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Legislative speechmaking is a powerful tool that enables legislators to signal their pref-
erences, showcase their expertise, and influence the lawmaking process. It can enhance 
the visibility of women in male-dominated institutions and assist them to influence legis-
lative outcomes more effectively.1 A growing body of research on women’s speechmak-
ing demonstrates that women are inclined to “speak for” women on the chamber floor, 
representing women’s substantive interests.2 Nonetheless, a considerable gap persists in 
our understanding of why the opportunities and thematic focus of women’s speechmak-
ing might diverge from those of their male counterparts.

Drawing on a large body of research that seeks to explain how institutions structure 
women’s legislative behavior,3 we argue that formal and informal institutions (specifically, 
committee assignments and seniority), district characteristics, and issue priorities play a 
significant role in shaping women’s speech participation in the legislature. Research indi-
cates that districts that elect women often differ from those that elect men,4 and once in 
office, women are frequently appointed to different committees and face restricted access 
to leadership roles.5 Furthermore, the marked disparity between the numbers of women 
and men legislators, especially pronounced in chambers without gender quotas, directly 
influences the prevalence of women’s speeches heard on the plenary floor.

Beyond the influence of institutional structures and diverse pathways to power,6 
we expect that women legislators will show a greater commitment than their male 
counterparts to addressing in their speeches policy areas that disproportionately affect 
women’s lives.7

To test our expectations, we use a comprehensive dataset of over 87,000 speeches 
covering twenty-one issue areas from 1990 to 2018 in Chile, one of the most stable 
and enduring democracies in Latin America. Looking first at the descriptive trends, we 
show that, although women tend to deliver a similar number of speeches on average 
as men, women’s voices are proportionally underrepresented across a range of salient 
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policy areas on the chamber floor and overrepresented on fewer issues. These descriptive 
trends, in and of themselves, are important because they illustrate the underrepresenta-
tion of women’s voices in substantial policy issues. Having shown that women’s par-
ticipation in floor speeches is different, we investigate whether these gaps persist once 
we account for factors that structure legislators’ speechmaking incentives, such as com-
mittee assignments, tenure, district characteristics, and partisan affiliation. The findings 
show persistent, albeit positive, gender gaps on a subset of issues. In line with existing 
research on women’s substantive representation,8 our analysis confirms that women’s 
participation outpaces men’s participation on several key topics that align closely with 
policy areas that disproportionately affect women.

This research makes several contributions to our understanding of legislative behav-
ior. First, most research on women’s participation during floor debates examines whether 
there are meaningful differences in men’s and women’s behavior after accounting for key 
differences known to explain legislative behavior. This approach, however, sidesteps an 
informative precursor: descriptive patterns showing that women’s voices are underrepre-
sented in debates in most policy areas. After accounting for their share of the membership 
and other relevant factors, such as committee assignments, tenure, and district characteris-
tics, we find that women and men deliver a similar proportion of speeches on most topics, 
and, in a few areas, women even outpace men. Second, apart from a few exceptions, previ-
ous studies have primarily focused on the overall quantity of women’s speech participation 
or restricted the scope of the analysis to a narrow range of topics. In this article, we broaden 
the analysis to include the content of women’s legislative speech beyond women’s issues. 
Lastly, most studies on women’s legislative speech concentrate on the U.S. and Western 
Europe, leaving a gap in our knowledge about speechmaking in other regions. Our study 
sheds light on the nature of women’s speech participation in a consolidated Latin American 
democracy where women have been historically underrepresented in the legislature.

The Importance of Women’s Voices on the Plenary

Legislators use a variety of mechanisms to connect with constituents and signal party 
leaders, colleagues, and relevant observers their positions on policy and other issues. 
Speechmaking is one such tool in a legislator’s arsenal. Forums that allow legislators 
to deliver speeches provide communicational opportunities. They use them to convey 
information and take public stances that help them build reputations with voters, col-
leagues, and the media.9 Speeches allow legislators to deliver critical statements of 
interest to political actors, what Mayhew10 called “position-taking.” In many instances, 
the target of such position-taking is voters. Constituency-focused activities enhance the 
reputation of the legislator and might benefit the party brand, contributing a collective 
good to the rest of the party membership. Speechmaking also presents opportunities to 
convey informational signals to colleagues and expertise to the media.

Access to the plenary is an invaluable resource for all legislators and holds par-
ticular significance for women lawmakers. As they frequently constitute a numerical 
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minority and are subject to both formal and informal constraints on their political power, 
speeches can become a pivotal tool for women to amplify their influence in policy-
making.11 Legislative speeches can enhance women’s visibility, giving them more clout. 
Research shows women tend to draw on evidence from their personal experiences to 
support their arguments. They are more likely to consider concrete policy implications 
for specific groups and issues, and are less confrontational in their speaking styles, which 
can be considered more “effective and engaging.”12

Recognizing the importance of women’s voices on the chamber floor, a growing 
body of research examines whether women participate at similar rates to men. The studies 
draw from an array of cases, yielding mixed findings. Some research highlights wom-
en’s underrepresentation in floor speeches and their marginalization during politically 
salient debates.13 Conversely, other research finds that women participate in speechmak-
ing at rates comparable to men,14 sometimes inspired by women in leadership positions.15 
Some studies indicate that women tend to use a more “feminized style of politics” in their 
speeches, characterized by a more measured demeanor, eschewing loud, defensive, or 
embattled tactics,16 displaying a greater openness to listening to opposing views,17 and 
maintaining a more positive tone than their male counterparts.18

Yet, it is not simply whether women take the floor that matters, but also what they 
talk about during legislative speeches.19 Women bring different perspectives and expe-
riences on a broad array of issues.20 Incorporating women’s voices across the full spec-
trum of legislation can help ensure that public policies are more attuned to women’s 
issues and the diverse interests of the population.

