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This dissertation is an extended look at the political fundraising relationship through the 

lens of women politicians in national-level politics and the identity PACs that formed 

to help elect them. It is a case study that sheds light on an interesting and understudied 

social dynamic in the American institution of politics: the relationship between 

individual donors and the candidates they donate to. While there are reams of research 

on why corporations, unions and other large membership organizations make political 

donations, especially by political scientists, there is much less research on individuals 

and identity PACs. This opens up a space for new scholarship, especially for a 

sociological analysis of women and political fundraising. 
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Introduction 
 

 Two important factors are necessary for success in American electoral politics: raising 

enough money to fund a viable campaign and getting elected. The latter is the end goal of a political 

campaign and its ultimate purpose. While fundraising can be seen as merely a means to that end, 

it is important in its own right because fundraising does more than just provide the tangible 

resources necessary to run a campaign. It also provides an important measure of a candidate’s 

worth in the eyes of political donors, who it must be noted, are also voters. While fundraising 

success is not a true proxy for electoral success, it still sends an important signal about a 

candidate’s viability and status. If a candidate is worth donating money to, then he or she is worth 

taking seriously as a candidate.  

 This is the case because political fundraising is inherently a very special type of power 

relation. There is reciprocity involved, but also an asymmetry of power because, while a politician 

has more power than a normal citizen, the power held by a political candidate is held in abeyance, 

awaiting the candidate’s actual election. It is important to be clear that in the American political 

system, donating to a candidate is not the same as giving money to a charity. In the latter situation, 

there is considerably less direct reciprocity involved, and more asymmetry. The donor has 

something to give, money, in most cases, while the recipient has little to offer in return except for 

thanks. The relationship can be thought of as Strong  Weak. But that is not how politics or 

political fundraising works. Most people do not want to donate money to a weak candidate because 

political donations are not the same as gifts or charity. Political donations are supposed to 

accomplish something, even if the risk that they will not is always present. After all, most political 

candidates lose. But political donations are inherently exchanges, and exchanges, while they do 

not have to be between equals, require that both parties have something to give or alternately, that 
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both parties are getting something they want. Thus the political donation relationship looks more 

like StrongStrong. 

 Before the 1980s, there were very few elected women in national-level politics and those 

who did hold office, had generally gotten there by being the daughter or widow of a deceased or 

incapacitated male politician. One of the main reasons for the dearth of women in political office 

was fundraising, which served as a barrier to actual women candidates as they had trouble 

convincing people to donate to them but also to potential women candidates, as many women who 

could have run for office likely chose not to due to their concerns about fundraising (Tilly and 

Gurin 1990). The general public was not used to women politicians, especially at the national level; 

women were extreme political outsiders. More, women in general were far less likely than men to 

be viewed as having the general leadership qualities necessary for success in political office. As 

stated previously, most people do not like to make donations to weak candidates. Thus as long as 

women candidates were generally not considered electable, fundraising remained difficult for 

them, and if they could not fundraise effectively, actually winning election remained impossible. 

Figure 1:  The Viability Catch-22 Faced by National-level Women Candidates  
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This was the Catch-221 faced by would-be women politicians: in order to become more viable 

political candidates, women candidates needed to be able to fundraise, and in order to be able to 

fundraise, women candidates needed to be considered viable candidates (see Figure 1). Even more 

insidiously, this was the case at both the individual (specific women candidates) and group or 

symbolic (all/any women as candidates) levels.  

 This Catch-22 that women political candidates encountered, as I will explain in more detail 

throughout this thesis, was of a character that is not uncommon in situations where social groups 

that have lower levels of status and power, try to join or match the higher status group. At the 

individual level, most women candidates did not have the same backgrounds, experiences and 

networks as their male opponents. Neither did they have the same party or corporate backing as 

men, so unless they were independently wealthy, they started their campaigns in a significantly 

weaker position than similarly situated men. At the symbolic level, the small number of visible 

women candidates made them outsiders, tokens in a mainstream majority of male candidates. 

Because they were outsiders, and held generally lower status than men, they were inherently risky 

as political donation recipients, especially since potential donors know that others potential donors 

have similar beliefs about political candidates. Most people do not want to risk throwing their 

money away on lost causes. 

 As hinted at in the previous paragraphs, a similar conundrum exists one level up from 

fundraising: one of the reasons there are so few women in office is that there have always been so 

few women politicians. The dearth of women holding national-level elected office both reduced 

the likelihood that people would view women candidates as viable and reduced the likelihood that 

                                                 
1 Catch-22 is a term invented by the American author Joseph Heller in the book by the same name. It refers to a type 

of logic puzzle similar to a double bind: in the book it is defined through numerous examples, leading to the 

dictionary definition that defines a Catch-22 as “a problematic situation for which the only solution is denied by a 

circumstance inherent in the problem or by a rule” (Merriam-Webster 2012).  
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individual women candidates would run, both because they had so few role models and because 

they, too, knew the prevailing negative view of women as leaders and candidates hurt their 

chances. This thorny problem had no easy solution, especially given the American political 

system’s idiosyncrasies. With a two-party system where party candidate quotas based on gender 

would never even be suggested, and restrictions on political spending continue to be weakened, 

leading to the best-funded candidate winning far more often than not, there are few options for 

changing the status quo. But few options does not mean no options, and a weakness of the system 

can mean an opportunity for actors within the system.  

 Money provides that opportunity in American politics. Women could not turn themselves 

into men or erase the stereotypes that hampered their election chances, but if they could raise as 

much money as their male counterparts, they could erase one of the major obstacles that stood in 

the way of their electability. While money cannot quite buy elections, it is always a necessity for 

winning. Of course, women’s fundraising difficulties, like their electability issues, are directly tied 

to their underrepresentation, and to their outsider status. If women cannot raise enough money to 

be viable candidates, they do not get elected and women remain underrepresented in politics…and 

the cycle continues, self-reinforcing, as the continued lack of women in politics prevents the 

majority of voters of thinking of women as viable candidates. Widespread implicit and explicit 

knowledge of this cycle, among other factors, means that few women desire to even try to run for 

office.  

 While this situation is circular and cyclical and while women’s fundraising and electability 

problems are near-mirror images and very tightly linked, they are not the same. Fundraising occurs 

prior to getting elected, and it is both more tangible and more personal. Political candidates never 

really know if any particular individual votes for them, but they do know when someone donates 
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to them. And the opposite is true as well—donors know who they choose to support. The 

relationship between a political donor and a candidate is much stronger and more real than that 

between a voter and a candidate. It is not surprising, then, that it is also the relationship that is 

more amenable to being affected by factors outside of the relationship itself.   

 Women candidates’ fundraising problems began to lessen significantly over the past thirty 

years for two major reasons. First, post WWII, women continued to enter the workforce in greater 

and greater numbers; by the mid-1970s over 50% of women worked at least part time. This meant 

that women as a group were generally making more money and at the same time, reducing the 

overwhelmingly male majority of some professions (Reskin 1993; Reskin, McBrier and Kmec 

1999). Some women—a small number, but far more than previously—slowly made their way up 

corporate hierarchies into higher and higher positions of authority and power. Over time, this shift 

improved the overall status of women as compared to men, as well as the perception of their 

leadership abilities in politics and the public sphere more generally. And eventually, some 

women’s backgrounds, experiences and networks did begin to closely mirror men’s. These women 

had more of their own money and more access to the types of people and organizations that had 

money and connections that could be used to fund political candidates.  

 However, the increase in women’s resources and status alone, while perhaps inevitable, 

was—and continues to be—very slow. Even women with the same resources and connections as 

men are still women, and as such they continue to face the effects of gender stereotypes. Moreover, 

women candidates are individual women focused on their own individual candidacies. And while 

American politics is an individualized venture in many respects, there are also entrenched 

institutions—the parties, incumbency—that make it a difficult realm to break into. Doing so 

requires either the right connections or the right “character”—by which is meant a particular class, 
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race, gender combination—combined with a great deal of money, or preferably, both. Even with 

their own money and some of the right connections, women still did not look like typical political 

candidates in the 1980s and 1990s. They were still political outsiders and political outsiders always 

have significantly more trouble raising money (Jacobson 1978; Brown 2012). And without money, 

getting elected was nearly impossible, so the viability Catch-22 remained difficult to overcome. 

 But during this time period, there was another factor, as well, that increased women 

candidates’ ability to fundraise and their overall viability, both individually and as a group—

women-oriented political action committees or PACs (Thomas and Wilcox 1998; Day and Hadley 

2005). PACs exist within the political field wholly to raise money and donate it to candidates and 

other PACs. While they face some of the same fundraising issues as candidates themselves, they 

are not so closely tied to the election cycle; they can weather a few bad fundraising periods and 

continue to survive in the political field, especially when they are affiliated with a larger 

organization. PACs are by their nature political insiders—and they existed outside the self-

reinforcing cycle women candidates were ensnared in. Because they were outside of it, yet 

controlled and directed some of the resource most needed by the women within it, they were in a 

prime position to assist women candidates.  Overall, PACs played two major, intertwined roles for 

women candidates, which together, helped women overcome the viability Catch-22 more quickly 

and easily than they might have otherwise: 

1. They helped individual, well-qualified women raise enough money to be viable candidates 

who had the funding to run competitive political campaigns; and 

 

2. They helped women raise enough money so that women as a group could be seen as viable 

candidates by the general public, corporations and the political parties.  

 

They did this by serving as intermediaries between potential donors and women candidates and 

also as outspoken supporters of women as potential political leaders. The PACs vouched for the 
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candidates, in the sense that they provided evidence to their own donors that these women were 

viable candidates and worth funding. Women’s PACs and the related women’s leadership and 

training organizations that emerged along with—and in some cases from—them, also furnished 

more pragmatic and tangible support to women candidates. Some worked to locate women who 

could potentially be strong candidates, educated them about their opportunities and helped them 

begin to develop campaigns and campaign strategies. Many also intermittently provided candidate 

training and fundraising classes to help increase women candidates’ fundraising confidence and 

skills, while also introducing candidates and potential candidates to other groups likely to support 

them.  

 Overall, they helped provide certain women candidates (those who met their various litmus 

tests) an easier road both to raising money and eventually, to getting elected. At the same time, 

they helped raised the public’s awareness of women in politics, helping to focus more national 

attention on both women’s strengths as candidates and leaders and their overall 

underrepresentation in politics (Handlin 1998). In combination, these two enterprises played a role 

in improving the viability of women candidates, normalizing their candidacies and bringing them 

into the mainstream and into the political fold. Today, women politicians remain a substantial 

minority in national-level politics and still struggle in many respects, but other things being equal, 

their fundraising no longer lags that of male candidates. 

 This dissertation tells the story of this historical change from a sociological perspective. It 

explicates the political fundraising relationship as an exchange relationship with a clear power 

dimension, and uses this conceptualization to explain why women candidates historically had so 

much trouble raising money. It proceeds to explore how the intervention of women’s PACs—often 

working together and coordinating resources and information—serving as intermediaries between 
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individual donors and women candidates, helped women candidates to raise more money and at 

the same time, enhanced the perceived viability of women as political candidates. This work by 

women’s PACs was one of the factors helping women candidates reach a social tipping point in 

national politics. In 2005, women made up 15% of Congress and since then, while slow, the march 

towards parity continues. Women politicians—and thus women candidates—are no longer tokens, 

no longer quite the outsiders they once were, and while progress toward gender equity in national 

office remains slow, by providing monetary and symbolic support to women, the PACs helped to 

remove one of the major obstacles standing in the way of gender equity in electoral viability if not 

in electoral success.  

Why Political Fundraising? 

 

Getting to the root of women’s fundraising difficulties requires untangling some of the 

factors that underlie it: For example, what is a political donation, fundamentally? Why do 

individuals (rather than, say, corporations or membership organizations) make them? What role 

do intermediary fundraisers like PACs actually play? And most importantly, when, why and how 

does a candidate’s gender influence the decision to make donations? Most of these are empirical 

questions and can only be answered by looking at how both the political landscape for women and 

the political fundraising relationship have changed over time. Although gender parity in electoral 

politics remains out of reach for the foreseeable future, over the past thirty years women have 

made substantial gains, both electorally and in the public perception of their suitability for political 

leadership.  

The theoretical formulation of the political donation I will present emerged from some 

earlier questions preliminary research had raised about women in politics. The question I was 

originally interested in focused on why women were gaining entry into national level American 



 

 

 

1
1
 

politics so slowly. Even at this stage, I was mainly interested in the role played by fundraising, 

which has rarely been the focus of previous research on women and politics. Political fundraising 

is prior to election but can be seen as both a predictor of and potentially a proxy for electability. A 

puzzle emerged when more recent empirical research on campaign fundraising and expenditures 

began to suggest that similarly situated women (in terms of education, experience, and public 

opinion) are able to fundraise as well as men (Lawless and Fox 2005; Fox 2010). However, these 

studies were not wholly convincing, as many of my earliest interviewees from women’s PACs had 

vehemently disagreed with the findings, arguing that it was still significantly harder for women 

candidates to raise money.  

However, the first vignette experiment I ran did suggest that people are nearly equally 

willing to donate to male or female candidates, and further interviews revealed a more nuanced 

take on the fundraising question. There is some evidence that less established women candidates 

have more trouble fundraising than similarly situated men. Previous research and multiple 

interviewees attributed this to the fact that many women candidates do not have as diverse and 

moneyed personal networks as men, and so may not be able to effectively raise the early money 

that is particularly necessary for political outsiders to run effective campaigns (Krasno et al. 1994). 

More than one interviewee also suggested that the women candidates they had worked with were 

more reluctant to ask friends or even acquaintances they knew socially for money, in part due to 

the implicit fear of damaging those personal relationships. Thus, even if women candidates have 

the same types of social networks as men, they might not be willing to solicit donations from 

contacts they consider friends. However, further interviews with PAC employees suggested that 

while this may have been an issue in the past, it is not a major problem today, and that close friends 

are actually a very important source of early campaign money. There is some evidence that women 
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may be slightly penalized by friends for asking for money, but only in terms of the amount of 

money raised. Women candidates who today have made the decision to run for national-level 

office seem to understand what the process entails, and recognize that they will need to ask 

everyone they have ever met (and many thousands of people they have not) for money. Some of 

my non-PAC interviewees noted that in their view, bigger issue currently was that there are simply 

not enough women running for political office, particularly at the state and national level. The 

pipeline is narrow—few women enter it and those who do are more likely to leave than their male 

counterparts.  

So, given the previous research on the topic, my own preliminary findings, and in the dearth 

of research on the theoretical dimensions of fundraising and donating, the most interesting and 

under-explored theoretical question was to ask how and why the fundraising landscape has 

changed for women political candidates. Why was fundraising so difficult for women candidates 

at the national level historically, and what changed over the last thirty years to put women 

candidates on a more equal footing with men? While the topic of women in politics has become 

somewhat trendy in political science recently, the majority of the research has focused on whether 

or not women currently running for office get elected and why (e.g. Wilcox and Thomas 1998; 

Brooks 2013; Lawless and Fox 2010). Women candidates’ historical problems with fundraising—

especially early in their campaigns—is one of the reasons generally given for the gender disparity 

at the national level, but it is rarely if ever the primary research focus.  

In this thesis, I argue that fundraising is more than just one obstacle among many, in part 

because it serves as a bellwether that can often stand in for electability. It captures what is at the 

heart of many of the other obstacles women candidates face, because the power dimension of 

political fundraising mirrors the power dimension inherent in representative politics. Historically, 
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women candidates, no matter what their qualifications, were less viable than male candidates 

because they were atypical, political outsiders. A great deal of American politics is about identity 

and ideology and feelings. We want our political representatives to share our interests and to be 

strong; we want to feel that they want what we want, that they are what we are. Strength in this 

case can mean many things, but what it comes down to implicitly is the candidate’s willingness to 

take a stand for the right things (shared interests), combined with their perceived ability to effect 

change, and, perhaps most importantly, their ability to win election. Until recently, due to their 

token outsider status, most women candidates likely fell short in terms of both their expected 

effectiveness and perceived electability, so it is unsurprising that political donors were generally 

less willing to give them money.  

Methodology 

 

 Trying to understand the underlying causes of women candidates’ fundraising problems 

from a sociological perspective proved more difficult than I expected. There were plenty of reasons 

given, reasons explored in numerous works by political scientists and the occasional economist or 

psychologist, but there always seemed to be something missing. While many examined the 

dynamics of campaign fundraising and the impact of various regulatory changes on political 

campaigns, there was very little work on what the political fundraising dynamic looked like or 

why and how factors like candidate group membership or status could affect it. The donation 

relationship itself was underspecified. It obviously contained a power dynamic that could be seen 

to play out in a variety of ways, but there was little attempt in the existing research to engage with 

it or explore its implications. 

 Thus, in this thesis I developed a sociological theory of political fundraising focused on 

the power dynamics of the two relations within it: asking for money and being asked for money; 



 

 

 

1
4
 

and the role played by women’s PACs as intermediary-intercessors. I explored some basic aspects 

of the theory using online vignette experiments (see Appendix E).2 But truly grounding the theory 

required talking to people who understood the experience of political fundraising and the struggles 

of women candidates. Because I was most interested in the role played by PACs as intermediaries 

in the fundraising relationship, I focused on interviewing the leaders of the major women’s PACs 

as well as the leaders of other women’s political organizations.  Using a question bank I had 

developed based on my theories about PACs and political fundraising, I asked them all similar, 

open-ended questions about women candidates, past and present, their organizations’ fundraising 

successes and failures, and their interactions with other women’s organizations. The latter 

questions allowed me to better analyze the differences between the organizations and their 

approaches to getting women candidates elected (See Appendix B).  

 Over the course of my research from 2010-2014, I interviewed thirty-three individuals, 

chosen because of their key positions—often long-standing—in women’s PACs and other relevant 

women’s political organizations—women’s organization founders, women PAC leaders, political 

consultants and pollsters, and at least two ex-candidates (see Appendix A). In a few cases, after 

some time had passed I re-interviewed some of my original interview participants.3 I also attended 

sixteen events held by these women’s organizations, including three “secret” inter-PAC meetings 

where pro-choice women’s PAC leaders met to discuss joint strategies, share information and 

assess women candidates. At the third meeting they asked me to give a short presentation on my 

initial findings and sought my advice on other organizations to invite to join their group. I continue 

to work with one of the groups who I interviewed members of, helping with their candidate training 

                                                 
2 I would have liked to follow up the online experiments with lab experiments but funding proved very difficult to come by, and it 

is hard to argue that college students are the right population to use when trying to test predictions about political donating or voting 

behavior. Experiments using a representative sample of registered voters was my ideal but it proved prohibitively expensive. 
3 Four individuals were interviewed multiple times. They are starred in the list in the appendix. 
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program and speaking at their events.4  

 All of the interviews were recorded, as were some of the events. For those events where 

recording was not possible, I took notes during and immediately after and then read through them 

a week later to see if I remembered anything I had missed. Lacking funds to hire a transcriptionist, 

I transcribed all of the interview and event recordings myself. All told, I had over 600 pages of 

transcripts, which were managed and analyzed using the qualitative coding software Atlas.ti and 

Excel. 

 The majority of my interviewees asked not to be quoted by name, so for consistency, all 

interviewees are denoted by their organizational affiliation or a pseudonymous first name, last 

initial. There are occasional in-text instances where interviewees’ real names are disclosed, but in 

those cases permission had been granted.  

Outline of Chapters 

 

 Following this introduction, Chapter 1 lays out the history of women in politics and 

explores some of the reasons for their historical fundraising problems in greater depth. It also 

touches on some of the larger reasons why women are less likely to run for political office than 

men, and discusses some of the arguments for gender equity in national politics. It concludes with 

evidence from a short experiment that provides support for my argument that women are no longer 

political outsiders today, and thus can generally expect to raise money from individual donors with 

the same level of success as men. Chapter 2 begins by exploring the question of what a political 

donation actually is and what it does by looking at why people make political donations and how 

candidates ask for them. It proceeds to present a sociological theory of the fundraising relationship, 

                                                 
4 I have even been invited to be a board member but have declined, thus far, as it seems like something of a conflict 

of interest. 
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highlighting its inherent power dynamic and explaining why this has caused so much trouble for 

woman candidates. 

