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Introduction: Women and Local Elections 
 
Women remain under-represented in virtually all democratic institutions in 
the UK. Although the representation of women at the local government 
level has improved in recent decades, only slightly more than 25% of 
councillors are women and approximately 22% of council cabinet positions 
held by women.  These proportions vary between different types of 
authority and between the same types of authority (Borisyuk and Thrasher 
2003: 1). The aim of this paper is to throw some light on why the 
proportions of women candidates and councillors should vary both 
temporally and spatially. An understanding of the determinants of women’s 
under-representation at the local electoral level is also crucial to any 
explanation of women’s representation at the UK parliamentary electoral 
level as there is a “fairly uniform vertical ladder of recruitment from party 
to local government office, to Westminster” (Norris and Lovenduski 1995: 
23). Clearly, a greater understanding of the nature of the causes of gender 
imbalance at the level of local government representation would be a 
significant step towards our understanding of the representative gender 
imbalance balance at the UK parliamentary level.  
 The Local Government Chronicle Elections Centre, University of 
Plymouth, has a unique collection of machine-readable local electoral data 
covering the 1900 to 2003 period, which includes data for two of Britain’s 
major cities, Birmingham and London. Thus an analysis of different aspects 
of changes over time and space in the proportions of women candidates and 
female representation at borough elections in the last century is now 
possible. It allows us to address a range of research questions in a 
longitudinal analysis concerning the impact of a candidate’s gender upon 
levels of contestation, representation, to test for electoral system effects on 
the performance of women and to reveal any differences between the major 
parties. Firstly, we will briefly review some of the existing literature and 
consider the key questions posed and explanations posited by previous 
researchers concerning women’s under-representation at local elections and 
then we will address these questions in relation to women’s representation 
at over a century of borough elections in London and Birmingham.  
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 Previous research has largely focussed upon women’s under-
representation at the national legislative level and a number of political, 



socio-economic and cultural factors have been revealed as having 
significance in the explanation for the level of women’s parliamentary 
representation.  International comparative analyses and national case studies 
evidence the effects of inter alia : gender discrimination in the  candidate 
selection process, gender discrimination in the selection of seats to contest, 
gender discrimination on the part of the voter, electoral system effects, party 
incumbency, male incumbency and the paucity of women candidates 
(Kelley and McCallister 1984; Rule 1987, 1994; Bledsoe and Herring 1990; 
Matland and Brown 1992; Darcy 1992, 1994; Norris and Lovenduski 1993; 
Darcy, Welch and Clark 1994; Matland and Studlar 1996; Kenworthy and 
Malami 1999; Caul 2001; Banducci, Everitt and Gidengil 2002; Black and 
Erickson, 2003). 
 Women’s representation at more recent English local government 
elections is well documented, albeit limited to short time periods (see 
Fletcher 1967;  Bristow 1980;  Hills 1983; Rallings and Thrasher 1997; 
Rallings, Thrasher and Gunter 1998; Briggs 2000); Morgan 2003). 
However, a study by Borisyuk and Thrasher (2003) widened this scope and  
looked at gender imbalance in English local government elections at a 
variety of authority levels, in  which authorities employ a diversity of 
electoral cycles and parties contest in both single-member and multi-
member seats. Using a comprehensive data set containing data on more than 
half a million candidates, including gender, party, vote and incumbency, 
derived from London Borough, Metropolitan Borough, Shire District and 
Shire County elections in the period from 1972 to 2002, they reached a 
number of significant conclusions about the factors that affect female 
representation.  Their study and findings provide the foundation and 
framework for the longitudinal comparative analysis of the two case study 
locations undertaken here. 
 That study found that since 1973, the number of women candidates 
contesting seats at local elections in England had doubled, with a 
particularly rapid increase in the second half of the 1980s, and that all 
parties recruited an increasing number of women candidates in the period. 
The Liberal Party recruited more women than the two main parties and the 
Labour Party, “which had lagged behind the Conservatives, gradually 
narrowed the gap and on a small number of occasions … fielded more 
women than their main rival” (Borisyuk and Thrasher 2003:16).  In relation 
to the proposition that under plurality elections, the proportion of women 
candidates rises with district magnitude (see discussion of electoral system 
effects in Borisyuk and Thrasher 2003:2), they concluded that the 
proportion of women candidates was unrelated to increases in district 
magnitude at least to a maximum of three seats. In respect of the issue as to 
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whether women are less likely than men to be elected because they are more 
likely to be selected to contest seats which they have little or no hope of 
winning, Borisyuk and Thrasher found that female candidates were selected 
to fight more difficult seats and that in some authorities, women were “not 
only trying to remove a relatively secure incumbent party but also more 
often than not attempting to unseat an incumbent” (Borisyuk and Thrasher 
2003:16). Furthermore, that in multi-member districts, women receive more 
votes than do men on the same party slate and that the electorate “far from 
discriminating against women candidates, appears to be drawn towards 
them” (Borisyuk and Thrasher 2003:17).  
 
