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GENDER STEREOTYPES AND WOMEN’S 
POLITICAL REPRESENTATION IN MENA 
 
By Marwa Shalaby 

 
Female underrepresentation in politics in the 
MENA has often been attributed to 
traditional socio-cultural norms that tend to 
favor male candidates; yet, few studies have 
systematically investigated the structure as 
well as the impact of such norms on female 
candidates’ electability. While gender 
stereotypes may not be unique to the MENA 
region, I argue that understanding the way 
they shape voters’ decisions is particularly 
relevant in less democratic contexts with 
weak or no political party support for female 
politicians. To bridge the aforementioned gap 
and better understand the implications of 
citizens’ gender attitudes– especially those 
relating to gender stereotypes– this short 
paper explicates the relationship between 
gender stereotypes and voters’ behavior 
using original survey data from Morocco 
(n=1200). The results show that voters are 
three times more likely to support female 
candidates who demonstrate competence in 
male-dominated policy areas, mainly the 
economy and terrorism. Female policy 
stereotypes also matter; women who are 
perceived as competent in areas of health 
and education are more likely to garner 
voters’ support. Moreover, female candidates 
who exhibit male traits, such as assertiveness 
and ambition, are two times more likely to be 
supported by both male and female voters. 
 
This memo is organized as follows. The first 
section provides a comparative lens on 
extant work on gender stereotypes in 
established democracies as well as the MENA 
region. The findings of the analysis are 
presented in the second section of the memo. 
It concludes with implications for female 
representation in MENA and direction for 
future research. 

Why Do Gender Stereotypes Matter? A 
Comparative Perspective  
 
Research on gender-based stereotypes in 
established democracies has flourished to 
better understand women’s 
underrepresentation in politics.152 Scholars 
have differentiated between the role played 
by gender-trait (i.e., gender-linked 
personality traits) and gender-belief 
stereotypes (i.e., policy/issue stereotypes) on 
female candidates’ electability.153 According 
to this line of research, voters’ perceptions of 
the feminine qualities of female candidates 
(i.e., compassion, affection, warmth) may 
negatively impact their electability as they 
may be deemed incongruent with the 
leadership traits most valued by voters.154 
Gender policy/issue stereotypes can also 
shape voters’ choice as women are commonly 
perceived as more liberal, competent in 
family-related domains such as: education, 
health and welfare while males are more 
competent in issues pertinent to agriculture, 
economy, foreign policy, and defense. Thus, 
gender stereotypes can shape voters’ 
behavior mainly through the negative and 
positive feelings that voters may have about 
the specific traits and issue competence of 
their candidates.155 Party affiliation can also 
intersect with voters’ gender stereotypes to 
determine vote choice.156 Finally, gender 
stereotypes can be particularly important for 
activating preferences for female candidates 
in low information electoral settings.157  
 
Work on political gender stereotypes and 
their effect on citizens’ voting decisions in 
non-democratic settings has been scarce. 
Despite the low numbers of women in MENA 
politics, only few studies have investigated 
voters’ traits and issues’ stereotypes toward 
male and female politicians and/or discerned 
the way political gender stereotypes shape 
citizens’ voting behavior toward female 
candidates in transitioning contexts.   
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This is beginning to change, however. A 
recent study exploring the link between 
gender, religion and electability using a 
survey experiment in post-transitional 
Tunisia depicts significant gender biases 
against female candidates as religious 
voters–both males and females– tend to vote 
for religious female candidates. 158 Other 
work shows a significant gender gap in Libya, 
Jordan, Egypt and Tunisia in the electability 
of female candidates engaged in business-
related careers compared to those engaged in 
civil-society organizations.159 The authors 
attribute these variations to the fact that 
gender-based stereotypes always associate 
women as caring and “community oriented” 
that is more congruent to their roles within 
civil society organizations. Research also 
investigated the effect of gender- and 
leadership- congruent political platforms on 
support for female candidates in post-
transitional Tunisia using survey 
experiments and find prevailing voters’ bias 
against female candidates, especially among 
those with patriarchal norms.160 Voters also 
tend to favor candidates who emphasize 
issues congruent with stereotypes of political 
leadership, such as security. Finally, work 
explicating the link between mass attitudes 
toward female representation and perceived 
corruption in Lebanon demonstrate that 
support for women in politics is positively 
associated with citizens’ perceptions of 
corruption.161 The study confirms previous 
findings on the important role played by 
gender stereotypes as it shows that citizens 
who view female politicians as more 
trustworthy and ‘clean’ are more likely to 
express higher levels of support for women 
in politics.   
 
 
 
 

Gender Stereotypes and Female 
Politicians in Morocco 
 
To better understand the structure and the 
relationship between gender stereotypes and 
voters’ behavior, I conducted an original face-
to-face survey of 1,200 respondents in 
Morocco. The survey was fielded in October 
2017 with a nationally representative 
sample; a stratified multi-stage probability 
sample was implemented based on the 2014 
housing and population census.  
 
