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Abstract

In the 2019 Swiss federal elections, women's representation 

increased more than at any time before, reaching an all- time 

high at 42%. In this article, we offer several explanations for 

this. First, in almost all parties, the percentage of female 

candidates was significantly larger than in the previous 

elections. Second, on average female candidates held better 

positions on party lists, both compared to men and to the 

previous election. Third, in 2019 (but not in 2015) women 

were about one percentage- point more likely to be elected 

than men, controlling for many relevant factors. Fourth, 

about one third of the surge was linked to the fact that par-

ties that won seats in 2019 (the Greens, especially) had more 

women on their lists compared to the parties that lost seats. 

Fifth, in 2019 voters (women in particular) perceived female 

candidates as more fit for a political office compared to 2015.

Zusammenfassung

Bei den eidgenössischen Wahlen 2019 ist der Frauenanteil so 

stark gestiegen wie nie zuvor und hat mit 42% ein Allzeithoch 

erreicht. In diesem Artikel diskutieren wir mehrere 

Erklärungen dafür. Erstens war der Anteil an weiblichen 

Kandidatinnen in fast allen Parteien deutlich höher als bei 

den vorherigen Wahlen. Zweitens hatten Kandidatinnen im 

Durchschnitt bessere Positionen auf den Parteilisten inne, 

sowohl im Vergleich zu Männern als auch im Vergleich zur 

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial License, which permits 
use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited and is not used for commercial 
purposes.

www.wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/spsr
mailto:
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1030-8493
mailto:
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9982-1957
mailto:
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0635-3048
mailto:
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8065-8915
mailto:Nathalie.giger@unige.ch
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1111%2Fspsr.12506&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-03-03


362 |   
THE SURGE IN WOMEN'S REPRESENTATION IN THE 2019 

SWISS FEDERAL ELECTIONS

INTRODUCTION

In 2019, the proportion of women in the National Council increased by over ten percentage 
points compared to 2015. The second largest increase in the proportion of women, in the mid- 
1990s, had been just 4 percentage points (Seitz, 2020). Not only is this increase historic, the fact 
that the share of women in parliament is now 42% puts Switzerland in the top- five of female 
representation in Europe. An equal representation of women and men in the parliamentary 
arena is not only desirable from a normative perspective where the descriptive representation 
of the society as a whole is one important dimension of political equality and representation. 

letzten Wahl. Drittens hatten Frauen 2019 (aber nicht 2015) 

eine um etwa einen Prozentpunkt höhere Wahrscheinlichkeit, 

gewählt zu werden. Viertens ist etwa ein Drittel des Anstiegs 

darauf zurückzuführen, dass die Parteien, die 2019 Sitze 

gewonnen haben (insbesondere die Grünen), mehr Frauen 

auf ihren Listen hatten als die Parteien, die Sitze verloren 

haben. Fünftens hielten die Wähler*innen (insbesondere 

Frauen) 2019 weibliche Kandidatinnen für geeigneter für ein 

politisches Amt als 2015.

Résumé

Lors des élections fédérales suisses de 2019, la 

représentation des femmes a augmenté plus que jamais 

auparavant, atteignant un sommet historique de 42%. 

Dans cet article, nous proposons plusieurs explications à 

ce phénomène. Premièrement, dans presque tous les partis, 

le pourcentage de femmes candidates était nettement 

plus important que lors des élections précédentes. 

Deuxièmement, en moyenne, les candidates feminines ont 

occupé de meilleures positions sur les listes des partis, à 

la fois par rapport aux hommes et par rapport à l'élection 

précédente. Troisièmement, en 2019 (mais pas en 2015), les 

femmes avaient environ un point de plus de probabilité 

d'être élues que les hommes, après contrôle de nombreux 

facteurs pertinents. Quatrièmement, environ un tiers de la 

poussée est lié au fait que les partis qui ont gagné des sièges 

en 2019 (les Verts, notamment) avaient plus de femmes sur 

leurs listes par rapport aux partis qui ont perdu des sièges. 

Cinquièmement, en 2019, les électeurs (les femmes en 

particulier) ont perçu les femmes candidates comme étant 

plus aptes à occuper un poste politique par rapport à 2015.

K E Y W O R D S

Female candidates, Female representation, Swiss Elections 2019

 16626370, 2022, 2, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/spsr.12506 by B

ibliothèque de l'U
niversité de G

en D
ivision de l'inform

ation scientifi, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [04/05/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



    | 363GIGER et al. 

Higher shares of women in parliament have also been shown to have a variety of positive out-
comes ranging from higher political engagement of both genders (e.g. Karp & Banducci, 2008) 
to changes in public policies (e.g. Bratton & Ray, 2002; Hessami & da Fonseca, 2020).

