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Although female candidates have achieved parity on some dimensions, political institutions remain deeply gendered in how they
structure the parameters of electoral competition. We rely on a new data set of gubernatorial races from the 1990s to address the
theoretical and empirical challenges created by the interaction of gender, media content, and electoral institutions. Based on an
analysis of 1,365 newspaper articles for 27 contests in which a woman held a major party nomination, we uncover evidence of
continuing bias in media coverage. Yet significant coefficients on candidate sex tell only part of the story. Gendered contextual
factors linked to the contest and state in which candidates compete, as well as the newspapers that cover their races, also affect
women’s experiences on the campaign trail. The major finding, however, is the presence of a powerful baseline effect favoring male
candidates that is deeply embedded in U.S. politics. All else equal, women gubernatorial candidates suffer a substantial vote deficit
that results from non-observable influences. The results support the emerging consensus among feminist theorists that greater focus
on the political context is likely to produce bigger scholarly payoffs than is continued attention to observable differences between
male and female candidates.

T
he rapidly changing status of women in American
society ensures that gender bias in electoral politics
is an elusive target for scholars. The bad old days are

over; a male candidate cannot win an election simply by
running an ad featuring his opponent’s husband urging,
“Coya, come home.”1 Yet political institutions in the U.S.
remain deeply gendered in how they structure the param-
eters of electoral competition.2 This confluence of gender
and structure carries profound theoretical and method-
ological implications for scholarship on women and pol-
itics. It demands that researchers disentangle systemic effects
associated with the masculinized ethos of the political envi-
ronment from the sex of an individual candidate or voter.
Moreover, it requires that scholars conducting empirical

analyses recognize that statistically significant coefficients
for sex differences tell only part of the story with respect
to gender’s role in the political arena.

Evidence of the complex interplay of gender and insti-
tutions emerges in many ways. Perhaps most notably, it
manifests itself in terms of the discrepancy between women
candidates’ experiences on the campaign trail and their
success at the ballot box. Overt prejudice on the part of
voters seems to have disappeared, at least in legislative
elections.3 And obvious bias toward female candidates in
the media, so pronounced when women first began con-
testing elections to high-level office, has diminished.4 Nev-
ertheless, not only do women continue to be severely under-
represented numerically in public office throughout the
United States, but women who have lost bids for higher
office also continue to criticize the media’s treatment of
their candidacies as a major obstacle to victory. Certainly,
supporters of Democratic presidential contender Hillary
Clinton and Republican vice presidential nominee Sarah
Palin question whether women have achieved parity in
the type of coverage they receive.

Women who ran for governor in the 1990s serve as
excellent cases through which to address the complex
relationship between candidate sex and gendered institu-
tions, particularly the media. First, the position of gover-
nor is highly visible and serves as a stepping stone to the
Senate and the White House. Yet women have fared poorly
in winning gubernatorial races.5 Second, the 1990s

Linda L. Fowler is Professor of Government at Dartmouth
College, where she holds the Frank J. Reagan Chair in
Policy Studies (linda.fowler@dartmouth.edu). Jennifer L.
Lawless is Associate Professor of Government at American
University, where she is Director of the Women and Politics
Institute (jennifer.lawless@american.edu). We thank Dart-
mouth College students Jacqueline Rose and James Phaden-
hauer, who coded the newspaper content data for this
project. And we appreciate the constructive comments on
earlier drafts by Richard Fox, Jennifer Merolla, Dean Lacy,
members of the American politics seminar at Dartmouth
College, as well as anonymous reviewers.

| |
�

�

�

Articles

doi:10.1017/S1537592709990843 September 2009 | Vol. 7/No. 3 519

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592709990843
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. American University Library, on 12 Jun 2018 at 20:48:18, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592709990843
https://www.cambridge.org/core


witnessed a period of rapid and significant change for
women’s electoral fortunes. In effect, the watershed elec-
tion of 1992 represents a natural experiment to examine
structural changes in the electoral environment. Third,
the media exert a powerful influence over the type of
political information that reaches voters. Although
researchers have uncovered only modest gender differ-
ences in how the media handled statewide candidates
during the 1990s, female gubernatorial candidates often
recount bias in campaign press coverage.6 Consequently,
many speculate that something about executive offices,
compared to legislative positions, makes them less acces-
sible to women.7 The mismatch between women guber-
natorial candidates’ lived experiences and the findings
emerging from conventional studies, then, provides fer-
tile ground for theorizing about how gender continues to
affect the playing field for male and female candidates
and for determining how best to evaluate empirical
evidence.

We disentangle the relationship between candidate sex,
newspaper content, and political context through analysis
of fine-grained coding of more than 1,300 newspaper arti-
cles for 27 gubernatorial races between 1990 and 1997 in
which a female candidate held a major party nomination.
We then evaluate the combined impact of these factors on
the baseline vote for male and female candidates. We rep-
licate some findings in the literature, but also chart new
directions by introducing political statements with respect
to position taking and action claims as a way to assess
gender differences in media coverage. Our inclusion of
variables that gauge gendered political structures and insti-
tutions, along with statistical methods appropriate for deal-
ing with count data, provides empirical validation for the
importance of considering contextual effects when study-
ing women and politics.

Briefly stated, we uncover evidence of different types of
media coverage for male and female gubernatorial candi-
dates when we look in a new place. On the campaign trail,
women seem to emphasize position taking, while men
tend to make claims about actions they have taken—or at
least that is how reporters depict them. The disparities in
position coverage are particularly pronounced for inexpe-
rienced women and men. In addition, male candidates
appear to pay more attention than their female opponents
to so-called “women’s issues” of health, education, and
child welfare. The differences are not major predictors of
electoral success, but women—as a group—suffer a sub-
stantial electoral deficit compared to their male oppo-
nents. This powerful baseline effect favoring male
candidates appears to be rooted in the environment in
which candidates compete. The results support the emerg-
ing consensus among feminist theorists that greater focus
on the political context is likely to produce bigger schol-
arly payoffs than continued attention to observable differ-
ences between male and female candidates. Paradoxically,

the better analysts become at capturing the indirect effects
of gendered institutions, the less likely their research will
produce significant coefficients on a variable for candidate
sex.

Background and Hypotheses: Gender,
Content, and Context
U.S. elections are contests between individuals and their
supporting party coalitions, but they occur within insti-
tutional parameters that have evolved through statute and
convention. The rules of the game reflect the values of the
men who created them and consequently affect the con-
struction of gender in the political arena.8 As Duerst-
Lahti observes, “Gender always occurs in context.”9

Focusing on conventional sex differences, therefore, may
not adequately shed light on the gendered institutions,
processes, and practices of U.S. politics.10 An apprecia-
tion for context thus poses theoretical and empirical chal-
lenges for scholarly endeavors.

From a theoretical perspective, context promotes con-
fusion. Indeed, a growing body of literature points to the
complexity of pinning down the elusive nature of gender’s
role in electoral politics. Voters, for example, continue to
rely on stereotypical conceptions of women’s and men’s
traits, issue expertise, and policy positions when evaluat-
ing candidates, and the media often reinforce such con-
ventional views of women.11 Yet, given the multiple sources
of political information, stereotypical imagery is unlikely
to disappear even when the press is “gender neutral.”
Further, numerous studies suggest that women must be
better than men as candidates to fare equally. In congres-
sional elections, for instance, women face more primary
competition than do their male counterparts;12 and they
have to raise more money to perform as well as men at
the polls.13 Similarly, female candidates are more likely
than men to report having been recruited to run for
office, suggesting that without outside encouragement
and support for a candidacy, they will be less likely than
men with comparable backgrounds to emerge in the elec-
toral arena.14 In addition, geographic differences facili-
tate women’s election in some congressional districts, but
lessen their chances of success in others.15 As women
have achieved parity on some dimensions, then, other
barriers remain deeply embedded in the institutions that
shape political competition.

