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Abstract
While the number of women in government has increased, prior research on whether enhancing women’s political represen-
tation alters policy choices has produced inconclusive findings. This study asks if higher women’s participation in electoral

institutions at the local level is associated with a different spending profile. Using Peterson’s typology of developmental, redis-

tributive, and allocational government programs, we argue that legislative bodies with more female members will spend more

on redistributive programs than on developmental or allocational. Using data from Florida’s 67 counties between 2005 and

2015, our analysis supports this theoretical expectation. In line with critical mass theory, women’s representation in county

commissions must reach a threshold of about 33% to sway budgetary decision-making toward more extensive redistribution.

We also find that the traditional commission form of government intensifies the redistributive effect of women commissioners

on county spending while having a home rule charter has no significant effect.
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Introduction

Democratic values of fairness and equality require that
women be present in political institutions in a way that is rep-
resentative of them in the population. Women’s participation
in electoral institutions increases the legitimacy of political
decisions (Arnesen & Peters, 2018; Lawless et al., 2018)
and has widely been accepted as an indicator of a country’s
level of democratic development (Bush & Zetterberg,
2021). Although women’s representation in the U.S. govern-
ment has increased in the last decades, most legislative insti-
tutions are still dominated by men. In Congress, only 24% of
the Senate and 27% of the House of Representatives are
women (Blazina & Desilver, 2021). The situation is similar
at the state level—just 12 out of 50 states (24%) elected
female governors in 2023 (CNN, 2022). In the state legisla-
tures, women occupy about 30% of the seats. With about
17.3% of commissioners’ seats in U.S. counties held by
women in 2018, women’s political representation in local gov-
ernment is lower than in the federal and state governments
(Boex & Walti, 2019). Given that women constitute 51% of
the population, these numbers indicate that women’s represen-
tation is still disproportionately low at all levels of government.
Moreover, women in both the public and private sectors remain
underrepresented in senior management positions (Bishu &
Headley, 2020; Blazina & Desilver, 2021; Guy, 2018).

While many would agree with the normative desirability
of women’s descriptive representation for reasons of political
equality and democracy, this study goes further and asks

whether women’s electoral representation substantively
impacts budget allocation toward greater redistribution.
Prior research on whether women’s representation affects
policy outcomes produced mixed findings. Scholars reported
that women in elected positions are especially attuned to
issues important to women, children, and families (Dolan,
1998; Osborn, 2012; Swers, 2001). Compared to men,
women legislators tend to support programs in education,
health, and welfare (Berkman & O’Connor, 1993; Dolan &
Ford, 1995; Funk & Philips, 2019; Saint-Germain, 1989).
If female public officials hold distinctive policy preferences
from their male counterparts, increasing their representa-
tion might result in substantive policy changes. Using
data from Brazilian municipalities, Funk and Philips
(2019) show that women in legislatures channel more
funds toward feminine policy areas. Other studies,
however, find no significant effect of women’s
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representation on budgetary outcomes (Devlin & Elgie,
2008; Ferreira & Gyourko, 2014).

Here, we seek to shed light on this issue by examining
whether women’s electoral representation impacts budgetary
decisions and how it affects the distribution of resources
among spending categories. Theories of democratic represen-
tation, gender leadership, and emotional intelligence posit
that women act based on their lived experiences. As such,
they might make more compassionate choices when voting
for programs that serve disadvantaged groups and families,
such as social safety, gender equality, childcare support,
and food stamps (Bratton, 2005; Burrell, 1996; Dolan,
1998; Gerrity et al., 2007; Swers, 1998, 2001). Women
tend to foster a sense of shared responsibility that emphasizes
collective welfare and policy outcomes aligned with princi-
ples of social justice and equity (Bovens, 2007; Moore,
1997; Rawls, 2001). Compared to men, they are more moti-
vated by communal well-being and concern for others
(DeHart-Davis et al., 2006; Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt,
2001; Eagly & Karau, 2002; Fox & Schuhmann, 1999).
Based on these theoretical considerations, we hypothesize
that having more women commissioners will be associated
with different spending patterns. To model budget trade-offs,
we use Peterson’s (1981) classification of government pro-
grams into developmental, redistributive, and allocational
and posit that the larger the women’s share in a legislature,
the higher the budget share of redistributive spending relative
to developmental or allocational spending. But how prevalent
should women’s representation be to alter legislative policy
choices? Also, how do the characteristics of political institu-
tions affect the ability of women to secure their preferred
budget allocation? To answer these research questions, we
draw on data from Florida’s 67 counties between 2005 and
2015. We measure women’s representation on a county
commission as the proportion of seats women hold on the
boards of county commissioners. The findings reveal that
having more women commissioners alters budget allocation
by increasing the share of redistributive spending relative to
developmental or allocational spending. Thus, enhancing
women’s representation in local legislative bodies contributes
to the well-being of the less advantaged. We also find evidence
of a critical mass effect.When women on county councils reach
a threshold of 33%, the redistributive share of
budget allocations significantly increases relative to the
developmental and allocational. Finally, our results show
that the institutional setup moderates the effect of
women’s representation on counties’ spending decisions—
women’s impact on redistribution is magnified in the tradi-
tional commission setting but not affected by charter
adoption.

Our study contributes to the literature on women’s leader-
ship by investigating how gender affects the spending prior-
ities of local governments. We empirically demonstrate that
electing more women county commissioners increases gov-
ernment responsiveness to the needs of disadvantaged

groups. In this sense, women’s representation in county leg-
islatures is important to help alleviate inequalities among
social groups. Yet, they need to hold at least 1/3 of the
council seats to affect the county’s spending behavior. This
finding demonstrates the relevance of critical mass theory
in explaining women’s influence in budgetary settings.
Finally, local political institutions, such as the form of gov-
ernment, moderate the ability of women commissioners to
steer budget allocation toward more extensive redistribution.
While the reformed county governments have been able to
offer more services to their residents and establish new
sources of revenue to fund them, our analysis reveals that
these progressive features might hinder women commission-
ers’ ability to pursue more extensive redistribution.