Research on the content of women’s legislative speeches has primarily focused on 
women’s substantive representation, showing that women are more likely to speak “as 
women” and “for women” on the chamber floor,21 advocating for what are characterized 
as women’s issues and interests.22 However, the significance of women’s voices in the 
policy-making process extends beyond just women’s issues. Because their experiences, 
interests, and expertise span far beyond these issues, their participation in debates over 
all policy areas is critical for fostering more representative and effective governance.

Explaining Women’s Legislative Speeches

In the previous section, we emphasized the significance of women’s voices in the plenary 
and how speechmaking aids legislators, particularly women, in advancing their representa-
tional role. As we proceed to examine gender differences in speechmaking among legisla-
tors, it is crucial to note upfront that the primary obstacle to women’s voices in legislatures 
is the glaring fact that too few women are elected to serve as representatives. This point 
is further elucidated in our description of basic features characterizing the participation of 
women in speechmaking in Chile’s Chamber of Deputies, which appears in the empiri-
cal section. Our analysis, however, centers on understanding differences in speechmaking 
among those elected to serve in the legislature. Despite men and women legislators being 
similarly motivated to represent constituents and, according to elite surveys, not markedly 
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different regarding issue priorities, we anticipate that women may have fewer opportuni-
ties to deliver speeches on some topics and be more inclined to address others.

We argue that women’s speechmaking patterns are influenced by three main factors: 
political institutions, district features, and issue priorities. Specifically, legislatures are gov-
erned by rules and norms that structure who has access to the chamber floor. Additionally, 
district characteristics generate varying incentives. Thus, the pathways by which legisla-
tors arrive at the chamber (e.g., which districts elect them) and their subsequent position 
within the chamber help explain who has access to the floor and the topics they address 
once there. Furthermore, even though women may have, on average, an interest in a broad 
spectrum of policy areas, their commitment to addressing specific issues, such as those 
disproportionately affecting women’s lives, should be evident in speech patterns.

Positions Inside the Chamber and Pathways to Power  Previous works on women 
in legislatures have highlighted that once elected, women often encounter fewer oppor-
tunities to assume leadership roles,23 experience differential access to committee lead-
ership,24 and are less likely to rise to the most influential party positions.25 Additionally, 
except in countries with term limits, women have usually served shorter tenures in office 
than their male colleagues.26

Just as women’s backbencher status explains particular hurdles in advancing their 
legislative priorities,27 it is likely to influence legislative speechmaking. Access to leader-
ship positions and tenure often affects speaking opportunities and makes certain speech-
making forums less accessible.28 For example, Pearson and Dancey show that in the U.S. 
House of Representatives, more senior members are more likely to give speeches during 
debates on key bills,29 and Alemán and Micozzi note that tenure increases the likelihood 
of giving lawmaking speeches in Chile’s Chamber of Deputies.30 Thus, when women 
lack the clout associated with leadership and seniority status, their chances of speaking 
during floor debates can be diminished.

In addition, committee assignments, particularly those across Latin America, tend 
to follow gendered patterns.31 For instance, research from Argentina and Mexico shows 
women are less likely to be represented on committees that act as the clearing house 
for legislation, such as budget and constitutional affairs.32 Access to money committees 
affords legislators more influence than almost any other committee because often crucial 
legislation must pass through them before it reaches the chamber floor. Research has 
also shown that women tend to be underrepresented on committees that oversee ste-
reotypically masculine issues such as defense, foreign affairs, energy, transportation, 
agriculture, and the economy.33 Furthermore, women tend to be overrepresented on com-
mittees addressing stereotypically feminine issues such as education, healthcare, welfare, 
women, and family. Thus, gender disparities in committee assignments can result in dis-
similar opportunities to speak on debates across many important topics.

Committee assignments affect not only legislators’ debate participation but also the 
topics they are likely to address. Recognizing that individual legislators cannot com-
petently cover all policy matters, legislatures have developed norms of specialization, 
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with committees acting as the main vehicles for this specialization.34 Committees pro-
vide members with access to information, learning opportunities, and links to networks 
that enhance their expertise35 and assist the chamber in gathering information about the 
effects of different policies,36 with members’ recommendations providing valuable infor-
mation to the rest of the membership.37 Previous research on the legislatures of Chile,38 
the U.S.,39 Portugal,40 Sweden,41 and the European Union42 shows that membership in 
the committee with purview over the bill being debated increases the chances of debate 
participation. Also, evidence from Argentina, Ecuador, Mexico, and the U.S. suggests 
that committee chairs are more likely than other legislators to deliver speeches.43 For 
these reasons, gender differences in committee assignments are likely to influence the 
policy areas women address in their speeches. These disparities, whether the product of 
women’s preferences, stereotypes from party leaders, or a mix of factors, limit women’s  
opportunities to speak on certain issue areas while increasing their chances to talk about 
others.

Speechmaking is also influenced by the paths women and men take to reach the 
legislature. As indicated previously, speechmaking serves as a means for legislators to 
signal constituents and represent their interests. Districts that elect women often differ 
notably from those electing men. For instance, in the U.S., women are more likely to 
be elected in liberal, urban areas with higher levels of racial diversity, education, and 
income.44 Similarly, women elected to the Brazilian Congress are more likely to origi-
nate from districts with higher incomes, better-educated populations, and more liberal 
ideologies.45 In Peru, women candidates encounter greater obstacles in rural districts,46 
a pattern echoed in Canada and the UK, where women have historically fared better in 
urban districts.47 In Chile, women are significantly less likely to run for Congress than 
men,48 but when they do, they are more likely to succeed in urban districts and those 
closer to Santiago, the largest city in the country. These disparities in the districts elect-
ing men and women are likely to lead to distinct representational focuses.

Indeed, research shows that district characteristics influence legislative speechmak-
ing.49 For instance, a higher proportion of rural constituents can lead to an emphasis on 
agriculture-related speeches. Bäck and Debus have shown that in Germany, the socio-
economic traits of districts shape MPs’ debate participation. In Chile, legislators from 
more remote districts tend to focus their speeches on different issues.50 Given that women 
legislators are less likely to hail from rural and remote areas, and since the characteristics 
of constituencies matter for speechmaking, we expect distinct district demographics to 
influence the topics that women and men prioritize in their speeches.

