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Abstract
Female political leadership is associated with increased investments in health and 
education, and lower corruption. However, social norms and stereotypes favor male 
leaders globally. This research examines the impact of the gender of leaders who 
won 1,319 state legislative assembly elections in India, on monthly post-election 
expenditures of 44,884 households. Identification relies on the occurrence of mixed-
gender elections with narrow victory margins. Model estimates reveal that house-
holds in districts with more female leaders spend lesser. However, this negative 
effect is mitigated in rural districts with longstanding reservation for women in local 
governing bodies, and in districts where at least 10% of elected leaders are women. 
These results support a mechanism that consumer confidence in female leadership 
increases with increased exposure to female leaders, in ways that impact household 
expenditure. These results have implications for consumers faced with female lead-
ers, female politicians, and for the recently passed Women’s Reservation Bill in 
India.
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1 Introduction

After thirteen years and six attempts at passage, India’s parliament passed the 
Women’s Reservation Bill in 2023. To be implemented from 2029, this legislation 
reserves one-third of seats in the lower house of parliament, and in state legislative 
assemblies, for female candidates. While this was welcomed as a big step in wom-
en’s progress, the resistance to passage of this bill captures the barriers women still 
face in closing the gender gap in politics. Women are underrepresented in political 
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office at all levels of government, around the world. Of all those elected or appointed 
member of parliament in 2023 globally, only 26.9% are women (Inter-Parliamen-
tary Union, 2024). This is surprising since the behavior of female political leaders is 
often more welfare-enhancing than that of male leaders. Female political leaders are 
associated with less corruption and bribe-taking (Brollo & Troiano, 2016), increased 
attainment of education (Clots-Figueras, 2012), improved learning outcomes for 
children (Priyanka, 2022), increased investments in health and human rights (Clots-
Figueras, 2011), and greater provision of public goods (Beaman et al., 2009).

A significant body of research demonstrates that voters hold stereotyped views 
about the abilities and personal traits of women and men who run for office (e.g., 
Dolan & Lynch, 2014). We take a novel approach to understanding voters’ attitudes 
towards female leaders. We view voters as consumers and examine their consump-
tion behavior following elections. We investigate the consumption behavior of 
households under female political leadership. Our approach rests on the idea that 
changes in expenditure patterns will reflect consumer confidence and households’ 
expectations of leadership performance. Expectations of better governance and opti-
mism about the economic future should result in greater household confidence and 
expenditure.

We first estimate the impact of the gender of leaders who won 1,319 state legisla-
tive assembly (Vidhan Sabha) elections in India in 2013–2014, on monthly expendi-
tures of 44,884 households residing in administrative districts where these elections 
were held. These elected bodies carry out the administration of the government and 
allocate expenditure on various development policies including health, agriculture, 
education, transportation, and security. Unlike local government bodies in India, 
where some seats are reserved for women, there is currently no gender-based reser-
vation in state legislative assemblies. Female politicians in our context face the same 
electoral constraints as their male counterparts.

Next, we explore how households react to different levels of female political lead-
ership (i.e., districts where proportion of female leaders is high versus those where 
this proportion is low) in terms of their spending behavior. Although bias against 
female leaders is well documented, public perceptions against female leaders might 
improve under sustained exposure (Beaman et al., 2009), potentially manifesting in 
greater household expenditure. Third, we investigate how rural India (with a popula-
tion of over 800 million) reacts differently to female political leadership than urban 
India. The juxtaposition of traditional values, low development, and low education, 
along with reservation of several political posts for women, provides an interesting 
context to assess if long-held gender biases can be mitigated by government reserva-
tion policies, in a way that impacts consumption.

