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Speaker (Prof. Beth Livingston) 
This past week, ILR Professor Beth Livingston joined Cornell Political Union to discuss 

the lingering challenges for women in politics. Professor Livingston's research focuses on the 
way gender and stereotypes affect our judgement of men and women. She noted that a lot of the 
political science literature on gender stereotypes relies heavily on social science literature she 
regularly consults. 

To begin the conversation, Professor Livingston pointed out that in the history of the 
United States there has not been a female Presidential candidate from a major party. Some 
explanations for that include that women are not as competent as men, women do not seek 
federal office as often as men, and that women face greater barriers to running for and winning 
federal office than men. Professor Livingston's argument focused on the final explanation. 
The primary evidence she provided for that explanation is the trade-off for women between 
perceived competence and likeability/warmth. For women, but not for men, there is an inverse 
relationship between those two characteristics. Because women are stereotyped to be warmer but 
less competent than men it is difficult for them to gain the support necessary to win federal 
office. Another factor at play is the perception of why people run for office. Political candidates 
all possess some level of ambition, but for women, appearing overly ambitious is not viewed as 
positively as it is for men. A final factor is the role of the media in focusing less on policy 
positions for women as for men. Media outlets instead often focus on the personality and 
appearance of female candidates. As a result of those challenges, Professor Livingston believes 
that women must prove themselves twice as competent to get elected to high offices.  

Student debate following Professor Livingston's presentation centered on current 
manifestations of her argument. Participants mentioned Donald Trump's remarks about Carly 
Fiorina's face, as well as their assessment that competence seems to be playing less of a role in 
determining nominees on the Republican side this election cycle. Ultimately, the Union 
overwhelming supported Professor Livingston's argument that there are in fact lingering 
challenges to women in politics. 
 


