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Abstract

Purpose: Th e position of women and their participation in political life are among the key issues in global 

gender equality debates. Th is paper examines the relationship between female representation in local poli-

tics and budget credibility in Slovenia and Croatia, addressing whether greater female involvement enhanc-

es budget transparency and accountability at the local level. 

Methodology: Th e share of female council members is expressed as the percentage of all councillors, while 

the presence of a female mayor is represented by a dummy variable equal to one if the mayor is female, and 

zero otherwise. Budget credibility is assessed by budget deviations, calculated as the absolute diff erence 

between planned and actual total expenditures divided by planned total expenditures. Cluster analysis was 

conducted for all 212 Slovenian urban municipalities and municipalities and 556 Croatian cities and mu-

nicipalities for the year 2023. 

Results: Th e analysis reveals a negative relationship between the share of female councillors and total ex-

penditure deviations. Local governments with a greater proportion of women in representative bodies tend 

to have higher budget credibility, indicating improved budget credibility associated with greater female 

representation.

Conclusion: Enhancing female representation in local councils promotes higher budget credibility, off ering 

important policy implications for gender equality and fi scal governance in Slovenia and Croatia. Th ese fi nd-

ings underscore the value of women’s political participation in strengthening local fi nancial management.
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1. Introduction

According to the European Institute for Gender 

Equality (2016), women remain underrepresented 

in local political life, highlighting the need to pro-

mote greater participation, especially at the local 

level. In 2021, women accounted for approximately 

52% of the population in Croatia and 50% in Slove-

nia (Croatian Bureau of Statistics, 2024; Statistical 

Offi  ce of the Republic of Slovenia, 2024), yet their 

representation in politics remains signifi cantly low-

er. Although the share of women in local politics 

has gradually increased over the last three election 

cycles in both countries, it remains modest. Cur-

rently, women hold executive positions in about 
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14% of Slovenian and 11% of Croatian local gov-

ernments. Representation among local councillors 

is somewhat higher but still below parity—33% in 

Slovenia and 28% in Croatia.

Both countries have adopted legislative frameworks 

to promote gender balance in political representa-

tion. Under the Act on Local Elections (2007) in 

Slovenia and the Gender Equality Act (2017) in 

Croatia, electoral lists must include at least 40% 

of each gender. However, these quotas apply only 

to candidate lists and do not necessarily translate 

into equal representation after elections. In Slove-

nia, gender quotas are fi rmly implemented in both 

national and local elections. Th e Equal Opportuni-

ties for Women and Men Act (2002) and the Act 

on Local Elections (2007) require political parties 

to alternate male and female candidates (the so-

called zipper system) on the top half of the list, en-

suring real opportunities for women to be elected. 

Non-compliance can even lead to the rejection of 

the candidate list. In Croatia, although similar 40% 

quotas apply, enforcement has been weaker. Finan-

cial penalties for non-compliance exist but are in-

consistently applied, and women remain underrep-

resented in higher positions. Nevertheless, the law 

represents an important step toward balanced po-

litical participation. Overall, while both countries 

meet EU normative frameworks on gender equality, 

Slovenia has achieved more eff ective implementa-

tion through stricter validation mechanisms and 

institutional oversight.

Budget credibility refers to the extent to which ac-

tual revenues and expenditures correspond to those 

planned in the approved budget (Prijaković, 2024; 

Prijaković, 2025). It is typically measured by budget 

deviations—the diff erence between planned and 

actual amounts divided by the planned amounts. 

Accurate budget forecasts are critical for sound 

policy formulation. Overestimated revenues often 

lead to mid-year spending cuts and reduced provi-

sion of public goods. Conversely, underestimating 

revenues or overestimating expenditures may be 

used as risk management tools or to comply with 

balanced-budget rules while masking fi scal opti-

mism. Persistent overestimation of revenues can 

result in debt accumulation, diminishing resources 

available for local service provision and undermin-

ing long-term fi scal sustainability. 

Gender representation and equality are recog-

nised as essential components of good govern-

ance (OECD, 2014). Th is paper contributes to the 

literature by investigating whether female political 

representation infl uences local budget credibility. 