 Chapter 3 lays out some of the general history of political action committees (PACs) and 

provides an in-depth look at the women’s identity PACs that have supported women candidates 

over the last 40 years, emphasizing the most important players and exploring their interactions 

with each other and with some of the other relevant players in the organizational field of women’s 

political organizations.  

 Chapter 4 revisits the theory of political fundraising developed in Chapter 2 and explains 

the role played by women’s PACs in helping women candidates escape the viability Catch-22 that 

plagued their early efforts to get elected. It goes on to explore the role women’s PACs might play 

in the future of American politics, given the changes in the regulatory landscape and the growth 

of Super PACs, as well as the current trend among women’s political organizations of changing 

their focus from fundraising for women candidates, to training young women to be leaders, in the 

hopes of overcoming some of the other obstacles that continue to impede the progress toward 

gender parity in national-level politics. The conclusion of this thesis returns to the larger topic of 

women in politics to try to imagine what the future holds, now that fundraising poses far less of a 

barrier for women candidates, and to suggest some avenues for future research.  

  



 

 

 

1
7
 

Chapter 1: Obstacles Faced by Women Candidates in U.S. Politics 
 

 Women are underrepresented at all levels of electoral politics in the United States, but most 

significantly at the national level. A recent Pew Research analysis of the 2012 American 

Community Survey found that 75% of the 2% of the American public that has run for political 

office at any level were men (Blake 2014). In 2015, women held 19% of the seats in the United 

States Congress, 24% of state legislatures and 25% of statewide elective office (Manning and 

Brudnick 2015). This underrepresentation is the result of a variety of factors, most due to particular 

historical gender dynamics that have reduced both the supply of women candidates and the demand 

for them. This chapter explores some of the history of women political candidates in the United 

States, with a view to the relevant sociological factors, and outlines the reasons for their 

underrepresentation in national politics—and how and why those reasons have changed over time. 

It also touches on the role those same factors have played in women’s fundraising difficulties. 

First, however, it presents the so far unasked underlying question: why does it matter that women 

are underrepresented in American politics? 

Do we need more women in politics? 

 

At our organization, we have the fundamental understanding that part of 

representative democracy is having representation of all life experiences and by 

excluding women, you’re missing those experiences and perspectives.  

        

        – EMILY’s List leader 

 

Any time public policy is being made, you need both men and women at the table. 

Women bring different life experiences from men. Men bring their own set, but if 

we only hear theirs you’re not getting the complete pic and setting policy without 

all the facts. We just need both at the table.   

 — WISH List leader 

 

 The question of whether it is important to have more women in politics is one that has been 

raised periodically over the last fifty years. It is closely related to fundamental questions about 
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political representation in a democracy—when, why and how can individuals effectively represent 

or stand in for groups. There is significant scholarly research on the debates over what political 

representation means, which cannot be done full justice to here (for a comprehensive summary, 

see Shapiro et al. 2010), still, it is important to touch on a few facets of the literature. 

 The most useful starting point for nearly any modern discussion of political representation 

is Hanna Pitkin’s four-part theory of party system representation, which is laid out in her classic 

text The Concept of Representation (1967). She argues that in order to understand political 

representation, it must be considered in all of the different ways it is generally used. The different 

uses arise from different perspectives of the concept and do not necessarily fit together smoothly, 

but rather contribute “flash-bulb photographs of the structure taken from different angles (Pitkin 

1967, p. 10).” While neither Pitkin nor her followers ever effectively unified the four views, they 

work well as a starting point in discussions and debates about representation. Each view also offers 

different standards for judging potential representatives, which is helpful for any project involving 

political candidates.  The four views of representation in Pitkin’s system are: 

1. Formalistic—focusing on the institutional arrangements of representation and 

including two dimensions: authorization and accountability; 

2. Descriptive—focusing on the extent to which representatives sharecertain experiences 

or characteristics with those they represent; 

3. Symbolic—focusing on the meaning a representative has for those represented or the 

emotional response of the represented to a representative; and 

4. Substantive—focusing on the activities a representative engages in to advance the 

interests of those represented. 

  

 In the years immediately following the publication of Pitkin’s text, most of the theoretical 

research focused on the formalistic view of representation, in part because the different views led 

to disputes about the appropriate role of representatives (e.g. Vieira and Runciman 2008). More 

recently, political transformations both internationally and domestically have led to more interest 

in the other, more relational, views of representation. This is especially the case because of the 
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increasing focus on the fact that representatives of dispossessed groups are usually not elected 

officials within a nation-state (Saward 2009). The mostly theoretical work of political theorists 

like Iris Young and Jane Mansbridge focuses on the value of group representation in terms of 

improvements in overall equality and justice and examines the effects of efforts to increase the 

participation of these underrepresented groups (Young 1997; Mansbridge 1999). 

 Much of the more recent theoretical research on representation has focused on descriptive 

representation and sought to answer the question of what relationship exists—if any—between 

descriptive and substantive representation. Does being a member of an underrepresented group 

make a representative more likely to work to advance that group’s interests? Under what 

circumstances? Some political scientists argue that achieving higher levels of descriptive 

representatives does not necessarily lead to more representation of the interests of the represented; 

and it also strengthens tendencies towards essentialism (Mansbridge 1999). If the members of a  

group do not share the same ideological beliefs or policy concerns, then there are situations where 

descriptive and substantive representation can end up in stark opposition to each other. This long-

standing debate has important implications for my research question and is the focus of the rest of 

this section. If descriptive representation is potentially meaningless in terms of substantive 

outcomes, does gender parity in national politics matter at all?   

 Pitkin raises this issue in The Concept of Representation, arguing that the major problem 

with descriptive representation is that it leaves no room for accountability (1967). Her concern was 

that an over-emphasis on who is present in terms of their descriptive characteristics and shared 

experiences, diverts attention from what those representatives actually do—whether they are 

“acting in the interests of the represented, in a manner responsive to them” (Pitkin 1967, p. 209). 

For similar reasons, normative theorists and even some advocates of group representation also 
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argue against the utility of fighting for descriptive representation for similar reasons (see Kymlicka 

1996; and Young 1997).  

 In the specific context of women in politics, the question underlying this tension was raised 

relatively early by Virginia Sapiro: “Can we ever argue that women as a group share certain 

interests?” (Sapiro 1981, p. 703)” She suggests that because women have historically held lower 

status than men, they should at least all share an interest in equality, but notes that this means 

different things to different people. Just because women are in a socially and structurally different 

position than men does not mean they are conscious of the differences, or that they automatically 

define themselves as having special or group interests.  

 In general, people do expect that electing more women will make some kind of difference 

in terms of which laws are actually passed. Certainly, many believe that descriptive and substantive 

representation are linked through the idea that women will “act for” or in the interest of other 

women; and according to political theorist Suzanne Dovi, there is still a common bias amongst 

U.S. political scientists that increasing descriptive representation in terms of gender will 

significantly improve the substantive representation of women (Dovi 2007). Though never stated 

explicitly by Dovi, there is some implication that this belief may stem from a lack of recognition 

of the diversity of women’s political and ideological beliefs and preferences. Dovi herself argues 

that there are disparate and distinct women’s interests; different groups of women accrue different 

benefits, which leads them to have different priorities and prevents them from being  viewed as 

one single, homogenous bloc. 

 While there exists some empirical evidence that women in public office do tend to support 

more women-friendly outcomes (Cowell-Meyers and Langbein 2009), to date, there are few 

studies that have looked at actual policy outcomes, and there is the added difficulty of defining 
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what a woman-friendly outcome is when women’s interests are not homogenous. The research that 

does exist on this topic often avoids the heterogeneity of interests issue raised in the previous 

paragraph by considering women’s interests to be women’s aggregate preferences. For instance, 

in a meta-analysis of studies using legislative voting records, Beth Reingold found that women 

politicians were more likely than their male counterparts to act for women’s interests. Her analysis 

showed that women politicians’ more liberal policy preferences and roll call votes closely 

mimicked the gender gaps in public opinion with women candidates voting for measures that were 

supported more strongly by women than men in the electorate (Reingold 2008).  

 Some proponents of descriptive representation have other reasons besides any potential 

link to substantive outcomes for adopting their position. Mansbridge (1999) argues that when 

disadvantaged groups are represented “descriptively” by someone who has a similar background, 

it improves the overall quality of deliberation and promotes other goods unrelated to substantive 

representation. She suggests that it is the virtue of shared experience that is the most obvious factor 

in improving deliberation. This is the case because even if descriptive representatives do not 

necessarily share the same goals or preferences as the disadvantaged group they represent, they 

understand the group’s needs and can help others do the same.   

 Dovi, too, believes that descriptive representation is a necessity, especially for 

disadvantaged groups, but with the caveat that certain criteria must be met when selecting the 

actual representatives of those groups. One criterion she proposes is that “preferable descriptive 

representatives have strong mutual relationships with dispossessed subgroups” (Dovi 2007, p. 

732). She goes on to argue that representatives and members of disadvantaged groups must 

mutually recognize each other, and that this reciprocal recognition leads to a common 

understanding of the proper aims for a descriptive representative to hold for that group (Dovi 
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2007). Some, like Sapiro, take a somewhat oppositional view, arguing that trusting some groups 

to protect other groups’ interests is dangerous and often unsuccessful (Sapiro 1981). Others in the 

field avoid laying out criteria for evaluating descriptive representatives, citing autonomy 

arguments (or that members of those groups should decide for themselves) and contingency 

arguments (meaning that it is impossible to articulate solid criteria for evaluation because context 

matters). 

 Returning to the specific question of women in U.S. national politics, in the Politics of 

Presence, Anne Phillips provides four arguments for increasing the proportion of women elected: 

the importance of role models, principles of justice, interests, and the enhancement of politics 

(Phillips 1995). Both the principles of justice and interests arguments were used often by the 

individuals interviewed for this project. As one member of the EMILY’S List leadership team told 

me, “whether or not that particular viewpoint is at the table matters. Certainly in 1987 when you 

didn’t have a woman Democratic senator elected in her own right ever, the conversations around 

the Senate table lacked the viewpoints of mothers and large swaths of the professional spectrum 

like nurses and teachers and other caregivers. Those perspectives were completely missing” 

(Interview with Maria H.). She continued, “and I think there’s also a growing body of research 

that says that the higher the percentage of women in an elected body, the more progressive it is in 

terms of spending on health and social services, so it is both a more representative body and a more 

progressive body. Look at what happened to breast cancer funding after 1992. Suddenly you have 

people interested in that and widespread support for that” (Interview with Maria H.). This is not to 

say that all women support more federal spending on health and social services, but certainly most 

women support funding for breast cancer research. The larger point, that women politicians expand 

the range of viewpoints in Congress, is difficult to dispute. Having more women in national office 
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cannot help but “broaden the range of the conversations and the issues that are being discussed” 

(Interview with Susannah S.). 

 The other two arguments Phillips makes for the importance of increasing women’s 

representation—role models and the enhancement of politics—both lead to empirical questions 

which some past research has addressed. The role model argument has been studied mainly in the 

context of examining the effects of having more women in politics on the women electorate’s 

political engagement. Political scientist Lonna Rae Atkeson provides survey-based evidence that 

women are more politically engaged in states that have visible, competitive women political 

candidates. Atkeson explains this using contextual cue theory, suggesting that viable, 

demographically similar candidates increase political engagement, while their absence reduces 

women's political engagement (Atkeson 2003). Earlier empirical work by Richard Fox supports 

this assertion, as he found that the number of competitive female candidates in a House race was 

strongly correlated with higher levels of engagement among women in that state (Fox 1997). Other 

more recent survey research by Reingold and Hartell (2010) found evidence that female candidates 

of the same party enhanced women’s interest in politics, but that female politicians in general do 

not have a large effect on women’s engagement with politics. 

The argument for the enhancement of politics was of particular interest to Anne Phillips 

who proposed that the increased presence of women in politics is valuable because there are values 

and goals and perspectives that many women develop through their lived experiences, which are 

significantly different from those of men (1995, p. 158). There is less extant research on this topic, 

likely because it would be difficult to determine the best way to measure “enhancement.” There is 

some evidence that women are more successful legislators in terms of passing bills, in part due to 

a greater willingness to work across the aisle, particularly with other women (Volden et. al, 2013). 
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In recent years, the mainstream press has provided some examples that could be suggestive of this 

idea, such as a recent article in the New York Times about women Senators’ strong propensity to 

work with each other across the aisle (Stolberg 2015).   

The view that increasing the number and percentage of women politicians enhances politics 

was shared by many of my interview subjects, on both sides of the political and ideological 

spectrums. As one political consultant explained, “Women politicians seem better able to sit down 

at the table and talk things out. Now after the discussion they might rip each other’s eyes out, but 

the point is that they can sit down and start a discussion. There’s less of a barrier of macho-ness 

that I think men sometimes have trouble with. It’s reflected in a lot of the policy-making I’ve seen. 

They’re also more likely to think with their experience rather than thinking they know it all” 

(Interview with Susan F.). And from a somewhat different perspective, the Director of the pro-life 

Susan B. Anthony List asserted, “When women are not in the political process it suffers for their 

lack. When they’re missing it suffers. Even Pope John Paul said that. It’s about women changing 

the culture in all spheres by bringing their unique gifts. He called it the feminine genius” (Interview 

with Marjorie D.). While the importance of representative gender diversity remains debatable to 

some, few on either side argue against the idea that women politicians do bring something different 

to the political table. 

Overall, despite being the largest group of underrepresented voters in the United States, 

women clearly do not share a strong, cohesive political identity They do not all hold the same 

beliefs or want to see the country move in the same direction—something that becomes very clear 

when you look at the diversity of women’s PACs. Yet for many who are not well-versed in political 

theory, the basic equality argument is powerful: over half of the population of the United States is 

women and they should make up approximately half of political officeholders. Fair is fair. But the 
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problems with this argument that were raised by Pitkin are widely recognized, even by those 

fighting for gender parity in politics.  

Why are there so few women in national-level American politics? 

 

 One of the earliest pieces of published research on women’s role in American politics was 

a 1979 article in Social Problems, titled “The Invisible Hands: Sex Roles and the division of Labor 

in Two Local Political Parties” (Margolis 1979). The issues it raises are not dissimilar from the 

ones that would be highlighted as explanations for women’s underrepresentation in electoral 

politics for the next thirty years. 

 

Two articles published later that year, one in the Journal of Politics and the other from the 

American Political Science Review, similarly focused on party officials, and explored how men 

and women’s electoral ambitions were differentially affected by their early socialization, and lesser 

social status and power, along with the sexual division of labor (Clarke and Kornberg 1979), and 

the opportunity structures of party organizations (Fowlkes et al. 1979). Of course, none of these 

articles were primarily about actual elected politicians or candidates, nor, for the most part, were 

they focused on the national level, mainly because at that time women were barely a factor in 

national politics, holding only 3% of Congressional seats (see Table 1).  
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Table 1: Number and Percentage of Women in Congress by Chamber (1917-1979) 

Congress Years in Congress % in House % in Senate % 

65th 1917–1919 1 0.2% 1 0.2% 0 0% 

66th 1919–1921 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 0 0% 

67th 1921–1923 4 0.7% 3 0.7% 1 1% 

68th 1923–1925 1 0.2% 1 0.2% 0 0% 

69th 1925–1927 3 0.6% 3 0.7% 0 0% 

70th 1927–1929 5 0.9% 5 1.1% 0 0% 

71st 1929–1931 9 1.7% 9 2.1% 0 0% 

72nd 1931–1933 8 1.5% 7 1.6% 1 1% 

73rd 1933–1935 8 1.5% 7 1.6% 1 1% 

74th 1935–1937 8 1.5% 6 1.4% 2 2% 

75th 1937–1939 9 1.7% 6 1.4% 3 3% 

76th 1939–1941 9 1.7% 8 1.8% 1 1% 

77th 1941–1943 10 1.9% 9 2.1% 1 1% 

78th 1943–1945 9 1.7% 8 1.8% 1 1% 

79th 1945–1947 11 2.1% 11 2.5% 0 0% 

80th 1947–1949 8 1.5% 7 1.6% 1 1% 

81st 1949–1951 10 1.9% 9 2.1% 1 1% 

82nd 1951–1953 11 2.1% 10 2.3% 1 1% 

83rd 1953–1955 15 2.8% 12 2.8% 3 3% 

84th 1955–1957 18 3.4% 17 3.9% 1 1% 

85th 1957–1959 16 3.0% 15 3.4% 1 1% 

86th 1959–1961 19 3.5% 17 3.9% 2 2% 

87th 1961–1963 20 3.7% 18 4.1% 2 2% 

88th 1963–1965 14 2.6% 12 2.8% 2 2% 

89th 1965–1967 13 2.4% 11 2.5% 2 2% 

90th 1967–1969 12 2.2% 11 2.5% 1 1% 

91st 1969–1971 11 2.1% 10 2.3% 1 1% 

92nd 1971–1973 15 2.8% 13 3.0% 2 2% 

93rd 1973–1975 16 3.0% 16 3.7% 0 0% 

94th 1975–1977 19 3.6% 19 4.4% 0 0% 

95th 1977–1979 20 3.7% 18 4.1% 2 2% 

Source: Congressional Research Service; Women in the United States Congress: 1917-2011;www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/RL30261.pdf  

 

 Yet despite the low numbers, the fact of women holding Congressional seats was not an 

entirely new concept in the 1970s. The first woman to be elected to the U.S. Congress was 

Jeannette Pickering Rankin, who ran in Montana in 1916 (O’Brien 2001). She was elected before 

women had voting rights in most states, in part because her brother was an influential member of 

the Montana Republican party. In 1918, Montana reapportioned its districts leaving Rankin in the 
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majority Democratic western district (Smith 2015). She chose not to run again for the House and 

campaigned for the Senate instead, eventually losing in the primary to the incumbent. However, 

that was not the end of her political career. Rankin won election to the House once again, soon 

after her 60th birthday in 1940. A principled pacifist, she was the only member of Congress to vote 

against the declaration of war against Japan, which led to ridicule in the press and censure from 

her constituents.  

  

 

 

        

Illustration 1: Jeanette Pickering Rankin by Sharon Sprung, in 

the House of Representatives Collection 
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 There were no women in the 66th Congress (1919-1921) but the 67th saw the entry of four 

women into Congress, three in the House and the first to the Senate. The first woman Senator, 

Rebecca Latimer Felton, was not elected, however. Georgia Governor Thomas W. Hardwick 

appointed her to the Senate to fill a vacancy prior to a special election. Hardwick himself was 

running for the special election seat (Bartley 1983). 

Felton was a prominent suffragist and well-known in 

Georgia politics and Hardwick considered her a safe 

choice as an appointee due to her age—almost 88 

years old.5 He also hoped that honoring her with the 

appointment would serve to woo women voters to 

support his own campaign (McHenry 1983). Felton 

only served for one day but as she noted in a speech 

given after her appointment (but before her swearing-

in) "a Senator of the U.S., a woman, is still a sort of 

political joke with our masculine leaders in party 

politics...But the trail has been blazed! The road is 

apparently rough—maybe rocky—but the trail has been located. It is an established fact. While it 

is also a romantic adventure, it will ever remain an historical precedent—never to be erased” 

(Felton, Nov. 7th, 1922). 

The first woman actually elected to the Senate was Hattie Caraway, who was appointed to 

the Senate in 1931 after the death of her husband, and to the party leaders’ surprise, won the special 

election to fill his seat the next year, in 1932 (Malone 1989). She ended up serving in the Senate 

                                                 
5 Felton was an early fighter for women’s rights, she was also a white supremacist who was the last member of either house of 

Congress to own slaves. 

Illustration 2: Senate Portrait of Senator Hattie 

Caraway, 1996; in the Senate Collection. 
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until 1945. The prior Congressional term, the 77th, 1941-1943, was the first time the number of 

women in Congress entered the double digits. Although the number dipped into the single digits a 

in a few later election cycles, the general trajectory was in a positive direction. Triple digits were 

not achieved, of course, until the 2012 election of the 113th Congress. 

