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”the contemporary adopted political system...
made all parties interested in fishing for votes
everywhere and with all legal means. In such a
way, they - with increasing success - fought for
workers’ votes... and for women’s votes ”

— K.A. Wieth-Knudsen, 1924

Abstract
There is an increasing debate over which type of political par-

ties benefitted electorally from the enfranchisement of women. In
this research note, I investigate this issue using the case of Denmark,
where detailed electoral data allows a precise estimate of the number
of women electors at the constituency-level after female enfranchise-
ment. The results suggest that the Conservative Party might have
lost electorally as a consequence of the female franchise, whereas the
centrist Radical Liberal Party, which was associated with the suffrage
movement, might have benefitted. However, these estimates contain
substantial levels of uncertainty. The results also suggest that the
Social-Democratic Party, if anything, lost electorally as a consequence
of female enfranchisement. These findings suggest that neither con-
servative forces nor the Left necessarily benefitted from female enfran-
chisement in Denmark.

∗.
†Department of Political Science, University of Southern Denmark. Mail:

aaskoven@sam.sdu.dk

mailto:aaskoven@sam.sdu.dk


Introduction

Female enfranchisement represents one of the largest but, compared to its

scope, understudied type of political reforms of the 20th century. While previ-

ous research has looked at the determinants of female enfranchisement (Teele

2018a; Teele 2018b) and the social policy effects of female enfranchisement

(Aidt and Dallal 2008), it is still unclear to what extent the, in some cases,

doubling of the electorate through female enfranchisement shaped national

party systems and whether it changed the balance of power between polit-

ical parties. However, this literature is slowly emerging. Recent work by

Morgan-Collins and Teele (2018) look at the effect of changes of the vote

shares of different parties after female enfranchisement in Norway, Sweden,

Canada, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom. While the effects of fe-

male enfranchisement differ from country to country, they generally find an

indication that Labour and Liberal parties seemed to have benefitted from

female enfranchisement at the expense of Conservative parties. However,

they only cover a limited number of cases and sometimes have to rely on

indirect measures of female enfranchisement.

In this article, I add to this nascent literature by looking at the effect of

female enfranchisement on the relative vote shares of political parties in

Denmark, where the 1918 election publication recorded eligible voters and

turnout by gender, thus allowing for the comparisons across constituencies
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with different levels of new female voters. The results do suggest that the

Conservative Party in Denmark was electorally hurt by female enfranchise-

ment, while the Radical Liberal Party, which had held ties to the Danish

suffrage movement, might have benefitted. If anything, the Danish Social-

Democratic Party seemed to have lost votes in constituencies with a higher

share of women, suggesting that female enfranchisement did not result in a

sharp turn towards the left. However, there is a great deal of uncertainty

with all these estimates which suggest that the direct effects of female en-

franchisement on the national party system might actually have been quite

limited at least in terms of the relative electoral balance of power between

political parties.

The rest of the article has the following structure: In the next section, I dis-

cuss several perspectives on whether and how female enfranchisement should

change the balance of power between political parties. In the briefly describe

the background for female enfranchisement in Denmark and the 1918 election

which was the first parliamentary election with female suffrage. I then de-

scribe the data and the analytical approach before showing the main results.

The final section concludes.
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How does female enfranchisement affect po-

litical parties’ relative vote shares? Different

perspectives

Morgan-Collins and Teele (2018) summarize the different perspectives on the

electoral effects of female enfranchisement, which this article also acts as a

testing ground for. The first is the Double Vote Hypothesis which states that

female enfranchisement should have limited political effects since women on

average should have similar political preferences, presumably partly due to

women being economically dependent/influenced by the stance of the males

of their families which would make them vote in accordance with the prefer-

ences of their husbands/fathers/other male relatives. An alternative to this

view is the so-called Traditional Voting Gap Thesis which argues that during

the era of female enfranchisement women tended to hold more traditional-

ist views, especially with regards to religion and the familiy. According to

this view, we should expect female enfranchisement to benefit conservative

parties, which, especially during the era of female enfranchisement, often

emphasized religion and the family and often had a non-trivial amount of

female supporters drawn by these creeds (Ziblatt 2017). Alternatively, there

is the Political Economy Thesis. According to this thesis, today as well as

during the era of female enfranchisement, women faced more precarious eco-
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nomic circumstances both within as well as outside of marriage1 and would

therefore be in favor of increased social protection and spending. Therefore,

women should hold more left-wing preferences,2 and the enfranchisement of

women should have benefitted left-wing parties. Additionally, left-wing par-

ties might, at least in some countries, have been more in favor of female

suffrage and the emancipation of women in general and built ties to (future)

female voters through suffrage and/or other (proto)feminist organizations.

