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Book	Overview	
	
Politicians	want	to	stay	in	power.	In	democracies,	electoral	rules	are	facilitators	or	deterrents	of	
this	goal;	rules	of	the	game	separate	winners	from	losers,	insiders	from	outsiders.	Because	winners	
claim	 power	 under	 a	 given	 set	 of	 electoral	 rules,	 any	 change	 to	 these	 rules	 is	 puzzling.	When	
electoral	reform	does	take	place,	 it	 is	expected	to	better	serve	those	already	in	power.	Perhaps	
more	than	any	other	kind	of	electoral	rule,	gender	quotas	are	explicit	about	who	is	set	to	win	and	
lose	 from	 its	 adoption.	 Yet,	 gender	 quotas	 have	 become	 a	 popular	 policy	 after	 being	 widely	
adopted	in	legislatures	dominated	by	men.	No	previous	work,	however,	has	explained	whether	the	
adoption	of	this	policy	violates	expectations	about	politicians’	self-interested	legislative	behavior.	
The	strategic,	career-oriented	behavior	of	male	legislators	towards	gender	quotas	is	the	subject	of	
this	 book.	 I	 show	 that,	 despite	 the	 popularity	 of	 the	 policy,	male	 legislators’	 behavior	 towards	
gender	 quotas	 is	 driven	 by	 political	 survival	 strategies:	 legislators—particularly	 the	 electorally	
insecure	yet	ambitious—only	assent	 to	adopting	gender	quotas,	once	 they	weaken	 the	policy’s	
design,	diminishing	the	electoral	threats	it	could	pose	to	their	careers.	

Gender	quotas	for	political	office	take	many	forms,	but	most	often	they	define	a	certain	
proportion	 of	 candidacies	 for	 legislative	 offices	 to	 be	 reserved	 for	 women.1	 As	 positive	
discrimination	 in	 favor	of	 female	candidates,	 gender	quotas	 limit	 the	 space	 for	men—the	clear	
majority	of	political	incumbents.	From	this	perspective,	gender	quotas	would	be	the	result	of	“sub-
optimal”	choices,	meaning	that	they	are	apparently	at	odds	with	the	interests	of	insiders.		

Despite	this,	gender	quotas	of	some	kind	are	now	present	in	over	100	countries	in	the	world	
(Quota	 Project	 2017).	 They	 have	 been	 adopted	 as	 legislated	 national	 policies	 in	 roughly	 50	
democracies	 through	processes	 that	 require	not	only	 the	 leadership	of	a	party	 to	agree	on	 the	
value-necessity	of	adopting	the	policy,	but	also	the	votes	of	political	incumbents	who	have	career-
driven	goals	of	their	own.	A	puzzle	thus	arises:	why	do	male-dominated	legislatures	adopt	gender	
quotas?	Can	 the	policy	be	 somehow	aligned	with	 the	preferences	of	 the	male	 legislators2	who	
adopt	 them?	 Or	 does	 the	 rapid	 spread	 of	 gender	 quotas	 worldwide	 challenge	 notions	 of	 the	
rationality	of	legislators	as	career-driven	individuals?	

This	 puzzle	 has	 been	 posed	 in	 different	 language	 by	 various	 scholars	 (e.g.,	 Krook	 2016;	
Baldez	2004;	Dahlerup	and	Freidenval	2005),	and,	yet,	it	remains	unsolved.	Although	the	existing	
scholarship	generally	acknowledges	male	resistance	towards	gender	quotas	(Piscopo	2015;	Krook	
2009;	Baldez	2006),	 there	has	been	 little	 theorizing	or	empirical	 testing	about	 the	 role	of	male	
legislators	in	processes	of	gender	quota	adoption—and	whether	the	behavior	of	these	legislators	
violate	expectations	of	rational	choice.	Insecure	Men:	Political	Ambition	and	Resistance	to	Gender	
Quotas	offers	the	first	analysis	of	gender	quota	adoptions	centered	around	the	behavior	of	male	
legislators.	Integrating	insights	from	the	gender	quota	literature	about	the	sources	of	demands	for	
the	policy,	with	findings	about	legislative	behavior	and	electoral	change,	the	book	develops	and	

																																																								
1 As this study is concerned with whether incumbents resist to electoral reforms that may pose threats to their careers, 
it does not differentiate between quota laws and parity regimes, as both have the potential of being detrimental to the 
careers of male incumbents.  
2 Although I understand the conceptual and theoretical distinctions between sex and gender. Throughout the book, 
gender and sex are employed interchangeably. This means that gender is used to refer to the binary male/female. 
Distinguishing legislators based on their sex is important for the work, given that the theory proposed applies to 
men. 
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tests	a	novel	theory	rich	in	micro-foundations	that	also	manages	to	explain	why	some	legislatures	
adopt	gender	quotas	with	strong	designs,	while	others	do	not.	In	other	words,	it	argues	that	the	
key	 to	solving	 the	 identified	puzzle	while	appropriately	accounting	 for	 the	nested	roles	of	male	
legislators	and	parties	is	to	shift	the	focus	of	analysis	from	gender	quota	adoptions	to	gender	quota	
designs.	

