906193

research-article2020

PRQXXX10.1177/1065912920906193Political Research QuarterlyDe Geus et al.

Gender

Do Voters Judge the Performance of
Female and Male Politicians Differently?
Experimental Evidence from the United
States and Australia
Roosmarijn A. de Geus1
and Aaron Martin3

, John R. McAndrews2

Political Research Quarterly
1–15
© 2020 University of Utah
Article
reuse guidelines:
https://doi.org/10.1177/1065912920906193
sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/1065912920906193
journals.sagepub.com/home/prq

, Peter John Loewen2,

Abstract
Do gender stereotypes about agency affect how voters judge the governing performance of political executives?
We explore this question using two conjoint experiments: one conducted in the United States and the other in
Australia. Contrary to our expectations, we find no evidence in either experiment to suggest that female political
executives (i.e., governors, premiers, and mayors) receive lower levels of credit than their male counterparts for
positive governing performance. We do find evidence that female executives receive less blame than male executives
for poor governing performance—but only in the U.S. case. Taken together, our findings suggest that the stereotype
of male agency has only a limited effect on voters’ retrospective judgments. Moreover, the results indicate that—when
performance information is presented in unframed, factual terms—agentic stereotyping by voters does not, in itself,
present a serious obstacle to the re-election of women in powerful executive positions.
Keywords
gender, retrospective voting, conjoint experiment, United States, Australia

Introduction
What if men are by physiology or temperament more
adapted to exercise authority or to issue command?
—Tony Abbott, former prime minister of Australia1
I just don’t think she has a presidential look, and you need a
presidential look.
—Donald Trump on Hillary Clinton2
The idea that women have to fit certain stereotypes; that’s a
weight around the ankle of every ambitious woman I’ve ever
met. [. . .] This should be called out for what it is: a cultural,
political, economic game that is being played to keep women
in their place.
—Hillary Clinton3

Women who run for political office face a different environment than their male counterparts (Dittmar 2014;
Lawless 2015). Female candidates must overcome preexisting conceptions about their suitability for office based

on stereotypes related to their gender (Bauer 2019;
Fridkin, Kenney, and Woodall 2009; Koch 2000; Mo
2015; Paul and Smith 2008; Sanbonmatsu 2002;
Sanbonmatsu and Dolan 2009; Sawer 2002). While men
are thought to be assertive, confident, and independent—
the traditional traits of leadership—women as a social
group are thought to be kind, other-serving, and compassionate (Eagly and Karau 2002; Huddy and Capelos
2002; Huddy and Terkildsen 1993b; Koenig et al. 2011).
These gender stereotypes not only affect public perceptions of women’s suitability for office and leadership, but
also affect perceptions of their political views (Devroe
and Wauters 2018; Kelley and McAllister 1983; Koch
2000), their electability (Funk, Hinojosa, and Piscopo
2017; O’Brien 2015; Thomas 2018; Thomas and Bodet
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2013), and their policy competence (Herrick and Sapieva
1998; Lawless 2004; Holman, Merolla, and Zechmeister
2011, 2016, 2017). Female candidates need to portray
competence and leadership while simultaneously complying with stereotypes about their gender (Bauer 2017b;
Cassese and Holman 2018; Teele, Kalla, and Rosenbluth
2018). In short, women who participate in politics face
significant hurdles that their male counterparts do not.
While much is known about how gender stereotypes
affect voters’ judgments of female candidates and their
suitability for office, comparatively little is known about
how these stereotypes influence voters’ judgments of
women once they have obtained positions of significant
power and responsibility. This limitation is significant as
increasing numbers of women have been selected to be
mayors, governors, cabinet ministers, and—in some
countries—presidents and prime ministers (Barnes and
O’Brien 2018; Krook and O’Brien 2012; O’Brien 2015).
In other words, women do not just run for office; in an
increasing number of instances, they also hold office and
govern (A. C. Alexander and Jalalzai 2018; SchwindtBayer and Reyes-Housholder 2017). Despite an extensive literature on retrospective voting, it remains an open
question whether gender stereotypes affect voters’ judgments of women’s performance in these positions. If voters judge the performance of women in executive
positions differently from how they judge the performance of their male counterparts, then this may affect the
re-election chances of women in executive roles.
In this paper, we focus on the potential implications of
one gender stereotype in particular—namely, the preconception of males as agentic—and investigate whether this
stereotype influences voters’ retrospective judgments of
executive performance. Specifically, we suggest that the
gendered nature of perceptions of “agency” may lead voters to attribute lower levels of credit and blame to women
executives compared to their male counterparts. If voters
assume that men are more agentic—that is, “in control”—
than women, then voters are expected to be more likely to
attribute governing outcomes (both good and bad) to
male executives than to female executives.
We test our assumptions through the use of a conjoint
experiment that we conducted in both the United States
and Australia. Respondents were asked to evaluate the
performance of a male or female executive (mayor, governor, or state premier) in a particular governing domain
(employment, crime, education, and child poverty). Each
respondent saw two profiles. In the experiment, we varied the gender of the executive, the performance domain,
the performance outcome (neutral, positive, or negative),
and the leadership style of the executive (neutral, agentic,
or communal). We further provided information on the
executive’s party and demographic background. This
setup allows us to provide respondents with a rich
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executive profile in which social desirability bias is
reduced. Furthermore, the variation of multiple attributes
means that our findings are averaged across a wide range
of profile permutations, increasing the external validity
of our results.
We find only limited evidence of agentic stereotyping
in citizens’ retrospective judgments. First, contrary to our
expectations, we show that female and male executives
receive similar levels of credit from citizens for positive
governing performance. This is true in both the U.S. and
Australian experiments. Second, we find that male executives receive higher levels of blame than female executives for negative performance outcomes—but only in the
U.S. case. Thus, while we find some evidence consistent
with the idea that voters attribute greater responsibility
for performance outcomes to men than women, this evidence of agentic stereotyping is limited to the United
States and only to negative performance. The upshot of
these findings, we argue, is that female executives do not
appear to be systematically disadvantaged when it comes
to voters’ retrospective judgments of their performance—
at least when information about their performance is presented to voters in unframed, factual terms (i.e., in the
absence of efforts by journalists or rival political actors to
frame the performance information in a particular light).
This should motivate female executives to emphasize
positive governing performance in re-election bids and
encourage political parties to select women for positions
of executive power.
The paper proceeds as follows. First, we review the
literature on gender stereotypes. We then set out our
theoretical expectations, describe our experimental
design, and present our results. We conclude by discussing our findings and identify important avenues for
future research.

