CHANGING THE FACE OF POLITICS:
ELECTING MORE WOMEN

Lindsay Bubar* and Kimberly Ellisf

The issue of advancing women’s health, wealth, and power is
quite complex. In the United States, women comprise more than 50%
of the country’s population,' and yet we are still fighting for equal
rights on many fronts. While women have come so far since we were
granted our right to vote in 1920,? and we owe much to our sisters who
paved the way, there is still much work to do. Advancing our health,
wealth, and power means that we need greater progress on issues such
as equal pay. Our college campuses must be a safe place to learn.
Often operating as primary caregivers and breadwinners,* paid family
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leave for women is crucial. We must have control over our own bodies
and our reproductive health choices.

While there are many issues we must tackle in order to fully em-
power women, there is one solution that will allow us to make pro-
gress on all of these issues and more. We must elect more women to
public office.

Every aspect of life is political. Decisions that are made by our
elected leaders at all levels—locally, at the state level, and nation-
ally—impact our daily lives in ways many do not realize. At this very
moment, someone, somewhere, in some American city or town, is
making a decision to require that the local grocery store carry fresh
fruits and vegetables, to allow women in the community to readily
access reproductive healthcare, or to fund new books and computers
at a local school.

The outcome of such critical decisions depends on who is “sitting
at the table” when the decisions are made. We are supposed to have a
representative democracy; however, we recently made history when
we reached 20% women in the U.S. Senate.* In California, women
make up slightly more than 25% of the State Legislature, a significant
decrease from merely one decade ago.> California has never had a
female governor.® Los Angeles, the second largest city in the country,
has never had a female mayor.” And, two-thirds of local city councils
and boards of supervisors in the state have one woman or less as
representatives.®

Without women “sitting at the table,” our unique perspectives,
life experience, priorities, and voices, simply are not heard. How can
we expect our needs to be met if we are not part of the conversation?
As the saying goes, “If you are not at the table, you are on the menu.”
It is no surprise that with a lack of representation comes efforts to roll
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back our rights, like closing community health care clinics, and a lack
of equal pay or paid family leave.

Still, electing women is more than just about parity. With more
women in government, policies become more comprehensive, trans-
parency increases, and things get done.” Women possess a different
understanding of policy areas, from healthcare and transportation, to
education and jobs.'® Women in elected office bring a new perspective
to social, economic, and environmental issues. And with this perspec-
tive, the likelihood of reaching effective and equitable solutions
increases.'!

However, women do not tend to self-nominate to run for public
office.’> While women win elections at the same rate as men,"” we
simply are not running. Women lack political ambition for a variety of
reasons: we lack role models; we are neither mentored, nor recruited
to run; we often face severe sexism and personal attacks; we are
judged more harshly, both on our qualifications and appearance; and
we lack confidence as leaders.' Sadly, by not running for office, we
are giving up our seats at the table and our role in making critical
policy decisions. This must change.

If women in the United States are truly concerned about advanc-
ing our health, wealth, and power, then we must start taking action to
prepare and encourage each other to run for office, and support one
another when we do. There are several steps that we can take, which
would have a positive impact on the number of women running for
office:

1. Educate women about the importance of female leadership
in the political arena

Women must understand the policy implications and the direct
impact that our underrepresentation at the decision-making table has
on our daily lives. Undoubtedly, we have many fantastic male allies
who believe in women’s equality and support policies that elevate wo-
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men, children, and families.” However, no man can possess the
unique perspective that women bring to politics.

2. Recruit women to run for office

Unlike men, women have to be asked an average of seven times
before they “seriously consider” running for office.'® As women, we
need to stop believing that we need permission to lead. Also, we must
make it a priority to ask other intelligent, successful women to run for
office, early and often.

3. Train women to run for office

Lack of confidence is one of the biggest reasons why women do
not run for office as often as men.?” Women believe that they are not
qualified to serve in elected office.'® We can overcome this challenge
by giving women training and the necessary tools, skills, and confi-
dence needed to be strong, viable candidates. Through candidate
preparation and training, women will build more confidence and posi-
tion themselves to be better equipped, better prepared, and ready to
run when opportunities arise.

4. Mentor and support each other

Every woman should be personally responsible for mentoring
other women. As we become empowered, we should empower other
women by supporting, encouraging, and celebrating each other’s lead-
ership achievements. Women in office need to: identify other women
who can replace them once they vacate their seats; hire women to
serve as senior staff members; and support women who choose to run
for leadership positions.

5. Include men

Since men make up 70% or more of our elected officials at al-
most all levels of government,'” we cannot elect more women without
including men as part of the solution to this problem. We need our
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male allies and supporters to help recruit, mentor, and support women
running for office. In order to ensure that this change happens, we
must educate men about why having more women in office matters.

Finally, if women hope to dramatically level the political playing
field and encourage more women to run for, win, and serve in elected
office, then we eventually need to shift the burden of female candi-
date recruitment to the institutions that actually control the political
power and recruitment process: namely our local, state, and national
political parties; central committees; labor unions; elected officials in
leadership positions and advocacy organizations. Change on a broad
scale will occur once these institutions begin to take the issue of fe-
male representation in elected office seriously.?®

The solutions to most of today’s problems are literally at our fin-
gertips. The question is not whether we can press the button to ad-
vance women’s status in society. It is: do we really want to press that
button? We say, let us use all of our fingers, and toes, to press as many
buttons as possible to advance our health, wealth, and power.
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