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Abstract
Women have struggled to be elected at the federal, state, or local levels—with the notable exception of State Courts of
Last Resort (SCLR), where women have experienced (comparative) electoral success. While scholars have sought to
explain this relative success, one factor often overlooked is the role of campaign contributions and whether women are
outraising their male counterparts. Using an original database of campaign contributions from 1989 to 2020, we seek to
shed more light on female candidate fundraising in SCLR elections, both in terms of amounts raised and who is
contributing to these campaigns. After controlling for other factors, we find that female candidates outraise male
candidates overall, primarily—but not exclusively—by outraising men on small donations. We also find that incumbency
and professional experience do not help women outraise men, and we find that the fundraising success of female SCLR
candidates is primarily withWhite Anglo women.We conclude by offering insights on where the study of sex and judicial
elections should go next.
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Introduction

In 1990, only 10 percent of SCLR justices were women.1

As of May 2024, 43 percent of SCLR justices are women.
In contrast, only 32 percent of state legislators, and
26 percent of governors, identify as women.2,3 Further-
more, several states—such as Wisconsin and Michigan—
having majority-female high courts, whereas no state has a
majority-female legislature.4 Though women remain
proportionally underrepresented in judicial office, women
have still had comparatively more electoral success in
SCLR elections. Understanding this relative success is
important, given the crucial role of SCLR in state politics
(Allegrucci and Kunz 2012) and judicial legitimacy
(Gibson 2012; Nownes and Glennon 2016, etc.), the
greater influence the public exerts on SCLR via popular
election (Baird 2001; Reilly and Walker 2010; etc.), and
the improvement in democratic legitimacy when barriers
to representation are removed (Fox and Lawless 2011;
Boyd 2016; etc.). Consequently, scholars have sought to
explain why women do (relatively) well in obtaining
judicial office. Previous studies have focused on voter
stereotypes about female SCLR candidates, whether
positive (e.g., Frederick and Streb 2008) or negative (Gill
et al. 2011; Walsh et al. 2016); the use of appointments to

fill vacancies and diversify the high courts (e.g., Holmes
and Emery 2006); and whether judicial offices are more
open to female representation than other offices (Reid
2004; Williams 2009; etc.).

What is less studied is the role of campaign contri-
butions in women’s successes in SCLR elections. Extant
studies of state (e.g., Jenkins 2007) and federal (e.g.,
Crespin and Deitz 2010) legislative elections find that
women do at least as well as their male counterparts in
campaign fundraising, and the relatively few studies of
state judicial elections have found the same. However, the
few studies which have examined sex-based differences in
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fundraising in judicial elections have been limited to a
specific state (e.g., Frederick and Streb 2008) or have
looked at sex only as a control variable (e.g., Solberg and
Stout 2021). Bonneau (2007) and others have long
concluded that raising money is crucial to competing
successfully in state judicial elections, and—as shown in
state legislative elections—the ability of women to suc-
cessfully fundraise is even more crucial to the likelihood
of victory (e.g., Carroll and Sanbonmatsu 2013). One
research question is do female candidates for SCLR raise
more money than men in the aggregate?

Scholars examining fundraising differences between men
and women in other elections have focused on the role of
small donations—donations of $200 or less (Sanbonmatsu
and Rogers 2020)—versus large donations. The evidence
from state and federal legislative elections indicates that
women rely primarily on small-donor networks (Jenkins
2007; Thomsen and Swers 2017), particularly from indi-
vidual donors (Heerwig and Gordon 2018), as women have
borne the brunt of a gendered electoral financing scheme
(Murrias et al., 2019) that favors male candidates. Combined
with the relative newness of women as viable candidates,
women historically rely upon small donations, and more of
them, to outraise men (Sanbonmatsu and Rogers 2020).
However, the greater push by political parties to elect more
women to public office (e.g., Crowder-Meyer and Coop-
erman 2018), and the rise of women’s issues groups with the
same goal (Hassell and Visalvanich 2019; Karpowitz et al.
2017; Sanbonmatsu and Rogers 2020), may mean that
women candidates are not as dependent on small donations
as they were in the past. What scholars have not examined
are these theories in the context of SCLR elections. Our other
research question, then, is do women in SCLR elections rely
more on small donations in campaign fundraising?

Using a unique data set, we examine aggregate
fundraising by SCLR candidates from 1989 to 2020 to
determine whether women outraise men in these elections,
and—if so—how. We posit that women will outraise men,
and women will rely primarily, but not exclusively, on
small donations—particularly from individual donors—to
accomplish this. After controlling for other factors, we
mostly find support for our hypotheses: women do out-
raise men in these races, regardless of the size of the
donation, and women rely primarily—but not
exclusively—on small donations to achieve this success.
We also find that women rely primarily on individual
donors, rather than non-individual donors (political
parties, interest groups, etc.), and it is individual donors
who drive women’s success in drawing donations. We
also find that the fundraising advantage enjoyed by
women is primarily found with White (Anglo) women.
However, and paradoxically, we find that female chal-
lengers outraise their incumbent counterparts, suggesting
that the Jill Robinson Effect may not be present in SCLR

elections. We conclude by suggesting avenues for future
research.