Research on women and their electoral aspirations, successes and failures began to increase 

in the 1980s as more women entered the workforce and slowly made inroads into formerly male-

dominated professions, including the typical feeders for elected office, law and business. For the 

past four decades, researchers interested in gender equality issues in politics (mostly, but not 

exclusively political scientists) have explored some of the underlying reasons why women are 

underrepresented in U.S. politics (see Figure 2 for a graphical representation). Though there have 

been some changes to the list of reasons over the years, the general themes remain the same; and 

they are not particularly dissimilar from those raised in the 1970s studies of party officials. In a 

famous 1982 article in The Journal of Politics, political scientist Raisa Deber explicated the four 

major categories of explanations: 

1. Self-selection—women are less likely to seek public office; 

2. Incumbency/targeting—women are often in races where they face a strong 

opposition candidate and have little chance of winning; 

3. Women lack the necessary political resources in terms of their backgrounds and 

level of party support; 

4. Sexism: women candidates are at a disadvantage because of generally negative 

attitudes toward women as leaders. 

 

 Given the correspondence between effective fundraising and actually getting elected, it 

should come as no surprise that most of these issues double as the reasons why women politicians 

had fundraising difficulties. Women’s lack of economic and political resources, such as business 

(and social) connections to wealthy potential donors along with the public’s general reluctance to 

donate to women candidates, prevented them from fundraising as easily or as successfully as male 
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candidates (Burrell 1995). Challengers are always at a fundraising disadvantage in American 

politics and women at this point in time were almost never incumbents. Potential women 

candidates were very much aware of these issues and generally cited one or all of them as reasons 

why they eventually chose not to run for office (Lawless and Fox 2010). 

 More than a dozen years later, similar explanations continued to be given for women’s 

continued underrepresentation. Women legislators and candidates have historically been quicker 

to voice these concerns than party leaders. In a study conducted in 1999, Rozell interviewed 

women candidates who said that the major barriers to running were voter attitudes, family 

responsibilities and fundraising. They also noted that they felt that they had to work harder than 

male politicians to prove themselves and felt like they needed better initial qualifications in order 

to run (Rozell 2000). While there is doubtless truth to their concerns, there is also some evidence 

that woman generally feel less prepared and qualified to run for office than their male counterparts 

(e.g. Lawless and Fox 2010). This “imposter syndrome” is a particularly common finding in 

situations where women move into male-dominated fields (Sealy 2010). 

 In a 2001 article, using data from House elections from 1916 through the early 2010s to 

examine the question of why women’s representation in elected politics has been so low, political 

scientists Barbara Palmer and Dennis Simon attributed women’s continued slow progress at the 

national level to three major issues: 

1. Sexism – along with gender and sex-role stereotyping can impede the progress of women 

in the pipeline; 

2. Incumbency – incumbents have more name recognition and money (they tend to outspend 

challengers at a rate of 3-1); and 

3. Pipeline problems – not enough women run for office. 

 

Comparing the three sets of barriers, it is clear that many of the same issues continue to hamper 

women candidates both before and during their campaigns. Sexism and incumbency issues 
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continued to be put forth as major obstacles, and “pipeline problems” is merely the most recent 

formulation of the self-selection explanation. Women candidates’ lack of political resources and 

backgrounds remained an issue—though perhaps less of one—but in the Palmer and Simon 

typology it was not a proximate explanation. Rather it was distal, leading to both pipeline issues 

on the supply side (women choose not to run because they lack—or feel like they lack—the 

necessary resources) and sexism on the demand side (women’s lack of status and perceived 

leadership abilities make voters less like to support them). The family responsibilities and 

fundraising issues singled out by Rozell’s interviewees were also cited most often as reasons why 

women chose not to run and so fit into the pipeline problems category as well. Some of the past 

research underlying these explanations for women’s underrepresentation will be discussed 

individually in the next three sections, while Figure 2 visually lays out the mechanisms underlying 

these explanations and the connections between them. 

Figure 2: The Mechanisms Leading to the Lack of National-Level Women Politicians 
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Gender Discrimination and Sex-role Stereotyping 

 

Early research on women’s political underrepresentation around the world often argued 

that overt discrimination due to sexism and sex-role stereotyping was the major cause of women’s 

underrepresentation in national politics (e.g. Kirkpatrick 1974; see also Chaney and Sinclair 1994; 

Cook 1994; Roberts and Cohen, 1992). Women were not considered as good leaders as men and 

were also believed to be more emotional and less rational—a severe detriment, given the general 

thinking on what makes for a good politician—and the electorate was therefore less likely to either 

donate money to their campaigns or vote for them in elections (Brooks 2013). 

Many U.S. women candidates running for office in the late 1970s through the 1990s have 

recounted struggling against gender bias, such as Barbara Boxer who noted that being a woman 

was “a distinct, quantifiable disadvantage,” when running for her first elected position in local 

politics in California (Boxer 1994, p. 73-74; for similar quotes from other women politicians see 

e.g. Witt et al. 1994). But attitudes appear to have changed over the past forty years, and public 

opinion polls from the 1970s through the 2000s show a dramatic increase in the percentage of 

Americans who say they would be willing to vote for a woman candidate for President, hovering 

just above 50% in 1972 and reaching just under 90% in 2006 (Lawless and Fox 2010).  

From 1972 through 2008, the American National Election Studies survey asked its 

respondents the following question, capturing responses on a seven-point scale: "Some people feel 

that women should have an equal role with men in running business, industry and government. 

Others feel that women's place is in the home. Where would you place yourself on this scale or 

haven't you thought much about this?" While “Equal Role” was the most popular choice even in 

1972, by 2008 it was the choice of a strong majority. At the other end of the spectrum, “Women’s 

Place is in the Home” garnered 17% of the responses in 1972 but only 2% in 2008 (see Table 2).  
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Table 2: Responses to ANES survey question about the role of women as leaders (Source: ANES Guide 
to Public Opinion and Electoral Behavior) 

 ‘72 ‘74 ‘76 ‘78 ‘82 ‘84 ‘88 ‘90 ‘92 ‘94 ‘96 ‘98 ‘00 ‘04 ‘08 

1: Equal 

Role  
31% 33% 30% 38% 37% 32% 41% 42% 51% 42% 48% 53% 56% 57% 64% 

2 9% 9% 12% 10% 12% 12% 15% 12% 14% 15% 18% 14% 15% 14% 15% 

3 7% 8% 8% 8% 9% 9% 9% 8% 7% 8% 8% 7% 7% 7% 5% 

4 19% 18% 18% 16% 17% 21% 16% 16% 13% 15% 11% 12% 11% 9% 8% 

5 6% 7% 7% 7% 6% 7% 5% 6% 5% 6% 4% 3% 4% 4% 3% 

6 4% 5% 5% 5% 4% 3% 4% 4% 3% 3% 3% 2% 2% 2% 2% 

7: Woman’s 

Place-Home  
19% 14% 11% 10% 7% 5% 6% 5% 4% 4% 3% 3% 3% 2% 2% 

Don’t Know 5% 6% 9% 6% 7% 10% 6% 7% 4% 7% 4% 5% 3% 5% 2% 

N 2685 2480 2385 2286 1402 2239 2023 971 2477 1772 1713 1279 977 1212 1167 

* This question was not asked in 1980, 1986, 2002, 2006 or after 2008 

Similarly, almost 50% of respondents to the General Social Survey question, “Tell me if 

you agree or disagree with this statement: Most men are better suited emotionally for politics than 

are most women,” checked off “Agree” in 1974, but that percentage had dropped to around 24% 

in 2006 (see Figure 3). 
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Figure 3: Percentage of General Social Survey respondents who agree that men are better suited emotionally 

to politics (Source: NORC General Social Survey 2012) 

 

It is always possible that survey respondents could be misrepresenting their feelings about 

women candidates due to some form of social desirability bias (and were actually not so willing 

to support women candidates as they said). Studies using data from actual elections suggest, 

however, that this is not the case. Past research on both the House (Lawless and Pearson 2008; 

Dolan 1998) and the Senate (Smith and Fox 2001) have revealed no strong voter bias against 

women candidates in terms of actual votes cast. Empirical studies using Federal Election 

Commission (FEC) data on funds raised by candidates similarly suggest that women candidates 

no longer have to struggle so hard to match male candidates’ fundraising returns.  

Recognizing the limitations of FEC data and correlation studies generally, there has also 

been a recent trend in political science of using experimental methods to test voting behavior using 

hypothetical candidates and elections, but the results of the experiments focused on the gender bias 
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question have been mixed thus far. Fox and Smith (1998) ran a lab experiment using college 

students in Wyoming and California and found that gender bias against women did affect vote 

choice, while Thomson and Steckenrider (1997) found that while candidate gender acted as a cue 

to ideology, which had effects depending on whether it matched that of the study participant, it did 

not have direct effects on vote choice.   

That is not to say that male and female candidates are viewed and treated with perfect 

equality by potential voters and donors. As one interview subject noted “Voters do hold women to 

a different standard—‘Can she do it? Well, she’s had the right experiences, but…’. It’s not usually 

purposeful, but that subtle sexism is still there. Although changing, especially recently. Clinton is 

such a huge pioneer. So much of the population would maybe not vote for her but they don’t 

question the fact that she’s good at her job. That’s a win. Before her, people questioned a woman 

candidate’s ability to even do the job” (Interview with Sarah B.). Through the late 1990s, there 

was still some evidence suggesting that women political candidates faced the double-bind 

encountered by other women leaders: that it is difficult for them to present themselves as strong 

and tough—which are stereotypically  qualities of both men and leaders—and still be liked (e. g. 

Jamieson 1995). Though the findings were somewhat mixed, given that likeability seems to play 

at least some role in electoral success, especially when the candidate is less well known, women 

candidates may have to walk a narrower line than their male counterparts (Bligh et al. 2012). 

But overall, the general trend has been towards gender discrimination mattering less and 

less as an explanation for women’s underrepresentation. Political scientist Kathleen Dolan, one of 

the most prolific scholars of American women in politics, even stated in an article some years ago, 

“Levels of bias are low enough to no longer provide significant impediments to women’s chances 

of election” (Dolan 2004, p. 50). Some very recent experimental research by government professor 
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Deborah Jordan Brooks suggests that women candidates are no longer significantly penalized for 

“feminine” behaviors nor do they still face a true double bind with regard to femininity and 

toughness (Brooks 2013). The reason for this, according to Brooks, is because stereotypes about 

women politicians do not necessarily match stereotypes about women more generally (Brooks 

2013; see also Schneider and Bos 2013). 

This is important given the body of psychology research on how to overcome or at least 

moderate some of the implicit attitudes leading to gender discrimination and stereotyping. In recent 

year, many studies have demonstrated the sensitivity of implicit attitudes to a wide range of 

influences (Blair 2002). According to Eagly’s social role theory, for example, gender stereotypes 

come about and continue because people are able to observe the unequal proportions of men and 

women in various roles. Thus, in the 1960s, the majority of women did not work outside the home, 

while doctors, lawyers and politicians were almost exclusively men. The odd woman doctor was 

exactly that—an oddity and an outsider. But these views can change as people are exposed to more 

and more women in counter-stereotypic roles, which is what happened throughout the succeeding 

decades (Diekman and Eagly 2000). While there is no research that directly tests whether exposure 

to more or higher profile women politicians reduces bias against women candidates, there is work 

examining the effects of such exposure in similar contexts.  

For example, in a 2004 article, Nilanjana Dasgupta and Shaki Asgari recount the results of 

a two part study investigating whether exposure to women leaders undermined women’s gender 

stereotypic beliefs. In the first part of the study they manipulated the amount of exposure lab 

participants had to famous women leaders. They found that being exposed to information about 

women in high profile leadership positions affected participants’ implicit beliefs about their in-

group (women) and made them more likely to automatically associate leadership qualities and 
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behaviors with women. There were no differences in explicit attitudes, however.  

The second part of the study compared beliefs about gender in women college students 

attending coed vs. women-only schools. While attitudes and beliefs were similar when these 

women entered college, they diverged greatly in later years with those attending coed schools 

exhibiting more automatic gender stereotyping. This effect was mediated by greater exposure to 

female faculty, which was a significant predictor of less automatic gender stereotyping, though 

self-reported beliefs about gender did not change (Dasgupta and Asgari 2004). This is important 

when considering women in politics because it is only very recently that the number of women in 

national-level politics has become great enough for significant public exposure.  

Generally, the less specific information people have about other individuals, the more they 

stereotype (McDermott 1997), which means that women politicians who are less well known may 

be more subject to gender stereotyping than women politicians who have captured the public’s 

attention or been in the public eye for longer periods of time (e.g. Hillary Clinton or Sarah Palin). 

Another important issue that comes up in the literature, and was reinforced during interviews with 

women leaders, was the lack of knowledge the general public has about the actual proportion of 

national level politicians who are women. 

In an article in Political Behavior in the early 2000s, Kira Sanbonmatsu explains the 

relationship between knowledge about women’s representation in politics and support for 

increasing it. In her experimental study she found that individuals who underestimate the 

percentage of women in office are more likely to support increasing it, while those who 

overestimate this percentage, are significantly less likely to support increasing representation.  

Interestingly, while womengenerally are more supportive of work aimed at getting more women 

into politics, they are also more likely to overestimate their current level of representation 
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(Sanbonmatsu 2003). One women’s organization interviewee made this point as well: “Those few 

high profile women have gotten us fooled into thinking women have full political parity, when 

those of us involved in this work know that’s far from the case” (Interview with Barbara L.). Thus, 

if Americans, in general, continue to lack accurate knowledge of women’s actual representation, 

then their support for increasing the number of women in office may continue to be lower than it 

should be. 

 Even among those who know the numbers, there are still many who discount the notion 

of barriers preventing women from running and from winning, arguing instead that its women’s 

own choices. As the leader of one Republican women’s organization noted in an interview, “A lot 

of people that I deal with on this issue don’t believe that there are any barriers for women anymore. 

They don’t believe it, and it doesn’t bother them that much. It’s not that they’re ideologically 

against it, but they just don’t see it. And a lot of times I’m forgiving of it. Women who could run 

make choices; they want to be with their families. People do have natural inclinations. And other 

people make negative assumptions based on that” (Interview with Susan L.).  

Even if there is far less outright bias against women candidates than there once was does 

not mean that it has disappeared entirely. After all, there is still that 20% of the populace who 

believe that men are more emotionally suited to politics than women. But the general trajectory is 

toward gender bias being far less of an issue for women candidates than it once was. There is not 

enough evidence to make the case for women’s PACs being the major cause of these changes, 

given the societal shift during this timeframe in attitudes toward women in formerly stereotypically 

male roles. Yet PACs deserve at least some credit. Over the past thirty years, they have played a 

direct role in raising money for women candidates—which resulted in more women getting 

elected—while also working to raise awareness of women as political candidates. 
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Incumbency 

 

Even as much turnover as there’s been in the last few years, the incumbent rate still 

tends to be in the 90% range. You’re usually not taking out incumbents and most 

incumbents are men. Women pick up seats in open seat opportunities, when there 

are retirements, people leaving politics for personal reasons, you know. Beating 

three incumbents in a cycle is a huge thing to do. When we’re at the deficit we’re 

at – to get to parity would be 215 seats. And we only pick up a few a year. 

Redistricting could make a huge difference. It could create more open seats – that’s 

when things can be significantly reshuffled. But then you also have to look at states 

that might lose seats and you have to make sure you’re not going to lose any 

incumbents. It’s an opportunity and a peril.                                                                                                                                                                              

                                          

     —Campaign consultant for women candidates 

 

Political candidates have three (or four, if the candidate is extremely wealthy) major 

sources of money: the party, PACs and individuals. The likelihood of getting all three in significant 

amounts is strongly tied to incumbency. This incumbency issue is a large and continuing one for 

women who seek political office in the United States. Political scientists Jennifer Lawless and 

Richard Fox have written numerous books and articles about the underrepresentation of women in 

politics and note that the contradiction in the literature—most Americans no longer seem to be 

biased against women candidates, yet there are very few women in office—has led to a focus on 

institutional explanations for women’s underrepresentation, with incumbency being the most 

prevalent (Lawless and Fox 2010, p. 28). 

  Aggregating the election results from both houses of Congress from the early 1980s 

through the mid-2000s, incumbents seek reelection over 75% of the time, and they succeed in 

winning election nearly 90% of the time (Duerst-Lahti 1998; see Figures 4 and 5). In the 1978-

1998 elections, reelection rates were 95%; three-quarters of incumbents won in blowouts with 

more than 60% of the vote, while 15% of all incumbents ran uncontested. In primaries, 99% of 

incumbents were reelected and 71% were unchallenged (Palmer and Simon 2001).  
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Given that most incumbents were (and are) men, it is unsurprising that women’s 

representation has remained so low for so long. Another contributing factor is that historically, 

women were often encouraged by their parties to run against incumbents, even when chances of 

winning were slim (Carroll 2003). In 1992, the “Year of the Woman,” 211 women ran for national–

level office. Of those, 104 were nominated and 48 were elected. Palmer and Simon note in their 

2001 book that without party influence, women candidates tended to be more strategic in deciding 

whether or not to run, focusing mainly on open seats. They also report that the 1992 increases in 

women in office as well as those that occur in later cycles were mainly a Democratic phenomenon, 

although some Republican women did run (Palmer and Simon 2001).6 The most important point 

made in this book and others of its kind is that incumbency matters, and it matters a lot. Little has 

changed since then, as data collected by Open Secrets illustrates (Center for Responsive Politics 

2012). House reelection rates, in particular, remained well above 90% for nearly every year since 

1992, with slightly lower reelection rates for the Senate. The message overall is that there are rarely 

                                                 
6 Prior to 1988, there was only a slight disparity between parties in terms of women candidates. The disparity peaked 

in 1996 when women comprised 17.3% of all primary candidates but only 9.9% of Republican candidates. 

Figure 4: U.S. House Reelection Rates, 1964-2014 (Source: the Center for Responsive Politics) 
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open seats in Congress, and candidates who challenge incumbents are extremely likely to lose. 

Incumbents have a significant advantage when it comes to both fundraising and getting 

votes (e.g. Palmer and Simon 2008). Generally, incumbents already have party support and a pool 

of committed donors so they tend to outraise and outspend challengers at a rate of 3:1 (Palmer and 

Simon 2001); a fact that means that challengers are always playing catch-up. It should come as no 

surprise that women candidates are more likely than men to accept public funding in House 

elections, especially when they are challengers (Werner and Mayer 2007).  

Figure 5: U.S. Senate Reelection Rates, 1964-2014 (Source: the Center for Responsive Politics) 

 

Public funding reduces the cost of the decision to run for office and helps overcome one of the 

major barriers to running—fundraising. To a lesser extent, challengers tend to face the competitive 

Catch-22 referred to in the introduction as the one women candidates once faced historically: they 

cannot raise money without being competitive, but if they are not seen as competitive, nobody will 

give them money. The problem for women until recently, is that they were always challengers and 

lacked the other kinds of social and political capital that sometimes allowed men in similar 

situations to win election despite being challengers.  
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The incumbency advantage has certainly been one contributing factor to women’s 

underrepresentation; and it may indeed be as powerful a barrier as it appears. Fifteen states 

currently have legislative term limits in place, allowing for the impact of incumbency on the 

election of women candidates to state office to be explored (Lawless and Fox 2010). Two studies 

in the early 2000s took advantage of these data with interesting results. Jenkins and Carroll (2003) 

found that in the 1998 and 2000 elections, fewer women were elected than left office due to term 

limits, while Kousser (2005) found that the percentage of women in state legislature remained 

static in states that instituted term limits throughout the time the term limits have been in existence. 

Thus, even without incumbency, women were not winning election. It is worth reemphasizing that 

this research was performed at the state level (whereas Congressional legislators are not subject to 

term limits); but there is no compelling reason to think that the results would have been different 

if there were federal term limits. Thus, while incumbency certainly presents a powerful obstacle 

to increasing women’s representation in national politics, it is most likely not the only significant 

barrier women candidates face today. 

Pipeline problems 

 

The category of “pipeline problems” covers a variety of factors, but what it is essentially 

getting at is the overall candidate eligibility pool: there are proportionally far fewer women than 

men in it. Pipeline problems can encompass both demand-side and supply-side issues. That is, 

there may be fewer women in the pipeline because they are not wanted, and are actively kept out, 

but also because they choose not to enter in the first place. For women in American politics, there 

have historically been pressures from both directions, but as discussed in the first section of this 

chapter, the demand side issue of overt gender discrimination against women candidates no longer 

seems very powerful or prevalent. However, some demand-side issues continue to play a role, at 
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least tangentially, through women’s less powerful and wealthy social networks and their atypical 

backgrounds.  