Much of gender research in marketing has studied differences in the behaviors 
of consumers and managers of different genders (see Peñaloza et  al., 2023 for a 
review). Male consumers perceive greater savings when prices are presented in red 
than when presented in black (Puccinelli et al., 2013). Compared to male consumers, 
female consumers have a stronger affective response to weather conditions, induc-
ing an increase in their hedonic consumption (Govind et al., 2020). Across multi-
ple marketing decisions, female chief marketing officers make less risky decisions 
than their male counterparts (Varma et al., 2023). Our research belongs to a smaller 
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stream which studies differences in consumption and expenditure decisions, not 
because of the gender of consumers, but because of the gender of economic agents 
they interact with. Consider parents making decisions not for themselves, but for 
their children. Lin et al. (2021) find that parents in China spend less on clothing for 
girls than for boys. Next consider consumers interacting with service providers. Lee 
et al. (2011) investigate how the gender of the service provider (e.g., financial plan-
ner) affects consumers’ willingness to purchase. In our case, economic agents are 
elected leaders who are socially more distant from consumers than family members, 
or service providers. Our research shows that the role of others’ gender in shaping 
consumption extends beyond socially proximate others. Despite longstanding inter-
est among marketing scholars in elections (e.g., Chapman & Palda, 1983; Morwitz 
& Pluzinski, 1996), and a recent call to study political activity (Korschun et  al., 
2020), ours is perhaps the first paper in marketing to study any political process in a 
developing economy.

2  Theory and hypotheses

It is a priori unclear how, or even whether, the gender of a political leader should 
affect consumption behavior. Policies espoused by political parties do not vary 
across the genders of their candidates. Many adults do not vote; some of them might 
not even be aware of the gender of election winners. As such, the normative argu-
ment that consumer decisions should not be affected by the gender of political lead-
ers, is worth considering.

Yet, voters use the gender (and other traits) of the candidate to infer their future 
performance (Pedersen et  al., 2019). Well-documented performance differences 
among male and female political leaders provide strong rationales for why consum-
ers might spend more under female leaders. Greater female political representation 
in Indian elections increases attainment of primary education among the electorate 
(Clots-Figueras, 2012). Better education could increase income, lower uncertainty 
of future income, and increase confidence and willingness to spend. Female politi-
cal leaders are less prone to bribe-taking (Brollo & Troiano, 2016). Greater corrup-
tion in the form of bribe-taking increases the cost of access to government services, 
and reduces households’ food budgets and calorie consumption (Anik et al., 2013). 
Households under female leaders might be able to allocate a greater share of income 
on necessities. Female political leaders are also more likely to invest in health infra-
structure such as dispensaries and hospital beds (Clots-Figueras, 2011). Healthier 
consumers might feel more confident to spend. This discussion suggests a positive 
effect of female leadership on household expenditure and consumption.

Despite this, a large body of research confirms that voters look at women can-
didates and officeholders from a gendered perspective, ascribing stereotyped com-
petencies and personality characteristics to them. Compared to women, men are 
viewed as more competent, decisive, stronger leaders, and possessing a greater 
ability to handle a crisis (e.g., Alexander & Andersen, 1993; Huddy & Terkildsen, 
1993). Specifically, men are thought to be more competent at dealing with economic 
development and agriculture than women (Dolan & Lynch, 2014), both of which 
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are especially consequential in the context of a developing economy with an esti-
mated 43% of the workforce engaged in agriculture.1 Upon the election of a female 
candidate, we expect these negative perceptions to lower consumer confidence, 
especially since experience with female leadership is low. Consumer confidence is 
a well-established predictor of consumption spending (Dees & Brinca, 2013), since 
it affects household’s expectations of future income. Lower confidence increases 
uncertainty of future income, spurring precautionary saving tendencies.

In summary, there are reasons to expect both a positive and negative effect of 
female leadership. Research on voter heuristics shows that the personality or demo-
graphic traits of candidates and leaders are more influential than their stand on spe-
cific issues, or their performance (Meng & Davidson, 2020). Based on this, we test 
the following hypothesis.

H1: Households governed by female leaders spend less than households governed 
by male leaders.

Greater exposure to female leaders is known to reduce gender biases. Using data 
from gender quotas for female leaders in Indian village councils, Beaman et  al. 
(2009) find that prior exposure to a female chief councilor improves public percep-
tions of female leader effectiveness and weakens stereotypes about gender roles. 
Those living in areas with no gender reservations, judged leaders as significantly 
more effective, when the leader’s gender was experimentally manipulated to be male 
(rather than female). This evaluation gap disappears in areas with reservation for 
women. Extending this theory to the domain of consumption, we propose the fol-
lowing hypothesis.

H2: The negative effect of female leadership on household expenditure, is less 
negative in districts with a greater proportion of female leaders.

