 

woman benefits men of color, as well. 

Based on these results, we see that any 

institutional access white women are 

able to gain from having a white 

woman in a chair position does not 

extend to women of color.  

 It is also notable that bills sponsored 

by men of color are slightly more 

likely to advance from committees 

chaired by women of color, but to a 

much smaller degree. That the control 

variable for the Education committee 

was statistically significant, but not 

the Judiciary committee, seems to 
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support my theory related to Hypothesis 1a that women's interests there would overlap more with 

those of other groups compared to Judiciary or Appropriations committees. These bills were 

more likely to overlap generally with welfare issues, as they included support for children such 

as programs that provide school lunches or after-school care.   

Hypotheses 3 and 3a: Interaction Between Chair Identity and Sponsor Identity For Women's 

Issue Bills 

 Hypotheses 3 and 3a 

and their corresponding 

models resemble 

Hypotheses 2 and 2a in 

structure, but focus only on 

the subset of the complete 

data that were women's 

issue bills. In these 

hypotheses, I examine 

whether bills that are both a 

women's issue bill and have 

a female sponsor are more 

likely to advance when the 

committee chair is a 

woman, and whether 

women's issue bills 

sponsored by women of 
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color are more likely to advance when the committee chair is a woman of color compared to a 

white woman. Like for Hypothesis 2a, I created another subset of data containing only women's 

issue bills in committees chaired by 

women to analyze Hypothesis 3a. 

For Hypothesis 3, the results in 

Table 6 show little difference from 

Hypothesis 2, indicating that among 

women's issue bills, the chair and 

sponsor gender do not impact the 

likelihood of a bill's advancement 

any more than they do for bills at 

large.  

When considering the intersection of 

both race and gender for women's 

issue bills, the trends from 

Hypothesis 2a hold, and become 

more pronounced. As seen in Table 

7, bills sponsored by women of color 

become even more likely to pass in 

committees chaired by women of 

color compared to those sponsored by both white women and men. The gap in likelihood of 

advancement depending on the race of the chair narrows between women's issue bills sponsored 

by women of color and women's issue bills sponsored by men of color. Though this study only 
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designates bills as women's issue or women specific, this observation may call for further 

analysis of bills by subject area to see how women's issues may overlap with other group 

interests, and how the effect of these overlaps may moderate their likelihood of advancement.   

Logistic Regression Models 

 To confirm the results above, I ran 

the final model in each table through 

logistic regression as seen in Table 8. 

In almost all cases including all of the 

first four hypotheses, the direction of 

the relationship and level of 

significance remained the same. For 

Hypothesis 3 and 3a, the coefficients 

were much more extreme. 

Furthermore, the results for women's 

issue bills sponsored by women in 

committees chaired by men and 

women's issue bills sponsored by men 

of color regardless of the chair's race 

became statistically significant where 

they had not been under the OLS 

models. Finally, in Model 6, the 

logistic regression showed much less 

similarity between bills sponsored by 
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women of color and men of color, with bills sponsored by men of color advancing at rates much 

more similar to those by white women and white men. To test these last two hypotheses, I used 

only a subset of my data, splitting it first into only women's issue bills, and then only women's 

issue bills in committees chaired by women. The reduced sample size for these hypotheses may 

help to account for why there was more variance for these models, but not the others.  

Discussion and Conclusions 

 This study was concerned with the impact of the interaction of three main variables, the 

identity of the chair, the focus of a bill on women's issues, and the identity of the sponsor, on the 

likelihood that a bill advances out of committee. While the results of my single-axis hypotheses 

suggest that there is little difference in impact between male and female chairs on advancement 

rates for women's issue bills and bills sponsored by women, race was a significant differentiating 

factor among female chairs in determining the success of these bills. Furthermore, the similarity 

in overall advancement rates between women's issue bills and non-women's issue bills, as well as 

between bills sponsored by men and women, diverges from the results of previous studies. 

Additional research might trace these trends across time and settings to discover where these 

results hold, and when shifts occur. This research does, however, speak to the necessity of an 

intersectional approach when considering the role gender plays both in determining legislative 

outcomes and the experiences of individuals within legislatures. As seen here, further studies 

must also examine the intersections of gender and race, or else risk generating results that are not 

generalizable across all women.  

 As discussed in my theories, backlash against expanding diversity may account for the 

observations that chair identity makes a difference only under limited conditions. It is possible 

that factors such as increased interruptions throughout discussion or different approaches to the 
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position would moderate the power of women as chairs to influence committee proceedings in 

ways that improve institutional access both for other women and for women's issues. However, if 

women of color are able to successfully wield the chair position in ways that expand access for 

other women of color, then it is also possible that gender alone is not enough of a unifying 

characteristic to generate these outcomes. In other words, race may be more important than 

gender in these environments, such that the barriers women of color (and men of color) face in 

passing their legislation remain in place even with white women as committee chairs.  

