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Introduction 
The National Women’s Council of Ireland (NWCI) is the representative body for women and 

women’s groups in Ireland, with over 170 affiliated groups and organisations from the 

community, voluntary, professional and other key sectors of Irish society. The central 

purpose of the NWCI is to promote women's rights and women's equality. To achieve this 

end, our work falls under seven key areas:  

 Economic Equality 

 Care 

 Political Equality and Decision Making 

 Violence Against Women and Children 

 Integration and Anti-racism 

 Equality in Public Services 

 Building Solidarity 

 

This submission to the Constituency Commission relates to the third issue – Political Equality 

and Decision Making – and considers the important relationship between electoral 

constituency size, number of politicians required and women’s political participation at a 

national level in the Republic of Ireland. We believe it vital that any consideration of changes 

to constituency boundaries takes cognisance of potential impacts on female representation in 

politics (along with the representation of minority candidates and smaller political parties).  

We will firstly explore the reasons why district magnitude might impact on patterns of 

women’s representation in Dáil Eireann. We then analyse electoral data from general 

elections held between 2002 and 2011. We then comment on the international standard for 

calculating the number of politicians before assessing the impact which a reduced number of 

politicians will have on the aspirations of women seeking entry in to political life.   

We conclude with our recommendations to the Commission.  

Gender and politics – a clear political priority. 

In December 2011, the Minister for the Environment, Community and Local Government, 

Mr Phil Hogan, published legislation as part of the Electoral (Amendment) (Political 

Funding) Bill 2011, whereby political parties will have to implement a gender quota or else 

face financial penalty.  The planned legislation specifies that at least 30 per cent of a party’s 

list of general election candidates must be women.  If not, the party’s state funding will be cut 

by half.  The government has given legislative expression to the idea that all measures must 

be employed to increase the number of women sitting in Dáil Éireann to overcome Ireland’s 

historic and current under-representation. 

Why a gender perspective on constituency size? 
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International research shows that large electoral constituencies offer better opportunity 

structures for women’s parliamentary representation. There is an important relationship 

between constituency size and gendered candidate recruitment.  

In the 2009 Report on the Impact of Electoral Systems on Women’s Participation in Politics
1
, 

the Venice Commission of the Council of the Europe made the following observation: 

 ‘While multi-member districts are expected to be more advantageous for women than 

SMDs (Single Member Districts), they may differ considerably in their magnitude, that is, the 

number of seats to be elected per district... It is often expected that the larger the district 

magnitude, the more women will be nominated and elected. As it has shown, this 

assumption is based on the dynamics of party-nominating processes and parties’ strategies 

for balancing their ticket’.  

‘Recent empirical research suggests that it is not so much district magnitude as “party 

magnitude” that matters. While district magnitude is defined by the number of seats to be 

elected in a district, party magnitude describes the number of seats a party wins (or expects 

to win) in a district. Only if a party anticipates that it wins several seats in a constituency 

will ticket-balancing come into effect... Medium-sized, large or nation-wide districts within 

PR systems appear to be most advantageous for women than small constituencies or even 

single-member districts... In contrast, because of the few elected candidates, large parties in 

small constituencies and small parties in large constituencies expedience difficulties in 

applying ticket balancing strategies. If a PR system is used in only small districts, as is the 

case of Ireland, it can be just as disadvantageous to women as SMDs’.  

Irish voters currently elect their deputies to represent three, four or five seat constituencies, 

with a mean district magnitude of 3.8 seats in the 2011 general election. When compared to 

other democracies employing some form of proportional representation to elect their lower 

house, Ireland has some of the smallest constituencies in the world. This means that even 

large parties can only expect to win a small number of seats in a given constituency and can 

make it difficult for local selectorates to balance candidate tickets by gender. Small 

constituencies also disadvantage minor political parties. Given that these parties often present 

a higher percentage of women candidates to voters, this can also have a negative impact on 

gender representation.  

Irish data  

An analysis of electoral data from the last three general elections suggests that constituencies 

with magnitudes of four and five seats have created more space for female candidates to run. 

