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ABSTRACT: This article seeks to explain why Brazil, despite implementing a gender 
quotas policy for almost 20 years, has the least number of women in national legislatures 
of all countries in the Americas. It compares key institutional variables, deemed central 
to explain the success or failure of quotas across Latin American countries. Findings 
suggest that other, less often explored, variables might help complement the analysis 
in this field. In Brazil, a central factor explaining the low percentages of elected women 
is how electoral funds are managed. In an electoral system that promotes a high 
individualization of votes, significant differences in candidates’ campaign revenues 
produce imbalances in the fighting for votes that are difficult for women to overcome. 
Differences in campaign finance might also partly explain the variability in women’s 
electoral performance in other countries in the region.

KEYWORDS: Thesaurus: Brazil; Electoral System; Latin America; Women. Author: 
Gender quotas; Political Representation; Political Finance.

H

This article is part of a bigger research project on political finance and gender, started at the 
Centre for Public Policy Research of the University of São Paulo, financed by the National 
Council for Scientific and Technological Development (CNPq), now been developed at 
the Postgraduate Program in Interdisciplinary Studies on Women, Gender and Feminism-
Federal University of Bahia.



26

Colomb. int. 95 • issn 0121-5612 • e-issn 1900-6004  
Julio-septiembre 2018 • pp. 25-54 • https:// doi.org/10.7440/colombiaint95.2018.02

¿Por qué las cuotas de género no funcionan en Brasil?  
El papel del sistema electoral y el financiamiento político

RESUMEN: Este artículo busca explicar por qué Brasil, a pesar de haber implementado 
una política de cuotas de género que ha estado vigente por casi 20 años, es el país 
con el menor número de mujeres entre los legisladores nacionales de las Américas. 
En el artículo se comparan las variables institucionales clave que se consideran 
esenciales para explicar el éxito o fracaso de las cuotas de género, para participación 
política, en los países de América Latina. Los hallazgos sugieren que otras variables, 
menos exploradas, podrían ayudar a complementar el análisis en este campo. En 
Brasil, un factor clave que explica los bajos porcentajes de mujeres elegidas es la 
manera como se administran los fondos electorales. En un sistema electoral que 
promueve una alta individualización de los votos, diferencias significativas en los 
ingresos de campaña de los candidatos producen desequilibrios en la lucha por los 
votos que son difíciles de superar para las mujeres. Las diferencias en la financiación 
de las campañas también podrían explicar en parte la variabilidad en el desempeño 
electoral de las mujeres en otros países de la región.

PALABRAS CLAVE: Thesaurus: América Latina; Brasil; sistema electoral. Autora: 
cuotas de género; mujeres; representación política; financiamiento político.

Por que as cotas de gênero não funcionam no Brasil?  
O papel do sistema eleitoral e o financiamento político

RESUMO: Este artigo pretende explicar por que o Brasil, embora haja implantado 
uma política de cotas de gênero vigente por quase 20 anos, é o país com o menor 
número de mulheres entre os legisladores nacionais das Américas. Comparam-
se as variáveis institucionais fundamentais que são consideradas essenciais para 
explicar o sucesso ou fracasso das cotas nos países da América Latina. Seus achados 
sugerem que outras variáveis, menos exploradas, poderiam ajudar a complementar 
a análise nesse campo. No Brasil, um fator-chave que explica as baixas porcentagens 
de mulheres eleitas é a maneira como os fundos eleitorais são administrados. Num 
sistema eleitoral que promove uma alta individualização dos votos, diferenças 
significativas nos ingressos de campanha dos candidatos promovem desiquilíbrios 
na luta pelos votos que são difíceis de superar para as mulheres. As diferenças no 
financiamento das campanhas também poderiam explicar em parte a variabilidade 
no desempenho eleitoral das mulheres em outros países da região.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Thesaurus: América Latina; Brasil; sistema eleitoral. Autora: Cotas 
de gênero; mulheres; representação política; financiamento político
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Introduction

Brazil is the country in the Americas with the least number of women in legis-
lative positions in the Lower House of the legislature (or Chamber of Deputies, 
as it is known in Brazil). Despite enacting a 30% gender quotas policy two de-
cades ago, the number of women occupying these positions in the country has 
remained below 10%. Brazil was one of the first countries in the Americas to 
implement such a policy, in 1997. However, while the region, at that time, had an 
average percentage of women in these positions of 13.3%, today this is 28.2% (the 
second highest worldwide), by contrast, in Brazil it has only risen from 6.6% to 
9.5% (Inter-parliamentary Union 2017a).1

The considerable regional increase seen over this 20-year period is the 
result of a steady, though uneven growth in the number of women elected in 
different countries, mainly propelled by the implementation of gender quotas. 
Argentina and Costa Rica became the most well-known cases of gender quotas 
success when, at the beginning of the 1990s and in the 2000s, respectively, they 
become the first countries in Latin America to reach the 30% threshold of wom-
en in national parliamentary positions. This threshold is deemed important in 
the specialized literature, in that it creates a critical mass that should encourage 
coalition building among women (Dahlerup 1988; Kanter 1977). Argentina took 
the lead in 1991 by enacting a 30% quota for candidacies for its Lower House. 
Costa Rica then followed suit in 1996 passing a 40% quota. Subsequently, many 
other countries, including Brazil, established similar policies, with some even 
moving towards gender parity. Today all countries in Latin America, except for 
Guatemala and Venezuela, apply gender quotas to national legislative elections. 
Bolivia, with a 50/50 approach, is the regional leader, with 53% of its parliament 
made up of women, followed by Mexico, with 43%, where a gender parity system 
also applies. At the lower end stands Brazil, where, despite having a quota of 30% 
has less than 10% of women in its Chamber of Deputies.

For readers who are familiar with the role quotas have had in increasing 
the presence of women in decision-making positions in different countries, yet 
unaware of the “peculiarities” of the Brazilian political culture and system, it may 
seem puzzling that Brazil has less than 10% of women in its national legislature, and 
stands at the lower end of the spectrum in Latin America in that respect, given that 
it has had a gender quotas policy for over 20 years. This article will seek to explain 
this paradox in two ways: first, by discussing the implementation of that policy, the 

1	 Unless otherwise stated, the data on women in national parliaments came from Inter-
parliamentary Union database (IPU), accessed in December 2017.
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aspects which are needed to make it work, in the opinion of studies of the subject, 
and what Brazil lacks in that regard. It will become clear that up to a very recent 
time, Brazil had a very weak quota policy. In fact, Brazil only implemented the 
quotas for its national and sub-national chambers in the elections of 2014. However, 
despite a considerable increase in the number of women candidates, the percentage 
who were elected remained the same. This suggests that other factors are more 
crucial than the percentage of female candidates in determining the number of 
women elected in the law-making bodies of Brazil. Second, this article will explain 
how the political system works in Brazil, emphasizing singularities of its electoral 
system and in, particular, how the laws on campaign finance and the behavior of 
donors have limited the possibilities of women candidates.