For years, it was common wisdom that the major issue on the demand side was women’s 

exclusion from the historical Congressional feeder professions, such as law, business and higher 

education. As Janet Clark explained in a 1991 article, “Women are not found in the professions 

from which politicians ordinarily are chosen—the law and other broker-type business. Therefore, 

they do not achieve the higher socioeconomic status that forms the eligibility pool for elective 

office” (Clark 1991, p. 65). One interview participant also made an argument along these lines, 

stating “I think another reason women haven’t really gotten there in terms of running in large 

numbers is because there are so few women who are entrepreneurs. If you’re starting your own 

business you don’t have time to run for office, of course. But once you own a business, you realize 

the important role of government and start thinking about running for office. I think when there 

are more women entrepreneurs they’ll start running for office more” (Interview with Patricia C.). 

Lawless and Fox make this same argument: the implication of the professions argument is 

that the underrepresentation of women in politics will lessen over time, following (though lagging 

by some indeterminate amount of time) the achievement of parity in the feeder professions 

(Lawless and Fox 2010). However, progress in those professions remains slow as well, with 

women making up only 20% of partners at major law firms, and only 15% of C-level executives 

in the Fortune 500 (Catalyst 2014).  It seems likely that as women slowly make inroads into the 

higher reaches of these political feeder professions, there will be an increase in the number of 

women candidates—but progress will continue to be slow and the increases incremental. 

The supply side argument—that women simply choose not to run for office, for whatever 

reasons—is the one that most of the current political science research supports. In her book 
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Whatever Happened to the Year of the Woman? Amy Handlin raises a common argument—that 

men and women are on different political ladders (Handlin 1998, p. 34). Women candidates, even 

those without children, are more likely to start their political careers at lower levels than men 

candidates, and have to work their way up from the very bottom—local  state  federal, often 

with numerous sub-steps along the way.  Handlin supplies empirical support for these findings, 

citing The Center for American Women in Politics (CAWP), which published the results of a 1983 

survey showing that women politicians were more likely to have held prior political offices and/or 

served in political staffing roles (Carroll and Strimling 1983).  

Handlin herself reports that more than one of her interview subjects was told to “wait her 

turn” rather than run for higher offices immediately (Handlin 1998, p. 36). Given that women 

politicians are often older than their male counterparts to begin with, this kind of career stalling 

can significantly reduce the ambitions, and potentially the eventual political achievements, of these 

women. Handlin’s interview subjects also related an issue high achieving women often 

experience—the fear that they did not know enough or were not prepared enough to run. Similarly, 

in an early paper for the Center for American Women in Politics on this topic, Carroll and Strimling 

surveyed men and women politicians about the routes they took to public office. What they found 

was that women faced obstacles that most men who ran for office did not, such as family 

responsibilities and jobs that lacked the flexibility to allow for campaigning (Carroll and Strimling 

1983; Conway 2001). In their conclusion, the authors made the argument that electing more 

women to public office is a basic issue of equity, and that bringing more diverse perspectives to 

politics and public policy is an important goal in and of itself. They suggest term limits and public 

financing of campaigns to address the issue not just of women’s underrepresentation in politics, 

but that of the other groups of “have-nots” such as ethnic minorities. 
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Caregiving is another issue that is often raised on the supply side when exploring the 

reasons why fewer women than men run for office. “I think it’s a slow demographic change. I 

think it’s a reasonable thing. I really think it’s hard to have a family and run for office, especially 

as a woman. It’s just a reality. I talk to women members of congress about this all the time. It’s a 

primary struggle for them. How can I take care of my children and make sure they know I love 

them when I’m gone all the time?” (Interview with Marjorie D.). 

 
Figure 6: The Gender Gap in Considering a Candidacy, by Sex and Age (Source: Fox and Lawless, 

2010, reprinted with permission) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lawless and Fox proceed to emphasize a different, relatively unexplored aspect of the 

pipeline issue: the gender gap in political ambition. They argue that the reason why women’s 

progress towards more equal representation in national office has been so slow, despite the removal 

of some of the historical obstacles, is that most women do not want to run for office (Lawless and 

Fox 2010). Their analysis is based on data from an original survey, the Citizen Political Ambition 

Panel study, which was conducted with 3,800 people in 2001, 2000 of whom were re-surveyed in 
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2008. They found that women at all socioeconomic levels were far less likely than men to express 

political ambition, to believe in their own qualifications for office or to be recruited to run for 

office (see Figure 6). 

Fundraising Fears 

 

An aversion to fundraising appears to be another factor that contributes to the dearth of 

women candidates for national-level office, even today (Lawless and Fox 2010). When asked if 

potential women candidates continue to have more trouble raising money than men, the President 

of the National Federation of Republican Women told me, “That’s the number one reason women 

hesitate to run. Unless they have a checkbook that’s unlimited it becomes very difficult. I think if 

you talk to any elected Republican woman who is pretty much normal – normal middle-class, 

she’ll say that’s the number one reasons they don’t run” (Interview with Susan L.).  

Other interviewees made very similar points, explaining that even given the empirical 

evidence from recent elections that men and women candidates generally have equal success in 

fundraising, many well-situated women still prefer not to test the political waters due to the fear 

of being rejected. “Well, you know, in looking at some of the studies, we all know that when 

women run they have the same chance of winning as men do. The issue is getting them to run. 

And I haven’t seen any studies on that regarding fundraising. But, even for men, a lot of people 

say no. And they let it roll off their backs. Women aren’t as good at that. The fear of rejection is 

much higher for women” (Interview with Nancy B.). Another interviewee, a Democratic pollster, 

made a similar comment, noting, “For women it’s that fear of failure. You know, people in sales, 

they only have a 10-20% success rate but for women it’s like an arrow in the heart” (Interview 

with Celinda L.). 

The last piece of the fundraising issue for potential women candidates that is sometimes 
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raised in the literature, and was mentioned by multiple interview subjects, is tied to women’s self-

perceptions and the “selfishness” of raising money for oneself. One interviewee from a research 

institute that deals with women and leadership issues noted, “We’ve done research on the 

foundation side that suggests that women candidates are still slightly outraised compared to men, 

and I feel like it’s a combination of perception and reality. I’ve heard women candidates say raising 

money for yourself and promoting yourself is a lot different from raising money for a cause. It’s 

likely some women still seem to have trouble with that, with feeling like they’re selfish” (Interview 

with Julie D.). This “fear of appearing selfish” came up more than any other issue in the interviews 

when discussing the topic of women’s fundraising problems, and is therefore worth emphasizing. 

Perhaps the reason so many of the people I interviewed in this field cited fundraising as an 

important continuing problem for women candidates, despite empirical evidence to the contrary, 

is because this fear is so deep and widespread. 

Overall, the reasons potential women candidates are averse to fundraising mirror those 

raised by Linda Babcock and Sara Laschever (2007) in their research on why women are less likely 

than men to negotiate for themselves. They do not want to appear selfish (likely due to socialization 

effects); and they are afraid of being rejected or penalized for asking for money. The next chapter 

will revisit women candidates’ perceptions of asking for money in the context of the power 

dimensions of political fundraising. The fourth chapter of this thesis will also return to the pipeline 

issue, exploring the rise of a new breed of women’s political organizations that are focused on 

trying to instill in young women the ambition and confidence that will allow them to successfully 

enter the candidate pool and eventually get elected.  
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Conclusion 

 

I think people are finally getting it. Don’t misunderstand me. There is still a good 

old boys network out there. The barriers I’ve seen, they’re definitely being broken 

in some respect at the state level. I’m not so sure yet about the national level.               

— Women’s PAC executive                                                                                                                                                                                   

 

 In general, women are less likely than men to make the initial decision to run for office 

(Carroll and Sanbonmatsu 2013). They also have fewer connections to the male-dominated 

political networks and parties that make up mainstream U.S. politics (Sanbonmatsu 2006). Past 

research has argued that campaigns themselves are a major barrier to women who hope to run for 

office. Kelly Dittmar argues that campaigns are gendered institutions “whereby gender not only is 

embedded in expectations for and behavior of candidates but also influences the psyche and 

strategic considerations of all those involved” (Dittmar 2015, p. 4). Women are outsiders. They do 

not know the right people and they do not fit the mold of typical (male) leaders. 
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Figure 7: Number and Percentage of Women in Congress by Chamber (1977-2017) (Source: Women in 
the United States Congress: 1917-2011; http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/RL30261.pdf) 

  

 In the 2010 election for the 112th Congress, the country’s frustration with the economy, the 

Obama administration and the Democratic Party changed the political opportunity structure for 

Democratic women candidates. As most female officeholders and candidates are Democrats, this 

would have led to the first decrease (potentially from ninety to eighty-nine) in the number of 

women in Congress since 1979, had Republican write-in Senate candidate Lisa Murkowski not 

won her race in Alaska. The number of women governors did increase by one, but at six total, this 

was far below the nine achieved in 2004 and 2007 (CAWP 2013). Women performed far better in 

2012 and held steady in 2014, with slight gains in a few typically Democratic states (see Figure 7 

). What this shows is that while the political opportunity structure creates ups and downs for 
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women in politics, as it does for parties and ideological agendas more generally, the trend, 

nonetheless, continues upward. The next chapter will narrow in on the center of this thesis: political 

fundraising; and it will explore the particular issues that women candidates have historically faced 

in trying to raise money for their campaigns. 
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Chapter 2: Gifting Money: the (Power) Dynamics of the Political Donation 

Relationship 
 

Q: How important is money for women candidates? 

 

A: It’s determinative. Even 20 years ago it wasn’t even close to as important. 

Now, most importantly, it buys TV advertisements. Targeting individuals is 

important, but you now you need to shellac a district with television ads. They 

can be hideous and awful but they’re powerful. What you can do with a lie or 

obfuscation on TV can be incredibly effective. That’s what money buys. Money 

buys exposure and repetition and reach. Repetition is the key. If you keep saying 

it and saying it, then it became reality.   

—Women’s PAC President 

 

In 1978, Republican Marge Roukema of New Jersey became the first woman candidate to 

raise over $100,000 in a Congressional race and ten years later, the few women who did run for 

national office were only raising an average of 25% more than that (Witt et al. 1994). The first 

fundraising event that raised serious money for a woman candidate happened in 1990 in support 

of Anne Richards’ candidacy for Governor of Texas. This fundraiser put $400,000 in her campaign 

coffers in one night and helped raise the profile of women political candidates around the country 

(Witt et al. 1994). And yet it took another 10 years for women gubernatorial candidates to regularly 

achieve this level of fundraising success. 

Even today, many women candidates and their supporters consider political fundraising to 

be more challenging for women (interviews, Sanbonmatsu et al. 2008). A survey of state legislators 

done by the Center for American Women in Politics (CAWP) in 2008, found that 56% of the 

women legislators surveyed believed it was more difficult for women candidates to raise money 

than for men, while 90% of men believed it was equally difficult for men and women 

(Sanbonmatsu et al. 2009).  The reasons given for women candidates’ trouble with fundraising 

mirror the explanations for women’s continued underrepresentation in politics laid out in the 

previous chapter, with the emphasis often on women’s lack of the right kind of personal and 
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professional networks. In the CAWP survey, the two top reasons given were the lack of social 

networks and that women are less comfortable asking for money for themselves. Yet some research 

using actual campaign receipts for House races over the past twenty years have found little 

difference by gender in funds raised when other important factors are controlled for (Burrell 1994 

2008; Fox 2010).  

It seems that the actual situation for women candidates may be more complex than is 

generally understood. As one interviewee noted: “They used to say women can’t raise money or 

they can’t raise as much as men. Well, they can, they just haven’t been in the pipeline to develop 

some of those money relationships early. Also, nearly 80% or so of nonprofit money comes from 

women. And less than 25% go to political campaigns. So women are generous givers but just not 

oriented towards politics” (Interview with Nancy B.). Past research also suggests some differences 

in the types of funds raised by women. They are more likely to get more numerous but also smaller 

donations than their male counterparts. Small amounts can add up, as Obama’s 2008 campaign 

demonstrated, but it can also be more time and labor intensive to solicit many small donations than 

to collect larger amounts from fewer donors; and this may put women candidates at a disadvantage 

(Dabelko et al. 1997). 

While there are still some differences between men and women candidates as fundraisers, 

the political fundraising field seems to have equalized on a general level. One (male) consultant 

put it succinctly, “Everybody fundraises through relationships. I don’t see the difference that 

seemed to exist earlier where it was harder for women to raise money. Now it’s just whoever gets 

on the phone and works hardest” (Interview with Mark S.). The empirical evidence, generally 

taking the form of comparisons between men and women candidates’ fundraising receipts, backs 

up this viewpoint. But gender equity in campaign fundraising was not always the norm. Until quite 



 

 

 

5
3
 

recently, most women candidates struggled to raise money for their political campaigns, in part 

because of the ambiguous nature of political donations and the power dynamic that this ambiguity 

creates in the political donation relationship.  

There is an inherent power or status dynamic7 embedded in any giving relationship and 

this seems to be particularly the case when the gift is monetary. In almost any situation, asking for 

money places the asker in a position of dependence or weakness in relation to the asked; 

fundraisers are dependent on at least some positive responses from those they solicit funds from.8 

And there is a cascade effect in political fundraising—later donation amounts are strongly 

predicted by the amount of funds raised earlier (Krasno et al. 1994). Thus the donor has much of 

the power in the relationship donation relationship as he or she has what the political candidate 

needs—money. Yet in giving money to a political candidate or PAC, the donor is also recognizing 

the recipient’s right and more importantly, ability, to act as a spokesperson for the donor’s beliefs 

and goals. They are granting the candidate or PAC a different kind of power. 

 Political candidates are thus in an inherently tenuous position—they are asking people to 

believe in them—in their morals and ethics, in their ability to get things done, and to bet on their 

ability to get elected. More than that, they are asking people to demonstrate their support with 

money. But when presenting themselves and particularly when soliciting money, political 

candidates and politicians need to avoid appearing weak, or else donors might not support them 

because they do not come across as strong and viable candidates. Until recently, this difficult 

                                                 
7 Power and status are often used interchangeably in the political science and business literature, though there is a 

growing push to analytically distinguish them, as is generally done in sociology. In politics it is the norm to use 

power, though to some extent I believe status is the more relevant term. In this paper, I will use the more common 

“power dynamic,” although the dynamic is at least partially based on people’s perceptions of candidates due to a 

combination of various objective and subjective characteristics, rather than strictly a candidate’s objective power to 

effect outcomes. The fundraising dynamic truly does contain both status and power elements. 
8 Going forward, this relationship will be referred to both as the asker-asked relationship and the fundraiser-donor 

relationship. 
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dynamic was a particularly salient obstacle for women political candidates, who, as political 

outsiders, historically have started from a weaker position in terms of resources and social capital. 

This chapter addresses the question of how women’s historically lower status affected their 

ability to fundraise, making their entry into the male-dominated field of electoral politics extremely 

difficult and slow. It begins by exploring three perspectives on political donations: that of 

campaign finance law, that of the political donor, and that of the fundraising candidate in order to 

develop a conceptual map of the relations between them and a better understanding of the inherent 

ambiguity of the political donation. By the latter I mean the location of political donations 

somewhere between a charitable donation and an investment. The second section highlights the 

power dimension that this ambiguity creates in the donor-candidate relationship and why it has 

caused such trouble for women candidates. The chapter closes by introducing the role PACs have 

been able to play in serving as intermediaries for women candidates, helping them raise money 

and support among donors who otherwise might not be so willing to believe in them, a topic that 

will be more thoroughly covered in the next chapter. 

Charitable Gifts or Investments?  

 

There are two major ways political donations are generally understood and discussed 

within all three perspectives: as either investments or as a form of charity—gifts, in the everyday 

sense of the word. The political donation clearly shows that gifts and investments are not 

necessarily opposed, nor mutually exclusive, despite common-sense understandings of their 

meanings.  Rather, political donations serve as both gifts and investments, according to the needs 

and frames of the particular donors and candidates. And because donors generally want their agents 

to be strong and able to effect change, the political donation necessarily involves the recognition 

of a certain type of status and power differential. The donor is in a position of power as he has 
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what the political candidate needs (money), yet in donating to a political candidate or political 

organization, the donor is also recognizing the recipient’s right and ability to act as a spokesperson 

for the donor’s beliefs and goals. 

 An investment can be described as “an outlay of money, usually for income or profit,” 

while charity is “aid given to those in need; a gift for public, benevolent purpose” (Merriam-

Webster online dictionary, 2013). Trying to locate the political donation wholly in one category or 

the other blocks a full understanding of what a donation is actually doing. To clarify, a political 

donation more appropriately fits under the category of “gift” as conceived by Marcel Mauss nearly 

a century ago (1922). The key insight of Mauss is that there is no such thing as a free gift. The 

dictionary definition of a gift as “something voluntarily transferred by one person to another 

without compensation” is inaccurate because gifts are not given in a social vacuum; there are 

expectations tied to all gifts. Even donations to charities, while generally “freely” given, are still 

examples of certain types of exchange relationship that are embedded in a wider social system and 

thus come with certain expectations. And political donations, in fact, are particularly subject to 

subtle dynamics of obligation and reciprocity.   

Mauss begins his explication of exchange relations by positing two types of exchange: gift 

exchange and commodity exchange. He associated these types with two different kinds of 

societies: gift exchange predominated in small, isolated kinship based societies such as Melanesia 

and the American Northwest, while commodity exchange was the norm in modern industrial 

societies. Like others who have attempted to apply Mauss’s model to contemporary relations of 

exchange I find it more useful to treat the two types as existing concurrently in most societies, 

even in the modern world (Gregory 1980; Carrier, 1991; Healy 2006). According to Carrier, 

“Commodity transactors are self-interested, independent individuals who exchange with people 
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with whom they have no enduring links or obligations;” and the commodities they exchange are 

“alienable private property” (Carrier 1991, p. 122). That is, in a commodity exchange there is no 

relationship between the participants beyond the moment of exchange. For an exchange to be a 

gift exchange, the relation between the participants must involve more than just the material object 

that is exchanged; there must be an additional social component.  Also, the relationship facilitating 

the exchange must transcend the moment of exchange. It must persist – or be expected to persist - 

in some form into the future. Economic historian Avner Offer makes this point another way, 

arguing that “[gift] exchange is not only an economic transaction, it is also a good in itself…usually 

in the form of a personal relationship” (Offer 1997, p. 451). Offer goes on to suggest that gifts 

communicate the regard one person has for another. Thus, a gift has value beyond the exchange of 

the object involved; there is also the fact that the giver considers the relationship with the receiver 

important. 

Like Carrier, I do not view gift and commodity exchange as completely dichotomous.  

They are both embedded in “structures of social relations” (Granovetter 1985); and because there 

are always social elements to even strict commodity exchange relations, it is better to posit them 

as existing on a continuum, as Figure 8 below illustrates.  This is somewhat similar to Marshall 

Sahlins’ conception of exchange, though focused on modern, rather than primitive societies and 

with a slightly different emphasis. The focus here is mainly on the types of exchange located under 

the broader rubric of gift exchange. Commodity exchange relations are definitely not equated with 

a purely economic “investment.” The investments best compared to political donations are also 

embedded in social relationships to a greater or lesser degree. Examples would be donations to 

public interest nonprofit groups such as the Nature Conservancy or National Public Radio, where 

the individual donor generally believes strongly in the goals of the organization feels or feels a 
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direct benefit from its continued existence. 

 

 In some ways, political donations to not fit neatly into Mauss’s concept of the gift. 

According to Mauss, all gifts obligate the receiver to reciprocate; gifts are never free.  Part of the 

reason for this is because “the thing received is not inactive. Even after the giver relinquishes it, it 

still possesses something of him” (Mauss 1990, p. 12). It is not particularly easy to make the case 

for charitable or political donations possessing something of their givers. For one thing, they tend 

to be purely monetary “gifts;” and money, after all, is “colorless and neutral,” the embodiment of 

“abstract economic value” (Simmel 1990; see also Offer 1991). Though Simmel and others 

recognized that money has some social aspects, the idea of money as a neutral exchange medium 

became the most common way of thinking about it, both amongst the general public and in the 

discipline that studied it most directly—economics. This conceptualization of money has come 

under fire in recent years from economic sociologists such as Viviana Zelizer (1997), who suggests 

that money is more complicated and multifaceted than is commonly thought. Not only can money 

Figure 8: Exchange Continuum for political donations. 
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be personalized and presented as a gift, but people also think of money as socially differentiated. 