Th e analysis focuses on Croatia and Slovenia, two 

neighbouring EU member states with similar legal 

and institutional frameworks, using 2023 data for 

all 212 Slovenian and 556 Croatian local govern-

ments. Cluster analysis and linear regression are 

applied to identify fi scal performance patterns and 

assess whether gender composition in councils and 

executive leadership aff ects total expenditure de-

viations. Th e paper proposes two hypotheses: (1) a 

higher share of women in local councils is associ-

ated with lower total expenditure deviations; and 

(2) local governments led by female mayors exhibit 

lower total expenditure deviations. 

Th is paper is organised as follows. Section 2 gives 

a review of the literature on budget deviations and 

female representation in local politics. Section 3 

describes the data, while Section 4 focuses on the 

methodology and results, and Section 5 presents 

conclusions, limitations and recommendations.

2. Literature review and theories

Recent studies emphasise the importance of insti-

tutional factors such as budget transparency, the 

quality and timeliness of budget reporting, and 

organisational capacity for robust forecasting and 

planning. Th ese factors consistently correlate with 

increased budget credibility and reduced deviations 

between planned and actual outcomes. Moreover, 

political determinants—including political ideol-

ogy, party fragmentation, election cycles, decen-

tralisation, and the competitiveness of the political 

environment—play a signifi cant role in explaining 

variations in budget credibility within local govern-

ments. For example, Beetsma et al. (2013) and Sarr 

(2015) provide evidence that enhanced transparen-

cy and external audit capacity positively infl uence 

budget credibility across sectors. More recently, 

Markovič Hribernik et al. (2025) identify a com-

prehensive set of political and economic determi-

nants that aff ect the credibility of local government 

budgets. Th ese fi ndings are corroborated by inter-

national assessments, such as the Fiscal Transpar-

ency Handbook (IMF, 2018), which concludes that 

strong institutional capacity, transparent reporting, 

and political accountability correlate with smaller 

deviations between planned and executed budgets.

In addition to institutional and political infl uences, 

gender-related factors have also been linked to fi s-
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cal performance. Previous research suggests that 

increased female participation in decision-making 

enhances effi  ciency, transparency, and account-

ability (Dollar et al., 2001; Esarey et al., 2019; Sung, 

2003). However, the role of women in local politics 

remains underexplored, with relatively few studies 

addressing this issue (Cuadrado-Ballesteros et al., 

2022; Ríos et al., 2023; Stanić et al., 2020; Stanić, 

2023; Stanić et al., 2025). Most prior research on 

local budget deviations has focused on politi-

cal and economic determinants such as ideology, 

party fragmentation, unemployment, or income 

(e.g., Boukari & Veiga, 2018; Goeminne et al., 2008; 

Guillamón et al., 2024; Jorge et al., 2023; Ríos et 

al., 2018; Sedmihradská & Čabla, 2013). Gender 

aspects have been explicitly examined in only two 

studies: Cuadrado-Ballesteros et al. (2022) on Span-

ish municipalities, and the recent study by Stanić et 

al. (2025) on Croatian cities, which found that gen-

der diff erences may infl uence spending priorities 

and thus shape fi scal behaviour.

Holman (2017) observes that women remain un-

derrepresented in most local political positions, 

and gender diversity has not yet received suffi  cient 

attention, particularly at the local level. Research on 

local female political representation highlights dis-

parities in women’s preferences for the distribution 

of public funds and the positive eff ect of women’s 

roles on public sector effi  ciency (Park, 2020). Fe-

male politicians tend to prioritise sectors such as 

education, healthcare, and social welfare—areas 

closely linked to long-term societal well-being and 

development (e.g., Lodi et al., 2024). Studies have 

also found a correlation between higher female rep-

resentation and lower levels of corruption, suggest-

ing that women may foster more transparent and 

accountable governance (e.g., Bauhr & Charron, 

2020). Furthermore, women are often associated 

with more cautious and socially responsive fi scal 

management, leading to more eff ective and equi-

table use of public resources (e.g., Funk & Philips, 

2019). Female leaders frequently adopt collabora-

tive and participatory decision-making styles, en-

hancing policy implementation and responsiveness 

to citizens’ needs (de Araujo & Tejedo-Romero, 

2016). Collectively, these factors contribute to im-

proved outcomes and greater trust in public insti-

tutions. Gender-responsive budgeting, defi ned as 

incorporating a gender perspective at every budg-

eting stage, aims to advance gender equality and 

deliver economic and social benefi ts to society as a 

whole (World Bank, 2001).

