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We argue that historical family configurations have left an enduring imprint on the gendered division of labor within the

household, gender norms, and female political representation. We draw evidence from geographic variation in historical

family types in Spain and municipality-level electoral data from 1978 to 2015 and earlier democratic spells. We find that

areas where the stem family used to be prevalent—meaning that multiple generations of women lived together and shared

domestic work—show higher female political representation today than areas with nuclear family tradition. Nevertheless,

history is not destiny, and the impact of historical legacies can fade. In our mechanisms analyses, we demonstrate that the

introduction of party-list gender quotas in the late 1980s equalized women’s political representation across regions with

different historical family types, but it did not erase underlying differences in gender attitudes and female paid em-

ployment. Our research contributes to the study of historical persistence by assessing what institutions can and cannot do

to combat patriarchal prejudice.

here do gender norms come from, and under
what conditions do they persist and fade? We
address both questions by examining the role of
historical family types in modern-day female political rep-
resentation. We argue that historical family configurations
shaped the gendered division of labor within the household,
feeding into patriarchal gender norms surviving until the
present and manifesting in differing rates of female political
representation. The consequences of historically rooted gen-
der norms can be mechanically mitigated but not erased via
party-list gender quotas—not in the short run at least.
Drawing on Todd’s (1990) foundational typology of his-
torical family structures, we focus on the two most prevalent
configurations in preindustrial Europe. In extended or “stem
families,” one couple—typically the eldest son and his wife—

remained in the husband’s family home, cohabiting with the
older generation after marriage. In “nuclear families,” by
contrast, all newlyweds moved out to establish independent
households, typically consisting of only two generations:
parents and children. We argue that stem family structures
allowed working-age women to share domestic responsi-
bilities (e.g., child-rearing) with their mothers-in-law, free-
ing time for labor market participation. In turn, women’s
participation in paid employment softened the gendered
division of labor and patriarchal norms compared to nu-
clear family structures. Although stem families largely dis-
appeared in the first half of the twentieth century because of
industrialization, we contend that their legacy of more equi-
table gender norms persisted, exerting a lasting positive in-
fluence on female political representation.
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To test this argument, we examine the relationship be-
tween historical family types and female representation in
Spanish local councils from 1978 to 2015. Spain provides a
well-suited case for studying the effect of historical family
structures on female political representation because both
stem and nuclear families had coexisted there since medi-
eval times for reasons unrelated to preexisting gender at-
titudes. We build an original dataset on female councilors
for all Spanish municipalities using electoral records from
the Spanish Ministry of Finance and Public Administration.
Following best practices in demographic research, we mea-
sure historical family structure as the average number of
married and widowed women per household at the district
level, drawing this information from Spain’s earliest high-
quality census, conducted in 1860.

Our results confirm that after the return of democracy in
1978, the share of female councilors, although low in abso-
lute terms, was significantly higher in areas where stem
families had been historically prevalent. To test the robust-
ness of our results, we include a comprehensive set of geo-
graphic, contemporary, and historical controls as well as
Autonomous Community or “region” fixed effects and ad-
dress issues of demographic sorting. Our estimates remain
qualitatively similar when we apply an instrumental variable
strategy borrowed from Tur-Prats (2019), lending support to
a causal interpretation of our results. To address concerns of
history compression, we also examine the effect of historical
family types on female political representation from 1924 to
1939, the first and only time before 1978 that women were
allowed to run for office in Spain.

We provide direct evidence for the two mechanisms of
persistence in our theoretical argument. First, using histor-
ical census data from 1887 and contemporary microdata
from the Active Population Survey (1976-2015), we find that
women’s participation in paid employment was—and re-
mains—higher in stem family areas. Second, we systemati-
cally analyze survey data on gender attitudes (both general
and political) from the Spanish Center for Sociological Re-
search (CIS) and the survey firm Metroscopia, covering 1975
to 2020. This evidence shows that individuals from former
stem family zones hold significantly more gender-equal atti-
tudes than those from historically nuclear family zones.

Examining the dynamic impact of historical family struc-
tures on female political representation across elections, we
find that the gap between historical family areas began to
close in the 1990s. We hypothesize that this shift was driven
by the staggered introduction of voluntary party quotas in
the late 1980s and early 1990s, which helped narrow regional
disparities. Supporting this hypothesis, our findings indicate
that voluntary quotas had a stronger effect in regions his-

torically dominated by nuclear families. This suggests that
electoral institutions can mitigate the enduring effects of
gender discrimination shaped by historical family structures.
However, on a less optimistic note, the adoption of voluntary
quotas in Spain was not accompanied by improvements in
female paid employment or gender attitudes in historically nu-
clear family regions.

This article examines historical and contemporary de-
terminants of gender gaps in political representation. Build-
ing on Alesina, Giuliano, and Nunn (2013), who link pa-
triarchal norms to plough agriculture, we introduce family
structure as a novel historical factor shaping female political
representation. Our findings align with research connecting
breadwinning roles to women’s political participation (Bern-
hard, Shames, and Teele 2021; Iversen and Rosenbluth 2010).
We also contribute to the literature on family structure and
political outcomes. Prior work (Brulé and Gaikwad 2021;
Hager and Hilbig 2019; Robinson and Gottlieb 2021) high-
lights the role of inheritance rules in shaping gender norms.
We extend this by demonstrating how multigenerational
cohabitation facilitated women’s labor force participation,
with lasting political consequences. Finally, we engage with
research on electoral institutions, such as gender quotas (Hughes
et al. 2019; Krook 2009; Weeks 2018) and proportional repre-
sentation (Kittilson and Schwindt-Bayer 2010). Showing how
these institutions can counteract historically embedded gender
norms, we draw on insights from Alesina and Giuliano (2015)
and Bisin and Verdier (2017) on the persistence and evolution
of cultural norms.

We conclude this introduction with two notes on scope
conditions: First, our argument about the relevance of co-
habitation with grandmothers for female participation in
work and public affairs applies to contexts in which adult
women cannot delegate responsibility for childcare and
housework outside the family. Before the expansion of public
education, childcare was mostly assumed by the family, but
this situation has radically changed with the expansion of the
welfare state. Second, our theory and empirical analysis ap-
ply to societies historically comprising stem and nuclear fam-
ilies, which were the most predominant historical family types
in Western Europe. A third basic type of family is the com-
munitarian or joint family, especially prevalent in some Asian
and African regions, in which all sons remain with their parents
and bring their wives to the family home when they reach
adulthood.' While our main argument may also hold for joint
families, the positive effect of coresidence may be counter-
balanced by other aspects surrounding joint families, such as

1. The joint family in Western Europe is present only in northern
Italy as shown in app. A.
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Figure 1. Historical family type and female political representation in later years.

restrictive norms about female mobility and autonomy (Anu-
kriti et al. 2020).