Thus, an individual can feel very differently about money she donates to a political candidate and, 

say, the money she uses to buy gas.  

In any case, I would argue that the gift itself, the gift-object, is not actually the most 

important element here. It is the giving of the gift, and the relationship that giving creates or extends 

that truly matters. The object itself, whether money, a consumer good, or something intangible, is 

merely the embodiment of that giving relation. Because the true gift is in the giving, there is always 

the implicit obligation to reciprocate. This is what cannot be escaped by anyone involved in a gift 

exchange relationship, a truth that Mauss captures well in his descriptions of the escalating gift 

exchanges that used to occur in certain societies and still do today.  

 Pierre Bourdieu, in writing about Mauss’s concept, emphasizes the temporal aspect of 

gift exchange, which, he notes, is what gives the gift its underlying ambiguity (Bourdieu 1997). It 

is because we usually do not immediately receive something in return that we are able to think of 

gifts as “free”. This is much less the case with commodity exchange, as in that case the elements 

of the exchange generally happen at approximately the same time. When the political donation is 

the object of study, this “dual truth” of the gift is worth considering, because understanding what 

a political donation means to those who give and receive them depends in part on the nature of the 

returns or counter-gift expected. A charitable donation is a gift in the Maussian sense, because the 

donation recipient’s grateful thank you will help create an obligation that may very well lead to 

future donations. In the United States, at least, there is another benefit to charitable donations: the 

tax write-off. This is not the case for political donations, which are not tax deductible.  

 However, in the case of both charitable and political giving, there are also other returns, 

some of them with only a minor interval between the gift and the counter-gift. The donor can, in 
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either case, get a small return on her gift in the moment of giving. For instance, she may feel 

instantaneously pleased about having contributed to a cause she cares about or identifies with. Yet 

in many cases, even this return is tied to a delayed response. Generally when one makes a donation, 

one receives (and expects to receive) future information about how the object of the donation is 

faring. A thank-you email or letter seems to be mandatory and will usually reiterate the social 

importance of the cause, thus reinforcing the donor’s positive view of herself.  And any relevant 

future triumphs are bound to be reported, allowing the donor to feel good about her donation all 

over again. This is, of course, a good strategy for the fundraiser, as it reinforces the relationship 

and probably makes it more likely that the donor will be amenable to donating again in the future 

as it creates a further obligation.   

 When it comes to political donations, the delayed returns are less certain as one’s 

candidate might eventually lose.9 But even in this case, the donor’s identity and related positive 

view of herself are likely to be reinforced, as it will make her self-identification as a believer in 

the losing cause more salient.  And if her candidate wins, the returns or rewards could be very high 

indeed, depending on how invested10 the donor is in the candidate and her vision. Again, the 

categories of gift exchange and commodity exchange overlap and blend into one another Here. 

 The above discussion notwithstanding, in order to reach a clearer understanding of the 

nature of a political donation, it is useful to start from the premise that the categories of investment 

and charity are distinct. This allows for a more detailed examination of how political donations are 

understood from the three different perspectives: the law, the fundraiser and the donor. The laws 

                                                 
9 This concern might lead some to donate to political parties or social change oriented PACs rather than individual 

candidates, so as to avoid “putting all of their eggs in one basket”. 
10 It is interesting how often this word, defined almost exclusive in relation to monetary returns of some kind, is used 

in this way, to signify a commitment of something other than money.  To me, this points to some general, if subtle, 

tension around the idea of an economic sphere completely dis-embedded from the broader social sphere. 
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pertaining to political donations reflect the fear that political donations are a commodity 

exchange—money for votes or influence—and one that could potentially lead to corruption. In 

order to prevent this, current campaign finance laws place significant limits on the types and 

amounts of political donations that can be made to candidates. Political donations are clearly not 

charity either, as donors do not give them indiscriminately, but choose their donation targets based 

on a few key factors, including complementarity of ideological interests. 

Candidates start on the other side, from the conception of a political donation as a gift. 

They know that donors will not get many real or tangible benefits from their donation, but it is in 

their best interests to make their donors feel like everyone will gain from the donation relationship. 

Asking for money for oneself is an uncomfortable prospect for nearly everyone and political 

candidates are no different. Hubert Humphrey once described campaign fund-raising as “the most 

disgusting, demeaning, disenchanting, debilitating experience of a politician’s life” (Wilkinson 

1991, p. 33). It is far better for a political candidate to try to convince herself—as well as the people 

she is soliciting money from - that what they are really doing is investing, investing in their country, 

in the future they would like to see, or in some kind of powerful shared identity or ideological goal. 

The third perspective of interest is that of the donor, and it is potentially the most complex. Donors’ 

conceptions of the political donations they make can vary between individuals and likely also 

change at different points in time. Past research as well as some preliminary research I performed, 

suggest that some individuals consider donations to be gifts and investments simultaneously 

(Clawson et al.1992).  

 All three perspectives waver between defining a political donation as a charitable gift or 

an investment, depending on the context. One way to overcome this tension is to consider the two 

categories as existing on a continuum, and the donation as a gift in the Maussian sense, as a marker 
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and enabler of an enduring, if unbalanced, social relationship. On the surface, the relationship is 

between the donor and the political candidate, but at a deeper level it is also between the donor 

and a particular view of the world, between an individual and her own values. 

Fundraising, Donating and the Political Donation 

 

A political donation has a dual nature – it is a concrete object, but it is also the embodiment 

of a relation. As a concrete object, the political donation is freighted with symbolic meaning and 

significant tension. The root of this tension lies in the ambiguous nature of its unsettled identity as 

not quite a gift and not quite an investment, yet embodying important features of both. Overcoming 

this tension requires viewing the political donation as a relation between the donor and the 

fundraiser, and between the representative of the people and the people themselves. The political 

donation’s identity is further complicated by the fact that it depends on the perspective from which 

it is being observed, as it can be viewed differently by the different parties involved. Thus, the 

question is not so much whether a political donation should be considered a gift or an investment, 

but rather when and under what conditions the aspects of one identity rather than the other 

dominate. As already established, in my view there are three important perspectives on what a 

political donation is that need to be thoroughly explored in order to reach any useful conclusions: 

the donor’s conception, the recipient’s conception, and the legal conception. 

In order for a conceptualization of the political donation to be useful, the focus needs to be 

not on defining it as an object, per se, but rather on examining the relations that enable and surround 

it.  There are two major sets of important relations: the interacting practices of political fundraising 

and political donating. These sets of relations are linked to some extent by contingency, but more 

directly by the object of both practices – the political donation.  Political fundraising is a process, 

centered on the fundraiser, aimed at political donors. Specifically, it is the process by which 
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politicians and various political agents solicit money for their political campaigns. Political 

donating is a process as well, though here the donors are the agents of central interest. Fundraising 

is, in general, temporally prior to donating, though the two do not always need to be directly 

connected as donations can happen in the absence of any explicit fundraising attempt.  Both 

fundraising and donating occur within a legal context; they are heavily constrained by laws aimed 

at preventing corruption and undue influence on politicians.   

Again, the object of political donating and fundraising – the political donation – is, for 

analytical purposes, less a concrete object than the encapsulation of the relation between the donor 

and the fundraiser. Fundraising of any kind requires that an agent (a fundraiser) has a cause, an 

entity (tangible or not) to raise money for, and donor targets, that is, people and organizations to 

raise money from. The fundraiser serves as an intermediary between these two poles or sometimes, 

as in the case of a political candidate raising money for her campaign, as the cause itself. In most 

other cases the fundraiser is in some way associated with the cause, though the strength of the 

relation can be quite variable.11  Unsurprisingly, tension can arise when the intermediary is also 

the cause, that is, when one is raising money for oneself rather than for a cause one believes in. 

This is what political candidates must do—successfully raising money for their campaigns is a key 

determinant of their success. It is also the fundraising relation that most clearly illustrates the power 

dimension inherent in the political donation. Asking for money puts the asker in a position of 

weakness, which is a dangerous place for a politician to be. Candidates, and particularly women 

candidates, have to walk a careful line when asking for donations, so as not to appear too weak 

and thus lose their appeal to potential donors. 

                                                 
11 A fundraiser who works on a purely volunteer basis probably believes very strongly in the cause, while a 

professional fundraiser may be more detached.   Yet even when fundraising is a person’s occupation, she will 

typically be working for a cause or person he believes in.  



 

 

 

6
3
 

 Even money traditionally divided into the categories of gifts and investments cannot 

always be so easily handled because the categories naturally tend to merge into another. And 

political donating, particularly, exists in an in-between, liminal space.  Political donations are not 

quite an investment to the average donor, as the returns are generally more symbolic than real, but 

nor can they easily be thought of as purely charitable. The United States tax code obviously does 

not consider political donations to be equivalent to charitable donations as they are not tax 

deductible.12  This leaves the political candidate walking a narrow line trying to convince potential 

donors that she is an investment, not a charity case, because to do otherwise would be to seem 

weak.  Yet the language of charity—donation, donors– is often used to describe these relations, 

and this language does not usually suggest the existence of any form of reciprocity. In the end, it 

is more useful to dispense with this type of categorization, and instead locate gifts, donations and 

investments at appropriate locations along the broader exchange continuum. 

 The following section examines the political donation from each of the three perspectives 

mentioned at the beginning of this chapter in more detail, in order to show that a political donation 

is a form of gift exchange that contains non-oppositional aspects of both charitable giving and 

investment behavior. Again, these different aspects are not as exclusionary as they at first might 

seem, because both charitable donations and investments belong on the same continuum of 

exchange relations. And it is because the political donation contains both of these aspects, that of 

a gift and that of an investment, that it inherently contains a power dimension.  

Campaign Finance Law 

  

The legal perspective on political donations is the easiest of the three to conceptualize. This 

is because it is the clearest, and already codified—in existing campaign finance law. An 

                                                 
12 It is very likely that many people who make political donations do not actually know this initially.  At a recent 

training event I attended for women seeking to run for political office, some of them were not aware of this fact. 
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examination of current and past campaign finance laws makes it clear that a political donation 

from an individual to a candidate is not supposed to be a direct investment—a donor should not 

have influence of any kind over a candidate or politician in direct relation to how much money he 

donates to her campaign. But it does not follow from this that the law views political donations as 

traditional gifts.  Unlike charitable donations, the political variety are not tax deductible, nor do 

recipients pay taxes on them. They are, in a certain sense, outside the normal monetary system, at 

least until political campaigns spend them on advertisements, events and staff. 

In the United States, federal elections are regulated by an independent enforcement agency, 

the Federal Election Commission (FEC), though even before the creation of this agency, Congress 

had attempted to regulate campaign spending and prevent wealthy individuals and organizations 

from trying to “buy” elections or political candidates.13 In 1971, Congress passed the Federal 

Election Campaign Act, which mandated the disclosure of campaign finances for federal 

candidates and began the process of developing a public funding program for federal candidates.  

FECA was significantly amended in 1974 to institute contribution limits in federal races and to 

create the FEC to oversee and regulate federal elections and enforce the laws established by FECA.  

The 1976 Supreme Court case Buckley v. Valeo necessitated further amendments as certain of 

FECA’s provisions on campaign expenditures were declared unconstitutional. The limits FECA 

placed on political donations, however, were upheld.  Subsequently, U.S. federal elections law 

remained relatively unchanged until the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act of 2002 (BCRA – also 

known as the McCain-Feingold Act).  The Act is best known for the changes it made to the 

campaign finance laws relevant to money raised by the political parties. Prior to the passage of the 

Act, unlimited soft money could be donated by corporations, unions and individuals to political 

                                                 
13 Much of the following information comes from the FEC website: 

http://www.fec.gov/pages/brochures/fecfeca.shtml#Introduction. 
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parties as long as that money was used only for activities supporting non-federal candidates. 

Specifically, it banned the raising and spending of soft money (money contributed to a political 

party rather than a specific candidate) by the national parties, increased contribution limits, and 

instituted the “stand by your ad” provision. It did not, however, regulate 527 organizations (e.g. 

MoveOn.org and Swift Boat Veterans for Truth, which quickly began to take over some of the soft 

money-funded activities previously undertaken by the parties themselves. 

The complicated history of campaign finance law in the U.S. provides some evidence of 

the ambiguous nature of a political donation. By the middle of the 20th century, lawmakers were 

becoming increasingly concerned about the role of money in American politics (Burke 1997). 

Contribution limits and campaign finance disclosure were particularly important in curtailing the 

influence that specific individuals or organizations might have on candidates and politicians.   

There are also certain types of prohibited contributions that bear on the definition and use 

of a political donation. For instance, political donations may only be used for campaign expenses. 

Most personal expenses are completely excluded by this prohibition, though the line between the 

two can be quite fuzzy. It is also illegal to donate more than $100 to any candidate in cash or to 

make a political donation in someone else’s name. The former restriction is due to concerns about 

bribery and attempts to circumvent contribution limits with anonymous donations (Souraf 1994). 

The latter also presents an obstacle to the avoidance of contribution limits, and is particularly 

interesting because it sharply distinguishes political donations from other types of donations, 

which are frequently made on behalf of others.14 This rule also prevents political donations from 

being made as “gifts” to other people (the way you would make a donation to a charity in someone 

                                                 
14 This practice itself is an interesting one. Is a charitable donation made in someone else’s name more or less of a 

“gift” than one made in your own? To some extent, it strikes me as a more self-interested behavior than simply 

donating for yourself, as you will receive approbation (or regard) from two different parties. 
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else’s name), suggesting that from the law’s perspective there is a very particular and personal tie 

between a donor and his candidate. Overall, these targeted rules further curtail the influence money 

can have on politicians, and at the same time, make it somewhat difficult to lump together political 

donations with other types of charitable donations. It seems that unlike the other two perspectives, 

the law is most concerned with avoiding any possibility of visible, tangible reciprocity. The main 

gifts the law would judge acceptable for a donor to receive, in return for her donation, are those 

related to the satisfaction gained from expressing support for a political figure who shares her 

beliefs and values. 

Certainly, campaign finance law has a significant effect on how political donations are 

conceptualized by donors, fundraisers and candidates. Concerned that they are meant both to be 

and to be understood as investments that will pay dividends to corporate and rich individual donors, 

it has defined them carefully, though not explicitly or statically, as a form of charity. There is an 

obvious tension in this conceptualization. If political donations could truly be equated with 

charitable donations, they too would be tax deductible. Of course, campaign finance law has been 

shaped over time by battles over what political donations are and should mean. While it helps 

structure the debates over political fundraising, it also continues to be structured by them. 

Individual Political Donors 

  

Why do individuals donate money to political candidates? When they do make donations, 

how do they conceptualize them? As charitable gifts or as investments? Theoretical models of 

campaign contributions tend to be focused on corporate and interest group giving, while there has 

been less work studying individual donors, despite the fact that most of the money comes from 

them.  However, there are a few older descriptive studies (Francia et al. 1999; Souraf 1992) that 

explored individual donations and with the advent of Super PACs, there are bound to be more.  
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Early research on political donations distinguished between three motives for political 

contributions from any source: material, solidary and purposive (Wilson 1973). That is, people 

made political donations to particular candidates in order to improve a major political party’s 

political position (e.g. win a majority in the Senate), because of shared ideological goals or 

identities, or in order to achieve a particular political outcome (e.g. getting a law passed that would 

help certain types of corporations). Twenty years later, the terminology had changed—electoral, 

access, and ideological—but the motives remained the same (Souraf 1992). That is, people 

participate in order to benefit themselves or their companies, to interact with powerful people who 

can effect changes desired by the donor, and to achieve policy or ideological goals.15 Most research 

on this topic is based on PAC and interest group giving and tends to focus on either access or 

ideological reasons for giving. For example, when a candidate’s position is known, interest groups 

are thought to donate mainly in return for future favors, generally in the form of access. When a 

candidate’s position is unknown or considered to be flexible, groups may donate to try to affect 

the candidate’s position and move it closer to their own (Coate 2004; Ashworth 2003).  

The percentage of people who donate to political candidates remained fairly constant from 

the 1950s through the 1990s. Approximately 10% of Americans made a political donation during 

most presidential election cycles within that period (Rosenstone and Hansen 1993). The percentage 

has steadily increased since the advent of the internet, with about a quarter of the population 

donating during presidential election cycles in the late 2000s and early 2010s (American National 

Election Studies2014). But despite the media coverage of the small money donors in recent 

                                                 
15 Interestingly, contributions do not seem to have a very large effect on actual policy outcomes as show by a meta-

analysis of 36 studies on monetary contributions and roll call voting (Ansolabehere et al. 2003). Some more recent 

research has gone some distance towards refuting those findings. Powell and Grimmer used data to demonstrate that 

corporate PACs make donations strategically to legislators who are on committees relative to their industries in 

order to influence policy (2015). 
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elections, two-thirds of all of the money raised from individual donors comes from those who give 

more than $200 (Francia et al. 2003). The majority of Americans don’t contribute to political 

candidates because it involves financial costs along with other resources that are in short supply 

for many. Besides financial resources, there are information costs to determining which candidates 

deserve ones’ funds (Brady et al. 1999) as donors need to figure out which candidates best 

represent their beliefs, which ones need money and when donations would be most useful. Using 

survey data, Verba and colleagues found that those most likely to donate were highly educated, 

interested in politics and politically informed. The wealthy are also more likely to make political 

donations (Verba et al. 1995). There is also some evidence that ideological extremists (Brown et 

al. 1995) and the strongly partisan (Rosenstone and Hanse 1993) are more likely to donate than 

their less extreme counterparts.  

Women as Political Donors 

 

Women candidates are not the only women underrepresented in the political fundraising 

landscape. Women donors are also something of a rarity, especially at the higher, “big donor” 

levels of giving (“Money in Politics” 2014). Women give less money to political candidates than 

men, although they are somewhat more likely to donate their time, volunteering to work for 

campaigns and the like (Burns et al. 2001). Interestingly, in recent years, women’s philanthropic 

giving has surpassed that of men for women born in the 1960s and earlier (Mesch 2012), but this 

has not yet translated into more equal political giving. Women are less likely than men to donate 

to candidates or political organizations, and when they do make donations, the amounts are smaller 

(Burns et al. 2001; Burrell 2005). According to the Center for Responsive Politics; analysis of the 

2012 FEC data, less than 1% of Americans—only .67% of American men and .32% of American 

women—made a political donation of $200 or more (the cut-off for FEC tracking) to candidates, 
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parties or PACs in 2012.16 It is worth noting that of all of the donations of $200 or more in the 

2012 election, only 20.3% came from women.  

As is the case with other types of political participation, being asked increases the 

likelihood of making political donations. But in general, women are less likely than men to be 

asked to donate (Conway et al. 1997). This has changed, however, for women considered to be big 

donors, who even in the 1990s, tended to receive an approximately equal number of donation 

requests, likely due to the advent of women’s PACs, and particularly EMILY’s List (Webster et 

al. 1998). “Ten years ago women were not writing checks. EMILY has loosened up a universe of 

donors that didn’t give in the past” (Donovan 1992). The trend continues toward more gender 

equality in both asks and donations but as with all aspects of women’s involvement in U.S. politics, 

progress is slow. 

It is possible that donations are more equal by gender when it comes to amounts less than 

$200, as some research suggests (Crespin and Deitz 2010). Women donors in the aggregate likely 

have less money to give and given their greater likelihood of charitable giving, more opportunity 

and desire to spend their money elsewhere. Unsurprisingly, women are, in the aggregate, more 

likely to donate to women candidate and to Democrats than men, and they are also the primary 

donors to women’s PACs. Some of the women’s organizations researched for this thesis are 

currently working to improve women’s political participation in this area. For example, one of the 

major goals of the Feminist Majority Foundation is to increase the number of women donors by 

an order of magnitude. As my interviewee noted “They’ve come a long way, but women are still 

not that comfortable with political donations” (Interview with Alice C.). 