Data 
Without recourse to survey data on voters’ attitudes and reported behaviour 
at local elections over the period of interest of this paper, our analysis of 
female contestation and representation at inner- London and Birmingham 
borough elections will be informed by local electoral returns. A prerequisite 
of comparative analysis is comparison of like with like, and thus our 
electoral units of analysis, i.e. inner-London and Birmingham, each need to 
remain coextensive over the period of the study. They must be clearly 
defined as their spatial integrity has implications for interpretations of 
change in women’s representation across time. However, the structure of 
English local government is dynamic and complex.  During the period 
reviewed here, there have been major structural changes that have altered 
local government organisation in both London and Birmingham. In order to 
ensure an acceptable level of co-extensiveness over time in the case of 
London, only data relating to borough council elections in the inner-London 
area was used, i.e. ward level data from boroughs that comprised the 
London County Council area at elections 1900-1962 and ward level data 
from the twelve inner-London boroughs at post-reorganisation elections 
1964-2002. Although there have been alterations to ward boundaries over 
our period of interest, the 1963 Local Government of London Act 
reorganised the 28 boroughs of the LCC into the twelve new boroughs of 
inner-London without any transfer of electors to or from the outer-London 
boroughs, thus our unit of analysis, inner-London, remained co-extensive 
over the 1900 to 2002 period. 
 In the case of Birmingham, major ward boundary alterations and the 
addition of the former County Borough of Sutton Coldfield to create the 
Birmingham District Council area was carried out by virtue of the Local 
Government Act of 1972. There have also been major and minor alterations 
to ward boundaries throughout the period of interest. However, over the 
years 1911-2003, the three new Sutton Coldfield wards excluded, our main 
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unit of analysis, Birmingham County Borough/Birmingham District Council 
remains remarkably coextensive. Furthermore, the inclusion of the wards of 
the former County Borough of Sutton Coldfield at post-1972 borough 
elections into our analysis had no adverse effect on the results of our initial 
analyses. 
 In addition, the electoral arrangements in our two units of analysis 
differ – London boroughs employ an all out quadrennial electoral cycle 
where parties contest multi-member ward seats and Birmingham employs 
an annual partial electoral cycle (thirds) where parties contest single 
member seats. However, this is to the advantage of our comparative 
analytical purpose as it allows us to contrast electoral system effects on the 
relative levels of female candidates and representation and to identify any 
significant differences electoral system effects may cause. 
 Party labels are slightly problematic when attempting to determine 
the level of each party’s female candidacy and representation at earlier local 
elections in Birmingham and London. Indeed, candidates stood under a 
range of guises, nevertheless it has been possible to allocate votes to 
nationally recognised parties (see Rallings,C., and Thrasher, M., ‘Local 
Voting in Birmingham 1911-2000, pp xix to xxx in  Phillips,C., (2000) 
Birmingham Votes, 1911-2000, Twentieth Century Local Elections Results, 
Plymouth :LGCE Centre, University of Plymouth, and Rallings,C., and 
Thrasher, M., ‘Local Voting in London ,1889-1962’, pp v to xiv in Willis, 
A., and Woollard, J.,(2000) Twentieth Century Local Elections Results, 
Volume 1,  Plymouth :LGCE Centre, University of Plymouth ). 
 
Outline 
Firstly we will consider if there is evidence of geographical variability in the 
level of women’s representation at borough elections over the 1900-2003 
period in a sample of county boroughs from across England (plus Cardiff). 
The mean percentage of female candidates of all candidates at borough 
elections in: Bath, Birmingham, Bournemouth, Bradford, Brighton, Bristol, 
Cardiff, Carlisle and London, over three time periods, 1900-1939, 1945-
1980 and 1980-2003, will be contrasted. This will enable us to identify any 
geographical differences in the level of female recruitment, any change over 
time in these levels (pre-war, post-war and especially post-1980 when the 
level of female representation has generally increased). It will also allow us 
to identify if geographical differences in female candidacy levels persist 
over time, an indication perhaps of the influence of local political culture. 
The focus of the paper will then turn to consideration of women as 
candidates for elected office in our two case study locations of Birmingham 
and inner-London. The crucial role of local parties in encouraging or 
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discouraging female candidates will be examined. Trends over time in the 
percentage of female candidates from the three main parties will be 
examined and electoral system effects on the proportion of women’s 
participation will be examined to see whether the proportion of female 
candidates rises with increases in district magnitude at plurality elections. 
We will then consider whether the chances of female candidates succeeding 
are influenced by the electoral marginality of the seat they are selected to 
contest. 
 The role of the voter in relation to women’s success at these 
borough elections will be examined for evidence of voter hostility towards 
female candidates in terms of differences in the mean percentage vote for 
female candidates in contrast with the mean male share of the vote. Other 
indicators of voter hostility towards female candidates can be revealed by 
contrasting the mean level of turnout in seats which female candidates 
contest with those contested solely by males, and by examining whether the 
electorate take into account an incumbent’s gender when participating or not 
in a borough election. A further indicator of any voter hostility towards 
female candidates can be discerned if we examine their finishing position at 
the top or the lower end of their particular party slate in a multi-member 
contest. 
The relative success of female candidates generally and by party in our two 
locations will be measured and contrasted by use of two simple indices. 
CANDINDEX, which shows the number of women candidates as a 
percentage of the total number of candidates at that year’s borough 
elections, and ELECTINDEX, which shows the number of women elected 
as a percentage of the total number of candidates elected. If the value of 
ELECTINDEX is greater than CANDINDEX, then female candidates were 
more successful than male candidates in that year. Trends over time in the 
percentage of female candidates (of all candidates and controlling for party) 
elected as councillors will be contrasted. Then finally, we will contrast the 
percentage councillors elected controlling for party and then for district 
magnitude to see if female success increases as district magnitude rises. 
In summary this paper will examine trends in female contestation, 
representation and relative success by party. It will test for any effects upon 
the progress of women in terms of seats they are selected to contest, 
electoral system effects and voter hostility. In order to do this we will test a 
number of hypotheses.  
 