In this paper, we focus on the reasons for this surge in women's representation in Switzerland. 
We approach the topic from various perspectives and show how supply- , demand-  and situa-
tional factors have contributed to this result. To achieve high female descriptive representa-
tion, a multitude of things need to work together: First, there are factors tied to the supply of 
candidates and the chances of female candidates to get elected, such as good list positions. 
Second, there are demand- side factors that play a role, most importantly the willingness of 
voters to support female candidates at the Ballot box. Last, situational factors, such as party 
competition are important, and in particular whether winning political parties have a lot of 
women among their candidates. In this paper, we look at all three aspects separately in order 
to offer a comprehensive view on the “Frauenwahl 2019” in Switzerland.

We compare the 2019 elections systematically to the last national election in 2015 to accom-
modate for this large increase of ten percentage points in women's representation, and take 
into account both official statistics as well as the post- election study data of the Swiss Election 
Study (selects). A systematic inclusion of further elections back in history is not possible, due 
to data availability problems, especially on the demand- side.

Our analysis reveals support for a multitude of explanations for the surge of women's rep-
resentation in 2019. First, regarding the supply of female candidates, we find support for three 
claims: in almost all parties, the percentage of female candidates was significantly larger in 
2019 than in the previous elections. On average female candidates held better positions on 
party lists, both compared to men and to the previous election. Also, in 2019 (but not in 2015) 
women were about one percentage point more likely to be elected than men, controlling for 
many relevant factors. Second, situational or rather factors related to “politics” played a role 
as well: about one third of the surge is linked to the fact that parties that won seats in 2019 (the 
Greens, especially) had more women on their lists compared to the parties that lost seats. Last, 
regarding the voters' side, in 2019 voters (women in particular) perceived female candidates as 
more fit for a political office compared to 2015.

Switzerland offers an interesting case to study this since the open- list PR system offers vot-
ers a lot of freedom to change the composition of their party lists (Selb & Lutz, 2015) and thus 
potentially also the gender composition of the Ballot by crossing- off female candidates or on 
the contrary putting their name twice. With its rather short history of female suffrage of only 
50 years, it is furthermore interesting to see how attitudes towards female candidates still con-
tribute to the question of female representation.

In studying what caused an all- time high of women to become elected in the 2019 Swiss 
elections, we contribute to the wider literature on female representation which has noticed 
that increases in the female parliamentary presence have not grown in a strictly incremental 
fashion, but rather in punctuated and sometimes dramatic jumps (Studlar & McAllister, 2002). 
The literature still struggles to fully understand the nature of these surges and here the 2019 
Swiss elections are a good case in point.

We begin with a short overview of the state- of- the- art of the literature on the topic before 
providing more empirical details on the context of the 2019 “Frauenwahl”. In three short sec-
tions we then tackle the three aspects mentioned above (supply, demand and situational fac-
tors). A last section concludes in offering some more general thoughts.

PREVIOUS RESEARCH

There is a vast literature trying to explain variations in the number of women elected (for 
reviews see e.g. Wängnerud, 2009; Childs & Lovenduski, 2013). What becomes immediately 
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clear from this research is that if we want to understand why fewer or more female legisla-
tors are elected, the whole electoral process is important from the first thought about run-
ning as a candidate to technicalities in how votes are translated into seats. Lovenduski and 
Norris (1993) have worked out an encompassing model of legislative recruitment in Western 
Democracies that emphasizes the role of the political system and the party context on the one 
side and the supply and demand factors on the other. It is well established that the election of 
women is more likely under proportional electoral rules with large district sizes (Rule, 1987; 
Matland & Brown, 1992; Norris, 1996) and that gender quotas (Murray et al., 2012; Paxton & 
Hughes, 2015) facilitate higher shares of women in parliaments. To explain variation within 
countries, ideology seems crucial as scholars have documented that for a long time left par-
ties have featured more female candidates than more conservative parties (Lovenduski & 
Norris, 1993; Caul, 1999; Kittilson, 2006). Keith and Verge (2018) report that especially “new 
left” parties (Green and radical left) are front- runners for women's representation as these 
parties in particular promote gender equality as a core feature of their ideology.

Another recurrent finding is that political parties are important actors and the main gate-
keepers in the recruitment process (Caul, 1999; Kunovich & Paxton, 2005; Valdini, 2019). Based 
on the observation that increases in female representation, in many cases, have not grown 
incrementally but rather in “punctuated and sometimes dramatic” fashion (Kittilson, 2006:  
10), scholars have emphasized the crucial role of internal processes within parties and indeed, 
extant research shows that women profit from conscious acts of party leadership in promoting 
women's representation (Kittilson, 2006; Fortin- Rittberger & Rittberger, 2015; Weeks, 2018; 
Aldrich, 2020). These actions can be the implementation of (implicit) gender quotas on the 
lists but also a general commitment to promote female representation.