From an empirical perspective, context raises issues about
measurement error. Many contextual effects are subtle,
difficult to quantify, or not directly observable; and they
tend to reinforce each other. Complicating research endeav-
ors even further is the fact that controlling for contextual
factors can obscure the presence of sex differences and
result in statistically insignificant coefficients on sex; the
“independent effect” of being a woman candidate, for
instance, washes away when we account for the gendered
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nature of the political institutions women and men navi-
gate. In sum, when analysts control properly for context,
they may not fully capture the elusive effects of gender.

Obviously, we cannot address all of these issues, but
through careful research design, extensive data collection
and analysis, and appropriate methods, we can make a
start. We focus on one institution—the press—and one
level of office—governor—to shed light on the interplay
among gender, contextual factors, and measurable bias in
the political sphere. By drawing on the literatures on
conventional sex differences in press content, patterns of
communication, and electoral context, we derive a set of
hypotheses that address the nuances of gendered media
content, as well as female gubernatorial candidates’
success—or lack thereof—on Election Day. Ultimately,
by estimating the magnitude of influences that continue
to evade direct observation, our analysis allows us to
capture the manner in which gendered institutions but-
tress each other and affect gubernatorial candidates’ elec-
toral fortunes.

Gender and Media Content
Scholars have long recognized that the media’s use of ste-
reotypes can reproduce and reinforce gender differences
in campaigns and elections. Citizens’ inattention to poli-
tics, after all, leads them to depend on the media to assess
candidates through a myriad of heuristics, including can-
didate sex.16 Indeed, story frames, references to “women’s
issues,” and horse race coverage have all received scholarly
analysis as possible indicators of bias.17

We expect that the press actively perpetuates, either
consciously or unconsciously, sex-based coverage of guber-
natorial candidates.18 The coverage of women, therefore,
is likely to emphasize their appearance, personality, roles
as mother and wife, political viability and experience, and
advocacy for “women’s issues.”19 Men, on the other hand,
will be more likely than women to receive press attention
that focuses on their professional backgrounds, creden-
tials, and prior office-holding experiences.

Beyond descriptive characteristics, though, we expect
that coverage of women will emphasize relational lan-
guage, while coverage of men will include more action-
oriented speech. Political scientists generally have not taken
account of how candidates’ patterns of communication
factor into media depictions of men and women, but schol-
ars in other disciplines provide relevant evidence about
gender differences in how men and women present them-
selves.20 Years of socialization have conditioned women to
use relational language to establish connections with lis-
teners and men to speak in ways that establish their auton-
omy and competence.21 As a result, men tend to use direct,
fact-oriented assertions, while women tend to stress con-
nection and empathy. We expect, therefore, that candi-
dates’ presentation of themselves will become manifest in
the type of political statements they make about policies

and platforms. Women will use the relational strategy of
position taking, while men will focus on credit claiming
for action.

Overall, reports in the press of candidates’ political state-
ments and campaign messages, as well as their traits, back-
grounds, and issue priorities can reproduce and reinforce
differences that may prove harmful to women at the polls.
The result is the same regardless of whether the press cov-
erage faithfully reflects male-female patterns of candidate
presentation or selectively conveys gendered cues.

Gender and the Context of the Contest
Whether the media systematically hinder women’s attain-
ment of public office is an unsettled question, largely
because the literature has not adequately addressed the
problem of political context. More specifically, most stud-
ies fail to account adequately for the highly variable elec-
toral circumstances in which male and female candidates
compete. This is particularly important because contex-
tual factors may appear to be neutral on their face, but
nevertheless introduce gender effects to the electoral envi-
ronment. A candidate’s party affiliation, for example, often
reflects the receptivity of party activists to women,22 with
Democrats more likely to recruit and nominate female
governors. Similarly, women’s newcomer status to elec-
toral politics in the 1970s and 1980s, when scholars con-
ducted much of the research on media bias, made it difficult
for female candidates to acquire politically relevant cre-
dentials. The lack of prior experience, in turn, made it
more difficult to obtain nominations in winnable races.
The fact that women often served as sacrificial lambs
afforded reporters an opportunity to focus on their mater-
nal roles, appearance, or lack of political experience, while
reporters’ inclination to ignore noncompetitive races fur-
ther marginalized them.23 Thus, women who met conven-
tional expectations of a “good” candidate—probably a
Democrat with electoral experience in an open seat—
would be likely to enjoy press coverage and votes compa-
rable to men, while those lacking such credentials would
receive differential treatment.

In addition, the timing of an election also has the poten-
tial to introduce differences in press treatment of female
and male candidates. The media dubbed 1992 the “Year
of the Woman” in recognition of the large number of
women running in congressional elections. Indeed, the
early 1990s marked a threshold in the types of offices
women were likely to contest.24 The 1992 election cycle,
therefore, should have been a watershed, cueing reporters
to offer more equitable coverage of female candidates.25

Finally, the primary schedule is a feature of a contest
that may carry implications for the press treatment women
receive. Two possibilities require consideration: differ-
ences in the coverage of women and men after they win
their primaries, and the timing of the primary itself. At
least one study suggests that primary coverage is more
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likely to be biased against women than is general election
coverage.26 If this pattern is pervasive, then evidence of
conventional sex differences should be more pronounced
immediately following the primary as reporters size up the
woman who won the nomination. When the primary is
late, female nominees have less time to shift reporters’
attention away from personal traits to the campaign mes-
sage. Hence, sex differences in coverage may be more pro-
nounced for late nominees.

Gender and the Political Context of the State
A state’s political context also contains underlying struc-
tural biases that can generate variation in the coverage of
female candidates. Women are more likely to compete in
states with an existing tradition of electing women.27 When
women are more prevalent in state legislatures, therefore,
sex stereotypes in the press should diminish and electoral
margins for female candidates should increase. In a simi-
lar vein, given the greater receptivity of the Democratic
Party to women, an increase in the normal vote for Dem-
ocrats in the state should decrease the likelihood of gender
differences in media coverage and increase female Demo-
crats’ vote share.28 Such factors are particularly important
for any analysis that spans the end of Democratic Party
dominance and the Republican rise in the early-mid 1990s.

Gender and Newspaper Characteristics
Newspapers are also part of the campaign context, as they
introduce their own set of contextual effects in the way
they cover campaigns and the amount of coverage they
devote to politics. Seemingly neutral variations in size and
quantity of political coverage, for instance, may in fact
lead to differential treatment of female and male candi-
dates. Indeed, in some cases, disparities in the quantity of
coverage about female statewide candidates disappear after
controlling for a newspaper’s circulation,29 although large
papers are more likely than small papers to emphasize a
candidate’s sex.30 Moreover, space constraints may affect
the frequency of gendered coverage. Newspapers have more
room to cover statewide races in non-presidential election
years, and newspapers differ widely in attention to politics
generally.31 Short articles have little room for discussion
of the traits and issues that are conventional markers for
bias against women, but a long profile piece provides ample
opportunity for a reporter to indulge in stereotyping. Thus,
the length of the article can influence the frequency of
distinctions between male and female candidates.