Small Donations, Sex, and SCLR Elections

Campaigning for election resources is an art form, which
includes strategy, development, and effective communi-
cation to mobilize supporters (Francia et al., 2003; Hassell
and Visalvanich, 2019; Herrnson et al., 2003). Donors are
strategic (Barber et al. 2017; Rhodes et al. 2018; etc.),
with finite resources: even the largest donor groups must
prioritize to whom they contribute, especially in low-
salience (Reid 2004; Rock and Baum 2010) and low-
information (Hughes 2019; McDermott 1997) elections—
which SCLR elections heretofore have been. Conse-
quently, donors are less willing to contribute to unknown
entities, and the newness of women in the judiciary makes
them more of a “risk” for donors. Women in other
elections (e.g., legislative elections) have long relied on
small donations due to the gendered electoral financing
scheme: the lower access to election capital, lack of access
to traditional donor networks, and bias against women
among party leaders and outside donors (Murrias et al.
2019). Shut out of big-money donor networks, women
must work harder at fundraising (e.g., Piscopo et al. 2022),
but women on average—including non-incumbents—
raise as much as men in the aggregate (Boyea 2017;
Sanbonmatsu and Rogers 2020).

For women to do well in cultivating these small donors,
research from legislative elections shows that women are
more likely to self-select in whether they want to run (Fox
and Lawless 2004, 2011; Jenkins 2007), with only the
most qualified and “electable” women choosing to run
(Lawless and Pearson 2008; Reid 2010). If women are
more likely to possess greater professional credentials
(i.e., previous political experience), they could be viewed
more favorably by the public—and donors. The success of
women in winning elected office creates a “Jill Robinson
Effect” (Anzia and Berry 2011), in which incumbent
women mentor other women, creating a larger pool of
qualified female candidates (Curriden 2010) and im-
proving the odds that donors will be willing to give to
other female candidates, regardless of incumbency.

We posit that these phenomena are present in SCLR
races as well. One reason is because of the correlation
between small donations and women as donors. Women
are more likely to provide small amounts to political
campaigns (Heerwig and Gordon 2018), and women
generally give to female candidates (Thomsen and Swers
2017). If women are most likely to donate to other women,
female SCLR candidates have a built-in network of small
donations into which they can mine for contributions.

The gendered electoral financing scheme present in
other elections may be present in SCLR elections, which
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will drive female SCLR candidates to seek small dona-
tions. Women—emerging as high-profile attorneys and
legal actors only in the past few decades—are less likely
to have access to the large donation pools that their male
counterparts have long enjoyed. Consequently, women
SCLR candidates are more likely to rely on small do-
nations to fund their campaigns (Thomsen and Swers
2017). However, voters hold SCLR candidates to
higher professional standards than in, for instance, leg-
islative elections (Gill et al. 2011; Hughes 2019), so
women in SCLR elections should be as likely as they are in
other elections to self-select. Consequently, the higher
professional qualifications for SCLR office, and the ability
to view the success women in other elected offices have
with attracting small donations, will allow women to
outraise their male counterparts. Additionally, the posited
self-selection on the part of female candidates cultivates
small donors beyond just women. As female SCLR can-
didates achieve electoral success, they may create a net-
work of donors who can be solicited by other female SCLR
candidates. This allows other female candidates to outraise
their male counterparts, primarily using small donations.

Hypothesis 1.Women will raise more money than men
in SCLR elections.
Hypothesis 2a. Women will outraise men from small
donation sources.
Hypothesis 2b. Women will have a higher number of
small donations than men.
Hypothesis 2c. Women will have a higher percentage
of their total donations come from small donor sources.

Large Donations, Sex, and
SCLR Elections

Although we posit that women primarily rely on small
donations, there are reasons to suggest that women do not
rely exclusively on small donations. The correlation be-
tween the sex of the donor and the sex of the candidate in
other elections, and the reliance by female candidates on
small-donor networks, suggest that there is a connection
between the desire to improve women’s representation
and consistent donations to women’s campaigns. How-
ever, the same push for diversity that motivates many
small donors now motivates patterns of political party
giving in partisan elections, as both major parties and their
allies (Crowder-Meyer and Cooperman 2018) are willing
to back female candidates for public office (Hassell and
Visalvanich 2019; Karpowitz et al. 2017; Crowder-Meyer
and Cooperman 2018; Sanbonmatsu and Rogers 2020).
Women in other elections have greater access to donor
networks willing to contribute large amounts of money to
a campaign than in the past (Reid 2004). With the rise in

the importance of SCLR elections, political parties and
interest groups may be more willing to support female
SCLR candidates.

There is also the effect of incumbency on large do-
nations as more women win SCLR office. In most other
elections, incumbents do better at fundraising than
challengers, as incumbents have greater name recognition
and a voting record, making them a known entity for
donors (Frederick and Streb 2011; Gill and Eugenis
2019). Therefore, female incumbents should be able to
better access large donor networks (major law firms, state
political parties, etc.) and rely less on small donations.
Additionally, incumbency means experience, which can
combat any negative stereotypes about the political
knowledge of female candidates (Lawless and Pearson
2008; Piscopo et al. 2022; etc.).

