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Abstract

Governments and organizations around the world pour money into campaigns designed to increase
female political representation, including voter education campaigns. But do such campaigns
promote women in politics? We argue that where single-member district contests and clientelism
incentivize voters to support viable candidates - who are both likely to get elected and to perform
well once in office - information about discrimination against women can undercut support for
women in elections. Instead, messages that stress women candidates’ electoral viability and
political successes are more effective. We work with one of the longest-running voter education
campaigns, Malawi’s 50:50 campaign, to combine randomized exposure to campaign videos with
a conjoint experiment and text analysis of respondents’ answers to open-ended questions. We find
that exposure to a campaign message makes participants more willing to vote for a woman. But, in
line with our argument, a campaign message that includes information about the progress of women
in politics has a stronger positive effect than one that discloses information about discrimination
against women candidates.
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1 Introduction

Despite a global increase in the share of female parliamentarians, women still only comprise 26% of

legislators worldwide (IPU 2023). Yet female legislators have been shown to articulate the interests of

women, increase public spending in areas that support women’s social and economic status, and act as

role models for women’s political participation (Bauer and Britton 2006; R. Campbell, Childs, and

Lovenduski 2010; Clayton et al. 2020; Clayton and Zetterberg 2018; Wängnerud 2009). Governments

and organizations around the world have therefore poured money into campaigns designed to increase

women’s political representation. Such campaigns have been fielded in contexts as diverse as Argentina,

Brazil, the Czech Republic, Liberia, Malawi, Scotland, Turkey, and the United States. These efforts

include providing financial support and technical training to increase the pool of women candidates

(supply) as well as voter education campaigns to motivate citizens to vote for women (demand).

We analyze the effects of the voter education component of gender campaigns. While prior studies

have explored the effect of gender campaigns on the supply of women candidates (e.g., of gendered

election financing (Bauer and Darkwah 2020; Gaunder 2011; Happy M. Kayuni and Muriaas 2014; R.

Muriaas, Mazur, and Hoard 2022) and candidate training (Dittmar 2015; Piscopo 2018; Rozell 2000;

Sanbonmatsu 2015)), less is known about how they affect voters’ demand for women in politics. We

study whether some types of campaign messages are more likely than others to motivate voters to

support women candidates.

A typical gender campaign contains two different types of messages: it informs voters about (1)

the capabilities of women to become political leaders and (2) the discrimination faced by female

candidates (ODIHR 2014, 138–39). The capability message, which seeks to change voters’ perceptions

of women’s leadership abilities, is important, but we expect that its effect may be weak. Although

recent findings on voters’ bias against women are mixed (Aguilar et al. 2015; Blackman and Jackson

2021; Clayton et al. 2020; Dahl and Nyrup 2021; Kage, Rosenbluth, and Tanaka 2019; Kao and

Benstead 2021; Ono and Burden 2019; Schwarz and Coppock 2022; Teele, Kalla, and Rosenbluth

2018), prior research argues that when voters favor male candidates, this preference stems from deeply

held gender norms that deem women less suitable for politics (e.g., Paxton and Kunovich (2003),

Norris and Inglehart (2009), Bos et al. (2022)). Moreover, studies on civic education have shown that

voter education campaigns have a limited impact on citizens’ deeply held norms and beliefs (Finkel

2014; Finkel, Horowitz, and Rojo-Mendoza 2012).
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The discrimination message is intended to speak to voters’ morality and provides information

about discrimination against women candidates. However, we argue that this message is potentially

counterproductive. Research has shown that strategic voters are reluctant to “waste” their votes on

candidates with a low probability of winning or who are unlikely to wield influence if elected (Adida et

al. 2020; Chandra 2007; Conroy-Krutz 2013; Cox 1997). In low-information environments, voters use

heuristics to discern which candidates are likely to win and deliver spoils to their communities after

the election (Bratton, Bhavnani, and Chen 2012; Conroy-Krutz 2013; Kramon 2016; Muñoz 2014).

If voters learn that women are discriminated against by other voters or by political elites, they may

be reluctant to support them for strategic reasons (see also Bateson 2020 on strategic discrimination).

Thus, the discrimination message may make individuals less likely to vote for women.

We develop a new type of campaign message, which adds information about the progress made by

female politicians, including increased parliamentary representation and successful political careers.

We argue that factual, positive information about women’s achievements counters the narrative of

discrimination, signals women’s viability in politics and helps convince voters that supporting women

candidates is a strategically wise choice.

To test the effect of voter education campaigns, we worked with a prominent, real-world gender

campaign, Malawi’s 50:50 campaign. Like many new democracies, Malawi combines a disproportion-

ate electoral system and high levels of clientelism. In this context, voters will be attuned to candidate

viability, both in terms of winning elections and navigating intra-elite competition for centralized

resources. Discrimination would impede such viability.

Study participants (n = 2,239) were randomized into one of three groups. Respondents in both

treatment groups were shown a different animated video, designed in collaboration with the 50:50

campaign to approximate actual campaign videos. After seeing the video, they took part in a forced-

choice conjoint experiment that asked them to choose between candidate pairs that varied on multiple

dimensions including gender. Rather than testing the separate effects of each message, we developed

two compounded campaigns to closely reflect a realistic voter education campaign. Both campaigns

were opened with the capability message, which the 50:50 campaign includes in all its material. In the

first campaign treatment, we supplemented the capability message with the message on discrimination,

as is common practice in the 50:50 campaign interventions. In the second treatment, we left out the

discrimination aspect and instead combined the capability message with our new message on the
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progress of women in politics. We thus compare the original discrimination message with a new

progress message, while holding the identical capability message in both campaigns fixed. Participants

in the third (control) group were shown a non-political video advertising a product.

Our results demonstrate that exposure to either of the compounded voter education campaigns

increases voters’ willingness to vote for women. But messages matter: the positive effect (compared

to the control group) is significantly stronger for respondents who watched the video emphasizing the

progress of women in politics than it is for those who saw the video that highlighted discrimination

against women.

We perform additional tests to demonstrate that respondents exposed to the discrimination message

were indeed more likely than those who heard the progress campaign to recall information about

women being discriminated against. Moreover, participants exposed to the video that included the

progress message were more likely to believe that others in their constituency would vote for a woman.

They were also more likely to focus on women’s capabilities when asked what they learned from the

animation. These additional analyses lend support to our argument that messages matter in strategic

voting calculations.