This article will argue that the political engineering of Brazil, in particular 
its electoral system and rules on campaign finance is key in explaining why the 
presence of women in political decision-making positions is lower even than that of 
countries without quotas. Proportional Representation (PR) with preferential 
voting, together with unrestrained campaign finance have resulted in candidates 
running in elections with significantly unequal amounts of financial resources, 
negatively affecting the electoral performance of women.

Data analyzed in the article come mainly from national and internation-
al databases of the Brazilian Superior Electoral Tribunal (STF), International 
Parliamentary Union (IPU), and the International Institute for Democracy and 
Electoral Assistance (International IDEA), and are complemented by secondary 
sources, like articles and books.

1.	 Quotas and Women’s Participation  
in Representative Positions

One of the greatest defects of democracies and representative systems around the 
world has to do with the participation of women. Although the discrimination 
against women is no longer explained (at least not openly) as a natural phenom-
enon, justified by an innate inability for rational thinking that makes them unfit 
for public life, as used to be the case among traditional political thinkers,2 the 
small percentage of women in government today is an indication of intentional 
or involuntary obstacles that require deliberate action if they are to be overcome. 
The realization that this imbalance in political power is not natural or “inborn” 

2	 For a reference on how traditional political science used to explain the unequal participation 
of men and women in political decision-making see Okin (1979).
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has led to a search for ways to strengthen women’s participation in legislatures. 
Among these, gender quotas have been the mechanism that is most widely used.

On a world level, the average percentage of women members of parlia-
ments (both houses combined) is 23.6%. There are no significant differences 
between percentages in Lower and Upper Houses —23.6% and 23% respectively 
(Inter-parliamentary Union 2017a).3 Although small, this represents a significant 
increase in comparison to twenty years ago when it was only 11.7%. While in 
December 1997 only 5 countries (4 of them in Scandinavia) had percentages 
above 30% (Inter-parliamentary Union 2017b),4 today there are 50, and 12 exceed 
the 40% benchmark (Inter-parliamentary Union 2017a). This significant increase 
has not been due to natural evolution, but is largely the consequence of specific 
electoral reforms and, in particular, the implementation of gender quotas for 
legislative positions which, in accordance with a country’s law or constitution, 
either stipulate a minimum percentage of women in the legislature, or, more 
commonly, a minimum and a maximum percentage of men and women on a 
party’s list of candidates.

In recent decades, such quotas have gained legitimacy and become a viable 
electoral strategy around the world, particularly after the Fourth World Women’s 
Conference in Beijing, in 1995. The Beijing Platform for Action recommended 
that governments, political parties and multilateral organizations take affirmative 
actions to ensure a fairer balance between genders and give a stronger voice to 
women in politics, which, in turn, encouraged women activists to pressure the 
political parties and parliaments of their respective countries to adopt that pol-
icy. Since then, the number of countries adopting this measure has significantly 
grown and today there are 128 countries that implement some sort of gender 
quotas in legislative elections (International IDEA 2017).5

In Latin America, Argentina took the lead in 1991 by adopting a 30% 
quota for its Chamber of Deputies.6 Costa Rica followed suit in 1996 by adopting 
a 40% quota (which was later increased to 50%). Afterwards, Bolivia, Brazil, the 
Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Panama, Peru and Venezuela7 approved quotas in 

3	 This small world average cannot be blamed on “developing democracies”, as in Europe (exclud-
ing Scandinavia) the average percentage is only 27.5% (Inter-parliamentary Union 2017a).

4	 IPU Women National Parliament’s Statistical Archive provides annual statistical records on 
the number of women in national parliaments around the world since 1997. See http://archive.
ipu.org/wmn-e/arc/world011217.htm

5	 Unless otherwise stated, all data on gender quotas in this article referring come from the 
International IDEA Database (2017).

6	 In fact, Argentina was the first country in the world to adopt such quotas.
7	 However, the quota law in Venezuela was revoked by the 2000 electoral law, and today this 

country does not employ gender quotas in legislative elections.
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1997, followed by Honduras and Mexico in 2000 (Schwindt-Bayer 2010). Today, 
only Guatemala and Venezuela do not use such measures. The percentage range 
from 20% in Paraguay to 50% in Bolivia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Mexico, Nicaragua 
and Panama. While the norm was 30% during the 1990s and 2000s, the latest 
tendency has been gender parity.

Quotas have been a key to the significant rise in the numbers of women 
elected to the national parliaments of Latin America recently. At 28.6% (data 
from December 2017), today’s regional average is still far from the target of par-
ity. Yet, comparatively, it represents an important step forward compared to the 
situation 20 years ago, when fewer countries had such quotas and the average 
was only 12.9% (Inter-parliamentary Union 2017b). They have not been uniform 
across the region and some countries, like Brazil, continue to lag behind, while 
others have steadily progressed and even stand out on an international level: 
Bolivia, for example, where 53.1% of the members of its national parliament are 
women, is the second in the world to have achieved gender parity. In others, 
such as Nicaragua and Mexico, the figure is more than 40%, while in Argentina, 
Costa Rica, and Ecuador, it is more than 30% (Inter-parliamentary Union 2017a). 
See table 2 for further details.

Common sense may led us to assume a rough correlation between women’s 
candidacies and the number of women in a parliament. In other words, the higher 
the quota, the more the women who are elected. However, this is not necessarily the 
case, as a number of other factors besides the size of quotas influence electoral 
outcomes. The specialized literature considers that besides its size, other factors 
directly related to this policy, and that interfere with its outcomes are enforcement 
mechanisms and placement mandates (Dahlerup and Freidenvall 2005; Htun and 
Jones 2002; Jones 2004; Krook 2009; Matland 2006; Schwindt-Bayer 2015, 2010).

The size of the quota is obviously important, since, by forcing political 
parties to increase the number of women’s candidates, the aim is to ensure that 
more women are elected. However, there are different strategies which parties 
can use to avoid compliance with quotas that, if successful, will jeopardize its 
main purpose. In that regard, legal safeguards are needed to secure that objective. 
Another is a placement mandate, which requires parties to rank male and female 
candidates on their list in accordance with the quotas. What is the point of a high 
quota percentage if parties then nominate women for seats they are unlikely to 
win? Without the mandate, women are likely to be lower down on the lists with 
a smaller chance of being elected, as often happened in Latin America.

Brazil is a good example of how a weak regulation of political parties 
may make the quota ineffective. Since 1997, Brazilian law stipulates that the lists 
of parties and coalitions should have a minimum of 30% and a maximum of 70% of 
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either men or women8 for elections on both a local and national level. However, 
the parties did not start to follow this rule in local elections until 2012 and in na-
tional ones until 2014. Loopholes in the legislation and the absence of meaningful 
sanctions for its violation led to widespread non-compliance.