Th ree theories are commonly invoked to explain the 

impact of female representation in politics. First, 

social role theory (Eagly, 1987) argues that gender 

stereotypes evolve from established social struc-

tures and community roles, where women and men 

are assigned specifi c social functions. Th is theory 

posits that females are expected to be more open 

and available than males, thereby mitigating infor-

mation asymmetries. Consequently, female repre-

sentation may enhance local government effi  ciency 

through more responsible behaviour. Second, criti-

cal mass theory (Kanter, 1977) suggests that a mi-

nority group remains ineff ective unless it reaches 

a critical mass, typically between 20% and 40%, 

enabling it to infl uence group outcomes. Groups 

may be classifi ed as uniform (0% women and 100% 

men or 100% women and 0% men), skewed (0–20% 

women and 80–100% men, or vice versa), tilted 

(20–40% women and 60–80% men, or vice versa), 

and balanced (40–60% women and 40–60% men), 

with signifi cance attributed to attaining a critical 

mass. Th ird, the citizen-candidate model (Besley & 

Coate, 1997; Osborne & Slivinski, 1996) proposes 

that politicians’ policy preferences vary with their 

individual characteristics, such as gender. Gender 

diff erences may thus translate into distinct perspec-

tives on budgetary priorities and spending. Th is pa-

per draws on all three theories—social role theory, 

critical mass theory, and the citizen-candidate 

model—to support the claim that women, being 

more socially and ethically sensitive, may produce 

more credible budgets.

A government’s actual revenue and expenditure fre-

quently diff er from its planned budget (Goeminne 

et al., 2008). Expenditure or revenue overestima-

tion occurs when planned amounts exceed ac-

tual amounts, while underestimation occurs when 

actual expenditures or revenues exceed planned 

amounts. Various papers have sought to explain the 

causes of budget deviations across countries and 

governance levels. Local governments may over-

estimate revenues (optimistic forecasting) to of-

fer more public services or meet balanced budget 

requirements without immediate tax increases 

(Mayper et al., 1991), contributing to fi scal illusion 

(Campbell, 2004). Fiscal illusion theory holds that 

voters often fail to fully comprehend the costs of 

public goods, thereby enabling politicians to avoid 

tax rises by accumulating debt, as citizens overesti-
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mate revenue and misjudge spending capacity (Bu-

chanan & Wagner, 1977; Puviani, 1976). Converse-

ly, pessimistic revenue estimates may help buff er 

against unexpected fi scal shocks, whereas underes-

timating expenditures can negatively impact fi nan-

cial management. Overestimating expenditures, 

however, may serve to maintain budget surpluses 

and fi nancial resilience.

While empirical research increasingly examines 

economic, institutional, and political determinants 

of local budget credibility related to expenditures 

(e.g., Benito et al., 2015; Boukari & Veiga, 2018; 

Guillamón et al., 2024; Ríos et al., 2018; Siregar & 

Susanti, 2019), only two papers have incorporated 

gender as an explanatory factor. Cuadrado-Ball-

esteros et al. (2022) analysed 140 Spanish munici-

palities from 2008 to 2018 and found that female 

mayors and higher proportions of female council-

lors correlate with improved fi scal outcomes; spe-

cifi cally, greater female representation is associated 

with healthier local government fi nances. Stanić et 

al. (2025) analysed 128 Croatian cities from 2016 

to 2021 and found that the share of women in city 

councils has a nonlinear (U-shaped) relationship 

with budget credibility. At low levels of female rep-

resentation, cities tend to overestimate revenues 

and underestimate expenditures, resulting in overly 

optimistic and less credible budgets. Once women 

surpass roughly 30% of council seats (for revenues) 

and 40% (for expenditures), the pattern reverses: 

cities become more fi scally cautious, tending to 

underestimate revenues and overestimate expendi-

tures, which enhances budget discipline and budget 

credibility.

Based on the literature and the three theoretical 

frameworks outlined, this study formulates the fol-

lowing hypotheses to address gaps in the current 

research:

H
1
: A higher percentage of women in local councils 

leads to lower total expenditure deviations.

H
2
: Local governments led by female mayors ex-

hibit lower total expenditure deviations.

3. Data

Th e paper examines the budgets of 128 cities and 

428 municipalities in Croatia, and 12 urban munici-

palities and 200 municipalities in Slovenia, a total 

of 768 local governments across the two neigh-

bouring EU countries for the year 2023. Political 

female representation is measured as the percent-

age of female councillors in local councils. Graph 1 

shows the average share of female councillors based 

on Slovenia’s 2014, 2018, and 2022 local elections 

and Croatia’s 2013, 2017, and 2021 local elections. 