Gender Stereotypes and Female
Candidates
Stereotypes about the male and female genders affect
evaluations of political candidates (see Bauer 2019 for an
extensive literature review). Men are thought to possess
“agentic” character traits, such as assertiveness, confidence, and independence. Women, on the contrary, are
often thought of in “communal” terms and are associated
with character traits such as kindness, empathy, gentleness, and wanting to serve others (Eagly and Karau 2002;
Huddy and Terkildsen 1993a, 1993b; Koenig et al. 2011).
These gender-related stereotypes are significant because
the conventional characteristics of politicians, especially
political executives, overlap with the male gender stereotype, but contradict common stereotypes about women.
The incompatibility between gender stereotypes and traditional leadership traits has been shown to pose a barrier
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to the advancement of women not only in politics but also
in the workplace more generally (Heilman and Eagly
2008; Heilman and Parks-Stamm 2007; Wellington,
Kropf, and Gerkovich 2003).
A range of experimental studies show the negative
effects of gender stereotypes on women’s success in the
political arena (D. Alexander and Andersen 1993; Huddy
and Terkildsen 1993b, 1993a; Leeper 1991; Matland
1994; Mo 2015; Rosenwasser and Dean 1989;
Rosenwasser and Seale 1988; Sapiro 1981). These studies underscore how voters associate particular character
traits more with male than female candidates and make
inferences about leadership and executive suitability and
policy competence on the basis of these associations. In
large part, these assumptions harm female candidates
because women are thought to be less suitable for political office—including, in particular, executive positions
related to defense and national security (Herrick and
Sapieva 1998; Holman, Merolla, and Zechmeister 2011,
2016, 2017; Lawless 2004).
More recently, a growing body of research finds no
clear evidence of voter bias toward female candidates. A
range of studies in the United States and Canada find that
when women run for office they win at the same rates as
male candidates (Burrell 1992; Darcy, Welch, and Clark
1994; Fox 2006; Fox and Oxley 2003; Lawless and
Pearson 2008; Sevi, Arel-Bundock, and Blais 2019;
Smith and Fox 2001). Extensive research by Dolan (2004,
2010, 2014a, 2014b), Dolan and Lynch (2016), and
Brooks (2013) further finds that gender stereotypes do
not affect voters’ judgments of politicians once partisanship and incumbency status are taken into account (also
see Hayes and Lawless 2015, but see Schneider and Bos
2016). The Australian experience is similar: while
females candidates have historically garnered fewer votes
than men (Kelley and McAllister 1983), this gap in vote
share has shrunk considerably in recent years owing to
changes in social norms (A. King and Leigh 2010), potentially due to increased exposure to female politicians acting as role models (on role models, see A. C. Alexander
and Jalalzai 2018; Morgan and Buice 2013).
These newer findings highlight the complicated and
potentially evolving picture of how gender stereotypes
influence voters’ choice of political candidates. One
explanation for these changes is that the strength of gender stereotypes among voters may have diminished over
time (Hayes 2011). Many studies that find evidence of
gender stereotypes were conducted in the 1980s and
1990s, whereas more recent studies find no such effects.
Nevertheless, several recent experimental studies still
report evidence of gender stereotypes (Fridkin and
Kenney 2009; Mo 2015; Paul and Smith 2008;
Sanbonmatsu 2002). Work by Bauer (2015a, 2015b,
2017a, 2019) suggests that gender stereotypes are present
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among segments of the population, but need to be activated to be of effect. Thus, gender stereotypes are increasingly thought to affect judgments of female candidates
under certain, but not all, conditions. Studies of political
campaigns and media reporting indicate that the effects of
gender stereotypes may be conditional on the political
environment in which campaigns take place and the messages that candidates send to voters (Holman, Merolla,
and Zechmeister 2011, 2016, 2017; Lawless 2004; Bauer
2015a, 2018).