That bills sponsored by men of color fared more similarly compared to those sponsored 

by women of color across committees chaired by women than did bills sponsored by white 

women suggests that in these legislatures, affinity and networks of support are stronger across 

the single axis of race than they are across gender. Further evidence for these trends exists in the 

control variables for committee demographics, where having a higher percentage of women on 

the committee was positively associated with bill advancement except when the independent 

variable in question was the race of the chair. In these cases, higher percentages of both women 

and people of color were negatively associated with advancement, suggesting that despite the 

positive impact that having a co-identifying chair has for women of color as sponsors, additional 

backlash against increasing power exists where it likely does not for white women.  

 Data availability factored greatly into my choices of committee, and jurisdictions 

included in my sample may have influenced the types of women's issue bills I collected, which 

may, in turn, have impacted their chance of advancement. While the Judiciary committee fits the 

profile of being more neutral or mixed in terms of how its bills are gendered, the types of 

women's issue bills in this committee are overwhelmingly related to sexual and domestic 

violence. These topics might be more likely to mobilize support from women across both racial 
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identity and political ideology, and be more difficult to take a vote against than other women's 

issues. Though there were not enough observations of the "women specific" variable I coded for 

to include it in analysis for each hypothesis, it is notable that 65.7% of women's issue bills in the 

Judiciary committees overlapped with the women specific bills compared to 46.8% in the 

Appropriations committee and only 25.3% in the Education committee. Given that the topics of 

women's issue bills within some of these committees may intersect more or less with interests 

specific to other groups based on race or race and gender, further research on the committee 

advancement rates for different types of women's issue bills would be useful to expand upon the 

results of this study. A larger sample size would also allow for stronger analyzation of trends 

across different committee jurisdictions.  

 Partisanship is another factor worthy of further consideration, especially given that these 

findings relate only to committees where Democrats have a majority. Notably, two out of the 

three committees chaired by white men are in the Tennessee legislature, where Democrats had a 

majority in the lower chamber but not the upper chamber. If members of these committees have 

different expectations about the types of bills that will have a strong chance at passing into law 

after advancing out of committee, then this difference may impact committee advancement, as 

well. Beyond the impacts of partisanship differences for generalization across committees in my 

study, there are also implications for generalization to bipartisan and Republican controlled 

environments. These settings are often less diverse, but also may respond differently to increases 

in diversity, so further research could focus more closely on the way that partisan identity 

interacts with gender and racial identity when it comes to leadership and its impacts in legislative 

arenas. Notably, the percentage of Democrats on the committee was almost always a significant 

control variable, but differed in direction and strength of impact across the various models.  
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 Finally, although this study may be able to observe differences (or lack thereof) in 

advancement rates of bills out of committee, different methods would be necessary to 

definitively conclude that null results are a sign that institutions have changed, and there are no 

barriers to bill advancement along the single axis of gender. Because women who run for office 

and who win are more likely to have higher qualifications (Fox and Lawless 2004), seeing no 

difference between advancement rates for bills sponsored by men and bills sponsored by women 

instead could still indicate the opposite, as we would expect that a group of legislators that is on 

the whole more qualified would be able to pass a higher share of the bills they sponsor. Rather, to 

understand exactly what these similarities are telling us, we would need to return to measures of 

behavior such as who speaks most, who speaks earliest in discussion, or who is able to frame 

further conversation on key topics. Assuming that a group that is privileged within an institution 

would only widely change these types of behaviors as a response to shifting norms, we might 

also examine whether male legislators take up any different strategies in response to more 

diverse leadership. Though harder to track, measures that tie more directly to individual 

legislators would be more effective in tracking any changes in institutional norms, and in 

confirming any relationship between changes in raced and gendered norms and changes in bill 

advancement. 

Ultimately, institutional power and potential shifts in who is able to access it are difficult 

to measure. As diversity increases both in legislatures as a whole as well as in their leadership, it 

is important to understand how these changes can, in turn, impact the legislatures themselves, 

lowering barriers for those who have historically been excluded. The results of my intersectional 

hypotheses suggest that legislative outcomes may be an effective proxy for measuring the impact 

leadership has on outcomes related to these barriers in some cases, even if it cannot describe how 
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changes are occuring. At the same time, there might still be other commonalities in the way 

women lead across races that aren't captured by measuring bill advancement. As this study 

demonstrates, however, increases in descriptive representation even within positions of power 

may not translate into increases in influence for groups as a whole, and especially not for those 

who are at the intersection of multiple marginalized identities.  
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