In summary, legislators’ debate participation and the subjects they address are influ-
enced by their institutional positions, tenure, and the characteristics of their districts. 
Given that women often receive different committee assignments, are less frequently 
appointed to influential positions, have shorter tenures, and represent districts with dif-
fering characteristics, their speeches are likely to show a different distribution across 
topics. After our descriptive analysis, we account for these factors when statistically 
examining gender differences in speech participation across topics.
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Commitment to Representing Women’s Issues  While the speechmaking priorities 
of women legislators are generally shaped by the same career-oriented ambitions that 
influence all politicians—often reflecting partisan and constituency concerns—we ac-
knowledge a notable exception. Despite minimal gender differences in speech topics, 
once institutional, district, and partisan factors are accounted for, we argue that women 
are significantly more inclined to speak about women’s issues. This aligns with extensive 
research indicating that women are strongly motivated to engage in substantive repre-
sentation and research from the U.S. and Western Europe (reviewed above) showing that 
women are more likely to speak about women’s issues during legislative speechmaking. 

Lawmakers, regardless of gender, seek to influence policy outcomes across a broad 
spectrum. For instance, Beall and Barnes analyze legislators’ policy priorities across ten 
issue areas using surveys from fourteen Latin American countries and find minimal gen-
der differences.51 Other surveys have also found few differences besides those referring 
to women’s issues.52 Analyses of congressional voting behavior—where partisan pres-
sures are arguably strong—have also shown that differences between women and men 
are negligible once we account for partisan and constituency characteristics.53 Addition-
ally, research has shown that women legislators are highly responsive to constituents 
(often outperforming men) and that this finding is not a function of responsiveness to 
gender issues or the gender of the constituents.54

Yet, women have several “overlooked interests” not traditionally prioritized in leg-
islatures,55 affecting women from various backgrounds and perspectives.56 Shared life 
experiences make women legislators better positioned and more motivated to address 
these issues on the chamber floor.57 Wolbrecht summarizes this point nicely, “As a result 
of personal experiences, female elites may be predisposed to personal and professional 
issues specific to women, sympathetic to the needs of women vis-à-vis public policy, 
and cognizant of the unique ways in which government action impinges on women’s 
lives.”58 Wängnerud concludes that women politicians see the representation of wom-
en’s interests as part of their responsibilities.59 Thus, we expect women legislators to be 
more inclined to address issues of particular interest to women.

This expectation is consistent with previous work that has shown that women leg-
islators are more likely than men to introduce bills on issues relevant to women,60 and 
are particularly active in delivering speeches on matters that disproportionately affect 
women’s lives. The works of Celis on the Belgian Parliament,61 Catalano on the British 
House of Commons,62 Osborn and Morehouse Mendez on the U.S. Senate,63 Konak 
Unal on the Turkish Parliament,64 and Clayton, Josefsson, and Wang65 on the Ugandan 
Parliament underscore how women legislators are more likely than their male counter-
parts to address topics identified as women’s issues.66

Before proceeding, it is important to note that there are different perspectives on 
identifying women’s issues. One approach begins by deductively deriving a set of 
policies considered to affect women’s lives. Celis et al. note that this approach typi-
cally includes, as women’s issues, matters associated with the position of women in 
the private and public sphere, as well as policies that increase women’s autonomy.67 
Others define them as issues that disproportionately affect women or are associated with 
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women’s traditional roles.68 For example, Schwindt-Bayer, in her work on bill initiation 
in three Latin American countries, identifies health, education, family and children, and 
women’s equality as women’s domain issues—the latter category cutting across tradi-
tional thematic policy categories.69 In terms of conventional policy topics, such as those 
utilized by the Comparative Manifesto Project, the list typically includes civil rights, 
health, social welfare, and education.

Other approaches prefer to avoid researchers’ predefined categories. One strand, 
for instance, has proposed categorizing as women’s interests those issues prioritized 
by external actors engaged in advocacy for women. Baldez proposes using those issues 
identified in the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).70 Most issues included in this document 
fall within the four policy subjects previously identified, and some others fit within the 
law and family category. Another approach relies on public opinion data. For example, 
Weeks shows that the largest gender gaps in policy preferences between men and women 
in high-income democracies emerge over maternal employment and work-family  
policies.71

Finally, another strand of research advocates for an inductive approach, defining 
women’s issues as those that women prioritize significantly more than men.72 For exam-
ple, Volden, Wiseman, and Wittmer examine forty years of bill sponsorship in the U.S. 
House, identifying three of the policy issues previously noted—civil rights, health, and 
education—as well as labor, housing, and law as those prioritized by women.73 It should 
be noted, however, that this classification process did not account for any institutional 
and career factors previously discussed, such as committee assignments, tenure, and 
district characteristics. While this inductive method offers valuable insights, it is incom-
patible with studies aiming to assess the extent to which women legislators promote 
such issues through actions like bill initiation or speechmaking, as is the case with our 
research and others mentioned previously. Following this approach with our empirical 
investigation would make our hypothesis about speeches on women’s issues unfalsi-
fiable. Nevertheless, advocates of such an approach may find our empirical analysis 
enlightening, as it highlights those policy areas where women legislators are signifi-
cantly more active than men.

Women’s Participation in the Plenary: Evidence from Chile

Our analysis focuses on legislative speeches in the Chilean Chamber of Deputies, 
including those delivered during the discussions of bills and resolutions and the inter-
pellations of government officials.74 Chile’s Congress has been characterized as one of 
Latin America’s most effective legislative bodies,75 boasting a professional member-
ship, a strong committee system, and one of the highest reelection rates in the region.76 
Throughout the period we examine, from 1990 to 2018, Chilean legislators were elected 
using open-list proportional representation in two-member districts, which fostered 
incentives to emphasize candidates’ personal traits. The personal vote coexisted with 
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nomination mechanisms that gave substantial weight to party leaders, who, as members 
of multiparty coalitions, had to negotiate the fielding of candidates in the two-member  
districts. Almost all deputies elected during this period belonged to one of the two main 
coalitions, the center-right Alianza and the center-left Concertación (later renamed 
Nueva Mayoría).