Gender Stereotypes and
Retrospective Judgments of
Governing Performance
Much of the literature on gender stereotypes has explored
how gender stereotypes affect perceptions of women’s
suitability for office. Comparatively little is known, however, about the potential effect of gender stereotypes on
voters’ judgments of women who have obtained office.
Specifically, it remains unknown whether gender stereotypes affect the way in which voters attribute responsibility and blame to executives for governing outcomes. The
literature that chiefly focuses on this question, the retrospective voting literature, has overlooked the possibility
that gender stereotypes may affect this process. The historical dominance of men in executive office has meant
that the vast majority of studies of retrospection are based
on voters’ judgments of men, either explicitly or implicitly. All seminal works in the field cover time periods in
which incumbents were exclusively—or almost exclusively—men (Fiorina 1981; Key 1966; Kramer 1971).
Perhaps most notably, every observational study of retrospective evaluations of the U.S. president to date has necessarily involved a male executive. Even today, an
observational study of U.S. state governors (88% male)
or U.S. mayors (78% male) would only include a small
proportion of women executives.4 Furthermore, while
some scholars have used experimental methods to explore
retrospective judgments of political executives, these
experiments have tended to feature vignettes of realworld male executives like Barack Obama (Newman
2013) or experimental treatments that do not specify the
executive’s gender (Rudolph 2006).
There is reason to believe that gender is particularly
important in the executive domain, the focus of these
studies of retrospective voting. Work by Schwindt-Bayer
and Reyes-Housholder (2017) and A. C. Alexander and
Jalalzai (2018) has shown that positions of executive
power tend to be associated even more strongly with masculine character traits when compared to positions of legislative power. Whereas legislators design laws and
operate as part of a collective, executives enact laws,
wield power, and take decisions individually. Political
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executives further tend to be more visible and receive
higher levels of attention than any single member of the
legislature. As a consequence, the symbolic representational effects (role model effects) are particularly strong
for executive politicians when compared to legislators
(A. C. Alexander and Jalalzai 2018; Morgan and Buice
2013). This leads us to expect that gender stereotypes
might also affect voters’ judgments of the governing performance of executives.

Theoretical Expectations
A key premise of retrospective voting is that voters evaluate executives on the basis of their performance in
office. In keeping with this literature, we use the term
“performance” here as a shorthand for changes in the
economic and social conditions during an executive’s
tenure in office.5 In our experiments (described below),
we distinguish between three types of performance outcomes: negative performance in which conditions worsened, neutral performance in which there was no change
in prevailing conditions, and positive performance in
which conditions improved. In line with the retrospective judgments literature, we expect that—relative to
neutral performance—voters will respond favorably to
executives associated with positive performance and
respond negatively to executives associated with negative performance.
Given that male executives are thought of in more
agentic terms than female executives (Eagly and Karau
2002; Koenig et al. 2011), we argue that voters are more
likely to attribute past governing performance to male
rather than female executives—that is, to treat men as
more responsible than women for changes that occur in
economic and social conditions during their tenure.
Following from this, we expect that positive performance will have a stronger positive effect for male
executives:
Hypothesis 1 (H1): Compared to neutral performance, positive governing performance has a more
positive effect on public approval of male executives
than female executives.
By the same logic, we expect that negative performance
will have a stronger negative effect for male executives—
based again on the idea that agentic stereotyping will lead
voters to treat them as more responsible for the outcome.
Thus,
Hypothesis 2 (H2): Compared to neutral performance, negative governing performance has a more
negative effect on public approval of male executives
than female executives.

H1 and H2 are both based on the same premise: if men
are seen to be more agentic by voters, this should result in
higher levels of attribution of responsibility for governing
performance to male versus female executives.
At first glance, the expectation in H2—namely, lower
levels of blame attributed to female executives compared
to male executives—appears to run counter to some
research that finds that female party leaders are less likely
than their male counterparts to hold on to power under
certain conditions (O’Brien 2015; Thomas 2018).
However, the shorter tenure of female party leaders is
partially shaped by the fact that women’s paths to power
differ from those of men. Women are more likely to be
selected as party leaders when the party is thought to perform badly already or when it is facing particularly strong
competition—a phenomenon often referred to as the
“glass cliff” (Bruckmüller and Branscombe 2010; Funk,
Hinojosa, and Piscopo 2017; O’Brien 2015; but see
Thomas 2018). Moreover, the greater likelihood of
female leaders leaving office could, in theory, be precipitated by pressure within their party or criticism in the
press. In other words, a comparatively shorter tenure of
female party leaders does not, in itself, provide direct evidence about how voters judge their conduct in office.
Instead, how voters evaluate the performance of female
executives remains an open question and will be tested
directly in H2.