Our findings have implications for the literature on women’s descriptive representation (Blackman

and Jackson 2021; Clayton et al. 2020; Fox and Lawless 2004, 2010; Kao and Benstead 2021;

Schwarz and Coppock 2022; Teele, Kalla, and Rosenbluth 2018; e.g., Wängnerud 2009). They also

bolster the insights from the emerging literature on strategic discrimination against women (Bateson

2020). However, our results suggest that campaigns can manipulate perceptions of viability to increase

women’s representation and combat the negative effects of strategic discrimination. They also inform

our understanding of gender campaigns and civic education more broadly (Cheeseman and Peiffer

2022; Finkel and Smith 2011). While civic education has a finite ability to influence deep-seated

norms and stereotypes, it can still shape political behavior that is affected by such stereotypes by

changing voters’ rational calculations. Our findings also have important implications for designing

gender campaigns: we recommend that future campaigns should highlight increases in women’s

representation.
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2 Gender campaigns and the demand for female politicians

Campaigns designed to increase women’s political representation, often carried out by civil society

organizations, seek to increase either the supply of women candidates or the demand for them by voters

and political party elites (ODIHR 2014). Whereas some campaigns emerge for a particular election

and focus on specific tasks, others, like the 50:50 campaign in Malawi, are ongoing and employ a

myriad of tools to support both supply and demand.

The voter education components of gender campaigns attempt to alter vote choice “by raising

awareness among the electorate and political stakeholders about the barriers women face in political

and public life; by educating the public about women’s political contributions; [or] by working to

combat gender-based stereotypes about women’s political capacities” (ODIHR 2014, 138–39). For

instance, the 50:50 campaign video for Malawi’s 2019 elections features two men having a conversation

ridiculing women in politics and stressing the need for male leaders, before a third man highlights

the many qualities possessed by women politicians and encourages to support them.1 In other words,

campaigns typically build on two important messages—what we label capability and discrimination

messages.

Capability messages seek to convince voters that women are qualified candidates for political office

by highlighting their contributions, such as quelling corruption or delivering development, or more

generally asserting that women have the same leadership capabilities as men. Discrimination messages

inform citizens of the barriers women face to entering politics, such as harassment by opponents

or voters or a lack of support from political parties. Such messages aim to trigger a sense of moral

obligation among voters to counteract discrimination.

We argue that voter education campaigns have the potential to change individuals’ propensity

to vote for women candidates, but that the campaigns’ specific messages influence how effective

they are. We theorize on the effect of a typical campaign (which combines messages about women’s

capabilities and the discrimination they face). We then develop an alternative campaign that combines

messages about women’s capabilities and their recent progress in politics, stressing both their increased

popularity amongst voters and their advancement into higher political offices, to counter the narrative

of voter and elite discrimination of women (Figure 1a).

1See: < https://www.facebook.com/5050campaignmalawi/videos/254335358495557/>
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We argue that campaigns can primarily affect the likelihood of voting for a woman by updating

recipients’ beliefs about: (1) candidate qualifications and (2) candidate viability (Figure 1b). Naturally,

a host of other factors—including policy positions, partisanship, and candidates’ social characteristics—

also influence vote choice McDermott (2005). However, we control for these factors since gender

election campaigns do not manipulate them.2

Gender campaign

(a) Discrimination
(Capabilities +  Discrimination)

(b) Progress
(Capabilities + Progress)

(a) Campaign types

Gender campaign (1)

Information picked up by voter (2)

Assessment of candidate qualifcation (3a) Assessment of candidate viability (3b)

Vote choice (4)

(b) Causal model

Figure 1: Gender campaign types and how they affect vote choice

How can the typical gender campaign, which combines messages on women’s capabilities in

politics and the discrimination they face, affect vote choice? These campaigns are based on the hope

that informing voters that women are capable politicians will provide new information to undercut

existing biases. A common explanation for citizens’ reluctance to vote for women candidates is

conservative gender norms which maintain that women’s main role in society is having and raising

children rather than political leadership (Norris and Inglehart 2009; Paxton and Kunovich 2003).

Moreover, gender stereotypes may lead voters to believe women are less competent, less assertive,

and less suited to handle crises (Dolan 2014; Lawless 2004). Societies with more conservative gender

norms have been shown to elect fewer women to parliament (Norris and Inglehart 2009; Paxton and

Kunovich 2003), and voters with traditionalist views are less likely to choose female candidates in

conjoint candidate choice setups (Blackman and Jackson 2021).

However, voter beliefs about women in politics may not be easily updated. Bos et al. (2022) find

that stereotypes deeming men more fit for politics are ingrained from childhood. Research on gender

2We acknowledge that beliefs about a candidate’s capabilities can cause voters to update their assessment of their
viability (and vice versa). However, this does not affect our hypotheses.
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campaigns is scarce, but studies on the broader effect of civic education campaigns find that civic

education has stronger effects on knowledge and participation than on deeply held norms (Bratton et al.

1999; Collier and Vicente 2014; Finkel 2002, 2014; Grácio and Vicente 2021). Thus, presenting voters

with the capability message could make them more likely to vote for a woman by updating their beliefs

about candidate capability (3a in Figure 1b), but prior research suggests the effect would be small.

How do voters respond to the discrimination message included in typical gender campaigns? Past

studies have argued that exposure to discrimination can motivate women to mobilize (Bankert 2020),

and that increased awareness of discrimination can spur a more conscious promotion of gender interest,

particularly among women voters (Huddy and Carey 2009), including increased support for gender

quotas (Sanbonmatsu 2003). However, we do not know the extent to which increased knowledge

of discrimination will enhance men’s and women’s propensity to vote for women. We discuss the

potential positive effect of discrimination information on motivating voters to support women in the

results section, but we expect it to be outweighed by the strategic logics discussed below.

We argue that voter education campaigns may work by updating beliefs about a candidate’s ability

to get elected and to become an influential parliamentarian (3b in Figure 1b). Voters rely not only on

“sincere” candidate preferences, but also on strategic calculations. Cox argues that “strategic voting

will generally transfer votes from objectively weaker (vote-poorer) to objectively stronger (vote-richer)

candidates” (Cox 1997, 72) because the expected utility of voting for an unviable candidate is low.

Strategic voting is particularly important in restrictive electoral systems that limit the number of viable

candidates, such as single-member districts (SMDs) (Cox 1997; Fey 1997; Tavits and Annus 2006).

In clientelist elections, the dynamic is even stronger. When deciding among candidates, voters

consider the credibility of clientelistic promises (Wantchekon 2003). Thus, voters defect from trailing

candidates (Greene 2007; Magaloni 2006) and may coordinate within communities to support can-

didates who are likely to gain access to spoils that can be distributed among supporters individually

or at the constituency level (Adida et al. 2020; Bratton, Bhavnani, and Chen 2012). In clientelistic

elections, voters may desert co-ethnic or more capable candidates if they are perceived to be unviable

(Chandra 2007; Conroy-Krutz 2013; Koter 2016). However, gauging candidate viability can be

difficult; particularly in low-information elections, voters will use cues to determine which candidate

to vote for (McDermott 2005).
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We argue that typical voter education campaigns that inform citizens about discrimination against

women either by voters or political elites give voters a viability cue. In the United States, Bateson finds

evidence of strategic discrimination: party gatekeepers and voters in primaries are reluctant to support

women and people of color as they expect them to be less likely to win (Bateson 2020). We theorize

that such education campaigns may strengthen negative responses to women candidates because the

discrimination message signals that women are unviable candidates facing opposition from parties and

other voters (i.e., discrimination). Even voters who are open to supporting a female candidate may

refrain from doing so when reminded that patriarchal societal structures both at the voter and the elite

level impede women’s political advancement.

