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RESEARCH NOTE

Gender differences in campaigning under alternative voting
systems: analysis of election manifestos
Yoshikuni Ono a and Hirofumi Miwa b

aFaculty of Political Science and Economics, Waseda University, Tokyo, Japan; bFaculty of Law, Gakushuin
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ABSTRACT
Growing evidence reveals that candidate issue engagement differs
between men and women. However, recent research suggests that
individual-level differences among candidates should be small
under the strategic incentives inherent in single-member district
elections that encourage party rather than personal-vote seeking.
We examine whether men and women candidates emphasize
different issues in their electoral campaigns and if the magnitude
of the gender gap varies under different electoral rules. Our
analysis of 7497 Japanese election manifestos spanning more than
20 years, from 1986 to 2009, reveals significant gender differences
in the issues candidates emphasize in their electoral campaigns,
regardless of party affiliation or other attributes. Moreover, these
differences remain salient after an extensive change from a multi-
member district to single-member district electoral system.
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Candidate’s gender plays an important role in voter evaluation. When drafting campaign
manifestos, an important means of communicating policy platforms and promises to
voters, women candidates may have incentives to make statements that differentiate
them from the men, believing that voters view candidates through the perspective of
gender stereotypes (Lynch and Dolan, 2014). For instance, women candidates may
emphasize policy issues that are congruent with gender stereotypes in their campaigns
to elicit voter support (see Milita, Ryan, and Simas, 2014). Multiple studies seek to deter-
mine whether women candidates present themselves to the public in a manner conform-
ing to gender stereotypes by analyzing the content of the campaign websites (Dolan,
2005) and campaign advertisements (Bauer and Santia, 2021; Schaffner, 2005) in the
United States. The results show that women candidates do not necessarily highlight
gender-stereotyped issues on their campaign websites and that their priority issues are
similar to those of men.

While these innovative studies contribute considerably to our understanding of the
relationship between gender stereotypes and campaign strategies, they focus exclusively
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on electoral competitions in the single-member district system with two major parties.
Thus, we know little about how electoral rules may shape the gender differences in can-
didates’ campaign strategies. Recent research shows that individual-level differences
between candidates converge more in single-member districts than in multi-member dis-
tricts (Catalinac, 2018; Crisp et al., 2021). This is because, in the former, electoral com-
petitions tend to be party-centered, whereas in the latter, they tend to be candidate-
centered due to the incentives of candidates to seek personal vote (Carey and Shugart,
1995; Katz, 1985). These findings raise several questions about candidates’ campaign
manifestos: Do men and women candidates emphasize different issues in their mani-
festos? If they do, does the magnitude of the gender gap vary under different electoral
rules? Specifically, is the gender gap smaller in single-member districts than in mul-
tiple-member districts, where electoral competitions are candidate-centered?

To answer these questions, we analyze the text data of individual candidates’ mani-
festos used in the House of Representatives (HoR) elections in Japan before and after
the electoral reform in 1994. Japan is a good case study to examine the effects of electoral
systems on gender differences through manifestos. This is because the nation’s electoral
reform changed the electoral system for electing HoR members from multiple-member
to single-member districts, while candidates’ campaign activities prior to the election
period remain strictly regulated (McElwain, 2008). In addition, at election time, all the
candidates’ individual manifestos are sent to each household by the local election com-
mission (and many voters are likely to see them and learn about each candidate), some-
thing that is not available in other countries. These enable us to examine whether men
and women candidates emphasize different issues in their manifestos to garner electoral
support even when electoral competitions become party-centered.

Data and methods

We used a document-feature matrix (DFM) of individual candidates’ manifestos in
Japan.1 The columns and rows of the DFM indicate the candidates and the words
used in their campaign manifestos, respectively. Each cell of the DFM contains a value
indicating how many times a candidate used each word in the manifesto. The text
data containadjectives, verbs, adverbs, and nouns (excluding pronouns, noun-affixes,
and numbers) after tokenization by morphological analysis. Note that low-frequency
words that appeared in less than 0.5% of the manifestos in each election have been
removed. Also, words with the same meaning have been combined, and all stop words
have been removed. Consequently, we analyzed 2830 word types. The details about
the text data processing can be found in Online Appendices A and B of Catalinac (2018).