Data and Method
We use a conjoint experiment to test our hypotheses in
two countries, the United States and Australia. The vast
majority of studies on gender stereotypes focus on the
United States (but see Herrick and Sapieva 1998; Mo
2015; Ono 2018). By running similar experiments in
two different countries, we can begin to assess the generalizability of the findings. We include Australia in the
present study as a broadly similar case to the United
States. Like the United States, the Australian system is
leader-centered (Bean 1993; Bean and Mughan 1989;
Goot 2008; Kefford 2013; McAllister 2011), Englishspeaking, British in its colonial origins, and typically a
two-party system. What is more, data from the World
Value Survey suggest that attitudes toward the role of
men and women in politics and society are relatively
similar in the two countries.6
Despite these similarities, Australia has more experience with women in elected office than the United States.
Levels of female representation in the legislature are
somewhat higher in Australia currently than in the United
States (32% in Australia vs. 20.6% in the U.S. House and
Senate combined).7 With the exception of South Australia,
every Australian state and territory has had a female head
of government (premier or chief minister, comparable to
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the position of a state governor in the United States).
Australia has also had a female chief executive at the federal level, Prime Minister Julia Gillard. Having said this,
however, access to high-level positions remains restricted
in both countries: currently, women govern in only two
out of eight states and territories in Australia; in the
United States, there are women governors in only six of
the fifty states.8 In short, despite some differences, we
believe that the Australian case offers an important opportunity for cross-national replication.
To evaluate H1 and H2, we use a conjoint experimental design (Hainmueller, Hopkins, and Yamamoto 2014).
Conjoint experiments perform well in terms of external
validity (Hainmueller, Hangartner, and Yamamoto 2015)
and have previously been used to investigate genderbased biases (Eggers, Vivyan, and Wagner 2018; Teele,
Kalla, and Rosenbluth 2018). We preregistered our
design, hypotheses, and analysis plan.9 We used a commercial sample provider (Qualtrics) in both the United
States and Australia to construct a sample that is broadly
representative of the national adult population in terms of
age, gender, and region (in the U.S. case, race). Sample
details are provided in the supplementary material.10 The
U.S. experiment was fielded in June 2018 to a sample of
525 citizens. The Australian experiment was conducted
in October 2018 and involved a sample of 607 citizens.
The design and text of the two experiments were very
similar, differing only with respect to a few small changes
needed to adapt the information to the particular country’s context. All respondents saw two profiles of a political executive. In Australia, respondents saw profiles of
two hypothetical state premiers; in the United States,
respondents saw one profile of a hypothetical city mayor
and one profile of a hypothetical state governor.
Respondents read and evaluated each executive profile
separately (see supplementary materials for the stimuli).
In each profile, we randomly assigned several personal
characteristics of the executive: including most notably
gender, but also party, tenure in office, prior profession,
and leadership style. In addition, we varied two aspects
of the executive’s performance in office: the outcome
(i.e., negative, neutral, or positive) and the policy domain
in question (i.e., crime, child poverty, unemployment,
and education).11 Table 1 reports all of the attributes—
and their associated categories—that were randomized
in the experiments.
Following each vignette, we asked respondents how
much they approved of how the executive was handling
their job. The exact question wording varied only with
respect to the executive’s title and gender: “On a scale of
0–100, how much do you approve or disapprove of the
way in which the governor/mayor/premier is handling her
or his job?” We further asked respondents how likely they
would be to vote for the executive and asked respondents
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to indicate how well they thought a range of character
traits (e.g., strong leader, competent, honest) described
the executives.
The use of an experimental design is motivated by the
fact that the actual number of women in real-world executive positions remains small. This limited population of
female executives makes inferences about the effects of
performance less feasible in an observational setting.
What is more, the small number of female political executives potentially limits the generalizability of observational findings because voters’ opinions might be closely
related to a particular female executive. By contrast, an
experimental design—and the conjoint design used here
in particular—has several advantages. First, we can present respondents with hypothetical female executives
without being constrained by the real-world underrepresentation of women in these offices. The hypothetical
nature of the stimulus simultaneously helps us avoid a
scenario in which respondents make associations with
any particular female executive.
Second, in a conjoint design, we can provide respondents with a range of attributes on which to base their
judgments. This potentially reduces social desirability
bias that may have occurred had respondents had only
one or two pieces of information on which to base their
judgments. Third, various authors have cautioned that the
use of experimental designs may inflate the effect of gender stereotypes because experimental respondents operate in a low-information environment (Andersen and
Ditonto 2018; Dolan 2014a; Hayes 2011; D. C. King and
Matland 2003; Koch 1999). By increasing the information available to respondents through a conjoint design,
we enhance the realism of the experiment—potentially
avoiding the false positives that may be more likely in a
low-information experimental setting.
Fourth, by averaging our estimates of treatment effects
across a wide range of profiles, we increase the generalizability of our estimates—compared again to the more traditional experimental approach in which many of these
profile characteristics would necessarily be fixed by
design. In developing our experimental design, however,
we opted against the common paired conjoint design in
which respondents are simultaneously presented with
two profiles (usually side-by-side on a single page) and
forced to choose between the two. Instead, we adopted
the single-profile conjoint design so as to focus respondents’ judgments on evaluating the executive, rather than
seeking to simulate an election contest.
All attributes in the conjoint were randomly and independently assigned. We report average marginal component effects (AMCEs) to estimate the effects of the
randomized attributes and report average component interaction effects (ACIEs) to estimate how these component
effects depend on the gender of the executive (Hainmueller
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Table 1. Attributes Included in Conjoint Experiment.
Attribute
Age