In sum, we argue that even if the capability message has a slight positive effect on voters’ willing-

ness to support women by increasing their beliefs about women’s capabilities, this effect is likely to

be undermined by the stronger negative effect of the discrimination message, which weakens voters’

beliefs about women’s viability.

We suggest an alternative campaign that complements the capability message with a different

type of message about the recent progress made by women in politics. To signal women’s electoral

viability, we inform voters of women’s increased presence in politics, including higher numbers of

female members of parliament (MPs) and women taking up more senior positions. These two pieces

of information should counter stories of mass and elite level discrimination against women in politics

as they indicate support from both voters and party elites. We expect the progress campaign to have a

positive effect since it combines (1) the potential positive effect of campaigns on voters’ capability

assessments with (2) a positive effect on viability assessments.

Our pre-specified hypotheses are as follows:

H1: Respondents exposed to discrimination messages are less likely to select female candidates

than those who do not receive a gender campaign message.

H2: Respondents exposed to progress messages are more likely to select female candidates than

those who do not receive a gender campaign message

H3: Respondents exposed to progress messages are more likely to vote for a female candidate

compared to those presented with the discrimination message.
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3 Context: Women’s political representation and gender cam-

paigns in Malawi

We study the effectiveness of gender campaigns in Malawi for four reasons. First, women’s role

in politics in the country ensures that our study is relevant and the treatments genuine. Women’s

representation in parliament remains low, but close to the world average of 26% (IPU 2023) and

conservative gender roles prevail (Amundsen and Kayuni 2016). Violence and harassment during

campaigns are common (Semu-Banda 2008), and women candidates are disadvantaged by political

rivals’ use of negative gender stereotypes Clayton et al. (2020). Women MPs are less likely than men

to speak in parliament (Wahman, Frantzeskakis, and Yildirim 2021), the share of female ministers

has been consistently lower than the share of female MPs, and when women are appointed to cabinet,

it has often been to “soft” gendered portfolios like the ministry of gender or health (Bauer and

Okpotor 2013). Political parties in Malawi display limited interest in diversifying their candidate pools

(Happy Mickson Kayuni and Chikadza 2016), party primaries are often manipulated to systematically

disadvantage women candidates, and self-funding of political campaigns excludes many women from

politics altogether (Wahman and Seeberg 2022). As in many other contexts, voter education campaigns

are partly designed to compensate for the low supply of female candidates. In Malawi, women do not

fair worse than men once they are on the ballot, but the low prevalence of female candidates means

that women would need to significantly outperform men to achieve equal representation.

Nevertheless, female parliamentary representation has increased from 7% in 1994 to 23% in 2019.

The predominantly matrilineal culture of Southern and Central Malawi has granted women political

and economic rights, and the country has a long tradition of female chiefs (R. L. Muriaas, Wang,

and Murray 2019; Phiri 1983; Robinson and Gottlieb 2021). Importantly, Malawi has had women

representatives at the top of the government hierarchy, both as president (2012–2014) and speaker of

parliament (since 2019). The combination of severe under-representation and substantial progress

makes our treatments consistent with voters’ experience.

The second reason we chose this case is that Malawi combines a first-past-the-post SMD electoral

system, which encourages strategic voting behavior, with clientelistic politics (Ejdemyr, Kramon, and

Robinson 2018; Jöst and Lust 2022). Parliamentary elections are also highly competitive. The average

candidate in the 2019 parliamentary election won only 46% of the constituency vote, the average
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number of effective candidates at the constituency level was 3.4, and the average winning margin was

20 percentage points. Independent candidates also do very well, so even candidates for regionally

dominant parties face viable challengers (Wahman and Brooks 2022). The combination of competitive

SMD elections and clientelism is a scope condition for our argument.

Third, appendix Figure B.1 illustrates that Malawi is a typical contemporary multiparty democracy

with SMD elections in terms of its levels of women’s representation and clientelism, which increases

the applicability of our results to other countries.3 Among these countries, the average female

representation in the lower house is 20% compared to 23% in Malawi. Malawi’s degree of clientelism

(0.43) is also close to the sample average (0.55).4. We thus have no reason to believe that Malawian

voters would be particularly hard or exceptionally easy to persuade with voter education campaigns.

Finally, Malawi has a long tradition of running voter education campaigns to promote women in

politics. International donors have invested in interventions in every election since 2009 to reduce

some of the hurdles faced by women running for office (Chirwa-Ndanga and Maganga 2022; Happy

M. Kayuni and Muriaas 2014). We worked closely with the organizations implementing the campaign

in the 2019 parliamentary election to produce an authentic and externally valid experiment.

4 Research Design

4.1 Experimental design

To test our theoretical expectations, we randomly exposed respondents to different election gender

campaigns in an original survey to estimate their causal effects. We partnered with Malawi’s Center for

Civil Society Strengthening to design two animated videos that closely mirror the messages described

in the theory section but also reflect the original 50:50 campaign: (1) the discrimination campaign,

which includes capability and discrimination messages and (2) the progress campaign, which includes

capability and progress messages. We strived to include the 50:50 in the design of the treatments.

While the research team gave clear directions on what general message should be communicated in

3We used V-Dem data and included countries that met three conditions. (1) The average district magnitude was smaller
than 1.5 (to also include rare cases in which some districts were multi-member, but most were SMD) (data from Coppedge
et al. (2022), v2elloeldm). (2) The linkage between parties and voters (for the major party) was coded as clientelistic,
mixed clientelistic and local collective, local collective, or mixed local collective and programmatic (v2psprlnks_ord). (3)
There were multiple parties (excluding “no” and “not really” on V-Dem’s multipartyism indicator v2elmurpar_ord). Data
are from the election year closest to 2021.

4The V-Dem clientelism index ranges from 0 (low) to 1 (high) and accounts for levels of vote buying, particularistic
vs. public goods, and party linkage.
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each video, the 50:50 campaign was asked to suggest language and examples that would be culturally

relevant and resonate with participants. ˆ [We did not pre-validate the treatments in representative

focus group discussion, but we believe that the 50:50 Campaign’s long experience of voter education

enabled them to communicate the messages with high validity. The messages were also validated

in consultation with the supervisors at our survey company, IPOR. Below, we also proceed to test

respondents’ takeaways from the treatments via answers to an open-ended question.]