Table 1 (below) illustrates that all districts with four and five seats in the 2011 and 2007 

elections had women candidates, although the figures for 2002 are not as positive. Crucially, 

the data shows that constituencies with three seats appear to offer less of an electoral 

opportunity to women. In the 2011 general election, voters in four three seat constituencies 

were presented with all male ballot papers, while the respective figure was as high as five in 

2007 and 2002.  

                                                           
1
 Venice Commission (2009) Report on the impact of electoral systems on women’s representation in politics. 

Available at: http://www.venice.coe.int/docs/2009/CDL-AD(2009)029-e.asp.  
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Table 1: Number of constituencies with no women candidates in the 2002, 2007 and 

2011 general elections. 

Figures 1 and 2 (below) further illustrate the positive impact of larger districts for gender 

representation. Looking at Figure 1, women consistently comprised a higher percentage of 

candidates in districts with four and five seats between the period 2002 and 2011.  Figure 2 

shows that women deputies are more likely to represent five seat constituencies. Following 

the 2011 election, for example, 23 per cent of deputies representing three seat areas were 

female compared to 25 per cent and 31 per cent in four and five seat constituencies 

respectively.  

 

Figure 1: Percentage of female candidates by constituency size in the 2002, 2007 and 

2011 general elections.  

 

 
2011 2007 2002 

3-seats 4 5 5 

4-seats 0 0 3 

5-seats 0 0 1 
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Figure 2: Figure 1: Percentage of seats won by women by constituency size in the 2002, 

2007 and 2011 general elections.  

A gender sensitive approach to Dáil size 

The size of the Oireachtas has been determined by the Electoral Amendment Act (2011) as 

being not less than 153 and not more than 160.  This is a total reduction of 6. 

Eliminating TDs may fulfil perceived populist needs to reduce the number of politicians.  In 

reality, however, reducing the number of TDs will have a negative impact on the participation 

of women in politics because it will further stretch the capacity of politicians to deliver on 

their roles.   

The International standard for calculating the numbers of politicians needed in a legislative 

assembly 

“The ‘cube root law of national assembly size’ is an empirical 

pattern which has been repeatedly observed as a determinant of 

legislative size.
2
 According to this theory, the number of seats in 

the lower house of a country’s legislature tends to approximate the 

cubic root of the population. This ratio between the size of the 

                                                           
2
 Rein Taagepera developed this theory in 1972 in his article - ‘The size of National Assemblies’ 

(Social Science Research 1). In 1989, Taagepara and Shugart published a book concerned with the 
conversion of votes into seats which also includes some documentation of trends in the sizes of 
legislatures.   Taagepera Rein and Matthew Soberg Shugart (1989) Seats and Votes: the effects and 
determinants of electoral systems New Haven, Yale University Press.  
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legislature and of the population is seen as accommodating the 

communication channels between the representative and 

constituents. It has been suggested by some that if the size of 

legislature does not rise to reflect increases in population, this 

linkage mechanism is disrupted.”
3
   

The cube root of Ireland’s population (based on initial census estimates) is exactly 166.  

However, the Commission is tasked with bringing the number of TDs down to a maximum of 

160 and a minimum of 153.  The impact of this will be to disrupt the quality of 

communication between parliamentarians and constituents and other stakeholders (including, 

but not limited to, fellow parliamentarians, the media, party members and so on). 

The prescribed reduction in the number of TDs will inevitably lead to an increase in the 

workload of politicians, in particular at the constituency level, as politicians will have more 

constituents to represent.  Ensuring that politics is a more attractive career option for women 

is recognised as a key objective of the current government which has introduced legislation to 

compel political parties to apply mandatory candidate targets for political parties of 30% 

women and men.  Reducing the number of TDs will undercut this and will restrict the class 

and age diversity of women who are likely to become members of the Oireachtas.   

The workload of politicians 

The role of an Irish politician is broad and encompasses both national and local work.    TDs 

are expected to perform as legislators in Dublin three days per week but also maintain a 

considerable amount of constituency work.  Constituency work is time consuming and 

includes meeting with individual constituents or representative groups; participation in party 

meetings; attending public meetings or appropriate local events. 