Gender and Baseline Effects on Vote Share
If candidate sex and a gendered political context affect the
content of newspaper coverage that male and female can-
didates receive, then their combined influence may very
well influence election outcomes and lead to women’s
underperformance at the polls. After all, voters and the

media deem “masculine” characteristics more important
than “feminine” traits in politics, regardless of the level of
office at stake.32 Further, while empathy and relational
language can sometimes be a benefit, they can also be
liabilities, perhaps more so in gubernatorial races, when
voters want a clear, decisive CEO.33 Male and female ste-
reotypes in newspaper content, therefore, can undermine
women’s campaign themes and policy proposals, as well as
focus voters’ attention on group-based cues rather than
individual accomplishments. Similarly, evidence of mea-
surable, significant contextual effects can reveal bias in the
opportunity structures that women face.34

In sum, gender, media content, and political context
are deeply intertwined in electoral politics. Many of the
seemingly neutral contextual factors that structure guber-
natorial competition may, in effect, tilt the playing field
against women. Even the way that newspapers approach
gender is, itself, an artifact of the way in which other
institutions in the state buttress differential treatment of
women and men. By analyzing new types of media con-
tent and examining contextual influences with a fresh per-
spective on the masculinized ethos of political institutions,
we provide an opportunity to explain why women’s reported
experiences as candidates for governor are so often at odds
with scholarly findings of a gender-neutral playing field.

The Dataset
The small number of women seeking gubernatorial office,
as well as the tendency to focus on a single election cycle,
has constrained the extent to which scholars can study
gender, media content, contextual effects, and election
outcomes. In an effort to overcome these limitations, we
developed a dataset of press coverage in 27 races between
1990 and 1997 in which a female candidate held a major
party nomination for governor.35 Fourteen of these races
were open seats, three involved female incumbents, and
six produced female governors. None of the contests
involved two women opposing each other. The data come
from each state’s most widely distributed newspaper,
accessed through Lexis-Nexus, Dialog, and microfiche.36

The dataset includes all news articles and news analyses
two weeks immediately following the primary and two
weeks prior to the general election.37 The dataset does not
include editorials, op-ed columns, or letters to the editor,
since strong partisan overtones are not the focus of the
study, and it omits passing references to the candidates in
articles that do not pertain to the election. We coded a
total of 1,365 articles, which contain an average of 20
paragraphs each. Many articles contain mentions of both
candidates, while some refer to only one candidate. Con-
sequently, the dataset is organized by candidate rather than
article, for a total of 2,730 observations. For each obser-
vation, there are three sets of variables: the characteristics
of the candidate; the characteristics of the contest, state,
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and newspaper; and the content in the newspaper article.
The six content variables include the new measures of
relational and action-oriented statements, as well as more
conventional indicators of sex stereotyping described earlier.

Action mentions include two types of claims. A reporter
or source may credit the candidate with having done
something specific or quote the candidate’s assertion to
have undertaken a particular task or accomplished an
identifiable goal. Such statements often involve claims by
candidates regarding their behavior as incumbents or as
office-holders prior to their gubernatorial candidacy. For
example, in his 1990 bid for governor of California,
Republican Senator Pete Wilson emphasized his opposi-
tion to affirmative action by publicizing his vote in the
U.S. Senate against legislation regulating business hiring
practices.38 Statements about actions may also refer to
specific programs a candidate promises to implement when
elected, or noteworthy achievements in private life. Dianne
Feinstein, Wilson’s Democratic opponent, promised to
implement environmental protection provisions in a way
that would minimize disruption to the state’s agricultural
businesses.39 Expressions of action, therefore, can include
sponsoring a bill, balancing the budget, reducing crime
by some percentage, presenting a five-point plan to lower
taxes, or starting a successful business.

Statements about positions pertain to candidates’ opin-
ions about issues or critiques of their opponents’ beliefs.
Often empathetic or relational in tone, position state-
ments range from support or opposition to a general set of
values, such as favoring a healthy environment, support-
ing strong families, improving economic opportunity, or
expressing solidarity with a particular group. The Wilson-
Feinstein contest again provides telling examples of rela-
tional language by both candidates. Wilson, for instance,
stressed his background as a farmer, and Feinstein stressed
her support for women’s reproductive freedom.40

In addition to distinctions in the political statements of
men and women, the content variables include conven-
tional measures of sex differences on four dimensions. The
first tracks references to personal traits that tend to be
gendered, such as appearance, mannerisms, personality,
and marital and parental status. The second taps refer-
ences to “women’s issues,” which in the 1990s tended to
focus on health, education, child welfare, and family pol-
icy. The third content code captures references to personal
background attributes (professional, economic, and fam-
ily connections, such as politically relevant relatives). The
fourth counts mentions of political background and prior
office-holding experience.41

The six content variables function in the analysis first
as dependent variables in which the frequency of each
mention in the article is the measurement unit. We expect
that, all else equal, women will receive more attention to
their positions, personal traits, and women’s issues. In
contrast, we anticipate that women will be less likely

than men to receive media coverage of action statements,
economic and professional attributes, and political back-
ground. Subsequently, the differences in content men-
tions between a man and a woman in the same race
assume the role of independent variables that predict the
difference in the percentage of the two-party vote per
race. The Appendix contains complete descriptions of
the coding and descriptive statistics for the content and
contextual variables.

Findings and Analysis
Sex Differences in Gubernatorial Press Content
We begin the analysis with an assessment of the types of
content men and women garner. The data presented in
figure 1 summarize the total number of mentions of each
type of newspaper content during the transitional decade
of the 1990s. Overall, men received a total of 49.2 percent
of the coverage we tracked, and women received 50.8 per-
cent. The majority of the coverage tends to focus on the
candidates’ positions, but political background, personal
background, “women’s issues,” personal traits, and candi-
dates’ actions also received regular attention.42

In terms of the conventional indicators of gender ste-
reotyping in newspaper content, few differences emerge
in the coverage of male and female candidates. At the
aggregate level, female gubernatorial candidates received
47 percent of the total coverage devoted to political back-
ground, personal background, and “women’s issues.” The
one traditional gauge of gender stereotyping that remains
prevalent is attention to personal traits: women received
64 percent of coverage regarding appearance, manner-
isms, personality, and marital and parental status. Put some-
what differently, women received nearly 81 percent more
coverage than men of personal traits.

Comparing action and position coverage, however,
reveals a dramatic gender difference. Women received
slightly more press coverage than men for their positions
(53 percent of the position coverage goes to female can-
didates), whereas men were nearly twice as likely as women
to receive coverage devoted to their actions (63 percent of
the action coverage goes to men). Perhaps reporters selec-
tively screened out women’s past and proposed actions in
favor of a more passive portrayal of their issue positions.
Or perhaps men running for governor highlighted their
actions more aggressively through advertising and public
statements. Regardless of the reason for the gender gaps in
position and action coverage, the data suggest that, at least
at the aggregate level, male gubernatorial candidates were
more likely than women to be portrayed as “doers.”