Following the 50:50 campaign’s formula, both videos feature a conversation between two male

voters in a rural setting. 5 Both begin with an identical capability message: the men talk about the

development accomplishments of the female MP in a neighboring constituency, and how women MPs

are dedicated and less prone to corruption.6

The discrimination video adds a conversation about the harassment and lack of party support

experienced by another fictitious female MP in their own constituency to signal discrimination against

women by voters as well as political elites. E.g., the men say “They don’t think people will vote for a

woman. Instead, the party has resorted to supporting that male independent candidate” and “Women

have it tough in politics! Parties don’t give them resources and they face harassment and prejudice.

This is why there are so few of them in parliament.”

The progress video excludes the discrimination message and instead adds information about two

recent aspects of the progress of women in politics. First, they discuss the increase of women in

parliament both more generally (“It is all women at the helm and there are more women in parliament

than ever”) and in their local (fictious) constituency (“And now we have our own woman MP!”) to

counter messages of voter level discrimination against women. Second, they discuss how women

MPs have also risen to higher office (“Women are now leading ministries like Health, Education and

Gender” and “I also hear that Mr. Speaker Sir of Parliament is a woman”) to combat the narrative of

party and elite level discrimination of women in politics. These messages should ensure voters that

women are indeed viable candidates, who are not obstructed by mass or elite level discrimination.

Finally, both animations end with the slogan “Let’s vote for women!”

550:50 campaign material typically features endorsements of women candidates made by men, who are considered
authority figures and hoped to be more likely to convince voters. However, future studies could test the effect of both
gender and position of the endorser (R. L. Muriaas et al. 2019).

6We refer to a female legislator in a neighboring constituency to make our treatment factually correct across constituen-
cies, of which only some will actually have a female representative. Nonetheless, Appendix Table F.5 also shows that our
main results do not vary across constituencies with or without a female MP or constituencies which did or did not have one
in the past.
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The animations were voiced by actors in the local language, Chichewa (English scripts are available

in Appendix H). The control group saw a non-political, non-gender-based commercial for plastic

basins. 7

4.2 Measuring outcome: “vote for female aspirants”

We are primarily interested in assessing whether exposure to these campaigns changes voters’

choice of women candidates (relative to men), which requires comparing the causal effect of can-

didate gender across our treatments. To measure the causal effect of being a woman vs. a man

candidate, we leverage a forced-choice conjoint survey experiment (Hainmueller, Hopkins, and

Yamamoto 2013).8. We provided respondents with descriptions of six pairs of hypothetical can-

didates contesting for MP seats in their constituency. Five attributes characterized these fictitious

candidates: gender (woman/man), party affiliation (incumbent/runner-up/independent),9 policy focus

(roads/education/boreholes), education (secondary/university), and profession (maize farmer/business

owner/teacher). The values of the attributes for each candidate were random and equally likely (i.e.,

uniformly distributed (see Appendix Table D.4)), and the order of attributes was randomized to mitigate

order effects (but fixed for each participant).

Because participants can prioritize any of the attributes and are not required to explain their

decision to interviewers, the method helps mitigate social desirability bias (Horiuchi, Markovich, and

Yamamoto 2021). The candidate descriptions were read aloud to respondents while they watched

visual symbols corresponding to the fictitious candidate’s value on each attribute. 10

7Participants watched their assigned videos on a tablet in the presence of an enumerator. Enumerators were encouraged
to conduct interviews in private. The videos lasted approximately 1.25 minutes. Our study follows (and extends upon)
research that uses in-person video or audio presentations to estimate the causal effects of candidates’ debate (Brierley,
Kramon, and Ofosu 2020; Platas and Raffler 2021), political endorsements (Arriola, Choi, and Gichohi 2022; Brierley and
Ofosu 2023), and vote buying by candidates (Kramon 2016). However, in contrast to these studies that often use direct
survey questions to measure outcomes, we use a conjoint survey experiment to mitigate potential researcher demand and
social desirability bias in such research designs (see below).

8About one percent (0.7%) of individuals contacted by our enumerators refused to take part in our study. However,
once they agreed, respondents completed our survey in full—the brevity of our survey, lasting approximately 30 minutes,
accounts for this. Also, because we used a force-choice conjoint survey experiment, which asked respondents to provide
their best choice even if they were unsure, attrition is not an issue in our study

9Malawi has a volatile party system with significant levels of party switching and a high success rate of independent
parliamentary candidates (Ishiyama, Batta, and Sortor 2013; Young 2014). In 2019, 33% of all elected MPs were
independents. Therefore, to assess how a candidate’s party affiliation affects vote choice within a constituency, we use the
share of votes the parties’ presidential candidates received in the 2019 election. We focus on the winner and runner-up
parties in each constituency. Accordingly, labels of party attribute values were customized for each constituency.

10Appendix Tables D.2 and D.5 show that our main effects do not vary by interviewer gender and whether a participant
had a female incumbent. This gives us confidence that interviewer demand or social desirability bias is not a major concern
in our study.
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Participants then answered two questions in random order: (Q1) Which of these two candidates

would you vote for as your MP? (to measure vote choice) and (Q2) Which of these two candidates do

you think others in your constituency would vote for as their MP? (to assess perceptions of candidate

viability). Respondents were not allowed a “don’t know” option. Our data allow us to estimate the

causal effect (i.e., average marginal component effect (AMCE)) of each attribute’s values (relative

to a chosen baseline) on vote choice (Hainmueller, Hopkins, and Yamamoto 2013). We focus on the

change in the probability of selecting a candidate when their gender switches from male to female,

averaging over the remaining attributes (Bansak et al. 2022).

A potential concern with the conjoint survey experiment is whether it can capture respondents’

valid candidate preferences. Recent research has found that respondents in conjoint candidate choice

experiments were more willing to support women candidates than researchers expected (Clayton et al.

2020; Kage, Rosenbluth, and Tanaka 2019; Schwarz and Coppock 2022; Teele, Kalla, and Rosenbluth

2018). Moreover, a survey experiment provides a low-cost environment compared to actual elections,

and thus respondents may be less likely to exhibit strategic behavior. Our study circumvents the first

problem in two ways. First, unlike previous research, we are interested in how the effect of being a

female relative to being a man changes across our treatment groups. Accordingly, potential response

biases are held constant across groups. Second, prior research indicates that bias against women may

only occur when voters are exposed to discriminatory behavior against women candidates in elections

(Clayton et al. 2020). Our study explicitly tests this idea by randomizing respondents’ exposure to

information about discrimination against women via the 50:50 campaign videos before they participate

in the conjoint candidate choice experiment. Regarding the problem of detecting strategic behavior in

a survey-context, we note that while it would be ideal to examine how our messages impact behavior

in an actual election, it is ethically problematic (for one thing, because we expect an adverse effect

of the discrimination treatment). Also, as we show, even in this low-cost environment of our survey,

respondents appear to reduce their support for female candidates when exposed to our discrimination

treatment rather than a progress message.