FROM HISTORICAL FAMILY TYPES TO FEMALE
REPRESENTATION

We argue that the manner in which families were organized
in the past shaped whether women could engage in paid work
outside the household. In stem families, where two adult
women often cohabited, women faced lower barriers to entry
into paid employment, strengthening their bargaining power
at home. This, in turn, had lasting effects on gender norms,
sustaining higher female labor force participation even after
stem family structures vanished during industrialization. Past
patterns of labor force participation and gender norms con-
tinue to influence contemporary female employment and, in
turn, shape women’s political representation in democratic
societies. As summarized in figure 1 and elaborated below,
our argument links historical family structures to modern fe-
male political representation through two mutually reinforcing
channels: labor market participation and gender norms.?

Historical family types and their origins
The family is the most primal institution, present in all so-
cieties. A growing empirical literature based on classic in-
sights from anthropology argues that family ties and struc-
ture have long-lasting consequences for economic growth
and development (Alesina et al. 2015; Duranton, Rodriguez-
Pose, and Sandall 2009), corporations (Greif 2006), public
policy design (Galasso and Profeta 2018), and government
quality (Akbari, Bahrami-Rad, and Kimbrough 2019; Broms
and Kokkonen 2019).

Recent political science research explores the role of lin-
eage and inheritance practices in shaping women’s political
engagement. Societies with more equitable inheritance laws

2. While the causal diagram traces a path between historical family
types and female political representation, it does not rule out alternative ex-
planations or a direct link to gender norms.

exhibit higher female political participation (Brulé and Ga-
ikwad 2021) and greater representation in public office
(Hager and Hilbig 2019), while matrilineal systems correlate
with gender-equal norms in politics (Robinson and Gottlieb
2021).

We examine a largely overlooked aspect of family structure:
historical family types characterized by multigenerational co-
habitation. Emmanuel Todd classified family-related institu-
tions into three main types based on detailed historical records.
Our focus is on the two predominant types in Western Europe,
which differ in their approach to multigenerational cohabita-
tion. In stem families, a single heir—typically a son—remained
in the family home, while in nuclear families, inheritance was
divided among siblings, each establishing a separate household
upon marriage.

The factors driving the adoption of specific family struc-
tures across Europe remain debated, with little consensus
on the role of economic forces (Gruber and Szo-Itysek 2012;
Ruggles 2009; Szo-ltysek et al. 2020). In Spain, regional dif-
ferences in stem and nuclear family arrangements trace back
to the Christian Conquest (722-1492), the centuries-long
process in which Christian kingdoms “reconquered” Muslim
Al-Andalus. In the west, independent Christian kingdoms
emerged from Visigoth noblemen who had retreated to As-
turias, eventually forming the Kingdom of Castile. In the
northeast, the Frankish Empire established the Hispanic
March—a buffer zone between the Pyrenees and the Ebro
River to protect against Muslim forces—which evolved into
a loose confederation of subkingdoms that later unified as the
Crown of Aragon.

Christian conquerors implemented distinct family laws in
eastern and western Spain. In the decentralized northeast,
the nobility secured freedom of testation, allowing them to
preserve landholdings across generations through a single-
heir system. In contrast, the more centralized western king-
doms, under stronger monarchical control, mandated equal
inheritance among offspring. These different inheritance sys-
tems led to different family structures: the stem family in the
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Crown of Aragon and the nuclear family in the Kingdom of
Castile.

No evidence shows that regional differences in family
structures stemmed from preexisting disparities in gender
equality. In medieval times, equality between men and
women was low across both areas, and the implications of
each family system for gender roles were ambiguous. In
stem families, heirs were expected to support their sisters’
marriages and help maintain their social status. In nuclear
families, women could inherit land, but it was typically of
lower quality (Carrasco and Jests 2009; Gonzalez 2000; see
app. H for details).

Mechanisms of persistence: Employment
and gender norms
The geographic distribution of family structures, shaped by
military and political considerations in the High Middle
Ages, were locked in and persisted until the early twentieth
century. When paid employment outside agriculture ex-
panded—primarily with industrialization in the late nine-
teenth century—existing family structures influenced wom-
en’s ability to enter the labor market (Tur-Prats 2019). In
stem families, cohabitation under one roof enabled the shar-
ing of domestic responsibilities, allowing women to engage
in paid work at a time when domestic work required inten-
sive dedication and public childcare was unavailable. As a
result, women in stem families often took on part-time wage-
earning jobs, such as shopkeeping, personal services (e.g.,
laundering), or factory work. In contrast, in nuclear families,
where cohabitation was rare, adult women had fewer op-
portunities to delegate domestic work and were therefore
less able to participate in paid employment. This dynamic
reinforced a strict gendered division of labor, with husbands
engaging in paid work while wives, as the sole adult women in
the household, specialized in domestic production.

Supporting our claim that historical family structures
influenced female labor force participation, Borderias and
Ferrer-Alos (2017) and Sasaki (2002) document higher la-
bor force participation among women from stem families
in early twentieth-century Catalonia and modern-day Ja-
pan, respectively. In France, Tudor (2022) shows that the
Napoleonic Code’s reinforcement of the nuclear family ele-
vated husbands’ authority within newlywed households, un-
dermining wives’ economic and political power. Returning
to Spain, Tur-Prats (2019) finds that nineteenth-century
women of reproductive age were more likely to engage in
paid work in stem family regions. We replicate this finding in
appendix B.

Although not directly focused on historical family struc-
tures, modern evidence also highlights the positive impact

of multigenerational cohabitation on women’s labor force
participation. Tienda and Glass (1985) find that coresidence
with grandmothers in the United States increases single
mothers’ paid employment, regardless of ethnicity or income
level. Using cross-national survey data from Western Eu-
rope, Jappens and Bavel (2012) provide the clearest evidence
of the underlying mechanism: Cohabitation with grandpar-
ents increases the likelihood of delegating child-rearing to
the oldest household members, with this effect being stronger
where formal childcare is less accessible.

Women who contribute financially to the household gain
greater bargaining power both at home and in their com-
munities (Iversen and Rosenbluth 2010). Building on this
insight, we propose that regions with a history of stem fam-
ilies developed more gender-equal norms—beliefs about ap-
propriate behavior for women in private and public life—
compared to areas with nuclear families, where the gendered
division of labor was more rigid. Once established, gender
norms tend to persist (Evans 2015) and be transmitted across
generations within families and communities (Bisin and Ver-
dier 2001; Fernandez and Fogli 2009), reinforcing patterns of
female participation in both domestic and market production.