A second large literature deals with the demand side of the equation and asks how female 
candidates are treated by voters. On the one hand ample evidence especially from the US con-
text suggests that gender stereotypes regarding competence areas as well as character traits 
of politicians continue to exist (e.g. Sanbonmatsu, 2002; Dolan, 2014) and that the amount of 
information as well as the type of information voters search on female and male candidates 
differs (Ditonto et al., 2014; Andersen & Ditonto, 2020). The evidence is more mixed when it 
comes to the electoral choice as such. While many voters seem to have a preference to vote for 
a candidate of their own gender (i.e. same- gender voting) (Sanbonmatsu, 2002), these factors 
seem not very relevant when it comes to the actual decision whom to vote for (Dolan, 2010; 
Hayes, 2011; Lefkofridi et al., 2019b). Furthermore, the likelihood to vote for a female or male 
candidate is highly context dependent (e.g. Giger et al., 2014) and in particular, the visibility of 
female candidates plays a role (Gilardi, 2015). In sum, there is little evidence that voters punish 
women candidates at the polls, at least in recent years (Marien et al., 2017; Lutz et al., 2019). 
Women even seem to enjoy a slight advantage according to (meta- ) experimental evidence 
(Schwarz & Coppock,  2021), even though gender stereotypes continue to exist (Lefkofridi 
et al., 2019a).

THE CONTEXT OF THE “FRAUENWAHL 2019” IN SWITZERLAND

Before we proceed to analyzing the reasons for the increase in female representation, let us first 
give some context for the 2019 Swiss elections with a focus on women.

Women in the 2019 elections

The 2019 elections saw a record number of candidates running for office in the National 
Council: a total of 1′873 female and 2′772 male candidates in the twenty cantons with 
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proportional representation system.1 The overall increase in candidates compared to the 
last elections in 2015 was greater than ever before (+857 candidatures). The female candi-
dates contributed significantly to this as 565 more women than in 2015 ran for election. 
The number of candidates rose by 292, increasing the proportion of women on the elec-
toral lists by 5.8 percentage points and exceeding the 40% threshold for the first time 
(Seitz, 2019). It is important to note that the length of party lists varies strongly across 
cantons. In federal elections, cantons are the constituencies, where the number of seats in 
the National Council is proportional to population. Further, cantonal party sections have 
considerable autonomy to make electoral lists, including which specific rules to follow.2

The proportion of women increased in all cantons (with the exception of Schwyz) and 
also in all parts of the country, although more in the Latin parts of Switzerland than in 
the German- speaking part. Comparing the parties, however, reveals major differences (see 
Figure 1). The 2019 elections confirmed the usual pattern in Switzerland (and elsewhere), 
according to which parties that are closer to the left- end of the ideological spectrum have a 
higher proportion of female candidates. There were even more women than men running for 
office on the lists of the Green Party and the Social Democrats, with a proportion of women 
slightly above 50%. The average proportion of women on the 2019 electoral lists was 40.3%.

Compared with the 2015 National Council elections, the proportion of female candidates 
increased for all parties except the BDP and EDU (Seitz, 2019).

The higher proportion of women on the electoral lists was paralleled with larger propor-
tions of women among those elected, reaching 42% for the National Council.3 Yet, there are 

 1Switzerland has a bicameral system. For both councils, the electoral districts correspond to the 26 cantons, the units of the 
federal state. The National Council (lower house) elections in Switzerland are held under a PR system with the Hagenbach- 
Bischoff rule, which is equivalent to d'Hondt. District magnitude varies from 1 to 34, depending on the size of the population. Six 
cantons have single member districts due to their small populations.

 2Both the rules and practices followed by parties tend to be intransparent. Therefore, a detailed overview of such rules and 
practices would require a separate research project.

 3More details can be found in the appendix, in particular Table A1 and Figure A1.

F I G U R E  1  Percentage of women on party lists, 2015 and 2019 

201520152015201520152015201520152015201520152015201520152015 201920192019201920192019201920192019201920192019201920192019
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again major differences between cantons and parties. Compared with the 2015 National 
Council elections, the proportion of elected female candidates increased in 13 cantons, stag-
nated in 12, and it declined in the canton of Valais (−25 percentage points, to 0).4 In five can-
tons with a proportional representation electoral system, more women than men won a seat.5 
The shares of male and female MPs are at parity in three cantons.6 And in Obwalden, a canton 
with a majoritarian electoral system due to its small district size, a woman got elected to the 
National Council for the first time in its history.