The rest of the paper proceeds as follows. The next sec-
tions review the local budget process in Florida, the setting
of the study, and the literature on the intersection of gender
and budget outcomes. We draw on theories of democratic
representation, emotional intelligence, critical mass, and
gender leadership to develop our expectations about the
effect of gender on spending patterns at the local level.
Next, we discuss our sample and the empirical strategy to
estimate the impact of women’s representation on allocation
across spending categories. We follow with the results and
their implications for the theory and practice of democratic
governance. The last section concludes and provides direc-
tions for future research.

Local Budget Process in Florida

Like most states, Florida has a balanced budget requirement
for its local governments. The budget process at the county
level begins with agencies, such as the sheriff and tax collec-
tor offices, submitting their budget requests for the forthcom-
ing fiscal year. The county budget officer then prepares and
presents the budget proposal to the county board of commis-
sioners, which reviews it and makes modifications. Before
adoption, the board arranges a public hearing to gather feed-
back on the proposed budget. Then, the board publishes a
summary statement of the adopted budget in the local
paper. The budget should be posted on the county website
30 days after adoption, and all budget documents—tentative
budget, adopted tentative budget, and final budget—are
archived in the county auditor’s office as a public record.1

Budgets are planning documents that set the funding levels
for various public programs. Although many programs are
crucial for the overall functioning of the government and com-
munity well-being, legislators cannot fund them equally due to
resource constraints and balanced budget requirements. They
need to prioritize, as spending more on some programs means
less money for others, a process known as a budgetary trade-off.

While there are various typologies of public programs
and spending categories (Coggburn & Schneider, 2003;
Choi & Neshkova, 2019), Peterson’s (1981) classification
of developmental, redistributive, and allocational
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programs is especially useful for the purposes of this study.
First, we seek to understand whether women commission-
ers favor more redistribution. Second, prior research has
extensively applied Peterson’s typology and confirmed its use-
fulness in analyzing budget trade-offs in local and state govern-
ments (e.g., Choi et al., 2010; Hwang & Gray, 1991; Jordan,
2003; Kwon & Gonzalez-Gorman, 2019; Yu et al., 2019).

Within this typology, developmental programs generate
economic growth and stability. Developmental spending
includes funding for highways, transportation, utilities, and
sewage. Local governments use it to attract or retain business
investment in the community. Redistributive programs entail
taking from the well-off and giving to those less advantaged.
These programs include welfare and public health services.
While elected officials may shy away from redistributive pro-
grams, they are essential for the well-being of low-income
residents and for balancing the scales among social groups.
Allocational, or “housekeeping,” programs include services
such as police, street maintenance, fire, parks and recreation,
and security. These programs do not benefit any specific
group and have a neutral impact on the economy.

In recent decades, county governments in the United States
have become major players in providing redistributive services,
such as social welfare and public health. The state of Florida has
imposed various fiscal rules and mandates to limit the ability of
county governments to raise additional revenue to pay for new or
expanded services. Despite such mandates, Florida county gov-
ernments possess vast discretionary power to determine their
budget allocation and direct public resources toward redistribu-
tive programs (Choi et al., 2010).

Gender and Budgetary Choices:
Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses

Theories of democratic representation and emotional intelli-
gence suggest that the lived experiences of female public offi-
cials inform their policy preferences. Because these experiences
are profoundly different from those of men, so are women’s
stands on policy issues. The recent literature on gender budget-
ing closely links women’s participation in resource allocation
with the welfare state. Thus, we expect women commissioners
to prioritize redistributive programs that benefit women and
other marginalized groups. Yet, what is the share of women
in the legislature needed to steer the allocation toward more
pronounced redistribution? Critical mass theory suggests that
women’s representation in electoral bodies must reach a
certain threshold to affect policy outcomes (Kanter, 1977).
Below, we review the main theories informing our empirical
analysis and discuss the mechanisms through which women
could influence budgetary outcomes.

Democratic Representation
The classic work of Pitkin (1967) distinguishes among four
types of representation: formalistic, symbolic, descriptive,

and substantive. The descriptive and substantive forms of
representation are the most relevant to our study and
provide insights into why electing women can lead to posi-
tive policy outcomes for underrepresented groups. In this
case, descriptive representation goes through gender.
Women share similar experiences stemming from their
social roles and expectations; thus, female representatives
are more likely to understand the needs of female constitu-
ents. Including groups that resemble the population in rele-
vant characteristics and who can better communicate and
“act for” that population increases the legitimacy of the deci-
sions made by legislative institutions (Mansbridge, 1999).
Prior research also reveals that women value gender repre-
sentation more than men and are likely to accept the
outcome, even if it is unfavorable, if the decision-makers
are representative of the community (Arnesen & Peters,
2018). In a cross-national setting, Liu and Banaszak (2017)
demonstrate that increasing the percentage of female
members of the cabinet boosts women’s political participa-
tion. Thus, the number of women elected as county commis-
sioners serves as a measure of descriptive democratic
representation.

Substantive representation, on the other hand, relates to
the policy implications of women’s presence on county
commission boards. The shared demographic characteris-
tics and experiences shape women’s positions on policy
issues. In this sense, descriptive representation can lead
to substantive representation. Gender, in this case, serves
as a cue for the policy preferences of the representative.
According to Pitkin (1967), responsiveness is a fundamen-
tal dimension of representation. For example, women in
Florida counties might expect that electing a female
county commissioner—who looks like them and shares
similar life experiences—will also advance policies in
their best interest. Prior research provides ample evidence
that officials, who share a similar demographic background
with citizens, better understand their needs, which ulti-
mately leads to citizens receiving higher-quality services
(Arnesen & Peters, 2018; Dolan, 2002; Keiser et al.,
2002). Women commissioners are likely to advocate for
more social programs because they are important to
women, with education and healthcare being examples.