Although the bivariate analysis provides some degree of
support for the hypothesis that sex differences in coverage
persist, a closer investigation indicates that, as far as guber-
natorial candidate newspaper coverage is concerned, can-
didate sex, in and of itself, exerts only a modest influence

| |
�

�

�

September 2009 | Vol. 7/No. 3 523

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592709990843
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. American University Library, on 12 Jun 2018 at 20:48:18, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592709990843
https://www.cambridge.org/core


on most types of content. Many of the contextual vari-
ables that tap gender effects indirectly, however, are signif-
icant. Table 1 presents the coefficients and robust standard
errors for candidate characteristics and contextual features
from a series of negative binomial regression equations
that predict different types of newspaper content.43 In
each of these equations, the dependent variable is a count
of the number of mentions of each type of content cover-
age a candidate received.44 Although our hypotheses are
directional, we follow the widely accepted practice of using
two-tailed tests of significance as the more rigorous
standard.45

The most striking finding to emerge from the analysis
is that, after controlling for the characteristics of the con-
test, state, and newspaper, a candidate’s sex does not pre-
dict the majority of the measures of newspaper content. It
is not at all significant in predicting coverage of conven-
tional indicators of personal traits, personal background,
and political background; nor does it figure in action cov-
erage. Moreover, candidate sex operates in the reverse of
the hypothesized direction in terms of “women’s issues.”
The models do indicate, however, that women garner more
position coverage, although the association with position
coverage is strongly linked to political experience.

Turning first to the statistically significant manner in
which a candidate’s sex affects the types of issues for which
he or she receive press coverage, the models predict that
female gubernatorial candidates are 4 percentage points
less likely than their male counterparts to receive attention
to “women’s issues.”46 Perhaps women appealed to voter
stereotypes about particular competency in such issues,

but the press did not transmit the signal to the electorate.
More likely, men adjusted to the presence of female can-
didates by calibrating their attention to “women’s issues”
to match or exceed their opponents—or at least that is
how the press reported it.47 The fact that men put greater
emphasis on health, education, or children does not mean
they embraced a feminist agenda; support for school vouch-
ers, for instance, is quite different from increasing resources
for education. Nevertheless, the result is striking and any
advantage women may traditionally have gained from
focusing on these issues seems largely to have disappeared.48

The second main finding related to the sex of the can-
didate that emerges from table 1 pertains to position cov-
erage. Although sex is a statistically significant predictor
of position coverage—women were more likely to receive
it—it interacts very significantly with candidate quality.
Thus, the substantive effect of sex on position coverage
must be considered at the various levels of political expe-
rience a candidate holds. Figure 2 presents the predicted
probability that a male and female candidate will receive
position coverage based on political experience. Among
candidates with no previous political experience, the model
predicts that women are 13 percentage points more likely
than men to receive attention devoted to their positions.
As women become quality candidates, however, the gen-
der gap in position coverage lessens. Among candidates of
“average” quality, men and women are equally likely to
receive position coverage (the predicted probability is
0.53). And among the most highly qualified candidates
(incumbent governors), women are actually 3.7 percent-
age points less likely than men to garner any mention of

Figure 1
Number of mentions of each type of press coverage garnered by male and female
gubernatorial candidates, 1990–1997
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their positions. If observed differences in newspaper con-
tent are primarily the result of differences in presentation
style between inexperienced male and female candidates,
as our results suggest, then they should disappear as more
politically-seasoned women seek executive office.

Being female, in and of itself, may exert only a modest
effect on media content, but the pattern of results for the
contextual variables suggests that sex operates indirectly
on media content through the environment in which men
and women compete. Candidate quality, for example, is
significant in four of the six equations, and a fifth when
interacted with sex. When candidates are inexperienced,
they garner more attention to their personal traits, women’s
issues, and personal background. On the other hand, when
they have office-holding credentials, they obtain more
action coverage. These findings suggest that the institu-
tional pull of incumbency has a powerful, albeit indirect,
effect not only on the number of open seats for women to
contest, but also on the manner in which newspapers
present their candidacies.

In a related vein, longer articles include more of all
types of content coverage. As a practical matter, this means
not only more action coverage and attention to candi-
dates’ backgrounds, but also more opportunities to focus
on personal traits, positions, and women’s issues.49 Again,
this relationship does not provide direct evidence of gen-
der bias, but it does have consequences for its measure-
ment by scholars. After all, when reporters have greater

opportunity to flesh out a candidate’s political persona,
they also have more discretion to focus on attributes that
play to sex stereotypes.

Granted, not all of the contextual variables with indi-
rect links to sex differences in newspaper content operate
in the hypothesized direction. The receptivity of the state
to female politicians did not consistently influence news-
paper content. The control for post-Year of the Woman
elections was not significant where we expected the stron-
gest gender effects: personal traits and position taking.50

And a state’s normal vote did not predict content in five of
the six models. This may reflect the fact that southern
states are under-represented in the dataset because few
women seek or obtain nominations for governor in the
South.

The overall pattern of news coverage of races involving
male and female gubernatorial candidates, however, reveals
at least modest direct and indirect gender disparities. The
question remaining is whether candidate sex, or the small
differences in coverage we uncovered, carries implications
for political success.

Gendered Press Coverage and Electoral Success
At the aggregate level, there is wide variation in the vote
share garnered by female gubernatorial candidates. In some
cases, they defeated their male opponents by margins as
large as 48 percentage points. In other cases, women lost
to men by more than 59 percentage points. Overall, men

Table 1
Types of press coverage gubernatorial candidates receive, 1990–1997
Negative binomial regression coefficients (and robust standard errors)

Personal
Traits

Women’s
Issues

Personal
Background

Political
Background

Position
Coverage

Action
Coverage

Characteristics of the Candidate
Candidate’s Sex (Female) −.417 (.522) −1.423 (.662)** −.108 (.370) .423 (.393) .537 (.262)** −1.099 (.809)
Candidate’s Party (Democrat) .121 (.186) −.233 (.224) −.155 (.139) −.206 (.124) −.146 (.084) −.196 (.159)

Characteristics of the Contest
Post-Year of the Woman .407 (.257) .652 (.319)** .553 (.208)*** .476 (.177)*** −.030 (.103) .949 (.288)***
Sex * Year of the Woman −.029 (.364) −.391 (.437) −.229 (.247) −.085 (.235) −.089 (.152) −.777 (.338)**
Candidate Quality −.201 (.077)*** −.250 (.107)** −.181 (.055)*** .035 (.063) .031 (.045) .378 (.094)***
Sex * Candidate Quality .287 (.145) .315 (.164) −.021 (.096) −.149 (.099) −.137 (.066)** .001 (.208)
Open Seat .133 (.202) −.097 (.253) .190 (.158) .325 (.147)** .136 (.096) .142 (.201)
Coverage Right Before
General Election

.432 (.183)** 1.146 (.248)*** .152 (.133) −.038 (.124) .380 (.085)*** .656 (.168)***

Month of the Primary .034 (.056) .154 (.058)*** −.037 (.040) −.018 (.039) .070 (.027)** .110 (.045)**

Characteristics of the State
Percentage Women in State
Legislature

−.047 (.015)*** .003 (.016) −.025 (.011)** −.024 (.011)** .011 (.007) −.042 (.016)**

Normal Vote (Percentage
Republican)

−.020 (.019) −.005 (.016) −.006 (.012) −.012 (.009) −.010 (.007) −.034 (.014)**

Characteristics of the Newspaper
Presidential Election Year .497 (.217)** .017 (.328) .182 (.167) .167 (.165) −.121 (.123) .376 (.269)
Total Number Paragraphs
in Article

.050 (.006)*** .042 (.008)*** .040 (.005)*** .041 (.005)*** .035 (.003)*** .038 (.006)***

Constant −1.754 (1.056) −5.009 (1.149)*** −.860 (.783) −1.610 (.699)** −1.788 (.484)*** −3.156 (.989)***
Alpha 12.338 (1.370)*** 14.528 (1.922)*** 4.812 (.517)*** 3.902 (.439)*** 2.811 (.153)*** 7.726 (.939)***
Wald Statistic 102.960*** 77.740*** 104.730*** 92.130*** 193.930*** 119.820***
Number of Observations 2,730 2,730 2,730 2,730 2,730 2,730

Significance Levels: **p < .05; ***p < .01.
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outperformed their female opponents by roughly 6.4 per-
centage points (difference of means significant at p � .05).
Given the small disparities in press coverage between male
and female candidates, though, it is not altogether surpris-
ing that the content variables associated with gender bias
do not affect election outcomes. Still, the analysis reveals
the impact of gendered contextual effects on vote share, as
well as powerful evidence that the gubernatorial election
playing field disadvantages women overall.