The largest number of female National Councilors can be found on the left (see also Table 2 and 
A1): the proportion of women in the National Council is 64.1% for the SP and 60.7% for the Greens. 
On the electoral lists of the EVP, two women and one man were elected (proportion of women: 
66.7%). Equal numbers of women and men were elected for the GLP (8 each) and the small left- 
wing parties PdA/Sol. The strongest growth in the number of female National Councilors in 2019 
was among the election winners, the Greens (+12 to 17 women) and the GLP (+5 to 8). Women also 
increased their representation in the FDP (+3 to 10), the SVP (+2 to 13) and the PdA/Sol (+1). In 
contrast, the number of women stagnated in the SP (25). While it has grown larger, the proportion 
of women in the FDP (+13.3 points to 34.5%) and the SVP (+7.6 points to 24.5%) is still well below 
the national average. The proportion of women in the CVP declined (−5.3 points to 28%); for the 
first time since 1999, the CVP's female representation is smaller than that of the FDP. In the BDP 
one woman and two men got elected to the National Council (female share 33.3%), while the two 
small right- wing parties EDU and Lega are each represented by one man (Seitz, 2020).

The campaign environment

One noteworthy contextual feature is certainly the initiative Helvetia ruft! (Helvetia is calling!), 
founded in 2017, which we discuss in detail in Appendix A.7. The goal of this ongoing cam-
paign is to make women's representation a social issue and to achieve a more balanced gender 
distribution in all political institutions in Switzerland. The campaign is based on five pillars: 
a new narrative about female representation in Switzerland, a broad appeal strategy including 
all parties, competition between cantons and party lists, mentoring programs for female politi-
cians, and picking up and implementing signs of the zeitgeist.

The initiative's starting point is the fact that female candidates in Switzerland need 
positions on the top of the party lists to get elected as on average, only around one- third 
of the 200 seats in the National Council do not involve an incumbent seeking reelection, 
and consequently, the position on the party list is of great importance for new candidates. 
Usually, nomination processes within parties are not transparent; moreover, most parties 
also do not have defined goals in terms of gender or minority representation on the list 
(see IDEA, 2021). Helvetia ruft! consequently aimed at positioning a high proportion of 
women on the lists and in particular in “eligible” positions with a well- orchestrated and 
media- featured campaign. For the elections to the National Council in 2019, Helvetia ruft! 
established many contacts with cantonal party board members to convince them of the ne-
cessity of recruiting as many female candidates as possible and giving them advantageous 
list positions by announcing a public party ranking. The campaign strategy is described 
in detail in the appendix. At this point, it is also worth mentioning the second national 

 4More than a third of the candidates for the National Council were women, twice as many as in the 2015 federal elections. A 
remarkable leap -  which, however, remained without consequences. The top positions on the main party lists were all men, seven 
out of eight incumbents.

 5The proportion of women was highest in the cantons of Basel- Landschaft (71.4%), and second highest in Basel- Stadt and Grisons 
(60% each). In Fribourg it was 57.1% and in Berne 54.2%.

 6Cantons of Geneva, Thurgau and Schaffhausen
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women's strike after 1991, which was held in June 2019 and has seen large demonstrations 
in all Swiss cities. The strike was organized by trade unions and supported by the Helvetia 
ruft! campaign. During the week of the strike, the topic of women's representation in pol-
itics and society was notably present in the media (Gilardi et al., 2020).

FROM PARTY LISTS TO ELECTION

This section documents three steps that contributed to the surge in women's representation in 
the 2019 elections, compared to the 2015 elections. It thus takes up features that have been de-
scribed in the context section but goes beyond mere description. First, the number of women 
on party lists increased compared to 2015; second, on average women held better positions on 
party lists, both compared to men and compared to women in 2015; third, women's chances of 
election were higher than men's. All analyses in this section rely on official data from the 
Federal Statistical Office (2015; 2019).7

Figure 1 shows the percentage of female candidates on party lists in the 2015 and 2019 elections. 
Several points stand out. First, in most parties, a majority of candidates are men. Second, there 
are significant differences across parties. Third, between 2015 and 2019 the share of women on 
party lists increased significantly in most parties, including in the SVP, which had the lowest share 
of women in both 2015 and 2019. On average across all parties, 34.5% of candidates were women 
in 2015, and 40.3% in 2019— a notable increase of 5.8 percentage points, or 16.9%.