Hypotheses: 
H 1. There is no significant difference in the marginality of the seats 
contested by male and female candidates.  
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H 2. There is no significant difference in the mean percentage share of the 
vote gained by male candidates and female candidates. 
H 3. There is no difference between the success rates of female candidates 
by party. 
H 4. There is no significant difference in mean turnout between elections 
where female candidates contest and those contested solely by males. 
H 5.  There is no significant difference in mean turnout between elections 
where women are incumbent and those where men are incumbent. 
H 6. There is no significant association between a candidate’s gender and 
that candidate’s finishing position on his/her party slate at multi-member 
seat ward elections. 
 H 7.   There is no significant relationship between district magnitude and 
the proportion of female candidates. 
H 8. There is no significant difference between the success rate of female 
candidates elected to council at different levels of district magnitude. 
 
Geographical variability in female representation 
Figure 1 plots the mean percentage of female candidates of all candidates at 
borough elections in a sample of  county boroughs over three time periods, 
1918-1939, 1945-1980 and 1980- 2003. Although in the period from 1980 
to 2003, the mean percentage of female candidates who contested in our 
sample locations increased, as the plot line evidences, there is a significant 
geographical variation in the progress of women’s contestation. Clearly, 
geographical variance in the number of women candidates is an enduring 
phenomenon at these borough elections, as the plot lines for the 1945-1980 
and the 1918-1939 periods testify. For example, while around only one in 
twelve of all candidates at inner-London borough elections in the 1918-1939 
period were female, in Bradford and Bristol around a fifth of all candidates 
were female (see Table 1)1. 
 However, while the progress of women’s recruitment to contest at 
borough elections continued to rise in London and Bristol, the recruitment 
of women declined in Bradford in the 1945-1980 period and, along with 
Cardiff, lags around 7% behind that of the inner-London boroughs for the 
1980-2003 period.  Although this level of aggregate analysis provides a 
useful broad brush indicator of variation in change over time and space, a 
more focussed analysis of ward level data and comparison of our two case 
study locations may throw some light upon the determinants of this variance 
in female recruitment. 
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Women candidates in Birmingham and inner-London, 1900-2003 
Figure 2 below evidences that the recruitment of female candidates at 
Birmingham borough elections from the mid 1950s to the late 1980s was 
much lower than at inner-London borough elections. The recruitment of 
women candidates, however, steadily increased in the 1980s and surpassed 
inner-London at the 1990 elections, but began a gradual decline in the 1990s 
to settle at a difference of around 8% in 2002. Clearly, the level of female 
contestation in two of England’s major cities was considerably different. 
Indeed, in the 1919-1938 period, the mean percentage female candidates of 
all candidates was 9.9 at Birmingham borough elections and 14.6 for inner-
London, 16.6 and 24.6 respectively for the 1945-1980 period, 22.8 and 31.9 
respectively for the 1980-2002 period. A possible explanation for this 
variance is that “women candidates are not selected in single member 
electoral districts (as used at Birmingham borough elections) because local 
parties, fearing reluctance amongst the electorate to support women, prefer 
male candidates” (Borisyuk and Thrasher 2003:5).  
 We will in due course test this hypothesis by attempting to find 
evidence of any voter hostility towards female candidates. Firstly, we will 
examine the trends in the proportion of women candidates challenging for 
seats by party.  
 It is clear from Figure 3, that there was a steady improvement by all 
three parties over the last century in the recruitment of women candidates at 
inner-London borough elections. Although the Labour Party attracted 
proportionally more women than the Conservative and Liberal parties in the 
inter-war period, the Labour Party was the poorest performer of the three 
parties at elections from 1945 until the 1980s, thereafter it matched its main 
rival the Conservative Party in its recruitment of women.  Notwithstanding 
the Liberal Party’s much lower contestation rate, where the Liberal Party 
did contest wards at inner-London borough elections the proportion of 
female candidates fielded has approximated that of the two major parties 
and indeed, surpassed them from the late 1960s. 
 At the Birmingham borough elections, see Figure 4, the difference 
in the level of recruitment of female candidates between the Labour and 
Conservative parties was for much of the period greater than that at the 
inner-London elections. The Labour Party from the mid 1920s through to 
the debacle of the 1968 borough election, when the party did not return a 
single candidate, had a much higher level of female recruitment than its 
major rival. The demise of the Birmingham Liberals at post-1918 elections 
had been rapid and it was not until the early 1960s that the party returned to 
the local electoral fray. Nevertheless, during ensuing periods of resurgence 
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in support, the proportion of female candidates fielded by the Liberals 
surpassed that of the two major parties. 
 In both inner-London and Birmingham in the inter-war period, the 
Labour Party recruited more female candidates than the Conservative Party. 
However, at Birmingham borough elections, the mean percentage of female 
candidates recruited by the Labour Party was 11.3 in the 1919-1939 period, 
23.0 in the 1945-1967 period and 19.6 in the 1968-2000 period. It would 
appear that despite a general increase in female recruitment at borough 
elections in the later decades of the century in inner-London and our sample 
boroughs, the proportion of female candidates at Birmingham borough 
elections has generally declined. In both locations however, the Liberal 
Party, when contesting wards, maintained its tradition for recruiting female 
candidates. There is then evidence of both inter-party variance over time in 
the recruitment of women and intra- party variance in the level of female 
recruitment between our case study locations. 
 The variation in the level of female recruitment between 
Birmingham and the inner-London boroughs may in part be caused by the 
difference in electoral systems. At inner-London’s multi-member plurality 
elections, as one party increasingly includes female candidates on its party 
slate so their rivals may also follow suit for fear of alienating a substantial 
section of the electorate, and indeed there is some evidence that as district 
magnitude increases so does the proportion of female candidates (see 
Matland and Studlar 1996; discussion in Borisyuk and Thrasher 2003). We 
put this proposition to the test and contrasted the mean percentage of female 
candidates recruited at inner-London borough elections in wards where the 
district magnitude equalled 3, 6 and 9. As can be seen in Figure 5, there is 
clear evidence that the size of district magnitude may matter when it comes 
to female recruitment and thus electoral systems may be critical in 
determining the numbers of females elected. Although at DM6 and DM9 
there is little difference in the numbers of females participating at these 
elections, there is a clear difference in magnitude between DM3 and DM6. 
 Another aspect of the potential of party to affect both the 
recruitment and representation of females is the type of seat candidates are 
selected to contest. It may be that the general perception that women are 
selected for ‘no hope seats’ has a corrosive effect upon women’s 
willingness to stand and upon their chances of success once selected. The 
first proposition cannot be tested without survey research but the second can 
and any bias in the selection process revealed. In Table 2, the mean 
marginality (i.e. the mean difference in percentage share of the vote 
between first and second placed candidates) at Birmingham borough 
elections 1911-2003 is outlined (single member ward contests). The mean 
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marginality in the ward elections where no females contested was 24.5, in 
wards where only one female candidate contested the mean marginality was 
