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researchers, practitioners, and policymakers using data and research to help government produce 
better results, worthy of public investment and trust. Our expertise includes data analysis for a wide 
array of purposes—including cost-benefit analysis, performance evaluation, and the development of 
performance indicators—and fiscal management for both short- and long-term planning.
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The Equality Indicators measure progress toward achieving greater equality in New York City and 
other cities in the United States and internationally. 
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Women comprise half of the U.S. and world populations but are highly underrepresented at all levels of 
government. The consequences of the gender gap in political leadership go beyond issues of democratic 
representation. Studies have found that, on average, women elected officials introduce more legislation 

than men, and that they do so on a wide range of issues, from health and education to infrastructure and the 
environment. On balance, women elected officials have also been found to be more transparent, collaborative, and 
effective. Given the positive impact that women leaders have on the content and quality of public policy, a better 
understanding of the gender gap in political representation is needed. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

While most of the existing studies of women in U.S. politics have focused on the federal and state levels, this report 
focuses on women’s representation at the local level. The Institute for State and Local Governance’s 2015 Equality 
Indicators for New York City included an indicator of “Gender & Representation in Government.” This report expands 
on this indicator by analyzing data on  current mayors and city councilors, historical data on mayors, and data on the 
mayoral candidates in the most recent elections in the 100 largest cities in the United States. 

The purpose of this report is to examine three questions raised by existing studies: 

1. Are women better represented at the local level than at the state and federal levels of government?

2. As more women are elected, do more women run for - and win - future elections?

3. Are women underrepresented because they do not win elections or because they do not run for office?  

Our analysis shows that while the percentage of women in local elected office (mayors and city councilors combined) is 
higher than at the state and federal levels, the percentage of mayoral offices held by women is even lower than that of 
Congressional offices. We found moderate correlations between the number of historically-elected women mayors and 
the percentage of women among mayoral candidates and elected officials in each of the cities. Finally, our results 
indicate that when they run for office, women perform almost as well as men in mayoral elections.  

This finding is consistent with the results of existing studies that have found that women are underrepresented because 
they do not run for office. There are a number of barriers preventing women from running for office, such as gendered 
social roles, negative self-perceptions, limited exposure to politics, and lack of support. Addressing these barriers will 
be an important step toward achieving greater gender parity, and we offer some suggestions for doing so.

19.4%
of U.S. Congress 
is women

24.6%
of U.S. state legislatures
are women

22.8%
of national parliaments
are women

33.6%
of city councils 
in the top 100 U.S. cities
are women

18.2%
of elected mayors
in the top 100 U.S. cities
are women

19.3%
of mayoral candidates
in the top 100 U.S. cities
were women

https://www.census.gov/popest/data/national/asrh/2015/index.html
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL.FE.ZS
http://minaslist.org/library-assets/pub-a-10.pdf
http://www.keepeek.com/Digital-Asset-Management/oecd/commonwealth/governance/the-impact-of-women-s-political-leadership-on-democracy-and-development/conclusion-the-impact-of-women-as-transformative-leaders_9781848591677-7-en#.V8RNHfkrKUl
http://cupola.gettysburg.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1389&context=student_scholarship
http://cupola.gettysburg.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1389&context=student_scholarship
http://equalityindicators.org/justice/
http://equalityindicators.org/justice/
http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/current-numbers
http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/current-numbers
http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/current-numbers
http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/current-numbers
http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/current-numbers
http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/current-numbers
http://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/leadership-and-political-participation/facts-and-figures
http://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/leadership-and-political-participation/facts-and-figures
http://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/leadership-and-political-participation/facts-and-figures
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KEY FINDINGS

For the top 100 largest cities in the United States, we collected and analyzed data on current mayors and city councilors, 
historical data on all publicly elected women mayors, and candidate data for the most recent mayoral elections. The 
following are notable statistics based on our analysis.