Although no direct evidence links family structure to his-
torical gender norms, two findings support our argument.
First, Tur-Prats (2019) attributes the higher prevalence of
intimate partner violence in nuclear family regions to differ-
ences in women’s productive roles. Second, Beltran Tapia and
Gallego-Martinez (2020) show that nineteenth-century gen-
der ratios were more balanced in areas with a higher preva-
lence of stem families.” Consistent with our hypothesis, they
argue that multigenerational female cohabitation improved
girls’ survival rates by enabling more women to work, thereby
increasing their economic contribution to the household.

Downstream implications for female

political representation

Although multigenerational cohabitation has largely disap-
peared in Spain (see app. C), we argue that historical dif-
ferences in gender norms and labor market participation
persist, helping to explain variations in female political rep-
resentation. Specifically, we expect female political repre-
sentation to be higher in former stem family regions than in
areas historically dominated by nuclear families, driven by
both demand- and supply-side factors. On the demand side,
“voters who are accustomed to women in the workforce may
be more open to women in political leadership roles as well”

3. For the link between unbalanced gender ratios and female discrim-
ination, see Das Gupta et al. (2003), Hudson and Den Boer (2002), and
Sen (1990).



(Iversen and Rosenbluth 2008, 480). Empirical research is
consistent with this claim, showing that women’s labor mar-
ket participation influences how they are perceived as polit-
ical leaders (Andersen and Cook 1985; Rindfuss, Brewster,
and Kavee 1996).

On the supply side, a history of female subordination may
weaken women’s political ambition—an important factor in
the decision to “emerge” (Fox and Lawless 2014). Sociali-
zation into traditional gender roles can undermine the con-
fidence of otherwise viable candidates, reducing the pool of
women in politics. In addition, lower female labor market
participation in more traditional regions may limit women’s
interest in running for office. Iversen and Rosenbluth (2008,
483) note, “women who work outside the home are more
likely to develop policy interests that are distinct from their
husbands’ as they face new challenges trying to balance
family and career.” Finally, even when ambition and interest
are present, low female employment rates in historically
nuclear family regions limit access to critical resources—
income, information, and professional networks—that fa-
cilitate political participation (Kenworthy and Malami 1999;
van der Lippe et al. 2011).

CASE AND DATA

The stem-nuclear family divide in Spain emerged during the
Christian Conquest in the medieval period for reasons un-
related to gender norms (see above and app. H) and disap-
peared by the mid-twentieth century because of economic
modernization and rural-to-urban migration. Modern cen-
sus data indicate uniformly small household sizes across all
regions (see app. C). The disappearance of stem families pro-
vides a suitable setting to test Todd’s (1990, 42) intuition that
historical family structures have lasting cultural effects.

Measuring historical family types
To measure the historical prevalence of nuclear and stem
families, we use data from the 1860 population census, the
first high-quality census to reliably capture family structures
across Spain.* Following previous research using Spanish
historical data (Tapia and Martinez-Galarraga 2018), we use
the 400+ judicial districts recorded in the 1860 census as
our unit of observation and map them onto Spain’s 8,000+
present-day municipalities.’

We measure family structure as the average number of
married and widowed women per household across histor-

4. Conducted in December, a period of minimal internal migration due to
low agricultural activity, this census is particularly well-suited for measuring
family structure (Gozélvez Pérez and Martin-Serrano Rodriguez 2016, 341).

5. Judicial districts were established in the early nineteenth century to
define court jurisdictions and have remained largely unchanged.
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ical districts. Classic measures of family type measure the
number of adults per household (Burch 1970; Parish and
Schwartz 1972), but subsequent research showed that sea-
sonal migration was more frequent among men and pro-
posed that focusing on married and widowed women yields
more stable and robust measures (Mikelarena Pefa 1992;
Rowland 1987).° This variable captures the frequency of co-
habitation between adult married women and their mothers-
in-law.

Figure 2A demonstrates that the distribution of family
structure is bimodal. In most districts, cohabitation between
adult women (i.e., average > 1) was rare. In our baseline
specifications, we use the continuous measure in Figure 2A
as our main independent variable, standardized for easier
interpretation. We also employ a binary measure classifying
areas as predominantly nuclear or stem family regions. Given
the bimodal distribution, we set a cutoff at 1.05 average mar-
ried or widowed women per household in 1860 (see app. F for
alternative thresholds)

Figure 2B shows the geographic distribution of our con-
tinuous measure of family types across districts. Stem fam-
ilies were more common in northern and eastern Spain,
while nuclear families predominated in the west and south of
the Iberian Peninsula. This pattern only partially overlaps
with the historical territories of the Crown of Aragon and the
Kingdom of Castile, which developed distinct norms and
institutions, including family law. To account for heteroge-
neity across historical regions, we include Autonomous Com-
munity (region) fixed effects. In our preferred specification,
we exploit within-region variation in family structure, con-
trolling for unobserved region-specific factors that may be
correlated with both historical family type and contemporary
female political representation.

Institutional context
Our analysis of the long-term effects of historical family
structures focuses on female political representation in mu-
nicipal elections held after 1978, Spain’s first period of stable
democratic rule. Local councils play a significant role in
governance, managing around 14% of the national budget—
a share comparable to Belgium, Austria, and Germany. Coun-
cilors elect the mayor, approve the local budget, and over-
see municipal affairs, making the share of women on local
councils a key indicator of their political influence.

Local elections take place every four years across Spain’s
8,000+ municipalities. The number of council seats, rang-
ing from 3 to 57, is proportional to population size. Our

6. See Tur-Prats (2019, 2021) and Beltran Tapia and Gallego-Martinez
(2020) for further details about this measure.
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Figure 2. District-level average number of married and widowed women per household. Average number of married and widowed women per household in

historical districts in Spain using data from the 1860 census.

empirical analysis focuses on municipalities with more than
250 inhabitants, where councilors are elected through a
proportional representation system using the D’Hondt for-
mula and closed-party lists.” The final dataset comprises an
unbalanced panel of 51,079 municipality—election observa-
tions, covering approximately 5,000 municipalities across
10 election cycles.®

The share of women elected to local councils

To measure our main dependent variable—the share of
women elected to local councils—we assembled an original
dataset containing the gender of all municipal councilors
elected in Spain between 1979 and 2015. The data originally
collected by municipalities were later compiled by the Mi-
nisterio de Hacienda y Administraciones Publicas (Spanish
Ministry of Finance and Public Administration), which granted
us access. The dataset is nearly complete, covering 602,323
elected local politicians. Of these, 112,998 (19%) are classified
as women and 489,188 (81%) as men, with gender informa-
tion missing for only 137 individuals (0.02%). We use the
share of elected female candidates as our measure rather than
the share of women on party lists because the latter data are
unavailable before 1987.