24.4, where two females contested 24.3, and where three females contested 
24.5. Clearly we cannot reject the null hypothesis that there is no difference 
in the marginality of the seats contested by male and female candidates at 
Birmingham Borough elections 1911-2003. There is no evidence of any 
systemic bias in the seats selected for women to contest at Birmingham 
Borough elections 1911-2003 in terms of marginality. 
 Similarly, as Table 3 testifies, we cannot reject the null hypothesis 
that there is no difference in the marginality of the seats contested by male 
and female candidates at inner-London borough elections 1900-2002. 
Clearly, there was little variation in the marginality of the seats candidates 
were selected to contest when controlling for gender. Like Birmingham, 
there is no evidence of any systemic bias in the seats selected for women to 
contest at inner-London borough elections 1900-2002 in terms of 
marginality. 
 To check for any voter hostility towards female candidates, we 
tested the null hypothesis that there is no significant difference in the mean 
percentage share of the vote gained by male candidates and female 
candidates. In Figures 6 below the mean percentage share of the vote for 
female and male candidates are contrasted at Birmingham borough elections 
respectively. 
 We are able to reject the null hypothesis in respect of Birmingham 
borough elections.  As Figure 6 evidences (inter-war period apart) there is 
little difference in the mean share of the vote between male and female 
candidates. Indeed, at post-1945 borough elections in Birmingham, women 
have equalled or even surpassed their male counterparts in terms of mean 
share of the vote. There are of course methodological problems concerning 
the calculation of the percentage share of the vote each candidate receives in 
multi-member seats. In order to avoid this issue, in the case of inner-London 
the mean finishing position of women candidates on their party slate will be 
examined. It is also possible to differentiate between the two major parties 
in terms of any gender-based voter hostility by contrasting the mean 
finishing position of female candidates on their party slates with those of 
their male counterparts. In the vast majority of cases, the inner-London 
borough elections have been contested in multimember wards with district 
magnitudes of 3, 6 and 9. Controlling for party (Liberal Party excluded), 
and district magnitude the mean finishing position of candidates over the 
1900-2002 period is contrasted by gender at inner-London borough 
elections in Figures 7 – 12. 
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 It is immediately obvious from Figure 8, that at three-member ward 
contests in inner-London boroughs there is no evidence of voter- based 
hostility towards Labour Party female candidates and that their electoral 
fortunes have virtually mirrored those of their male counterparts in terms of 
finishing position. In contrast, Figure 7 reveals that there is a gender- gap in 
the finishing positions of Conservative candidates. Apart from the 1968 
borough elections, which were a disaster for the London Labour Party, and 
the post-1990 period, female Conservative Party candidates have invariably 
finished in a lower position than their male counterparts. The same 
relationships between party, candidate gender and finishing position are 
exhibited by the trend lines in Figures 11 and 12 at nine-member ward 
contests, notwithstanding Labour’s gender gap at the 1962 borough 
elections. At six-member ward elections there is a gender- gap in the 
finishing positions for both parties’ candidates, albeit to a lesser degree for 
the Labour Party. The evidence suggests that in multi-member ward 
contests, Conservative female candidates at all levels of district magnitude 
have experienced gender-based voter hostility at inner-London borough 
elections. However, as Figure 7 evidences, since 1990 the gender gap in the 
finishing position of Conservative candidates has disappeared. In stark 
contrast there is little evidence of gender-based voter hostility towards 
female Labour candidates at these elections over the whole period. 
 Electors may show their approval or disapproval by failing to 
participate in an election and thus, a further test for the presence of any 
gender-based voter hostility is to contrast mean turnout at  solely male 
contested ward elections with  mean turnout in those  wards contested by 
females. However, no significant association could be found between 
turnout and gender over the period of interest at borough elections in either 
Birmingham or inner-London. Nor could any significant association be 
found between the levels of turnout in wards contested by incumbent males 
and those contested by incumbent females. 
 As important as all the above is to women’s representation at the 
borough level in Birmingham and inner-London, the litmus-paper test for 
the parties, and also for the voice of women to be heard, is how many 
women have been elected to council. The relative success of females can be 
ascertained by comparison of the trends in our two indices  (CANDINDEX 
which shows the number of women candidates as a percentage of the total 
number of candidates at that year’s borough elections and ELECTINDEX  
which shows the number of women elected as a percentage of the total 
number of candidates elected). If the value of ELECTINDEX is greater than 
CANDINDEX, then female candidates were more successful than male 
candidates in that year. 
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 At inner-London borough elections, from the early 1920s through to 
the present (the 1945 elections apart) there has been a persistent gender gap 
between the relative success of female and male candidates to the 
disadvantage of female representation as evidenced in Figure 13. In 
contrast, Figure 14 illustrates that the almost opposite is true of the relative 
success of female candidates at Birmingham borough elections, where the 
trends in our two indices virtually mirror one another and at some elections 
ELECTINDEX exceeds CANINDEX evidencing that female candidates 
were relatively more successful than males in that particular year. Despite a 
higher proportion of female candidates contesting borough elections in 
inner-London the relative success of female candidates is not only much 
lower than at Birmingham borough elections but is also an enduring 
characteristic of local voting behaviour over almost a century. When the 
trends in the performance of the two major parties in terms of the electoral 
success of female candidates relative to male candidates at Birmingham 
borough elections is contrasted, it is clear that the Labour Party’s female 
success rate surpassed that  of the Conservative Party from the early 1920s 
through to the late 1960s. However, the success rate of Conservative female 
candidates revived in the mid 1960s and surpassed that of Labour until the 
1990s when there appears to be a convergence in party trends. 
 For inner-London, a comparison of the success rates of the two 
major parties in terms of the number of women elected as a percentage of 
the total number of candidates each respective party  had elected  is 
complicated by differences in district magnitude. However, by controlling 
for both party and district magnitude, we are able to discern not only the 
performance of the parties but also if the success rate in the election of 
female candidates rises with increases in district magnitude. Figures 16,17 
and 18 reveal that at all three levels of district magnitude the Labour Party 
have outperformed the Conservative Party in terms of the number of female 
candidates elected to inner-London boroughs over the last century. In ward 
elections with a district magnitude of three, only at the 1968 and 1990 
borough elections have the Conservative party surpassed their main rival in 
the number of women elected to council. In wards with a district magnitude 
of 6, the Conservative Party only surpassed the Labour Party at elections in 
the late 1940s to mid 1950s and at district magnitude 9 ward contests 
surpassed Labour at the 1949, 1959 and 1962 elections.  
 Finally we can consider if the success rate of female candidates 
increases with rises in district magnitude. In Figures 21 and 22 the trends in 
ELECTINDEX, for the Conservative Party and the Labour Party 
respectively, controlling for district magnitude, are presented. The trends for 
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both parties evidence that the success rate of female candidates increases 
with increases in district magnitude.  
 