However, there are two reasons why women may not
significantly utilize large-money donors in SCLR races.
One is the strategic nature of donors. Despite increases in
female lawyers and judges, women are still “new” to state
judiciaries. Incumbency is a good example. Male in-
cumbents are likely to have been judges longer than fe-
male incumbents. This longevity means that the behavior
of male incumbents is better known to strategic donors.
Consequently, donors are likely to contribute to a male
judge. Even when there is no male incumbent in a race,
women may still be at a fundraising disadvantage because
of the “old boys’ club” of donors which have long
contributed to male candidates (Murrias et al. 2019;
Nguyen 2019; etc.). Consequently, female candidates for
SCLR are likely to still rely on small donations.

In the case of political parties and interest groups, there
is also the fact that most SCLR elections are held in
midterm and presidential election years—years in which
parties and groups may need to contribute substantially to
other state elections. While SCLR elections have increased
in importance in recent years, these elections remain lower-
information and lower-turnout affairs. Groups and political
parties may decide that their finite resources are better spent
on more high-profile elections, such as gubernatorial or
congressional races. If the gendered electoral financing
scheme affects the ability of female SCLR candidates to
solicit large donations, then these women will rely on small
donations to be successful in SCLR election fundraising.

Individuals, Large Donations, and
SCLR Elections

There is a way in which the gendered electoral financing
scheme may not negatively impact women in terms of
competitiveness with soliciting large donations. If women
are shut out of non-individual large donor networks, they
can still obtain large donations by soliciting contributions
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from monied individuals. We posit that large-money in-
dividual donors in SCLR elections are part of an investor
class (Francia et al., 2003) who view contributing to
successful SCLR candidates as buying “access” to these
future justices by setting the judicial agenda (Boyea
2017). If the goal of these donors is greater access, it
makes more sense to donate directly to candidates. Ad-
ditionally, if the Jill Robinson Effect means that only the
“most qualified” women are running, individual investor
donors may view women as a “good” bet for winning
SCLR office. If women in SCLR elections have been shut
out by non-individual donors, they may turn to individual
donors to obtain the large donations to supplement the
small donations in which we posit women have an
advantage.

Contribution limits for individuals for SCLR cam-
paigns also tend to be higher than for other offices,5 and
women may be able to use this to their advantage.
Coupled with the fact that there are more individual
donations in SCLR elections than non-individual dona-
tions, the implied correlation between individual donation
and small donations in the literature for other elections is
not strong. The median (inflation-adjusted) individual
donation amount in our data is $190, close to the small-
donation threshold of $200. If women in SCLR elections
have been shut out by non-individual donors, they may
turn to individual donors to obtain the large donations to
supplement the small donations in which we posit women
have an advantage. In short, women outraise men in large
donations, but this advantage is because of individual
donations, not the financial backing of non-individuals.

Hypothesis 3a. Women will outraise men in large
donations.
Hypothesis 3b. Women will receive a greater number
of large donations than men.
Hypothesis 3c. Women will have a higher percentage
of their total donations come from large donor sources.
Hypothesis 4a.Women will outraise men in donations
from individuals.
Hypothesis 4b. Women will receive more donations
from individuals than men.
Hypothesis 5a.Men will outraise women in donations
from non-individuals.
Hypothesis 5b. Men will receive a greater number of
non-individual donations than women.

The Intersection of Race, Ethnicity, and
Sex in Campaign Contributions in
SCLR Elections

Although we posit that women will outraise men in SCLR
elections, across small- and large donation sources, one

aspect of fundraising we have not discussed—and one
generally ignored in the SCLR literature—is the role of a
candidate’s race or ethnicity in receiving financial support.
Black and Brown candidates are even more underrepre-
sented in SCLR than women: as of 2024, 19 states do not
have Black or Brown justices, including 13 states in which
over 20 percent of the state’s population identify as Black
or Brown.6 If gendered representation can enhance in-
stitutional legitimacy with historically marginalized
groups (e.g., Scherer and Curry 2010), understanding the
role of race and ethnicity in SCLR campaigns is critical to
understanding the role of campaign contributions in
SCLR elections.

The scholarly evidence from other elections (e.g.,
Johnson et al. (2012) and congressional elections)
suggests that non-whites, including non-white women,
struggle to receive campaign contributions, despite high
levels of political activity (Brown 2014; Farris and
Holman 2014, etc.) and the rise of campaign training
programs to help Black and Brown women run for office
(e.g., Sanbonmatsu 2015). The rising costs of political
campaigns couple with the (on average) lower socio-
economic statuses of Black women and Hispanic
women/Latinas to depress the amounts of money these
groups contribute to campaigns (Scott 2022). This is
problematic for Black and Brown candidates, as they
rely on donors from marginalized communities (Fraga
and Hassell 2021; Grumbach and Sahn 2020; Miller and
Curry 2013), since Black and Brown women have not
had access to financial support from party elites (Francia
et al., 2003; Hassell and Visalvanich, 2019). Further-
more, there are few Black and Brown women in public
office, meaning that there are fewer mentorship op-
portunities even compared to White (Anglo) women,
further eroding the ability of these candidates to access
donor networks (Jensen and Martinek 2009; Sorensten
and Chen 2022).