CURRENT MAYORS AND CITY COUNCILORS

• Among the 1,156 elected mayors and city councilors, approximately one third (373, or 32.3%) are 
women

• Among the 1,057 current city councilors, 355 (33.6%) are women

• Among the 99 current elected mayors, 18 (18.2%) are women

• Only one of the demographic factors examed was associated with the proportion of women elected 
officials. The proportion of the city population with a bachelor’s degree or higher is positively 
correlated with the proportion of current elected officials that are women (r = 0.323, p < 0.05)

HISTORICAL MAYORS

• In the 90 years since the first woman was elected mayor, 34 of the top 100 U.S. cities have never 
elected a woman mayor

• Of the 66 cities that have elected a woman mayor, fewer than half (28, or 42%) have elected a second 
woman mayor 

• There is a strong correlation between the number of newly elected women mayors and the national 
women’s labor force participation rate by decade (r = 0.905, p < 0.05)

MAYORAL CANDIDATES

• Among 576 candidates in the most recent mayoral elections, only 111 were women (19.3%)

• Women were almost as likely to win as men were when they ran for mayor (16.2% of female 
candidates vs. 17.6% of male candidates)

• There is a moderate correlation between the number of historically-elected women mayors and the 
proportion of mayoral candidates that were women (r = 0.387, p < 0.01)
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INTRODUCTION

Women comprise half of the population, both in the United States and around the world.1 Yet, women are 
highly underrepresented at all levels of government. Globally, 22.8% of national parliaments are women.2 
Rwanda has the highest percentage of women parliamentarians (57.5% in the Senate and Chamber of 

Deputies combined) while the United States is ranked 97th out of the 187 countries with available data.3 In the United 
States, less than a quarter of federal and state elected officials are women: 19.4% of Congress and 24.6% of state 
legislatures.4 Despite an increasing awareness of the lack of women in elected office, experts estimate that at the 
current rate of progress, it will take nearly 500 years for women to reach fair representation in government.5

The consequences of the gender gap in political leadership go beyond issues of democratic representation. Researchers 
have identified several ways in which women make a difference when elected to public office:

• Legislation: In the United States, on average, women elected officials sponsor and co-sponsor more pieces of 
legislation than men.6  They also tend to introduce more legislation on women’s issues and issues affecting 
children and families.7 Internationally, governments with higher percentages of women leaders tend to 
create more policies and allocate more money around issues of health, education, family care, social welfare, 
and the environment.8 These governments also tend to promote more infrastructure improvement and 
demonstrate a greater commitment to securing lasting peace.9

• Transparency & Collaboration: Women elected officials tend to be less corrupt, provide more honest and 
ethical leadership, and create “higher levels of democracy.”10 They are also, on average, more likely to work 
across party lines.

• Effectiveness & Decision-making: Women elected officials are ranked higher in “government 
effectiveness,” which includes quality of service, competence, independence from political pressure, 
credibility, and commitment to policies.11 They are also, on average, more likely to be responsive to 
constituent concerns and to make responsible, considered choices that focus on long-term solutions.12

Given the positive impact that women leaders have on the content, quality, and effectiveness of public policy, a better 
understanding of the gender gap in political representation is needed. 

Most of the existing studies of women in U.S. politics have focused on the federal and state levels. Some research 
organizations, however, have also analyzed the gender gap in local government. WhoLeads, for example, collects data 
on elected officials at the county level, and Rutgers University’s Center for American Women and Politics (CAWP) 
collects data on mayors of cities with over 30,000 people. The Institute for State and Local Governance’s 2015 Equality 
Indicators for New York City (NYC) included an indicator of “Gender & Representation in Government” and found that 
29.5% of elected government officials in NYC were women. This report expands on this indicator and the work of CAWP 
by analyzing data on mayors, city councilors, and mayoral candidates for the top 100 largest cities in the United States.