Indeed, female politicians often campaign on issues
salient to women. Once elected, they tend to pursue legisla-
tion in education, childcare, and family health (Barnes,
2016). Because women can better relate to and feel passion-
ate about such issues, they outperform men in these domains.
One notable example is the Family Medical and Leave Act
(FMLA), which was passed as a result of strong gender
support (Sabharwal, 2015; Tamerius et al., 2010). These find-
ings corroborate with Mansbridge (2005), who argues that
increasing the representation of women in elected office
“improves substantive representation for women in every
policy for which we have a measure” (622).
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Prior research on women’s representation in administra-
tive agencies has produced similar findings. Federal agencies
headed by women achieve higher rulemaking performance,
mainly when they focus on women’s issues (Potter &
Volden, 2021). Dolan (2000) argues that female senior exec-
utives are more supportive of women’s issues than their male
counterparts and build a more female-friendly organizational
environment. Overall, scholars agree that women’s represen-
tation in both political and administrative institutions is crit-
ical for women’s issues to get on the agenda.

Female legislators are in a better position to understand
not only the needs of women but also those of other underrep-
resented groups (Schwindt-Bayer, 2010; Thomas & Wilcox,
2014). According to Mansbridge (1999), without descriptive
representation, underrepresented citizens’ voices are less
likely to get heard due to a lack of attention by public offi-
cials. Reingold and Smith (2012) find that women in the leg-
islatures ease the eligibility restriction for citizens seeking
welfare services and improve access to benefits under the
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF)
program. Similarly, Gunderson (2022) reports that prosecu-
tor race and sex significantly affect prosecutorial outcomes,
and having more female county prosecutors could reduce
the female and Black jail populations. Thus, women’s polit-
ical representation is not only important for reasons of gender
equality but also for reasons of social equity by making gov-
ernments more responsive to underrepresented groups.

Women’s policies are intertwined with welfare policies in
so-called gender budgeting,2 an approach that calls for
gender impact assessments of budget allocations, differentiat-
ing among women, children, and men as users of public ser-
vices. As Marx (2018, p. 1182) explains, “[o]ne of the main
themes in the gender budgeting discourse is the welfare
state.” Traditional budgets are viewed as gendered constructs,
“patriarchal instruments of power” that reflect the dominant
politico-economic power relations in society and reinforce
women’s dependency on men (p. 1183). Because the budget-
ing process requires expert knowledge and is, in essence, a
technocratic exercise, it is considered inherently masculine
and undemocratic, as it excludes other segments of society.
The appearance of neutrality serves to hide the power relations
that disadvantage and oppress women and minorities. In this
sense, women’s issues and struggles for gender equality
have become closely linked to the redistribution of resources,
including money, power, and time (Marx, 2018).

Emotional Intelligence
Why might women better understand the needs of less advan-
taged groups and seek more extensive redistribution? We
argue that emotional intelligence (EI), a term coined by
Salovey and Mayer (1990), is a possible underlying mech-
anism. EI is defined as “the ability to perceive accurately,
appraise, and express emotions; the ability to access and/or
generate feelings when they facilitate thought; the ability

to understand emotions to promote emotional and intellec-
tual growth” (Mayer & Salovey, 1997, p. 10). Because
emotions are crucial for logical reasoning, learning, and
memory, their combination with intelligence amplifies
one’s intellectual comprehension and leads to changes in
thoughts and actions (Mayer et al., 2008). Prior research
has used EI to gain insight into the lives of individuals
and the workplace (Joseph & Newman, 2010). Higher EI
has been found to enhance performance and leadership
(Day & Carroll, 2004; O’Boyle Jr et al., 2011; Wong &
Law, 2017).

While both men and women can exhibit EI in the work-
place, scholars report that authentic emotion is associated
with higher job satisfaction and lower turnover intent for
women but not men (Yang & Guy, 2015). Women are
more likely to experience emotional attachments, which,
in turn, affect the way they perform their professional
duties. Compared to men, women are more empathetic,
sensitive, and affectionate (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt,
2001; Eagly & Karau, 2002). In a similar vein, DeHart-Davis
et al. (2006) document that female heads of health and
human service agencies are more compassionate than their
male counterparts. Female public officials also exhibit
more communal behaviors and are motivated differently
than men. Studying U.S. local governments, Fox and
Schuhmann (1999) find that women city administrators
enter the job to enhance the community’s quality of life.
In contrast, their male counterparts are instead motivated
by personal gains. Women also foster more collaborative
styles than men and favor consensual and democratic
decision-making (Fox & Schuhmann, 1999; Gipson et al.,
2017). Female leaders in Congress are more cooperative
than their male counterparts when looking for problem solu-
tions (Lawless et al., 2018). Further, women in public
offices rely more on peer support and maintain strong rela-
tionships with external groups like clients and constituents
(Jacobson et al., 2010).

Based on prior research, we expect that having more
women on county councils will result in higher spending
for social programs, given their importance to female and
minority voters. We argue that the underlying mechanism
for this behavior goes through the compassion and concern
for others, with which women approach their work as legis-
lators. Moreover, their emotional intelligence helps them
better understand the needs of disadvantaged groups. Thus,
our first hypothesis is as follows:

H1: Counties with more women commissioners will allo-
cate more resources to redistributive programs than
developmental or allocational programs.

Yet female legislators might act no differently from their
male counterparts. The theory of gendered organizations sug-
gests that women, especially those in male-dominated profes-
sions, feel intense pressure to prove themselves and might
adopt masculine behaviors (Bishu & Headley, 2020).
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Escobar-Lemmon and Taylor-Robinson (2009, p. 686) define
a gendered institution as “one where power relationships […]
are constructed in a way that systematically reinforces gender
differences.” Such institutions tend to limit the impact of
women’s participation in decision-making processes (Bego,
2014; Escobar-Lemmon & Taylor-Robinson, 2016).
Gender stereotypes generally portray men as having more
valuable traits and being more competent (Eagly, 1987;
Ridgeway, 1997), prompting women to “behave like men.”
Examining Brazil’s municipalities, Funk (2015) finds that
female mayors do not exhibit more participative behavior
than their male counterparts and adopt masculine leadership
styles.