Table 2 presents the coefficients and standard errors
from two least squares regression equations, weighted by
turnout. In each equation, the contest is the unit of analy-
sis and the dependent variable is the difference in the
percent of the two-party vote the female and male candi-
date received. Negative values of the dependent variable
indicate that a man won the race, whereas positive values
reflect that a woman won. Each equation includes the
difference in the measures of the newspaper content that
were statistically significant in the analysis above. More
specifically, the first model includes as an explanatory vari-
able the difference in the amount of “women’s issues” cov-
erage the female and male candidate received in each race.
The second model includes a measure of the difference in
position coverage between the female and male candidate.

Again, negative values indicate that the male candidate
received more of each type of coverage. Each equation
also includes contextual controls.51

Notably, the regression results reveal that neither the
amount of coverage devoted to a candidate’s positions,
nor to the candidate’s priorities for women’s issues, affects
the difference in the two-party vote. Action coverage, as
well as mentions of personal traits, or family and political
background, also do not affect vote share (results not
shown). Perhaps these null findings result from the fact
that newspaper coverage constitutes only a relatively small
part of the information environment in gubernatorial cam-
paigns.52 Of equal importance, the gendered contextual
effects that predict many types of newspaper content also
predict the difference in the two-party vote share. Candi-
date quality, incumbency status, the normal vote, and the
length of the article all achieve levels of statistical signifi-
cance in the models of the two-party vote share.

Most important, however, is the fact that, after control-
ling for press coverage and contextual effects, female guber-
natorial candidates consistently fare worse than men. Given
the way we structured the model, the intercept term cap-
tures the difference in the percent of the two-party vote
after controlling for and setting equal to zero the gauges of

Figure 2
The effect of candidate quality of men and women’s position coverage
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newspaper content and context. In other words, the inter-
cept picks up the effects of sex or any unobserved variables
associated with the vote; a statistically significant negative
value indicates that a woman lost the race, whereas a pos-
itive value reflects her victory.

Turning first to open seat contests, the regression equa-
tions in table 2 predict that, all else equal, a woman will
lose the election to her male opponent, on average, by 6.9
(Model 1) or 9.8 (Model 2) percentage points.53 For races
with an incumbent, the results are even more disadvanta-
geous for women. Model 1 predicts that a female incum-
bent competing against a man with less experience, all else
equal, will suffer from a vote share deficit of 10.4 percent-
age points; Model 2 predicts an 11.1 percentage point loss
(although we take these results with a grain of salt because
of the small N). Conversely, a woman challenging a male
incumbent can expect to lose the race by at least 30.1
percentage points. Regardless of the amount and type of
media coverage a woman receives, or the characteristics of
her challenger, contest, state, or newspaper, her sex remains
a serious liability.54

The predictions generated by the models comport well
with the actual election outcomes we observe. But in
order to ensure that the results are not an artifact of
some important, but unobserved variable, we ran the
same models to predict the difference in the two-party
vote of Democrats and Republicans. At the aggregate
level, Republicans outperform Democrats by less than
half of a percentage point. Table 3 presents the coeffi-

cients and standard errors of two weighted least squares
regression equations. In each, the dependent variable is
the difference in Republican and Democratic vote share
for each race; positive values indicate a Republican vic-
tor, whereas negative values indicate that a Democrat
won the race. The content variables and controls are
comparable to those included in Table 2, but the com-
parisons are all by party, not sex. If Republicans or Dem-
ocrats were systematically advantaged and the sex of the
candidates correlated with party, then we would expect a
statistically significant intercept term in the direction of
the advantaged party. The intercepts in table 3, however,
do not achieve conventional levels of statistical signifi-
cance. Just as a candidate’s party affiliation did not affect
newspaper content in table 1, a candidate’s party also
does not affect election outcome, all else equal. Once
candidate quality, incumbency, and contextual effects are
accounted for, there is no discernible systematic differ-
ence reflected in the intercept in the performance of
Republican versus Democratic gubernatorial candidates.

Granted, these models are parsimonious and include
only 27 elections. With so few degrees of freedom, how-
ever, the bar for achieving statistical significance is very
high. This makes the results even more striking; a
candidate’s sex affects the election outcome. Barriers against
female candidates who seek state legislative or congressio-
nal seats may have diminished, but women vying to be
governor in the 1990s faced a very different environ-
ment. Non-observable influences related to a candidate’s

Table 2
Predicting the difference between women’s and men’s vote share, 1990–1997
Ordinary least squares regression coefficients (and robust standard errors)

Model One Model Two

Newspaper Content
Difference in “Women’s Issues” Coverage .326 (.504) —
Difference in Position Coverage — .119 (.142)

Characteristics of the Contest
Post-Year of the Woman 3.846 (8.746) 3.426 (8.022)
Difference in Candidate Quality 6.669 (2.077)*** 6.126 (2.450)**
Female Incumbent −10.240 (7.153) −6.756 (5.426)
Male Incumbent −16.558 (8.860)* −15.621 (7.536)*

Characteristics of the State
Normal Vote (Percent Republican) 1.134 (.533)** 1.271 (.590)**
Percentage Women in State Legislature −.099 (.543) .053 (.401)

Characteristics of the Newspaper
Total Number Paragraphs in Article .006 (.003)* .007 (.003)*

Constant −63.233 (23.826)** −75.684 (29.574)**
R-Squared .550 .559
N 27 27

Notes: The dependent variable is the percentage of the two-party vote share the woman received minus the percentage of the
two-party vote share the man received for a given race. Differences in newspaper content reflect the amount of coverage the
woman received minus the amount of coverage the man received in each race. The difference in candidate quality reflects whether
the woman has more experience (+1), the same amount of experience (0), or less experience (−1) than her male opponent.
Significance Levels: *p < .10; **p < .05; ***p < .01.
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sex clearly play a role in gubernatorial election perfor-
mance and outcome.

Discussion and Conclusion
This paper began with a puzzle regarding the interaction
of gender, media content, and political context in guber-
natorial campaigns and how these factors mutually reinforce
each other with respect to women’s under-representation
in the nation’s statehouses. We examined two different,
but complementary approaches: one focused on sex dif-
ferences in press coverage, notably candidates’ political
statements, which scholars have not considered previ-
ously; the other addressed methodological and substan-
tive issues regarding the masculinized institutions that shape
gubernatorial campaigns. The analysis confirms the impor-
tance of both types of consideration. First, press coverage
of women emphasized position taking, while it depicted
men as more active. We cannot conclude whether such
differences arise from how men and women present them-
selves or reflect subtle bias among reporters. But we do
know that these differences are most pronounced for inex-
perienced women. Second, contextual characteristics of
the race, state, and newspaper reduce the direct effect of
candidate sex on content, but link indirectly to the gen-
dered undertones prevalent in press coverage. Finally, gen-
dered content does not predict differences in male and
female candidates’ performance at the polls, but estimates
of the disparity in votes at the aggregate level indicate the

influence of gendered institutions. More importantly, unob-
servable differences between the sexes remain a factor in
women’s success in seeking governorships; women still face
an uneven playing field.