                                                 
16 And 2012 was a Presidential election year. In 2014, the percentages dropped to .41% and.16%, respectively. A far 

smaller percentage was responsible for over two thirds of all individual political donations: 31,976 donors 

contributed a total of $1.8 billion dollars in 2014 (Open Secrets, opensecrets.org) 
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Why Do Donors Donate? 

 

Part of the reason for there being so little research on the topic of why individuals make 

political donations is that political scientists have generally focused on corporate and interest group 

donors rather than individual donors, in part, because donations of the former types tend to be 

individually larger  (Stratmann 2005). This is the case despite the fact that information about large 

individual donations and donors is publicly available through FEC records. Ansolabehere and 

colleagues (2003) examine the puzzle of individual giving by trying to reconcile two opposing 

questions in the existing literature, namely, why is there so much money in American politics vs. 

why is there so little (given the stakes). Even though the majority of political donations come from 

individuals, because most of these contributions are small, it makes little sense to think of them as 

attempts to “buy” political influence. Ansolabehere and his colleagues believe, rather, that 

individuals generally give due to ideological motivations, because they are asked by candidates 

and parties, and proximately, because they have the money (Ansolabehere et al. 2003, p. 118). 

This suggests that for donors, political donations are far more like charity than an investment, but 

certainly still fit within the broader conception of a gift. 

 While there exist a few examples of researchers who have actually asked political donors 

why they give, they never specifically ask how donors understand the meaning of their donation 

or political donations more generally. There is slightly more research on why people give to 

ideological PACs (Day and Hadley 2005). These donations can be thought of as a proxy for giving 

to a candidate as most donations to ideological PACs are meant for  actual candidates. Day and 

Hadley (2001) found that male and female contributors to the women’s PAC EMILY’s list gave 

for ideological reasons; the women because they believed in liberal feminist ideals and the men 
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because of their belief in egalitarianism.17 All of these findings suggest an orientation to giving 

somewhere between charity and investment.  The donors were getting something back, but not 

something tangible. Rather, their donations reaffirmed their own political ideologies and beliefs 

by associating them more closely with candidates who shared some of those beliefs.   

One empirical finding from the existing research on the topic suggests an understanding of 

political donations as investments is that individual donation decisions can be affected by the 

money a candidate has already raised or seeks to raise. Most of the existing models for political 

donations at both the individual and the PAC level try to specify how precisely a candidate’s use 

of money affects the voter’s choices (Morton and Cameron 1992). Experimental research by 

Houser and Stratman (2005) found that the sources of a candidate’s funds can affect how the 

candidate is viewed by potential voters and can influence donations. Voters are skeptical of 

candidates who seem to be strongly funded by special interest groups so that “the informational 

benefit of spending is offset by the policy bias needed to raise contributions” (Pratt 2002 p. 182). 

In general, candidate advertising sends signals to potential voters about their policy positions 

(Bailey 2002) and to some extent, about candidate quality (Wittman 2004). 

There is one category of donor that seems to expect to get something tangible back for their 

donations—big money donors. A few older studies suggest that big donors tend to follow “access” 

strategies, focusing their donations on incumbents and hoping that their large donations will secure 

some amount of political influence or gratitude (Sorauf 1992). There is a wealth of evidence from 

the popular press in support of this tendency from journalistic accounts such as a recent 

Washington Post article on the unmet expectations of some of Obama’s big donors (Shear & Eggen 

                                                 
17 This author mailed surveys to donors to EMILY’s List based on FEC listings asking questions about their gender 

ideologies and reasons for donating to that PAC.  I may adopt this approach myself when I expand this paper, 

though my questions would be more specifically focused on why they gave and how they think about their gifts 
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2009).  According to this article, some of Obama’s best “bundlers”18 are disgruntled due to the 

lack of appreciation the White House has shown for the work they did during the campaign. The 

“appreciation” they seek comes in the form of access: face-time with the president, invitations to 

White House events and nominations to presidentially-appointed positions.19 Former Presidents 

George W. Bush and William Clinton were well known for rewarding their supporters in these and 

other similar ways.   

To try to gain some insight into how potential donors actually think about and understand 

political donations, I fielded a short (<20 questions, including demographics), exploratory survey 

using Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. Among other questions, the survey asked 50 (n=48)20 people 

whether they thought of political donations as gifts or investments. There were more men than 

women in this convenience sample (28 vs. 22), and only 33% reported that they had actually made 

a political donation at some point in their lives. This is somewhat higher than the national average, 

though data on donation rates are notoriously unreliable. As expected, the results were almost 

equally divided, though there was slightly more variation among those who had never made a 

political donation. Still, a chi-square test of goodness of fit determined that there was no difference 

in preference for the two choices. Though not significant, it is interested to note that women who 

                                                 
18 Due to the strict limits on individual campaign contributions, political candidates now seek out people willing to 

ask the wealthy members of their social networks for donations and “bundle” them together into one large 

contribution for the candidate. This is the same process used by PACs such as EMILY’s List and will be discussed 

further in the next chapter.  
19 The article does note that Obama has nominated 30 of his top “bundlers” for senior administration posts and that 

others have received various White House invitations. See also the 2012 New York Times article by David 

Kirkpatrick, “To those who gave much, much will be given.” 
20 Two participants were dropped for non-completion of the survey. 
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had never made a political donation were more likely to think of them as gifts, while men who had 

never donated were more likely to conceptualize them as investments. 

 

A follow-up question: “Why do you conceptualize donation this way?” provided a wide range 

of responses including the following, which are representative.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9: How individual survey respondents conceptualize political donations when given the choice 

of “gift” or “investment?” 



 

 

 

7
4
 

      Table 3: Text responses to the question of why political donations are either gifts or investments. 

 

 

 

 

Gift 

”Political donations are more like gifts because it’s not guaranteed you’ll get 

a return.” 

 

“Any amount I give is so small that it wouldn’t fit into the category 

‘investment.’” 

 

“I feel like for individuals, political donations can only be considered gifts as 

they don’t immediately benefit from the politicians’ actions and they can’t 

donate sums large enough to actually influence policy” 

 

 

Invest

-ment 

“Investment because by investing we hope that from those politicians we 

might get some benefits.” 

 

“Investment. Because it is for something I hope will happen in the future. For 

example the candidate will vote in the ‘right way’ for issues I care about.” 

 

“People give politicians money because they want them to win. And they 

want them to win because they believe they will benefit from it. So it’s an 

investment.” 

 

One final place to explore potential donors’ understandings of political donations is, 

somewhat perversely, the literature of political fundraising organizations themselves. EMILY’s 

List, for example, has this to say about political donations: “a donor’s contribution is not an act of 

kindness, nor is it a personal favor. People donate to campaigns because they want to. Their 

contribution serves their needs. Donors contribute when the candidate has identified their needs 

and demonstrated how they will benefit if the candidate is elected” (“EMILY’s List” n.d. para. 3 

According to this viewpoint, a political donation is not really a charitable donation but very much 

an investment.  

Findings from recent academic research support this assertion: a meta-analysis of the 

literature suggests that the major determinants of individual campaign contributions are 1) 

candidates who have a good shot of winning; 2) candidates whose position is closest to their own 

or who are likely to change their position to be closer to the donors (Stratman 2005). Donations 

occur, in brief, because a candidate has convinced donors that he or she will be acting appropriately 
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and effectively on their behalf. This perspective on political donations is mirrored in some of the 

other research I have cited, but coming from fundraising organizations, it also has a second layer 

of meaning. Whether or not this is how donors actually think about their political donations, this 

is how EMILY’s List suggests that its candidates think about their donors thought processes and 

decisions. Fundraisers’ conceptions of how donors think about their donations, whether or not they 

are based on reality, determine how they ask potential donors for money.  

Political Candidates as Fundraisers 

 

Money is what allows candidates to run media ads, to hire staff and consultants and 

pollsters and to travel around the state or country promoting their position (Aldrich 1980). For 

political candidates trying to raise money for their campaigns, how they conceptualize political 

donations determines how they ask for them. Do they appeal to potential donors as exchange 

partners, as allies fighting for the greater good, as needy charity cases, or as some combination of 

all three? There is not a great deal of research devoted to this topic, mainly because when political 

scientists study political fundraising they generally do it with FEC donation data, which is quite 

limited in what it can tell you about fundraising and donating more generally. One relevant area 

that this area of research has shed some light on is the effects of donation solicitation requests by 

candidates. 

There are two major forms of solicitation requests: 1) impersonal, which usually occur 

through direct mail and phone calls and more recently email; and 2) through personal acquaintance 

networks, which involves getting well-connected people to fundraise for a candidate through their 

personal and business networks (Brown et al.1995). There is a third form of solicitation as well—

direct, personal calls from the candidate herself—but at the national level this type of solicitation 

generally only happens with very wealthy or connected potential donors. All types of solicitation 
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increase contributions, but the reason why this is the case is somewhat debatable.  Is it because 

these solicitations target people who are already likely to give (for instance, wealthy, politically 

motivated individuals are both more likely to donate in the first place and more likely to be 

solicited for donations) or do they convince people who would not otherwise have participated to 

actually make donations—are they, in effect, a stimulus (Grant and Rudolph 2002). Over the 

course of their research, Grant and Rudolph found that the solicitation effect of fundraising works 

through a combination of the two types of effects—selection and stimulus. This is not particularly 

surprising—as Souraf noted years earlier: “although contributors respond to inner motivations and 

political cognitions, they respond more immediately to a specific stimulus” (Souraf 1992, p. 35). 

Solicitations can serve as a stimulus because they reduce the information costs of 

donating—they tell people when to donate and to whom, and often even how much. They are also 

sales pitches, working to convince people that donations will benefit the donor in terms of access 

or more generally, policy outcomes—once the candidate is elected, she will work towards those 

shared ideological goals. But political donation solicitations only work if the potential donors 

believe in the candidate; if they believe that the candidate reflects their own values and to a lesser 

extent, if they believe the candidate has a chance of, if not winning, at least competing well. So 

how do candidates make potential donors believe in them? Do they “sell” themselves as charities 

or as investments? 

Scholarly work focused specifically on political fundraising rarely raises the question of 

how fundraising candidates present themselves to donors, much less how they understand their 

own place in their fundraising efforts. There is some traction on this question to be gained by 

turning to the wider body of literature on fundraising, much of which is concerned with and aimed 

at fundraising professionals in the nonprofit world. The point of most of this work is to help 
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fundraisers improve their skills and success rates. In this literature—particularly manuals and how-

to books on fundraising—fundraising is frequently equated with salesmanship. According to Joan 

Flanagan, in the Grass Roots Fundraising Book: “good fundraising is good selling” (2000, p. 18). 

In full agreement, the CEO of the Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts, writes, “put simply, 

fundraising is nothing more than salesmanship. It is persuasiveness at work” (2008,pp. 2). Most 

fundraisers work hard to promote their causes as investments worthy of donors’ money and 

attention. But they are not promising any tangible returns. Clearly, they view donations much more 

like investments than like charitable donations.   

Similarly, in How to ask for Money, a booklet aimed at teaching new political candidates 

how to fundraise, the author notes that political fundraisers need to realize they are not “begging 

for money,” because “prospective donors are investors in a small business: our campaign” (Allen 

1998, p. 22). One interviewee raised this issue of conflating fundraising with begging as a 

particularly problematic one for some of the women candidates she worked with: 

I find it’s more, women are excellent fundraisers for charities or other people but 

women have a hesitation about raising money for themselves. And I got involved 

in fundraising back in the 80s an di remember a candidate I was working for who 

was running in Oregon and she told me “I just don’t want to feel like I’m begging” 

and I said, “but you have to look at it not as if you’re asking for money for yourself 

but as if you’re asking for money for good government. You know, they’re 

investing not in you but in what you can do.” A lot of women just have to change 

their thinking so that they’re not just asking for money for themselves. (Interview 

with Patricia C.) 

 

The fundraising training sessions run by the parties, political PACs and nonprofits, use 
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similar language and tactics to overcome potential candidates’ distaste for fundraising.21  At most 

of the training sessions I attended, the individuals and organizations running them were clearly 

operating under the belief that it is only really acceptable to ask someone for money if that person 

will get something in return. They did not specify exactly what the something needed to be, just 

that potential donors needed to believe in its existence.  

In general, a political donation is nearly always seen by fundraisers generally and certainly 

by political candidates fundraising for their own campaigns as an investment in the candidate rather 

than as a charitable donation to the candidate. Again, some of the ambiguity inherent in the 

common view of the political donation can be removed by subsuming the charity versus 

investment dichotomy under a broader conception of gifts, as one end of the gift exchange-

commodity exchange continuum. If a gift always requires some kind of reciprocity, even if it is of 

an intangible and subjectively generated variety, then a political donation can certainly be 

considered a gift.  Most fundraisers seem to take this stance implicitly, talking about political 

donations as if they were investments. While never suggesting that there should be any tangible 

returns to donating, most candidates are quick to emphasize the positive effects they will have on 

the country and on the issues of interest to their supports.  

Established Candidates and Political Outsiders  

 

The framework for understanding political donations laid out above provides some insight 

into how to reconcile the different ways to think about a political donation. But what happens to 

this framework when the candidate a donor supports has little or no chance of winning? The 

donation is still a gift, but unlike in situations where the candidate is viable and has a good chance 

of winning, it is more like a charitable donation than an investment. The donor may feel good 

                                                 
21 White House Project training session and personal correspondence.   
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about providing monetary support because the candidate shares his beliefs or supports important 

ideological causes he believes in, but if she has no chance of actually winning, there is no way any 

potential returns could be tangible or significant. Thus, candidate viability also plays a part in 

determining the dynamic of the donating relationship and in the general ambiguity of political 

donations. 

Past research in political science often divides political candidates into two main 

categories, centered on candidate viability, defined as a candidate’s probability of winning 

election. The two main categories are: 1) established candidates, who are often incumbents, and if 

not, are well-funded and have held or run for office before, or are otherwise well-known in politics; 

and 2) long-shots or political outsiders who are usually challengers and tend to be poorly funded 

and often mostly ignored by the media (e.g. Bartels 1988). 22 Not surprisingly, expectations for the 

two groups differ as follows: established candidates have a high likelihood of winning their races, 

while long-shot candidates are less likely to win their races (Aldrich 1980).  

Established candidates receive the most political donations, both in terms of number of 

donors and overall amount (Aldrich 1980). More recent research also provides support for this 

argument. Using FEC data from 1992-2008, Brown found that in the aggregate people donate most 

to candidates who would already be the most likely to win, even if U.S. political campaigns 

involved no money or were wholly publicly financed (Brown 2012). Thus, long-shot candidates—

like most women candidates—are less likely to get donations from the majority of potential donors, 

unless they are particularly strong candidates for other reasons, or their opponents are particularly 

weak. some reason. 

Measuring the quality of challengers has never been an easy task for researchers and there 

                                                 
22 Terms for this type of candidate vary across the field. “Established” candidates are also referred to as 

“experienced” or “quality” in various parts of the literature. 
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are difficulties with most of the attempts. While there is a high correlation between candidate 

quality and money raised (Jacobson 1980, Green and Krasno 1988), the amount of funds raised is 

never a perfect measure because some candidates enter their campaigns with their own financial 

resources. Also, the dynamics of the relationship between electoral success and fundraising is not 

completely clear; e.g. while fundraising and electoral success are highly correlated, the causality 

is bidirectional and difficult to untangle (Damore 1997).23 Past electoral success is also often used 

to measure candidate quality, as is celebrity or notoriety in politics or outside of it—with John 

Glenn as a historical and oft-cited example (Squire 1995).  

This dynamic can be best observed in presidential races where primary season provides 

multiple opportunities for candidates to win or lose. This causes the general public to adjust its 

perception of and expectations for the individual candidates. This is particularly the case when a 

candidate is a long-shot, since exceeding expectations improves general confidence in a candidate 

(Damore 1997). However, the effects of small, contest-specific successes are not as large for 

established candidates, because these are expected to do well throughout their campaigns.  

Despite the challenges with measuring an ambiguous target like “quality” and “viability,” 

the measure works generally as predicted theoretically: higher “quality” candidates perform better 

in most elections (Jacobson 1980, Green and Krasno 1988). These expectations, then,directly 

affect the candidates’ fundraising abilities, as most people are less likely to donate to candidates 

                                                 
23 Aldrich explicated this circular relationship in his political fundraising framework developed in 1980: the more 

resources a candidate raises and spends, the greater his or her chances of success; and the more successful a 

candidate is in campaign contests, such as debates or to a lesser extent in the polls, the more easily they can 

fundraise in the future (Aldrich, 1980). The first half of this equation has been studied extensively, and the empirical 

results have turned out to be somewhat mixed. Haynes (1991) found that candidate viability is what matters—more 

spending by high viability candidates’ resulted in diminishing returns, while the more low-viability candidates spent, 

the better they performed in the actual election. Damore tested the second proposition—that successful candidates 

can more easily fundraise—using data from the 1984, 1988 and 1992 Democratic Presidential nomination 

campaigns and found that especially for low-viability candidates, success led to more funds raised later in the 

campaign (Damore, 1997). This research was focused on Presidential nomination campaigns, but there are strong 

similarities between this context and that of congressional elections. 
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who seem unlikely to win. 

There is one noteworthy exception to this: candidates who are rich or have wealthy social 

connections can often raise large amounts of money regardless of their viability or the expectation 

that they will win. For instance, between 1998 and 2008, four different candidates—all men—

spent more than $30 million dollars of their own money running for governor (Brown 2012). None 

of them won. But candidates with these resources are able to run and lose multiple times, in some 

cases slowly building the name-recognition and overall viability necessary to win election.  

The importance of early money 

 

Candidates who do not enter a race with access to large amounts of money have to spend 

the early days of their campaigns trying to quickly fundraise as much money as possible. 

Particularly if they are challengers, who lack access to other political and social resources, they 

are unlikely to win election, or even have a chance of performing well, if they do not raise sufficient 

amounts of early money. This “seed” money can help candidates develop and prepare their 

campaigns, build name recognition and establish credibility (Nelson 1994; Jacobson 1997; Franci 

2001) Seed money is also often used to hire consultants and advisors who are a crucial factor in 

convincing other potential donors to take a candidate seriously (Herrnson 1992). Party committees, 

too, will often reduce or remove support if a non-established candidate is not able to raise enough 

money fast enough, and overall, candidates who raise more seed money end up with larger total 

contributions than those who raise less (Biersack et al. 1993).  

Using FEC data for all of the 1985-1986 House races, Krasno and colleagues explored this 

question of how much early money matters and whether it matters more for challengers or for 

incumbents (Krasno et al. 1994). Their results show that House incumbents raise more money 

throughout the campaign and generally that this amount increases as the election date gets closer, 
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although overall, the sums vary across the election cycle. For challengers, each period’s total 

receipts strongly predicts funds raised in the next period and more, they also lack the flexibility 

incumbents generally have to raise more money whenever it is most needed (Krasno et al., 1994). 

Far more than incumbents, challengers need early money in order to bring in more contributions 

down the road. Low receipts signal to potential donors that a challenger or a long-shot candidate 

has lost viability, which can derail future fundraising. As Krasno et al. note: “For challengers, 

success builds on success, but more often failure builds on failure” (Krasno et al. 1994, p. 472). 

This is not to say that challengers with low electoral viability do not receive monetary 

donations, they just receive far fewer and in lesser amounts. There is a dearth of research on the 

question of who actually donates to low-viability candidates. The research that does exists suggests 

that such candidates generally have to depend more on donors who follow ideological or electoral 

strategies (such as individuals who donate to women’s PACs); and they may solicit donations from 

party stalwarts, friendly PACS, friends and family and ideological supporters who share their 

policy concerns and ideological beliefs (Humphries, 1991). These are people who, according to 

my framework, are likely to think of their political donation far more as charity than as an 

investment, because they are not expecting their candidate to actually win. Their donations have a 

different purpose and a different type of return, but because there is a path dependent effect of 

money in campaigning with early fundraising success leading to more money down the road, it is 

important to keep them in mind. Women would not have been able to gain any traction in electoral 

politics without some return on their fundraising attempts. Before addressing that issue directly in 

the following chapters, the next section lays out in more detail the role played by candidate status 

in political fundraising.  