We collapse the individual information at the municipality—
year level, and our main outcome variable is the share of
women elected to the local council in a given municipality
and election year. In 1979, only 3% of the local councilors in

7. Municipalities with 250 or fewer inhabitants use a majoritarian
system, but we exclude them because of extensive missing data.

8. The total, N = 51,079, excludes territories outside mainland Spain:
Ceuta, Melilla, and the Canary Islands.

Spain were women. Female representation grew steadily over
time and surpassed 35% by 2015 (see app. D for alongitudinal
chart). We observe that most municipalities already had a
large share of women elected to office when mandatory quo-
tas were established in 2007.

In addition to the gender of local councilors and his-
torical family types, we include a full set of municipality-
level controls (or baseline covariates): population size, city
status, the number of political parties represented on the mu-
nicipal council, and geographic controls that could shape
historical economic specialization—coastal location (dummy),
municipality area, an index of caloric yield, mean historical
temperature and precipitation, mean ruggedness, and the lat-
itude and longitude of the municipal centroid.

Municipality population and area covariates capture any
(nonlinear) relationship between urbanization, progressive
gender norms, and female political participation. Popula-
tion size also determines the number of council seats and,
consequently, the proportionality of the electoral system—a
key predictor of female representation (Kittilson and Schwindt-
Bayer 2010). To account for economic growth potential and
exposure to foreign (i.e., more progressive) cultures through
trade and tourism, we include an indicator for coastal areas.
Soil productivity—measured through an index of caloric
yield, temperature, precipitation, and ruggedness—may have
historically supported larger, wealthier families, influencing
both historical family structures and contemporary female
representation. We also control for latitude and longitude to
capture the north-south divide and proximity to the Med-
iterranean, both of which may affect economic development
and trade. In addition, political parties tend to place men in
top positions on electoral lists (Krook 2009). As a result, a



greater number of competing parties in a municipality may
push women into lower-ranked positions, reducing their
chances of winning a seat. To address this potential bias, we
control for the total number of parties with council repre-
sentation in each municipality-year. Appendix E provides a
detailed description of the sources and measurement of all
covariates.

ANALYSIS

To examine whether historical family structures affect the
political representation of women, we regress the share of
women elected to local elections in Spain after democrati-
zation on our measure of historical family types:

Share of Women Councilors,, = o + 3Stem Family,
+ ¥Xia + 8,Election,, (1)

+ n,Region_+ €4

where the proportion of female councilors elected in munici-
pality i and election year t is a function of the average number
of married and widowed women per household in 1860 in
district d to which a given modern-day municipality belonged
in the past. X; is a vector of controls at the municipal or
municipality-year level, and Election, and Region, denote fixed
effects at the election and region level, respectively.

Because we observe multiple electoral results for a given
municipality over time, we cluster the standard errors at the
municipal level to account for potential autocorrelation
within each municipality over time, following the consensus
when dealing with our type of panel data structure (Cameron
and Miller 2015). In recent work, Abadie et al. (2023) rec-
ommend clustering standard errors at the level at which the
treatment is assigned—the historical district, in our case.
However, their recommendations pertain to cross-sectional
data and, to the best of our knowledge, have not been ex-
tended to panel data, as in our setting. In the absence of
clear methodological guidelines, we report results using both
clustering approaches—at the municipality level (in the
main text) and at the district level (in app. G). Our preferred
specification—including the full vector of controls plus
election-region fixed effects—is robust to cluster by district
as well as alternative treatments of the standard errors, in-
cluding two-way clustering (by municipality and year and by
district and year) as well as to Conley-standard errors with
varying spatial radii.’

9. Results for the year-by-year or “dynamic model” (fig. 3) are robust to
multiple cluster structures, including district level. We elaborate further in the
section “Dynamic Results: The Gap Narrows over Time” and app. G.
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Results: Historical family types and female
representation

Table 1 reports our estimated coefficient of interest, 3, which
captures the effect of a historical prevalence of stem families
on contemporary female political representation, with mod-
els progressively incorporating additional controls. Column 1
reports the coefficient when no controls are included. This
coefficient is positive and statistically significant at the 1% level.
It shows that a one standard deviation increase in our measure
of the historical prevalence of stem families is associated with a
small average increase of 0.32 percentage points in female
political representation. We show in the next section, however,
that this effect is time-varying: substantially larger in the initial
democratic period and zero in more recent years.

The point estimate remains fairly stable and statistically
significant when controlling for population size, city status,
and the number of parties in column 2 and when adding
geographical controls in column 3. The effect also holds after
introducing election fixed effects in column 4, which account
for the sustained rise in female political representation over
recent decades, as shown in figure A-3. As expected, the ad-
justed R® increases substantially with the inclusion of election
fixed effects, but the coefficient of interest remains statistically
significant, with only a slight reduction in magnitude.

We introduce region fixed effects in column 5, relying on
within-region variation in historical family types for identifi-
cation. This stricter specification controls for time-invariant
regional confounders, addressing concerns that our results
may be driven by differences between more and less devel-
oped areas in Spain. Our preferred and most rigorous speci-
fication, shown in column 6, includes election-region fixed
effects to account for region-specific trends. In both specifi-
cations, the coefficients remain statistically significant and of
similar magnitude.

Finally, Model 7 shows that the results are robust to using
our dummy indicator of stem family type (i.e., above/below
1.05 married and widowed women per household) instead of
the continuous indicator. In appendix F, we show that results
are virtually indistinguishable if we use alternative thresholds.

Robustness checks
We conduct additional analyses in table 2 to test the ro-
bustness of this key result. These models build on our most
stringent specification (column 6 of table 1) by adding several
relevant controls; however, caution is needed in interpreting
these results because some controls may themselves be in-
fluenced by historical family types (i.e., “bad controls”).
First, we control for demographic variables to account
for potential gender imbalances that could affect our main
measure of historical family types. If, for example, nuclear



ooo0 / Historical Family Types and Female Representation Aina Gallego, Didac Queralt, and Ana Tur-Prats

Table 1. Effect of Historical Family Type on Female Political Representation: OLS Results

(1) ) 3) (4) ©) (6) ()

Stem family L322 303 314 307 320 329
(.098) (.093) (.133) (.129) (.137) (.137)
Stem family dummy T27*
(.302)

Pop., city, and no. parties v 4 v v 4 v
Geographic controls 4 v v v 4
Election (year) FE v v
Region FE 4
Election-region FE v
n 51,079 51,047 50,701 50,701 50,701 50,701 50,701
Adj. R° .000 .030 .049 512 523 .535 .049

Note. Stem family measures the number of married and widowed women per household in 1860, averaged at the district level and standardized. Stem family

dummy is an indicator variable that takes the value 1 if stem family is above 1.05 and zero otherwise. Pop., city, and no. parties include controls for population,

population squared, a dummy for having more than 50,000 inhabitants, and the number of parties. Geographic controls include area of the municipality, a

dummy for municipalities on the coast, an index of caloric yield, mean temperature, mean precipitation, mean ruggedness at the municipal level, and the

latitude and longitude of the municipal centroid. Clustered standard errors at the municipal level are in parentheses. FE, fixed effects.