There are thus several different testable hypotheses regarding the electoral

impact of female suffrage after enfranchisement I now turn to describing the

Danish case which acts as a testing ground for these different perspectives.

1Both as a consequence of the risk of divorce and widowhood. Consequently, even with
strong norms and/or laws against divorce, another argument in favor of the Traditional
Voting Gap Thesis, women would still face economic risks due to the chance of their
husbands dying.

2As is the case in most developed democracies today (Dassonneville 2021).
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Background: Female enfranchisement in Den-

mark and the political parties

Women got the right to vote in national elections in Denmark following the

Danish constitution of 1915. They got this right together with the previously

disenfranchised group of domestic servants and live-in employees. Women

had previously had the right to vote in municipal elections (from 1909) and

even earlier in parish council elections (from 1903) (Thomsen 2015, 9-17).

The Danish parties at the time, the rural-based Liberal Party, the centrist

(left) Radical Liberal Party (created as a split from the Liberal Party in 1905),

the Conservate (People’s) Party (the party representing the old Danish elites)

and the leftwing Social-Democratic party (at the time mainly an urban work-

ers’ party) had all officially supported the 1915 constitution. However, the

Conservative Party3 did so reluctantly and mainly since the constitutional

”deal” also involved a partly move away from a pure first-past-the-post elec-

toral system (Fink 2000, 14-33). On the contrary, the Radical Liberal Party,

which was in power during the time of the adoption of the 1915 constitution,

had some ties to the suffrage movement in Denmark (Jacobsen 2001). How-

ever, did the enfranchisement of women shift the balance of power between

these four parties?

3Which was reformed as a consequence of the 1915 constitution (Fink 2000, 33-36)

6



Data and estimation approach

To test the extent to which female enfranchisement affected the electoral for-

tunes of the different Danish parties, I analyze the changes in the vote shares

of the different Danish parties in each electoral constituency from the 1913

election (where women could not vote) to the 1918 election (the first national

elections where women could vote).4 While the was a few changes to the elec-

toral constituencies and the 1918 electoral law had introduced compensatory

seats5, most electoral constituencies remained intact (only six of the 1918

constituencies had no 1913 counterpart) and most parliamentary seats were

still based on first-past-the-first allocation in the electoral constituencies6 (

Fink 2000,70-71). While elections were held to both the upper and lower

house of the Danish parliament in 1918, I focus on lower house elections,

since upper house elections at the time was indirect elections and the upper

house still had substantial non-competitive features.

To analyze whether female enfranchisement caused a change in the parties’ re-

spective vote shares, I rely on the method of Morgan-Collins and Teele (2018)

and regress the changes in each of the four parties’ vote shares from the 1913

to the 1918 election on the share of female voters in each constituency. This

4Due to constitutional requirements, where was an election in 1915. However, this
election was a ”peace election” and most candidates ran unopposed in their electoral
constituencies.

5Gving Denmark a mixed electoral system.
6Except in the capital of Copenhagen, which had moved to multi-member constituencies

with proportional representation.
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share thus represents the relative impact of female enfranchisement in each

constituency in the 1918 election. Unique among many countries during the

time of female enfranchisement, the election publication from the Danish

Statistical Agency records both eligible voters and turnout by gender in the

1918 electionl publication (which together with the 1913 election publication

serves as the main data source), making it possible to quite precisely measure

both female as a share of the electorate and female turnout (whose effect I

also analyze in later estimations). Descriptive statistics for the variables of

the analysis can be seen in Table 1.

Table 1: Descriptive statistics

Variable name Mean St. Dev. Min Max N

Change in Conservative vote share -0.02 0.10 -0.43 0.28 88
Change in Liberal Party vote share 0.01 0.14 -0.58 0.46 88
Change in Radical Liberal vote share 0.01 0.14 -0.64 0.58 88
Change in Social-Democratic vote share 0.21 0.24 0 0.69 88
Share of women in electorate (1918) 0.51 0.02 0.48 0.61 88
Female turnout (1918) 0.66 0.06 0.51 0.81 88

To analyze the effects of share of women in the electorate, I use OLS

regression with robust standards errors. Since the dependent variable(s)

are changes to party vote share from 1913 to 1918, this enables me to

hold constituency-level variables constant and the estimate the main within-

constituency change from 1913 to 1918, the relative impact of female enfran-

chisement captured by the share of women in the electorate. The regression

equation can be seen in equation 1, where Where ∆V oteshare is change in
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each of the four parties’ vote shares from the 1918 to the 1920 election in

constituency i in county c (counties being the main administrative divisions

in Denmark at the time). Sharewomen is the share of women in the electoral

in the 1918 election, whereas γc are county-fixed effects, which are added to

some of the estimations.