Gender
Party

Incumbency

Prior profession

Performance domain

Performance outcome

Leadership style

Categories
40
45
50
55
Male
Female
Democrat (United States)
Republican (United States)
Liberal (Australia)
Labor (Australia)
Has been governor/mayor/state premier for X years:
1
3
5
Lawyer
Doctor
Business owner
Engineer
Student test scores (Australia and Governor vignette United States)
Employment rate (Australia and Governor vignette United States)
Child poverty rate (Mayor vignette United States)
Crime rates (Mayor vignette United States)
Gone down
Stayed the same
Gone up
He or she makes important decisions on his or her own
He or she likes to work with others when making important policy decisions
No information

and Hopkins 2015; Hainmueller, Hopkins, and Yamamoto
2014). All models are estimated using ordinary least
squares (OLS) regression. We adjust for the fact that each
respondent reviewed two separate executive profiles—and
thus contributed two observations to the analysis—by clustering the standard errors by participant. In the U.S. experiment, we pool the responses from the mayor and governor
profiles to increase our statistical power.12 We also ran our
main analyses for the mayor and governor profiles separately and found no significant differences. These analyses
are provided in the supplementary materials.13

Results
Figures 1 and 2 show the effect of each conjoint attribute
on job approval. Figure 1 presents the results from the U.S.
experiment; Figure 2 reports the results from the Australian
experiment. Both figures are organized in the same manner: the left-most panel presents the results for female
executives only; the middle panels show the results for
male executives only; and the right-most panel shows the
differences in the component effects between the two.

The estimates for the right-most panel were obtained by
pooling the female and male executive profiles and then
estimating a model in which all components were interacted with executive gender. Thus, if the confidence
interval of an estimate in the right-most panel includes
zero, this indicates that male and female executives were
evaluated similarly on the basis of the attribute in question. All model estimates are available in the supplementary material in the form of regression tables.
We begin by examining the effects of positive and
negative governing performance on job approval. The
left-most and middle panels in both Figures 1 and 2 show
that the performance conditions exerted effects in the
expected directions; consistent with the observational
work on retrospective judgments, we find that a worsening situation has a negative effect on approval ratings
compared to the neutral performance condition. Similarly,
as one would expect, an improving situation has a positive effect: voters react more favorably to an improving
situation than to the neutral performance condition. These
findings are true for both female and male executives in
both the U.S. and Australian experiments.

De Geus et al.

Figure 1. Average marginal component effects on job approval and their interaction with executive gender (U.S. study).