*p <.10.
> p <.05.
> p <01

family regions had fewer women than men, this could have
mechanically lowered the number of women per house-
hold. To capture this, we construct two district-level mea-
sures based on the 1860 census. Column 1 includes the sex
ratio in the general population, while column 2 adds the
share of single men. Although these controls slightly reduce
the magnitude of our coefficient of interest, we continue to
find a positive and statistically significant effect of the stem
family type on female political participation.*

Second, following Oto-Peralfas and Romero-Avila (2016),
we account for the historical influence of the Catholic
Church—and religiosity more broadly—by including the ra-
tio of priests, monks, and nuns per thousand inhabitants as
well as the percentage of mass attendants at the district level,
both derived from the 1860 census (column 3). This control is
crucial if, for example, nuclear family regions were histori-
cally more religious and if strong Catholic influence has dis-
couraged female political representation over time.

Third, we address historical landholding inequality by
including the ratio of agricultural laborers to landlords and
the share of the population employed in agriculture from
the 1860 census (column 4). Family structures may have
emerged in areas with distinct land characteristics or may

10. Results are robust to computing the sex ratio for children aged 0 to
4, following Beltran Tapia and Gallego-Martinez (2020) and Hudson and
Den Boer (2002).

have shaped land inequality patterns that, in turn, influ-
enced political beliefs and gender attitudes, presenting an
alternative causal pathway.

Fourth, we assess the potential effects of migration in
various ways. In column 5, we control for historical internal
migration at the district level using data from the 1860 cen-
sus. Another concern is that our results may be influenced
by the self-selection of individuals with more feminist at-
titudes into stem family regions. For example, individuals
with progressive views may have left more traditional areas
for cities like Barcelona, which historically followed a stem
family tradition and had strong left-wing movements."" Be-
cause disaggregated data on historical migration flows are
unavailable, we address this concern by excluding stem
family areas more likely to receive migrants. In column 6, we
remove the provinces of Barcelona and Vizcaya—the two
largest industrial centers with dominant stem family tradi-
tions and high migration inflows. In column 7, we further
restrict the sample by excluding all municipalities with more
than 50,000 inhabitants in stem family districts. Reassur-
ingly, our results are robust to these additional tests.

11. During industrialization (1877-1930), migration was primarily
driven by economic factors, with most internal migrants relocating to
nearby cities (Silvestre 2005), which were likely within the same historical
cultural zones.
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Table 2. Effect of Historical Family Type on Female Political Representation: OLS Results with Additional Controls

(1) (2) 3) 4 () (6) (7)

Stem family .252* .256* .298** .243* 314 309 324

(.140) (.140) (.139) (.139) (.140) (.140) (.137)
Population, city, and no. parties v v v v v v v
Geographic controls v 4 v 4 v 4 4
Election x region fixed effects v v 4 v v 4 4
Sex ratio control v
Male singles control v
Religious controls 4
Land-inequality controls v
Share of (internal) migrants v
Excluding Barcelona and Vizcaya 4
Excluding all cities stem v
n 50,532 50,437 50,532 50,532 50,437 47,461 50,478
Adj. R° 535 535 .535 535 .535 535 534

Note. See text for a detailed description about the controls. Stem family measures the number of married and widowed women in the household in 1860, averaged at
the district level and standardized. Population, city, and no. parties includes municipal level controls for population, population squared, a dummy for municipalities
larger than 50,000 inhabitants, and the number of parties. Geographic controls include area of the municipality, a dummy for municipalities on the coast, an index of
caloric yield, mean temperature, mean precipitation, mean ruggedness at the municipal level, and the latitude and longitude of the municipal centroid. Sex ratio
measures female population divided by male population, measured at the district level for 1860 census. Share of male singles measures the number of male singles
divided by the total population, measured at the district level for 1860 census. Religious controls include the ratio of priests, monks, and nuns per thousand capita and
percentage of mass attendants at the district level computed from the 1860 census. Land-inequality controls encompass the ratio of laborers to landlords and the share
of the population working in the agricultural sector in a district, using the 1860 census. Share of (internal) migrants includes the number of male and female internal

migrants divided by the district population computed from the 1860 census. Clustered standard errors at the municipal level in parentheses.

*p <.10.
> p <.05.
> p < 0L

Thus far we have treated historical family type as an exog-
enous variable, but a final concern remains if some unob-
servable features of the territories are correlated with the
family structure prevalent in both past and contemporane-
ous female political participation. One specific version of this
concern is that regions that traditionally had cultural norms
or economic characteristics conducive to gender equality
may have chosen specific family arrangements that favored
women in the past. These unobserved characteristics may
affect female representation in politics today for reasons
other than their effect on family structures.

The inclusion of region fixed effects in our baseline speci-
fications is the best way to address this concern, but we
further address it by applying an instrumental variable
strategy. In the section “Historical Family Types and Their
Origins” and appendix H, we discuss in more detail why
some areas in Spain adopted one family type or the other—a
process related to the Christian Conquest (722-1492) that is
orthogonal to gender attitudes. Second, we follow Tur-Prats
(2019) and instrument the type of historical family by using

medieval inheritance laws. Reassuringly, our instrumental
variable results are similar to the ordinary least squares (OLS)
in the main text. Our results confirm a positive and statistically
significant effect of historical stem family structure on female
political representation.

Dynamic results: The gap narrows over time

Tables 1 and 2 indicate that historical family structure helps
explain differences in female political representation since
Spain’s democratic transition. Next, we aim at sizing this ef-
fect and examine whether the gap between historical regions
persisted or narrowed over time. To this end, we estimate our
baseline specification (column 5 in table 1) including an in-
teraction term of election with historical family type:

Share of Women Councilors,, = o + [3Stem Family,
+ vXia T nRegion,
+ §,Election, + «,Election,

x Stem Family, + €,

(2)
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Figure 3. Marginal effect of historical family type on female political representation. The graph displays the marginal effects of the historical stem family type
(i.e., the average number of widowed and married women in a household in 1860, computed at the district level and standardized) on the share of female
councilors elected. The circle size is proportional to the ratio between the marginal effect of historical family type (8Stem family + «k(Election x Stem family))
for each election and the annual average of female representation. Control variables are at the municipal level and include population, population squared, an
indicator variable for municipalities larger than 50,000 inhabitants, number of parties with political representation, an index of caloric yields, area, an indicator
variable for location in a coastal area, mean temperature, precipitation and ruggedness, and latitude and longitude of the municipal centroid. The model
includes region fixed effects. 95% CI based on clustered standard errors at the municipal level.