Morocco is a valuable case for this analysis 
given its progressive policies toward women, 
uninterrupted female political inclusion since 
early 2000s, and the long history of women’s 
movements as masterfully explicated in 
Tripp’s contribution to this volume. Morocco 
is also characterized by relatively strong 
political parties that have participated in 
relatively competitive national and local 
elections since independence from the 
French occupation.162 Parties compete for 
national seats under closed-list, proportional 
representation (PR) electoral system while 
local elections are administered using a 
combination of PR and single-member (SMD) 
systems. Yet, Moroccan women continue to 
be underrepresented in politics and face 
challenges to gain seats beyond the 
mandated quota system on both national and 
local levels.  
 
Relatedly, deep-rooted gender biases 
continue to exist. For instance, more than 40 
percent of the survey respondents either 
strongly agree or agree that men are better 
political leaders. However, our knowledge is 
limited when it comes to the determinants of 
mass attitudes toward women in politics, and 
particularly the effect of gender stereotypes 
on shaping voters’ decisions. To bridge this 
gap, the survey included questions that 
directly measure citizens’ gender stereotypes 
and their relationship to voting decisions. 
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Furthermore, to allow comparability with 
more democratic contexts, the questions 
used in this analysis are adapted from Dolan 
(2010) study on the effect of gender 
stereotypes on support for female candidates 
in the United States.163 The results will not 
only allow us to gauge the structure and 
impact of stereotypes on voting behavior, but 
will also offer important comparative 
insights on variations across democratic and 
non-democratic contexts.  
  
Table 1 presents the frequencies of the 
political gender stereotypes in Morocco. 
Respondents were asked whether they think 
that female/male in elected office would be 
better in handling education, terrorism, 
healthcare or the economy. To measure trait 
stereotypes, respondents were asked to 
evaluate male (i.e., assertiveness and 
ambition) and female (i.e., compassion and 
consensus-building) traits.  
 
 
Table 1. Frequencies of Political Gender 
Stereotypes 
 
In general, do you think men or women in elected 
office are better at: (n=1200) 
Policy 
Stereotype 

Men % No 
Difference 

Women 
% 

Education  25.11% 41.9% 33.7% 
Terrorism 63.8% 28.1% 8.1% 
Healthcare  13.9% 40.4% 45.7% 
Economy 33.7% 49.4% 16.8% 
When you think about political candidates and 
officeholders, do you think men or women would tend 
to have more…? (n=1200) 
Trait 
Stereotype 

Men % No 
Difference 

Women 
% 

Assertiveness 57.3% 28.2% 14.5% 
Compassion 8.8% 16% 75.1% 
Consensus 
building 

30.4% 49.3% 20.3% 

Ambition 20.8% 48.7% 30.5% 
 
 

Starting with respondents’ policy/issue 
stereotypes, data show that female 
politicians are perceived to be most 
competent in issues relating to healthcare 
while men are deemed better at handling 
terrorism. Yet, most respondents express no 
gender difference in handling education and 
the economy. Moreover, there are interesting 
variations in respondents’ trait stereotypes 
for both male and female 
politicians/candidates. While the majority of 
respondents in Morocco perceive men as 
predominantly assertive, women are 
perceived as compassionate. Most 
respondents stated no gender difference in 
trait stereotype, such as consensus-building 
and ambition.   
 
In the U.S. context, Dolan (2010) found that 
citizens perceive female politicians as better 
at education and healthcare, males as 
competent in issues relating to terrorism, and 
no gender difference in issues pertaining to 
the economy. Furthermore, consistent with 
data from Morocco, female politicians are 
mostly stereotyped as compassionate. 
However, most respondents stated no gender 
differences relating to assertiveness, 
consensus-building and ambition. What is 
remarkable about these results is the major 
commonalities between the two contexts 
when it comes to the personal characteristics 
and policy competencies expected from 
political leaders. Despite operating under 
autocratic rule, voters hold fairly similar 
expectations for their political leaders. I 
argue that these perceptions/expectations 
are particularly important in the MENA given 
the weak presence –and even absence – of 
political parties from the electoral arena in 
many parts of the region. Furthermore, as 
shown in a recent study, MENA has the 
highest percentage of countries with female 
candidates running as independents.164 Thus, 
understanding these perceptions and the way 
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they shape voters’ decisions are crucial for 
female political advancement in the MENA. 
 
Gender Political Stereotypes and Voting 
Behavior 
 
While it is imperative to understand how 
citizens perceive male and female candidates 
and politicians, it is equally important to 
discern the effect of stereotypes on voting 
decisions and whether such evaluations 
further contribute to female marginalization 
in politics. There is considerable debate 
among gender and politics scholars on the 
extent to which gender stereotypes affect 
voter decision-making.165 In the U.S. context, 
research has shown that trait stereotypes 
play a marginal role in shaping mass support 
for female politicians. Contrastingly, views on 
policy stereotypes are essential for 
understanding mass support for female 
candidates, especially views relating to 
stereotypically male issues.166 Furthermore, 
emphasizing traits that align with leadership 
tend to provide female candidates with a 
boost on masculine issues and promote their 
electability.167  
 