There is little reason to suggest that these same issues
are not present in SCLR elections. Black and Brown
women are underrepresented on state courts, despite being
as ambitious as White Anglo women (Jensen and
Martinek 2009), hindering the mentorship opportunities
they can receive. Furthermore, based on our data, there are
relatively few interest groups and political action com-
mittees geared specifically toward assisting Black and
Brown candidates in getting onto SCLR, likely dimin-
ishing the donor networks Black and Brown women can
access. Consequently, there is the possibility that the
success women have had in SCLR elections—including
fundraising —is driven by White Anglo women.

Hypothesis 6. Black and Hispanic women/Latinas will
raise significantly less money than White (Anglo)
women in SCLR elections.
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Data and Methods

Our study uses an original data set. Our initial data on
campaign contributions come from the National Institute
for Money in Politics from 1989 to 2020. The Institute
houses comprehensive, detailed reporting of the donations
to all candidates in all years in which there were SCLR
elections in a state. The Institute also indicates whether the
donations are from an individual, non-individual (law
firm, PAC, etc.), or “other” (i.e., unitemized donations).
However, neither the Institute’s data—nor the Bonica
(2023) Database on Ideology, Money in Politics, and
Elections that expands on these data—contain demo-
graphic data on the candidates (sex, prior professional
experience, etc.). Consequently, we also use a combina-
tion of campaign websites, Ballotpedia, and newspaper
articles to obtain demographic data on the candidates,
such as sex and professional backgrounds. Because we are
interested in the total amounts7 raised by candidates, the
final analysis aggregates the data by candidate and year.
After cleaning, we have the campaign donation amounts,
both individual and non-individual, for 1,149 candidates
across 21 states.8 All donation amounts are adjusted for
inflation and reported in units of $100,000.

To test our hypotheses, we utilize a multilevel mod-
eling (MLM) approach (Snijders and Bosker 2011;
Steenbergen and Jones 2002). A simple structure of the
error term in the multivariate regression analysis could be
limited in capturing the multifaceted structure of our
campaign contribution data for 1,149 candidates who are
exclusively clustered into 21 states. However, ignoring
the multilevel structure of the data would seriously violate
regression assumptions while leading to incorrect stan-
dard errors (Gelman and Hill 2006; Snijders and Bosker
2011; Steenbergen and Jones 2002). We directly address
the issue with two-level MLMwith year-fixed effects. The
first level is the state, and the second one is the candidate.
Given the short temporal spans and intervals, we do not
create a separate level for the year.

There are eleven dependent variables in our multilevel
models. The first, number of small donations, measures
the total number of donations of $200 or less to a can-
didate. The second, small donation percentage, measures
what percentage of total donations to a candidate are
$200 or less. Our third and fourth dependent variables
measure the total number of donations greater than
$200 and what percentage of total donations to a candidate
are greater than $200, respectively. Our fifth dependent
variable measures the total amount of campaign funds
raised by a candidate.9 Our sixth variable measures the
(log-transformed) total amount raised from small donation
sources. Our seventh variable measures the (log-
transformed) total amount raised from large donation
sources. The eighth variable measures the total number of

contributions from those donors classified as individuals
in the data. The ninth variable measures the (log-
transformed) total amount raised from individual do-
nors. The tenth variable measures the total number of
contributions from those donors classified as non-
individuals in the data, and the eleventh variable mea-
sures the (log-transformed) total amount raised from non-
individual donors.

Our primary independent is the sex of the candidate
(1 = female).10 To test Hypothesis 6, we create sep-
arate dummy variables for whether the candidate was
White (Anglo), Black, or Hispanic/Latine—the racial/
ethnic groups most represented in our data. Addi-
tionally, we create separate interaction variables—one
for Black women and one for Hispanic women and
Latinas—to test whether women from marginalized
communities are at a fundraising disadvantage com-
pared to White Anglo women.

However, we must control for other factors. Partisan
races are considered high-information races, both to
voters (Converse 1962; Zaller 1992; etc.) and donors (Hall
and Bonneau 2008; Rock and Baum 2010; Thomsen and
Swers 2017). Consequently, candidates in partisan elec-
tions should see more contributions, and higher fund-
raising totals, regardless of sex. We code our variable “1”
if the race was partisan, “0” otherwise.11

Another important factor in campaign fundraising is
whether a candidate has prior judicial experience. Can-
didates who do not have prior experience (i.e., state trial
judge) are less likely to be competitive—and less likely to
attract donors—regardless of sex (Frederick and Streb
2011; Hall and Bonneau 2006; Streb and Frederick 2009).
We code this variable as a dummy, with “1” indicating that
the candidate was at least a state original jurisdiction judge
prior to the election. Because we also theorize that well-
qualified female SCLR candidates will do the best in
SCLR elections, we create an interaction term between
whether the candidate was a woman and whether they
held at least a state trial judge seat prior to running for the
SCLR seat.

We use a dummy variable for whether the candidate is
an incumbent (1), as incumbents should raise more money
regardless of sex. However, we are also interested in
whether female incumbents do better than female non-
incumbents. Therefore, we created an interaction variable
between whether the candidate was a woman and whether
they were the incumbent in that election. Separately, we
control for whether the candidate was appointed by the
governor or legislature prior to the election cycle (1), as
appointments may improve the performance of women in
campaign fundraising by building in incumbency
(Holmes and Emrey 2006).