The data cover the eight consecutive general elections from 1986 to 2009 and comprise
7497 candidates. The sample excludes non-serious candidates, who did not win more
than 10,000 votes and were not endorsed by any of the 18 major parties.2 Along with
the manifesto data, we also used the Reed-Smith Japanese HoR Elections Dataset
(Smith and Reed, 2018) for candidate attributes such as sex, age, and party affiliation.

We identify gender differences in campaign manifestos by applying the structural
topic model (STM) (Roberts, Stewart, and Airoldi, 2016) to the manifestos’ document-
feature matrix. One of the advantages of the STM over other topic models (e.g., latent
Dirichlet allocation) is that it models the distributions of the documents’ topics as a
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function of document-level covariates. More specifically, the STM detects topics from the
corpus of manifestos, calculates the proportion of topics in each manifesto, and identifies
how document-level covariates correlate with the proportion of topics.

We estimate two models with different specifications of topic distributions. First, we
examine the average gender gap in candidate manifestos between 1986 and 2009. Letting
md represent the estimated mean vector of manifesto d’s topic distribution, the first spe-
cification is as follows:3

md = gFemaled + aYeard + bPartyd
+ · · · , (1)

where Femaled is a dummy variable for women candidates, Yeard is an indicator for the
election year, Partyd is an indicator of party affiliation, g is a coefficient vector of the
female dummy, a· represents a vector of year-specific constants, and b· represents a
vector of party-specific constants. The omitted part includes terms related to additional
control variables, including candidates’ age (and its squared term), incumbency status,
and seniority (the natural log of the number of times the candidate has served as a
member of the HoR). Our main interest is in g, from which we can estimate a difference
between men and women candidates regarding the probability that each topic was men-
tioned in their election manifestos.

Second, to investigate whether the gender gap in manifestos changed or remained
consistent over time, we re-estimated the STM using the topic prevalence model in
which the coefficient of Femaled was varied by election year:

md = gYeardFemaled + aYeard + bPartyd ,Yeard
+ · · · . (2)

We also vary party-specific constants by election year. This is because otherwise the
change in the coefficient of Femaled could be attributed to the fact that some parties
began to field more women candidates and that the candidates nominated by such
parties simply discussed different topics than the candidates of other parties.4 This spe-
cification can be achieved by interacting a set of year dummies with a female dummy and
a set of party dummies.

We estimated the models by varying the number of topics; and after evaluating per-
formance on several criteria, we finally adopted the 75-topic model.5 Then, we simulated
first differences in the probability of appearance for each topic of their election mani-
festos based on the parameters estimated in Equation (1) to examine the topics that
appear in different proportions overall between men and women candidates. For this,
we conducted a post-estimation simulation of the parameters, computed the expected
proportion of each topic for each observation while replacing the candidate’s gender,
took averages over all the observations, and observed first differences between men
and women.6

Some may think that by including candidate gender as a covariate in the STM, the esti-
mation of topics might be driven by the covariates to make extracted topics artificially
different between men and women. However, the simulations made by Roberts et al.
(2014) confirmed that the STM would not produce such false-positive results. Further-
more, the same conclusion was obtained even when we estimated the STM without
any covariates and examined gender differences in the prevalence of estimated topics
from this no-covariate model.7
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Results

Gender gap in topic distribution of candidate manifestos

Figure 1 shows the results. Since we examine so many topics, there is a possibility of
detecting false-positive differences. Therefore, we performed conservative tests of the
coefficient of a candidate’s gender (g in Equation (1)) by employing the Holm correction
for multiple testing, and only displayed the results for topics that pass the test at the 5%
significance level (i.e., topics in the manifestos where the proportion of men and women
candidates was found to be significantly different) in Figure 1.8 Table 1 shows the top 10
words with the highest probability within these five topics.9