Together, these findings raise immediate methodologi-
cal and substantive questions about gender and electoral
politics. In methodological terms, it is important for schol-
ars who undertake content analysis—not just on gender
and campaigns, but on many different types of political
behaviors—to recognize how space constraints and edito-
rial decisions about the type of article can affect the fre-
quency of observations. Paradoxically, longer stories appear
to give more play to content that is potentially detrimen-
tal or discriminatory. Every candidate wants to garner media
attention, but the irony is that the more attention a can-
didate receives, the more gendered it might be. This is
particularly the case for inexperienced candidates.

Moreover, it seems likely that the states in which women
obtain a major party nomination are more likely to have
newspapers that avoid obviously stereotypical coverage. In
effect, our analysis addresses the potentially best-case sce-
narios for women. But even in these races, the glass is
both half-full and half-empty for female candidates; while
conventional stereotyping is not systematic, distinctions
between men and women are present in position taking,
especially among less experienced candidates. More impor-
tantly, even in states where voters have proved willing to
nominate women, sex remains a major obstacle to success,
although it operates indirectly through mechanisms as yet

Table 3
Predicting the difference between Republican and Democrat vote share, 1990–1997
Ordinary least squares regression coefficients (and robust standard errors)

Model One Model Two

Newspaper Content
Difference in “Women’s Issues” Coverage 1.208 (.741) —
Difference in Position Coverage — −.240 (.177)

Characteristics of the Contest
Post-Year of the Woman 19.074 (5.048)*** 28.209 (7.451)***
Difference in Candidate Quality 16.552 (4.939)*** 10.806 (5.185)*
Democratic Incumbent −3.701 (7.153) −.316 (9.462)
Republican Incumbent −5.276 (5.070) −7.864 (5.669)

Characteristics of the State
Normal Vote (Percent Republican) .536 (.625) −.198 (.711)
Percentage Women in State Legislature −.652 (.657) −.821 (.573)

Characteristics of the Newspaper
Total Number Paragraphs in Article −.009 (.006) .007 (.008)
Constant −15.790 (34.537) 6.657 (36.970)

R-Squared .636 .587
N 27 27

Notes: The dependent variable is the percentage of the two-party vote share the Republican received minus the percentage of the
two-party vote share the Democrat received for a given race. Differences in newspaper content reflect the amount of coverage the
Republican received minus the amount of coverage the Democrat received in each race. The difference in candidate quality reflects
whether the Republican has more experience (+1), the same amount of experience (0), or less experience (−1) than his/her
Democratic opponent. Significance Levels: *p < .10; **p < .05; ***p < .01.
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unknown. For future research designs, the absence, so far,
of appropriate instruments to control for such selection
effects remains a pressing issue.

Finally, the number of women obtaining nominations
to run for governor remains small, and the sources on
which we relied to gauge media content are somewhat
narrow. Although our analysis is more extensive in terms
of the number of observations and range of variables of
any previous investigation, the fact remains that the num-
ber of cases is limited and time bound. On the one hand,
the robust aggregate results in estimating baseline differ-
ences with a relatively small number of elections suggests
that unobservable effects associated with sex differences
are quite powerful. On the other hand, they are vulnera-
ble to the influence of a few cases, such as the few women
incumbents. Clearly, more data would increase confi-
dence in the estimated relationships, despite the Hercu-
lean task of collecting it. In the same vein, the fact that
gender differences continue to appear in newspapers, a
relatively impersonal medium, suggests that scholars may
find more fruitful ground with other types of coverage.
After all, in an age of visual images and the internet, media
effects other than newspaper coverage may be relevant as
omitted variables that could explain, at least in part, the
significant gender gap in aggregate election outcomes.
Determining how to examine a broader range of media
effects, however, is quite complicated. Not only are the
data not readily and systematically available for analysis,
but they are also much more difficult to code accurately.

Overall, the results suggest how persistent and elusive
gender effects in politics can be. Indeed, some scholars
argue that statistical analysis cannot pin down such
effects—regardless of how thoroughly and competently
the analyses are conducted—because they are too deeply
embedded in political processes to be directly observable.
Our analysis of both newspaper content and election out-
comes provides considerable support to this perspective.

Yet, introducing appropriate institutional and contextual
controls can mask direct effects, so finding sex differences
is always going to be difficult when the analysis is done
correctly.

Where do scholars go from here in light of our findings
and conclusions? Rather than collect massive amounts of
new data, fine-tune coding schemes still further, or aban-
don the possibility of fully understanding the way that sex
affects gubernatorial elections, we believe that the path to
progress lies in uncovering the structural roots of gender
differences. After all, considering the magnitude of the
disadvantage women encounter at the polls, it is unlikely
that we will find a new variable that will account for a six
to nine percentage point gender gap in vote totals. Many
smart people have looked for ways of capturing sex differ-
ences in elections, and we are not sanguine about the
chances of finding new suspects. Instead, scholars can focus
their efforts on new and emerging lines of research and
the gender dynamics therein. Work on political ambition,
for instance, indicates that self-selection exerts a powerful
effect on the pool of women interested in seeking public
office and willing to pay the personal costs of running.
Some of this work is qualitative and some quantitative,
suggesting that multiple methods will be necessary for
future progress. In addition to self-selection, recruitment
processes continue to warrant additional inquiry. Various
types of political actors exercise gate-keeping functions,
yet scholars still know relatively little about them and the
calculus they employ in encouraging or discouraging indi-
viduals to seek nominations. We also know very little about
the extent to which the individualistic, entrepreneurial
systems of candidate emergence and campaign finance in
the U.S. intersect with political ambition and the gen-
dered structure of social networks. In sum, our research
suggests the importance of continuing to look for sex dif-
ferences and gendered processes in new places.

Appendix: Variable Description

Variable Range Mean
Standard
Deviation Coding

DEPENDENT VARIABLES
Personal Traits Coverage 0–47 .26 1.70 Number of references in an article

to the candidate’s personal
attributes, such as appearance,
mannerisms, personality, and
marital status and parental status.

Women’s Issues Coverage 0–12 .14 .76 Number of references in an article
about so-called “women’s issues.”

Personal Background Coverage 0–33 .36 1.41 Number of references in an article
to the candidates’ professional or
economic background, or political
relatives.

(continued )
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Appendix: Variable Description (Continued )

Variable Range Mean
Standard
Deviation Coding

DEPENDENT VARIABLES (continued)
Political Background Coverage 0–20 .24 .93 Number of references in an article

to the candidate’s political
background.

Action Coverage 0–16 .23 1.01 Number of references in an article
to the candidate’s past
accomplishments or statements of
intended action.

Position Coverage 0–21 .99 2.18 Number of references in an article
to the candidate’s opinions or
statements of general support or
opposition.

Difference in Vote Share (Between
Women and Men)

−59.0–48.0 −6.37 19.15 Indicates the percentage of the two
party vote received by the woman
minus the percentage of the two
party vote received by the man.

Difference in Vote Share (Between
Republicans and Democrats)

−34.6–58.4 .40 19.84 Indicates the percentage of the two
party vote received by the
Republican minus the percentage
of the two party vote received by
the Democrat.

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES: CHARACTERISTICS OF THE CANDIDATE
Candidate’s Sex (Female) 0, 1 .50 .50 Indicates whether the candidate is

a woman (1) or a man (0).
Candidate’s Party (Democrat) 0, 1 .50 .50 Indicates whether the candidate is

a Democrat (1) or a Republican
(0).