Quotas were first implemented in Brazil under Law 9.100/95, in 1995. This 
was a provisional measure, only valid for candidacies for the municipal council 
elections of 1996 and it stipulated that at least 20% of the candidates should be 
women, but all parties ignored it and did not suffer any sanctions. In 1997, Law 
9.504/97 increased the quotas and extended them to state and federal elections, 
in which each party or coalition was legally obliged to “reserve” a minimum 
of 30% and a maximum of 70% for the candidacies of each sex. Once again, in 
the following elections (1998 and onwards), the parties ignored the spirit of the 
law and were not sanctioned. It is only recently that they have been forced to 
comply with the law.

Previously, the word “reserve”, instead of “fill” in the law gave them a 
loophole, because even though men were excluded from 30% of their candida-
cies, they were not obliged to “fill” those candidacies with women. The law also 
allowed for an increase in the total number up to twice the number of seats in 
the legislature.

In 2009, Law 12.034 modified Law 9.504/97. The third paragraph of article 
10 stated that: “of the number of vacancies resulting from the rules set out in 
this law, each party or coalition shall fill their lists with a minimum of 30% and 
a maximum of 70% of candidacies of each sex”.9 It also stipulated that a failure 
to comply with this rule would lead to a ban on the registration of their slates. 
Thus, the parties had no option but to implement the quotas. As well as making 
it impossible to avoid the percentage of women specified by the law, changing 
“reserve” to “fill” strengthened the quotas of women and thus, this policy became 
effective for the first time in the municipal elections of 2012 and, later, in the 
2014 state and national elections, that is, 15 and 17 years, respectively, after the 
adoption of gender quotas. The table below provides data on four national and 
state elections (two of them prior to changes in the quota law).

8	 For the 1998 election only, the electoral law established a minimum transitory percentage of 
25% and a maximum of 75%.

9	 Law 12.034, of September 29, 2009, Article 10, paragraph 3. This law also states that parties should 
spend 5% of the Party Fund in actions that aim to encourage women’s participation in politics. 
Parties that fail to comply with this rule will then be obliged to spend an extra 2.5% of this fund 
in activities for the same purpose, in the following elections. The law also establishes that of the 
total time allotted by the law for the parties’ publicity at least 10% should be used to promote 
women’s participation.
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Table 1. Women Candidates, Elected and Odds Ratio (2006 – 2014)

 State Deputy                      Federal Deputy 

 Year % candidates % elected Odds ratio % candidates % elected Odds ratio

2002 14.74 12.51 0.84 11.5 8.2 0.71

2006 14.33 11.71 0.82 12.7 8.8 0.68

2010 20.96 13.03 0.62 19.1 8.8 0.46

2014 30.10 11.24 0.38 29.4 9.9 0.34

Source: Raw data: Superior Electoral Tribunal (Brazil). Author’s analysis and summaries.

The data in Table 1 show that compliance with the quotas in 2014 led to a 
significant rise in the percentage of women chosen as candidates for state and fed-
eral deputies. However, that did not result in more women being elected, because, 
of the 30% of women candidates for state deputy, only 11.3% were elected and of 
the 29.4% for federal deputy, only 9.9% were.

In contrast with others countries in the region, quotas have not been an 
effective mechanism for getting more women elected to representative bodies in 
Brazil. In fact, if we compare the percentage of women candidates elected in the 
last elections with the percentage of previous ones, we cannot help concluding 
that things have got worse over time. When we look at the odds ratio —a statis-
tical measure that compares the number of candidates to the numbers who are 
elected— we see that, for state deputies, it fell from 0.84 in 2002 to 0.82 in 2006, 
to 0.62 in 2010, and to 0.38 in 2014. For federal deputies, it fell from 0.71 in 2002 to 
0.68 in 2006 to 0.46 in 2010 and to a meager 0.34 in 2014. This means that in the 
last elections the women candidates for federal deputies had 1/3 of a chance of 
being elected, compared to the men. In that regard, a parity between women and 
men with regard to the chances of election (odds ratio equal or superior to 1) was 
only achieved in the period before the adoption of quotas, when the percentage 
of women in parliament was only 6.6% (Sacchet 2011).

The steady fall in the odds ratio between 2006 and 2014 indicates that the 
political representation of women has worsened over time. Thus, contrary to what 
common sense may tell us and international and regional trends, the chances of 
women being elected Brazil for women are shrinking rather than expanding with 
the quotas. Although they are important for other purposes (Sacchet 2008), the 
quotas in Brazil have not help increase the participation of women in parliamen-
tary politics, which suggests that the real problem lies elsewhere. As studies of the 
subject have indicated, when assessing the effectiveness of such quotas we have to 
take into account not only the three key aspects of the quotas themselves – size 
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(the stipulated percentage), a placement mandate (or lack of one) and a weak or 
strong enforcement of the law – but also the institutional framework in which 
they are implemented.

That is, the success of quotas for women in Latin America has varied in 
accordance with institutional factors which are not always related to the laws on 
quotas themselves. One of them is the electoral system (Norris 2006; Rule 1987; 
Schwindt-Bayer 2015; among many others) and another, which is less discussed, 
the rules for financing campaigns. A candidate needs money to win an election, 
but such funding is not always available to women, at least in amounts that would 
level the playing field.

2.	 The Electoral System and Women’s Representation

The electoral system is a key variable when analyzing electoral processes. Norris 
claims that it “represents, perhaps, the most powerful instrument available for in-
stitutional engineering, with far-reaching consequences for party systems, the com-
position of legislatures, and the durability of democratic arrangements” (2004, 209). 
Among other functions, the electoral system sets the rules that organize elections and 
defines how the votes won by parties, coalitions and candidates will be converted 
into seats. It thus strongly influences the behavior of parties and electoral outcomes.

Majority, proportional or mixed electoral systems have specificities which, 
in different ways, influence the electoral arrangements and strategies followed 
by political parties, and shaping of political representation. The Proportional 
Representation System (PR) is able to secure a more pluralistic composition of 
political legislatures, because it roughly turns winning votes won into parliamen-
tary seats. This is in contrast to the majority system, in which the winner takes all 
seats. PR, therefore, allows for a better distribution of parliamentary seats among 
different political groups, parties or coalitions.

In terms of strengthening the representation of women and minority 
groups, PR is considered preferable because it creates incentives for parties to 
present a more balanced ticket. PR involves larger district magnitudes, which lead 
to higher party magnitudes, or a greater number of seats available for parties in a 
parliament, which, in turn, affects their strategy for choosing candidates (Norris 
2006; Matland 1998; Rule 1987).10 More seats weaken the competition for candi-
dacies and increases the chance of women.