Critical Mass Theory
Over the last two decades, critical mass theory has gained
prominence in explaining women’s and minorities’ representa-
tion in political institutions (Childs &Krook, 2008). The theory
posits that an underrepresented group needs to increase its rel-
ative size, that is, to attain critical mass, before it can alter the
political agenda and influence policy outcomes. To move the
needle, the group needs to constitute a “large minority”
(Krook & Mackay, 2011; Meier & Xu, 2022).

While there are multiple reasons why women are under-
represented in political institutions, we briefly mention two
that refer to systematic biases and prevent women from pur-
suing leadership roles more generally. First, congruity theory
points out the mismatch between female gender roles and
leadership roles associated mainly with masculine-oriented
traits (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Gipson et al., 2017; Heilman,
1983, 2001). The stereotypical attributes linked to being a
woman are perceived as inconsistent with the character
traits needed to serve in leadership positions, which Eagly
and Karau (2002) argue leads to lesser access for women to
leadership roles and more obstacles to overcome to become
successful. Second, women are subject to second-generation
bias, which refers to the existence of subtle patterns and
workplace rules that appear neutral but create a context that
inadvertently advantages men.

Prior research has examined various mechanisms through
which critical mass theory works in the case of women rep-
resentatives (Childs and Krook, 2008; Kanter, 1977).
Women are natural allies with other women in the organiza-
tion and can form coalitions based on shared experiences and
policy preferences. When the number of women in the legis-
lature increases, they are more likely to sway the behavior of
both their female peers and out-group members. Moreover,
when the underrepresented group grows larger, the individual
members become more visible and differentiated from one
another. Thus, to achieve the budget allocation they favor,
women need to reach a certain threshold. Furthermore, it is
easier for a larger group to overcome the problems of tokenism
and develop supportive alliances from the external

environment, including community groups, advocacy organi-
zations, and other stakeholders.

Empirical evidence provides overall support for critical
mass theory. Smith (2015) suggests that having more
women in elected offices increases the likelihood of other
women in bureaucratic positions receiving growth opportuni-
ties. Atkins and Wilkins (2013) report that it was not until the
representation of minority and female bureaucrats reached
about 20% that teen pregnancy rates decreased.

Our second hypothesis is informed by critical mass theory
and postulates that women’s political representation in local
legislative institutions will affect budget allocation only after
women commissioners grow in numbers. As with the first
hypothesis, we are interested in the effect of women on the like-
lihood of adopting more redistributive policies compared to
developmental or allocational policies. Specifically, we
expect that:

H2: Women’s representation on a county commission
needs to reach a critical mass to influence county
spending toward greater redistribution.

The Role of Local Political Institutions
The effect of women’s representation in commissions on
budget allocation likely depends on the county’s institu-
tional context. Baron and Ferejohn (1989) argue that the
political institutions’ structure, formal rules, and policy dis-
cretion significantly influence how elected officials make
decisions. For a long time, U.S. counties have served as
administrative extensions of their respective state govern-
ments (Benton, 2003a). Urbanization and rapid population
growth in the 1980s and 1990s increased the demand for
services from this level of government and led to a
process of modernization. The reformed counties have
taken on additional responsibilities for service provision
independent of the state government (Benton, 2003a).
Counties across the country pursued legislative changes
like the adoption of home rule charters that would allow
them to provide services not previously permitted by state
constitutions and statutes. Counties were able to assume
control of various social, medical, and eldercare services
and pursue new revenue sources to fund them (Benton,
2003a). County government modernization sought to
provide that level of government with a more active role
in public service provision. The adoption of the home rule
charter granted county officials greater discretion and
resulted in growth in size, both in terms of employees and
expenditures (Benton, 2002; Choi et al., 2010). Moreover,
counties that rely less on revenue from higher levels of gov-
ernment have more flexibility on how to allocate funds
(Benton, 2003c; Park, 1996; Schneider & Park, 1989).

In addition to pursuing home rule charters, counties
restructured the way they operated. As part of the reform
movement, many moved away from the traditional
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commission form of government inherited from the times
when counties were small and the demand for services was
low. The main forms of county government today are: 1)
the traditional commission, 2) the commission-administrator
(or manager), and 3) the commission-elected executive.

The structural features of county governments have sig-
nificant policy implications and can impact the ability of
elected officials to allocate funds. Prior research has exten-
sively studied the effect of modernization on county govern-
ment spending decisions (Benton, 2003b, 2003c; McDonald
III, 2015; Morgan & Kickham, 1999). Consistent with the
service expansion nature of county government reform,
DeSantis and Renner (1994) report that counties with a
commission-administrator form of government have higher
overall spending than those with the traditional commission
form. Benton (2003c) compares the traditional commission
form of government without a home rule charter to an appointed
administrator/elected executive commission form with an
adopted home rule charter and finds that modernization of gov-
ernment structure increases total spending as well as spending
for traditional and regional services. In a later study, Choi
et al. (2010) examine whether the form of a county government
alters its spending priorities and reveal that a reformed govern-
ment (commission-administrator and commission elected exec-
utive) is associated with lower redistributive and developmental
expenditures. Yet, they also show that the adoption of a county
charter increases redistributive and developmental spending.

As for women’s representation, prior research has demon-
strated that electing more women commissioners in counties
with the traditional commission government increases welfare
expenditures (McBrayer and Williams, 2022). In counties
with a home rule charter, female commissioners have more
flexibility and autonomy to respond to the needs of residents
(Benton, 2002). In a study of California’s county boards,
Park (2014) reveals that the effect of women’s representation
on welfare spending is conditioned on having a home rule
charter. Based on prior work, we expect that county govern-
ment political institutions will moderate the effects of
women’s political representation on budget allocation.

H3: County government institutional setup moderates
the effect of women’s political representation on
budget allocations.

Data and Method

Sample and Variables
The empirical analysis draws on data from Florida’s 67
counties3 over 11 years—from 2005 to 2015.4 This pro-
vides us with a balanced panel data set with 737 county-
year observations.