Given the relative lack of development and educational opportunities, and more 
traditional culture in rural areas, one might expect more negative perceptions of 
female leadership in villages. Lin et  al. (2021) find that Chinese households’ bias 
towards male children (in terms of greater expenditure on clothing), is greater in 
rural China. However, rural India is one of the few underdeveloped areas in the 
world to have long reserved one-third of all political posts in local governing bodies 
for women. Although the focus of our empirical investigation is on election to mem-
bership of the state legislative assembly, and not on leadership in local governing 
bodies, rural Indians have been exposed to female political leadership at a village 
level for over two decades. We argue that decades of experience with female leader-
ship in local bodies has a positive spillover on how villagers react to the election of 
female leaders in the state legislative assembly. Reduction in gender bias against 
elected female officeholders due to sustained exposure, should hold across offices. 
Consequently, we propose the following.

1 Source: https:// data. world bank. org/ indic ator/ SL. AGR. EMPL. ZS? locat ions= IN

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.AGR.EMPL.ZS?locations=IN
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H3: The negative effect of female leadership on household expenditure, is less 
negative for rural households than for urban households.

3  Data

We assembled a unique dataset combining survey data from a large-scale panel on 
monthly household expenditure, and hand-collected constituency-level information 
on electoral outcomes.

3.1  Data on election outcomes

We collected data on all elections for members of the legislative assembly (MLA) 
held in India between September 2013 and November 2014. Each Indian state is 
administratively divided into several districts, leading to 736 districts across all 
states, with a mean population of 1.84 million per district. Each district is adminis-
tratively divided into electoral constituencies, each of similar population size. Each 
constituency holds a first-past-the-post election typically once every five years to 
elect its MLA. In 2012–2014, elections were held in 1319 constituencies across 202 
districts, to form legislative assemblies in 7 states,2 with a combined population 
of over 400 million. For each election, the Election Commission of India provided 
data on each contesting candidate’s characteristics (name, gender, age, party affilia-
tion, caste, number of votes garnered), voter characteristics (number of female vot-
ers, number of male voters), and the identity of the winner. Of the 1,319 elections, 
1,187 were won by male candidates. Constituencies with large populations from the 
Scheduled Castes3 (SC) or Scheduled Tribes (ST), are reserved for candidates from 
these communities. We know whether each constituency is so reserved. To control 
for incumbent effects, we also collected the name, gender and caste of the incum-
bent MLA from the election held prior to September 2013 for each constituency.

Households in our data are geo-coded, such that district identifiers are publicly 
available for each household. More granular geographical identifiers (such as vil-
lage or electoral constituency) are unavailable due to privacy concerns. To match 
the election data with the household-level data, we aggregate the election data to a 
district level. Following previous research (Clots-Figueras, 2012), we use these data 
to construct our key independent variable of interest: the proportion of constituen-
cies won by women, in each district. Summary statistics of constituency level data 
appear in Table 1.

2 These states are Andhra Pradesh, Delhi, Chhattisgarh, Haryana, Orissa, Madhya Pradesh and Maha-
rashtra.
3 Castes are known to determine economic and political opportunities in India, and are an important 
aspect of both personal identity and political identity. SC and ST constitute historically disadvantaged 
groups.
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3.2  Data on household expenditures

We obtained household level monthly expenditure data from the 2014 Consumer 
Pyramid Survey (Vyas, 2014), one of the largest annual longitudinal surveys 
of Indian households. The data is available through a partnership of the Centre 
for Monitoring the Indian Economy (CMIE), with the University of Michigan’s 

Table 1  Differences in election specific characteristics across constituencies with male and female win-
ners (summary statistics)

The parties are as follows: BJP, Bharatiya Janata Party; INC, Indian National Congress; BJD, Biju Janata 
Dal; TDP, Telegu Desam Party. “General” castes are those which are neither classified as scheduled 
castes nor as scheduled tribes

Elections with 
male winners

Elections with 
female winners

All elections

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Min Max

Winners from major political parties (1 if yes, 0 otherwise)
  Winning Party: BJP 0.41 0.49 0.49 0.50 0.41 0.49 0 1
  Winning Party: INC 0.14 0.34 0.14 0.34 0.14 0.34 0 1
  Winning Party: BJD 0.09 0.29 0.08 0.27 0.09 0.28 0 1
  Winning Party: TDP 0.09 0.29 0.08 0.27 0.09 0.28 0 1