∆V ote shareic = βShare womenic + βfemale turnoutic + γc + εic (1)

Results

In this section, I show and discuss the main results. In Table 1, I look at

the effects of female enfranchisement of the Conservative Party in Denmark.7

In discordance with the Traditional Voting Gap Thesis, the share of women

in the constituency electorate seems to have a negative effect on the change

in conservative vote share from the 1913 to the 1918 election with a non-

trivial effect size.8 However, this effect turns statistically insignificant with

the addition of the county-fixed effects in column 2 of Table 1, raising the

question about whether the effect is solely due to regional trends in conser-

vative electoral support between the 1913 and 1918 election. Female turnout

is also associated with a decline in conservative vote share but this is not

7The party changed its name and part of its organization from the 1913 to the 1918
but was still the main party for conservative forces in Denmark (Fink 2000, 33-41).

8This result remains if the two capital constituencies of Copenhagen and Frederiksberg
is removed from the analysis, see Appendix A.

9



Table 2: Female enfranchisement and Conservative vote share

1 2 3

Share of women in electorate (1918) -1.27 -0.63 -0.56
(0.40)∗∗∗ (0.53) (0.58)

Female turnout (1918) -0.07
(0.16)

County-fixed effects

Observations 88 88 88
R2 0.06 0.36 0.36

Dependent variable is change in Conservative vote share from 1913 to 1918.

Robust standard errors in parentheses.
∗ p < 0.1, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01.

statistically significant.

I then, in Table 3, turn to the effect of female enfranchisement on changes

to the vote share of the Liberal Party, the other main (center) right party

in Denmark in the 1918 election, which, however, had a more rural platform

than the Conservative Party and had actually some ties to the main women’s

organization in Denmark the National Women Union (Jacobsen 2001). If

anything, the share of women in the electorate is associated with a decline in

the vote share of the Liberal Party at the constituency level but this effect

is nowhere near any level of statistical significance. While female turnout

has a positive coefficient, this is also very far from any level of statistical

significance. All in all, the Liberal Party’s vote share seems quite unaffected

by female enfranchisement.
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Table 3: Female enfranchisement and Liberal Party vote share

1 2 3

Share of women in electorate (1918) -0.15 -0.52 -0.61
(0.52) (0.85) (0.93)

Female turnout (1918) 0.09
(0.41)

County-fixed effects

Observations
R2 0.00 0.34 0.34

Dependent variable is change in Liberal Party vote share from 1913 to 1918.

Robust standard errors in parentheses.
∗ p < 0.1, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01.

In Table 4, the results for the vote share change of the centrist (leaning

left) Radical Liberal Party can be seen. The party which was incumbent

at the time of the 1918 election and the 1915 constitution. Here, we see a

positive and statistically significant effect of the share of women in the elec-

torate and change in this party’s vote share from 1913 to 1918. However,

this effect is not robust to the inclusion of the county-fixed effects, giving

some doubt about whether this apparent affect mainly or partly captures

electoral dynamics between different regions from the 1913 to the 1918 elec-

tion, where the number of women in the electoral differs. The results for the

Radical Liberal Party, which was in government during the time of female

enfranchisement and held ties to the Danish suffrage movement in particular

the ”National Federation Promoting Woman Suffrage”9 Jacobsen 2001, col-

9In Danish, ”Landsforbundet for Kvinders Valgret”
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Table 4: Female enfranchisement and Radical Liberal vote share

1 2 3

Share of women in electorate (1918) 1.02 0.63 0.33
(0.60)∗ (0.65) (0.69)

Female turnout (1918) 0.32
(0.32)

County-fixed effects

Observations 88 88 88
R2 0.02 0.25 0.27

Dependent variable is change in Radical Liberal vote share from 1913 to 1918.

Robust standard errors in parentheses.
∗ p < 0.1, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01.

laborate the arguments of Morgan-Collins and Teele (2018) who argue that

parties presiding over female enfranchisement could benefit from this expan-

sion of the electorate if they had a history of supporting the suffrage issue.

However, the lack of statistical robustness of the results to the county-fixed

effects should be noted.

Finally, in Table 5, I turn to the effect of female enfranchisement on the

vote share of the Social-Democratic Party, the main party on the left in the

1918 election. In contrast with the view that female enfranchisement would

benefit the left (Morgan-Collins and Teele 2018, 8-11), the share of women at

the constituency level in 1918 is associated with a substantial negative change

in the Social-Democratic vote share, although this effect is not statistically

significant. At least in the Danish case, there seems to be little evidence of
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Table 5: Female enfranchisement and Social-Democratic vote share

1 2 3

Share of women in electorate (1918) -0.96 -1.75 -2.47
(0.79) (1.74) (1.94)

Female turnout (1918) 0.78
(0.56)

County-fixed effects

Observations 88 88 88
R2 0.00 0.14 0.15

Dependent variable is change in Social-Democratic vote share from 1913 to 1918.