We selected Florida counties as the unit of our analysis for
the following reasons. First, for a long time, American coun-
ties have been considered the “forgotten governments” in

local government research (Menzel et al., 1992). Even
fewer studies have examined the effect of women’s political
representation in county commissions on budget outcomes.
This is a significant knowledge gap, given that county gov-
ernments are a crucial element of the fabric of American
democracy (de Benedictis-Kessner & Warshaw, 2020).
Second, Florida counties vary considerably in their social-
demographic and political-economic context. In this sense,
they provide an excellent research setting to study the link
between women’s political representation and govern-
ment spending. Third, Florida counties have continued
to grow in size and allocate resources to economic devel-
opment and other public services. Fourth, county govern-
ments in the Sunshine State follow the generally accepted
accounting principles (GAAP), which ensure detailed,
reliable, and comparable reporting of financial data.
Nonetheless, we acknowledge that findings derived from
county governments in a single state might have limited
external validity.

Dependent Variables. Our dependent variables reflect the allo-
cation of county budgets. Following Peterson (1981), we dis-
tinguish among three types of government spending.
Redistributive Spending includes county expenditures for
public health and public assistance. Developmental Spending
comprises county expenditures for transportation, economic
development, housing and urban development, and physical
utilities. Allocational Spending denotes county expenditures
for general government services, public safety, environmental
protection, and culture and recreation.

Measuring Women’s Representation in County Commissions.
The main explanatory variable is women’s political represen-
tation, operationalized as the percentage of seats women hold
in a county commission per year (Women Commissioners %).
Commissioners are elected by the county voters to serve on
the legislative body—a council or a commission—and have
broad legislative discretion. If serving in a charter county,
they also have “home rule” authority to determine what is
right for their county (Jewett, 2014).

Figure 1 plots women’s political representation in Florida
county councils. We note that the percentage of women com-
missioners varies across counties and over time. Eight counties
in our sample had no elected female county commissioners
from 2005 to 2015 (Calhoun, Gulf, Holmes, Lafayette,
Liberty, Santa Rosa, Sumter, and Suwannee). By contrast,
the share of female commissioners is relatively higher in
Broward (44%–55%), Miami-Dade (38%–46%), and
Sarasota (40%–60%). Several counties have experienced
large fluctuations in the share of women on their councils
over the study period (e.g., Lake, Okaloosa, Palm Beach).

Moderating Variables. We use two dichotomous variables to
tap the effect of local political institutions. The first variable
indicates whether a county has adopted a home rule charter
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(Charter). According to the Florida constitution, charter coun-
ties are free to pursue any policies as long as they do not con-
tradict state laws. In contrast, non-charter counties are
governed by general or special laws. Further, charter counties
have a government structure that is customized to their needs
and approved by the residents, while non-charter counties
have a structure that is mandated in the state law and can
only be amended by the Florida legislature. Charter county
governments possess more autonomy in making fiscal deci-
sions than non-charter ones. Thus, women commissioners in
charter counties are more likely to have higher flexibility
to respond to citizens’ needs (Benton, 2002). We expect
the adoption of a county charter to magnify the effect of
women’s representation on redistributive spending.

The second variable accounts for the form of county
government. As discussed earlier, there are three forms
of county government in Florida: the traditional commis-
sion, the commission-administrator (or manager), and the
commission-executive. The key difference between the three
forms of government is who is responsible for policy imple-
mentation. Compared to the other two, the traditional commis-
sion form grants the board of county commissioners the most
political power. The board not only votes on public policies
but also executes them. By contrast, in the commission-
administrator (or manager) form, the commission appoints a
county administrator or manager to oversee policy

implementation. The commission-executive form has a similar
arrangement, but an elected executive (typically a mayor) over-
sees policy implementation rather than an appointed county
manager.

As prior research has demonstrated, county commissioners
have more influence in county policy matters, including budg-
etary decisions, in a traditional commission system (Lineberry
& Fowler, 1967; McBrayer & Williams, 2022). When county
governments switch to a commissioner-administrator model,
they give up some of their autonomy. Moreover, commis-
sioners are likely to defer to the administrator for advice
about budgetary needs for the next fiscal year. Often, the
administrators possess broad discretion in policy implemen-
tation, including the details of budgetary allocations. Thus,
we code Commission Form as 1 if a county government
has the traditional commission and 0 otherwise. We expect
this form of government to magnify the effect of women’s
representation on redistributive spending.

Control Variables. The models include two sets of control vari-
ables to account for other plausible explanations of the effect of
legislators’ gender on county budget allocation. The first set
captures the macroeconomic environment of Florida counties.
We include measures of unemployment rate (Unemployment)
and real personal income per capita, log-transformed (Ln
(Personal Income). Socio-demographic factors affect the

Figure 1. Women’s representation in Florida county commissions.
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demand for public services. Four variables account for the var-
iation in the socio-demographic conditions—log-transformed
population density (Ln (Pop Density), annual population
growth (Pop Growth), the percentage of the population
living in unincorporated areas (Unincorporated Pop), and
the percentage of White residents (White Pop). All control
variables are lagged by one year. Table 1 lists the variables
used in the analysis, along with their definitions, descriptive
statistics, and sources.

Estimation Strategy and Model Specification
As discussed earlier, public budgeting involves inherent
trade-offs, where spending more on some programs leaves
fewer resources for others. In this sense, the shares of gov-
ernment spending on developmental, allocational, and

redistributive programs reflect the annual budget trade-offs
and correlate with one another. Thus, the modeling of
budget allocation should account for the dynamic nature
of the process, where all decisions are made simultaneously.
We construct log ratios of spending categories that represent
various budgetary trade-offs (Adolph et al., 2020; Lipsmeyer
et al., 2017; Philips et al., 2016; Yu et al., 2019). Specifically,
we first take the ratio of developmental and redistributive
spending and log-transform it. We do the same for the other
budgetary trade-off: allocational and redistributive spend-

ing. Thus, our two dependent variables are: Log Developmental
Redistributive

( )

and Log Allocational
Redistributive

( )
.

Given the compositional nature of budget data, we esti-
mate a series of seemingly unrelated regressions (SURs)
with robust standard errors.4 SUR technique is appropriate
because it accounts for the residual correlation across

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics.