Th e proportion of female representatives has been 

steadily increasing in both countries; however, Slo-

venian local governments consistently exhibit high-

er female representation than those in Croatia. On 

average, smaller municipalities have more female 

mayors but fewer female councillors compared to 

larger municipalities.

Graph 1 Percentage of female councillors and female mayors at local elections in Slovenia and Croatia, in %
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Total expenditure deviations were calculated using the following formula:

  =       . 
Th e executed budget (end-year report) should be 

equal to the planned budget (enacted budget), but 

this is not always the case. Deviations can therefore 

be positive (indicating an overestimation of total 

expenditures) or negative (indicating an underes-

timation of total expenditures). In this paper, total 

expenditure deviations are expressed as absolute 

values, with smaller deviations considered better.

Graph 2 presents the deviations in total revenues 

and total expenditures. Th e results show that Slove-

nian local governments perform better than Croa-

tian ones in budgetary planning. Slovenian local 

governments are slightly more accurate in planning 

total expenditures than total revenues, whereas 

Croatian local governments perform worse in plan-

ning total expenditures than total revenues (with an 

average total expenditure deviation of 31% across 

all Croatian local governments). Accurate plan-

ning of total expenditures is particularly important 

for several reasons. While total revenues are often 

infl uenced by market fl uctuations and external fac-

tors (e.g., economic conditions), total expenditures 

mainly result from internal decisions. Local govern-

ments have greater control over their expenditures 

than over their revenues. Inaccurate expenditures 

planning can lead to budget defi cits and debt ac-

cumulation. If expenditures are planned too high, 

resources may be unnecessarily locked up; if they 

are planned too low, fi nancial constraints can occur. 

Unlike revenues, which are largely based on projec-

tions and forecasts, expenditures represent con-

crete commitments that must be fulfi lled. For these 

reasons, this paper focuses on total expenditure de-

viations rather than total revenue deviations.

Graph 2 Average total revenue and total expenditure deviations in local governments in Slovenia and 

Croatia in 2023, in %
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Variables that may infl uence expenditure deviations 

include population size and local governments’ 

own revenues per capita (all variables used are de-

scribed in detail in Table 1). Population has been 

examined in numerous papers (e.g., Benito et al., 

2015; Bohn & Veiga, 2021; Cuadrado-Ballesteros et 

al., 2022; Ríos et al., 2018). Evidence from Spanish 

local governments suggest that municipalities with 

more inhabitants tend to exhibit lower expenditure 

deviations (Cuadrado-Ballesteros et al., 2022; Ríos 

et al., 2018), so a similar negative relationship might 

be expected in this paper. Local governments’ own 

revenues have also been widely analysed as a de-

terminant of expenditure deviations (e.g., Boukari 
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& Veiga, 2018; Guillamón et al., 2024; Jorge et al., 

2023). Higher levels of own revenues, refl ecting 

greater fi scal autonomy and economic independ-

ence, are typically associated with lower expendi-

ture deviations, as such local governments are less 

likely to manipulate their planned expenditures. 

Consequently, a negative relationship is also antici-

pated here. 

For robustness, the linear regression analysis also 

includes four additional control variables: grants 

per capita, political ideology represented by left and 

right dummy variables, and the Herfi ndahl index. 

Similar control variables have been used in previ-

ous studies to account for fi scal capacity, political 

orientation, and market concentration eff ects. For 

instance, prior research has shown that grants per 

capita often infl uence budget credibility, political 

ideology can aff ect spending priorities and redistri-

bution policies, while the Herfi ndahl index is com-

monly included to capture the degree of political 

or economic concentration that may impact policy 

outcomes (e.g., Cuadrado-Ballesteros et al., 2022; 

Guillamón et al., 2024; Ríos et al., 2018; Stanić et 

al., 2025).

Table 1 Description of local governments’ data 

Variable Description Source

Total 

expenditure 

deviation
Calculated for 2023 as . 

Executed amounts are from the 

Ministry of Finance database (MoF, 

2024a; 2024b), and planned amounts 

are from enacted budgets on local 

governments’ offi  cial websites; 

author’s calculation.

Population
Total number of inhabitants in every LG, population 

estimates for 2023.