Despite high institutional capabilities, women were markedly underrepresented, 
making up only 12 percent of the body during the period under study. Unlike in many 
Latin American countries, gender quotas were not used in the election of Chilean depu-
ties during this time. Moreover, this substantial underrepresentation is particularly con-
cerning when considering that women legislators were typically elected with a higher 
vote count than men legislators and outperformed their electoral list partners more than 
men. In essence, despite evidence demonstrating that women had satisfactory electoral 
performances, the main coalitions nominated few of them for office. This institutional 
context renders our study particularly pertinent, as it focuses on a chamber recognized 
for its competence and strong committee system but where women encounter significant 
barriers to access.

The Chamber of Deputies is led by an executive board (Mesa) that includes the 
president of the chamber and two vice presidents, with formal power centralized in 
the former. The election of Mesa members is conducted by majority rule, preceded by 
negotiations among the main ideological blocs. During the period under study, there 
were ninety-three Mesa appointments, of which 8.6 percent were women. The Mesa 
is in charge of proposing committee assignments to the chamber, which must approve 
them. Committee chairs, elected by majority rule inside each committee, typically rotate 
yearly, but rotation occurs less frequently on some committees. During the period under 
study, 12.6 percent of chair appointments went to women.

While committee assignments aim to reflect the partisan composition of the cham-
ber, some deviations are not uncommon. The process of assigning committees is com-
plex, involving negotiations among allied parties and between coalitions for seat shares 
in the most influential committees, coupled with more consensual discussions to accom-
modate individual legislators’ preferences and expertise. Mimica and Navia examine 
committee assignments among Chilean deputies during this period and, after controlling 
for various factors, find that women were underrepresented in five out of fifteen com-
mittees studied (most in “high policy” areas) and overrepresented in three (Labor, Edu-
cation, and Housing).77

In the Chilean Congress, legislators’ ability to target constituents with selective ben-
efits is curtailed by constitutional constraints on initiating tax and spending legislation, 
effectively preventing them from initiating pork-barrel legislation.78 In addition, amend-
ment restrictions in these policy areas limit their capacity to use this mechanism to cater 
to their districts. Thus, despite being elected under rules that promoted the personal 
vote, Chilean legislators are constrained in their opportunities to use bill initiation and 
amendments to enhance their personal reputations. Nevertheless, legislative speeches 
are a valuable tool for deputies to signal their priorities and efforts on behalf of their 
constituents.
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Legislative speeches in Chile are frequently highlighted in local and national news 
outlets and broadcasted by the chamber’s television channel, which is widely available. 
In the past, legislators would request transcripts of their speeches to be distributed 
among key constituents and interest groups. More recently, however, they are more 
likely to be shared on social media platforms. For instance, in January 2015, Deputy 
Juan Morano delivered a speech supporting an education bill that aimed to end public 
subsidies to for-profit schools that was covered and published online by a local radio 
station in his district, Punta Arenas.79 In March 2022, Deputy Marta Gonzalez, a union 
leader, addressed the chamber about school lunch program shortages and potential 
worker strikes coinciding with the start of the school year, with her speech promi-
nently featured in a local newspaper in her district.80 In April 2022, during a heated 
debate on a bill allowing withdrawals from government-regulated private retirement 
accounts, Deputy Marisela Santibáñez expressed her ambivalence about supporting the 
measure in a speech that was aired by a television news program (Canal 13) and viewed 
thousands of times on YouTube. Furthermore, in May 2022, Deputy Carmen Hertz 
took to the floor and criticized Western states during a special session addressing 
Chile’s stance on Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, later sharing her speech on Instagram. 
These examples illustrate the diverse channels through which legislative speeches are 
disseminated.

The most important parts of the daily session, where bills and resolutions are 
debated and voted on, are the Order of the Day (Orden del Día) and the Agreements and 
Resolutions period. Nearly four-fifths of the speeches analyzed in the empirical section 
were delivered in the former forum and about 10 percent in the latter.81 Bill debates are 
typically divided into a “general” discussion on the proposal’s merits and a “particular” 
discussion on its specifics. Rules give every legislator the right to speak, preventing for-
mal gatekeeping by parties. Deputies can speak twice at each stage—up to ten and five 
minutes in the general discussion and up to five minutes in each speech delivered during 
the particular phase. In the Agreements and Resolutions phase, the maximum number of 
speakers is capped at four per item discussed, with no more than two in favor and two 
against, and, again, parties do not have de jure control over the list of possible speakers.82 
While the formal rules establish open forums for speeches delivered in these settings, 
previous works suggest that legislators adhere to norms that often prioritize participation 
by more senior members and those serving on the committee relevant to the bill being 
debated.83

Speech Data and Coding  Having established that speeches serve as a vital conduit for 
legislators to communicate policy positions and build reputations, we proceed to analyze 
the content of speeches made by Chilean legislators over twenty-eight years. We down-
loaded and scraped the transcripts of the daily sessions reported in the Journals (Diarios 
de Sesiones) of the Chamber of Deputies between March 1990 and March 2018.84 This 
timeframe covers seven four-year congressional terms (3,310 sessions). We cataloged a 
total of 87,477 speeches delivered in the previously noted forums. Each speech was then 
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attributed to its respective author, forming the basis for constructing the binary variable 
Woman. Figure 1 presents a boxplot illustrating the number of speeches men and women 
gave from 1990 to 2018.