Characteristics of the winning candidate
  Age of winner (in years) 51.13 10.07 45.97 10.02 50.61 10.18 25 87
  Votes for winner (as % of all 

votes)
44.76 9.19 44.98 9.17 44.78 9.18 19.45 78.46

  Winning margin (as % of all 
votes)

12.06 10.51 12.68 10.19 12.12 10.48 0.01 69.78

  Proportion of winners from 
"general" castes

0.75 0.43 0.57 0.50 0.73 0.44 0 1

Characteristics of the incumbent
  Incumbent won (1 if yes; 0 

otherwise)
0.40 0.49 0.38 0.49 0.39 0.49 0 1

  Incumbent was female (1 if 
yes; 0 otherwise)

0.06 0.24 0.35 0.48 0.09 0.28 0 1

  Incumbent was from BJP (1 if 
yes; 0 otherwise)

0.22 0.42 0.30 0.46 0.23 0.42 0 1

  Incumbent was from INC (1 if 
yes; 0 otherwise)

0.39 0.49 0.41 0.49 0.39 0.49 0 1

Other election characteristics
  Number of contestants 12.42 5.01 11.75 4.41 12.35 4.96 2 39
  Number of female voters 82,975 15,483 80,050 12,894 82,682 15,265 37,636 156,239
  Number of male voters 74,451 14,678 71,532 12,707 74,158 14,515 27,651 143,991
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Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research (ICPSR). Each 
household can be sampled several times across multiple waves. The data is col-
lected through a door-to-door offline household survey, based on strictly executed 
weekly plans. This dataset spans 60,132 households across the country. We 
restricted the dataset to households in those 202 districts where elections were 
held in the data period, or on the period following the elections.4 Our final data-
set comprises 305,424 monthly observations from 44,884 households.5

Our dependent variable is the total stated monthly household expenditure 
incurred by all members of the household on the purchase of consumption goods 
and services. This comprises expenses on the following heads: food, intoxicants, 
“restaurants & recreation”, “clothing & cosmetics”, “toiletries & home care prod-
ucts”, bills, rent, monthly installments of debt repayment, appliances, power, fuel, 
“transport & communication”, education, health and “other miscellaneous items”. 
Summary statistics of the household data appear in Table 2.

4  Model and empirical strategy

We seek to estimate the effect of the genders of MLAs in a district (i.e. the propor-
tion of female MLAs) on the expenditures of households residing in that district. 
It is plausible that unobserved factors (such as electoral preferences) correlate with 
both the incidence of female winners, and with household expenditures. This could 
potentially bias parameter estimates of the effect of female leadership on expendi-
ture. We leverage the occurrence of close elections as a source of exogenous vari-
ation in election outcomes. Following Clots-Figueras (2012), we define close elec-
tions as those where the difference in votes between the winner and the runner-up is 
at most 3.5% of the total votes cast. This cutoff point enables sufficient close elec-
tions, while also being sufficiently close to zero. The commonly made identification 
assumption is that the winner in a close election is determined by chance events 
like turnout, weather, or other related circumstances on election day (Clots-Figueras, 
2011, pp. 670–671).

If electoral data was at the constituency level, the empirical setup would be a 
typical “sharp” regression discontinuity (RD) design. Each household could be 
assigned to the treatment or control group based on whether the female candidate 
in their specific electoral constituency crossed the fifty percent threshold for victory 
against a man. That is, the probability of treatment would jump from 0 to 1 at this 
“cut point.” Assuming that households in constituencies right around this threshold 

4 The timing of the elections during our sample period is as follows: November 2013 (Madhya Pradesh, 
Chhattisgarh), December 2013 (Delhi, Rajasthan), April 2014 (Odisha), May 2014 (Andhra Pradesh) and 
October 2014 (Haryana, Maharashtra).
5 MLA elections are held once in five years, so researching elections after 2013–2014 is feasible. How-
ever, our research requires careful matching of the timing of elections and the timing of expenditures 
reported in the household survey. We found a smaller sample size of households in the Consumer Pyra-
mid Survey for which the timing of expenditure data matched with the timing of elections conducted 
after 2013–2014.
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are very similar except for the chance occurrence on election day, we could compare 
them to identify how a female victory affects expenditures.