The purpose of this report is to examine three questions raised by existing studies: 

1. Are women better represented at the local level than at the state and federal levels of government?

2. As more women are elected, do more women run for - and win - future elections?

3. Are women underrepresented because they do not win elections or because they do not run for office? 

https://www.census.gov/popest/data/national/asrh/2015/index.html
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL.FE.ZS
http://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/leadership-and-political-participation/facts-and-figures
http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm
http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/current-numbers
http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/current-numbers
https://www.thenation.com/article/why-does-us-still-have-so-few-women-office/
http://minaslist.org/library-assets/pub-a-10.pdf
https://www.politicalparity.org/research-inventory/the-impact-of-women-in-elective-office/
http://www.keepeek.com/Digital-Asset-Management/oecd/commonwealth/governance/the-impact-of-women-s-political-leadership-on-democracy-and-development/conclusion-the-impact-of-women-as-transformative-leaders_9781848591677-7-en#.V8RNHfkrKUl
http://minaslist.org/library-assets/pub-a-10.pdf
http://cupola.gettysburg.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1389&context=student_scholarship
http://cupola.gettysburg.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1389&context=student_scholarship
http://cupola.gettysburg.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1389&context=student_scholarship
http://minaslist.org/library-assets/pub-a-10.pdf
http://minaslist.org/library-assets/pub-a-10.pdf
http://wholeads.us/
http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/current-numbers
http://equalityindicators.org/justice/
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Our analysis of the top 100 U.S. cities consists of three sections that respond to these questions. The first is an analysis 
of current mayors and city councilors, which we later compare to the state and federal statistics. The second is a 
historical analysis of women mayors to understand how women’s representation has changed over time and how it 
affects cities today. The third is an analysis of the candidates in the most recent mayoral elections to understand who is 
running for, and who is winning, the highest local office.

In order to make the cities comparable we limited the number of cities to 100 and looked only at mayors and city 
councilors, which are the two most commonly elected positions among the cities. We chose not to include historical and 
candidate data on city councilors because of the variations in city council elections over time and across the 100 cities, 
and the difficulty in finding reliable data sources.

We conclude our report by highlighting some of the barriers preventing women from running for office and strategies 
for achieving greater gender parity.

METHODOLOGY 

We selected the top 100 U.S. cities based on the U.S. Census’s 2015 population and collected data on current 
mayors and city councilors (as of September 1, 2016), whom we refer to collectively as “elected officials.” We 
then calculated the percentages of mayors and city councilors that are women, both combined and individually. 
We also counted the number of women mayors of color. In order to better understand the demographic makeup 
of the top 100 U.S. cities, we identified several social and economic characteristics that are included in the U.S. 
Census’s American Community Survey and therefore comparable across the cities. For each city we collected 
data on population size, the percentage of the population that is nonwhite, median household income, and the 
percentage of the population that has a bachelor’s degree or higher. We also collected data on the current 
mayor’s party affiliation. We then tested for associations between the proportion of women elected officials and 
these demographic factors. 

For the historical analysis we collected data on all of the women that have been elected mayor in the top 100 
U.S. cities and counted the number of women elected mayors in each city to date. We also counted the number 
of women elected mayors of color in each city. We included only publicly elected mayors and excluded those 
that were appointed or filled vacant seats. Women mayors who were publicly elected multiple times were only 
counted once. We also collected data on participation in the labor force and then tested for the association 
between the number of newly elected women mayors and women’s labor force participation rate by decade.

For the candidacy analysis we collected data on the candidates in the most recent mayoral elections in the top 
100 cities. We compared the proportion of women in the candidate pool to the proportion of elected mayors 
that were women to see how well women performed in these elections when they ran. We also tested for 
associations between the proportion of women candidates and the abovementioned demographic factors.

Our data sources include city government websites, recent and archived news websites, historical and political 
websites, the U.S. Census’s American Community Survey, and the U.S. Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor 
Statistics.  
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RESULTS

Figure 1: Top 100 U.S. cities by current mayor gender and percentage of current city councilors that are women

CURRENT MAYORS AND CITY COUNCILORS 

Currently, there are 1,158 mayoral and city council positions in the top 100 U.S. cities, including 100 mayor’s offices and 
1,058 council seats. Two cases were excluded from our analysis: there is one vacant city council position in the District 
of Columbia, and in Gilbert, AZ, Jenn Daniels was recently appointed interim mayor after Mayor John Lewis resigned. 
As a result, there are currently 99 elected mayors and 1,057 elected city councilors across these 100 cities.