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES: CHARACTERISTICS OF THE CONTEST
Year of the Woman 0, 1 .59 .50 Indicates whether the election

occurred after 1992’s “Year of the
Woman” (1) or not (0).

Candidate Quality 0–5 3.47 1.29 Indicates the candidate’s level of
previous political experience.
Ranges from none (0) to
incumbent governor (5).

Open Seat 0, 1 .54 .50 Indicates whether the race is an
open seat (1) or not (0).

Primary Month 3–9 6.69 1.87 Indicates calendar month of the
primary.

Coverage Right Before the General
Election

1, 2 1.70 .46 Indicates whether the article
immediately follows the primary (1)
or comes just prior to the general
election (2).

Female Incumbent 0, 1 .11 .32 Indicates whether the woman in
the race was an incumbent (1) or
not (0).

Male Incumbent 0, 1 .37 .49 Indicates whether the man in the
race was an incumbent (1) or not
(0).

Republican Incumbent 0, 1 .26 .45 Indicates whether the Republican in
the race was an incumbent (1) or
not (0).

Democratic Incumbent 0, 1 .26 .44 Indicates whether the Democrat in
the race was an incumbent (1) or
not (0).

(continued )
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Notes
Our title was sparked by Johnny Lee’s country and
western song, “Looking for Love in all the Wrong
Places.”

1 This was the tactic employed against Cornelia
“Coya” Knutson, a Democrat in Minnesota’s con-
gressional delegation from 1955–1959; Gunderson
2004.

2 Duerst-Lahti 2005; Lawless and Fox 2005.
3 Dolan 2004; Smith and Fox 2001; Seltzer, Newman

and Leighton 1997; Burrell 1994.

4 Carroll and Schreiber 1997; Braden 1996; Kahn
1996; Weir 1996.

5 During the 1970s, three of the six women who ran
for governor as major party candidates won, and
during the 1980s, five of the fourteen women who
obtained their party’s nomination were victorious. In
contrast, only seven of the thirty-nine women who
waged gubernatorial campaigns in the 1990s won
their races. These numbers stand in stark contrast to
women’s steady gains in federal and state legislative
offices during the same period.

Appendix: Variable Description (Continued )

Variable Range Mean
Standard
Deviation Coding

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES: CHARACTERISTICS OF THE CONTEST (continued)
Difference in Candidate Quality
(between women and men)

−1–1 −.22 .89 Indicates whether the woman has
more experience (1), the same
amount of experience (0), or less
experience (−1) than her male
opponent.

Difference in Candidate Quality
(between Republicans and
Democrats)

−1–1 0.0 .92 Indicates whether the Republican
has more experience (1), the
same amount of experience (0),
or less experience (−1) than
his/her Democratic opponent.

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES: CHARACTERISTICS OF THE STATE
Percentage Women in State
Legislature

6.70–40.10 20.15 7.18 Indicates the percentage of
women in the state’s legislature
at the time of the election.

Normal Vote 31.90–60.30 47.68 6.72 Indicates the percentage of the
vote that went to the Republican
gubernatorial candidate in the
previous three elections.

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES: CHARACTERISTICS OF THE NEWSPAPER
Presidential Election Year 0, 1 .30 .46 Indicates whether the race occurs

in a presidential election year (1)
or not (0).

Paragraphs 0–117 19.76 12.05 Indicates the total number of
paragraphs in the article.

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES: GENDER STEREOTYPING IN NEWSPAPER CONTENT
Difference in Women’s Issue
Coverage

−19–10 −.89 6.43 The total number of references to
women’s issues that a female
candidate received minus the
total number of references to
women’s issues that a male
candidate received in a given
race.

Difference in Position Coverage −29–115 5.78 28.51 The total number of references to
women’s opinions or statements
of general support or opposition
that a female candidate received
minus the total number of such
references a male candidate
received in a given race.
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6 For evidence of modest gender differences in media
coverage of gubernatorial campaigns, see Banwart
and McKinney 2005; Bystrom et al. 2004; Wells
and King 1998; Smith 1997. For bias recounted by
female candidates, see Devitt 1999; Rausch, Rozell,
and Wilson 1999; Kahn 1996 and 1994.

7 Lawless 2004; see also Carroll and Fox 2006;
Thomas and Wilcox 1998; Borrelli and Martin
1997.

8 Lawless and Fox 2005; see also Enloe 2004; Duerst-
Lahti and Kelly 1995.

9 Duerst-Lahti 2005, 232.
10 Burns 2007; Hancock 2007; Junn 2007; Hawkes-

worth 2006.
11 Lawless 2004; Koch 2000; McDermott 1998 and

1997.
12 Lawless and Pearson 2008.
13 Fiber and Fox 2005.
14 Niven 2006; Lawless and Fox 2005; Moncrief,

Squire, and Jewell 2001.
15 Palmer and Simon 2006.
16 Rahn 1993; Iyengar et al. 1997; McDermott 1997.
17 Bystrom et al. 2004; Carroll and Schreiber 1997;

Norris 1997a and 1997b; Braden 1996; Kahn 1996;
Weir 1996.

18 We acknowledge that differences in the types of
coverage men and women gubernatorial candidates
receive may result, at least in part, from actual dif-
ferences in the issues they emphasize, traits they
exhibit, and language they use, such as “soccer
mom” or most recently, “hockey mom.” Regardless
of the role the candidates play in garnering particu-
lar types of press attention, the fact remains that sex
differences in coverage may affect voters’ evaluations
when they cast their ballots.

19 Burrell 1994; Huddy and Terkildsen 1993a and
1993b; Leeper 1991; Rosenwasser and Dean 1989.

20 From the start of the women’s movement, connec-
tions among culture, language, and gender have
been a major scholarly topic. Neuroscientists, social
psychologists, educational specialists, cultural critics,
and management experts have conducted a wide
array of research ranging from sex differences in
language acquisition, sexual identity, and communi-
cation style, to the structure and organization of
power. With the exception of a few studies that
directly examine speeches by female and male candi-
dates (Banwart and McKinney 2005) or news com-
mentators (Gidengil and Everitt 2003), however,
political scientists have been absent from this line of
work.

21 Karakowsky, McBey, and Miller 2004; Holmes and
Meyerhoff 1999; Johnson 1994; Tannen 1994.

22 Sanbonmatsu 2006.
23 Westlye 1991.

24 Fox and Oxley 2003.
25 We do, however, acknowledge the possibility that

the “Year of the Woman” was primarily a national
phenomenon with minimal effects on state and local
election coverage.

26 Banwart, Bystrom, and Robertson 2003.
27 Fox and Oxley 2003.
28 The ideological and religious propensities of a state’s

voters also affect where women emerge as candidates
(Koch 2000). Our indicators from exit polls in-
cluded the difference between self-identified liberals
and conservatives and the percentage of voters label-
ing themselves as “born again Christians.” Because
both variables were so highly correlated with the
normal vote and with each other, we could not use
them in the analysis.

29 Kahn 1996.
30 Wells and King 1998.
31 Arnold 2005; Smith 1997.
32 Fridkin and Woodall 2005; Rosenwasser and Dean

1989.
33 Lawless 2004.
34 We do not expect all women to suffer the same way

at the polls, though. Women with a record in public
office may manage to mitigate the mutually reinforc-
ing effects of media content and context, since they
can point to past actions and accomplishments as
predictors of future competence.