The most prevalent topic found in women candidates’ manifestos is “policy support
for mothers,” which occupies 1.8 percentage points more space in their manifestos
than in men candidates’ manifestos. Although the nominal value seems small and mar-
ginal, this is a large difference. Our simulation outcomes show that the expected pro-
portion of “policy support for mothers” in the manifestos is 1.5% for men and 3.3%
for women; thus, 2.26 times more space is devoted to this topic in women’s manifestos
than in men’s. Moreover, women candidates mention “child care,” “gender equality,” and
“pacifism” 1.2 percentage points (1.67, 1.79, and 1.86 times, respectively) more than men
candidates. In contrast, women candidates mention “agricultural administration” policy
less than men candidates, though the difference is relatively small (0.5 percentage points;

Figure 1. Prevalence of topics in manifestos by gender.
Note: The dots in the figure indicate the point estimates, and the horizontal bars surrounding the dots show the 95%
confidence intervals.

Table 1. Top 10 most frequent words within topics whose proportions differ significantly between
men and women manifestos.
Topic label Top 10 words with highest probability

Policy support for
mothers

Children, education, women, society, make, rear, work, elderly, school, safety

Gender equality Society, realize, women, human rights, men and women, welfare, aim, education, labor,
peace

Child care Support, institution, encourage, child care, enhance, security, nursing, safety, medicine,
region

Pacifism Peace, constitution, maintain, war, oppose, world, living, self-defense force, life, allow
Agricultural
administration

Agriculture, self-sufficiency, rate, food, farmer, production, prefecture, agricultural
administration, rural area
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0.61 times). Equation (1) includes covariates such as party affiliation, election years, age,
incumbency, and seniority; therefore, the gender differences listed above exist even after
controlling for these confounding factors.

When we compute the differences in topic ratios between the LDP candidates and
the candidates of the two opposing parties (the JSP/SDP and DPJ), we found that the
differences are at most about 7 percentage points.10 This shows that although candi-
date’s gender does not affect the content of the manifesto as much as the party affilia-
tion, its effect cannot be ignored (i.e., the gender differences are about a quarter the
size of the partisan differences when comparing the topics with the largest differences).
Moreover, we found that the 1.2–1.8 percentage point gender gap observed in stereo-
typical topics for women is as large as the difference in the percentage of LDP and DPJ
candidates mentioning “elderly care,” “public pension,” and “gender equality” in their
manifestos. Therefore, we can claim that the candidates’ manifestos show significant
differences between men and women, especially regarding gender-stereotypical
topics, and that the gender gap is comparable to partisan differences in the pro-
portions of some salient topics.11

Temporal changes in gender gap

We have shown that men and women candidates emphasize different issues in their cam-
paign manifestos. To examine whether the magnitude of the gender gap varies under
different electoral rules, we next check if the extent of the gap in candidate manifestos
is the same before and after the electoral reform. For this, we estimate the STM by repla-
cing Equation (1) with Equation (2). The number of topics is set to the same value as in
the original model. The latent topics detected by the STM with this specification are
almost the same as the original.

Figure 2. Mean absolute difference trend in the proportion of topics between men and women can-
didates’ manifestos.
Note: The results are based on a post-estimation simulation of parameters. Dots represent the point estimates, and seg-
ments represent 95% confidence intervals.
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Figure 2 indicates the mean absolute difference (MD) trend in the proportion of topics
between men and women candidates’ manifestos. As in the previous section, we com-
puted gender differences by conducting a post-estimation simulation. The MDs seem
to be slightly decreasing after the introduction of the mixed-member majoritarian
system in 1994, which is illustrated by a dotted line in the figure. However, the 95% confi-
dence intervals are largely overlapping, and the simulation outcomes indicate that the
difference in the MD before and after the electoral reform is statistically indistinguishable
from zero.12