4.3 Estimating the causal effects of gender campaigns

To test our hypotheses, we compare the effect of gender in both of our main treatments (i.e., typi-

cal/discrimination campaign and alternative/progress campaign) to the control group as well as between
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the two treatments. We analyze Q1 as our main dependent variable using the following simple ordinary

least squares (OLS) regression model with interaction:

Yip = α+β1 ∗Fip+β2 ∗Di+β3 ∗Pi+β4 ∗ (Fip ∗Di)+β5 ∗ (Fip ∗Pi)+
n

∑
j=2

τ j ∗A jip+
n

∑θ∗Xi+γe+εi

Yip is the rated profile p for participant i. Fip is an indicator variable for whether the hypo-

thetical candidate in the conjoint profile is female. Individuals are assigned to treatment group

t ∈ {control (C),progress (P),ordiscrimination (D)}. α is the constant. A jip represents the other four

attributes. As pre-specified, we include the background characteristics of our respondents, Xi, to

improve the precision of our estimates. Excluding these estimates does not change the results. γe

represents constituency fixed effects. εi is the individual error term. Robust standard errors are

clustered at the individual level.

Our quantities of interest are β4 and β5, which denote the change in the causal effect of being a

female candidate when a respondent is assigned to the progress and discrimination messages, compared

to the control group, β1.11 Because the campaigns were randomized, β4 and β5 represent the average

treatment effects of the discrimination and progress campaigns, respectively.

Our design does not allow us to estimate the independent effect of the discrimination and progress

components of the gender campaigns we evaluate (relative to the capability component, which is

included in both treatments). Distinguishing between the components’ effects by further splitting the

treatments would be theoretically interesting but departs from real-world campaigns, which always

include a capability component. Importantly, however, beyond estimating the effect of the alternative

gender campaign (relative to control), our design allows us to compare the two to each other while

holding the capability aspect constant. We are thus able to assess the causal effect of the typical gender

campaign, which combines capability and discrimination messages, with an alternative campaign that

combines information on capabilities with a message about progress in a setup with high external

validity.

11We use Q2 as a partial test of our mechanism to provide further insights into whether the treatments change respondents’
perceptions of the viability of women candidates. We expect respondents receiving the progress message to be the most
likely to think that others in their constituency would vote for a female politician. Appendix Table E.1 shows that the
order in which these two questions were asked did not affect the causal effect of the gender attribute. Thus, the correlation
between the two is not merely an effect of respondents rationalizing that others would vote for the candidate they chose for
themselves in the previous question.
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As we have prioritized the study’s external validity by working with an existing campaign, some

respondents may be pre-treated, since they may have encountered the campaigns’ messages during

the 2019 elections. To reduce this risk, we conducted the experiment in 2022, 3 years after the most

recent campaign, but well in advance of the 2025 elections. If respondents were pre-treated, they are

most likely to have been exposed to the capabilities and discrimination treatment. Our study may thus

underestimate the effect, positive or negative, of the discrimination treatment relative to the control

group and the effect of the progress message compared to the discrimination message. Nonetheless,

randomization ensures that such prior encounters are equally likely across treatments and thus do not

pose a threat to our causal inference.

4.4 Sampling and assignment into treatments

We surveyed 2,239 respondents sampled from 12 randomly selected constituencies in Malawi’s

Central and Southern regions in April and May 2022.12 Within these selected regions, we excluded

the more urban constituencies of Blantyre, Lilongwe, and Zomba. In Malawi, like most African

countries (due to demography and malapportionment), the vast majority of constituencies are rural

(93%), and we are interested in making inferences based on these more “typical” constituencies

(Boone and Wahman 2015). We randomly selected three administrative districts in Southern Region

(Chiradzulu, Phalombe, and Nsanje) and three in Central Region (Nkhotakota, Nchisi, and Salima). In

each selected district, we randomly selected two constituencies. Within constituencies, respondents

were selected through a random-walk approach modeled after the Afrobarometer (AB) method of

household sampling. Malawi’s Institute of Public Opinion and Research (IPOR), AB’s country partner,

implemented our survey. Electoral competition was considerable in the 12 sampled constituencies: the

average winner in the 2019 election received 57% of the vote and the average winning margin was 27

percentage points. With significant party volatility and uncertainty from independent candidatures,

we would thus expect that voters care about candidates’ viability. Within each constituency, IPOR

conducted approximately 185 interviews using a gender quota to ensure an equal representation of

males and females 18 years or older. Appendix Table C.1 reports the descriptive statistics of the

12The appropriate sample size was estimated using a power analysis. Because of significant cultural and linguistic
differences between the predominantly patrilineal Northern Region on the one hand, and the predominantly matrilineal
Central and Southern regions on the other hand, we focus on the latter two to hold this factor fixed in our study (Clayton et
al. 2020).
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participants, which demonstrate that our sample is fairly representative of the Malawian voting-age

population.

Based on a power analysis, respondents were randomly assigned to the control treatment (0.38

probability), discrimination treatment (0.38 probability), or progress treatment (0.24 probability).

Appendix Table C.2 shows that our randomization worked well: 872 (39%), 852 (38%), and 515 (23%)

of the respondents were assigned to the control, discrimination, and progress treatments, respectively.

Moreover, Appendix Table B.1 shows that our respondents were similar across treatments in age,

gender, level of education, employment status, wealth (assets), knowledge of politics, and attachment

to a political party. However, participants in the discrimination treatment were more likely to report

voting in the last election than those in the control or progress treatments. An imbalance on one or two

covariates is expected by chance with multiple testing. We therefore control for turnout in the previous

election (and other pre-specified covariates) in our analysis.13

5 Results

5.1 Do campaigns affect individuals’ willingness to vote for women?

Figure 2 presents our main results, namely the relationship between Step 1, gender campaign

message type, and Step 4, vote choice, in Figure 1b. It displays the causal effects (i.e., AMCEs) of

being female (relative to male) on a hypothetical candidate’s vote share for each treatment with 95%

confidence intervals. We use difference-in-means tests to compare the conditional effects and test our

hypotheses.14

For respondents in the control group, being a woman increased a hypothetical candidate’s likelihood

of being selected by 5.6 percentage points (pp). This suggests that, all else equal, at least in the survey-

experimental setup, respondents prefer women candidates to men, which prior studies in Africa and

elsewhere have also found (Aguilar et al. 2015; Clayton et al. 2020; Dahl and Nyrup 2021; e.g.,

Kage, Rosenbluth, and Tanaka 2019; Teele, Kalla, and Rosenbluth 2018). In the discrimination

treatment group, the AMCE is 10.8 pp, which represents a 5.2 pp (p < 0.001) increase compared to

13Appendix Table D.2 also shows that the conjoint attributes’ values are not associated with respondents’ characteristics,
suggesting randomization worked well.