35 During this time period, 29 women obtained their
party’s nomination to run for governor, but two of
them campaigned in states—Hawaii in 1994 and
Delaware in 1996—for which major newspapers
were not available either electronically or on micro-
fiche. Because we could not examine press coverage
garnered in these two races, we exclude them from
our analysis.

36 Major state newspapers are the most appropriate
data source because their coverage is typically more
relevant and accessible than that provided by televi-
sion. The national television networks tend to pro-
vide only minimal coverage of individual
gubernatorial races, and local stations offer less
electoral coverage of statewide races than do news-
papers. Moreover, because the literature on media
effects tends to examine newspaper coverage, if we
are to make the argument that press coverage is (or
is not) affected by the sex of the candidate, then it is
vital that we engage the conventional sources by
which scholars have attempted to identify this bias.
In New Jersey, Texas, and Maine, the most widely
distributed newspaper was not accessible through
Lexis-Nexis, Dialog, or microfiche, so we relied on
the widest circulation on-line substitutes. For New
Jersey, we used the Bergen Record, the third largest
circulation newspaper in the state. For Texas and
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Maine, we used the Houston Chronicle and the
Portland Press Herald, the second largest circulation
newspapers in their respective states.

37 Thirteen of the 27 races had primaries in mid-
August or early September, so timing is not a trivial
issue. Our method of dividing the coverage controls
for possible shifts in newspaper coverage between
primary and general elections, and also produces
matched pairs of major-party candidates. A disad-
vantage of our approach is that some of the coverage
is fairly distant from Election Day. In addition to
controlling for the type of election, we control for
the distance between the two types of coverage.

38 Decker 1990.
39 Stall 1990.
40 Our coding scheme does not pick up on active

versus passive tense, or direct quotes versus reported
speech. We focus on mentions of candidates’ actions
and positions, as opposed to the type of language
with which the press chose to cover their campaigns,
for two reasons. Foremost, reporters’ writing styles
can confound any findings that rely on word choice
and verb use. Second, our primary area of interest is
how substantive coverage varies by the sex of the
candidate, not in the writing or speaking style with
which an issue position or action is covered. Al-
though measuring action and position differences
through statements by and about the candidates is
most appropriate for our purposes, we acknowledge
that we cannot distinguish between the writing and
speaking quirks of reporters and candidates. It is also
possible that the sex of the reporter affects the type
of coverage a candidate receives. This analysis cannot
test for the impact of reporter sex because of the
high incidence of Associated Press reports that lack
an identifiable byline.

41 Twenty-two of the contests were coded indepen-
dently with 95 percent inter-coder reliability. The
discrepancies were then resolved by one of the au-
thors on a case-by-case basis. The remaining seven
contests were coded by a different individual who
first replicated the initial work on seven states before
coding the remaining cases. One of the authors
checked a random sample of articles for
comparability.

42 It is not only at the aggregate level that men and
women received relatively comparable amounts of
the types of coverage we tracked. Indeed, we uncov-
ered no significant disparities among newspapers in
terms of the types of content they emphasized or in
the total quantity of different content coverage for
the male and female candidate in each race.

43 The analysis relies on six separate equations because
efforts to combine the different types of newspaper
content variables using principal component analysis

indicated that each measure tapped into a different
dimension of candidate coverage. Because the con-
tent analysis does not include 100 percent of the
types of press coverage (e.g., horserace coverage and
description of news events are omitted), composi-
tional analysis is also inappropriate.

44 These count data have some characteristics of a
Poisson distribution, but do not meet the test of
equal mean and variance. Thus, it is appropriate to
use negative binomial regression instead of ordinary
least squares regression or Poisson regression. In-
deed, the highly significant alpha parameters mark
the presence of over dispersion in the data. Because
the high incidence of zero content mentions is not
random—space constraints limit the amount of
discretion available to reporters and editors to en-
gage in gender stereotyping—we also tested zero-
inflated negative binomial regression models. The
inflation parameter is significant in only one of the
equations. The substantive and statistical signifi-
cance of sex is the same in each model, regardless of
whether negative binomial regression or zero-inflated
negative binomial regression is used. In general, the
results for each of the other variables are substan-
tively the same as well.

45 We also performed our regression analyses clustering
by election, so as to allow for the possibility that
mention of a particular trait in one article makes it
more or less likely to appear in another article. More
specifically, we clustered on newspaper circulation,
since it is unique for each contest and year, thereby
serving as a gauge that, in effect, clusters on contest
while indirectly capturing the number of reporters
writing about the candidate. The results were very
consistent with the models we present in table 1. In
five of the six equations, the level of significance on
the sex of the candidate did not change; the over-
whelming majority of the other variables in the
equations behaved quite similarly, too. Only in
terms of position coverage did clustering change the
results; we lose the significance of sex and of the
interaction between sex and candidate quality, but
not by much since these variables are still significant
with a one-tailed test.

46 Because the regression coefficients do not lend
themselves to straightforward interpretation, pre-
dicted probabilities were calculated to determine
substantive effects of the variables in the regression
equations presented in table 1. The probabilities
were calculated by setting all continuous indepen-
dent variable not under consideration to their means
and all dummy variables not under consideration to
their modes. For all continuous variables, the values
are varied from one standard deviation above to one
standard deviation below the mean.
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47 See Fox 1997.
48 Iyengar et al. 1997; Kahn 1996.
49 Despite our hypothesis that longer articles allow

more scope for sex-differentiated coverage, an inter-
action between the number of paragraphs and candi-
date sex failed to achieve statistical significance. We
do not include this interaction in the models we
present, however, because its large standard error
indicated a multicollinearity problem. Also due to
multicollinearity concerns, the regression analyses do
not include newspaper circulation as a contextual
effect; it correlates with the total number of para-
graphs in the article at more that 0.58 (p � .05).

50 When we re-estimate our models and include fixed
effects for the different years, rather than a post-Year
of the Woman dummy variable, the results are very
similar. In no case does the substantive or statistical
significance of the coefficient on sex change. The
effects of the contextual variables are largely consis-
tent as well.

51 Because the unit of analysis is the contest, the re-
gression equations include only 27 observations. To
preserve degrees of freedom, the models include only
the most substantively meaningful controls for the
context of the contest, state, and newspaper. Substi-
tuting these controls with others employed in the
equations presented in table 1 does not change the
results.

52 It is also possible that the widest circulation news-
papers do not have the same orientation toward the
candidates as smaller newspapers within the state.
Nevertheless, the newspapers included in the analy-
ses are the most widely read news sources and, ac-
cordingly, have the largest propensity to affect
electoral outcomes relative to any other single news-
paper within each state.

53 These calculations involve setting all continuous
variables to their means and dummy variables to
their modes.

54 These results are consistent with those that emerge
from a series of regression equations in which each
candidate constitutes an observation and the depen-
dent variable is the percent of the two-party vote the
candidate received. Controlling for press coverage
and contextual effects, male gubernatorial candidates
fare better than women by a margin of roughly 11
percentage points. The impact of candidate quality,
the other significant predictor of electoral success,
pales in comparison. The difference in vote share
garnered between an incumbent governor and a
candidate with no previous political experience, for
example, is roughly 7 percentage points. In other
words, all else equal, a man with no political experi-
ence whatsoever still outperforms his female oppo-
nent, even when she is an incumbent governor.

Although these results are consistent with those
presented in table 2, correlation among the errors in
the candidate-level analysis poses potential estima-
tion problems that a contest-level analysis avoids.
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