Conclusions 
Clearly women’s participation at borough elections in England has 
increased over the century. However, geographically and temporally this 
has not been a homogeneous rise. There is significant geographical variation 
in the progress of female recruitment and this variance is an enduring 
phenomenon at English borough elections throughout the past century.  
Indeed, in both case study locations, although female recruitment has 
generally steadily grown, it has been shown that the major parties 
consistently recruited a higher proportion of female candidates at inner-
London borough elections than they did at Birmingham borough elections 
over the century. When the trends in recruitment of female candidates was 
examined by party it was shown that, notwithstanding the level of 
contestation of the Liberal Party, when and where the Liberals did contest, 
the proportion of women candidates fielded equalled or exceeded that of the 
two major parties. In both inner-London and Birmingham, the Labour Party 
recruited more women than the Conservative Party at borough elections in 
the inter-war period. Nevertheless, the proportion of female candidates 
recruited by Labour declined in both locations at post-war elections up until 
the late 1960s. Despite convergence and upward trends in the recruitment of 
women by all three parties at post-1980 borough elections, it is nevertheless 
the case that the mean percentage of women recruited by the Labour Party 
to contest Birmingham borough elections from 1980 to 2002 is almost 4% 
lower than at elections from 1945 to 1968. There is then not only evidence 
of both inter-party and intra-party variation in the level of female 
recruitment but also, in the case of Birmingham Labour, evidence of some 
regression in the level of women’s recruitment.  
 Evidence was found that the size of district magnitude may matter 
when it comes to female recruitment. At inner-London borough elections 
where district magnitude equalled 3,6, and 9, there  was a consistent and 
considerable increase in female recruitment between multi-member seat 
plurality ward contests involving three vacancies and those involving six 
and nine vacancies. Furthermore, not only was it shown that female 
recruitment increased as district magnitude rises but also so did female 
representation at inner-London borough elections. 
 The evidence has shown that women candidates contesting borough 
elections in Birmingham and inner-London throughout the last century, 
were not subject to any systematic bias in seat selection in terms of the 
marginality of the seat they contested. Nor could any evidence be found of 
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any voter hostility towards female candidates in terms of levels of turnout. 
Indeed at Birmingham borough elections female candidates equalled, and at 
times surpassed, the level of support given to their male counterparts by the 
electorate. Nevertheless a gender gap in mean level of support at inner-
London borough elections was revealed when the finishing position of 
women on their party slate was examined. 
 When mean finishing position on individual party slates was 
examined, the evidence has shown that at all levels of district magnitude of 
inner-London borough elections, female Conservative Party candidates have 
generally experienced gender-based voter hostility throughout the last 
century. Despite some improvement in the last decade for female 
Conservative candidates, there is a stark contrast between their mean 
finishing positions and those of female Labour candidates. Little or no 
gender based voter hostility from Labour Party voters can be evidenced.  
 Somewhat paradoxically despite a lower female recruitment rate at 
Birmingham borough elections than those in inner-London over the century, 
female candidates have been relatively more successful in Birmingham than 
in London. Indeed, at inner-London borough elections there has been a 
persistent gender gap between the relative success of female and male 
candidates to the disadvantage of female representation. Clearly, although 
increased district magnitude is conducive to female recruitment and 
representation, there are stronger forces at work in respect of voter hostility 
towards women that militate against the positive influence district 
magnitude may have on the progress of women’s representation. 
 Feminists may search for the ‘Holy Grail’ of an electoral system 
that promotes female representation but the determinants of gender-based 
voter hostility, presumably embedded in local political cultural attitudes, 
may, as in the case of inner-London borough elections over the last century, 
be a worthwhile area for scrutiny. However, as Hogan has observed 
regarding women’s representation in US state legislatures  “the two most 
influential factors, education and political culture, were also the most 
difficult to change”( Hogan 2001:24). 
 