10	 In Brazil, where the election of federal deputies follows a proportional rule, the size of a district 
ranges from 8 to 70 seats, according to the state’s size. A number of smaller States have 8 federal 
deputies, while São Paulo, the largest State, has 70. The total number of federal deputies is 513.
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In addition, it is in the interest of the parties’ democratic credentials to put 
forward a more diverse electoral list, composed of candidates from different back-
grounds, since it will potentially attract votes from wider sectors of the population. 
In the single member districts used in majority systems, the parties tend to go 
for “safer” candidates, who are usually neither women nor members of minority 
groups. Therefore, in theory, the countries whose elections follow the major-
ity system should have fewer women in their legislatures. Since the mixed system 
combines elements of both systems, the countries that use it should have fewer 
women than the ones which use PR, but more than those with majority systems.

Academic studies have confirmed a propensity for PR to return more 
seats for women and minority groups than majority or mixed systems (Lijphart 
1994; Mansbridge 1999; Matland 1998; Matland and Studlar 1996; Norris 2006, 2004; 
Reynolds 1999; Moser 2001). Norris’ study (2005) showed that women had almost 
double the chances of winning seats under a PR rather than a majority system: 
while they occupied 10.5% of seats in the parliaments of countries with majority 
systems, they had 19.6% in PR systems. In countries with mixed systems, women 
accounted for 13.6% of the members of parliament (Norris 2006).

Recent data I gathered from the Inter-parliamentary Union database, 
shown in graph 1 below, indicate that the differences remain the same today, even 
if the extent of the difference is no longer so marked. Countries with PR have an 
average of 26%, followed by those with mixed systems, 24%, and lastly by those 
with majority systems, 16%.11

Graph 1. Women’s Membership of National Parliaments around  
the World by Electoral System (%)

16.25

24.0225.60

13.55

Proportional Mixed Majority other

Source: Author’s analysis based on the Inter-parliamentary Union database, 2017.

11	 The Statistical T test of these data confirms that there is a clear difference, at a 95% level of 
significance, between PR and Majority, but it does not show a difference between the PR and 
the Mixed electoral systems, at the same level of significance.
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Studies of Latin America have confirmed that the electoral system plays a 
central role in the successful candidacies of women and, in turn, is in agreement 
with studies on a world level. However, they have found that not all PR systems 
are equally women-friendly. In terms of electing women, PR works best when 
it is linked to closed-candidate lists (Baldez 2004; Htun and Jones 2002; Htun 
and Piscopo 2010; Jones 2009). Jones (2009) reported a considerable variation in 
the electoral results of women in Latin American countries which used PR. In 
countries that used quotas and had a closed list PR system, women won 30% of 
the seats. In countries with quotas but an open-list PR system, the figure was 22%. 
In countries without quotas and an open-list PR system, it was 13%; and lastly, in 
countries without quotas and a closed-list PR system, it was 10%. This suggests 
that in order to understand the electoral performance of women it is necessary to 
look beyond the type of electoral system, and examine the model of electoral lists.

At the current time (see table 2), 14 out 18 countries in Latin America use 
PR, and of these only one does not employ gender quotas, yet there are consid-
erable differences in the percentage of women in their parliaments. Therefore, 
they provide good case studies of the way in which the electoral system affects 
the election of women to parliaments.

3.	 Women in Latin American Parliaments:  
Quotas and the Electoral System

Table 2 below provides an up to date snapshot of countries in Latin America, in 
relation to the key variables (mentioned above) for the electoral performance of 
women. The data include: the number of women in legislatures (of the lower house, 
or unicameral system only); the type of electoral system and type of lists it operates; 
the percentage of quotas (if any); whether or not there is a placement mandate for 
women and men; and finally, the existence of a weak or strong enforcement of quo-
tas. Because the cases are relatively few (only 18), the statistical analysis is limited 
to establishing which of these variables are the most influential. However, the data 
lends itself to a useful descriptive comparative analysis of the current state of affairs.

Of the 18 countries in Table 2, nine employ a closed-list PR, five use an 
open-list PR, and four have mixed electoral systems. Only two —Guatemala and 
Venezuela— do not employ gender quotas. A straightforward comparative anal-
ysis on the percentages of women in Lower House positions in these countries 
- again, within the abovementioned statistical limits– allows us to make some 
inferences concerning the role of quotas and the electoral system. First, the cen-
tral role played by quotas is evident. As seen in graph 2, the average percentage 
of female representatives in lower houses in countries that employ gender quotas 
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is 30%, while in those without it, it is 17%. Second, of the countries that employ 
quotas, the highest average percentage, 38%, is found in those with mixed elec-
toral systems, followed by countries with closed list PR, with 30%, and last those 
with open list PR, with 23%, as shown in graph 3.

Table 2. Women in Legislatures of Countries in Latin America,  
Quotas and Electoral Systems

Country 
Women in  
Chamber 

(%)

Electoral 
System

Placement 
Mandate Enforcement Quotas 

(%)

Bolivia
Lower 

Chamber: 
53.1

Mixed: Single 
member 

districts + 
closed list PR

Yes Strong 50

Nicaragua Unicameral: 
45.7 Closed list PR Yes Weak 50

Mexico
Lower 

Chamber: 
42.6

Mixed: single 
member 

districts +  
closed list PR

Yes Strong 50

Argentina
Lower 

Chamber: 
38.9

Closed list PR Yes Strong 30

Ecuador Unicameral: 
38 Open list PR Yes Strong 50

Costa Rica Unicameral: 
35.1 Closed list PR Yes Strong 50

El Salvador Unicameral: 
32.1 Closed list PR No Weak 30

Peru Unicameral: 
27.7 Open list PR No Strong 30

Dominican 
Republic

Lower 
Chamber: 

26.8
Closed list PR Yes Strong 33

Honduras Unicameral: 
25.8 Closed list PR No Weak 40

Chile
Lower 

Chamber: 
22.5

Open list PR No Strong 40

Venezuela Unicameral: 
22.2

Mixed: Single 
member 

districts + 
closed list PR

-  - No
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Country 
Women in  
Chamber 

(%)

Electoral 
System

Placement 
Mandate Enforcement Quotas 

(%)

Uruguay
Lower 

Chamber: 
20.2

Closed list PR Yes Strong 33

Colombia
Lower 

Chamber: 
18.7

Open list PR No Strong 30

Panama Unicameral: 
18.3

Mixed: Single 
member 

districts + 
closed list PR

Yes Weak 50

Paraguay
Lower 

Chamber: 
13.8

Closed list PR Yes Strong 20

Guatemala Unicameral: 
12.7 Closed list PR - - No

Brazil Lower 
Chamber: 9.9 Open list PR No Strong* 30

Sources: Database: Inter-parliamentary Union (2017a); International IDEA (2017)
Data in table analyzed and organized by the author.