Variables Description Mean SD Min Max Data Source

Dependent Variables
Developmental

Spending %

Share of developmental spending in county

government budget (transportation, economic

development, housing and urban development,

physical utilities)

30.8 9.1 9.7 75.8 Authors’ Construction

Allocational

Spending %

Share of allocative spending (general government

services, public safety, environmental protection,

culture and recreational)

65.4 9.4 21.6 88.2 Authors’ Construction

Redistributive

Spending %

Share of redistributive spending (public health, public

assistance)

3.8 11.1 0.44 45.6 Authors’ Construction

Key Explanatory Variable
Women

Commissioners %

The percent of women commissioners in the county

legislative body

20.2 18.5 0 80 Florida Division of Elections

Florida Associations of

Counties (FAC)

Control Variables
Political Context

Charter A dichotomous variable= 1 for county with an

adopted home rule charter

0.29 0.45 0 1 FAC

Commission Form A dichotomous variable= 1 for a county with the

traditional commission form of government

0.15 0.36 0 1 FAC

Democratic Vote Percentage of county residents who voted for the

Democratic candidate for U.S. President

46.7 15.9 19.5 91.7 Florida Department of

State’s Division of

Elections

Economic Context
Unemployment Percent unemployed labor force in the total

population

7.0 2.86 2.2 14.7 UF’s Bureau of Economic

and Business Research

(BEBR)

Personal Income Real personal income per capita (in 2012 constant

dollars)

33,903 11,540 15,478 78,473 BEBR

Sociodemographic Context
Unincorporated

Pop

Percentage of the population living in unincorporated

areas

67.9 22.6 0 97 BEBR

Pop Growth Share of population aged 14 or below in total

population

1.2 1.7 −4.7 11 BEBR

Pop Density Population per squared land mile 338 524 9 3,451 BEBR

White Pop Share of white residents in total population 82.4 9.8 40.1 95.4 BEBR
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equations by estimating a system of equations simultane-
ously. Our analysis includes a system of two equations (log
ratios).

The model specification is as follows:

Budget Sharekit = β0 + β1Women Commissioners %it−1

+ β2Political Institutionsit−1

+ β3Economicit−1 + β4SocioDemographicit−1

+ γak + ψωt + εit .

(1)

where the dependent variables are the budget shares of county
i in year t. Women Commissioners %it−1 is the key explana-
tory variable, measured by the number of women commission-
ers divided by the total number of commissioners in county i
in year t-1. The one-year lag accounts for the delayed effect
of women’s representation on next year’s budget allocation.
The variables Political Institutionsit−1, Economicit−1, and
SocioDemographic it−1 capture the impact of political, eco-
nomic, and social-demographic context, respectively, in
county i in year t-1. All controls are lagged by one year to
mitigate possible endogeneity concerns. The model includes
fixed effects for regions (ak) and years (ωt) to account for
region- and year-invariant unobserved heterogeneity.5 The
variable εit denotes the error term.

Results

As Table 1 shows, the share of women commissioners varies
from 0% (Bay County from 2005 to 2015) to 80% (Lake
County from 2006 to 2009), with an average of 20%. The stan-
dard deviation is 18.5%. Overall, these numbers indicate a low
level of women’s representation in Florida county legislatures.

The budget allocation across spending categories also
differs across counties and time. The share of redistributive
spending ranges from 0.44% (Liberty County in 2010) to
45.6% (Taylor County in 2005), with a standard deviation
of 11%. The share of allocational spending ranges from
21.6% (Calhoun County in 2006) to 88% (Baker County in
2013), with a standard deviation of 9.4%. Finally, the share
of developmental spending varies between 9.7% (Baker
County in 2013) and 75.8% (Calhoun County in 2006),
with a standard deviation of 9%.

Direct Effects of Women’s Political Representation on
Budget Allocation
Table 2 presents the results of the estimations predicting the
effects of women’s political representation in county coun-
cils on budget allocation. Model 1 uses the log ratio of
developmental expenditures to redistributive expenditures,

Log Developmental
Redistributive

( )
, as the dependent variable. Model 2,

respectively, uses the log ratio of allocational expenditures
to redistributive expenditures, Log Allocational

Redistributive

( )
.

In Model 1, the regression coefficient of Women
Commissioners % is negative and highly statistically significant
(−0.716, at p<0.001). This means that if the share of female
county commissioners increases by one percent, the log ratio
of the share of development expenditures relative to the share
of redistributive expenditures goes down by approximately
0.7%. In other words, an increase in women’s political represen-
tation in county councils raises government expenditures in the
denominator category (redistributive) relative to that in the
numerator (developmental). This finding provides support for
the hypothesis that enhancing women’s political representation
in county commissions will increase the share of redistributive
spending relative to the share of developmental spending.

Among the controls, three variables have a positive and
statistically significant effect on budget allocation. These are
Commission Form, Unemployment, Ln (Pop Density), and
Unincorporated Pop. Their positive coefficients suggest that
the traditional commission form of county government,
higher unemployment, population density, and unincorpo-
rated population decrease the share of redistributive spending

Table 2. Effects of Women’s Representation on County

Redistributive Spending.

Model 1 Model 2

Variables

Log(Developmental/

Redistributive)

Log(Allocational/

Redistributive)

Women Commissioners %

(t−1)

−0.716*** −0.591***

(0.179) (0.156)

Charter (t−1) −0.064 −0.087
(0.060) (0.062)

Commission Form (t−1) 0.571*** 0.119

(0.113) (0.099)

Democratic Vote (t−1) −1.278*** −1.558***
(0.386) (0.334)

Ln(Personal Income) (t−1) −0.271** −0.410***
(0.131) (0.132)

Unemployment (t−1) 0.048* −0.004
(0.026) (0.024)

Ln(Pop Density) (t−1) 0.090* −0.001
(0.048) (0.046)

Unincorporated Pop (t−1) 0.375** 0.567***

(0.164) (0.149)

Pop Growth (t−1) 1.042 1.708

(2.213) (1.808)

White Pop (t−1) −0.026 −1.072***
(0.448) (0.391)

Year Fixed Effects Yes Yes

Region Fixed Effects Yes Yes

N 737 737

R2 0.27 0.29

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses.