Figure 2. Average marginal component effects on job approval and their interaction with executive gender (Australia study).
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We draw two important inferences from these preliminary findings. First, our experimental manipulation of the
performance conditions had the desired effects: respondents attribute credit in light of good performance and
blame in light of poor performance. This serves a kind of
manipulation check on our key experimental treatment.
Second, and more substantively, the fact that we find
strong evidence of credit and reward for female executives in particular is noteworthy. This finding suggests
that agentic stereotyping is not so strong as to wipe out
retrospective judgments for female executives: women
executives are rewarded for good performance and punished for bad performance.
To estimate the gender differences in the effects of
performance—that is, the focus of H1 and H2—we turn
to the right-most panels, beginning with the U.S. experiment in Figure 1. Here, we find no statistically significant gender difference in the effect of positive
performance: male executives did not, as we hypothesized in H1, receive significantly greater credit than
female executives for improving conditions. However,
we do find a statistically significant difference in the
effect of negative performance: the negative effect of
worsening conditions on job approval is smaller for
female executives than male executives. This is shown
in the right-most panel of Figure 1 by the positive difference between female and male executives with respect
to the effect of negative performance. In other words,
the U.S. results suggest—consistent with our expectation in H2—that male executives receive stronger punishment. To put this in substantive terms, we use the
estimates of the fully interacted model to generate predicted levels of job approval for male and female executives under the three performance conditions. For male
executives, the difference in approval ratings between a
neutral performance (e.g., crime rates stayed the same)
and a negative performance (e.g., crime rates increased)
is 14 points: a drop from 58 to 44.14 For female executives, the drop in approval is 6 points—from 57 to 51.
This 8-point difference between male and female executives is significant at p < .042.
Next, we consider gender differences in the Australian
experiment: the right-most panel of Figure 2. Do the U.S.
results replicate? As in the U.S. experiment, we do not
find that executive gender moderates the effect of positive performance on job approval: Australians—like their
American counterparts—credited female and male executives similarly. However, we do not replicate the U.S.
finding with respect to the gender difference in the effect
of negative performance. In the Australian case, citizens
punished the state premiers for worsening conditions—
but this effect did not evidently differ between female and
male executives.
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Our experiments are designed to be able to detect reasonably large gender-based differences in performance
effects (i.e., more than 10 points on a scale of 0–100). We
lack conventional levels of statistical power to detect differences below this effect size. Thus, while we are confident in rejecting the possibility of large gender differences
in the effect of positive performance in both the U.S. and
Australian experiments, as well as a large gender difference in the effect of negative performance in the
Australian case, we cannot entirely rule out of the possibility of small—and thus hard-to-detect—gender differences in retrospective voter judgments.15
As a robustness check, we estimated the effect of governing performance on a second dependent variable:
namely, respondents’ self-reported likelihood of voting
for the executive. We find the same results as those
reported above for job approval. In the United States, we
find no significant gender differences in how citizens
rewarded positive performance. However, we find again
that poor performance has a more negative effect on the
likelihood of voting for the male executive than the female
executive. Once again, there were no gender-related differences in the Australian experiment with respect to the
effects of either positive or negative performance. These
estimates are available in the supplementary material.
As a final robustness check, we explore the effect of
governing performance on perceived leadership skills of
the executives. In addition to asking about job approval
and hypothetical vote choice, we asked survey respondents whether the term “strong leader” was applicable to
the executive about which they had read. The answer categories were either “yes” or “no.” Figures 3 and 4 provide
the AMCEs of governing performance on the likelihood
that respondents stated that the executive was a strong
leader. We see that perceptions of strong leadership of
both male and female executives are favorably affected
by positive performance in both the United States and
Australia, again validating the effectiveness of the experimental treatment.
In terms of gender differences, we find no significant
difference in the effect of positive or negative performance on attribution of leadership skills in either country.
We thus do not replicate the finding that male incumbents
receive higher levels of blame in light of negative performance in the United States. In line with our main findings
presented above, the effect sizes of gender and performance on evaluations of leadership are small, and hence
we cannot distinguish between a null effect and a potentially small (smaller than 5 points), but undetectable,
effect of gender stereotyping. We therefore conclude that
there is no evidence of large (10 points or more) genderrelated differences in leadership evaluations in light of
governing performance.
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Figure 3. Average marginal component effects of governing performance on perceptions of strong leadership and their
interaction with executive gender (U.S. study).