Table 1 shows two sets of linear regressions, estimated with OLS,8 to establish the relation-
ship between the gender of candidates and the position on party lists as well as the probability 
of being elected, and to compare that relationship between 2015 and 2019. Appendix A.3 shows 
that the results are substantively unchanged when using logistic regression.9 Appendix A.4 
reports pooled models including interactions between gender and election year. This second 
set of models is less easy to interpret but permits a more precise measurement of the link be-
tween gender and positions on party lists as well as elections, conditional on election year.

The first two columns of Table 1 consider the position of candidates on party lists (the 
lower the better: 1 is the top position), while in the third and fourth column the outcome 
variable is 1 if a candidate was elected, and 0 otherwise. The main explanatory variable is the 
gender of candidates, coded binarily (1 for women, 0 for men).10 Regressions control for 
 important variables such as the status of candidates (incumbent, former MP, or new candi-
date), age, and, for the second set of models, position on party lists. These variables consider 
factors other than gender that are likely related to the outcomes of interest, namely position 
in party list and probability of election, and follow quite straightforwardly from the litera-
ture. Incumbency status is an important factor for electoral prospects, while age is a proxy 
of experience and qualifications. In addition, the analyses include party and canton fixed 
effects to account for unmeasured differences across parties and cantons. Moreover, all 

 7Please note also that there has been a general rise in the number of candidates in the 2019 election. This is mainly due to more 
(party) lists being presented and in particular increases in the share of “stuffing candidates”.

 8Linear regression is an appropriate choice for binary dependent variables: there are “compelling arguments of a substantive 
nature for preferring this approach to logistic regression” (Hellevik, 2009: 59).

 9For the analysis of positions on party lists, the more appropriate model would be ordinal logistic regression, which however is 
hard to estimate with party and canton fixed effects. Therefore, we dichotomize the dependent variable such that it takes the value 
of 1 if a candidate is on one of the top 3 positions, and 0 otherwise.

 10Gender is missing for about 0.1% of candidates in both 2015 and 2019.
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models include both party and canton fixed effects. Disaggregated results by party are shown 
in Appendix A.2 as additional information for readers interested in specific parties.11

 11The disaggregated results by party are consistent with the main results. There is some heterogeneity across parties (which is to be 
expected), but this does not not contradict the fact that, on average, the effects are those shown in Tables 1 as well as A3 and A4.

TA B L E  1  Position on party lists and election probability, 2015 and 2019. OLS estimates

Position (2015) Position (2019) Elected (2015) Elected (2019)

Woman – 0.64** – 0.91*** 0.00 0.01*

(0.20) (0.18) (0.00) (0.00)

Status: former (vs. incumbent) 1.33 2.67 – 0.40*** – 0.53***

(1.73) (1.55) (0.04) (0.04)

Status: new (vs. incumbent) 6.67*** 6.56*** – 0.80*** – 0.79***

(0.47) (0.46) (0.01) (0.01)

Age 0.04 – 0.10** 0.01*** 0.01***

(0.04) (0.03) (0.00) (0.00)

Age2 – 0.00 0.00** – 0.00*** – 0.00***

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Position on party list – 0.00** – 0.00***

(0.00) (0.00)

(Intercept) 1.11 3.33*** 0.70*** 0.69***

(1.05) (0.97) (0.02) (0.02)

Canton FE Yes Yes Yes Yes

Party FE Yes Yes Yes Yes

R2 0.48 0.49 0.63 0.58

Num. obs. 3802 4664 3802 4664

***p<0.001; **p<0.01; *p<0.05.

TA B L E  2  Gender composition of parliament and simulation of fictitious parliament (Nationalrat) with (a) 
party composition of 2015 but female success rate of 2019, (b) female success rate of 2015 but party composition of 
2019, number of women elected per party shown

Number of women 
elected in 2015

Number of women 
elected in 2019

Number of women 
predicted with party 
comp. 2015

Number of women 
predicted with fem. 
success rate 2015

SVP 11 13 16 9

Lega 1 0 0 1

FDP 7 10 11 6

BDP 1 1 2 0

CVP 9 7 8 8

EVP 2 2 1 3

GLP 3 8 4 7

SP 25 25 28 23

GPS 5 17 7 13

Pda/Sol. 0 1 1 0

TOTAL 64 84 78 70

Changes +20 +14 (70%) +6 (30%)
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The regressions in Table 1 reveal several findings. First, women held better positions than 
men on party lists, both in 2015 and in 2019, but especially in 2019 when the difference is almost 
one full rank, although Table A3 shows that the difference in the “women bonus” for positions 
on party lists is not statistically significant between 2015 and 2019. In other words, both in 2015 
and 2019 women held a roughly similar advantage on party lists, relative to men. Second, women 
were more likely than men to be elected in 2019, but not in 2015. In 2019, the difference is about 
one percentage point. Importantly, this difference is net of candidate status, age, and position on 
party list, which are all strongly related to election probability. Table A4 shows that the interac-
tion between gender and election year is statistically significant, meaning that “women bonus” 
for election was larger in 2019 than in 2015. In short, from this perspective the surge in women's 
representation can be explained by three related steps: there were more women on party lists than 
in 2015; women had better positions on those lists compared to both men and (to some extent) the 
2015 election; and in 2019 women were about one percentage point more likely to be elected than 
men, a difference that was not present in 2015 and which is statistically significant.