We further simulate the expected proportions of the manifesto topics that are found to
be different between men and women candidates in the original analysis and the first
difference between them for each year. Figure 3 shows the results. Gender differences
are consistently observed over time for “policy support for mothers” and “pacifism,”
though the first differences for the latter do not reach statistical significance at the con-
ventional level when simulated on a yearly basis. The topic of “gender equality” shows
clear gender gaps in the earlier period, but the difference disappears in the later
period. We do not believe, however, this result is attributed to the electoral reform.
This topic has not been addressed by either men and women candidates in recent
years. Instead, “child care” is more frequently mentioned in recent years, and the
gender difference in the proportion of this topic has increased. We consider that these
two topics address substantially identical issues (i.e., women’s empowerment) but
simply employ different frameworks; therefore, gender differences on women’s empow-
erment issues seem to exist throughout the data period of this study. Finally, the gender

Figure 3. Expected proportions of topics in men’s and women’s manifestos.
Note: The results are based on a post-estimation simulation of parameters. Gray and white dots represent the point esti-
mates of the topic ratios in men’s and women’s manifestos, respectively, and cross marks represent the point estimates of
their first differences. Segments represent 95% confidence intervals.
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gap in the proportion of “agricultural administration” is statistically significant only in
1990. Again, this result is not fully consistent with the hypothesis that the gender differ-
ence is due to the multi-member district system, which tends to make electoral compe-
titions more candidate-centered.

Conclusion

Multiple studies show that voters use candidate gender as an important information cue
and view candidates through the lens of gender stereotypes. Therefore, to win elections,
candidates may need to behave according to gender-based expectations. Such candidates
may then emphasize gender differences in their electoral campaigns. However, other
studies show that individual-level differences among candidates tend to converge in
single-member districts, where elections are party-centered. We examine the role of can-
didates’ gender in their electoral campaigns and its differences between electoral systems by
analyzing data on manifestos in Japanese national elections held between 1986 and 2009.

Our empirical analyses reveal significant gender disparities in campaign manifestos.
Men and women candidates emphasize different issues in their manifestos, even when
running for the same party. Moreover, the gender differences in candidate manifestos
persist after the electoral reform, which changed the electoral rules from a personal-
vote-oriented system to a party-centered system. Topics with gender gaps differ across
time because the importance of agenda items also varies across time, but gender gaps
are found before and after the electoral reform. Thus, we find that the individual-level
differences among candidates do not converge in single-member districts, at least in
terms of candidates’ gender, even though they have to survive party-centered electoral
contests. Our findings, based on the Japanese case, where manifestos for all candidates
exist for every election, suggest that gender is durable in shaping issue priorities, and
we expect this to be the case outside of Japan as well. Future research could examine
whether candidate gender affects voter evaluation equally across political parties.

Notes

1. The DFM is from Catalinac (2018)’s replication materials, which was based on the campaign
manifestos collected by Shinada (2006). Our replication files are available on the Harvard
Dataverse at https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/V7XAKD.

2. While data limitations preclude us from testing this, it is possible that gender differences
may be more evident for minor candidates than for major candidates, since minor candi-
dates are less dependent on party cues. We leave this point to future research.

3. For ease of understanding, we intend Equations (1) and (2) to refer to the postprocessing
regression, not to the STM itself. For more details on the STM, see Roberts, Stewart, and
Airoldi (2016).

4. This concern is discussed in more detail in Online Appendix E, with notes for
interpretation.

5. The number of topics in our model is very similar to that used in Catalinac (2016).
6. Details of the estimation procedure, including the post-estimation simulation, are provided

in Online Appendix A. A list of all topics and the terms that frequently appear in each topic
can be found in Online Appendix B.1.

7. The results of this additional analysis are shown in Online Appendix D.
8. The results of all topics are shown in Online Appendix C.

POLITICS, GROUPS, AND IDENTITIES 7



9. Online Appendix B.2 displays some manifestos that are closely associated with these five
topics as examples.

10. Figures detailing the results of comparison across parties are shown in Online Appendix C.
11. Additional analyses and robustness checks, including analyses using only winning candi-

dates and controlling for the urbanity of the candidates’ districts, are shown in Online
Appendices F to H.

12. The point estimate of the difference in the MD between before and after the reform is
−0.0026, and its 95% confidence interval is [− 0.0068, 0.0006].
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