*Brazil used to have a very week gender quota policy, the result of ineffective control mechanisms that 
allowed its parties to avoid between 1998 and 2014. Changes made by the 2009 electoral law strength-
ened this policy, making it impossible for political parties to register their electoral slates unless they 

complied with quotas. The first national and state level elections to observe this rule were held in 2014.

Graph 2. Countries with and without Quotas in Latin America (%)12

30

Quotas

No quotas
20

10

30

17

Source: Database: Inter-parliamentary Union (2017a). Data analyzed  
and organized in author’s graph.

12	 These means are statistically different at a 90% level of confidence (unilateral), according to the T test.
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Graph 3. Countries with quotas in Latin America and Electoral System (%)13

40%

35%

30%

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

38

30
23

Quotas + Mixed
(single member 
districts + PR 
closed list)

Quotas + Closed 
list PR

Quotas + Open list 
PR

Source: Database: Inter-parliamentary Union data (2017a).  
Data analyzed and organized in graph by the author.

The Countries with mixed electoral systems stand out as they have the high-
est average percentage of women in elected positions. Indeed, Bolivia, with 53%, 
has the highest percentage in Latin America and the second highest in the world. 
The leading position of countries with mixed electoral systems counters findings 
from previous studies, which showed that the closed list PR system was more 
likely to elect more women. However, a closer look at individual cases may help to 
clarify the contradiction, for while Bolivia and Mexico stand out, at 53% and 43% 
respectively, the figure for Panama is only 18%. Interestingly, all of these countries 
have recently adopted a gender parity system for legislative candidates (Bolivia and 
Panama in 2014 and Mexico in 2017). Yet the results in Panama have been far less 
satisfactory than in the other two.

As seen earlier, the mixed electoral system combines the features of both 
the PR and Majority systems; thus, it uses through both multi-member and 
single-member districts. Conventional understanding suggests that fewer elec-
toral positions should favor male candidates. Therefore, it is reasonable to expect 
that countries with mixed electoral systems will elect less women than countries 
with PR, where all the districts are multi-member. Following the same rationale, 
gender quotas should work less effectively in countries with mixed systems, for it 
is unlikely that political parties will apply this policy in single member districts, 

13	 Although the percentage differences between Mixed and PR seem quite large, the T Test does 
not yield statistical differences between these means, at a level of confidence of 95%. This may 
be a consequence of the small numbers of observations available for the analysis —18 in total— 
which are still divided into three different groups, of which only one used three observations, 
making the statistical test less robust
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given their expected preference for male candidates. In this case, compliance 
with quotas is only likely to succeed if the electoral rules ensure that the quotas 
will also apply to single member districts. This is what happens in Bolivia. Not 
only does Bolivia have a very strong quota legislation, that is, one backed up by 
the alternation of men and women in parties’ slates and by strong enforcement 
mechanisms, but it also applies gender parity to single-member districts. In fact, 
parity in participation between women and men is secured by the constitution in 
relation to all positions of authority be it of the legislative, executive or judiciary 
power (Venturini and Villela 2016). On the other hand, the quota regulations and 
enforcement mechanisms in Panama are weak. Furthermore, the law only covers 
the nomination lists in the primaries of parties (International IDEA 2017), which 
means that a balanced ticket is uncertain even in multi-member districts, and the 
policy is far less effective in Panama than in Bolivia.14

Differences in the electoral results of countries that apply quotas in closed 
list PR systems are also common. Nicaragua stands out, with 46% of parliamen-
tarians being women and a gender parity system for selecting candidates (50/50); 
in Argentina 39% of the members of parliament are women and the quota is 
30%; Costa Rica follows, with 35% of its parliament being women and a quota of 
50%; for El Salvador, 32% of the members are women and the quota is 30%; the 
Dominican Republic and Uruguay both have quotas of 33%, with 27% and 20% 
of legislators being women, respectively; in Honduras the percentage is 26% and 
the quota is 40%; and finally, Paraguay comes last, with 14% and a 20% quota.

What these percentages show is that an analysis of women’s performance in 
close-list PR systems is not as straightforward as might be expected, for although 
results in some countries confirm the findings of most studies of the subject so 
far, a significant number do not. Nicaragua, for example, which has the highest 
percentage of women in parliament among these countries, does not have any 
mechanisms for enforcing quotas (International IDEA 2017), so compliance with 
this policy is dependent on the goodwill of its political parties (which, of course, 
is influenced by the bargaining power the women in them have [Sacchet 2008]). 
El Salvador is another interesting case, with a quota of 30% and 33% of elected 
positions held by women, despite the fact that its electoral laws do not stipulate a 
placement mandate or impose strong sanctions on non-compliance (International 
IDEA 2017). Surprisingly, therefore, the willingness of the parties to comply with 

14	 For a thorough consideration of how primary elections interfere with quotas see Baldez (2007), 
who focuses on Mexico.
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such quotas in those countries is higher than the average, which indicates that 
other factors may explain their behavior and require further analysis.15

By contrast, there are countries that have a high quota percentage and 
strong enforcement mechanisms, but do not have such satisfactory results. This 
is the case of Costa Rica, which has a strong and long-standing gender quota, 
which is now 50%, but the percentage of women in parliament is 35%. The same 
applies to Uruguay, which only has 20% of women in its lower chamber, despite 
having a strong quota of 33%. Given their electoral system and the strength of 
their quota legislation, a better electoral performance by women in these coun-
tries would be expected. Although previous studies have claimed that a system 
which combines a closed-list PR, a high quota percentage, a placement mandate 
and strong enforcement mechanisms is friendlier to women, the country cases 
analyzed in this article point to a more ambiguous situation.

On average, the countries with open-list PR have the lowest percentages of 
women in their legislatures, (23%), and except for Ecuador, they all have percentages 
smaller than 30%. At 38% Ecuador is one of the seven countries in the region with 
percentages above 30%, despite the fact that its electoral system is regarded as less 
women-friendly. Without Ecuador, the average percentage for countries with open-
list PR would drop to less than 20%. Peru is another relatively successful case in this 
type of electoral system, while it has a comparatively low quota (30%), it has nearly 
the same average percentage (28%) of women in its unicameral legislature. Brazil, 
on the other hand, with a similar electoral system, stands out as the country with 
the lowest percentage. A closer look at the specific features of the electoral system 
and voter’s behavior in these countries will help us to understand these differences.