We conclude by noting the close correspondence between the percentage of women on party 
lists and among those candidates that are elected: 34.5% and 32% in 2015, and 40.3% and 42% 
in 2019. As shown, the particular success of female candidates in 2019 has to do with their bet-
ter positions on party lists as well as with an additional bonus among voters.

TH E IN FLU ENCE OF TH E CH A NGED PARTY 
COM POSITION OF PARLI A M ENT

The Swiss elections 2019 have also been characterized by a large increase in the Green and Green 
liberals vote shares. As these parties have among the highest shares of female candidates (see 
Figure 1), we thus ask ourselves how much the changes in the party composition of the parlia-
ment between 2015 and 2019 have contributed to the surge in women's representation. In other 
words, how much of the increase is simply the corollary of a different party composition and 
how much is really due to women having better list positions and better chances to get elected?

In Table 2 we present the results of a simulation12 that tries to separate the two above men-
tioned effects as in reality both are mingled together. The first two columns show the number 
of women elected. In 2019 there were 20 more women elected to the National Council than in 
2015 leading to the all- time high score of 84 women. The next two columns show the number 
of women in a fictitious parliament where we first kept the party composition of 2015 but took 
the female success rates of 2019, i.e. the percentage of women elected in each party. This exer-
cise isolates the influence of the factors that we have seen above: more women on the lists and 
higher chances of success. This simulated parliament would count 78 women and thus this 
factor explains a bit more than two thirds of the surge in women's representation (+14 of the 
total +20 seats explained). If we look at the party results in more detail, it becomes clear that 
especially for the Greens and Green Liberals we find large differences between reality and our 
simulation: For example, the Greens with their vote share of 7,1% as in 2015 would have 7 
women in their party group while in reality in 2019 17 female Green parliamentarians have 
been elected. The last column reverses the exercise and simulates the number of women if we 
only take into account the changed party composition of the National Council but keep the 
success rate of women to the level of 2015. In this model we would predict 70 women, an 
 increase of 6 female representatives or about 30% compared to 2015.

In sum, the surge in female representation in 2019 is also attributable to the changed party 
composition in 2019. About one third of the total increase can be explained by the changed 

 12The numbers shown are based on a nation- wide simulation, a simulation based on cantonal results yields a very similar 
distribution.

 16626370, 2022, 2, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/spsr.12506 by B

ibliothèque de l'U
niversité de G

en D
ivision de l'inform

ation scientifi, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [04/05/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



370 |   
THE SURGE IN WOMEN'S REPRESENTATION IN THE 2019 

SWISS FEDERAL ELECTIONS

party composition with parties winning that had higher shares of women on their lists. Female 
representation profited from the “Green wave”, the unprecedented rise in electoral support of 
the Green and Green liberals but the bulk of the increase remains the result of women having 
had better chances to get elected in 2019 than ever before.

DETERM INA NTS OF VOTING FOR FEM A LE CA N DIDATES

In this section we discuss the demand side, that is the factors that explain the support of women 
candidates. Again, we compare the two elections 2015 and 2019, using data from the Swiss 
Election Study (Selects).13

Given the open- list PR electoral system of Switzerland14 and based on data from the 
Selects surveys, we focus on two survey questions: the gender composition of the ballot after 
modification, and the likelihood a voter would choose a female candidate given there are two 
candidates with the same qualification.15 The exact wording of the first question was: “After 
you have amended the ballot list, were there more men or more women on the list?”16 Three 
answer categories were given: 1) more men, 2) equal number of men and women 3) more 
women. We re- coded the first dependent variable as follows: −1 = the ballot paper contains 
more men; 0 = equal share of men and women; 1 = the ballot paper contains more women. 
The second dependent variable is based on the following question: “If you could choose be-
tween two equally qualified candidates, would you rather select a man or a woman?”17 This 
variable is coded 1 if the voter selects a female candidate and 0 if she selects a male candidate, 
or is undecided.