*** p<0.01, ** p< 0.05, * p< 0.1.
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relative to the share of developmental spending. The negative
and statistically significant coefficients of Democratic Vote
and Ln (Personal Income) indicate that counties with a
higher share of Democratic voters and a higher level of per-
sonal income per capita spend more on redistributive pro-
grams relative to developmental.

Similarly, in Model 2, the coefficient of Women
Commissioners % is negative and highly statistically signif-
icant (−0.591, at p < 0.001), suggesting that an increase in
women’s political representation is associated with an
increase in redistributive expenditures category relative to
allocational. To offer an interpretation—if the share of
female county commissioners increases by one percent,
the log ratio of the share of allocational expenditures rela-
tive to redistributive expenditures goes down by about
0.6%. This result supports the expectation extended in H1

that greater women’s representation in county commissions
is associated with a higher share of redistributive spending
relative to the share of allocational spending.

Turning to the control variables, we note that four return stat-
istically significant. Democratic Vote, Ln (Personal Income),
and White Pop have a negative sign, suggesting that counties
with more Democratic voters, higher personal income per
capita, and more white residents will see an increase in the
share of redistributive spending relative to allocational spend-
ing. As in Model 1, the coefficient of Unincorporated Pop is
positive, indicating that an increase in the unincorporated popu-
lation is associated with a decrease in the share of redistributive
spending relative to allocational spending.

Critical Mass Effects of Women’s Political
Representation on Budget Allocation
Table 3 reports the models testing for a critical mass effect in
women’s political representation on the distribution of county
budgets. We expect that women commissioners need to grow
in numbers in order to influence county spending toward
greater redistribution. To empirically test this expectation, we
use indicators for different threshold levels of women’s repre-
sentation (Collins et al., 2010; Scheurer, 2014). According to
the United Nations, a “critical mass” of at least 30% of
women within legislative bodies should influence government
policymaking (United Nations Equal Opportunities Commission,
2003). Thus, we categorize women’s political representation on
a county commission into three groups: from 0% to 33.32%
(low representation), from 33.33% to 66.65% (medium presen-
tation), and above 66.66% (high representation). The variable
Women Share_Low takes the value of 1 if women’s political
representation is below 33.32% and zero otherwise. It is used
as the reference category in the analysis. The variable
Women Share_Medium assumes the value of 1 if women’s
political representation is between 33.33% and 66.65% and
zero otherwise. The variable Women Share_High is coded as
1 if women’s political representation is greater than or equal
to 66.66% and zero otherwise.

As Table 3 shows, the medium category of women’s
representation is significantly different from the reference
category in Model 3, while both the high and medium cat-
egories of women’s representation are significantly differ-
ent from the reference category in Model 4. The negative
coefficient of Women Share_Medium in Model 3 indicates
that in comparison to counties with low women’s representa-
tion, counties with medium (between 33.33% and 66.65%)
women’s representation are associated with a significant
increase in the share of redistributive spending relative to the
share of developmental spending. Similarly, the negative coef-
ficients of Women Share_Medium and Women Share_High in
Model 4 mean that in comparison to counties with low
women’s representation, counties with medium (between
33.33% and 66.65%) and high (more than 66.66%) women’s
representation see a significant increase in the share of redis-
tributive spending relative to those of allocational spending.
These results support our hypothesis and suggest that

Table 3. Critical Mass Effects of Women’s Representation on

Redistributive Spending.

Model 3 Model 4

Variables

Log

(Developmental/

Redistributive)

Log

(Allocational/

Redistributive)

Women Share_Medium (t

−1)

−0.228*** −0.207***

(0.069) (0.060)

Women Share_High (t−1) −0.231 −0.250*
(0.153) (0.151)

Charter (t−1) −0.075 −0.101
(0.061) (0.063)

Commission Form (t−1) 0.606*** 0.148

(0.115) (0.099)

Democratic Vote (t−1) −1.262*** −1.535***
(0.394) (0.340)

Ln(Personal Income) (t−1) −0.283** −0.415***
(0.135) (0.134)

Unemployment (t−1) 0.050* −0.002
(0.026) (0.024)

Ln(Pop Density) (t−1) 0.086* −0.002
(0.048) (0.024)

Unincorporated Pop (t−1) 0.378** 0.573***

(0.166) (0.149)

Pop Growth (t−1) 1.282 1.943

(2.310) (1.860)

White Pop (t−1) 0.054 −1.011***
(0.453) (0.393)

Year Fixed Effects Yes Yes

Region Fixed Effects Yes Yes

N 737 737

R2 0.26 0.29

Note: The variable WomenShare_Low is omitted as the reference category in

the estimations. Robust standard errors in parentheses.

*** p<0.01, ** p< 0.05, * p<0.1.
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women’s representation must reach a critical threshold of 1/3
of the seats to steer budget allocation toward more redistribu-
tive spending relative to developmental and allocational. The
estimated effects of the control variables in Models 3 and 4
are similar to those in Models 1 and 2.

Moderating Effects of Local Political Institutions
The models reported in Table 4 test whether the county insti-
tutional setup moderates the effect of women’s political rep-
resentation on budget allocations. We argued that county
institutions—having a home rule charter and a traditional
commission form of government—condition the redistribu-
tive effect of women’s political representation.

In Models 5 and 6, the coefficients of the interaction term
Women Commissioners %×Commission Form are negative

and statistically significant. These results imply that increas-
ing the share of female commissioners in counties with the
traditional commission form of government raises redistribu-
tive expenditures relative to developmental and allocational.
By contrast, the coefficient of the interaction term Women
Commissioners %×Charter in Models 5 and 6 fails to
reach statistical significance at the conventional levels.
These results indicate that the effect of the share of women
commissioners on the budget allocation among the develop-
mental, allocational, and redistributive categories is indepen-
dent of the adoption of county charters.