The	existing	literature	has	generally	explained	gender	quota	adoption	in	one	(or	more)	of	
four	ways:	1)	due	to	the	influence	of	international	organizations	and	women’s	groups	(Krook	2009;	
Banaszak,	Beckwith,	and	Rucht	2003);	2)	as	a	result	of	diffusion	processes	characterized	by	learning	
and	 policy	 imitation	 (Bush	 2011;	 Krook	 2006);	 3)	 as	 a	 consequence	 of	 pressures	 from	 female	
parliamentarians	 (Baldez	 2004;	 Jones	 2004);	 and/or	 4)	 facilitated	 by	 propitious	 electoral	
institutions	 in	 place	 (Christensen	 and	 Bardall	 2016;	 Dahlerup	 and	 Freidenvall	 2011).	 These	
frameworks	provide	crucial	insights	about	the	sources	of	demands	for	gender	quota	adoption.	Yet,	
none	 of	 these	 explanations	 provide	 convincing	 accounts	 for	 why	 legislatures	 overwhelmingly	
dominated	by	men,	decided	to	adopt	gender	quotas.		

In	Insecure	Men,	I	reconstruct	processes	of	gender	quota	adoptions	and	revisions	in	Costa	
Rica,	Brazil,	and	Chile,	and	employ	elite-level	surveys	and	interviews,	as	well	as	cross-national	data	
from	all	countries	in	Latin	America	to	show	that	the	adoption	of	gender	quota	legislation	does	not	
signify	 a	 lack	 of	 incumbents’	 resistance	 towards	 the	 policy.	 Instead,	 I	 demonstrate	 that	 male	
incumbents	would	prefer	 not	 to	 change	 the	 institutional	 status	quo,	 but	 their	 options	become	
limited	by	exogenous	pressures	and	partisan	ties.	In	such	a	scenario,	male	legislators	exert	their	
preferences	through	other	means:	by	weakening	gender	quota	designs	and	diminishing	the	threat	
a	gender	quota	could	pose	to	their	careers.		

Using	 data	 from	 a	 survey	 experiment	 with	 Brazilian	 sub-national	 legislators,	 I	 reveal	 a	
calculated	move	on	the	part	of	 legislators	that	does	not	have	to	do	with	the	policy’s	normative	
element,	placing	gender	quotas	closer	to	other	kinds	of	electoral	institutions.	Analyses	with	data	
from	all	Latin	American	countries	across	125	legislative	cycles,	demonstrate	that	individual-level	
preferences	 indeed	 translate	 into	 congruent	 aggregate-level	 outcomes—with	 gender	 quotas	
bearing	the	weakest	designs	being	particularly	predominant	in	legislatures	where	incumbents	are	
both:	electorally	insecure	and	politically	ambitious.		

Case	study	chapters	further	attest	to	the	findings	of	my	quantitative	analyses	and	deepen	
our	understanding	of	how	political	ambition	and	electoral	security	affect	male	legislators’	behavior	
towards	gender	quotas.	These	chapters	show	that	on	the	basis	of	their	potential	future	losses,	the	
characteristic	attitude	of	male	incumbents	towards	gender	quotas	is	marked	by	resistance	and	that	
the	behavior	of	incumbents	towards	quotas	is	shaped	by	their	calculation	of	how	such	policy	would	
shape	their	future	electoral	prospects.	More	specifically,	I	show	that	behavior	within	(and	across)	
countries	 varies,	 with	 individuals	 who	 have	 the	 most	 to	 lose	 working	 more	 conspicuously	 to	
weaken	gender	quota	designs.	Each	case	also	elucidates	and	refines	the	scope	conditions	of	the	
theory	in	significant	ways	(detailed	later	in	this	document).		

Building	off	findings	about	the	sources	of	demands	for	gender	quotas,	and	combining	them	
with	theoretical	debates	on	legislative	behavior,	institutional	change,	and	policy-making,	Insecure	
Men	provides	the	first	explanation	for	why	male-dominated	parliaments	adopt	gender	quotas,	a	
policy	that	seemingly	goes	against	men’s	career-goals.	In	revealing	the	strategic	behavior	of	male	
legislators	towards	gender	quotas,	I	uncover	ways	in	which	self-interested	elites	have	managed	to	
avoid	or	delay	being	displaced	by	women	and	circumvent	effects	of	a	policy	that	is	highly	praised	
by	international	organizations,	transnational	networks,	and	domestic	women’s	groups—and	that	
is	generally	perceived	as	a	means	of	breaking	men’s	monopoly	over	power.		