We report the marginal effects in figure 3, scaling the
coefficient of historical family types to capture any time-
varying impact on women’s representation.”” Notably, fe-
male political representation increased more than tenfold
between 1979 and 2015 (values in parentheses on the hori-
zontal axis of fig. 3). The substantive effect of historical family
types (vertical axis) should be interpreted in the context of
this broader secular trend.

We estimate the effect of historical family types in the first
democratic election at 0.65, corresponding to a 22% increase
in the average number of female councilors that year (i.e.,
100 x 0.65/2.92)." The positive effect of historical family
types persists until the late 1990s. However, as the mean of
the dependent variable increases over time, the relative ef-
fect of historical family types gradually weakens, becoming

12. Fig. 3 reports results with cluster by municipality. Meanwhile,
results with cluster by district, two-way cluster (by municipality and year
and by district and year), Huber-White (robust) standard errors, and
cluster by district-year are reported in fig. A-4 to A-8, respectively, in app. G.

13. Specifically, a one standard deviation increase in the average num-
ber of widowed and married women per household in the nineteenth cen-
tury is associated with a 0.65 percentage point increase in female repre-
sentation, holding all else constant.

negligible in 1999—not only because the confidence interval
crosses the zero line but also because the effect, relative to the
mean, is only a fraction of what it was in 1979, as illustrated
by the smaller circles in figure 3. By 2003, for example, the
point estimate for historical family type is —0.33, reflecting
just a 1.2% change in average female representation that
year (compared to 22% in 1979), and it is not statistically
significant.

Overall, we find strong evidence of a political represen-
tation gap at the start of the democratic period between areas
historically dominated by stem families and those with nu-
clear family traditions. This effect is consistently estimated
and remains robust to controls for variables known to in-
fluence the share of women elected to office. However, the
marginal effect of stem families declines over time, and by
1999, the difference between cultural zones is no longer
statistically significant. A similar pattern emerges when ex-
amining time-varying effects under the instrumental vari-
able strategy (app. H) and remains robust to alternative
treatments of standard errors (app. G). In the section “Mech-
anisms of Change: How Quotas Trump Legacies,” we ex-
plain this gradual decline: As parties adopted voluntary gender
quotas, differences in female political representation dimin-
ished between areas with different historical families.



PERSISTENCE

Intermediate outcomes

If historical family types exert long-lasting effects on wom-
en’s participation in public life, we should be able to observe
differences between zones with stem and nuclear families as
early as women were allowed to run for office. In Spain, this
right was briefly granted to women in the late 1920s and
early 1930s. In appendix J, we provide evidence that female
representation in local councils was higher in provinces with
a prevalence of stem families, aligning with our long-term
findings.

Mechanisms of persistence

We consider two causal mechanisms connecting historical
family structures to modern female political participation:
one related to labor market practices and the other to
cultural norms. In appendix I, we examine—and ultimately
dismiss—a third potential mechanism, which suggests that
differences in historical family types led to uneven invest-
ment in women’s education across regions.

Labor market outcomes. Using a sample of districts in
the 1860 census, Mikelarena Pefa (1992, 52-55) shows that
households in regions with a prevalence of stem families had
more active members than households in nuclear family
regions. We confirm this result in appendix B, drawing from
the full 1887 census. Here, we examine whether those dif-
ferences persist in the contemporary period. To that end,
we collect individual-level data from the Active Population
Survey between 1976 and 2015. We calculate three key in-
dicators of labor market outcomes for men and women in
each province based on the first two quarters of each election
year. First, we calculate labor market participation for both
men and women by dividing the number of individuals of
each gender who work by the total number of individuals of

Gender gap in labor market participation

Mean by province
Mean by province

Gender gap in inactivity
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that gender aged 16 to 65 years. Second, we calculate inac-
tivity rates for both men and women by dividing the number
of individuals who are inactive by the total number of in-
dividuals aged 16 to 65. Third, we calculate unemployment
rates for both men and women by dividing the number of
unemployed individuals by the number of active individuals
aged 16 to 65. We define Activity Gap as the difference be-
tween male and female paid workers, Inactivity Gap as the
difference between inactive women and inactive men, and
Unemployment Gap as the difference between female and
male unemployment rate. We then separately compute the
mean of these indicators for provinces with historical stem
or nuclear families.

Figure 4 presents the results of our descriptive analysis. The
first panel shows that while gender gaps in labor market par-
ticipation have narrowed significantly over recent decades,
they remain wider in historically nuclear family regions—and
if anything, the gap has grown in recent years. The second
panel indicates that although the gender gap in inactivity rates
has also declined in both areas, the difference has remained
stable over time, with slightly higher inactivity rates among
women in nuclear family regions. The third panel reveals that
gender disparities in unemployment were similar across both
areas at the outset of the period, but a gap emerged around the
1990s, with lower female unemployment in stem family re-
gions compared to nuclear family areas. These findings sug-
gest that, much like in the nineteenth century, gender gaps in
labor force participation and inactivity remain larger in areas
historically dominated by nuclear families.

Gender norms in the population. A strong gendered
division of labor reinforces patriarchal norms within house-
holds and society, which persist over time through sociali-
zation. We expect gender norms to be more traditional in
areas historically dominated by nuclear families. Indeed,

Gender gap in unemployment
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Figure 4. Gender gaps in labor market indicators across zones with historical stem and nuclear families. Data drawn from the Active Population Survey. The
lines present the gaps separately for provinces with historical stem and nuclear families. We divide provinces into those with stem or nuclear families based

on the average number of married and widowed women per household in the 1860 census. See fn. 6 in app. J for the list of provinces.
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using survey data from the 1995 and 2000 World Values
Survey and the 2011 CIS, Tur-Prats (2021) finds the expected
gaps in attitudes toward both partners working and con-
tributing to household income. We extend her analysis over
a longer time span and to attitudes regarding women’s par-
ticipation in politics.

We reviewed hundreds of questionnaires to select broadly
comparable items from studies conducted by CIS and Metro-
scopia at different points in time. Although many gender-
related questions have been asked over the years, wording
changes frequently, making it difficult to find consistent ques-
tions from the 1970s through the 1990s and 2000s. Appendix K
provides details on the selected studies and question wording.