The Role of Social Status in Fundraising 
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The most important takeaway from the previous section is that fundraising is extremely 

difficult for long-shot candidates who are usually challengers and often also political outsiders. In 

politics, this outsider status can take many forms, including political neophytes and challengers 

who have little political experience. But given the history of politics in the United States, outsider 

status often entails demographic factors as well. As explored in the previous chapter, the majority 

of national level political candidates throughout U.S. history have been white men, usually quite 

wealthy and rarely poor. Thus, gender, race and class can also be markers of outsider status in U.S. 

politics, especially at the national level.  

The reason for this is that all three are intrinsically associated with particular status beliefs 

in the United States. Status beliefs are “widely held cultural beliefs that link greater social 

significance and general competence, as well as specific positive and negative skills, with one 

category of a social distinction (e.g. men) compared to another (e.g., women)” (Ridgeway 2001, 

p. 638). Status beliefs emerge from repeated interactions between individuals from different 

groups, some of which are more institutionally or structurally advantaged than others (Ridgeway 

et al. 2004). Generally the structural advantage is due to one group having had, over time, more 

access to resources than the other, or typically possessing more favored or powerful social or 

occupational roles (Eagly and Steffen 1984). For example, in some U.S. states women could not 

own property in their own names until the mid-1800s, unless they were widows. Continuing, as 

members of the two groups continue to interact with each other, the differences become 

internalized as status beliefs about the disadvantaged group’s poorer abilities in relation to the 

dominant group and continue to be carried over into future interactions. As in the case of gender 

status beliefs, some status beliefs can be passed on from generation to generation (Ridgeway 

2001). Forming generalizations like this is a form of cognitive error, but it is a common product 
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of human social interaction (Cantor and Mischell 1979). 

Expectation states theory uses the concept of status beliefs to explain how inequality—

particularly gender inequality—is created and maintained (Berger 1974). Gender in particular is a 

diffuse status characteristic, which means that because one group or “state”—male—is expected 

to be better at certain things (which are really just internalized structural differences), that group 

is considered to be generally more competent overall (Berger et al. 1977; Ridgeway 2011) Much 

of the expectation states theory research focuses on the micro and interactional level (although for 

a recent example of a macro-level application, see Brashears 2008). To my knowledge, 

expectations states theory has never been directly applied to women candidates’ fundraising 

difficulties, but as fundraising is a process that occurs at the interactional level (i.e. donor 

candidate or donorintermediarycandidate) it seems particularly applicable. 

Thus women candidates, by virtue of being women, were automatically seen as lower status 

candidates. The dearth of women politicians made them outsiders and made their gender salient. 

They were not political candidate, they were women political candidates. The pool of individuals 

willing to spend their money in the political arena make up a very small percentage of the nation’s 

population, and they have multiple alternative candidates to donate their money to. Donors 

generally choose their candidates, their exchange partners, on the basis of personal and ideological 

identification—but also based on the likelihood of rewards. That is, their preference is generally 

to donate to candidates who will win. Since this can never be determined for certain ahead of time, 

it is likely that donors make their choices based on the perceived likelihood of winning. Because 

of their inherent lower status as women, and lack of leadership experience as a group, women 

candidates were automatically seen as a dangerous bet. This led to significant difficulties when 

women candidates tried to raise money for their campaigns.  
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Conclusion 

 

Women candidates and politicians are no longer tokens at the national level, so in this sense 

they no longer have to prove themselves. In general, once women are no longer tokens, their gender 

becomes less important than their qualities as leaders, and they are no longer judged on a different, 

harsher scale than that applied to male candidates. The final assumption of expectation states 

theory assumes that gender status beliefs influence expectations about performance only when 

gender is salient. As long as women candidates and national-level politicians were a rare sight, the 

fact that they were women was incredibly salient. Women, however, are no longer as much of a 

minority in national politics, and there is good reason to think this is an important factor in 

explaining why fundraising is no longer such an obstacle. Rosebeth Moss Kanter’s theory of 

tokenism (1977) explains the negative consequences of being a member of an underrepresented 

social group in a variety of contexts. These negative consequences include higher visibility, the 

exaggeration of differences between them and the dominant group, and from the token’s 

perspective, a sense of constrained expectations and pressure to adhere to gender stereotypical 

roles (Kanter 1977). The original research focused on women in male-dominated work groups and 

placed the tokenism threshold at 15%. While tokenism theory has sometimes been used to explain 

why women politicians up through the early 2000s, had little ability to effect political change 

(Childs and Krook 2008), it has never, to my knowledge, been used as an argument for why women 

candidates also struggled with fundraising. 

Having overcome the token threshold, national-level women candidates are no longer 

under so much pressure. They are no longer seen as oddities, and they are no longer are political 

outsiders. And since they are no longer are tokens, they do not automatically have to prove that 

they are better than male candidates, as research suggests they had to do in the past (Thomas and 
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Wilcox 1998). Their gender is no longer salient, it is no longer their defining characteristic; they 

will rather be judged by the same criteria as male candidates—for experience, self-presentation 

and apparent leadership abilities (Brooks 2013). Most importantly, their higher status makes them 

better exchange partners and redresses the power imbalance that previously hurt their fundraising 

efforts. After all, if people tend to think of donations to weak candidates as gifts and donations to 

strong candidates as investments, which type of candidate is likely to get more donations?   

The next chapter will explore the history and current state of the field of women’s political 

organizations, including the women’s PACs that have done the most to help women candidates 

raise money and win election. It will explain  in greater detail some of the roles that particular 

women’s PACs have played in helping women candidates to achieve success in electoral politics.  
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Chapter 3: Women’s PACs, Past, Present and Future 
 

This chapter is focused on the rise of women’s PACs as a political force in national politics 

and in the broader field of women’s political organizations. Beginning in the 1970s with just a few 

organizations, closely tied to the women’s movement, today there are approximately thirty PACs 

focused on helping women run for national office and far more at the state and local level. This 

chapter chronicles the growth in the number and types of women’s PACs over the past forty years 

using FEC donation data, interviews with organization leaders and historical and current 

documents and news articles. It illustrates and explores some of the connections that have 

developed between certain women’s PACs, mirroring the cooperation their connected nonprofit 

organizations engage in. It also highlights the fact that while the number (and variety) of women’s 

PACs has expanded, their central role in the movement to get more women into politics seems to 

be diminishing as attention turns elsewhere, mainly to mitigating the political pipeline issues. This 

shift within the field of women’s political organizations will be further explored in the next chapter, 

which also explains the specific part these PACs have played in helping women candidates escape 

the candidate viability Catch-22.   

The role money is playing in American politics is a matter of vociferous public debate, but 

its overall power and importance are undeniable. Few politicians or political organizations are 

going to stop the race to build the biggest war chest unless or until the law makes it impossible, 

and the recent trajectory of lawmaking around campaign finance suggests that day may lie in the 

distant future, if ever. A portion (the majority, barely) of this money comes from individuals, but 

individuals, even extremely wealthy ones, can only give so much as individuals before running up 

against campaign finance law-backed donation limits. Table  further explains the political 

contribution limits for both individuals and organizations.  
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Table 4: Contribution Limits 2011-2012 (Source: Federal Elections Committee Factsheet) 

 

  To each 

candidate 

or 

candidate 

committee 

per election 

To 

national 

party 

committee 

per 

calendar 

year 

To state, 

district & 

local party 

committee 

per 

calendar 

year 

To any other 

political 

committee 

per calendar 

year[1] 

Special Limits 

Individual 

may give 

$2,500* $30,800* $10,000 

(combined 

limit) 

$5,000 $117,000*overall 

biennial limit: 

 $46,200*to all 

candidates 

 $70,800*to all 

PACs and 

parties[2] 

National Party 

Committee 

may give 

$5,000 No limit No limit $5,000 $43,100* to 

Senate candidate 

per campaign[3] 

State, District & 

Local 

Party Committee 

may give 

$5,000 

(combined 

limit) 

No limit No limit $5,000 

(combined 

limit) 

No limit 

PAC 

(multicandidate)[4] 

may give 

$5,000 $15,000 $5,000 

(combined 

limit) 

$5,000 No limit 

PAC 

(not 

multicandidate) 

may give 

$2,500* $30,800* $10,000 

(combined 

limit) 

$5,000 No limit 

Authorized 

Campaign 

Committee may 

give 

$2,000[5] No limit No limit $5,000 No limit 

 (http://www.fec.gov/pages/brochures/contriblimits.shtml) 

* These contribution limits are increased for inflation in odd-numbered years. 

1 A contribution earmarked for a candidate through a political committee counts against the original contributor’s limit for that 

candidate. In certain circumstances, the contribution may also count against the contributor’s limit to the PAC.11 CFR 110.6. See 

also 11 CFR 110.1(h). 

2 No more than $46,200 of this amount may be contributed to state and local party committees and PACs. 

3 This limit is shared by the national committee and the Senate campaign committee. 

4 A multicandidate committee is a political committee with more than 50 contributors which has been registered for at least 6 

months and, with the exception of state party committees, has made contributions to 5 or more candidates for federal office. 11 

CFR 100.5(e)(3). 

5 A federal candidate's authorized committee(s) may contribute no more than $2,000 per election to another federal candidate's 

authorized committee(s). 2 U.S.C. 432(e)(3)(B). 

*Married couples are considered separate individuals 

**Foreign nationals may not contribute to any candidate or party in any state or local election. 

***Cash contributions of over $100 are not permitted. 

http://www.fec.gov/pages/brochures/contriblimits.shtml#fn1
http://www.fec.gov/pages/brochures/contriblimits.shtml#fn
http://www.fec.gov/pages/brochures/contriblimits.shtml#fn
http://www.fec.gov/pages/brochures/contriblimits.shtml#fn
http://www.fec.gov/pages/brochures/contriblimits.shtml#fn
http://www.fec.gov/pages/brochures/contriblimits.shtml#fn
http://www.fec.gov/pages/brochures/contriblimits.shtml#fn
http://www.fec.gov/pages/brochures/contriblimits.shtml#fn3
http://www.fec.gov/pages/brochures/contriblimits.shtml#fn4
http://www.fec.gov/pages/brochures/contriblimits.shtml#fn
http://www.fec.gov/pages/brochures/contriblimits.shtml#fn
http://www.fec.gov/pages/brochures/contriblimits.shtml#fn5
http://edocket.access.gpo.gov/cfr_2010/janqtr/11cfr110.6.htm
http://edocket.access.gpo.gov/cfr_2010/janqtr/11cfr110.1.htm
http://edocket.access.gpo.gov/cfr_2010/janqtr/11cfr100.5.htm
http://edocket.access.gpo.gov/cfr_2010/janqtr/11cfr100.5.htm
http://www.fec.gov/law/feca/feca.shtml


 

 

 

8
9
 

 

But if individuals can be powerful figures in politics, so too can groups, particularly groups 

formed specifically—in accordance with current campaign finance law—to raise those all-

important dollars that allow political campaigns to function and flourish and attack ads to multiply. 

In 1990, PAC donations made up 32% of political donations (Souraf 1992) but by 2010, that 

percentage hovered at around 44% (Center for Responsive Politics 2014). There are three major 

types of PACs in the United States: labor or corporate, political and non-connected24 or 

ideological.  Labor PACs are generally affiliated with unions and operate by soliciting 

contributions from their members. These contributions are then donated to politicians or political 

parties at the discretion of the union leaders. Corporate PACs operate similarly but are associated 

with individual corporations and their employees. Though corporate PAC money comes from 

employee (usually at least at the management-level) contributions, it is corporate executives, the 

CEO, CFO and their ilk who determine the firm’s donation strategy.  Despite the fact that PACs 

are dependent on the goodwill of the employees who fund them and should consequently be 

somewhat responsive to their wishes, this is not a strong factor affecting the eventual donation 

allocations (Clawson, Neustadtl, and Bearden 1980, p.799). Political or Leadership PACs are 

usually formed by politicians and their advisors in order to raise money specifically for their 

campaigns. Ideological PACs, which are the focus of this study, are inherently partisan, only 

supporting candidates who agree with their particular agendas. 

While corporate and union PACs mostly donate strategically to incumbents, non-connected 

ideological PACs—particularly those focused on women—are almost as likely to raise money for 

challengers (Burrell 1995). This is the case because they are focused on a specific goal, which 

                                                 
24 “Non-connected” is something of a misnomer, as these PACs can be affiliated with nonprofit organizations. They 

are non-connected in the sense that their membership is open and does not require an individual to be an employee 

of particular company or a member of a particular union. 
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requires getting more of a certain type of candidate elected. Most still try to find the most viable 

candidates, but for identity PACs, other factors can trump viability. 

A Brief History of PACs in the United States 

 

The earliest PACs were created in the late 1940s after passage of the Taft-Hartley Act 

prohibited labor unions from contributing to election campaigns (Handler et al. 1982). Instead, 

they had to create dedicated political action organizations, which would eventually be overseen by 

the Federal Election Committee, newly formed in 1974 by an Amendment to the 1971 Federal 

Election Campaign Act to regulate the financing of elections. The Act required that all money 

raised and spent in future elections be accounted for and recorded with the FEC, and further, it 

required candidates for federal office to report their contributions and expenditures four times 

during each election year.  

Once the new laws were in place, the number of political action committees expanded 

rapidly: there were only 608 PACs in 1974, but more than 4500 by the late 1980s (Ornstein et al, 

1992). The majority of the PACs created right after the passage of Taft-Hartley in 1974 were (and 

are) considered “connected” because they are tied to the union that created them and can generally 

only take donations from its members. The same was true for corporations, which had been 

prohibited from donating directly to campaigns since the turn of the century, but could now form 

corporate PACs that could accept money from employees. Table 5 describes the different types of 

political organizations, including the different PAC designations, in more detail.  
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Table 5: Types of Political Organizations (Source: Federal Elections Committee Factsheet) 

 

Tax Code 

designation 

Type Description Example 

 

 

501(c)(3) 

 

Nonprofit orgs 

focused on 

education, charity, 

research, etc. 

-they are tax exempt and donations made to them are tax 

deductible 

-no substantial part of their budgets can be used for 

lobbying (gray area as to what’s “substantial”) 

-allowed to engage in “public education”, but cannot 

specifically endorse a candidate or issue 

 

Center for 

American 

Progress; 

American 

Red Cross 

 

501(c)(4) 

 

Social advocacy orgs 

-donations to them are not tax deductible 

-no restrictions on lobbying 

AARP 

 

 

527 group 

 

 

Tax-exempt orgs that 

raise money for 

political activities 

-usually focused on voter mobilization and issue 

advocacy 

-only required to file reports to the FEC if engaged in 

activities aimed for or against a federal candidate or in 

electioneering activities 

 

Swift Boat 

veterans 

for Truth 

 

PACs 

 

*Multiple types 

-usually form around a specific political goal and then 

either evolve into a501(c3 or c4) or disband 

-rules vary somewhat by state 

 

 

 

Connected 

Also known as 

“Separate Segregated 

Funds,” these are the 

corporation and 

union PACs 

-can only accept money from a “restricted class”, 

generally their own employees 

-sponsoring org can pay for all of the administrative 

costs of operation 

-1,598 in existence, as of 2009 

Int’l 

Brotherhoo

d of 

Electrical 

Workers; 

AT&T Inc. 

 

 

 

Non-            

connected 

Independent, usually 

ideological PACS. 

Note: “non-

connected” is 

something of a 

misnomer – these 

PACs are often 

connected to or 

affiliated with 

501(c)(3/4)s 

 

 

-usually issue-based 

-any support from an outside org is considered a 

contribution and subject to the federal limits 

 

 

 

EMILY’s 

List,  

 

Leadership 

Though technically 

non-connected, these 

are PACs associated 

with a party or 

specific candidate 

-usually sponsored by a candidate or party – though 

cannot directly support that candidate/party 

-can be used to fund non-direct campaign expenses 

 

Obama for 

America 

 

 

“Super” 

Sometimes called 

“independent-

expenditure only” 

committees 

-all political spending must be independent of any party 

or candidate campaigns 

-can raise funds from corporations, unions, individuals, 

etc. 

Restore 

our Future; 

Make Us 

Great 

Again 
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Over the next 70 years, campaign finance laws continued to be fought over and adjusted as 

problems arose and various interests lobbied Congress to strengthen or weaken the extant laws 

(see Table 6 for a timeline of some of the important cases). A FECA amendment in 1979 opened 

up the “soft-money” loophole, which allowed unlimited donations to be made to national parties 

for “party-building activities.” This quickly became one of the issues campaign finance reformers 

kept returning to as the vagueness of the terms allowed for much abuse. The designation hard vs. 

soft actually refers to where fundraised money comes from and how it is supposed to be spent. 

Hard money describes the regulated contributions from a PAC or an individual to a federal 

candidate, a party committee or another PAC, meant to be used in a federal election to directly 

support or oppose a candidate. Corporations are barred from donating directly to candidates, which 

is why they create connected PACs. Soft money contributions are donations made to an outside 

interest group (such as most PACs) or a party organization, and are not supposed to be used on 

behalf of a particular candidate, but rather for “party-building” activities and state and local 

elections.  

The Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act of 2002 (BCRA), restricted the national parties from 

raising soft money, because more and more of it was being used for “issue” ads that were mainly 

used to attack opposing candidates. Since BCRA, this function has mainly been taken over by 527s 

and more recently, Super PACs (Center for Responsive Politics 2014). One particularly well-

known example of this was the anti-John Kerry ads put out by the “Swift Boat Veterans for Truth” 

during the 2004 election cycle. More recently, the Citizens United v. FEC ruling struck down parts 

of the BCRA, allowing unions and corporations to make independent expenditures for and against 

candidates. The ruling forbidding them from donating directly to candidates remains in place, but 

the effects on political campaigning are expected to be extremely significant nonetheless. 
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Table 6: A Short History of Relevant Campaign Finance Rulings (Source: Federal Elections Committee 

Factsheet) 

Year Act Results 

1907 Tillman Act Corporations prohibited from contributing to campaigns 

1947 Taft-Hartley Act Labor unions prohibited from contributing to campaigns and 

both labor unions and corporations prohibited from spending 

money to influence federal elections. 

 

1971 Federal Election Campaign 

Act (FECA) 

Placed limits on individual donations. 

Increased disclosure of political contributions. 

1974 FECA Amendments More clearly defined PAC operation rules. 

Established the FEC to enforce the country’s campaign finance 

laws. 

1976 Buckley v. Valeo Individuals could spend (though not contribute) unlimited 

political money (equating it with free speech). 

Financing for ads that advocate for/against a candidate must be 

regulated but ads where direct advocacy is avoided are 

unregulated (the rise of “issue” ads). 

Allowed candidates to give unlimited funds to their own 

campaigns. 

1979 FECA Amendments “Soft-money” loophole – allowed unlimited soft money 

donations to national parties for “party-building” activities. 

1996 Colorado Republican Federal 

Campaign Committee v. 

FEC 

Congress could not restrict the amount of "independent 

expenditures" made by a political party that was not coordinating 

with a candidate. 

2002 Bipartisan Campaign Reform 

Act (BCRA – known as 

McCain-Feingold Act) 

Eliminated soft-money donations to national party committees 

but doubled the limit for hard money donations. 

Banned the use of corporate or union money for “electioneering 

communications.” 

Candidates required to claim responsibility for their ads. 

2010 Citizens United v. FEC Struck down parts of BCRA on First Amendment grounds. 

Allowed for independent political expenditures by unions and 

corporations. 

 

Though the above-mentioned ruling does not pertain to them directly, the most important 

type of PAC for the purposes of this chapter and the larger project are those deemed “non-

connected.” Non-connected or ideological PACs, also known as membership PACs, are political 

organizations that are not affiliated with a corporation, party, or labor group. They accept donations 

from any individual or organization for the purpose of electing or defeating political candidates. 

Donations to these PACs are generally made on the basis of shared ideals or goals. It is for this 

reason that those not affiliated with one particular candidate (those are termed “leadership” PACs) 
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are often called “identity” PACs. In order to be successful, identity PACs need a large enough 

donor base to support their internal organizational functions and their external political cause. 

 PACs in general have been understudied by sociologists, who have tended to cede them 

to political scientists. The one major exception is the work of Mark Mizruchi who has used 

corporate PAC donations as a means of engaging with the question of whether business elites are 

unified. When they are, the expectation is that their PAC donations should be made to similar types 

of candidates, which is what his research found (Mizruchi 1990).  