The data presented in Figure 1 indicate that the net speech participation by women 
legislators in the Chilean Chamber of Deputies is comparable to that of men. In other 
words, while subject to different variance, women and men tend to deliver a similar 
number of speeches on average. This finding aligns with studies conducted on the U.S. 
Congress85 and the parliaments of Germany, France, Ireland, Australia, and the Czech 
Republic, which have also reported similar participation rates in parliamentary speeches 
between men and women.86 However, these observations contrast with research on other 
legislative bodies, where women have been found to speak less than men.87

To evaluate whether women and men talked about different subjects, we started by 
topic-coding each speech. The classification task was performed using XLM-RoBERTa, 
an advanced multilingual Transformer model.88 The model was trained using a sample 
of 2,300 speech titles with topic labels following a modified version of the Comparative 
Agendas Project (CAP) coding rules.89 We adapted the CAP coding scheme of twenty- 
one topics to the particularities of our speech data.90 First, we concatenated similar catego-
ries that do not have enough occurrences in our dataset. Specifically, we combined domes-
tic commerce with macroeconomics and tourism and foreign trade with international 
affairs. Second, we added categories relevant to our corpus: local politics, which includes 
speeches referring to politicians (e.g., tributes) or political parties; territorial organiza-
tion, which includes speeches referring to the creation of new territorial subdivisions; and 
sports, which includes speeches referring to sporting events or sport-related comments.  

Figure 1  Total Speeches per Term during Lawmaking Debates, 1990–2018
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The model achieved an out-of-sample accuracy of 77 percent, a statistically significant 
improvement over the no-information rate (11 percent).91

Next, we applied our model to predict topics for the remaining speeches. To assess 
the model’s accuracy, we hand-coded a sample of 420 speeches and compared these 
labels with the model’s predictions. The results revealed that the model performs with 
high accuracy. More information about this process, including details on the training 
process and performance tests, appears in Appendix A.

Women’s Speeches: What We See  The first step in analyzing speechmaking partici-
pation is descriptive. We aim to delineate the extent of women legislators’ involvement 
across various identified topics, establishing a baseline for our subsequent statistical 
analysis. From the previous section, it emerged that, on average, women and men legisla-
tors delivered a similar number of speeches. Figure 2 displays the proportion of speeches 
made by women across the twenty-one identified topics. Each topic is listed on the left of 
the figure, with horizontal bars indicating the percentage of speeches on each topic made 
by women. Additionally, a dashed vertical line indicates the average share of women 
deputies in the chamber during the period analyzed, which was 12 percent.

This figure serves as a reference, depicting the actual patterns observed on the 
chamber floor. Before moving on to the statistical analysis, three points warrant fur-
ther elaboration. First, it is evident from the figure that male deputies delivered most 
speeches. During this period, the volume of speeches made by men was almost nine 
times greater than the number of women’s speeches, reflecting the lopsided gender dif-
ferences in membership. Second, we observe four positive gender gaps—topics where 
women’s participation clearly exceeds their membership proportion (dotted line): civil 
rights, social welfare, education, and health. If one were to follow the inductive path 
to determining women’s issues—as Volden, Wiseman, and Wittmer, for example—we 
would conclude that these four topics fit this categorization in Chile.92 This finding aligns 
with previous research on women’s substantive representation, which shows that women 
legislators are particularly active in these four policy areas.

Lastly and particularly noteworthy are the negative gender gaps, where women 
are less likely to participate than men. According to the results presented in Figure 2, 
women are less likely than men to deliver speeches on topics such as energy, technol-
ogy, defense, transportation, domestic commerce, foreign affairs, and local politics. The 
underrepresentation of women’s voices in these policy areas underscores a broader con-
cern about participation across relevant topics. Dismissing these negative gender gaps as 
conforming to traditional gender roles and stereotypes about women’s and men’s inter-
ests and expertise may be tempting, but it is too simplistic. In the next section, we move 
beyond descriptive patterns to estimate speech participation, focusing on differences 
between men and women while accounting for factors such as committee assignments, 
leadership roles, tenure, district rurality and remoteness, and ideological bloc, which the 
specialized literature tells us affect speech participation and, we argued in the first part 
of this article, are likely correlated with gender.
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Legislative Debates: Analysis of Differential Access to Policy Domains

The dependent variables used to analyze gender differences in speechmaking are counts 
of lawmaking speeches for each of the twenty-one topics previously classified using the 
multilingual machine-learning model XLM-RoBERTa. Like others who have previously 
examined speech participation, we utilize a negative binomial model.93 The unit of anal-
ysis is the number of speeches per legislator on each topic during each legislative term. 
The key explanatory variable of interest is gender, measured by a categorical variable 
indicating whether the legislator is a Woman.

In addition, we collected individual-level information on relevant factors that we 
argued should explain gender differences in speech participation across topics. To capture 
the effect of institutional rules, we include two variables to capture positions of authority 
within the chamber: the variable Mesa Member indicates whether the legislator was a 
member of the chamber directorate (Mesa Directiva) and the variable Chair indicates 
whether the legislator chaired the committee associated with the topic of the bill being 
discussed. A prominent position in the chamber and a leadership position in the commit-
tee related to the bill are likely to increase the participation of members in bill debates. 
In addition, we add a series of variables to control for Committee Membership. We also 
account for legislators’ political background. A relevant variable is legislator’s seniority.  

Figure 2  Proportion of Speeches Delivered by Women by Topic
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More experienced representatives are more likely to access positions of power inside the 
chamber, and previous works have found that they are often more likely to speak on the 
floor of Congress. Thus, we created the variable Tenure, which indicates the number of 
terms the legislator has served in the chamber.

We also argued that districts where women are more likely to be elected tend to 
differ from others. To capture these influences, we include a variable labeled Rural Pop-
ulation that indicates the share of rural inhabitants in the district, obtained from Chilean 
census information. Another variable labeled Distance to Capital measures the (logged) 
distance between the main town of the legislator’s district and La Moneda, the presiden-
tial building located in Santiago, computed using Google Maps.