Discussion and Conclusions

While many scholars have argued that women behave differ-
ently than men in political settings and that women’s descrip-
tive representation is crucial for equity and democracy, prior
research has produced mixed findings on whether electing
women to public offices results in disparate policy outcomes.
In this study, we examine whether women’s representation in
legislative institutions affects budget decisions and, if yes,
how it alters the distribution of resources among spending cat-
egories. Data from Florida’s 67 counties over 11 years show
that enhancing women’s political representation increases the
share of redistributive spending relative to developmental and
allocational. The finding that improving women’s representa-
tion substantially changes the counties’ spending priorities
speaks to women’s different needs and legislative preferences.
It also adds credibility to new approaches, such as gender bud-
geting, which requires that government budgets include impact
assessments across various social groups and open the budget
process to broader public participation. Women, for instance,
are disproportionally affected by austerity policies. According
to the Office of Evaluation Sciences, women and minorities
were more likely to require emergency rental assistance
during the COVID-19 pandemic than other social groups
(Office of Evaluation Sciences, 2022).

We also document that women’s political representation in
Florida county commissions is low (around 20%). While this
number is close to the national average for county govern-
ments, it is still the lowest among all levels of government.
This is a sobering fact, given that women comprise 51% of
the population and have distinct needs and preferences about
resource allocation. As women continue to be severely under-
represented in local political institutions, their influence is well
explained by critical mass theory. Specifically, they need to
secure 1/3 of commission seats before they can influence the
county budget toward more redistribution.

Our analysis demonstrates that county political institutions,
such as having a commission form of government, moderate
the effect of women’s representation on budget allocation.
The traditional commission form of county government inten-
sifies the redistributive effect of women commissioners on
county spending. This finding shows that the modernization
of American counties in response to urbanization, population

Table 4. Moderating Effects of Local Political Institutions.

Model 5 Model 6

Variables

Log

(Developmental/

Redistributive)

Log

(Allocational/

Redistributive)

Women Commissioners %

(t−1)

−0.198 −0.311**

(0.160) (0.148)

Women Commissioners %

× Charter (t−1)

−0.098 0.168

(0.284) (0.273)

Women Commissioners %

×Commission Form (t−1)

−4.873*** −3.150***

(0.674) (0.738)

Charter (t−1) −0.040 −0.126
(0.090) (0.091)

Commission Form (t−1) 1.023*** 0.405***

(0.113) (0.098)

Democratic Vote (t−1) −1.405*** −1.686***
(0.379) (0.335)

Ln(Personal Income) (t−1) −0.332*** −0.450***
(0.129) (0.131)

Unemployment (t−1) 0.040 −0.010
(0.024) (0.023)

Ln(Pop Density) (t−1) 0.064 −0.025
(0.048) (0.046)

Unincorporated Pop (t−1) 0.197 0.451***

(0.145) (0.134)

Pop Growth (t−1) 0.807 1.539

(1.978) (1.678)

White Pop (t−1) 0.265 −0.913**
(0.420) (0.378)

Year Fixed Effects Yes Yes

Region Fixed Effects Yes Yes

N 737 737

R2 0.36 0.33

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses.

*** p<0.01, ** p< 0.05, * p< 0.1.
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growth, and the increased demand for public services might
constrain the ability of women commissioners to pursue
higher redistribution. While entangling the reasons and specific
mechanisms behind such effects remains a task for future
research, these are rather unexpected consequences of county
reformation.

The findings of our study trace several avenues for future
research. First, we examined the overall effect of women’s
representation in county commissions on budget allocation.
Yet, women are not a monolith. Future work could study the
influence of intersectionality and other demographic character-
istics on allocation among budget categories. Second, our
results and prior literature point to women’s compassion as a
likely mechanism for seeking more extensive redistribution
of public resources. One might argue, however, that women
act this way because they perceive benefits to voters like them-
selves and the electoral coalition that brought them to office.
Scholars could explore this further by zooming in on the
decision-making calculus of individual commissioners and
inquiring about their motivation. Third, while our study’s
large sample size allowed for robust inferences, future research
could expand beyond Florida and examine whether the effects
documented here hold for other governments. Fourth, using
panel data, our analysis revealed that reformed county govern-
ments might hinder the ability of women elected officials to
sway budget allocation toward greater redistribution. Future
work could use qualitative data to better understand the mech-
anisms behind these effects.
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Notes
1. Florida Statute 2018. County Annual Budget (https://www.

flsenate.gov/Laws/Statutes/2018/Chapter129/All)
2. Some scholars refer to it as gender responsive budgeting

(Viswanath & Mullins, 2020).
3. The U.S. local governments’ functions, structures, and budget

authority vary considerably across states. Focusing on one state
ensures comparability.

4. The Florida Office of Economic & Demographic Research has
been providing comparable county government financial data
since 2005, which is why we chose 2005 as the start year.
Due to data availability on Florida county commissioners,
the study period ends in 2015.

5. Estimating a separate regression for each spending category
(developmental, allocational, and redistributive) would
assume false independence across categories and ignore the
presencef budget trade-offs. A credible strategy for composi-
tional data is to estimate the three budget categories jointly,
using a seemingly unrelated regression (SUR). The literature
on statistical modeling of compositional data (Adolph et al.,
2020; Lipsmeyer et al., 2017; Philips et al., 2016) suggests
using the log-transformed ratios of budget categories. Therefore,
we jointly estimate the logged ratios of each budget category
relative to a baseline category using a SUR model.

6. In a study of the political economy of state budget trade-offs,
Adolph et al. (2020) estimate a SUR model without state
fixed effects because of several time-invariant state institu-
tional variables. Instead, the study controls for the state’s
region (Northeast, Midwest, South, or West). Following this
empirical strategy, all estimations use regional fixed effects
rather than county fixed effects because some of our institutional
variables have little within-county variation. Specifically, we
place Florida’s 67 counties into 7 regions and include the
regional dummies in the models. In this way, all models
employ two-way fixed effects—for region and year. Florida
regions are based on geographical location (Florida Department
of Agriculture & Consumer Services, n.d.).
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