We also control for the contribution reporting re-
quirements, as lower reporting thresholds (i.e., all
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contributions to candidates must be itemized) may make
donors wary of contributing, to avoid public scrutiny.
Using the National Conference of State Legislatures
website, we obtain the campaign contribution disclosure
thresholds for each state and accordingly code each state
in our data. We then create a variable for stringency, with a
score of “1” representing states with higher threshold
requirements (i.e., donations do not have to be itemized
unless over $200) and a score of “4” representing states
with lower threshold reporting requirements.

The type of SCLR seat at stake is another important
factor in campaign contributions. As previously men-
tioned, incumbent-challenger races and multi-candidate
races for open seats are likely to be the most competitive
races, while retention and single-candidate races are likely
the least competitive. If donors are strategic, they will
focus their efforts onmore competitive races, regardless of
whether a woman is involved in those races. We create
separate dummies for the most competitive of these
races—chief justice, incumbent-challenger, and open
seat—and we drop retention and non-competitive
elections.

Additionally, we control for whether the SCLR elec-
tion occurred in a presidential election year (1), as these
races are likely to attract more donors since donor at-
tention is heightened by other races. We also control for
whether the seat was voted on by all voters in a state (1), as
these races will have larger donor pools than district races.
Finally, we expect there to be a correlation between the
money raised by a candidate and whether they won their
SCLR election. Consequently, we include a dummy for
whether the candidate won their SCLR election (1). We
are also interested in whether the effect of campaign
contributions on winning one’s election varies by sex, so
we created an interaction effect between the election
outcome and whether the SCLR candidate was a woman.

Analysis

Table 1 shows the MLM regression results, with log-
transformed contribution amounts.12 Our hypotheses are
largely confirmed. Women draw significantly more do-
nations from small and large donors, they outraise men
regardless of donation types, and they outraise men in
total amounts.13 As also shown in Table 1, women receive
significantly more donations from individual donation
sources than men, but they outraise men regardless of
whether the donations come from a non-individual. While
we cannot draw conclusions on whether gender percep-
tions mean that women must work harder than men to
achieve this advantage (e.g., Reid 2010), we can conclude
that women are not at a fundraising disadvantage in SCLR
elections, and they have this advantage primarily—but not

exclusively—through small donations, particularly from
individuals.

What these results do not tell us iswhywomen are able
to successfully outraise men. The most logical suggestion
is the Jill Robinson Effect: as the number of women on
SCLR has increased, the mentorship opportunities in-
cumbent women can provide increase—including con-
necting new female candidates to donors. This theory is
not supported by our findings regarding the interaction
between incumbency, prior judicial experience, and sex.
The percentage of small donations for female incumbents
is significantly higher than for female challengers, and
there are no significant differences between female in-
cumbents and challengers in the total amounts raised.
However, the percentages of total amounts raised by
female incumbents across large and small donations are
significantly lower than for incumbent women.

Another possibility is that the Jill Robinson Effect
applies to which women decide to run: the Jill Robinson
Effect could still be a valid explanation of the success
women have in campaign contributions if only the “most
qualified” women run. However, we find that holding a
judgeship prior to running for an SCLR seat does not
benefit women running for SCLR seats: these women
raise less than those women who never held a judgeship
prior to running for a seat.14 As far as campaign contri-
butions, we find that the Jill Robinson Effect does not
explain why women do better than men at campaign
fundraising.

The results also implicate the gendered electoral fi-
nancing scheme: if women are outraising men on both
large and small donations, then is it possible that women
are not shut out of big-donor networks? To test this, we re-
ran our model and examined specific types of non-
individual donors: political parties, interest groups and
political action committees, law firms, and labor unions.
As show in Table 3, female SCLR candidates do not do
significantly worse than men in fundraising from these
sources, and women still outraise men.15 Combined with
our findings regarding individual donors, and the theo-
retical explanations for individual giving, we can con-
clude that the gendered electoral financing scheme does
not affect women running for SCLR office.

However, the results do not explain why women do so
well among individual donors. We theorized that investor
donors view women as a good bet, despite their newness,
because women are likely to be more qualified for SCLR
office. The results regarding professional qualifications do
not support this theory: women with prior judicial ex-
perience raise significantly less money from individual
donor sources. What about the possibility that the female
donor networks present in, for example, state legislative
elections (e.g., Crespin and Deitz 2010) are present in
SCLR elections? If these donor networks are present, then
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this would explain why women are able to outraise men
among individual donors. Unfortunately, our data set
lacks information regarding the sex of donors, which
means we must relegate a formal evaluation of this theory
to future research.

There is also the paradox that incumbent women do
worse than non-incumbent women in campaign fund-
raising. One possible explanation is the idea that name
recognition via incumbency means that female incum-
bents believe they do not have to fundraise as much as

they did when they were challengers. However, this ex-
planation belies our results, which show that incumbents,
regardless of sex, not only raise significantly more money
than challengers but also raise significantly more from
parties and interest groups. Another possible explanation
is that women are more likely than men to face challengers
in subsequent elections (e.g., Lawless and Pearson 2008),
thereby increasing the portion of campaign contributions
given to challengers. There is also the possibility that the
quality of female incumbents is evaluated differently by

Table 2. Mixed Regression.