14These differences are estimated using OLS regression and are displayed without (Model 3) and with (Model 4)
adjusting for covariates and constituency fixed effects in Appendix Table D.3. Figure D.1 also shows the marginals of
choosing profiles of men and women within each treatment condition and suggests that our findings are not driven by
systematic differences in baseline support for women candidates within each subgroup (Leeper, Hobolt, and Tilley 2020).
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the control group. Finally, in the progress treatment group, the causal effect is 14.4, an 8.8 pp (p <

0.001) increase relative to the control group. These results demonstrate that both types of campaigns

generated a statistically significant increase in support for women candidates. Thus, consistent with

H2, the alternative campaign increased support for female aspirants. But in contrast to H1, the typical

campaign, which emphasized discrimination, did not undermine the chances of women aspirants (at

least compared to no campaigns).15

Consistent with H3, the alternative campaign was more effective than the more common campaign,

which highlights discrimination. The 3.6 pp difference between the two treatments is statistically

significant (p < 0.034). While both campaigns increased the effect of being a woman on a candidate’s

vote share in our conjoint survey, our results indicate that campaigns that combine messages about

women’s capabilities with an emphasis on their electoral successes (even if minimal) are more effective

than those that prime voters to think about the challenges women face in elections. 16 Thus, even

within the low-cost environment of a survey experiment, where respondents may be less likely to act

strategically compared to real world elections, we observe that voters exposed to information about

women’s capabilities and discrimination against women candidates are less likely to support women

compared to voters who instead receive information about women’s capabilities and the progress of

women in politics. As we discuss in the following section, we cannot say for sure why the typical

gender campaign has a positive, albeit weaker, effect on support for women compared to the alternative

campaign. However, it indicates that even if a mobilization effect occurs whereby some voters support

women when learning of discrimination, it is not as strong as the effect of learning of the progress

of women in politics, which lends support to our argument on strategic voting. We explore the

mechanisms underlying the effects of our treatments in the following section.

15Table D.3 Model (1) shows the causal effect of each attribute’s values relative to a chosen baseline. In Model (2),
we estimate the causal impact of being exposed to any of the gender campaigns by interacting gender (female) with a
treatment variable that combines the alternative and progressive campaigns to compare to the placebo group. Exposure to
any gender campaign increases the effect of being a woman by 7 pp.

16We pre-specified to test whether the effects of gender campaigns vary according to respondents’ gender or the
candidate’s party affiliation and found that they do not (see Appendix Tables F.1 and F.3, respectively). Following
Sundström and Stockemer (2022), we also demonstrate that the enumerator’s gender does not affect our results (the
three-way interactions are insignificant in Appendix Table F.2).
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Figure 2: Average marginal component effect of gender (female) by treatment (respondent’s preferred
candidate)

Boosting the external validity of the results, Appendix Table D.5 shows that the estimates are robust

to adjusting for the real-world distribution of the values of the attributes in the conjoint experiment.

De la Cuesta, Egami, and Imai (2022) shows that the causal effects of specific attribute values in a

conjoint survey rely on the distribution of the values of the other factors. We assumed that for each

attribute, each value was equally likely, but Appendix Table D.4 shows this is not true in practice.

For example, 56% run as independents within the Malawian candidate pool, and maize farmers only

constitute 5% of candidates.17. We run a robustness check weighting the profiles with the real-world

marginals of each attribute to estimate the population AMCE (Appendix Table D.5), and the results

are consistent with our main analyses.

Finally, we also analyze the heterogeneous effects of the fictive candidates’ party affiliation

(incumbent/runner-up/independent) and the respondent’s gender (Appendix E). On average, the effects

of the voter education campaigns on voters’ willingness to support women candidates do not differ by

the fictive candidates’ party affiliations nor by respondent gender. We also do not find any differences

in the response to the discrimination message among more or less conservative women (similar to

results from Bankert (2020)). That women respondents do not respond differently to the discrimination

17Data on the distribution of values in the candidate pool on gender and partisanship are from Malawi’s Electoral
Commission, and data on the distribution on occupation and education are from the Malawi Candidate Survey (Wahman
and Seeberg 2022)
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campaign compared to men also suggests that a mobilization effect of the discrimination message-

whereby women’s gender identity is made more salient when learning about discrimination- is unlikely.

6 Mechanisms

In contrast to our expectations, our findings suggest that both the alternative campaign and the

typical campaign including the discrimination message improve the electoral fortunes of women

candidates. However, as also implied by our hypotheses, we find that progress messages are more

effective than discrimination messages, as they have a significantly stronger effect on the likelihood

of selecting a woman. In the following sections, we investigate the causal mechanisms presented in

Figure 1b and explore potential reasons why the discrimination campaign also increased the chances

of voting for women.

First, we assess whether the campaigns have differential effects on voters’ perceptions of other

citizens’ preferences for women candidates that indicate beliefs about the electability of women (Step

3b in Figure 1b). Second, we test whether respondents took away different messages about women’s

capability and viability depending on the campaign video they watched. After participating in the

conjoint survey, we asked respondents to briefly describe what they learned from the video (treatment)

they watched. The responses to this open-ended question offer direct insights into the information that

respondents took away from the gender campaigns (Step 2 in Figure 1b), and thus what elements of

the treatments might affect candidate choice (Roberts et al. 2014).18

6.1 Do gender campaigns affect voters’ beliefs about other constituents’ pref-

erences for female candidates?

The results above provide initial support for our proposed channel of influence. However, contrary

to our expectation, the discrimination campaign did not reduce the willingness to vote for female

politicians relative to the control group. To probe this result, we further test whether our treatments

18We also pre-specified to test our mechanism using close-ended questions that indicate perceptions of women’s electoral
viability. Survey respondents answered questions relating to whether: 1) voting for a female candidate is a waste of one’s
vote; 2) a female candidate will succeed in their constituency; 3) there will be more women MPs elected in the next
elections; and 4) men make better political leaders than women. Appendix Table G.4 shows our results. Our results are
mixed. However, consistent with our empirical findings, both treatments had similar effects of either improving or having
no impact on these perceptions. Notably, while these are important second-stage outcomes, we believe they do not help to
adjudicate how our treatments’ differential impact on beliefs that ultimately change vote choice.
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differentially affect voters’ perceptions of discrimination against women in politics and the viability

of women candidates using two approaches. First, we examine the impact of our treatments on four

pre-specified closed-ended questions.19 Second, we analyze the results of respondents’ answers to an

open-ended question about what they learned from the video.