These two dependent variables cover different aspects of support for women candidates: 
The first contains a more practical or situational aspect because the gender composition of the 
ballot is partly a function of available candidates. The second question refers more to the ideo-
logical and long- term determinants of female votes (see Sanbonmatsu, 2002). We estimated 
OLS regression models to analyze the first variable and logistic regression models to study the 
second variable. Even though the first variable is coded in three categories only (−1,0,1), we 
decided to use OLS regressions for practical reasons since the results are easier to interpret. 
Ordered logistic analyses lead to the same results. We report the results from ordered logistic 
models in the appendix (Table A9). All models include fixed effects for cantons and a control 
variable for the share of female candidates on ballot lists.

We report the results of OLS regression models in the first two columns in Table 3.18 Note that 
the number of voters who modified their lists varies between 53.8% in 2015 and 48.9% in 2019. Our 
results only pertain to those who changed their lists. In addition, the number of women on the lists 
varies considerably between cantons and parties. And it increases between the two elections: in 
2015 the lists contained on average 32% female candidates (25 lists without women), in 2019 on 

 13The post- election studies were fielded between October and November 2015 among 5337 Swiss voters, and between October 2019 
and January 2020 among 6664 Swiss voters, who participated either via online survey or paper survey. The survey contains various 
questions regarding voting behavior, political preferences and socio- demographic characteristics of Swiss voters (Tresch et 
al., 2020; Lutz, 2015).

 14Voters can vote twice for the same candidate and mix candidates from different parties and/or party lists.

 15Please note that these questions have only been included since 2015.

 16“Nachdem Sie die Liste verändert haben, waren am Ende…mehr Männer auf der Liste?…etwa gleich viele Männer wie Frauen 
auf der Liste?…mehr Frauen auf der Liste?”

 17“Wenn Sie zwischen zwei gleich qualifizierten Kandierenden auswählen müssten, würden Sie eher…einen Mann…oder eine Frau 
wählen?”

 18See table A9 in the Appendix for results from ordered logistic regression.
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TA B L E  3  More women on list after modification and choose female candidates if male/female have same 
qualifications (2015 and 2019, OLS and logit estimates)

List (2015) List (2019) Qualification (2015) Qualification (2019)

Female 0.11*** 0.26*** 1.17*** 1.16***

(0.03) (0.03) (0.08) (0.07)

Age 0.00 0.01 0.02 0.03**

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Age squared 0.00 – 0.00 – 0.00 – 0.00

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Education: vocational 0.12 – 0.00 0.22 0.05

(0.08) (0.09) (0.18) (0.17)

Education: secondary 0.05 0.13 0.21 0.14

(0.08) (0.09) (0.18) (0.17)

Education: higher vocational 0.13 0.21* 0.39* 0.27

(0.08) (0.09) (0.19) (0.18)

Education: university 0.16 0.22* 0.57** 0.42*

(0.08) (0.09) (0.18) (0.17)

Share of women on list 0.71*** 0.85*** – 0.01 0.47

(0.20) (0.18) (0.43) (0.31)

FDP 0.11* 0.16** 0.36** 0.54***

(0.05) (0.06) (0.13) (0.13)

BDP 0.15 0.25 0.61* 0.65*

(0.09) (0.14) (0.24) (0.33)

CVP 0.10 0.18* 0.49** 0.58***

(0.07) (0.07) (0.18) (0.15)

GLP 0.32*** 0.43*** 0.64** 1.25***

(0.09) (0.08) (0.21) (0.17)

SP 0.42*** 0.56*** 1.45*** 1.40***

(0.08) (0.07) (0.17) (0.15)

GPS 0.54*** 0.58*** 1.53*** 1.67***

(0.10) (0.08) (0.23) (0.16)

Other 0.23** 0.30*** 0.60*** 1.03***

(0.07) (0.07) (0.16) (0.15)

(Intercept) – 0.98*** – 1.10*** – 2.89*** – 3.06***

(0.18) (0.17) (0.45) (0.38)

Canton FE Yes Yes Yes Yes

R2 0.21 0.32

Adj. R2 0.19 0.30

Log Likelihood – 2007.50 – 2638.95

Deviance 4015.01 5277.91

Num. obs. 1403 1700 3383 4396

***p<0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05.
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average 36% of candidates were female (24 lists without women). Since this is likely to influence the 
outcome, we control for the gender composition of the lists in all models.

The first two models in Table 3 illustrate three main findings: first, of those who modified 
their lists, women became more likely to select female candidates in 2019 compared to 2015. 
Second, among those who modified the lists, highly educated voters selected more women than 
those with lower education in 2019 (reference category: compulsory education or lower). In 2015 
education was not important. Third, the share of those who were more likely to select women 
increases among all parties. We illustrate this result in Figure 2.19 More than 50% of the voters of 

 19Figure 2 and 3 show predicted values based on pooled models with interactions between election year and party choice.