Variables
Amounts Raised
from Individuals

Amounts Raised Individuals
w/Interaction Effects

Amounts Raised from
Non-individuals

Amounts Raised Non-
individuals w/Interaction

Effects

Was Candidate Female? 60.93* 135.6** �17.46 �61.77
(33.33) (66.85) (48.83) (97.99)

Partisan Election? 122.9*** 125.3*** 119.3* 118.3*
(47.41) (47.39) (69.82) (69.85)

Presidential Election Yr? 976.2*** 968.1*** 807.2*** 803.5***
(204.0) (203.9) (299.7) (299.9)

Incumbent? 177.9*** 209.3*** 123.6 142.3*
(51.31) (58.04) (75.17) (85.09)

Judge Prior to Election? 81.02** 109.3** 146.1*** 133.6**
(37.82) (43.02) (55.42) (63.08)

Appointed to SCLR? 143.7** 141.6** 94.60 94.29
(56.87) (57.08) (83.32) (83.69)

Black �142.2*** �149.2** �203.0** �173.2*
(54.37) (69.10) (79.64) (101.3)

Hispanic �15.89 45.43 �29.81 �48.24
(96.68) (121.7) (141.6) (178.4)

Chief Justice Election? 156.1** 153.1** 338.2*** 336.7***
(77.56) (77.52) (113.6) (113.7)

Incumbent-Challenger
Election?

18.49 15.90 101.8* 101.5*
(39.49) (39.49) (57.90) (57.95)

Statewide Race? �32.89 �32.24 �27.94 �26.06
(111.1) (111.1) (170.0) (170.3)

Did Candidate Win? 228.0*** 217.6*** 365.3*** 332.5***
(35.86) (42.64) (52.53) (62.51)

Campaign Finance
Stringency

127.6*** 127.5*** 1.802 �0.0755
(45.17) (45.18) (69.21) (69.31)

female_X_black 25.61 �74.94
(112.8) (165.3)

female_X_hispanic �149.7 51.37
(194.6) (285.2)

female_X_incumbent �113.7 47.16
(82.35) (120.7)

female_X_priorjudge �126.2 �61.65
(101.8) (149.2)

female_X_outcome 35.24 109.8
(79.86) (117.1)

Observations 1,034 1,034 1,034 1,034
Number of groups 21 21 21 21

Standard errors in parentheses.
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, and *p < 0.1.
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donors than their male counterparts, just as female in-
cumbents are evaluated differently by voters than their
male counterparts (e.g., Fulton 2012), thereby depressing
contributions to female incumbents. A simpler explana-
tion is that women are more likely to be challengers in our
data set then incumbents: 60 percent of female SCLR
candidates in our data set were not incumbents. With more
data for incumbent women, researchers can better de-
termine whether the finding regarding sex and incum-
bency holds, and whether the finding in this article is the

result of a low N or the consequence of the theoretical
explanations mentioned above.

Regarding race/ethnicity and sex, as shown in Table 1,
Black women raise significantly less money from indi-
vidual and non-individual donor sources compared to
their White Anglo counterparts. Black women also raise
less money overall than White Anglo women, but—
contrary to what we expected, given the literature—this
significance is weak. Furthermore, there are no significant
differences between Black and African American women

Table 5. Mixed Regression—No States With Small Black Population.

Variables
Amounts Raised
from Individuals

Amounts Raised Individuals
w/Interaction Effects

Amounts Raised from
Non-individuals

Amounts Raised Non-
individuals w/Interaction

Effects

Was Candidate Female? 72.25* 150.5* 3.957 �45.53
(40.66) (87.44) (67.85) (146.5)

Partisan Election? 35.73 41.09 291.0** 288.6**
(69.87) (69.10) (123.9) (124.4)

Presidential Election Yr? 550.7** 512.5** 599.6 593.9
(243.8) (242.0) (429.0) (430.9)

Incumbent? 212.9*** 213.4*** 234.4** 228.8*
(65.59) (74.50) (109.5) (124.8)

Judge Prior to Election? 99.80** 157.5*** 234.8*** 237.0***
(46.56) (53.62) (77.80) (89.93)

Appointed to SCLR? 233.6*** 222.2*** 168.2 163.5
(71.60) (71.77) (119.5) (120.3)

Black �127.9** �138.1* �243.7** �227.0*
(60.46) (78.76) (100.9) (131.9)

Hispanic �57.79 �22.48 �36.64 �108.4
(114.6) (154.7) (191.4) (259.1)

Chief Justice Election? 132.8* 138.6* 346.3*** 348.9***
(79.17) (78.87) (132.5) (132.6)

Incumbent-Challenger
Election?