Appendix Table G.4 shows our results for the closed-ended questions. Our findings are twofold.

First, as expected, both campaigns improved citizens’ perceptions that women politicians are equally

competent as men. Specifically, both treatment groups disagreed with the statement that “men make

better letters” (Column 1). 20

Second, in contrast to our expectations, both gender campaigns appear to have similar impacts on

our [intermediate] measures of female candidates’ viability and the discrimination they face. Compared

to the control group, participants in the treatments were less likely to agree that (1) “in parliamentary

elections, it was better to vote for a man than a woman because males are more likely to win” (column

2); “a woman running for parliament in my constituency is likely to be unsuccessful as she would face

discriminations from parties or voters” (column 3); and more likely to agree that (3) “after the 2025

elections, we will have more women MPs than we have today.” The similarity of effects makes it hard

to explain why we find a larger positive effect of the progress treatment compared to the discrimination

treatment.

Yet, as we explained in section 4.1, answers to such closed-ended questions following exposure to

the videos on women in politics are susceptible to social desirability bias. Unlike our main outcome

measure – where candidate gender was one of several attributes in a conjoint survey task – these

intermediate measures enquire more bluntly about respondents’ attitudes towards women in politics.

Social desirability bias may explain why we do not find differences in how the treatment shaped

perceptions. Therefore, we leverage answers to an open-ended question that we asked respondents at

the end of the survey to explore whether participants updated their beliefs concerning the capabilities

and viability of women candidates.

As noted in Section 4.1, we exposed respondents to a campaign message with several parts, thus

it is difficult to know which component stuck with respondents and possibly influenced their voting

decision (see Step 2 of the causal model (Figure 1b). For example, the discrimination video also

19We asked respondents the extent to which they agreed with each statement on a 1-4 scale. These questions were
introduced as follows: “In the following, I will present a number of statements that could reflect the views of some
Malawians. I would like to know how much you agree with these statements.”

20Question wording: “Men make better political leaders than women”.
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emphasizes women’s capabilities – specifically related to development – and an encouragement to

vote for women. These two components are likely to have differential effects on voters. If participants

primarily absorbed the information about women’s capabilities – rather than discrimination – this

may explain the positive impact of the discrimination message. Fortunately, the open-ended answers

offer insights into respondents’ main takeaways (Roberts et al. 2014) without cueing them to think

of particular messages (Iyengar 1996). Accordingly, this analysis helps us assess which components

of the messages might have spurred the effects and why the discrimination message – contrary to

expectations – had a positive effect on the probability of selecting women.

Table 1: Probability of belief that others in constituency will pick profile containing a female aspirant
by treatment

Other constituents would pick profile
Intercept 0.515∗∗∗

(0.005)
Progress 0.041∗∗∗

(0.009)
Discrimination 0.016∗

(0.008)
R2 0.001
Adj. R2 0.001
Num. obs. 13423
RMSE 0.499
N Clusters 2238
∗∗∗p < 0.001; ∗∗p < 0.01; ∗p < 0.05

6.2 What messages do respondents take away from the gender campaign?

As noted in Section 4.1, we exposed respondents to a campaign message with several parts, thus

it is difficult to know which component stuck with respondents and possibly influenced their voting

decision (see Step 2 of the causal model (Figure 1b). For example, the discrimination video also

emphasizes women’s capabilities – specifically related to development – and an encouragement to

vote for women. These two components are likely to have differential effects on voters. If participants

primarily absorbed the information about women’s capabilities – rather than discrimination – this

may explain the positive impact of the discrimination message. Fortunately, the open-ended answers

offer insights into respondents’ main takeaways (Roberts et al. 2014) without cueing them to think

of particular messages (Iyengar 1996). Accordingly, this analysis helps us assess which components
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of the messages might have spurred the effects and why the discrimination message – contrary to

expectations – had a positive effect on the probability of selecting women.

We employ a structural topic modelling (STM) approach proposed by Roberts et al. (2014) – a

semi-automated statistical topic modelling approach that helps (1) infer themes automatically from

text and (2) assess whether these themes vary by specified covariates, in this case our gender message

treatments. First, based on the exclusivity and semantic coherence criteria, we determined 11 to be

the appropriate number of themes.21 Second, we estimated an STM model specifying our treatment

variable as a covariate. For each open-ended response, the model estimates the proportion of words

that belong to the specified topics, and thus the likely focus of a respondent’s answer.

To provide meaningful labels to describe each of the 11 topics generated by the unsupervised

statistical learning process, we examined the top 100 responses for each topic. Appendix G.2 describes

all 11 topics.22 The topics capture various elements of the treatments, which suggests that different

aspects of the same campaign message were salient to different respondents. Seven topics were

theoretically interesting as they relate to either capability or discrimination (see Figure 3). No topics

seem to relate clearly to progress.

Three topics are related to discrimination in particular or electoral viability more broadly. Topic

(1) concerns encouraging women to run for office. Respondents suggested that women need support

from voters, and sometimes from men, to run and succeed in politics because they are discouraged by

parties. In Topic (2), respondents focused on how women are discriminated against in politics. They

also suggested that, despite the electoral discrimination women face, they are more likely to bring

development to their communities. Similar to the first topic, in Topic (3), respondents emphasize that

it is important that women take part in politics and that they should be encouraged to do so regardless

of the discrimination they face. The remaining four topics we interpret as related to women’s political

performance capabilities. Topic (4) focused on the ability of women MPs to bring development to

their constituencies relative to men. Topic (5) characterized women as powerful and capable political

leaders. In Topic (6), respondents discuss the “superiority” of female politicians and stress that women

work hard and are less corrupt than men. Topic (7)’s central message is that we should “vote for

women” because they are superior to men or can bolster local development. The remaining topics

21We use the searchK() function in the STM package in R to search the ideal number of topics. We specified our
treatment as a covariate that may affect topic variance and searched between 3 and 20 themes.

22Appendix Figure G.2 lists the key terms associated with each topic, while Appendix Figures G.3 and G.4, respectively,
display the top responses for the discrimination and progress topics.
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picked up on themes from the control video or respondents not understanding or recalling the video

they watched.

Figure 3 illustrates the contrast (i.e., average treatment effect) in the prevalence of topics between

the progress and discrimination treatment groups. It illustrates which topics respondents were signifi-

cantly more likely to recall, depending on which video they watched. Figure 3 shows that respondents

exposed to discrimination messages were more likely to talk about the low electoral viability of

women candidates and the discrimination they face by voters and political elites. Specifically, they

were more likely to mention women’s need to be encouraged (Topic 1), the discrimination faced by

women (Topic 2), and that women can (and should) be motivated to run in elections (Topic 3) than

those who received the progress message. This perception of the lower viability of women candidates

could explain why respondents in this group reported being less likely to vote for women than those

exposed to the progress message. An alternative interpretation of topic (3) would be a mobilization

effect, whereby especially women voters mobilize to support women when they hear of discrimination.