 

14 



Bibliography 
 
Banducci, S., Everitt, J., and Gidengil E., (2002) ‘Candidate Gender 

Stereotypes : A Meta-Analysis’, Annual Meeting of the International 
Society of Political Psychology, Berlin, Germany, June 2002. 

Black, J., and Erickson, L., (2003) Women candidates and voter bias: do 
women politicians need to do better? Electoral Studies 22 (1): 81-100. 

Bledsoe, T., and Herring, M., (1990) Victims of Circumstance : Women in 
Pursuit of Political Office, American Political Science Review 84 (1): 
213-223. 

Bochel, C., and Bochel, H.M., (2000) The Careers of Councillors: gender, 
party and politics.  Aldershot: Ashgate 

Borisyuk, G., and Thrasher, M., (2003) ‘Gender Imbalance in 
Representative Democracy : Women Candidates and Councillors in 
English Local Government, 1973-2002’, a paper delivered at the 
Annual Meeting of the American Political Science Association, 
Philadelphia, August.  

Briggs, J., (2000) ‘What’s in it for women?’ The motivations,  expectations 
and experiences of female local councillors in Montreal, Canada and 
Hull, England’ Local Government Studies 26 (4), 71-84.  

Bristow, S., (1980) ‘Women councillors: and explanation of the under-
representation of women in local government’, Local Government 
Studies 6 (3), 73-90.  

Brown, A.R., Jones, A.,  and Mackay, F., (1999) The Representativeness of 
Councillors Joseph Rowntree Foundation. 

Bruegel, C., and Kean, H., (1995) ‘The moment of municipal feminism: 
gender and class in 1980s local government’ Critical Social Policy 15 
(2), 147-169. 

Caul, M., (2001) Political parties and the adoption of gender quotas: A cross 
national analysis, Journal of Politics 63, (4) 1214-1229. 

Copus, C., (2001) ‘Citizen participation in  local government: the influence 
of the political party group’ Local Governance 27 (3): 151-163. 

Darcy, R., Welch, S., and Clark, J., (1994) Women, Elections and 
Representation, 2nd edition, Lincoln: University of Nebraska. 

Davies, S., and Morley, B., (2000) County Borough Elections in England 
and Wales, 1919-1938:A Comparative Analysis, Vols., 1 and 2, 
Aldershot: Ashgate.  

Employer’s Organisation for Local Government the Improvement and 
Development Agency (2002) National Census of Local Authority 
Councillors in England and Wales 2001. London: EO. 

15 



Employer’s Organisation for Local Government the Improvement and 
Development Agency (2003) ‘Employee Jobs in Local Authorities, 
Local Government Digest London: EO. 

Giddy, P., (2000) A Woman’s Place is in the Chamber : first thoughts on 
attracting women into local politics, London: LGA First Thoughts 
Series 

Gill, B., (2000) Losing Out Locally: women and local government, London: 
Fawcett  

Hills, J., (1982) ‘Women local councillors – a reply to Bristow’, Local 
Government Studies January 1982. 