�9.374 �8.215 150.0* 152.3*
(49.53) (49.37) (83.70) (83.93)

Statewide Race? �40.09 �49.34 �97.95 �101.1
(93.65) (91.20) (189.5) (191.1)

Did Candidate Win? 286.4*** 278.0*** 502.0*** 476.2***
(43.31) (52.01) (72.27) (87.10)

Campaign Finance
Stringency

68.24* 65.52* �151.6* �153.1*
(40.13) (39.00) (82.20) (82.91)

female_X_black 77.15 �11.14
(124.7) (208.7)

female_X_hispanic �42.91 165.8
(223.6) (374.5)

female_X_incumbent �197.6* 0.246
(102.0) (170.8)

female_X_priorjudge 0.374 37.12
(128.3) (215.0)

female_X_outcome 34.08 85.80
(95.04) (159.1)

Observations 706 706 706 706
Number of groups 12 12 12 12

Standard errors in parentheses.
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, and *p < 0.1.
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and their White counterparts in the total amounts raised
from large and small donation sources. In other words,
while Black women are at a fundraising disadvantage to
White women, it is not as pronounced in SCLR elections
as it is in other elections. However, our data also contain
states with small Black and African American pop-
ulations, such as Montana and Wisconsin, so we decided
to run a separate model that excludes those states whose
total population of African Americans is less than ten
percent (as of 2020). As shown in Tables 4 and 5, the
results are more in line with the extant literature: Black
women raise significantly less money overall than their
White counterparts, and the statistical significance is now
at the 0.05 level, and Black women now significantly
receive less money from large donors than in the main
model. Since the other findings remain similar, we can
conclude that Black and African American women are at a
significant fundraising disadvantage to White women.

Also interesting in the main model is how the disad-
vantage Black women have in fundraising is not as
prevalent with Hispanic women and Latinas. Although
Hispanic women and Latinas receive significantly fewer
small donations—and donations from individuals—than
their White Anglo counterparts, a greater percentage of
the donations to Hispanic women and Latinas come from
large donors, which likely explains why there is no sig-
nificant difference with White Anglo women in total
amounts raised. Additionally, Hispanic women and La-
tinas have a significantly higher percentage of their total
donations come from large donor sources, suggesting that
the reason Hispanic women and Latinas have a signifi-
cantly smaller percentage of their donations coming from
small donations is because these women can rely more on
large donations to achieve parity with White Anglo
women. However, our data also contain states with small
Hispanic and Latino populations, such as Alabama and
Louisiana, so we ran a separate model that excludes those
states whose total population of Hispanics and Latine is
less than ten percent (as of 2020). As shown in Tables 6
and 7, the results do not change substantially.

The fact that there are differences in how Black women
and Hispanic women/Latinas are impacted by campaign
finance is very interesting. The question is why these
groups have different experiences, especially since female
Hispanic and Latina donors are less likely than other
women to contribute to women’s campaigns (Grumbach
et al. 2022)? Unfortunately, there is a dearth of literature
on campaign contributions to Hispanic women and La-
tinas in US elections, and (to our knowledge) no one has
examined this question in the context of SCLR elections.
There is also the possibility that these results are driven by
small Ns: only 34 of the candidates (3.1 percent) in our
data identify as Black or African American women, and
only 10 (less than 1 percent) identify as Hispanic women

or Latinas. Whether there is a theoretical reason for
fundraising differences between these groups, or whether
the differences we find are simply the product of a small
population of candidates, must await future research.

Conclusion and Future Research

This study is the first of its kind: a comprehensive,
multilevel analysis of differences between men and
women in campaign contributions in State Court of Last
Resort elections, across an extensive period. We find that
women do raise more than men, and they do so by relying
primarily, but not exclusively, on small donations, par-
ticularly from individuals. We also have initial evidence
that this fundraising advantage is driven byWhite (Anglo)
women, although the degree of difference varies between
Black and Brown women. However, in contrast to pre-
vious studies, we find that female incumbents, and women
with prior experiences as judges, are at a fundraising
disadvantage to their male counterparts.

Despite the unique nature of this study, there remain
important questions. One is the relationship between
candidate and donor sex and giving to which candidates.
The consensus of the literature is that women primarily
give to other women, and the rise of women’s groups in
other elections may mean that female candidates do well
with women donors and groups seemingly oriented to-
ward women’s electoral success. Unfortunately, our data
are limited in testing these theories. We lack accurate data
on whether the individual donor is a man or a woman.
While we do have data on women-focused groups, the
number of groups identifiable as such is small: 89 percent
of the candidates in our data received two or fewer do-
nations from women’s groups. Without values for the sex
of the donors, we cannot accurately assess whether female
donors primarily give to female candidates. Future edi-
tions of this data will search for ways to identify the sex of
the donor, and if we are successful, we can test whether
women do give primarily to women in SCLR elections.

Another area of future research is examining the re-
lationship between sex, campaign contributions, and the
margin of victory in SCLR elections. Reid (2004) and
Nguyen (2019) find that female candidates are more likely
to win the more donations they receive, although Reid
(2004) finds that the margin of victory does not correlate
with the donations received. Other studies (e.g., Gill and
Eugenis 2019) find that—even when women outraise
men—the donation advantage does not explain why
women win state court elections, and the null findings for
our interaction between women and whether they won
their SCLR election lend some support for this view. As
our data set provides a more comprehensive picture of the
fundraising landscape, and our results suggest (white)
women do well at raising money, the next step is to take
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the compiled data and determine whether women’s small-
donor success translates into victory, and whether this
success affects the vote share and margin of victory
women receive in SCLR elections.

It is also important to examine spending differences
between men and women. Reid (2004) and Frederick and
Streb (2008) are among the studies finding that women
also outspend men in state judicial elections, and higher
levels of spending in judicial elections correlate with
greater voter turnout (e.g., Streb and Frederick 2009). The

drawback to previous studies is none have looked at
spending differences between men and women over a
long period of time, and none have examined whether
greater levels of campaign contributions to women cor-
relate with greater spending by women. Additionally,
examining spending differences between female incum-
bents and non-incumbents could shed more light on our
finding that female incumbents raise less money than
female non-incumbents: if female incumbents are found to
spend less money than female non-incumbents, this is

Table 7. Mixed Regression—No States With Small Hispanic/Latine Populations.