The National Assembly of Ecuador, its unicameral parliament, has 137 
seats which are assigned in accordance with an open-list PR electoral system. 
Voters in Ecuador have two options in elections: a) to vote for one or many 
candidates —who can be from the same or from different political parties— in 
numbers proportional to seats available in the electoral district; b) to vote for 
the list of the party of their choice, instead of candidates. Since electoral lists in 
Ecuador follow a gender parity rule, and rank male and female candidates in 
alternate positions (Archenti and Tulla 2013), 50% of the candidates chosen by 
voters who opt for the second alternative will be women. Since the second option 

15	 The main parties in Nicaragua were already implementing voluntary gender quotas for many 
years before the quota law of 2012, possibly creating more women-friendly cultures within the 
parties and/or a fairer balance of power between men and women. This may be a factor which 
explains why parties in that country comply with quotas even without effective regulation.
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is generally preferred by Ecuadorian voters, its electoral system works more like 
a closed-list PR one.

In Peru, the open-list PR electoral system has a different structure. It re-
quires the electors to vote first for a list and then, if they wish, they can vote for 
up to two candidates on the same list (Schmidt 2006). This has made its elections 
less focused on the candidates than Brazil’s. Schmidt argues that the option of 
voting for individual candidates in Peru is usually chosen by better-educated and 
more progressive voters, who have deliberately voted for women. The opportunity 
to vote for two candidates instead of one has also helped increase the number of 
women elected as, following campaigns led by women’s rights activists there, it 
has led voters to cast a vote for a man and another for a woman.

In Brazil, electors can vote either for a party or for a candidate. However, in 
contrast with Ecuador and Peru, they often prefer the latter option. Respecting the 
proportionality of votes won by parties and coalitions, candidates who individually 
manage to win the largest number of votes are those who will fill the seats in parlia-
ment. This mechanism for filling legislative seats, independent of any prior ranking 
order, has led to a high level of independency of candidates from their political par-
ties and favored those who are well-known, like incumbents, or well financed (the 
two advantages are usually related). Women are in disadvantage concerning both 
these aspects (electoral finance and incumbency). They are also in disadvantage 
because the mechanism by which coalitions can run twice as much the number of 
candidates as the number of seats available weakens the impact of quotas. In effect, 
this has made women to be added to the lists as marginal candidates.

Therefore, the differences in the open-list PR systems of Ecuador, Peru and 
Brazil may explain the discrepancies between the electoral success of women in 
each country. Even excluding Ecuador and Peru, however, other countries whose 
systems are similar to that of Brazil and also have quotas, such as Chile (22.5%) 
and Colombia (19%), have significantly higher percentages of women in parliament, 
while Venezuela (22%), which lacks quotas, has more than double. A clearer under-
standing of this situation would require a more exhaustive analysis and data which 
is not always available. Although that is beyond the scope of this article, I never-
theless maintain that Brazil’s policy on campaign finance is a good starting point.

4.	 The Electoral System and Campaign Finance in Brazil: 
How Have they Affected Women’s Representation and 
What to Expect from Recent Changes in the Law?

Money is essential in today’s electoral campaigns. It allows candidates to make 
contact with the public so that they can explain their platforms and likewise 
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allows the voters to make an informed decision about who they will vote for, an 
option which both sides have a right to in a democracy. In this sense, electoral 
funding is a central element for political equality, both from the perspective of 
the rights of voters and representatives.

A number of studies have shown a positive correlation between the money 
spent in campaigns and the number of votes won by candidates in Brazil (Britto 
2009; Cervi 2010; Silva 2010; Mancuso 2012; Peixoto 2009; Samuels 2001; Sacchet 
and Speck 2012a, 2012b; Speck 2005). This link between electoral spending and 
votes is obvious to former female candidates I interviewed, and who were very 
aware that the reason for this problem of uneven playing field due to differences 
in electoral spending. In a more general sense, the disparities in campaign fund-
ing are harmful for equality and democracy.

The costs of running a campaign in Brazil have risen significantly from 
one election to the next (Mancuso 2015; Marenco 2008; Sacchet 2011; Sacchet 
and speck 2012; Santos 2011), making Brazil amongst countries with the highest 
electoral spending (Samuels 2001). The database of the Superior Electoral Tribunal 
shows that the total spending on the elections for federal deputy more than tripled 
between 2002 and 2014. In 2002 it was R$ 189,363,870.09 (Brazilian Reais), which 
(taking deflation into account) jumped to R$ 584,500,704.70 in 2014. In the elec-
tions for state deputies, the rise was similar. Meanwhile, the funding gap between 
male and female candidates has widened, as shown in table 3 and 4 below.

Table 3. Average Funds of Campaigns Revenue for Federal Deputy 2002-2014 (in 
Brazilian Reais)

Year Women Men Total Mean Women/Men (%)
2002 38,900.31 76,218.76 72,138.61 51.04
2006 49,471.09 95,728.96 90,134.86 51.68
2010 74,085.83 156,238.79 143,050.76 47.42
2014 32,153.94 141,189.76 107,203.81 22.77

Total Geral 51,017.41 117,489.91 106,764.62 43.42
Source: Superior Electoral Tribunal Brazil. Author’s own analysis and summarization

Year base 2002.

Table 4. Average Funds of Campaigns Revenue for State Deputy 2002-2014  
(in Brazilian Reais)

Year Women Men Total Mean Women/Men(%)
2002 31,461.32 32,793.63 32,624.53 95.94
2006 36,713.71 42,255.18 41,492.36 86.89
2010 39,071.00 60,818.48 56,843.94 64.24
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Year Women Men Total Mean Women/Men(%)
2014 23,721.11 58,970.67 49,356.65 40.23

Total Mean 30,569.34 50,746.28 46,837.30 60.24

Source: Superior Electoral Tribunal Brazil. Author’s own analysis and summary
Base year: 2002.

Data in Table 3 and 4 show that the average amounts of funds raised by 
female candidates in elections from 2002 to 2014 was significantly inferior to that 
raised by male candidates, for both State and Federal Deputy Positions. It also 
evinces that the rate of difference has increased from one election to the next. 
While in 2002 the average percentage of funds raised by female candidates run-
ning for positions of federal deputy was equivalent to 51% of the amount raised 
by men in 2014 it represented only 23%. For the position of State deputy, the 
figures were equally dismaying. In 2002 funds raised by women represented 96% 
of funds raised by men, but in 2014 this difference increased significantly and 
women managed to raise only 40% of the amount raised by men.

Imbalance in terms of campaign resources has been propelled by both an 
electoral system that favors the individualization of campaigns, distancing candi-
dates from parties, as considered earlier in this article, and by an over permissive 
legislation on campaign finance that incentivizes over-spending. National and 
state elections up to now have been regulated by a legislation that allowed for to-
tal freedom on campaign spending and the predominance of corporations among 
campaign donor. Recently, there were some changes in the law (that I will discuss 
below), that will apply to the October elections of 2018, which is expected to help 
curb overspending and the influence of corporations over elections.