In addition to the factors discussed in our theoretical discussion, we control for 
other background-level variables likely to influence legislative speech. One is electoral 
vulnerability, labeled Margin List, which measures the difference between the votes 
received by the legislator and her list’s partner. Under Chile’s open list PR with two 
seats per district, each of the two main lists would usually win one seat. Thus, an elected 
legislator’s main competitor was typically her list partner. The second and third controls 
indicate the coalition membership of the legislator. During the period studied, most leg-
islators belonged to one of the two dominant coalitions, the center-left Concertación 
and the center-right Alianza, which alternated in government. As these coalitions were 
divided by ideological concerns, the topics covered in their speeches were likely to dif-
fer. To account for these differences, we created two categorical variables. One indicates 
whether the legislator belonged to the Alianza coalition and the other indicates whether it 
was part of another coalition (Other). The baseline, left-out category, refers to legislators 
who belonged to the Concertación coalition, the largest of the two.94

Institutional Factors Account for Gender Differences in Speechmaking  Figure 3 
presents the odds ratios for the Woman variable for the twenty-one topic-specific models. 
The complete results appear in Appendix B. Topic labels appear to the left of the figure. 
Dots indicate the point prediction, and the lines reflect the 95 percent confidence inter-
val. Those shown in black reflect statistically significant coefficients (p<0.05), whereas 
those in grey reflect no significant difference between men and women in speech partici-
pation. A dashed line signals where the odds ratio equals one, indicating no difference in 
odds between the two groups being compared.

The results presented in Figure 3 show that women are not significantly less likely 
than men to give speeches on these topics. The results are consistent with our expecta-
tion that after accounting for such factors as institutionally assigned roles and district 
characteristics, we should not observe, on average, significant gaps where women legis-
lators speak less than men.

Institutional factors play an important in explaining speechmaking patterns. For 
example, consistent with our argument, we observe that being a Chair of the commit-
tee associated with the topic being addressed by the speech increases the probability 
of speaking in most models. Also, members with higher Tenure are significantly more 
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likely to speak about issues such as foreign affairs, agriculture, social welfare, and trans-
portation and less likely to speak about sports, while Mesa members are less likely to 
speak about culture. As anticipated, membership in the Committee with jurisdiction over 
the topic related to the speech significantly increases the likelihood of participation for 
most topics.

Regarding district characteristics, legislators from areas with a higher percentage 
of Rural Population are more likely to give speeches on agriculture topics, while those 
from more urban districts are more likely to speak about culture and education. Also, 
legislators from more peripheral districts are more likely to speak about agriculture, ter-
ritorial organization, environmental issues, and education, while those closer to the seat 
of government are more likely to speak about technology and housing. Lastly, members 
of the rightist coalition are less likely to speak about civil rights, culture, health, and 
public services than members of the leftist coalition.

Figure 3  Gender Differences in Speechmaking
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In short, women’s underrepresentation in speeches on issues like agriculture, terri-
torial organization, foreign affairs, technology, and environmental issues, highlighted in 
the descriptive section, is no longer evident after controlling for factors correlating with 
gender, such as district characteristics, committee assignments, and tenure.

Women Give More Speeches about Women’s Issues  Although women’s positions 
within the chamber and their pathways to power explain important gender differences 
observed in legislative speechmaking across a range of issues, some gender gaps persist. 
Consistent with our expectation that women would be more likely to use floor speeches 
to engage in the substantive representation of women, we observe positive gender gaps 
(wherein women participate more than men) across four issue areas: civil rights, social 
welfare, health, and law and crime. Except for law and crime, which we discuss below, 
each of these topics encompasses issues that previous work has identified as dispropor-
tionately affecting women’s lives.95

According to the results illustrated in Figure 3, being a woman legislator increases 
the expected number of speeches on health by about 47 percent, holding other variables 
constant. In the case of civil rights, the increase in the expected number of speeches is 
about 45 percent. Finally, women are 42 percent more likely than men to talk about issues 
pertaining to social welfare. Importantly, our analysis suggests that women’s positions 
within the chamber and their differential pathways to power are not sufficient to explain 
why women talk more about these issues. Instead, our results indicate that women talk 
about these issues beyond the extent to which we would expect if their behavior were 
explained by factors such as their leadership posts, committee assignments, or district 
characteristics.

Unexpected Gender Gap: Law and Crime  While results showing that women legis-
lators speak more often about civil rights, social welfare, and health fit our expectations 
and are consistent with the literature on women’s substantive representation, the evi-
dence that women speak on matters of Crime and Law at a higher rate than men might 
seem puzzling. Further examination, however, reveals more familiar patterns.

First, it should be noted that this category, as conceptualized by the Comparative 
Manifesto Project, also includes Family Law. In their analysis of the U.S. Congress, 
Volden et al. find that women tend to sponsor bills covering Law, Crime, and Family to a 
higher degree than men.96 Similarly, Bulut and Yildirim show that in Turkey, women are 
more likely than men to deliver speeches about this same category.97 To further explore 
differences within this category of speeches, we use a dictionary of words relating to 
Family Law98 and estimate its incidence. Examples of Family Law-related discussions 
include debates on the “definition of domestic violence and procedures to prevent and 
sanction it” and “modifications to the civil code regarding the property regime of mar-
riage and other legal bodies.” The results show that, when discussing topics of Crime 
and Law, women address Family Law 14.2 percent of the time, while men address it 
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6.9 percent of the time, a significant difference (t-test, p<0.05). However, Family Law 
only accounts for 7.7 percent of all speeches on Crime and Law, and by itself, it cannot 
explain the gender differences shown in Figure 3.