Figure 4. Average marginal component effects of governing performance on perceptions of strong leadership and their
interaction with executive gender (Australia study).
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Discussion
Studies of female political candidates indicate that gender
stereotypes affect the experiences of women who run for
office. Little is known, however, about the potential
effects of gender-related stereotypes on voters’ attribution of blame and reward for governing performance. We
find only limited evidence that citizens evaluate the performance of female executives by different standards
than those of their male counterparts. Specifically, we
find no evidence of gender-related differences in either
Australia or the United States when it comes to the attribution of credit for positive governing performance:
improving conditions have broadly similar effects on
voter judgments regardless of the executive gender. We
do find that male leaders are punished more than female
leaders for negative performance, a finding that is consistent with our theoretical expectations about agentic stereotyping, but this evidence is limited to the U.S.
experiment only.
Our findings provide good news for female executives; they receive similar levels of credit for positive performance in office in both our studies. As such, this
should open up opportunities for female executives to
actively campaign on their performance record when
seeking re-election. We find that voters are as responsive
to positive performance signals under female compared
to male executives, and female executives should thus be
able to leverage a positive performance record in a similar fashion to their male counterparts. This suggests that
female executives should be encouraged to make positive
governing performance a key component of their re-election campaigns.
The fact that we find evidence in the United States to
suggest that female executives are punished less severely
for negative performance is suggestive of agentic stereotyping, but the fact that we find this gender gap only
under conditions of negative performance is puzzling.
One possible explanation for this might lie with a negativity bias. Research in the fields of psychology, politics,
and communication suggests that people pay closer attention to negative information than positive information
(Baumeister et al. 2001; Hibbing, Smith, and Alford
2014; Rozin and Royzman 2001; Soroka 2014; Soroka
and McAdams 2015). It could be that the presentation of
negative information in our experiments (e.g., crime rates
have gone up, student test scores have gone down) activated gender and leadership stereotypes in a way that
positive information did not (see also Hayes, Lawless,
and Baitinger 2014). Further experimental work is needed
to assess this explanation.
The fact that female executives in the U.S. experiment
received lower levels of blame compared to male executives may further reflect a gender advantage for female
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politicians. Barnes and Beaulieu (2014), for instance,
have shown that female politicians in general are perceived to be more honest and less corrupt than their male
counterparts. Work by Bruckmüller and Branscombe
(2010) further suggests that women are seen as more suitable to lead organizations in times of crisis—broadly
analogous to our negative performance condition—
because they are perceived to have better interpersonal
skills. These are instances in which gender stereotyping
might favor women.
Yet, the fact that we find evidence of gender stereotypes in light of negative performance in the case of the
United States but not Australia emphasizes the importance
of replication of experiments across various contexts, as
well as the importance of comparative work and the development of country-specific and comparative hypotheses.
A potential explanation for the cross-national differences
found in our study might be that U.S. respondents are
more willing to give female executives the benefit of the
doubt for negative performance because of the continued
outsider status of women in U.S. politics. Research by
Morgan and Buice (2013) in Latin America suggests that
female politicians enjoy higher levels of trust among voters when they are seen as “outsiders” or novices to politics. Yet, the advantages associated with the “outsider”
effect disappear when levels of female representation
increase and female politicians lose their “novelty” status
(Morgan and Buice 2013). This may help to explain why
we do not find evidence of a gender difference with
respect to the effect of negative performance in Australia—
where voters are more familiar with female leaders.
Existing research on women’s ascension to positions of
executive leadership suggests that parties have a tendency
to select women for top-level positions mostly under suboptimal conditions: when competition with other parties is
fierce, electoral prospects are weak, and the economy is in
decline (Funk, Hinojosa, and Piscopo 2017; O’Brien
2015). To some extent, this might be an effective strategy
as our results suggest that female executives receive lower
levels of blame in light of negative performance. However,
our Australian results suggest that this particular advantage might disappear once women are no longer considered a novelty or outsider candidate. Another motivation
for parties to select women for top-level positions under
suboptimal conditions may be the fact that women’s election prospects are often considered to be lower than those
of men. Female politicians are then used as “sacrificial
lambs,” only to make way for a male candidate to take
their place once the party’s prospects have improved
(Thomas and Bodet 2013). Such a strategy seems based
on assumptions about voter hostility to female politicians
or beliefs that women politicians are be less likely to reap
the benefits of a positive record in governance. Our findings suggest that such beliefs are ill-founded.
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It is perhaps surprising that we find so few differences
in how citizens evaluate the performance of male and
female executives. The high visibility of executive positions and the association of traditional masculine traits
with this role (A. C. Alexander and Jalalzai 2018; Morgan
and Buice 2013) might lead us to expect that judgments
of political executives are especially prone to gender stereotyping. From a different point of view, however, we
might expect women who have reached executive positions to be less affected by gender stereotyping. After all,
these women have likely cleared many hurdles already in
their electoral career and as a consequence may be less
susceptible to gender stereotyping. The rather exceptional
nature of women who reach executive office is reflected
in the fact that it remains more difficult for women to
obtain these positions compared to legislative positions
(Hinojosa and Franceschet 2012). Perhaps therefore it is
less surprising that once women reach positions of executive power, they are judged by voters as “leaders, not
ladies” (Brooks 2013).
Our findings with respect to retrospective judgments
are in line with an increasing set of studies that find no
strong evidence of gender stereotyping by voters (Brooks
2013; Burrell 1992; Darcy, Welch, and Clark 1994; Dolan
2004, 2010, 2014a, 2014b; Dolan and Lynch 2016; Fox
2006; Fox and Oxley 2003; Hayes and Lawless 2015;
Hayes, Lawless, and Baitinger 2014; Lawless and Pearson
2008; Sevi, Arel-Bundock, and Blais 2019; Smith and
Fox 2001). In keeping with this literature, our study suggests that the advancement of women in politics might
not be significantly hindered by the electorate. Rather,
insights from studies of party selection mechanisms
(Funk, Hinojosa, and Piscopo 2017) and the role of electoral institutions (Hinojosa and Franceschet 2012) suggest that a lack of active recruitment and promotion of