Statistical Offi  ce of the Republic of 

Slovenia (2024)

Croatian Bureau of Statistics (2024)

Own revenues 

per capita
Calculated as operating revenues minus grants in 2023. MoF (2024a)

MoF (2024b)Grants per 

capita
Revenues from grants in 2023.

Female mayor

Th e dummy variable, one if the mayor is female and 

zero otherwise. Based on the local elections in Croatia 

(2021) and Slovenia (2022).

State Electoral Commission of the 

Republic of Slovenia (2024)

State Electoral Commission of the 

Republic of Croatia (2024)

Female 

councillors

Share of female councillors in local councils, in %. 

Based on the local elections in Croatia (2021) and 

Slovenia (2022).

Left

Th e political ideology of the mayor, represented as a 

dummy variable taking the value one if the mayor is 

from a left-wing party, and zero otherwise.

Right

Th e political ideology of the mayor, represented as a 

dummy variable taking the value one if the mayor is 

from a right-wing party, and zero otherwise.

Herfi ndahl

Measures the concentration of political or councillor 

power among parties in local councils, with higher 

values indicating less fragmentation and greater 

concentration. It is calculated as ,, where S is the 

total number of councillors in the local council and S
i
 

is the number of councillors of party i.

Source: Author
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4. Methodology and results

Cluster analysis is a useful method for classifying 

data according to their characteristics. Clusters 

should exhibit high within-cluster homogeneity 

and high between-cluster heterogeneity (Hair et al., 

1995). Th is paper applies Ward’s method, employ-

ing both hierarchical clustering and k-means clus-

tering to group local governments into three or four 

clusters based on the closest mean values.

Cluster analysis was conducted for all 556 local gov-

ernments in Croatia and all 212 local governments 

in Slovenia. Correlation matrices are provided in 

the Appendix (Tables A1 and A2), showing no high 

correlations among the variables used. Descriptive 

statistics are presented in Table 2 and indicate sub-

stantial diff erences between the two countries in 

terms of local government characteristics. 

In 2023, the lowest total expenditure devia-

tions were recorded in Vrsi (0.02) in Croatia and 

Črenšovci (0.51) in Slovenia. Conversely, the high-

est expenditure deviations were found in eight Cro-

atian local governments (Čabar, Čeminac, Desinić, 

Donja Stubica, Gornja Stubica, Kali, Komiža, and 

Krapinske Toplice) and in Črna na Koroškem 

(100%) in Slovenia. Following the most recent lo-

cal elections, female mayors were elected in 61 

Croatian local governments (11%) in 2021 and in 

29 Slovenian local governments (14%) in 2022. Cer-

tain local governments have no female councillors, 

i.e., fi ve (2%) in Slovenia and 22 (4%) in Croatia. In 

contrast, women hold a majority of council seats in 

Osilnica (71%) in Slovenia and in Kraljevec na Sutli 

(71%) in Croatia. Civljane is the smallest local gov-

ernment in Croatia, with 157 inhabitants, whereas 

Osilnica is the smallest in Slovenia, with 336 inhab-

itants. Th e most populated local governments are 

Zagreb (772,122) in Croatia and Ljubljana (298,227) 

in Slovenia. Own revenues per capita range from 

EUR 803 in Turnišče to EUR 2,749 in Solčava (in 

Slovenia), and from EUR 145 in Proložac to EUR 

3,200 in Kolan (in Croatia).

Table 2 Descriptive statistics

Croatian local governments

Minimum Median Mean Maximum

Total expenditure deviation 0.02 27.48 30.66 100

Population 157 2,591 6,946 772,122

Own revenues per capita 145.1 535.9 689.4 3,199.8

Female mayor 0 0 0.11 1

Female councillors 0 28.57 28.28 71.43

Slovenian local governments

Minimum Median Mean Maximum

Total expenditure deviation 0.51 16.23 19.37 100

Population 336 5,048 10,030 298,227

Own revenues per capita 803 1,076 1,147.5 2,749

Female mayor 0 0 0.14 1

Female councillors 0 33.33 33.45 71.43

Source: Author

Cluster analysis results for total expenditure devia-

tions are presented in Tables 3 and 4 for all Croa-

tian and Slovenian local governments, respectively. 

Th e cluster mean values suggest a negative rela-

tion between total expenditure deviations and the 

percentage of female councillors in local govern-

ment. Th e main fi nding is that local governments 

with the lowest total expenditure deviations tend to 

have the highest proportion of female councillors. 