Notable statistics:

• Among the 1,156  elected mayors and city councilors, approximately one third (373, or 32.3%) are women

• Among the 1,057 current city councilors, 355 (33.6%) are women

• Among the 99 current elected mayors, 18 (18.2%) are women, which is much lower than the percentage of city 
councilors (see Figure 2)

• Among cities with women elected officials, Austin, TX has the highest percentage (63.6%) of women elected 
officials while Los Angeles, CA has the lowest percentage (6.3%)

• Within individual cities, the average percentage of elected officials that are women is 32.6%

• Six cities have both a male mayor and an all-male city council (i.e., no women elected officials): Mesa, AZ; 
Miami, FL; Riverside, CA; Fort Wayne, IN; Buffalo, NY; and Laredo, TX
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Notable statistics (continued):

• Of the top 15 largest U.S. cities, only one – San Antonio, TX – has a woman mayor

• There are only 6 elected women mayors of color (6.1%)

Of the demographic factors we examined, only the percentage of the population with a bachelor’s degree or higher was 
significantly correlated with the proportion of women elected officials, although the correlation was moderate (r = 
0.323, p < 0.05). While this finding tells us that more educated populations are more likely to have more elected women 
officials, additional research is needed to understand how these factors are related.

No significant relationships were found between the proportion of women elected officials and the other factors 
examined (all ps > 0.05): city population (r = -0.100), nonwhite population (r = -0.126), median household income (r = 
0.147), whether the current mayor is a Democrat (r = 0.171), and whether the current mayor is a Republican (r = -.096).   
 

HISTORICAL MAYORS

Due to differing election cycles, term lengths, and term limits, a point-in-time count of women mayors is somewhat 
limited. Therefore, we also collected data on historical mayors for the top 100 U.S. cities to have a fuller picture of the 
gender gap in local office. 

Notable statistics: 

• In the 90 years since the first woman was elected mayor, 34 of the top 100 U.S. cities have never elected a 
woman mayor 

• Only 99 women have been elected mayor of a top 100 U.S. city in almost a century

• Of the 66 cities that have elected a woman mayor, less than half (28, or 42.4%) have elected a second woman 
mayor 

• Only four cities have elected three women mayors, and only one city (Chula Vista, CA) has elected four 
women mayors

• Of the 99 elected women mayors, only 16 (16.2%) have been women of color 

Figure 2: Percentage of current elected officials that are women
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The first publicly-elected woman mayor of a top 100 U.S. city was Bertha Knight Landes, who was elected mayor of 
Seattle, WA in 1926. Over 20 years later, Dorothy McCullough was elected mayor of Portland, OR in 1949. It took 
another 16 years before the third woman, Norma Walker, was elected mayor of Aurora, CO in 1965. It is worth noting 
that of these three trailblazing cities, only Portland elected a woman mayor a second time. 

It was not until the 1970s that there was an increase in the number of women being elected mayor of a top 100 U.S. city 
(see Figure 4). The 1990s in particular saw many more women mayors elected than in previous decades. Despite the 
progress made at the end of the 20th century, however, the number of newly elected women mayors dropped by more 
than half in the 2000s compared to the previous decade. And while in this decade we are on track to meet or exceed the 
1990s record, it is noteworthy that 34 of the top 100 U.S. cities (i.e. just over a third) have never elected a woman mayor, 
including three of the top 10 U.S. cities (New York City, Los Angeles, and Philadelphia). 

Figure 3: Top 100 U.S. cities by number of historically-elected women mayors and percentage of current elected officials that are women

Figure 4: Number of newly-elected women mayors in top 100 U.S. cities by decade
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The pattern of women mayors over time may be related to changes in labor force participation. Consistent with prior 
studies,13 we found that the number of women mayors in each decade is strongly associated with the national women’s 
labor force participation rate (r = 0.905, p < 0.05). Although we were not able to determine the factors that drive this 
association, such a strong correlation merits future research.