women by political parties, as well as structural features
of electoral systems, may present stronger barriers for the
advancement of women in politics. In Australia, the
major parties have adopted different strategies to improve
female participation, and several of these have been
proven to be effective. Yet, while the public are generally
supportive of greater female representation, opinion is
divided as to the best mechanism to achieve this, and men
are more supportive of the status quo (Beauregard 2018).
Our conclusion in this study does not negate the fact
that some political leaders—such as Abbott and Trump,
quoted at the outset of this paper—make public statements that reinforce gender stereotypes about leadership.
What is more, prior research shows that such stereotypes
can be transmitted through gendered portrayals of female
leaders in the media (Trimble 2017). Our findings do not
suggest that these stereotypes are an unimportant feature
of politics. Rather, they suggest that there are potential
bounds on the distorting role of these stereotypes. When
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citizens are presented with factual information about prevailing economic and social conditions—the kinds of
information that often inform retrospective judgments of
political leaders—they do not use this information in
ways that the traditional stereotype of male leadership
would lead us to expect.
We deliberately designed our survey experiments to
present information about prevailing economic and social
conditions in an unframed, factual manner. This is both
an advantage and a limitation. The nature of the presentation allows us to conclude that it is not the information as
such that drives agency stereotyping: when confronted
with unframed performance information, voters in our
experiment tended to judge male and female executives
similarly. Yet, performance information is not always
presented in a strictly matter-of-fact manner in the real
world; rather, it can be framed by journalists in news
reports and is subject to rhetoric from political rivals—as
illustrated in Trump’s description of Clinton quoted at the
start. As studies of political candidates show, the effects
of gender stereotypes are conditional on the political
environment (Bauer 2015a). Thus, it may be the case that
the framing of performance information (e.g., through
political campaigns or media reporting) may serve to
activate agentic stereotyping related to gender (Cassese
and Holman 2018). Indeed, it is easy to see how gender
stereotypes could be used by political opponents to frame
negative governing performance in gendered terms—
priming stereotypes of women as weak leaders who lack
agency. Future work should thus extend the present line
of research to explore how gendered framing of performance information may influence voters’ retrospective
judgments of female political leaders.
Finally, in this study, we focus specifically on the gender stereotype as it relates to agency and its link with the
retrospective attribution of credit and blame. However,
many other gender stereotypes exist and may affect retrospective judgments of governing performance of male
and female executives.
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Notes
1. As quoted by Julia Gillard in her 2012 speech about
misogyny in Australian politics, a transcript of which is
here: https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/transcriptof-julia-gillards-speech-20121010-27c36.html (accessed
August 21, 2019).
2. See Parker (2016).
3. See Galanes (2017).
4. Data taken from the Centre for American Women and
Politics (2018).
5. We do not mean to imply that these changes should be
attributed to the executive or that they are objectively
indicative of their conduct in office. Instead, we stipulate
only that voters often do interpret these changes as indicators of an executive’s performance—rewarding and punishing accordingly.
6. Data from the most recent wave of the World Values Survey,
for example, show that 21.9 percent of Australians agree or
agree strongly with the statement that “on the whole men
make better political leaders than women”—compared to
19.4 percent of respondents in the United States. Attitudes
toward gender roles in society more broadly are also relatively similar in the two countries. Again, per the World
Values Survey, 13.6 percent of Australians agree or agree
strongly that “men make better business executives than
women,” compared to 11.7 percent of Americans. Finally,
21.1 percent of Australians agree or agree strongly that
“when a mother works, the children suffer,” compared to
24.9 percent of Americans. World Value Survey Wave 6,
2010–2014 (Inglehart et al. 2014). Available at: http://www.
worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSDocumentationWV6.jsp.
7. Parliament of Australia https://www.aph.gov.au/About_
Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_
Library/FlagPost/2016/August/The_gender_composition_of_the_45th_parliament. Center forAmerican Women
and Politics https://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/women-uscongress-2018
8. As per April 2019.
9. We also registered hypotheses relating to respondent characteristics, namely, respondent gender and partisanship.
However, in this paper, we focus only on the attributes that
were randomized in the vignettes.
10. Given the representative nature of both our U.S. and
Australian samples (see our supplementary materials
for a comparison between our samples and the U.S. and
Australian census), we have no reason to believe that the
prevalence of gender stereotyping—extensively documented elsewhere in the literature (see Bauer 2019)—would
differ between our sample and the general population.
Supplementary material is available on journal website.
11. Specifically, for the U.S. vignettes, the mayoral profile
either reported child poverty rates or crime rates, whereas
the gubernatorial profile included information about either
unemployment or student test scores. For the Australian
vignettes, we provided information about either student
test scores or unemployment rates. The aim was to provide
performance information in a policy domain that was plausibly related to the executive’s jurisdiction.
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12. We conducted power analyses of our ability to detect the
interaction effects set out in H1 and H2 (provided in the
supplementary materials). The experiments are well powered to detect effect sizes in the range of 10 points (on a
100-point approval scale) at 80 percent power. For effect
sizes in the 8- to 10-point range, our power is 60 percent.
We have reduced power to effect sizes below 8 points, with
power lower than 60 percent. We have no power to detect
very small effect sizes; specifically our power is less than
20 percent to detect effects of 5 points or smaller.
13. In our registered preanalysis plan, we also set out a secondary set of expectations, namely we expected that leadership style might moderate the gender gap in the effects of
performance. Specifically, as men are stereotypically seen
to be more agentic than women, we expected that a woman
with an agentic leadership style might be able to close some
of the expected gender gap in retrospective judgments. We
tested whether leadership style moderated the gender gap
and found that it did not. We chose not to include this secondary set of expectations for space considerations.
14. Here, all other variables are kept at their assigned values.
15. Note that this effect is substantive at 8.7 points, and our
power to detect effects of this size in the United States is
~60 percent.

Supplemental Material
Supplemental materials and replication materials for this article
are available with the manuscript on the Political Research
Quarterly (PRQ) website.
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