Variables
Amounts Raised
from Individuals

Amounts Raised Individuals
w/Interaction Effects

Amounts Raised from
Non-individuals

Amounts Raised Non-
individuals w/Interaction

Effects

Was Candidate Female? 34.33 105.8 �89.50 �40.39
(45.60) (83.91) (64.45) (119.9)

Partisan Election? 85.89 87.59 126.6 133.5
(58.48) (57.74) (84.30) (84.33)

Presidential Election Yr? 541.1*** 532.6*** 838.4*** 833.7***
(143.6) (142.0) (203.2) (203.0)

Incumbent? 131.6* 149.0* 160.2* 167.4
(67.86) (76.84) (95.91) (109.8)

Judge Prior to Election? 87.20* 107.1* 85.84 93.40
(51.35) (58.72) (72.68) (84.03)

Appointed to SCLR? 261.0*** 255.2*** 122.5 136.9
(74.46) (75.40) (105.3) (107.8)

Black 155.3* �19.47 �57.37 �69.99
(81.10) (101.4) (114.7) (144.8)

Hispanic �0.614 9.572 4.712 �86.74
(92.26) (118.6) (130.4) (169.4)

Chief Justice Election? 52.07 54.42 38.93 44.17
(115.0) (113.9) (162.5) (162.6)

Incumbent-Challenger
Election?

47.56 57.18 133.2* 134.7*
(51.11) (50.76) (72.39) (72.68)

Statewide Race? 61.57 58.27 308.7* 309.6*
(114.8) (109.9) (181.5) (177.0)

Did Candidate Win? 174.8*** 225.2*** 305.0*** 329.9***
(50.72) (59.29) (71.68) (84.69)

Campaign Finance
Stringency

87.66* 85.73* �68.00 �68.85
(47.65) (45.78) (74.76) (73.04)

female_X_black 443.8*** 23.33
(164.8) (235.3)

female_X_hispanic �39.30 210.0
(184.2) (263.1)

female_X_incumbent �65.33 �40.54
(111.1) (158.7)

female_X_priorjudge �23.15 �43.39
(134.8) (192.5)

female_X_outcome �168.8 �82.97
(114.1) (163.0)

Observations 449 449 449 449
Number of groups 10 10 10 10

Standard errors in parentheses.
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, and *p < 0.1.
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likely because they are raising less money than non-
incumbents. Future research should examine these pos-
sible differences to provide a bigger picture of campaign
finance and gendered differences in SCLR campaigns,
and this research could shed more light on our finding that
female incumbents do worse than female challengers in
fundraising.

Despite the pieces of the puzzle left to place, our
findings provide a comprehensive look at the effect of sex
on campaign contributions on SCLR elections and a new
data set to answer this and future questions. We fill in a
key gap in the literature and provide a possible bridge to
the connection between campaign fundraising success and
the success of women in SCLR elections. This research
will hopefully provide a springboard for a greater ex-
ploration of an area of judicial elections that remains
underexplored Appendix.
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Notes

1. https://publicintegrity.org/politics/high-courts-high-stakes/
americas-state-supreme-courts-dont-look-like-america/
#:∼:text=In_1990%2C_just_10%25_of,%2C_that_figure_
hit_42%25.

2. https://cawp.rutgers.edu/facts/levels-office/state-legislature/
women-state-legislatures-2024.

3. https://www.npr.org/2024/11/09/g-s1-33583/new-record-
women-governors-kelly-ayotte.

4. https://thebadgerproject.org/2023/03/23/states-with-the-
most-and-least-female-justices-on-their-top-courts/.

5. https://documents.ncsl.org/wwwncsl/Elections/
Contribution-Limits-to-Candidates-2023-2024.pdf.

6. https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/
state-supreme-court-diversity-may-2024-update.

7. In 2020 dollars.
8. A copy of the data is available as supplemental materials in

the electronic version of this article.
9. Because of the non-normal distribution of campaign do-

nation amounts, this variable, the amounts raised from small
donations, and the amounts raised from party, PAC and
interest groups, law firms, and unions are log-transformed.

10. Due to a lack of nonbinary/transgender SCLR candidates,
we use a binary definition of sex.

11. We classify a state as partisan or nonpartisan based on the
rules in place at the time of the election.

12. Our control for open-seat races is not reported, due to
collinearity.

13. The extreme skew of the non-transformed large donation
amounts makes it impossible to accurately translate the
findings in Table 1 into real dollars. While the skew for non-
transformed small donations is not as severe, it still rep-
resents a non-normal distribution. The same issue holds for
the mixed-regression results in Table 2. Consequently, re-
searchers should take caution when discussing the findings.

14. To control for possible overlap between incumbency and
prior judgeship, we ran a separate model in which the in-
teraction variable between candidate sex and prior judge-
ships excluded incumbents. The results do not change
substantively.

15. Due to a low N, we cannot accurately test whether this null
finding is because support from these groups for women is a
more recent phenomenon.
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