However, due the lack of a constituency identifier in the household data, our treat-
ment variable (whether the elected MLA is female) is not at the constituency level, 
but aggregated to the district level; it is the “percentage of constituencies where a 
female candidate was elected (versus a male).” As a result, the treatment changes 
continuously, not discreetly, at the cutoff point. That is, a household is assigned a 
probability of being treated. This feature lends our regression discontinuity design 
to be “fuzzy” rather than “sharp.” Accordingly, we focus on obtaining intention-to-
treat estimates or the average impact on those households in a district, whether or 
not they actually lived in a constituency with a close female victory. In other words, 
we estimate the local average treatment effect (LATE).

Analytically, the estimation of the LATE is carried out using two-stage least 
squares. The key endogenous variable is the fraction of constituencies in the focal 
district which were won by a woman. The instrument is the fraction of all constitu-
encies in the focal district which were won by a woman in a close election against 
a man. This fraction is positively correlated with the fraction of all constituencies 
which were won by women, satisfying the relevance criterion. However, as dis-
cussed earlier, outcomes in close elections can be considered randomly determined 
— thus mitigating any potential correlation with household expenditure. The 2SLS 
model is:

The first-stage is:

In Eq. (1), Yidm is the (natural log of) total household expenditure for household i 
who resides in district d, in month m. The main independent variable of interest ( Fd ) 
is the fraction of constituencies in the district that were won by a female politician. 
While the outcome of close elections can be considered random, the existence of 
these close elections may not be random, if say, close elections are more likely in 
areas where females are more likely to run in the first place, or other features that 
affect the probability of a female winning are systematically different. This would 
violate the exclusion restriction for identification. To alleviate this problem, we 
add TCd , the fraction of constituencies in district d, in which there were close elec-
tions between women and men, as a control.Xidm represents the monthly household 
income, the household size (decomposed into the number of male adults, female 
adults, male children and female children), the gender of the household head, indi-
cators for whether the household is rural, whether the head has any education, a 
business, or a bank account. Zd is a vector of district electoral characteristics (aggre-
gated from constituency-level data): proportion of elections won by incumbents, 
proportion of elections won by the BJP, proportion of elections won by the Indian 

(1)Yidm = �Fd + �TCd +
∑Nd

j=1
�1jf (Mjd)Ijd +

Nd
∑

j=1

�2jIjd + Xidm� + Zd� + �c + �m + �idm

(2)

Fd = � + �FCd + �TCd +

Nd
∑

j=1

f
(

Mjd

)

∅
1jIjd +

Nd
∑

j=1

∅
2jIjd + Xidm� + Zd� + ud
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National Congress (the second largest party in the central government), proportion 
of elections with a SC/ST winner, and the proportion of elections won by incum-
bents who are female. We also control for month-fixed effects ( �m ), which account 
time-varying unobservables which do not vary across households (e.g., the advent of 
seasons, festivals, etc.) and caste-specific fixed effects ( �c ), which account for how 
socioeconomic status beyond income might affect expenditure.

Mjd is the percentage margin of victory or defeat in an election in constituency j 
between a man and a woman (j = 1…Nd) in the district d. On average, in our sample, 
districts had 1.2 male versus female elections.6 Following, Clots-Figueras (2012), 
we include the margin of victory (or defeat) for all man-woman elections in a dis-
trict, and its squared term. f

(

Mjd

)

 are these polynomial functions. The polynomials 
are interacted with the indicator Ijd (1 if there was a male versus female election in 
the constituency j in district d, else 0).

Our instrument FCd, is the fraction of constituencies in the district won by a 
woman in a close election against a man. We estimate the model on post-election 
data, which relies on comparison across households with varying levels of female 
leadership in the period following an election. In Web Appendix 1, we specify and 
present a model which incorporates pre- and post-election data, and relies on dif-
ferences both within and across households, for identification. We present several 
additional analyses to support our identification strategy.