Robust standard errors in parentheses.
∗ p < 0.1, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01.

the Political Economy Thesis.10

Conclusion

In this article, I have tried to add to the scholarly discussion about the elec-

toral effects of female enfranchisement by using data from Denmark, where

the 1918 election (the first national election with female voters) allows me to

estimate the share of women in each constituency’s electorate and thus the

relative electoral effects of the enfranchisement of women in Denmark. By

comparing changes to vote share within electoral constituencies, I am able to

10However, it should also be noted that the Danish Social Democrats tended to hold
quite gender-traditional views during the early 20th. E.g., in his 1924 anti-feminist book
”Feminismen”, the conservative Professor and pundit K.A. Wieth-Knudsen (1924) only
has praise for one Danish politician, the Social Democrat K.K. Steincke,
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hold constituency-level factors constant in this analysis. Methodologically,

the article thus shows the potential value of using changes rather than abso-

lute vote shares, when assessing the impact of female enfranchisement, also

due to difficulty in separating share of women at the local level from local

economic structures.

The results show that, in contrast with the idea that women disproportionally

tended to vote for conservative parties during the era of female enfranchise-

ment, the Conservative Party in Denmark seem to have suffered electorally

as a consequence of female enfranchisement. On the contrary, the incumbent

Radical Liberal Party, which had some ties to the previous Danish suffrage

movement, seem to have benefitted. However, these results lose their statis-

tical significance when accounting for regional (county) effects. Additionally,

contrary to the view that women tended to vote for leftwing parties even dur-

ing the era of female suffrage, the main Danish part on the left, the Social-

Democratic Party does not seem to have benefitted from female suffrage. All

in all, while female enfranchisement represents one of the greatest political re-

forms in Denmark, its immediate influence on the Danish party system seems

uncertain and limited. Minding the mixed findings from previous research

on the electoral effects of female enfranchisement (Morgan-Collins and Teele

2018), social scientists should perhaps be somewhat humble in the attempt to

construct a general theory of the electoral effect of female enfranchisement.

Future research could dig deeper into which factors (if any) determined the
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extent to which existing parties were able to disproportionally attract female

voters during the era of female enfranchisement, and whether this was even

possible.

While the enfranchisement of women might have had substantial policy ef-

fects (Aidt and Dallal 2008) including in Denmark, the results of this article

suggest that it might have done so mainly through changes to existing polit-

ical parties’ policies and platforms rather than through a shift in the power

balance between these parties. In a time, where the inter-party power balance

effects of the enfranchisement and/or relative growth of various demographic

groups are increasingly the subject of heated debate, at least in some coun-

tries, the experience of one of the greatest changes to the electorate in World

history, the enfranchisement of women, should perhaps give reason to caution

the electoral upheaval potential of such changes.
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Jacobsen, Lars Boye. 2001. “Kampen for Kvinders Valgret en selviscenesæt-

telse.” Unpublished MA thesis .

Morgan-Collins, Mona and Dawn Langan Teele. 2018. “Revisiting the Gender

Voting Gap in the Era of Women’s Suffrage.”.

Teele, Dawn Langan. 2018a. Forging the Franchise: The Political Origins of

the Women’s Vote. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Teele, Dawn Langan. 2018b. “How the West Was Won: Competition, Mobi-

lization, and Women’s Enfranchisement in the United States.” The Journal

of Politics 80(2):442–461.

URL: https://doi.org/10.1086/696621

Thomsen, Merete Bo. 2015. De der tog teten: Danske landbokvinder i

menighedsr̊ad, værger̊ad og sognekasser 1903-1930. Denmark: Landbo-

historisk Selskab.

Wieth-Knudsen, Knud Asbjørn. 1924. Feminismen: En sociologisk Studie

over Kvinderspørgsmaalet fra Oldtid til Nutid. København: Jul. Gjellerups

Forlag.

16



Ziblatt, Daniel. 2017. Conservative Parties and the Birth of Democracies.

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

17



Appendix

A Excluding the capital constituencies of

Copenhagen and Frederiksberg
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Table A.1: Female enfranchisement and changes to party vote shares: Excluding the capital

Conservative Liberal Party Radical Liberal Social-Democratic
Vote share Vote share Vote share Vote share

Share of women in electorate (1918) -1.44 -0.27 0.50 -0.60
(0.51)∗∗∗ (0.81) (0.76) (1.31)

County-fixed effects

N 86 86 86 86
R2 0.05 0.00 0.00 0.00

Dependent variable is share is party vote share in the 1918 election.

Robust standard errors in parentheses.
∗ p < 0.1, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01
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