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The scholarship on women in politics, affirmative action and electoral integrity points to political 
parties as gate-keepers to women’s electoral ambitions and asserts that to increase the supply of 
women, political parties need to signal demand through the adoption of gender quotas. The literature 
finds that where party elites support greater diversity of representation such as through the adoption 
of gender quotas, all women short lists, or targeted selections, party demand can address and 
overcome the veto actions of party selectorates (Buckley et al, 2016; Kenny and Mackay, 2014; Childs, 
2014; Krook, 2009; Annesley et al, 2005). The adoption of legal gender quotas in Ireland has borne this 
out. At the 2016 general election, the first at which legal gender quotas applied, there was a 90 per 
cent increase in women’s candidacy in comparison to the previous election in 2011.  
 
Gender quotas research concentrates on party women, which is understandable, given that gender 
quotas are a mechanism to alter party selectors’ attitudes towards women’s candidacy. It is also the 
case that the majority of women access political life through the conduit of a political party. But what, 
if any, are the diffusion effects of gender quotas? Do their effects extend beyond altering party 
selectors’ attitudes towards women’s candidacy – demand side factors (Norris, 1997; Norris and 
Lovenduski, 1995; Norris and Lovenduski, 1993; Randall and Smyth, 1987)? What is the impact of 
gender quotas on mobilising women to put themselves forward for political candidacy and 
encouraging women to ‘supply’ themselves for political office?   
 
Taking the 2016 general election in Ireland as a case-study, it is observed that the election saw a 94 
per cent increase in the number of party women selected to run, while the number of non-party 
women increased by 74 per cent.   
 
Given that political parties were incentivised to select more women through a financial mechanism 
whereby parties who did not select at least 30 per cent women candidates, faced a 50 per cent cut in 
their State funding, we can surmise that the increase of women’s candidacy in political parties is 
associated with increased demand. But what accounts for the 74 per cent increase in women 
independents? Is this an outcome of the diffusion effects of gender quotas whereby the discourse 
surrounding the representation of women in Irish politics, acted as a mobilising agent, encouraging 
women, party and non, to put themselves forward for politics? Who are these women who run as 
independents? 
 
In this baseline study of women independents, a picture of independent women candidates is 
sketched, outlining their personal and political backgrounds, their candidate emergence, and, if 
electorally successful, their route into political office.   
 
Studying women independents not alone presents us with rich material to investigate who these 
women are, but it also affords us an opportunity to compare independent women candidates and 
party women candidates in order to interrogate the ‘supply’ dynamics in women’s candidature.    
 
The paper will draw from a dataset consisting of biographical and electoral information of all women 
candidates at the 2016 general election. 