This would imply that the discrimination message should have a stronger positive effect on women’s

willingness to vote for women than on men’s, and that women were more likely to give descriptions of

the discrimination video that fitted topic 3. However, we find that this is not the case (see Appendix

Table F.6).

At the same time, Appendix Table G.2 illustrates that the most common takeaways from the

discrimination message were not “discrimination.” Although respondents exposed to the progress

message were more likely to stress women’s ability to spur development (Topic 4) than those who

watched the discrimination video (Figure 3), among all topics, respondents in the discrimination

treatment were most likely to emphasize how women secure development and are capable (Topics 4

and 5) (Table G.2). Thus, a plausible explanation for why the discrimination message – contrary to our

expectations – has a positive effect on voting for women could be that voters weighed information

about women’s capabilities more heavily when both messages were delivered together. Even though

the literature on civic education has found interventions to be less effective in altering norms and

beliefs, our results suggest that voters do absorb these messages. However, the results also show that

unlike the respondents who watched the progress video, those exposed to the discrimination treatment

were indeed more likely to discuss the low viability of women candidates and the discrimination they

face from both masses and elites.
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Participants in the progress treatment group were more likely to retain information about women’s

capabilities than they were details about their increasing representation. They indicated learning that

“women bring (more) development” (relative to men) and that “women candidates are superior to men.”

It could be that the progress component simply strengthened the capabilities component by suggesting

that women in political office have achieved a great deal for their constituents.23 And importantly, this

group of respondents were significantly less likely to discuss the low viability of women candidates

or the discrimination they face. Overall, our results suggest that even though respondents did not

necessarily recall information about the progress of women in politics, combining information about

women’s capabilities with concrete information about their progress is the most effective type of

campaign.

23Participants in the progress treatment were also more likely than those in the discrimination treatment to say the lesson
from the video was unclear.
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Figure 3: Difference in topic prevalence between progress and discrimination treatments

7 Conclusion

We set out to test the effect of voter education campaigns on individuals’ willingness to vote for

women. We suspected that the typical campaign may have counterintuitive effects. By highlighting the

discrimination against women candidates, such campaigns could lead voters to expect that women are

not viable, and thus withdraw their support from female candidates. Yet contrary to our expectations, we

find that the typical campaign, which combines messages about the capabilities of women in politics

with information about discrimination against women, has a positive effect on voters’ expressed

willingness to vote for women. However, in alignment with our hypotheses, this is not as effective as

our suggested alternative, which instead informs voters of the recent progress of women in politics.
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Analyzing why this is so, we find that across treatments and candidate genders, respondents

are most likely to vote for the candidate they believe others in their constituency will also vote for.

This supports the notion that voters’ assessments of candidates’ electoral viability matter. Analyses

of respondents’ answers to an open-ended question suggest that respondents were more likely to

recall information about the discrimination faced by women if they watched the discrimination video,

suggesting that this could indeed have reduced the positive effect of the typical gender campaign. At

the same time, even respondents who watched the discrimination video were more likely to recall the

capability message than the discrimination message, which may explain why the overall effect of the

discrimination treatment is not negative.

We add to existing studies relying on conjoint candidate choice designs which have found that

voters were more likely to support women than initially expected in several ways. First, we compare

levels of support for women across treatment groups rather than focusing on the support for women vs

men across all respondents. Second, we provide information about discrimination against women to

the candidate choice setup, which may reflect actual elections more accurately and thus more correctly

predict support for women candidates (Clayton et al. 2020).

The study was carried out in Malawi, and two scope conditions apply. First, the viability mechanism

stressed in this study will be particularly pertinent in SMD elections, particularly when levels of

clientelism are high. Second, the findings may not generalize to dominant-party regimes with low

levels of constituency-level uncertainty, because candidate-level traits are less relevant for electoral

viability. Despite these limitations, we expect the findings to be generalizable to many political systems,

particularly in the developing world. Malawi is a typical case of female political representation, and

we expect that similar campaigns could be effective in a diverse set of countries.

Our findings have important theoretical, methodological, and practical implications. First, the study

contributes to key theoretical debates on descriptive representation and the effect of candidate gender

on vote choice by emphasizing how perceptions of viability and discrimination affect the election

of women candidates. Voters are informed not only by their own prejudice when deciding to vote

against women candidates, but also by their assessment of other voters’ and political elites’ potential

bias against female candidates. Thus, whereas stories of exclusion may be effective in getting voters

to accept policy reforms, such as the introductions of quotas (Coffé and Reiser 2023), it can have

counterproductive effects on attempts to get voters to support women in elections. This is particularly
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important where electoral systems are disproportionate and clientelism prevails. At the same time, our

findings correspond to results from studies of strategic discrimination in the United States (Bateson

2020). Thus, although

However, our results also suggest that campaigns aiming to reduce concerns that women are

unviable candidates by stressing increases in their representation levels and successful political careers

can boost voters’ demand for women candidates. Increasing descriptive representation may lead to

virtuous cycles of higher perceptions of viability, leading to yet higher levels of female representation

(Schwindt-Bayer 2010).

Second, although previous research has been skeptical about civic education’s ability to shape

moral political beliefs (Finkel 2003, 2014; Finkel, Horowitz, and Rojo-Mendoza 2012), our results

indicate that campaigns can have such desirable effects. Future work should investigate the long-term

effects of interventions to change perceptions of female suitability for political leadership, and how

these effects may be improved through more interactive intervention strategies Finkel (2003).

Third, the study also illustrates how small adjustments to messaging may alter the effectiveness of

civic education campaigns. Relatedly, we also emphasize the potential of using open-ended questions

and STM to understand what respondents extract from complicated treatments in an experimental

setting. Such methods could be used widely in research on civic education and in comparative politics

more broadly to reduce the reliance on pre-conceived assumptions about how respondents interpret

treatments.

Lastly, our results lend credibility to civic education campaigns designed to enhance female

political representation. Even in countries like Malawi, where respondents may have been pre-treated,

respondents are more likely to pick female candidates after being exposed to our messages. However,

the findings also emphasize the importance of carefully designing campaigns, preferably by pre-testing

messages before deploying them in the field. Messages are not equally effective and may even be

counterproductive (see also Cheeseman and Peiffer (2022)). Organizers should consider positive

information about women’s standing in politics as a substitute for – or at least a supplement to –

information about discrimination against women candidates.
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