Alternatively, the higher participation of women in Crime and Law speeches might 
be driven by other women-related issues within this category beyond Family Law. Using 
a dictionary of “women’s issues” provided by Htun et al., we estimate the prevalence of 
women-related topics within Crime and Law speeches.99 The results show that women 
are significantly more likely than men to address these matters within this category 
of speeches. The top panel of Figure 4 shows the distribution of all Crime and Law 
speeches, while the lower panel shows the distribution of Crime and Law speeches after 
removing speeches on women’s issues. As the Figure 4 shows, the difference between 

Figure 4  Speeches on Law and Crime, by Gender
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women’s and men’s speeches on Law and Crime issues, clearly visible in the top panel 
figure, virtually vanishes when we exclude matters characterized as women’s issues, 
according to the work of Htun et al.100

Although not the focus of our analysis, it is important to note that a deeper explora-
tion of the speeches would probably uncover additional distinctions, particularly in how 
speeches about similar subjects diverge in their specific emphases. For example, when 
discussing a bill on changes to the law on rape, most (male) legislators emphasized its 
punitive nature, debating alternative punishments. However, discussing the same topic, 
Congresswoman María Antonieta Saa Díaz pointed out the importance of addressing the 
broader issue of women’s “sexual freedom” and the need to modernize the Penal Code 
article born from an earlier patriarchal culture. This is in line with Kathlene, who argues 
that when it comes to Crime and Law policy, women and men “conceptualize the origins 
of and solutions to crime differently,” with women focusing on societal context rather 
than individual actions and instrumental solutions. 101

Sensitivity Analysis: Alternative Categorization of Women’s Issues  As previously 
mentioned, there are different conceptualizations of what constitutes women’s issues. 
Our analysis followed the thematic division proposed by the Policy Agendas Project and 
evaluated whether women spoke more on topics commonly associated with women’s 
interests. One common approach in the empirical literature examining gender differ-
ences in legislative behavior, such as bill initiation or speechmaking, has been to build 
a specific category composed of various subtopics that together form women’s issues. 
As a robustness check, we conclude our article by reanalyzing all the speech data after 
dividing it into two categories: women’s issues and others.

Figure 5  Women’s Issues and Others
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To build the women’s category issues, we rely on the work of Htun et al. men-
tioned in the previous section.102 In consultation with specialists in this research area, 
the authors build a list of 173 related keywords. The list includes such topics as violence 
against women, sexual harassment, childcare, maternity leave, pregnancy, gender equal-
ity, working women, gender wage gap, labor discrimination, women’s pensions, femi-
cide, reproductive rights, and various health-related topics linked to women. The results 
for our two types of issues appear in Figure 5.

Consistent with our expectations, women are significantly more likely than men to 
speak on matters fitting within this category of women’s issues. Being a woman legisla-
tor increases the expected number of speeches on this topic by about 79 percent, holding 
other variables constant. In contrast, in the other category, there is no statistically sig-
nificant difference based on gender. These results are consistent with our expectations.

Conclusion

Our article began by emphasizing the significance of women’s involvement in legisla-
tive debates. The subsequent description of the basic patterns of speech participation 
by men and women over twenty-eight years revealed that in Chile, women’s speeches 
constituted a small share of the speeches given on all topics, falling far short of parity. 
This descriptive analysis is important because it illustrates women’s observable lev-
els of speech participation in different policy areas. By initially describing women’s 
actual level of speech participation in the plenary and subsequently demonstrating their 
reduced involvement across various topics can be partially explained by institutional 
and district factors associated with women’s career pathways and chamber roles, we 
contribute to a relatively nascent body of work exploring whether and how gender dif-
ferences have “consequences for the legislative output and policy effectiveness of female 
legislators”.103

A second contribution of our research lies in examining women’s participation in 
speechmaking across a broad range of legislative issues. While some previous studies 
on legislative speechmaking have examined whether women speak as much as men104 
or focused on their speaking style,105 our research contributes to a smaller body of work 
that seeks to uncover and explain what women talk about in the plenary.106

Moreover, we posited that women are significantly more inclined to speak about 
women’s issues, aligning with extensive research indicating that women are particularly 
motivated to engage in substantive representation. To assess this hypothesis, we analyzed 
results using both the traditional categorization of policy topics along the lines of the 
Comparative Agendas Project and the often-used approach of creating a separate wom-
en’s issue category. Both paths provide results that are consistent with our expectation.

The commitment women legislators in Chile show to representing women’s issues 
suggests that they may be poised to significantly influence the outcome of legislation on 
these issues. Studies on the U.S. Congress indicate that women legislators often discuss 
women’s issues with emotional intensity, potentially eliciting positive responses from 
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male legislators.107 Future research on the connection between emotional intensity in 
speechmaking and responsiveness from male colleagues should illuminate whether pre-
liminary findings from the U.S. travel to other legislative settings.

Finally, future work should consider the broader implications of women’s partici-
pation in speechmaking, both within and beyond the legislature. This study has primar-
ily focused on explaining patterns of speech participation across various policy areas, 
but also relevant is investigating the consequences of such participation on legislative 
outcomes and career advancement within the chamber. Additionally, speechmaking can 
pave the way for numerous opportunities in government and the private sector. By estab-
lishing themselves as experts through active participation in debates, legislators could 
secure prestigious executive appointments or attractive positions in the private sector.
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Table A.1:  Hyperparameters for training models

Spanish
Learning-rate 2.5 e^-5

Epochs 5
Batch size 32

Warm-up steps 2
Max number of tokens 135

Model xlm-roberta-large-finetuned-conll02-spanish

APPENDIX

Online Appendix A

To carry out the classification task, we use XLM-RoBERTa, a state-of-the-art multi-
lingual Transformer based context-understanding machine learning architecture for 
text classification. XLM-RoBERTa is pre-trained in more than 30 languages, including 
English and Spanish, and has been known to produce high accuracy scores in multilin-
gual applications—for a review, see Timoneda and Vallejo Vera (2024).1 To train our 
model, we sample 2,300 speeches and label them2 following a modified version of the 
Comparative Agendas Project coding rules. (Bevan 2019).3 To obtain a more balanced 
training set, our sampling procedure was not entirely random. We randomly sampled 
1900 speeches. Once labeled, we sampled an additional 400 speeches that focused on 
underrepresented categories. To do this, we used keywords that could potentially iden-
tify a specific topic. For example, to sample additional speeches related to the territorial 
organization category, we query speeches containing the word “comuna”(municipality). 
Not every speech containing “comuna” refers to the territorial organization category. 
This allows the model to train on instances where the word “comuna” might appear, 
but the title refers to a topic other than territorial organization. For this second step, we 
focused on the following topics: defense, civil rights, territorial organization, sports, and 
technology. We also eliminate concatenated categories that are similar in nature and do 
not have enough occurrences in our dataset. Thus, we combine domestic commerce with 
macroeconomics and tourism, and foreign trade with international affairs. Furthermore, 
we add categories relevant to our corpus: local politics, a category that includes speeches 
referring to politicians (e.g., tributes to dead politicians) or political parties; territorial 
organization, a category that includes speeches referring to the creation of new territorial 
subdivisions; and sports, a category that includes speeches referring to sporting events or 
sport-related comments. This is the same procedure used in (Aleman et al. 2023).