First, we select questions about whether inequality exists
between men and women in general in society. We assume
that respondents who are more concerned about gender
equality and have more egalitarian attitudes toward gender
show higher awareness of gender inequality in society. Sec-
ond, we select similar questions focused specifically on women
in politics. Here, we assume that respondents with more
egalitarian views are more likely to recognize that women
face greater barriers to political leadership, while those with
less egalitarian views are less likely to agree. We acknowledge
that these questions blend descriptive and prescriptive atti-
tudes, but they represent the best available compromise be-
tween consistency over time and indicator quality. Finally,
we consider a question on agreement with the statement
that “women are unfit for office,” which directly taps into
prejudice against women in politics but has been asked less
frequently.

We classify respondents as living in an area with histor-
ically prevalent stem or nuclear families based on their
province of residence. Following our definition, provinces
are classified as stem or nuclear based on the average number
of married and widowed women per household in 1860,
applying a 1.05 threshold. We then estimate the differential
effect of the historical family type on gender attitudes by
regressing individual-level survey responses on an indicator
of the historical stem family. Figure 5 shows the results."*

14. Find the list of provinces in each area in footnote 6 in app. J. Note
that our empirical strategy here differs slightly from the approach used in the
previous labor market analysis, where we first aggregate individual-level data
into provincial averages before comparing historical family type regions. The
reason is simple: The average CIS poll used in this section typically contains
between 1,300 and 2,500 observations for all 50 Spanish provinces—two
orders of magnitude fewer than the data used in the labor market analysis.
Given the relatively small number of observations per province, we assign
individuals directly to the two historical areas, bypassing the intermediate
step of province-level aggregation.

We find a gap in awareness of gender inequality—both in
general and in politics—between regions historically domi-
nated by stem and nuclear families. Respondents in stem
family areas are more likely to acknowledge gender in-
equality and discrimination in politics and less likely to agree
that women are unfit for office. This evidence suggests that
cultural differences rooted in historical family structures
existed in the early years of democratic rule and have per-
sisted over time. This pattern, along with the findings in
Figure 4, supports our theoretical claim that female labor
market participation and gender-equal norms are both per-
sistent and mutually reinforcing.

MECHANISMS OF CHANGE: HOW QUOTAS

TRUMP LEGACIES

Empirical evidence supports the claim that historical family
structures had long-lasting effects on women’s engagement
in public life, primarily through two mechanisms: female
paid employment and gender norms. History, however, is
not deterministic. Beginning in the 1990s, the gap in female
political representation across historical family regions grad-
ually disappeared. What explains this shift?

One possible explanation is the faster expansion of eco-
nomic activity and the service sector in regions with nuclear
families; however, labor market data suggest that women did
not enter paid employment at a higher rate in these regions
than in those historically dominated by stem families. In-
stead, we argue that electoral institutions played a decisive
role. Specifically, the introduction of voluntary electoral quotas
in the late 1980s helped counterbalance the stronger patriar-
chal norms in regions with a legacy of nuclear families, ulti-
mately closing the gap in female political representation.

The adoption of voluntary quotas in Spain

Mandatory quotas in Spain were adopted in 2007, more
than two decades after the introduction of voluntary quotas."
The first voluntary quota was implemented by the Catalan
Socialist Party (PSC) in 1982, reserving a minimum of 12% of
party and elected offices for women—elevated to 15% in
1987. The Spanish Communist Party followed in 1987 with a
25% quota. In 1988, the largest left-wing party, the Partido
Socialista Obrero Espaiol (PSOE)—Spain’s ruling party
from 1982 to 1996—established a 25% quota for party offices
and electoral lists (Valiente 2005, 181). In the following years,
quotas expanded across leftist parties. Izquierda Unida (IU), a
coalition of Eurocommunist parties, adopted a 35% quota,
while its Catalan branch, Iniciativa per Catalunya (ICV), set a

15. App. L reviews evidence showing that the 2007 mandatory quotas
had a modest and transient effect on female representation.
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Figure 5. Attitudes toward gender inequality and women in politics. The plots show the differential effect of the historical family structure on attitudes in

three survey questions: (A) perceived gender inequality (in general), (B) perceived gender inequality specific to politics, and (C) agreement that women are

unfit for office. Survey questions are normalized between o and 1 for longitudinal comparability. Dots represent coefficient estimates of linear models

regressing individual-level attitudes on a dummy variable equal to 1 for living in a province with historical prevalence of stem families (o otherwise, hence
nuclear). 95% Cl. Data are from surveys conducted by the Spanish Center for Sociological Research and Metroscopia.

30% threshold. The PSC also increased its quota to 25%
(Verge 2012, 398). By 1997, the PSOE and IU had committed
to a “parity norm,” ensuring at least 40% representation for
each gender in party committees and electoral lists. Their
Catalan counterparts, PSC and ICV, followed in 2000 and
2002, respectively. Regional parties soon adopted similar mea-
sures: Bloque Nacionalista Galego (left wing) in Galicia and
Coalicién Canaria (center) in the Canary Islands introduced
parity quotas in 1998 and 2000, respectively. The Republican
Left of Catalonia (Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya, left
wing) and the Basque Nationalist Party (Partido Nacionalista
Vasco, center) followed in 2004 and 2007. By 2004, 9 of the 12
parties represented in Spain’s national lower house had imple-
mented voluntary quotas (Verge 2012, 399)."

Never a societal demand in Spain, voluntary quotas were
imposed in a top-down, staggered fashion by central party
leadership, following intense lobbying by feminist groups
within the party organization. Threlfall (2007) refers to this

16. App. M.1 provides a visual timeline of voluntary quotas.

process as an example of “enlightened elitism,” implying that
voluntary quotas were adopted solely because of pressure
from women’s caucuses."” Their enforcement was relatively
straightforward because all elections in Spain used closed-list
proportional representation, allowing party leadership to
maintain tight control over electoral lists. Qualitative ac-
counts indicate that parties diligently implemented volun-
tary quotas at all levels of government (Verge 2012).

The impact of voluntary quotas across

historical family zones

Threlfall (2007) and Verge (2012) highlight the crucial role
of voluntary quotas in expanding women’s representation in
Spain. We build on their argument by investigating whether
party quotas had a stronger impact in regions historically
populated by nuclear families, thereby helping to close the
representation gap across different family systems.