We found a positive relationship between the number of historically-elected women mayors and the percentage of 
current elected officials that are women (r = 0.300, p < 0.05), indicating that the more women mayors a city has elected, 
the higher the probability of electing another woman to local office. 

MAYORAL CANDIDATES

In our final area of data collection and analysis we examined the mayoral candidates in the most recent elections of the 
top 100 U.S. cities. 

Notable statistics:

• Among 576 candidates, only 111 were women (19.3%) 

• More than two in five (42 in total) of the top 100 U.S. cities had no women mayoral candidates at any stage in 
the race

The gender composition of candidates was consistent with the composition of mayors elected most recently: 19.3% of 
candidates and 18.0% of mayors were women (see Figure 5), which suggests that women are politically 
underrepresented because they do not run for office, not because they do not win.  

Indeed, female mayoral candidates had a similar chance of being elected as their male counterparts in mayoral 
elections (see Figure 6). 18 out of 111 female mayoral candidates (16.2%) won their elections, compared to 82 out of 465 
male mayoral candidates (17.6%).

We examined the relationships between the proportion of women candidates and the same demographic factors from 
the above analysis of current mayors and city councilors, in addition to the number of women mayors elected 
historically. While we found no significant relationships with these factors, we did find that the proportion of women 
candidates is significantly correlated with the number of historically-elected women mayors (r = 0.387, p < 0.01).

Figure 5: Percentage of mayoral candidates and elected mayors that 
were women in the most recent elections of the top 100 U.S. cities

Figure 6: Percentage of women and men mayoral candidates 
that won in the most recent elections of the top 100 U.S. cities
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THE GENDER GAP

Many studies have concluded that the underrepresentation of women in politics is not due to women losing 
elections but rather the fact that women do not run for office.14 In fact, when women do run for office, they 
perform as well as their male counterparts.15 WhoLeads analyzed ballots from the 2012 and 2014 elections 

and found a striking similarity between the percentages of candidates and elected officials that were women.16 

Our analysis of mayoral candidates in the top 100 U.S. cities corroborates these findings. In the most recent mayoral 
elections, 19.3% of the 576 mayoral candidates were women, which is quite similar to the percentage of women mayors 
at the time of election (18.0%). Furthermore, women were almost as likely to win as men were when they ran for mayor 
(16.2% vs. 17.6%). 

Our analysis also suggests that women are, in fact, better represented in city government compared to the state and 
federal levels but only when you take into account city councilors. When taken together, the percentage of women in 
mayoral and city council positions is a combined 32.3%, compared to 24.6% of state legislatures and 19.4% of 
Congress.17 That said, we are far from gender parity at the local level even when city councilors are included, 
considering that 51.2% of the population of the top 100 U.S. cities are women. Furthermore, when looking at the highest 
office, the local advantage for women disappears: when we examine city councilors and mayors individually, 33.6% of 
city councilors are women while only 18.2% of mayors are women. At the mayoral level – representing the highest local 
office – women fare even worse than in Congress. It is also worth noting that this difference in women’s representation 
between legislative and top executive offices is mirrored at the state level: while 24.6% of state legislatures are women, 
only 12.0% of governors are women.18

These results point to another important factor that contributes to the gender gap in politics: there are differences in 
the level of office women and men are willing to run for, especially the first time they run. A 2004 Brown University 
Policy Report found that women are slightly more likely than men to consider running for a local office first (45% of 
women vs. 41% of men), but significantly less likely than men to consider running for state office first (11% of women vs. 
17% of men) or federal office first (3% of women vs. 10% of men).19 However, even if women are as likely to run for local 
office their first time out, their choice of office is likely to differ, with women more likely not to seek the most powerful 
positions. When gauging interest in running for different local positions, women were significantly more likely than 
men to select School Board (41% of women vs. 37% of men) and significantly less likely to select Mayor (11% of women 
vs. 17% of men). 

