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interests of women are not fully represented unless a  
critical mass of female representatives is reached, and that 
critical mass is usually about 35% (Yoon 2011b).

Thinking Sociologically
What factors might explain why the United States 
and Canada have low rankings in representation of 
women in their governments?

Cross-cultural analyses confirm that gender roles,  
having evolved over centuries, can be transformed by 
sweeping government reforms, economic upheaval, or 
wars. In many societies, though, gender roles are passed 
down from one generation to the next. The fact that 
women in China generally work outside the home, whereas 
women in some Muslim societies hardly venture from their 
homes, is due to differences in cultural norms about proper 
gender roles dictated by traditions, religious beliefs, and 
governments and learned through the socialization  
process. Consider the example of Japan where the birth rate 
is one of the lowest in the world and will result in sharp 
population decline. Women, even highly educated ones, have 
traditionally left their jobs when a child was born because of 
norms favoring the stay-at-home mom and the difficulty of 
juggling work and family. However, with Japan’s shrinking 
population resulting in fewer workers to support the aging 
population, the prime minister (head of the government) is 
advocating more state-funded childcare and other supports 
so that more women can have children and stay in the labor 
force. It may take some time to overcome traditions, but  
government intervention in the economy may help Japan 
deal with its economic problems (Soble 2015).

GENDER SOCIALIZATION: 
MICRO- TO MESO-LEVEL 
ANALYSES
“Sugar and spice and everything nice—that’s what little 
girls are made of. Snips and snails and puppy dog tails—
that’s what little boys are made of.” As this verse implies, 
different views of little girls and little boys start at birth, 
based on gender and stereotypes about what is biologically 
natural. Behavioral expectations stem from cultural 
beliefs about the nature of men and women, and these 
expectations can guide socialization from the earliest ages 
and in intimate primary-group settings.

Gender role socialization is the process by which peo-
ple learn the cultural norms, attitudes, and behaviors 

Table 9.1  Women in National 
Parliaments (Governments) 
(Selected Countries), 2016

Rank Country Lower Chamber 
(House of 

Representatives) 
or Single 
Chamber

Upper 
Chamber 
(Senate)

1 Rwanda 63.8 38.5

2 Bolivia 53.1 47.2

3 Cuba 48.9 —

4 Seychelles 43.8 —

5 Sweden 43.6 —

6 Senegal 42.7 —

7 Mexico 42.4 33.6

8 South Africa 42.0 35.2

9 Ecuador 41.6 —

10 Finland 41.5 —

11 Iceland 41.3 —

11 Namibia 41.3 23.8

11 Nicaragua 41.3 —

14 Spain 40.0 —

15 Norway 39.6 —

15 Mozambique 39.6 —

26 Germany 36.5 40.6

39 New Zealand 31.4 —

48 United 
Kingdom

29.4 24.6

50 Afghanistan 27.7 26.5

54 Australia 26.7 38.2

56 Iraq 26.5 —

60 Canada 26.0 37.3

91 Saudi Arabia 19.9 —

95 United 
States 

19.4 20.0

Note: To examine the involvement of women in other countries or to 
see even more recent figures, go to www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm.

Source: Inter-Parliamentary Union (2016). Reprinted with permission 
of the Inter-Parliamentary Union.