17. App. M.4 provides a brief historical account of feminist groups’
lobbying efforts for voluntary quotas within political parties.
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Figure 6. Share of women councilors by region and party quota. Plots present the share of women elected to local councils in regions with historical nuclear
or stem families (i.e., judicial districts having fewer [more] than 1.05 married/widowed women per household in the 1860 census) separately for munici-
palities where at least one party adopted a voluntary quota and municipalities where no party had a voluntary quota in that year.

The gradual adoption of voluntary quotas, as outlined in
the previous section, established benchmarks (e.g., 12%,
15%, 25%) that were, at each stage, not far from the levels
of female political representation already observed in the
most gender-progressive areas. We expect that quotas had a
smaller additional effect in regions where baseline repre-
sentation was already close to the benchmark (stem family
regions) than in areas where it lagged further behind (nu-
clear family regions).

Figure 6 plots the share of female councilors in munici-
palities where at least one party with voluntary quotas se-
cured representation and those where no such party did. It
compares female representation in towns from regions where
nuclear families prevail and stem families dominate. Two
patterns emerge. First, the presence of parties with voluntary
quotas increases the average number of women in municipal
councils, regardless of cultural legacies. Second, this positive
effect is stronger in towns with nuclear families than in re-
gions with stem families. Next, we examine this relationship
using a regression framework.

Share of Women Councilors,,, = a + 3,Quota, + (3,Quota,

x Historical Nuclear Family,.
+XFir + Un + ¢i + €

(3)

For interpretability, we create two versions of the quota
variable. The dummy version, Quota,, equals 1 if at least one
party in the municipality has adopted voluntary quotas and

0 otherwise. The continuous version of Quota, incorporates
both the quota’s magnitude (e.g., 12%, 25%) and the share of
seats won by the party that voluntarily adopted it."* Since
municipalities with parties that adopt electoral quotas may
differ systematically from those without (e.g., local consti-
tuencies may have a stronger affinity for leftist parties), we
include municipality fixed effects, ,, thereby focusing on
within-municipality longitudinal variation. In addition, we
control for a set of time-varying municipality-level covar-
iates, XI';, and a full vector of year fixed effects, 9, which
account for the secular increase in female representation across
regions.

To facilitate the interpretation of the interaction term,
B,, we reverse the historical family type variable. For the con-
tinuous version, we multiply the original variable by —1,
so Nuclear = 1 and Stem = 0. If quotas contributed to
narrowing the gap between historical regions, their effect
should be stronger in areas formerly inhabited by nuclear
families than in those populated by stem families—implying
8, > 0. We report the OLS estimates for equation 3 in table 3.”

Column 1 shows that the introduction of voluntary quotas
increased female representation by an average of 1.32 per-
centage points in former stem family municipalities. The ef-
fect is 1.108 percentage points larger in former nuclear family

18. We assign a quota to each councilor (including zeros if no quota
was adopted) based on their party affiliation and year, then take the av-
erage at the municipal-election level. Details are in app. E.

19. These results are robust to clustering at the historical district level
(see app. G).



Table 3. Voluntary Quotas and Historical Family Regions
with Municipality Fixed Effects

Binary  Continuous
Voluntary quota 1.320%%* 1914
(.304) (.008)
Historical nuclear family x voluntary
quota 1.108* 019+
(313) (.005)
Population, city, and no. parties 4 v
Election (year) fixed effects v v
Municipality fixed effects 4 v
Adj. R? 616 622
n 50,843 50,843

Note. We use the binary and continuous versions of historical family types
and voluntary quotas in columns 1 and 2, respectively. Population, city,
and no. parties include controls at the municipal level for population, pop-
ulation squared, a dummy for municipalities larger than 50,000 inhabitants,
and the number of parties with political representation. The mean of the
dependent variable (share of female councilors) is 18.34. Intercept not re-
ported. Clustered standard errors at the municipal level in parentheses.

*p <.10.

** p < 05

< 01,

municipalities, totaling 2.428 percentage points, confirming
our expectation. In appendix M.2, we examine the temporal
variation in female political representation across regions by
interacting historical family type with the election year in a
model that also includes municipality and year fixed effects.
The results show that the gap between historical family re-
gions narrowed only in the early 1990s, coinciding with the
introduction of voluntary quotas by all major parties (except
the conservative Partido Popular). In appendix M.3, we con-
firm that the prequota gap between nuclear and stem family
regions also existed in municipalities with leftist party repre-
sentation—specifically the PSOE—addressing endogeneity
concerns between gender attitudes and partisan preferences.
In sum, by exerting a stronger effect in regions historically
populated by nuclear families, voluntary quotas contributed to
narrowing the representation gap across historical family zones.

CONCLUSION

This article provides evidence of the long shadow cast by
historical family structures on women’s political represen-
tation, labor market participation, and societal attitudes in
Europe. Family systems that enabled the (partial) delegation
of domestic production to older household members allowed
working-age women to participate in the labor market, in-
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creasing their bargaining power within the family and, by
extension, their community. In regions where stem families
were uncommon, a stark gendered division of labor emerged:
Women participated in the labor market at lower rates, re-
inforcing patriarchal norms. Our analysis reveals the persis-
tence of these norms and their impact on female political
representation today; however, we also identify opportunities
for progress through electoral quotas, making our argument
one of both continuity and change.

Regarding historical continuity, our findings indicate that
gender roles and norms can persist beyond the historical
stem-nuclear family divide, providing a novel explanation
for female political underrepresentation. Variation in family
structures presents multiple avenues for further research.
One particularly intriguing case is Italy, the only country in
Western Europe with a significant presence of historical joint
families in certain regions. This unique context offers an op-
portunity to examine women’s political empowerment in a
wealthy yet relatively traditional society. A second promising
research direction involves cross-national, longitudinal anal-
yses of family types and female political representation—
much in the spirit of Duranton et al. (2009), who focus on
economic outcomes. A key empirical challenge in extending
this analysis to other contexts involves addressing the endo-
geneity of historical family types as well as the timing of in-
dustrialization, democratization, and regional variations in
electoral quota adoption.

In support of change, our findings demonstrate that top-
down institutional reforms can effectively counteract a legacy
of patriarchal norms. Following the introduction of voluntary
quotas, female political representation in Spain increased
more in former nuclear family regions than in former stem
family regions, ultimately closing the representation gap. This
shift would likely not have occurred without feminist organi-
zations, which successfully mainstreamed gender parity among
political leaders across the ideological spectrum; however, our
results also suggest that elite-driven norm change may not be
(immediately) mirrored by shifts in societal attitudes. Our
analysis shows that regions historically dominated by nuclear
families still exhibit lower levels of female labor force partici-
pation and weaker gender-equal attitudes. Whether codified
norms and electoral institutions can reshape deeply ingrained
patriarchal socialization in the long run remains an open
question.
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