Conversely, local governments with the highest to-

tal expenditure deviations have the lowest share of 

female councillors. In addition, local governments 

led by female mayors exhibit lower total expendi-
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ture deviations. Th erefore, both hypotheses are 

confi rmed.

Croatian local governments form four clusters with 

various contributions of variables (Table 3). Th e 

most important variable is female mayor, ranging 

from -0.35 (Clusters 1, 2, and 4) to 2.85 (Cluster 3). 

Th e lowest contribution of the variable population 

ranges from -0.09 (Cluster 4) to 0.35 (Cluster 2). 

Table 3 Average values of variables for Croatian cities and municipalities

Cluster
Number 
of local 

governments

% of local 
governments

Total 
expenditure 

deviation
Population

Own 
revenues 
per capita

Female 
mayor

Female 
councillors

1 187 34
22.54

(-0.38)

5,441

(-0.04)

545.72

(-0.31)

0

(-0.35)

37.5

(0.70)

2 90 16
25.45

(-0.24)

19,087

(0.35)

1,498.14

(1.76)

0

(-0.35)

28.2

(-0.01)

3 61 11
29.81

(-0.04)

5,020

(-0.06)

616.77

(-0.16)

1

(2.85)

36.1

(0.59)

4 218 39
40.00

(0.44)

3,763

(-0.09)

498.96

(-0.41)

0

(-0.35)

18.2

(-0.77)

Note: Cluster means (standardised values) are reported in parentheses.

Source: Author

Cluster 1 can be described as consisting of the best 

performers. In this cluster, Croatian local govern-

ments exhibit the lowest total expenditure devia-

tions, meaning their budget deviations tend to ap-

proach zero. Th ese local governments demonstrate 

stronger expenditure planning capacity, as their ex-

ecuted expenditures are more closely aligned with 

planned amounts. Th ey also support the hypothesis 

concerning female representation in local politics, 

having higher percentages of female councillors. 

Conversely, Cluster 4 represents the worst per-

formers, where Croatian local governments show 

the highest total expenditure deviation and the low-

est percentage of female councillors. Th is pattern is 

accompanied by the lowest levels of own revenues 

per capita and the lowest number of inhabitants.

Slovenian local governments form three clusters 

with diff erent contributions of variables (Table 4). 

Th e greatest contribution is that of female mayor, 

ranging from -0.40 (Clusters 1 and 3) to 2.51 (Clus-

ter 2). Th e lowest contribution is that of own rev-

enues per capita, ranging from -0.12 (Cluster 1) to 

0.28 (Cluster 2). 

Table 4 Average values of variables for Slovenian cities and municipalities

Cluster
Number 
of local 

governments

% of local 
governments

Total 
expenditure 

deviation
Population

Own 
revenues per 

capita

Female 
mayor

Female 
councillors

1 100 47
15.52

(-0.25)

15,078

(0.22)

1,113.44

(-0.12)

0

(-0.40)

42.4

(0.67)

2 29 14
21.85

(0.16)

6,185

(-0.17)

1,226.94

(0.28)

1

(2.51)

36.3

(0.22)

3 83 39
23.14

(0.24)

5,291

(-0.21)

1,160.70

(0.05)

0

(-0.40)

21.6

(-0.89)

Note: Cluster means (standardised values) are reported in parentheses.

Source: Author

Cluster 1 can be highlighted as containing the best 

performers, as these Slovenian local governments 

exhibit the lowest total expenditure deviations 

(tending toward 0%). Th ey demonstrate stronger 

capacity for expenditure planning, with executed 

expenditures more closely aligned with planned 
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amounts. Th e results also support our hypothesis 

that local governments with higher percentages of 

female councillors tend to have lower expenditure 

deviations. Th is relationship is further associated 

with a higher number of inhabitants and higher 

own revenues per capita. Conversely, Cluster 3 can 

be highlighted as comprising the worst perform-

ers, where Slovenian local governments exhibit the 

highest total expenditure deviations and the lowest 

percentage of female councillors. Th is pattern is ac-

companied by the lowest number of inhabitants.