To better gauge the role of political gender 
stereotypes in shaping citizens’ preference 
for female candidates in autocratic settings; I 
conduct a baseline logistic regression 
analysis model as well as a fully estimated 
model that includes the four different 
stereotypes: Female Policy, Female Trait, 
Male Policy and Male Trait. The dependent 
variable in both models is the likelihood of 
voting for a female candidate.168  
 
The baseline model includes respondents’ 
ideological orientation (left/right scale), age, 
gender, education, marital status, and region. 
The full model includes the previous 
variables as well as the four political gender 
stereotypes constructed based on extant 
research on gender stereotypes. Female 

policy variable is the combination of both 
education and healthcare issue areas; female 
traits are compassion and consensus-
building; male policy areas are terrorism and 
economy while male traits are assertiveness 
and ambition.169 Each stereotype is coded as 
1 if the respondent perceives men as better 
in the issue or more likely to uphold the trait; 
2 if they think there is no difference between 
men and women; and 3 if they think women 
are better at the issue or more likely to have 
the trait. The results of the logit model show 
that female policy, male policy, as well as 
male traits stereotypes, play a strong role in 
shaping voters’ preferences for a female 
candidate. Respondents’ gender and 
ideological orientation are also significant.170 
Expectedly, females as well as unmarried and 
more liberal respondents are more likely to 
support female candidates compared to more 
conservative ones. Female traits stereotypes, 
age, education and region (i.e., urban or 
rural) play a less significant role when it 
comes to respondents’ voting decisions. 
 
Figure 1 presents the predicted probabilities 
of citizens’ preference for a female candidate 
as a function of their stereotypes evaluations. 
It shows the probabilities for political gender 
stereotypes: female policy, male policy and 
male trait. Starting with female policy, 
respondents who see men as better at female 
policy issues (education and health care) are 
.20 more likely to prefer the woman over the 
man. However, for those who see women as 
better at female policy areas, the probability 
of supporting the woman increases to .52 
 
Male trait stereotypes (often associated with 
male leadership qualities) are also important 
for female electability.  Respondents who 
believe that women possess the male traits 
(assertiveness and ambition) are .57 more 
likely to support the female candidate 
compared to only .21 among those who 
believe that males possess these traits. 
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Importantly, respondents who see women as 
better in male policy stereotypes (economy 
and terrorism) are .67 more likely to support 
a female over male candidate. The probability 
of supporting a woman if males are perceived 
as better in the male policy areas is merely 
.22. Support for female candidates almost 
triples when citizens’ perceive them as more 
competent in handling the economy and 
terrorism. 
 
Figure 1. The Probability of Support for 
Female Candidates and Gender 
Stereotypes 

 
 
Summary and Future Direction 
 
The results show that voters tend to view 
candidates from a gendered perspective, and 
that political gender stereotypes play a major 
role in shaping citizens’ voting decisions in 
autocratic settings– mainly Morocco. This 
short paper demonstrates that male policy 
and trait stereotypes play the most 
significant roles in shaping citizens’ decisions 
to support female candidates. Female policy 
stereotypes also matter; women who are 
perceived as competent in areas of health 
and education are more likely to garner 
voters’ support. Consistent with extant 
research in democratic settings, female traits 
are less significant when it comes to voters’ 
decisions. Voters are less likely to support 

women who conform to feminine traits as 
they view these qualities as incongruent with 
the most desired leadership traits. In other 
words, while voters may uphold traditional 
views regarding the role of women in 
politics– and society more generally– they 
tend to penalize female candidates who are 
unable to demonstrate leadership traits 
(often associated with male candidates). 
Consistent with extant work in more 
established democracies, women in Morocco 
seem to have more success in garnering 
voters’ support if they place enough 
emphasis in their electoral campaigns and 
other interactions with voters on male-
dominated policy areas and assuring the 
public that they are equally qualified to 
handle the economy and security related 
domains. 
 
This research has far-reaching implications 
for the study of gender, politics and electoral 
politics under authoritarianism and paves the 
way for further scholarship on the topic. 
Future work should pay closer attention to 
the effect of voters’ ideology on gender 
stereotype formation and female electability 
in MENA. Candidate party affiliation (i.e., 
party stereotypes) can also intersect with 
candidates’ gender stereotypes in shaping 
voters’ perceptions. But what about contexts 
in MENA where political parties are banned 
or fragmented? How would this affect voters’ 
perceptions/evaluations of female 
candidates? Furthermore, more work is 
needed on the effect of gender stereotypes 
across dissimilar electoral contexts (i.e., 
strong party systems and/or proportional 
representation rules and single-member 
voting). Finally, more work is needed to 
discern the effect of gender stereotypes 
across different levels of governance (i.e., 
local versus national elections) with 
elections’ related information asymmetries.  
Marwa Shalaby, University of Wisconsin - 
Madison, marwa.shalaby@wisc.edu  
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Atlantic Council (2017). 
http://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/women-s-
rights-in-morocco-balancing-domestic-and-international-law. 
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