Academic studies of the subject have long warned of the danger of parties 
turning into cartels with a uniform ideology, corporate-type structure and a grow-
ing distance from their bases as they obtain an easier access to state funds (Katz and 
Mair 1995). Although it is premature to speak of the cartelization predicted by Katz 
and Mair (Ribeiro 2013), the parties have indeed distanced themselves from their 
ideals and supporters, and are increasingly focused on political patronage. However, 
despite long-standing availability of public resources to parties by means of access 
to both official funds and free airtime for political advertisement in televisions and 
radios, the “cartelization” of parties in Brazil, if anything, has not derived from their 
access to public resources, but rather from their transactions with businesses.

Until 2015, businesses could donate up to 2% of the gross income earned 
in the year prior to the election, which, in the case of big corporations, is 
a considerable amount of money. In 2010, considering donations for all electoral 
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positions, contributions from businesses represented 74% of the total  (Mancuso 
2015). This percentage is likely to have been higher in more recent elections. 
The predominance of corporations among campaign donors made support 
from businesses almost vital for electoral success and favored, in particular, 
well-connected incumbents. In a context of growing campaign expenditure en-
couraged by generous “donations” from the private sector, businesses have on the 
one hand increased their influence over electoral and political matters,16 and on 
the other, been central in defining who wins and who loses as candidate

The second largest source of campaign funding are individual donations 
(Mancuso 2015). By stipulating that donations could not exceed 10% of an in-
dividual’s gross annual income, the law once again favored wealthy individuals, 
since 10% of a millionaire’s income is vastly more than that of one who earns 
the minimum wage. Thus, the regulations we just mentioned have favored the 
predominance of individual or corporate donors, and in turn, the election of 
representatives who advance their particular interests. Unsurprisingly, the reform 
of campaign finance has been a major issue in Brazilian politics.

They also mean that women candidates are underfunded, as shown in 
tables 3 and 4 above and the correlation tables below. A number of studies have 
shown that that equally applies to local elections (Sacchet 2013, 2011; Sacchet and 
Speck 2012a, 2012b). The largest gap in campaign revenue is found in donation 
from the businesses source (Sacchet 2011; Sacchet and Speck 2012). Given the up-
per hand of corporations over electoral proceeds, this creates much disadvantage 
for women in terms of winning parliamentary seats, particularly if they are not 
incumbents. The unfavorable positioning of women as far as support from busi-
nesses is concerned is then exacerbated by the fact that they also get considerably 
less financial backing from individual donors, political parties and tend to invest 
far less of their own income in their campaigns (Sacchet 2011).

Women are also at a disadvantage because campaign finance is an even 
more important electoral resource for them. Research highlight that on average 
the amount of money needed by women to be elected is higher than that needed 
by men (Sacchet and Speck 2012a; Speck and Mancuso 2014). This suggests that 
money may compensate for both voters’ prejudice and disparity in political cap-
ital —given that, at a rate of 90% to 10% in parliament, men are the majority of 
political incumbents.

16	 It is important to note that businesses do not necessarily have the upper hand in this rela-
tionship. As recent plea bargain in Brazil evinced, and as claimed by specialists in the field, 
candidates may also threaten or blackmail businesses with harming their interests if they fail 
to provide financial support (Speck and Pfeiffer 2007).
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The correlation tables above corroborate my findings about the crucial 
role campaign finance plays in the lower chances women have of being elected in 
Brazil and the link between funding and male candidates. For male candidates for 
federal deputy, the correlation with campaign revenue of 12% is statistically signif-
icant at a level of 95%. It increases to 45% when campaign revenue is correlated 
to men who are elected —also at a significance level of 95%. For state deputy, the 
correlation is similar, although the coefficients of correlation are smaller.

Tables 5 and 6 also highlight a positive correlation between the election 
of 2014 and female candidates both for federal and state deputies, which reflects 
a considerable rise in the number of female candidates that year (as shown in 
table 1). In the elections for federal deputy, there was a positive correlation of 
14% between 2014 and women’s candidacies. However, the correlation also shows 
that despite the significant rise in the number of female candidates, there was 
a negative correlation, though not statistically significant, between the number 
of women elected and the year of the elections. The same applies to state depu-
ties, but with a higher coefficient of female candidates (17%) and a negative and 
statistically significant correlation with the number of women elected that year.

Given the strong preference for voting for individual candidates, the high 
correlation between campaign finance and electoral success and the fact that fe-
male candidates raise significantly less money yet are more dependent on funding 
to win, it is not surprising that presence of women in the Brazilian parliament 
has been less than 10% for decades, despite significant increases in the number 
of female candidates in recent years. The individualization of campaigns, typi-
cal of an open-list PR system with the characteristics of Brazil’s, coupled with 
over-permissive rules on campaign financing have negatively affected the chances 
of women wining parliamentary seats.

Other countries in Latin America with open-list PR electoral systems seem 
to be less permissive about campaign spending and violations of the rules on 
campaign finance. The latest available data (from 2015) indicates that only in Chile 
were individual candidates allowed to receive funding from the private sector, and 
in all of them, including Chile, there were statutory ceilings on the money spent 
by candidates and political parties (International IDEA 2015).17 These differences in 
mechanisms used to limit the influence of financial capital on the electoral process 

17	 Political rules in Latin America are very dynamic, and change fast, making it difficult to 
produce a more robust comparative analysis. Since the focus of this article is on national and 
sub-national legislative elections in Brazil, in which case the last elections were in 2014, my 
comparative analysis does not take into account more recent changes in the legislation on 
campaign finance of the countries under consideration.
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may help explain why Brazil has the lowest percentage of women in legislative po-
sitions in the region, and even trails countries without gender quotas.

5.	 Recent Changes in Electoral Legislation  
and Prospects for the Future

In September 2015, the Federal Supreme Court (STF), the highest court of justice in 
Brazil, ruled that donations from corporations to both parties and candidates are 
unconstitutional. This ban led to a significant reduction in spending on the local 
elections of 2016. Then, in 2017, scandals about deals between businessmen and 
politicians in which there was a tradeoff between large donations and “benefits” 
from the government, like tax breaks and laws favoring private interests, led the 
public to pressure for further reforms, which, in turn, resulted in the congres-
sional approval of a modest reform in 2017. After much negotiation within and 
between the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate and the final vetoes by the 
President, electoral legislation was amended. These changes will come into force 
during the 2018 elections.

Two of these changes directly concern the issues discussed in this article: 
ceilings on campaign expenditure and the establishment of a public campaign 
fund. The amount of the ceiling varies in accordance with the legislative or ex-
ecutive posts the candidates run for. The ceilings (including money from public 
funds) are as follows:

ŚŚ President: a limit of R$ 70 million in the first round of elections and 
half this amount in the second round.

ŚŚ Governor: the maximum amount varies from R$ 2.8 million to R$ 21 
million in accordance with the number of voters in the state and half 
this amount for the second round.