To further comment on female mayors, the aver-

age values in each cluster are calculated (Tables 3 

and 4). Clusters 1, 2, and 4 (Croatia) and Clusters 

1 and 3 (Slovenia) have no female mayors, while 

Cluster 3 in Croatia and Cluster 2 in Slovenia have 

female mayors. Th us, total expenditure deviations 

in clusters with female mayors exhibit an average 

of almost 30% in Croatian and almost 22% in Slove-

nian local governments. It is interesting that there 

are more female councillors in local governments 

with female mayors—in 11% of Croatian and in 14% 

of Slovenian local governments, female councillors 

account for an average of 36% of council members. 

In local governments where the mayor is a man—

89% in Croatia—women councillors account for 

27% on average, while in Slovenia (86% of local gov-

ernments), they account for 33%. Cluster 3 in Croa-

tia encompasses local governments with female 

mayors and a high percentage of female councillors; 

with an average of EUR 617 in revenues per capita 

and around 5,000 inhabitants. Cluster 2 in Slovenia 

also includes local governments with female may-

ors, a high percentage of female councillors, and the 

highest own revenues per capita (EUR 1,227) and 

around 6,200 inhabitants. 

To ensure the robustness of the cluster analysis 

results, linear regression was conducted using the 

variables from cluster analysis, with four additional 

control variables included: grants per capita, po-

litical ideology (left and right), and the Herfi ndahl 

index, following the approach of research recently 

published by Stanić et al. (2025). Our fi ndings sup-

port a negative relationship between the share of 

female councillors and total expenditure deviation 

in the pooled sample of all local governments in 

Croatia and Slovenia (Table 5). In other words, lo-

cal governments with higher percentages of female 

councillors exhibit smaller deviations between exe-

cuted and planned total expenditures, implying po-

tential benefi ts of gender diversity in local councils. 

However, the eff ect of having a female mayor is not 

statistically signifi cant, which is consistent with the 

fi ndings of Stanić et al. (2025). 

Table 5 Linear regression results for the pooled 

sample of Slovenia and Croatia

Total expenditure deviation OLS

Population
-0.0001**

(-2.08)

Own revenues
-0.0058***

(-3.27)

Female mayor
-1.2773

(-0.52)

Female councillors
-0.0974*

(-1.7)

Left
-2.7609

(-1.32)

Right
-4.2383**

(-2.53)

Herfi ndahl
0.2186***

(4.77)

Grants
0.0042**

(2.35)

Constant
27.05***

(8.78)

Number of observations 768

Prob > F 0.0000

R-squared 0.0894

Note: t-test values are given in parentheses.

Source: Author

Regression analysis presented in Table 5 examines 

the factors infl uencing total expenditure deviations  

in local governments using an OLS model, which is 

statistically signifi cant overall. Population size has a 

small but signifi cant negative eff ect, indicating that 

larger local governments tend to experience lower 

expenditure deviations, likely because of greater 

administrative capacity. Similarly, a higher share 

of own revenues is signifi cantly associated with 

reduced deviations, suggesting that greater fi scal 

autonomy enhances budgetary discipline. Political 

orientation indicates that right-wing mayors signif-

icantly reduce expenditure deviations, pointing to a 

more conservative approach to fi scal management, 

while left-wing mayors show a non-signifi cant 

negative eff ect. Political concentration, measured 
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by the Herfi ndahl index, signifi cantly increases ex-

penditure deviations, likely because lower political 

competition weakens accountability. Finally, higher 

revenues from grants are associated with larger de-

viations, refl ecting the challenges of precise budget 

implementation when local governments rely heav-

ily on external funding sources.

To conclude, the hypothesis that Croatian and 

Slovenian local governments with the lowest total 

expenditure deviations have the highest percent-

ages of female councillors is confi rmed (Cluster 1 

in both countries). Moreover, in Croatian and Slo-

venian local governments led by female mayors, 

there is also a higher share of female councillors 

and lower total expenditure deviations. Conversely, 

local governments with the highest total expendi-

ture deviations tend to have the lowest proportions 

of female councillors and the smallest populations 

in both countries. Th e linear regression results sup-

port our hypothesis about female representation 

in local politics, aligning with the fi ndings for 140 

Spanish municipalities in the period 2008–2018 

(Cuadrado-Ballesteros et al., 2022) and for 128 Cro-

atian cities in the period 2016–2021 (Stanić et al., 

2025). Greater female political representation ap-

pears to contribute to improved budget outcomes, 

as the participation of female councillors and may-

ors enhances the fi nancial performance of local 

governments. 