The diversity of tasks which TDs are tasked with makes the role challenging and all-

encompassing.  TDs have heavy demands on their time with little room for spare time or 

family time.  The culture of 24 hour media and demands from constituents at irregular times 

means that TDs enjoy very little in the line of private time.   

Women deputies spend marginally more time on constituency work and considerably more 

time on ‘casework’. Research carried out in the Oireachtas in 2009 by Mr. Séin Ó 

Muineacháin and Dr. Matthew Wall revealed that women TDs put in nearly 50 per cent of 

their constituency time on dealing with individual constituents, compared to a figure of 37 

per cent for men.
4
 Further work carried out one of the authors of this submission, Ms. Claire 

                                                           
3
 Information supplied to the NWCI by Joanna Tuffy T.D., 04

th
 November, 2011. 

4
 Thanks to Dr. Matthew Wall (Université Libre Bruxelles) for supplying these figures.  
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McGing, suggests some constituents prefer to speak to a woman deputy about certain (usually 

personal) issues, especially in rural constituencies with female representation.
5
  

The additional pressure on women as carers has formed part of the historical reasons why 

women have not become involved in politics.  The 2009 Oireachtas sub-committee on 

women’s participation in politics identified “5 C’s” which, taken broadly can be a useful tool 

for guiding us in the barriers to women’s participation.  Two of the C’s are particularly 

relevant here: 

 Care.  Women are responsible for the majority of care provided in the State.  A 2009 

study by the NWCI, Who Cares?, found that women are responsible for an average of 

80% of care and domestic work.  The impact of this on their careers is enormous.  

Only 61% of mothers between the age of 22-44 (key years for political formation 

and/or election) are in full-time employment.  Contrast this with France where 

employment rates for all women (mothers or not) are at 97%.  For Irish men, having 

children has almost no impact on their employment rate.
6
  In the time-intense 

environment of politics these realities are amplified for both men and women.  A 

career in politics is already difficult enough given the additional commitments faced 

by women.  

 Culture. The formation of political structures, systems and processes has traditionally 

been by men for men.  This includes the culture within political parties but also within 

the Oireachtas itself.   The long-sitting hours have often been cited as a significant 

barrier to women entering politics – most Dáil days end at 2100.  For non-Dublin 

TDs, particularly in rural Ireland, the travel, sitting hours and culture are an even 

bigger issue.  Reducing the number of TDs will further stretch these TDs, in 

particular.  Rural Ireland also represents the geographic area where there are least 

elected women TDs and tend to be lower numbers of women candidates on party 

tickets.  18 of the 25 female deputies at present represent a constituency in either 

Dublin or Leinster. Any reduction in the number of TDs is likely to significantly 

exasperate these conditions, particularly if applied to rural constituencies; the further 

away from Dublin the greater the stretch.  

 

  Recommendations and conclusion  

In light of this analysis the NWCI recommends to the Committee that, as far as possible, all 

Dáil constituencies in the next general election should have at least four seats.  

                                                           
5
 Claire McGing, Eimear O’Leary and Matthew Wall, ‘The impact of gender on the constituency roles and 

activities of Irish parliamentarians’. Paper written for the 2012 PSA Women and Politics Conference, Bristol, 

February 18
th

.  

6
 Who Cares? NWCI, 2010. 
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Women face numerous institutional and cultural barriers upon entry to political life.  These 

challenges appear to be enhanced further for females wishing to run in a three seat 

constituency.  

By incentivising parties to select women to run alongside their (usually male) incumbent 

deputies, larger constituencies would facilitate the implementation and success of this 

legislation in securing gains in female representation in the next election.  

There are real concerns about the workload of politicians.  Combine this with the fact that 

internationally accepted calculation methods would dictate that the number of Dáil members 

should be 166.  On this basis the NWCI would argue that efforts should be made to ensure 

that Ireland’s political representation is maximised.  In the context of the establishment order 

provided to the Commission this would mean opting for a 160 seat legislative assembly.   

We are happy to meet with the Committee if you wish to discuss these issues in further detail 

to add to your deliberations. We wish you the very best of luck in your forthcoming work.  

Yours sincerely,  

Ms. Claire McGing 

Mr. Eoin Murray 

 