Hogan, R., (2001) ‘The influence of state and district conditions on the 
representation of women in US state legislatures’, American Political 
Research 29 (1): 4-24   

IDeA and EO  (1999) 1998 Survey of Newly Elected Councillors in 
England, London: IDeA/EO 

Kelley,J., and McAllister (1984) Ballot Paper Cues and the Vote in 
Australia and Britain : Alphabetic Voting, Sex and Title, Public 
Opinion Quarterly 48,(2): 452-456.  

Kenworthy, L., and Malami, M., (1999) Gender inequality in political 
representation: A worldwide comparative analysis. Social Forces  78 
(1) : 235-268. 

Local Government Association (2001) Representing the People: democracy 
and diversity London: LGA. 

Lovenduski, J., (1997) ‘Gender Politics: A Breakthrough for Women?’ 
Parliamentary Affairs 50 (4), 708-719. 

Lovenduski, J., and Norris, P., (eds) (1993) Gender and Party Politics. 
London: Sage. 

Lovenduski, J., and Norris, P., (eds) (1996) Women in Politics, Oxford: 
OUP 

Lovenduski, J., and Norris,P., (1995) Political Recruitment, Cambridge: 
CUP 

Lovenduski, J., Norris, P., Burness, C., (1994) ‘The Party and Women’, in 
Conservative Century : The Party from 1900. Oxford: OUP 

Matland, R., and Brown, D., (1992) District Magnitudes Effect on Female 
Representation in United States Legislatures, Legislative Studies 
Quarterly 17 (4): 469-492. 

Matland, R., and Studlar, D.,  (1996) The contagion of women candidates in 
single-member districts and proportional representation electoral 
systems : Canada and Norway, Journal of Politics 58 (3):707-733.  

16 



Meehan, E., (2003) ‘From Government to Governance, Civic Participation 
and “New Politics”; the Context of Potential Opportunities for the 
Better Representation of Women’ Occasional Paper No. 5,  Belfast: 
Centre for the Advancement of Women in Politics, Queen’s 
University 

Morgan, S., (2003) Equality and Diversity in Local Government in England: 
A Literature Review,  Local and Regional Government Research 
Unit, ODPM, London: Office of  the Deputy Prime Minister. 

Norris, P., and Lovenduski, J., (1995) Political Recruitment :Gender, Race 
and Class in the British Parliament. Cambrdge : CUP. 

Office for Public Management (2001) Making a Difference : women in 
public appointments: research findings for the Department of 
Transport, Local Government and the Regions London: OPM. 

Phillips, C., (2000) Twentieth Century Local Elections Results Vol., 4: 
Birmingham Votes 1911-2000, Plymouth: LGCE Centre, University 
of Plymouth. 

Rallings, C., and Thrasher,M., (1997) Local Elections in Britain London 
Routledge. 

Rallings, C., and Thrasher,M., (1999) ‘An audit of local democracy in 
Britain: the evidence from local elections’ Parliamentary Affairs, 52 
(1), 58-76. 

Rallings, C., Thrasher,M., and Gunter,C.,  (1998) Patterns of voting choice 
in multi-member districts : the case of English local elections. 
Electoral Studies 17 (1): 111-128. 

Rao, N., (1998 ) ‘Representation in local politics: a reconsideration and 
some new evidence’ Political Studies 46, 19-35. 

Rule, W., (1987) ‘Electoral Systems , Contextual Factors and Women’s 
Opportunity for Election to Parliament in 23 Democracies’ , Western 
Political Quarterly 40 (3) 477-498 

Rule, W., (1994) ‘Women’s Under-representation and Electoral Systems’, 
Political Science and Politics, 27 (4) :689-692.  

Ware, L.,  Thrasher, M., and Rallings, C., ( 2001) ‘District Magnitude and 
Third Party Representation in Local Government’ in Tonge,J., 
Bennie, L., Denver,D., and Harrison, L., (eds) British Elections and 
Parties Review Volume 11, London:Frank Cass. 

Welch, S., (1990) ‘Multi-member districts and the representation of women: 
evidence from Britain and the United States’ Journal of Politics 52 (2) 
391-412.  

17 



Willis,A., and Woollard, J.,  (2000) Twentieth Century Local Elections 
Results : Vol., 3, Summary Data; Inner-London County and Borough 
Elections 1889-1998,  Plymouth: LGCE Centre, University of 
Plymouth. 

Yule, J., (2000) ‘Women councillors and committee recruitment’ 
Government Studies 26 (3), 31-54. 

 
 
 
 
 

18 



Appendix 

19 



 
Figure 1: Mean percentage female candidates in a selection of 
county boroughs at elections 1918-1938, 1945-1980 and 1980-
2003. 
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Table 1:  Mean percentage female candidates, 1918-1938, 1945-
1980 and 1980-2003 
 

Elections Bath Birmingham Bournemouth Bradford Brighton Bristol Cardiff Carlisle 
 
London 

1918-
1938 10.0 8.8 9.9 18.8 7.3 16.8 11.7 13.5 

 
8.2 

1945-
1980 14.7 16.7 15.8 14.6 12.0 21.0 13.8 14.1 

 
22.7 

1980-
2003 28.4 24.6 24.7 21.3 28.2 28.3 22.8 28.2 

 
29.6 
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Figure 2: CANDINDEX: women candidates as a percentage of all 
candidates at Birmingham municipal elections 1911-2003 and at 
inner-London Borough elections 1900-2002, contrasted 
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Figure 3: Conservative, Labour and Liberal parties’ CANINDEX 
contrasted at inner-London Borough elections 1900-2002 
 