5  Results

We present results in Table 3. Column 1 is the OLS regression of log total expendi-
ture on percentage of female winners in a district. We control for household char-
acteristics and electoral characteristics. Column 2 instruments for female winners, 
includes additional controls for linear margins (as presented in Eq.  (1)), and the 
squared terms of constituency margins as controls. Both models employ caste (of 
household) specific fixed effects and month specific fixed effects.

Across both models, we find that household expenditure is lower in districts with 
greater proportion of proportion of female winners in MLA elections, providing 
strong support for hypothesis 1. This suggests that despite increasing evidence in 
the literature and the media, of better performance of female leaders, stereotypically 
negative views of female leaders perhaps played an important role in spending deci-
sions in the world’s largest democracy.

Our result of a negative effect of female leadership is both statistically and eco-
nomically significant. Based on the parameter estimates of the full model with 
instruments, we find that a 1% increase in the proportion of constituencies in a dis-
trict that are won by women, is associated with a 15.4% reduction in monthly house-
hold expenditure. In the 2013–2014 elections, all winners in as many as 109 districts 

6 We label an election which has at least one male contestant and one female contestant, as a “male ver-
sus female” election. The frequency of the occurrence of male versus female elections is as follows: 0 in 
51 districts, 1 in 59 districts, 2 in 21 districts, 3 in 16 districts, 4 in 7 districts, and 5 in 2 districts.
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in our data were men. With an average of 6.5 constituencies per district, moving 
from 0 to 1 female winner represents an increase in the proportion of female winners 
in such districts from 0 to 15.3%. Assuming linear effects across the entire distribu-
tion of the proportion of female winners, our estimates suggest a substantial differ-
ence in household consumption levels between districts with no female MLA, and 
those with 1 female MLA.

We also account for the gender of the incumbent MLA by controlling for the 
proportion of female incumbents (i.e., proportion of female MLAs prior to the 
2013–2014 election). The magnitude of the positive effect of female incumbents is 
lower than that of the negative effect of female winners. So, despite the positive 
effect of female incumbency, districts with higher levels of current female leadership 
witness lower household expenditure.

We suggest that the reason behind the fall in expenditure is that households are 
biased against female leaders, and that they might feel less confident or more uncer-
tain under female leadership. If they are uncertain about their future income growth, 
this uncertainty should also be reflected in an increase in “precautionary savings” 
(Carroll & Kimball, 2008). Further analysis of household savings confirmed this 
intuition; details are available from the authors.

5.1  Differences in effects of high and low female leadership

We split our dataset into two: low female leadership: districts with lower than the 
median proportion of female winners (10%), and the remaining districts. We sepa-
rately estimate the model with the same instrumentation strategy on both datasets. 
We find a negative effect of female leadership among households in districts where 
less than 10% of election winners were women (Table 3). However, we find a posi-
tive effect of female leadership in districts where at least 10% of election winners 
were women,7 providing strong support for hypothesis 2.

5.2  Differences in female leadership effects across rural and urban households

We estimate the model (Eqs. (1) and (2)) separately on rural and urban households. 
We find that the effect of female leadership on expenditure by rural households is 
less negative than the effect on urban households (Table  4). Since we control for 
household income and occupation, this difference in effects of female leadership is 
unlikely to be driven by differential levels of development across rural and urban 
India. This result suggests that years of exposure to female leaders in local govern-
ance bodies in rural India has partially negated the stereotypically negative views 
of female leadership in the state assembly. Although urban consumers also might 
have been witnessed more female leaders in their own governance bodies over time, 

7 In another operationalization of low and high female leadership, we classify districts with 0 or 1 
female winner as “low” and others as “high.” The statistical significance and direction of the effects of 
low and high female leadership remain unchanged. We prefer operationalizing female leadership as a 
percentage since Indian reservation policies for female candidates are based on percentages.
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Table 4  Difference in the effects of female leadership across rural and urban households

HH, household; BJP, Bharatiya Janata Party; All columns include month and caste fixed effects. Both 
models use a 2SLS specification with linear and quadratic margins. Robust standard errors are clustered 
at the HH level; ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1

Rural households Urban households

Proportion of female winners  − 0.739***  − 1.399***
(0.165) (0.196)

Proportion of close elections 0.124*** 0.451***
(0.025) (0.018)