ŚŚ Senator: the maximum amount varies from R$ 2.5 million to R$ 5.6 
million, in accordance with the number of voters in the state.

ŚŚ Federal Deputy: R$ 2.5 million in all states, regardless of their size.
ŚŚ State Deputy: R$ 1 million in all states, regardless of their size.

At first sight, the ceilings seem like a good way to make elections more 
democratic, since they seem to somewhat even electoral spending and curb the 
power of wealthy donors. In fact, they are far too high to fulfil that purpose. This 
is evident when we consider data from recent elections. Data from the last parlia-
mentary elections, of 2014, analyzed for this article, show that of 5,869 candidates 
who run for the position of federal deputies, only 96 raised electoral funds in 
amounts superior to that of the ceiling set up recently for this position. From 
these candidates only seven, that is 7%, where female candidates. In relation to 
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the position of state deputy from 15,254 candidates running, only 232 reached the 
ceiling of 1 million. Of these candidates just 28, or 12%, were women. Therefore, 
these ceiling are limited to sort out effectively the issue of inequality in disputes 
resulting from the imbalance in campaign’s revenues.

The public campaign fund aims to fill the vacuum left by the ban on dona-
tions from corporations ordered by the STF in 2015. It amounts to R$ 1.7 billion 
and will be distributed according to electoral and political specificities. Given that 
money is a central constraining factor in elections for candidates from specific 
backgrounds —such as women, members of minorities and those running for 
smaller more ideological political parties18—, the creation of a public fund has the 
potential to provide an incentive for new actors to enter and eventually succeed in 
electoral disputes. Besides, the ban on donations from corporations might further 
help boost the election of candidates with these profiles, insofar as they are less 
likely to receive contribution from businesses.

For public funding to have a democratizing function, parties need to act 
more deliberately when distributing their resources among their candidates. As far 
as the low presence of women in legislative positions are concerned, parties could 
act more consciously in order to change todays state of affairs, allocating higher 
percentages of funds to women’s electoral campaigns. Otherwise, they should at 
least secure that funds allocated to women were similar to their percentage run-
ning as candidate. Since there is no proper mechanism in the legislation to force 
or provide incentives for parties to invest in women’s campaigns, as has recently 
been seen in other countries in the region such as in Chile (Casas-Zamora and 
Falguera 2016), changes in these directions would have to rely on the goodwill of 
parties. However, given parties long-standing preferences for male candidates, it 
is unlikely they will freely adopt a perspective of equality in the distribution of 
their resources between male and female candidates, let alone to follow affirmative 
action whereby higher amounts of funds would be destined to women.

The congress has not reached an agreement on changes to the electoral 
system. For a number of years now, the parliament has shown an increasing 
interest in a reform of the current open-list PR system, in the form of a ma-
jority electoral system based on smaller electoral districts and with the aim 
of bringing representatives closer to the people they represent. Nevertheless, if 
approved, that reform is unlikely to benefit women. Given that the parties have 
failed to implement quotas for almost two decades in an electoral system based 

18	 To benefit parties cannot be too small, as the legislation establishes a minimum threshold in 
terms of seats held in the national parliament and of votes won in previous elections, in order 
to be allowed to access this fund.
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on multi-member districts, they are unlikely to support quotas in single member 
districts, where the selection of women candidates would exclude male ones.

Conclusions

This article has analyzed the political representation of women in Latin America, 
in order to explain why Brazil, despite implementing a 30% gender quota for 
nearly two decades, has less than 10% of women in its Chamber of Deputies. 
Following conventional knowledge, based on studies in the field, the analysis 
highlighted that quotas do not necessarily work as expected to increase women’s 
presence in representative positions. To a certain extent, it confirms the findings 
of studies which suggests that the degree to which this policy works depends 
on the one hand on factors related to the quotas policy itself —such as size, the 
existence or not of a placement mandate whether or not they are strongly en-
forced- and on the other, on the type of electoral system in place. Closed-list PR 
systems are considered to be more favorable to the election of women. However, 
this analysis reveals a murkier picture in Latin America today, since the per-
centage of women elected to the parliaments of some countries does not closely 
correspond to those findings, which indicates that other factors have to be taken 
into. I suggest that electoral finance is one of them.

Focusing on Brazil, it suggests that a combination of two factors is crucial 
for explaining the handicaps female candidates face. These are: the open-list PR 
electoral system and over-permissive rules on campaign spending. The open-list 
PR system may seem to make elections more democratic, since, ultimately, the 
voters decide whom they elect. However, by encouraging voting for individual 
candidates, it strengthens the influence of money on elections insofar as the 
candidates with more money have the advantage over those with less, especially 
women candidates, whose funding is significantly lower. Thus, even though the 
number of women candidates has steadily increased, reaching the 30% legal quo-
ta threshold in recent years, their chances of being elected have shrunk, as my 
analysis in this article has shown.

Electoral funding is vital for the running of campaigns and giving voters 
a knowledge of the positions of the candidates. Without it, candidates are less 
able to explain their stands and voters, less likely to hear them. Thus, in itself 
campaign funding is a democratic measure. However, freedom to spend on cam-
paigns and large donations by individuals and, particularly, corporations, as it 
has been the case in Brazil, not only turn electoral disputes uneven, but makes it 
likely that some issues and interests get more publicity and are able to influence 
the political process more than others. In this sense, balance in electoral spending 
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is a prerequisite for fairer campaigns and more democratic policy development. 
The imbalance in campaign finance particularly affects the representation of 
women and members of minority groups, as this article shows.

The recent legal reforms of campaign funding in Brazil are far from ideal. 
While the new ceilings may cut the usual spending of some candidates signifi-
cantly, they are irrelevant for the overwhelming majority whose funding is far 
below the limits. However, so long as the new rules were strictly enforced, we 
were likely to see some changes in the composition, and supposedly the agendas, 
of the legislative branch. A curb on the political power of big corporations not 
only helps to make elections fairer, but reduces their influence on policy deci-
sions. Since a willing compliance with electoral rules has not been a characteristic 
of Brazil’s parties and politicians, the success of this new legislation will largely 
depend on the State’s enforcement of the limits on campaign spending, especially 
in the form of secret slush funds which the private sector provides to a certain 
parties and candidates.

Will this reform be an incentive for getting more women elected? This 
is difficult to predict, since it will depend on the political actors’ willingness to 
fully comply with the new rules and, above all, on whether or not increasing the 
number of women elected becomes an issue of the interest of the parties and the 
legislature. Given specific constraints to female candidates in electoral processes 
highlighted in this article, increasing women’s participation in representative 
positions require purposive action. This means that the low presence of women 
in political positions must become a political issue in itself for parties and mem-
bers of congress while advancing the political reform in course. Otherwise, the 
imbalance in numbers and political influence between men and women is likely 
to continue in the foreseeable future.
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