This disparity in political ambition starts early, as evidenced by a 2013 survey of college students.20 Men were almost 
twice as likely as women to choose mayor as their preferred job (as opposed to business owner, teacher, and 
salesperson) if they all paid the same amount. 

There are also perceived and actual differences in the level of qualification necessary for women and men to run for, and 
win, elections. The political pipeline of starting locally and then running for sequentially higher levels of office seems to 
apply more to women than it does to men. As Political Parity reports, women believe they need to be more qualified 
than men to run for office, so they are more likely to run if they have prior experience as an elected official. And research 
backs them up: in order to win elections, women do indeed need to be more qualified than men, in both education and 
experience.21 

https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/05_women_lawless_fox.pdf
https://www.politicalparity.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/Parity-Research-Women-and-Campaigns.pdf
http://wholeads.us/candidates/wp-content/themes/phase2/pdf/full-report.pdf
http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/current-numbers
http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/current-numbers
https://annieslist.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/WhyDontWomenRun.pdf
https://annieslist.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/WhyDontWomenRun.pdf
https://www.american.edu/spa/wpi/upload/girls-just-wanna-not-run_policy-report.pdf
https://www.politicalparity.org/research-inventory/
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WHY DON’T WOMEN RUN?

Studies have identified several factors that impede women’s political ambition: 

• Gendered social roles: Childcare and household responsibilities still fall primarily on women, and women 
are more likely than men to consider family and personal commitments when deciding whether or not to run 
for office.22 

• The wage gap: Given the costs of campaigning, lower annual income prevents women from running.23

• Negative self-perceptions: Both young women and accomplished women are less likely than men to 
consider themselves qualified to run for office, even when their credentials and experiences are comparable.24

• Limited exposure to politics: Young women are less likely than young men to discuss politics at school or at 
home, engage in competitive activities such as organized sports, or consider politics as a career.25

• A lack of support: Women are less likely than men to have been encouraged to run for office by anyone.26

• Political environment: Women view political campaigns less favorably than men, considering them highly 
competitive and biased against female candidates.27

HOW DO WE FIX THE GENDER GAP?

These factors point to several areas of research and action necessary to increase the number of women running for, and 
winning, elected office:

• Research to confront biases and misconceptions, both those held by the general public and those held by 
women considering running for office

• Research on the role of the media in campaigns, including sexism against women candidates

• Research on the aspects of modern campaigns that prevent or discourage women from running for office

• Education for girls and young women to include political awareness and participation

• Recruitment of women candidates, including fundraising and education

• Encouragement from spouses, families, and personal networks

Organizations that do this important work include Emerge America, the National Federation of Republican Women, 
Name It Change It, and Emily’s List.

http://www.emergeamerica.org/
https://www.nfrw.org/recruitment
http://www.nameitchangeit.org/
https://www.emilyslist.org/
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CONCLUSION

Despite the greater gender gap at higher levels of government, the importance of encouraging women to run for 
local office cannot be overstated. Our analysis has shown that cities that have elected more women mayors in 
their history have a higher percentage of women both in their mayoral candidate pools and in local elected 

offices more broadly. When women run for mayor, they perform almost as well as men.

The underrepresentation of women at the municipal level also has national implications: mayoral and city council 
positions are often considered stepping stones to state and federal positions. While electing women at all levels of 
government is important, encouraging women at the local level is a crucial first step as more women pave the way to 
higher offices. Given the importance of the political pipeline for women in particular, recruiting and electing more 
women to local office will increase the number of qualified candidates for future state and federal elections. 

Only by increasing the number of women running for, and being elected to, local office can we challenge the 
misconceptions and stereotypes about women officials. In doing so, we can also reap the benefits that women officials 
bring to government, from increased legislation on important issues to more transparent, effective decision-making 
that raises the standards of political dialogue and crosses party lines. With better political representation, women can 
become more empowered to seek office and bring much-needed change to all levels of government.
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