Conservative, Labour and Liberal 

parties' canindex contrasted

London Borough elections 1900-2002

Year

2002
1994

1986
1978

1971
1964

1959
1953

1945
1934

1928
1922

1912
1906

1900

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e

50

40

30

20

10

0

Party

Conservative

Labour

Liberal

22 



Figure 4: Conservative, Labour and Liberal parties’ CANINDEX 
contrasted Birmingham borough elections 1911-2000. 
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Figure 5: Percentage female candidates at inner-London Borough 
elections 1912-2002 by district magnitude, ward contests with 
vacancies of 3, 6 and 9 (all years, 1925,1928 and 1937 apart, 
significant Chi sq. at 95% confidence level one-tailed, 1925 sig. .087 
one-tailed, 1928  sig. .123 one-tailed and 1937 sig. .238 one-tailed). 
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Table 2:  Mean marginality contrasted by number of female 
candidates  
at Birmingham Borough elections 1911-2003 
 

 
Table 3:  Mean 
marginality 
contrasted by 
gender at 
inner-London  
Borough 
elections 1900-

2002 

Number of 
Female 

Candidates 

Count Mean 
Marginality 

0 1662 24.5 
1 804 24.4 
2 222 24.3 
3 52 24.5 

 
Number of 

Female 
Candidates 

Count Mean 
Marginality 

0 2766 28.2 
1 3127 29.9 
2 2833 28.7 
3 1882 28.7 
4 986 27.9 
5 459 29.2 
6 193 30.6 
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Figure 6: Mean percentage share of the vote all candidates by 
gender at Birmingham Borough elections 1919-2003 
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Figure: 7 Mean finishing position by gender Conservative 
candidates contesting three-seat ward contests at inner-London 
Borough elections 1919-2002. 
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 Female contested wards only (Pearson correlation coefficient 
significant at the 0.05 level one-tailed, 1934, 1937, 1953, 1956, 1959, 
1962, 1982, 1986 and 1988, all other coefficients same direction, i.e. 
a negative relationship between  male contestation and finishing 
position scaled 1-9). 
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Figure 8: Mean finishing position by gender Labour candidates 
contesting three-seat ward contests at inner-London Borough 
elections 1909-2002, female contested wards only    
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 Pearson correlation coefficient significant at the 0.05 level one-
tailed, 1937, 1962, 1982, 1998, 2002., all other coefficients same 
direction, i.e. a negative relationship between  male contestation and 
finishing position scaled 1-9. 
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Figure 9: Mean finishing position by gender Conservative 
candidates contesting six-seat ward contests at inner-London 
Borough elections 1919-1971 .    
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Pearson correlation coefficient significant at the 0.05 level one-tailed, 
1919, 1931, 1937, 1945,  and 1959., all other coefficients same 
direction, i.e. a negative relationship between  male contestation and 
finishing position scaled 1-9. 
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Figure 10: Mean finishing position by gender Labour candidates 
contesting six-seat ward contests at inner-London Borough 
elections 1909-1971.   
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Pearson correlation coefficient significant at the 0.05 level one-tailed, 
1945, 1949, 1953, 1956, 1959  and 1962, all other coefficients same 
direction, i.e. a negative relationship between  male contestation and 
finishing position scaled 1-9. 
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Figure 11: Mean finishing position by gender Conservative 
candidates contesting nine-seat ward contests at inner-London 
Borough elections 1919-1962 female contested wards only .    
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Pearson correlation coefficient significant at the 0.05 level one-tailed, 
1922, 1934, and 1937 all other coefficients same direction, i.e. a 
negative relationship between male contestation and finishing 
position scaled 1-9. 
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Figure 12: Mean finishing position by gender Labour candidates 
contesting nine-seat ward contests at inner-London Borough 
elections 1912-1962.   
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Pearson correlation coefficient significant at the 0.05 level one-
tailed, 1949, and 1962 all other coefficients same direction, i.e. a 
negative relationship between  male contestation and finishing 
position scaled 1-9. 
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Figure 13: Relative success of female candidates at London 
borough elections 1900-2002.  
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Figure 14:  Relative success of female candidates at Birmingham 
borough elections 1911-2003. 
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Figure 15. Relative performance of female candidates for 
Conservative and Labour parties contrasted (index measured = 
ELECTINDEX x CANINDEX) 
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Figure 16: ELECTINDEX of Conservative and Labour parties 
contrasted in ward elections at inner-London borough elections 
1919-2002 , where vacancies = 3. 
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Figure 17: ELECTINDEX of Conservative and Labour parties 
contrasted in ward elections  at inner-London borough elections 
1919-1962 , where vacancies = 6. 
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Figure 18: ELECTINDEX of Conservative and Labour parties 
contrasted in ward elections  at inner-London borough elections 
1919-1962 , where vacancies = 9. 
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Figure 19: Conservative Party percentage female candidates 
elected councillors at inner-London borough elections, district 
magnitudes 3,6 and 9.  
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Figure 20: Labour Party percentage female candidates elected 
councillors at inner-London borough elections, district 
magnitudes 3,6 and 9.  
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