2

Further training a pre-trained model for a specific task is called fine-tuning. Using 
our labeled data, we fine-tune (separately) XLM-RoBERTa to predict labels.4 We apply 
10-times repeated 10-fold cross-validation, reporting out-of-sample performance aver-
ages for model testing.5 We report the hyper-parametrization of the model in Table A.1. 
The overall out-of-sample accuracy of our model is 77%, a statistically significant dif-
ference from the no-information rate (11%). The worst performing categories were ter-
ritorial organization (33%) and culture (50%). The confusion matrix, which summarizes 
the performance of our classification model, is presented in Figure A.1.

We use our model to predict the topics for the rest of the speeches. To validate our 
model, we sample 420 speeches and label them, and compare the hand-coded label with 
the topics produced by our model. The results show that the model is highly accurate. 
The overall distribution of the topics of the speeches delivered by legislators in Chile’s 
Chamber of Deputies is presented in Figure A.3.

Figure A.1.  Confusion Matrix
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Online Appendix B

In Table 1.B, we present the complete results from our main model in the manuscript. 
The dependent variables used to analyze gender differences in speechmaking are counts 
of lawmaking speeches for each of the 21 topics previously classified using the multi-
lingual machine-learning model XLMRoBERTa. For all categorie, we utilize a negative 
binomial model. The unit of analysis is the number of speeches per legislator on each 
topic during each legislative term. The key explanatory variable of interest is gender, 
measured by a categorical variable indicating whether the legislator is a Woman.

As detailed in the main manuscript, we include two variables to capture positions 
of authority within the chamber: the variable Mesa Member indicates whether the legis-
lator was a member of the chamber directorate (Mesa Directiva), and the variable Chair 
indicates whether the legislator chaired the committee associated with the topic of the 
bill being discussed. In addition, we add a series of variables to control for Committee 
Membership. We also account for the legislator’s seniority. More experienced represen-
tatives are more likely to access positions of power inside the chamber, and previous 
works have found that they are often more likely to speak on the floor of Congress. Thus, 
we created the variable Tenure, which indicates the number of terms the legislator has 
served in the chamber.

We also argued that the districts that elect women to office tend to differ from those 
that elect men. To capture these influences, we include a variable labeled Rural Popu-
lation that indicates the share of rural inhabitants in the district, obtained from Chilean 
census information. Another variable labeled Distance to Capital measures the (logged) 
distance between the main town of the legislator’s district and La Moneda, the presiden-
tial building located in Santiago, computed using Google Maps.

In addition to the factors discussed in our theoretical discussion, we include other 
variables likely to influence legislative speech. One is electoral vulnerability, labeled 

Figure A.2.  Topics Distribution
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Margin List, which measures the difference between the votes received by the legis-
lator and her list’s partner. Under Chile’s open list PR with two seats per district, each 
of the two main lists would usually win one seat. Thus, an elected legislator’s main 
competitor was typically her list partner. During this period, women typically had a 
larger positive vote margin over their list partner than men. The second and third con-
trols indicate the coalition membership of the legislator. During the period studied, most 
legislators belonged to one of the two dominant coalitions, the center-left Concertación 
and the center-right Alianza, which alternated in government. As these coalitions were 
divided by ideological concerns, the topics covered in their speeches were likely to dif-
fer. To account for these differences, we created two categorical variables. One indicates 
whether the legislator belonged to the Alianza coalition, and the other indicates whether 
it was part of another coalition (Other). The baseline, left-out category, refers to legisla-
tors who belonged to the Concertación coalition, the largest of the two.

In Table 2.B, we show the results of a generalized linear model (GLM) with a bino-
mial distribution and a logit link to analyze the data. The GLM model imposes an upper 
limit on the possible number of speeches. This upper limit, which enters the model as 
the number of trials, refers to the total number of speeches (on all topics) delivered by 
the legislator during the corresponding congressional term. Results are almost identical 
to those presented in Table 1.B.
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NOTES

1. Transformer-based machine learning models are pre-trained using immense quantities of text. Each 
word fed into the model is transformed into a vector representation (i.e., word embedding). These vectors have 
useful algebraic properties. For example, the vector for king subtracted from the vector for man and added the 
vector for woman will be close to the vector for queen. Each vector is embedded with (lexical) meaning. For a 
complete explanation of Transformer-based models, including XLM-RoBERTa, and their application in social 
science, see Timoneda and Vallejo Vera (2024).

2. Rather than labeling the speeches, we label the titles that describe the topics of the speeches. Before 
each speech or block of speeches, the journals include a title describing the topic of the speech. The title of the 
speeches will reference the bill debated or a particular topic up for discussion. By using the titles, we avoid 
incorrectly labeling speeches when, for example, legislators momentarily stir off topic.

3. The CAP categories are macroeconomics, civil rights, health, agriculture, labor, education, environment, 
energy, immigration, transportation, law and crime, social welfare, housing, domestic commerce, tourism, 
defense, technology, foreign trade, international affairs, government operations, public lands, and culture.

4. We use a version of XLM-R that is further pretrained in Spanish named entity recognition. The model’s 
name is ‘xlm-roberta-large-finetuned-conll02-spanish’. The pre-trained model can be found at huggingface.io.

5. Out-of-sample tests use unseen data from the model and test its accuracy.
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