F I G U R E  2  More women or men on the list after modification?
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the two left parties (SP and GPS) had more women on their ballot in 2019. The tendency to favor 
women increases among the right- wing voters as well, even though they are still more likely to 
vote for a majority of male candidates. We observe the smallest change among the SVP voters 
(see Figure 2). All of this suggests that the act of modifying the ballot became more of an political 
act to increase women's representation in 2019 than it has been the case in 2015.

The last two columns in Table 3 report the findings of logistic regression models. The 
dependent variable “Choice between equally qualified candidates” is coded 1 if the voter 
selects a female candidate and 0 if she selects a male candidate or is undecided. Women are 
more likely to choose female candidates. Further, in both elections, higher education in-
creases the tendency among voters to say they would choose the female candidate. Figure 3 
shows the predicted probabilities to favor women. The changes between the two years are 
remarkably low in all parties except the Green Liberal Party. Again the largest differences 
are between the right- wing and the left voters. Compared to the more factual question 
“After you have amended the ballot list, were there more men or more women on the list?”, 
the differences between the years are less pronounced if we look at the Swiss voters' general 
preferences for female candidates. These results support the findings we established in the 
first part: because there were more women on party lists in 2019 and they had better posi-
tions, more women were elected.

CONCLUSION

In this paper we looked at various factors influencing the rise of women's representation in 
the Swiss parliament. While it is difficult to draw a definite conclusion, our analyses show 
three major points at least: First, to arrive at a major surplus as we saw in the 2019 Swiss 
Elections, several favorable conditions need to accumulate. We saw that on the supply side 
women were more present on the lists, had better positions and also a slightly higher chance 
to get elected, at least in certain parties. Also, the shift towards Green parties in the parlia-
ment facilitated the increase as these parties feature more women on their lists and among 
the elected politicians. Finally, voters were also supportive of female candidates, probably 
more than ever before. Only the combination of these three factors made the massive in-
crease in elected women (+ 20 compared to 2015) possible, leading to an all- time high share 
of 42% in the Swiss parliament.

This finding has implications for the broader literature insofar as it shows that only an en-
compassing view, which includes several perspectives, allows us to understand these punctuated 
jumps in female representation while the literature still too often singles out one factor only. 
Second, having said this, it is still interesting to discuss the relative importance of the factors. 
While we cannot give precise estimates on how much one or the other factor contributed to the 
increase, we interpret the evidence as showing that supply side factors had a major influence. It 
cannot be repeated enough how strikingly strong the correlation between number of women on 
the party lists and number of women elected is. While we are unable to pin down the influence 
of the Helvetia ruft! campaign, certainly their emphasis on the list composition has shown cru-
cial and the increase in female candidates in good list positions has significantly influenced the 
race -  whether it was due to their own efforts or not. Last, while the issue of women's represen-
tation has for long been predominantly a topic of the left, this time it was different: Almost all 
parties have performed better than in 2015. The only exceptions are the CVP that did not place 
women in better list positions than in 2015, and the SVP whose voters remain rather sceptical of 
female candidates. In sum, this finding highlights the importance of approaching all parties and 
pushing for a general societal change of how female candidates are perceived.

What are the broader implications of our findings for the next elections? Given our con-
clusion that only the combination of different factors has allowed for the surge in female 
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representation in the 2019 election, the prospects to see yet another of these drastic changes are 
rather slim at first sight. On the other hand, history has shown that female representation in 
parliaments has almost never decreased and incumbent candidates -  in particular also women 
-  have a rather high chance to get re- elected. Thus in sum, an incremental increase in women's 
share in the Swiss Parliament is most likely for the 2023 elections, leaving Switzerland still 
among the front- runners in women's representation in Europe.

While quite comprehensive, our analysis has some blind spots. First, we did not consider in-
tersectionality, that is, how gender interacts with other characteristics of candidates such as eth-
nicity, in shaping political representation. Doing justice to this issue would require additional 
theory and analyses that are beyond the scope of this article. However, we encourage research-
ers to address this question, for example by building on Portmann and Stojanović (2019, 2021), 
who show in the Swiss context that candidates with foreign names receive fewer votes. Second, 
we considered the role of ambition and the need for women to be asked before they decide to 
run as candidates in the context of the Helvetia ruft! campaign (discussed in detail in Appendix 
A.7), but this should be studied more in depth. Doing so would not only require data that are 
currently not available but also, ideally, an experimental design (see e.g. Foos & Gilardi, 2020).
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