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In this white paper, I draw on research about women’s election to office in American 

politics in order to brainstorm possible solutions to the status of women in political science. 

Although much separates the problems facing women candidates from those of women faculty, 

there are parallels; I will take some liberties with this analogy in light of the workshop’s interest 

in creativity. I welcome comments and criticism of this draft. 

My comments are intended to address Panel 3’s mission to brainstorm new strategies for 

institutional transformation and suggest ways that “powerful allies” might best support diversity 

coalitions. I proceed with two main sections.2 The first, titled “Gendered Pathways,” is about the 

distinctive pathways that women take to public office and the implications for efforts to advance 

underrepresented groups in the profession. The second, titled “Alternative Networks,” is related 

to the first and emphasizes women’s collective organizing; it offers preliminary thoughts on a 

potential strategy aimed at the circumvention of existing gatekeepers. 
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 I would note that recruitment will be vital to any coalitional effort. In the suffrage movement, suffrage 
organizations raised funds and deployed organizers to spread the movement to unorganized states (Banaszak 1996). 
Recruitment can spur mass political participation and even candidacy (Brady, Schlozman, and Verba 1999; 
Moncrief, Squire, and Jewell 2001). Indeed, recruitment is critical to women’s election to office (Sanbonmatsu 
2006; Carroll and Sanbonmatsu 2013). Investing resources in recruitment efforts as part of any attempt to build a 
diversity coalition is probably necessary. Such an effort should entail diverse recruiters, as well (Sanbonmatsu 
forthcoming).
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Gendered Pathways

In More Women Can Run: Gender and Pathways to the State Legislatures, Susan J. 

Carroll and I use data from the 2008 and 1981 Center for American Women and Politics (CAWP)

Recruitment Studies to compare women’s and men’s routes to office. We argue that scholars and 

practitioners would be wise to appreciate the distinctive pathways that women take to elective 

office compared with men. For example, in both 1981 and 2008, women were more likely than 

men to arrive in the state legislatures with a background in a female-dominated occupation 

(health and education); less likely to bring a background in a male-dominated occupation (law, 

business); more likely to report that the age of their children affected their decisionmaking about 

candidacy; and less likely to have young children. Recruitment plays a larger role and a 

longstanding interest in politics a smaller role in explaining women’s decisions to seek office 

compared with their male colleagues’ decisions (Carroll and Sanbonmatsu 2013). 

We argue that women more often than men make decisions about candidacy that are 

“relationally embedded.” By relationally embedded, we mean that women’s decisions more often

were influenced by the beliefs and reactions of others and to involve considerations of how 

candidacy and officeholding would affect the lives of other people. We find that women are more

likely than men to reach office with the support and encouragement of a variety of actors, 

including family members, organizations and political parties. Indeed, women legislators seem 

more reliant than their male colleagues on these external factors and supports, as well as 

recruitment. We argue that women need not assimilate into men’s pathways to elective office in 

order to be successful, nor must their approach to candidacy take the form of a self-propelled or 

self-initiated model (Carroll and Sanbonmatsu 2013).  
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We then suggest several strategies that practitioners can use to increase the representation

of women in politics. We state: “Women’s political representation is produced both by the 

absence of impediments and the presence of encouragement and support” (Carroll and 

Sanbonmatsu 2013: 125). We continue: 

In addition to asking whether discrimination or obstacles exist and whether individual 
women are motivated to run, both practitioners and scholars will have to include the 
presence of support and encouragement in their thinking, and strategize about how to 
expand and institutionalize those supports and sources of encouragement in the future 
(Carroll and Sanbonmatsu 2013: 126). 

Of course, academic careers differ from political careers in many ways. And whether 

women’s and men’s pathways to political science are distinct is an empirical question.  

But if our research has implications for the profession, I think it would be to emphasize 

the importance of distinctive pathways—and to suggest the possibility that distinctiveness is a 

permanent feature of women’s situation in the discipline. Like women in politics, women 

political scientists travel a nontraditional career path. Women political scientists may, like 

women in politics, need more encouragement and support than men in academia (on average) 

due to the historic underrepresentation and continued marginalization of women in the academy. 

Based on gender differences in pathways and the more relationally embedded model of 

women’s decisionmaking, Carroll and I encourage those interested in a solution to women’s 

underrepresentation to expand and institutionalize recruitment efforts and supports aimed at 

women candidates. 

The idea of providing support for underrepresented groups in academia is not new. But 

our research points to the importance of not only having, but expanding, these types of supports, 

and recognizing that they probably need to be permanent: our research implies that 

institutionalized, ongoing solutions may be needed if the ways women succeed in academia are 

3



different on average from the ways that men succeed. (And I see no reason why this argument 

couldn’t extend more broadly to historically underrepresented groups.) 

The implication is that one-time or ad hoc solutions are likely to fall short. Supports and 

resources may need to be put in place—and kept in place—for political scientists from 

underrepresented groups into the future. 

Many departments and universities may already provide supportive environments for 

diverse graduate students and faculty. But not all do (e.g., Alexander-Floyd 2008; Monforti and 

Michelson 2008; Political Science in the 21st Century 2011; Gutiérrez y Muhs et al. 2012). 