Household characteristics
  Monthly HH income (Rs.) 2.10e-06*** 1.22e-06***

(0.000) (0.000)
  Number of female adults 0.077*** 0.050***

(0.004) (0.003)
  Number of male adults 0.094*** 0.035***

(0.004) (0.003)
  Number of female children 0.045*** 0.028***

(0.003) (0.002)
  Number of male children 0.062*** 0.033***

(0.003) (0.002)
  Whether head of HH has no education (1 if no education)  − 0.106***  − 0.158***

(0.006) (0.006)
  Gender of the head of HH (1 if female, 0 otherwise)  − 0.021**  − 0.031***

(0.011) (0.006)
  Whether HH has a business (1 if yes, 0 otherwise) 0.067*** 0.052***

(0.015) (0.005)
  Whether HH has a bank account (1 if yes, 0 otherwise) 0.015*** 0.007**

(0.003) (0.003)
Characteristics of winners and incumbents
  Proportion of elections won by incumbent  − 0.131*** 0.050***

(0.016) (0.011)
  Proportion of elections won by BJP 0.228*** 0.172***

(0.013) (0.014)
  Proportion of elections won by Congress 0.003  − 0.122***

(0.023) (0.017)
  Proportion of elections won by candidates from SC/ST  − 0.446***  − 0.147***

(0.015) (0.031)
  Proportion of elections won by female incumbents 0.541*** 0.369***

(0.047) (0.056)
  N 95,919 208,478
  Number of households 13,472 31,149
  R2 0.371 0.406
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socially close-knit rural communities are perhaps more likely to have been directly 
exposed to such leaders, and perhaps even interacted with them.

Our results are robust to several features of the data and model. Details appear in 
Web Appendix 2.

6  Implications and conclusion

6.1  Implications for legislation

We provide a demand side perspective to the debate on the effects of female reserva-
tion in political positions. On one hand, our result that households in districts with 
low levels of female leadership (typically 1 MLA in the entire district) spend less than 
those in households with no female leaders supports the view that gender stereotypes 
prevail in Indian states, and that the election of female MLAs by way of reservation 
or otherwise might lower consumer confidence. However, from 2029, the Women’s 
Reservation Bill will reserve one-third seats for women. Our result that households 
at high levels (at least 10%) of female leadership spend more than households with 
no female leadership provides a unique demand side rationale in favor of this bill. 
One implication is that gender quotas should be set at sufficiently high levels, and 
that small quotas might have negative effects at least in the short term. Our result that 
high female leadership has lower negative effects on household expenditure among 
rural households than among urban households favors a policy of prioritizing gender-
based reservations among MLA seats in rural areas over urban areas.

6.2  Implications for political parties and female politicians

All major political parties in India have stated their commitment to increasing 
female representation in elected governing bodies. Our results suggest two strate-
gies for successfully increasing female representation in state legislative assemblies. 
First, from a demand side standpoint it might be more prudent to field female can-
didates from districts which already have at some female representation. Given a 
choice of constituencies, female candidates should perhaps choose to run from con-
stituencies in districts with high female representation. Second, the effect of female 
incumbent MLAs (those elected prior to 2013–2014) on expenditure is positive. 
Political parties might do well to field female candidates for more than one term. A 
negative effect on consumer confidence in the short term should not dissuade parties 
or female candidates from running again for office.

6.3  Implications for consumers

With increasing female leadership across the world, and across different forms of 
government, millions of consumers will face female political leaders for the first 
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time in the next few decades. Our research finds that those consumers who have 
been exposed to moderately high levels of female leadership (it is notable that that 
we classify 10% as “high”), have signaled confidence in such leadership by increas-
ing spending. Although a large and growing body of evidence has established that 
female leaders perform better than their male counterparts on at least some aspects 
of governance, our research provides a unique rationale based on the behavior of 
consumers for why stereotypically negative views about female leadership might 
perhaps be misplaced.

Although the primary duty of elected leaders is to serve their constituents, there 
is remarkably little evidence about how consumer behavior is affected by the iden-
tity of political leaders. Future research could investigate the mechanism of how 
female leadership affects consumption. From a purely marketing standpoint, it might 
be interesting to study whether the success of female political leaders affects market-
ing decisions such as brand positioning and consumer decisions such as user gener-
ated content.
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