5. Conclusion

Th is paper contributes to the ongoing discussion of 
gender disparity in public administration and wom-
en’s role in improving governance quality. Its main 
objective was to examine whether gender infl u-
ences local government budget credibility, specifi -
cally whether female representation in local leader-
ship—through female mayors and/or a higher share 
of female councillors—aff ects budget credibility 
as refl ected in total expenditure deviations. Th e 
analysis covered 2023 budgets of all 556 Croatian 
and 212 Slovenian local governments. A compara-
tive analysis of Croatia and Slovenia in the context 
of local government budgets and women’s political 
representation is particularly valuable given their 
shared historical and institutional foundations. 
Both countries encounter comparable challenges, 
including territorial fragmentation and limited de-
centralisation, which undermine local governance 
capacity and budget credibility.

Th e results show that local governments with the 
highest share of female councillors exhibit the low-
est total expenditure deviations. Moreover, those 
led by female mayors tend to have more female 
councillors and smaller deviations in total expendi-
tures. Conversely, local governments with the larg-
est deviations record the smallest shares of female 
councillors in both countries. Th ese fi ndings con-
fi rm both hypotheses: higher female political rep-
resentation contributes to better-planned and bet-
ter-executed budgets, implying improved fi nancial 
management. Th e results align with the fi ndings 
of Cuadrado-Ballesteros et al. (2022) and Stanić et 
al. (2025), while this paper extends the evidence by 
providing the fi rst cross-country local-level study 
for Croatia and Slovenia.

From a policy perspective, since greater female repre-
sentation is associated with lower expenditure devia-
tions, policymakers should strengthen mechanisms 
that promote women’s political participation. Al-
though gender quotas exist in legislation, their eff ect 
depends largely on proper enforcement. Quotas are 
often weakly applied or circumvented, and sanctions 
for non-compliance are rarely imposed. To ensure 
that gender quotas lead to genuine political participa-
tion and improved budget credibility, authorities must 
prioritise consistent enforcement, transparent over-
sight, and stronger accountability mechanisms.

Th e main policy implication is clear: female rep-
resentation matters for local government budget 
credibility in both Croatia and Slovenia. Municipal-
ities with a higher percentage of women councillors 
tend to have lower total expenditure deviations, 
while those led by female mayors show medium 
but still improved fi scal discipline. Future research 
could expand these fi ndings by employing panel 
data over multiple years, examining political budg-
et cycles, or including additional determinants such 
as mayoral tenure and educational background of 
councillors. Overall, this study demonstrates that 
women’s representation in local politics is not only 
a question of fairness but also a driver of more 
credible and disciplined fi scal governance. Enhanc-
ing gender balance in political institutions should 
therefore be viewed as an investment in equality 
and eff ective public fi nancial management.
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Appendix

Table A1 Correlation matrix for all Croatian local governments

Total 

expenditure 

deviation

Population

Own 

revenues 

per capita

Female 

mayor

Female 

councillors
Left Right Herfi ndahl Grants

Total 

expenditure 

deviation

1

Population -0.13 1

Own revenues 

per capita
-0.14 0.15 1

Female mayor -0.01 -0.02 -0.06 1

Female 

councillors
-0.03 0.03 0.05 0.21 1

Left -0.06 -0.01 0.12 0.07 0.15 1

Right -0.05 -0.04 -0.15 -0.10 -0.15 -0.47 1

Herfi ndahl 0.14 -0.13 -0.14 -0.03 0.08 -0.01 0.20 1

Grants 0.06 0.03 -0.24 0.18 0.11 -0.09 0.08 0.08 1

Source: Author

Table A2 Correlation matrix for all Slovenian local governments

Total 

expenditure 

deviation

Population

Own 

revenues 

per capita

Female 

mayor

Female 

councillors
Left Right Herfi ndahl Grants

Total 

expenditure 

deviation

1

Population -0.13 1

Own revenues 

per capita
0.32 -0.03 1

Female mayor 0.06 -0.07 0.11 1

Female 

councillors
-0.03 0.19 0.09 0.09 1

Left -0.08 0.09 -0.08 -0.06 0.01 1

Right -0.05 -0.07 -0.15 -0.08 -0.12 -0.15 1

Herfi ndahl 0.01 -0.14 0.08 0.05 0.11 -0.08 0.15 1

Grants 0.38 -0.13 0.51 0.15 -0.02 -0.10 -0.08 -0.13 1

Source: Author