Looking nationally, we see many self-conscious efforts at helping women: the Women’s Caucus, 

regional caucuses, the APSA Committee on the Status of Women, and the pre-conference APSA 

workshops aimed at junior women and women of color. These efforts have created women’s 

networks, mentoring opportunities, and other professional development assistance. Among other 

endeavors, a “gender and political psychology” mentoring group founded by Angela Bos and 

Monica Schneider has held two conferences. These types of efforts have helped women to date 

and I imagine that progress would erode were these endeavors to cease. 

In sum, as powerful allies within departments, schools, universities, or professional 

associations (APSA included) are encouraged to champion solutions aimed at helping diverse 

faculty members succeed, I would argue that these efforts should be institutionalized and made 

permanently available. 

Alternative Networks: Weakening the Power of Existing Gatekeepers

One striking feature of today’s landscape of women elected officials is the partisan 

imbalance: nearly one-third of Democrats in Congress are women while fewer than one in ten 
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Republicans are women (CAWP 2014). One reason for this partisan gap is the infrastructure and 

“old girls network” that the political action committee (PAC) EMILY’s List created for female 

candidates in the Democratic party (EMILY’s List stands for “Early Money is Like Yeast”) 

(Burrell 1994; Crespin and Deitz 2010). In the mid-1980s, Ellen Malcolm helped to create 

EMILY’s List in response to a perception that women congressional candidates lacked access to 

campaign contribution networks. At that time, women candidates struggled to prove their 

viability and found it difficult to raise campaign funds early in the election cycle. And male 

Democratic party leaders and funders often seemed to coalesce around a favorite male candidate 

prior to the primary, foreclosing opportunities for women candidates to compete; this was 

especially the case for women seeking competitive statewide positions (Friedman 1993; Burrell 

1994; Witt, Paget, and Matthews 1994). 

The creation and success of EMILY’s List accomplished several things. First, it 

mobilized a female donor base. Women were much less likely than men to give money to politics

—a gender gap that continues today. But EMILY’s List identified new female donors and created

an ideologically-motivated giving network (EMILY’s List supports pro-choice, pro-Equal Rights 

Amendment Democratic women candidates). EMILY’s List and other women’s PACS give 

Democratic women needed encouragement and support; in contrast, an equivalent infrastructure 

is missing for Republican women (Crespin and Deitz 2010; Carroll and Sanbonmatsu 2013). 

Second, EMILY’s List innovated the structure of campaign finance. It created a new way 

to raise money by bundling campaign contributions. In doing so, EMILY’s List shattered 

fundraising records and has, along with other women’s PACs, helped elect record numbers of 

Democratic women to office, and especially to Congress. 

5



Third, EMILY’s List’s bundling disrupted the existing gatekeeping structure for the 

Democratic party nomination.3 With the early money provided by EMILY’s List, women primary

candidates could now mount challenges to anointed Democratic male candidates. Because its 

involvement can spur more competitive (and expensive) primary contests, EMILY’s List remains

somewhat controversial within the Democratic party. 

Women political scientists don’t need to raise campaign funds (unless they’re running for 

office). And I don’t want to push the analogy too far. But this case may hold some lessons for 

women in the academy. As “Anonymous” (2014) noted recently in Politics & Gender, the 

problems facing women in the discipline are difficult to solve because they are structural. 

Anonymous notes the pitfalls of integrationist approaches that, by definition, are unable to 

improve the status of women; needed are fundamental challenges to the masculinism of political 

science. 

In this context, the EMILY’s List example is instructive. Women have already formed 

their own networks in the discipline to some extent. But an “old girls network” —or a broader 

“diversity network” —could expand its membership, develop a long-term strategy, and work to 

secure resources to buttress and promote diverse scholars. EMILY’s List redefined the terms of 

primary elections and challenged the influence of traditional Democratic party insiders. It did not

leave the Democratic party, however, believing that creation of a third party would not be 

successful. Likewise, a diversity coalition need not leave the academy. 

I don’t have a fully formed view of what an EMILY’s List-inspired strategy would look 

like (and I invite your input). But the ingredients would likely include the creation of an 

3

 In a sense, EMILY’s List became a new gatekeeper; women candidates have to demonstrate credibility in 
order to attract the group’s endorsement. Selective support of women candidates has helped EMILY’s List maintain 
the value of that endorsement, which bestows instant credibility (Day and Hadley 2005).
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alternative reward and influence structure controlled by a diversity network. The creation of a 

new network might, like EMILY’s List, depend on the invention of a new way to secure 

resources or a new technique for the promotion and dissemination of research. We should ask the

question: Is there an academic equivalent to the innovation of bundling campaign contributions? 

Is it possible to mobilize new resources and mobilize a large number of diverse members and 

their allies in pursuit of a new mechanism for the promotion of nontraditional faculty and 

research? Can those interested in diversity devise new channels of influence within the 

discipline, thereby weakening the hold of mainstream gatekeepers?  

There are openings today for mounting such challenges. Higher education is in flux—

even under siege in some respects. But the changes and soul-searching that higher education is 

experiencing may just provide some openings for those interested in the promotion of more 

diverse faculty and research. Interest in the discipline’s “public relevance” (Lupia and Aldrich 

2014) also provides an opening for a reconsideration of the criteria used to evaluate and reward 

scholars; scholars from underrepresented groups often have a disproportionate interest in 

contributing to contemporary policy debates and helping practitioners and community groups. 

These currents provide opportunities to revisit the existing structure of influence within academia

and develop new ways to empower alternative gatekeepers.  
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