Even in political science, there is very little research focused directly on identity PACs—

likely because most of them raise comparatively minor amounts of money. Any identity PAC that 

cannot raise enough money to actively engage in political activities and project its message tends 

not to survive for long, as donors wish to see some type of concrete, positive results. The women-

oriented PACs discussed in the next section are all non-connected identity PACs. Many of them 

have affiliated 501(c) organizations that work on advocacy, education and research for women in 

politics, but most of them are not directly associated with a party, candidate, corporation or union. 

The Rise of Women’s PACs 

 

In 1919, the Democratic National Committee (DNC) created an Associate National 

Committee of Women, and in 1920, required each state to send both a man and woman to 

Committee meetings. The Republicans rejected equal representation for women in the Republican 

National Committee (RNC) in 1920, but four years later, they expanded their own Committee to 

include an equal number of women as well (Harvey 1995). Neither party was putting significant 

effort into promoting women candidates at that point, and certainly not in important races where 

the party had a good chance of winning. It was also very difficult for women to gain a voice in 

party politics, especially since before the 1960s they were not voting in large numbers or 
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significantly differently from men (McManus 2003). The Democratic Party finally undertook 

major reforms after the 1968 elections resulted in significant losses for them, in part because of 

low voter turnout from women. They began working to actively increase the number of women 

delegates, culminating in the 1980 mandate of gender parity within all delegations to national 

conventions. The Republicans have never made a similar mandate, though by 2004, women made 

up over 40% of their delegates (Burrell 1994). 

As noted previously, the proportion of women running for national office jumped 

precipitously in the early 1970s, though the absolute numbers of women candidates elected 

remained small. Attitudes towards women as candidates (and leaders more generally), which had 

been changing incrementally over the previous decades, began to take on a much more central 

place in the national dialogue. This was due, in part, to the greater number of women in educated 

and employed in positions that made running for political office a viable option, as well as to the 

increased focus on the issue of women’s representation by some the women’s movement 

organizations operating at that time. These organizations were starting to move beyond advocating 

for basic equal rights and becoming more and more concerned with getting women into leadership 

positions, both electoral and corporate. Thus, “within the short space of a few months the 

movement went from a struggling new idea to a national phenomenon” (Freeman 1975, p. 150). 

Unsurprisingly, the first national women’s PACs25 were created during this time period, 

although which one actually came first is subject to some debate (though only within the circle of 

women’s political organizations). According to the public record, the Women’s Campaign Fund 

(WCF) was the first official women’s PAC; it was begun in 1974 and is still in existence today. A 

few of the major women’s rights organizations at the time, namely the National Organization for 

                                                 
25 Women’s PACs are what I and others (e.g. See Handlin 1998; Sabato 1985; Day and Hadley 2005) denote identity 

PACs created specifically to raise money for women candidates.  
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Women and the National Women’s Political Caucus quickly created their own PACs (see Table 7 

for the founding dates of some of the most prominent women’s PACs); though the money they 

raised in those early years was negligible compared to what they raise today. While WCF was 

having some small success raising money during this time period, it was not until a few years later 

and the advent of the more partisan-focused women’s PACs that these organizations began to raise 

noticeable and significant funds for women candidates. 

One fundraising strategy that was put to particularly good use by EMILY’s List in the 

1990s and a few others (the WISH List and the Susan B. Anthony List) soon after—following 

EMILY’s List’s success—was an activity termed “bundling.” Bundling is the process of 

intentionally collecting and aggregating donations for a specific candidate. This allows the 

organization to avoid certain campaign spending limits, but because the money is technically 

raised by and comes through them as an intermediary, they receive credit for it with the candidates 

and they can add the amount to their total money raised in publications and promotional material. 

Despite its effectiveness, most women’s PACs—and particularly those that are secondary to their 

affiliated nonprofit’s advocacy or education work—do not engage in any bundling. It is primarily 

the realm of women’s political organizations that are focused exclusively on fundraising for 

women candidates. 

Table 7: Founding Dates of Prominent National Women's PACs 

Founding Date Name 

1974 Women’s Campaign Fund 

1975 National Organization for Women PAC 

1977 National Women’s Political Caucus 

1979 National Women’s Political Caucus – Victory Fund 

1985 EMILY’s List 

1990 NARAL Pro-Choice America PAC 

1992 WISH List* 

1992 Susan B. Anthony List 

1996 Planned Parenthood PAC 

2002 Feminist Majority Foundation PAC 

2004 National Federation of Republican Women PAC 

*the WISH List is the only one of the early women’s PACs that no longer exists. 
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1992 is often called the “Year of the Woman,” as an unprecedented number of women ran 

for office at every level of government that year. Quite a few of them won: in 1992, forty-seven 

women were elected to the House, twenty-four of whom were challengers. The Anita Hill hearing 

is one of the major reasons often given (Handlin 1998) for the outpouring of support for women 

candidates but there were other factors at play as well, including the increasing influence of the 

Democratic-aligned women’s PAC, EMILY’s List, as a political player. The PAC donation 

numbers bear out this claim: in 1990, PACs raised $2.7 million for women candidates, while in 

1992 they raised $11.5 million. EMILY’s List was responsible for a large portion of this difference 

(Day and Hadley 2005). 

Since then, the number of women’s PACs and the money they raise has generally increased 

(see Figure 10), though in the past few years there has been some movement in the opposite 

direction, toward a decrease in receipts and expenditures, at least for women’s PACs that operate 

at the national level. There is little research addressing this phenomenon and my interviewees 

generally attributed it to two factors: 1) the economic climate, which made fundraising more 

difficult generally; and 2) the fact of women candidates becoming more successful at fundraising 

and requiring less outside help. This topic will be addressed further in Chapter 4.  
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     Figure 10: Existing Women's PACs: 1974-2004 (Source: FEC historical data) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Women’s PACs Within the Wider Field of Women’s Political Organizations 

 

As opposed to most social movement organizations, the primary purpose of women’s PACs 

is not to directly change a widespread, general social inequality, or at least not in a way typical of 

social movements. They are focused on decreasing a very specific type of gender inequality by 

increasing women’s representation in national-level politics. For the most part, this is an issue of 

representation, rather than substance. Though believers in descriptive representation—which 

certainly describes most of the individuals involved in these organizations—assume that increasing 

the number of women in politics will have positive results for women, generally, in American 

society, this is rarely the most salient feature of these organizations’ espoused goals or their 

solicitations for support. When directly asked “why do you want to see more women in national-

politics,” interviewees’ answers ranged from “representational equality” to “because women 

govern differently.” While there is some evidence to support the latter assertion, those differences 

may be more closely related to women’s current low level of representation than reflective of any 

underlying variation by gender, which means that as the proportion of women increases, what 
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differences there are may disappear. 

Overall, the women’s PACs share at least one overarching goal—to increase the number 

of women in national-level politics. The sociological concept of the organizational field (e.g. 

Bourdieu 1984; DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Fligstein and McAdam 2011) provides a useful way 

to think about women’s PACs and their engagement with one another and with other types of 

women’s political organizations. One of the key insights of field theory is that the organizations 

within a field follow the same rules: they behave in similar ways because they are constantly 

responding to each other’s actions and to the shifting boundaries of the field itself. This is certainly 

the case for women’s political organizations, which exist in a constrained resource space made up 

of a few larger, older PACs and a changing group of smaller organizations, usually focused on 

electing a particular subset of women. 

For women’s PACs operating within the broader field of women’s political organizations, 

there are a variety of crosscutting influences and motivations at play that help determine which 

PACs flourish, which PACs fail after a few election cycles and which PACs work together to 

achieve shared goals. The influences include their stance on abortion26, their party affiliation, 

importance they attach to candidate viability and whether or not they are affiliated with a larger 

501(c)(3) or 501(c)(4) nonprofit organization. Different organizations address the tensions caused 

by these sometimes competing influences by framing their goals and motivations in subtly 

different ways; ways which reflect their individual histories, their current structural locations in 

the network of women’s political organizations, and the types of donors they are hoping to attract. 

For the most part, their candidate requirements remain the same, but because many of them are 

                                                 
26 In every interviewee was asked about the organization’s stance on the abortion debate. It is worth noting that Pro-

Choice organizations call their opponents “Anti-Choice,” while Pro-Life organizations call their opponents “Anti-

Life.” For the purposes of this project, I adhere to the more mainstream “Pro-Life” and “Pro-Choice” labels. 
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competing for the same donors, they are constantly, if minutely, altering their positions vis-à-vis 

other politically-focused women’s organizations. 

Despite the shared goal of increasing the number of women in national-level politics that 

most women’s PACs espouse, there is still significant variation among them. This makes sense, as 

the resource space is relatively limited—there are only so many individuals interested in donating 

money to political organizations focusing their efforts almost entirely on women candidates, 

especially since individuals can always donate directly to candidates. Borrowing some of the 

language and concepts of resource partitioning is of some use here, as these organizations are 

competing for limited resources (e.g. Zald and McCarthy 1980; McCarthy and Zald 2001; Soule 

and King 2008). The space or “industry” in which PACs operate is highly concentrated, in the 

sense that a few organizations, most particularly EMILY List, take up most of the resources, that 

is, money donated to third-party organizations that is meant for women candidates. But this leaves 

some space—around the edges, so to speak—for smaller, more specialized organizations to 

survive and sometimes flourish.27  

PACs can be most easily differentiated by their status and purpose (see Appendix D for a 

typology of women’s PACs). Some PACs such as those of NARAL and Planned Parenthood are 

subsidiary to their affiliated nonprofit organization. In these cases, the parent organization is 

generally focused mainly on advocacy and membership, with fundraising in order to elect women 

candidates a secondary or tertiary concern.  

Excluding Super PACs, the largest women’s PACs in terms of money raised, only donate 

to pro-choice candidates, potentially leaving significant room and resources for those few that do 

not. However, there is far less of a focus on supporting women candidates in that space and only 

                                                 
27 And since , the field has changed. This is a topic worthy of exploration, but it is outside the scope of this project. 
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one PAC, the Susan B. Anthony List, which makes getting more women into politics both a goal 

and priority. And even for them, candidate gender takes second place to a candidate’s stance on 

abortion. The SBA List will discussed at greater length later in this chapter. Other specializations 

exist as well: the Women Under Forty PAC (WUFPAC), for example, only donates to women 

candidates under the age of forty, in the hopes of getting more women into politics at a younger 

age, and their donors skew young as well.  Though WUFPAC itself has lasted for five years and 

seems to have sustained support currently, the lifespan of such specialized PACs is generally short, 

as competition can be fierce (Sabato 1985). Most PACs cannot raise enough money to support 

paid staffers and few are the volunteers willing to maintain a specialized PAC year after year. 

Some PACs make it through a few successful election cycles before disbanding (see Figure 11 for 

an example). Others are formed to support specific races and candidates, or in response to a 

particular economic or social pressure and are only active for an election cycle or two. There are 

also many state-level and smaller women’s PACs that donate only to local candidates. In some 

cases, such as with the National Organization for Women, these PACs are affiliated with a federal 

PAC, but others form from the bottom up, around specific issues. As with the national-level 

Figure 11: Women Building for the Future PAC Funds Raised and Spent by Election Cycle (reprinted      

with permission from the Center for Responsive Politics) 
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specialized PACs, many of them do not last long (Federal Election Commission 2012). 

As Table 8 illustrates, the number of women’s PACs increased slowly but noticeably 

through the 1980s and 1990s, even while their share of the total contributions made to candidates, 

parties and other organizations remained small. Their share of total contributions did remain 

relatively steady, however, even while the money donated by PACs generally increased 

dramatically over the course of the 2000s.28 Yet the number of distinct, nationally oriented 

women’s PACs seems to have peaked in the 2007-2008 election cycle when approximately 32 of 

them were engaged monetarily in national electoral politics. 

Table 8: PAC Donations by Election Cycle for all PACs and Women's PACs (Source: Federal Elections 

Committee Data) 

Election 

Cycle 

Total # of 

PAC 

donations 

Distinct 

Women’s 

PACs 

Total # of 

Women’s 

PAC  

donations 

Total money 

donated by PACs 

to other PACs 

(including 

candidate 

leadership PACs) 

Total 

money 

donated 

by 

Women’s 

PACs** 

Women’s 

PACs share 

of total 

donations 

*1979-1980 239,416 8 535 $399,000,000 $120,121 0.03% 

1981-1982 201,205 8 783 $535,500,000 $110,722 0.02% 

*1983-1984 135,755 10 453 $454,000,000 $168,445 0.04% 

1985-1986 217,967 11 1,362 $661,400,000 $106,072 0.02% 

*1987-1988 233,368 12 1,541 $689,800,000 $231,655 0.03% 

1989-1990 220,985 13 1,068 $650,300,000 $296,277 0.05% 

*1991-1992 245,925 15 2,824 $499,700,000 $469,936 0.09% 

1993-1994 246,541 16 2,209 $427,100,000 $404,570 0.09% 

*1995-1996 277,003 17 2,384 $750,500,000 $693,043 0.09% 

1997-1998 264,381 20 2,733 $692,200,000 $724,475 0.10% 

*1999-2000 290,180 23 2,716 $1,201,000,000 $948,517 0.08% 

2001-2002 287,674 31 2,912 $1,214,000,000 $976,996 0.08% 

*2003-2004 300,492 33 2,589 $1,316,000,000 $1,006,397 0.08% 

2005-2006 337,359 34 2,666 $1,260,000,000 $713,289 0.06% 

*2007-2008 362,771 35 2,554 $2,334,000,000 $839,307 0.04% 

2009-2010 376,560 31 2,274 $1,493,000,000 $1,671,632 0.11% 
* Denotes a Presidential election cycle 

**Does not include bundled donations 

 

                                                 
28 The monetary amounts given in the tables reflect only funds given by the women’s PACs directly to other 

organizations and candidates. They do not include many other, tangential designations such as money spent on 

communications with those organizations and candidates, electioneering communications or many types of in-kind 

donations. They also do not include individual donor funds “bundled” by the PACs and given to candidates. 
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Women’s PACs: Cooperation and Cleavages 

 

Some of the women’s PACs have worked together over the years to promote and fundraise 

for specific individual candidates or particular types of women candidates. Thus, of some interest 

to this project are the donations between women’s PACs, as these donations can be viewed as ties 

between the different organizations. There was a slow increase in these inter-PAC donations 

through the mid-2000s, which dovetails with evidence from my interviews that some of these 

women’s organizations have begun working together more closely to choose and support 

candidates. Yet overall, the number of these inter-PAC donations remains small, and they seem to 

have plateaued as of the 2003-2004 election cycle. It remains to be seen whether the trend toward 

women’s PACs and their affiliated organizations working together will continue. My own research 

suggests it will, especially as many of these organizations (the 501(c)(3)s and (4)s affiliated with 

the actual PACs), are beginning to focus more of their attention on the pipeline issues raised in 

Chapter 1. Some of these organizations are working closely together to try to find and train women 

who are both interested in and qualified for running for office.  

But there are important cleavages in the field as well. Despite sharing the overarching goal 

of improving women’s representation in national politics, there are discontinuities that separate 

some of the organizations from each other. Partisan differences are far less insurmountable than 

ideological differences—excluding EMILY’s List and the WISH List, most of the women’s PACs 

are technically non-partisan or bi-partisan, but those on opposite sides of the abortion debate do 

not work together. Rather, they work more closely with organizations that share their views on 

abortion. The Susan B. Anthony List is the clear outlier in the larger group of women’s PACs 

group. Its President even went so far as to say: 

I think it is an objective good to have women involved in the political process but 



 

 

 

1
0
4
 

when there are women who are undermining the culture because of their views I 

would rather have a pro-life man than a pro-choice woman. Because I think it does 

such damage to women themselves, to the children and to the culture around us. 

It’s a defensive strategies but one I think we had to take on. It’s complicated. I do 

believe more women involved in the process are good but it’s mitigated by what 

they believe. EMILY’s list would say the same thing about us. They oppose our 

candidates all the time. They would say all of our candidates undermine the political 

culture. (Interview with Marjorie D.) 

  

PACs like those affiliated with NARAL and Planned Parenthood also have other 

goals besides simply getting more women elected at the national level. For them, too, other 

characteristics besides gender matter nearly as much, if not more: their candidates must be 

pro-choice and progressive in most other respects. The SBA List will never work hand-in-

hand with EMILY’s List or the WCF to promote or fund women candidates, and getting 

more women elected at the national level will always be secondary to fighting for 

reproductive rights for NARAL and Planned Parenthood, but all of these organizations are 

doing as much as they can, given their ideological constraints, to support women 

candidates.  

Women’s PAC profiles 

 

The following section presents more information on the four most central and influential 

women’s PACs: EMILY’s List, the WISH List, the Susan B. Anthony List and the Women’s 

Campaign Fund. It also includes short profiles of the other major women’s PACs, along with 

graphics providing information about their receipts and expenditures from 1990 through 2016.  
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WCF and the Lists: The PACs Most Focused on Increasing Women’s Representation  

 

The four PACs discussed below are alike in many ways, but it is their differences that are 

most telling. One of them is wholly partisan and only supports candidates with a very good chance 

of winning, and while all of them have an ideological position, one of them completely opposes 

the ideological goals of the other three. One supports men as well as women and all have supported 

women candidates against other women candidates. All four generally espouse the goal of getting 

more women into national politics, but they do not all agree on what those women should look 

like. 

EMILY’s List 

 

EMILY’s List is far and away the best known of the women’s PACs. It was the brainchild 

of Ellen Malcolm, an IBM heiress, intermittently active in politics, who both realized that one of 

the biggest problems for Democratic women politicians was money and was in a financial and 

social position to actively address this issue (Pimlott 2007). Or as EMILY’s List’s Director put it, 

“in 1986, our first year, we raised $350,000 and that was all for Mikulski and Woods. Ellen had 

clued in on the fact that money was the dominant barrier…that women were not raising as much 

money as men because nobody thought they could win” (Interview with Maria H.). Malcolm’s 

game plan was simple. In 1985, following the model of a Tupperware party she gathered some of 

her wealthier friends together and began discussing what they could do to help pro-choice, 

Democratic women political candidates. This small network of donors was the seed that 

blossomed into EMILY’s List, an organization that now boasts almost 700,000 members. 

EMILY’s List’s first two candidates were both running for open seats in the 1986 election: 

Representative Barbara A. Mikulski in Maryland and Missouri Lt. Governor Harriett Woods. 

Mikulski won, becoming the first woman elected to the Senate from Maryland, while Woods lost 
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by a very tight margin.  Both credited EMILY’s List with helping them significantly improve 

their fundraising (Pimlott 2007).  By 1987 they had over 1000 members and had progressed from 

raising $350,000 to $6.2 million (Interview with Maria H.). EMILY’s List continued to grow 

quickly and has helped numerous women achieve electoral success. In 2012, they raised a record-

breaking 51.2 million dollars and saw twenty-nine of their candidates win their elections. 

EMILY’s List has even spawned multiple copycat organizations that follow their model, although 

with differing degrees of success. Both the UK and Australia have their own EMILY’s Lists, and 

other American women’s PACs have also adopted the EMILY’s List model.  

EMILY’s List presents what it sees as its mission and goals quite prominently and clearly 

on its website, using upbeat, cheerful language:  

 

 

The mission is simple, really: EMILY’s List is dedicated to electing pro-choice Democratic 

women to office. The method is a little more complicated, but not much. Basically, it works 

like this: 

 

 EMILY’s List looks for viable political opportunities and recruits strong pro-choice 

Democratic women candidates to run. 

 

 We tell our community of members about these women, and ask them to give directly to 

the campaigns of candidates for House, Senate, and governor. 

 

 We provide extensive training for candidates and staff so they can make the most of 

limited resources and win the toughest races. 

 

 We conduct in-depth, ongoing research into the minds and moods of women voters, a 

critical bloc for Democrats whose votes are key to electing more women. 

 

 Finally, our WOMEN VOTE! project reaches out to women voters in the days and weeks 

before Election Day with persuasive messages that motivate them to go to the polls and 

cast their ballots for progressive Democrats -- because if there’s one thing we’ve learned, 

it’s When Women Vote, Women Win! (“EMILY’s List About Us” 2011, para. 4) 

 

 

Table 9: The EMILY's List Mission (reprinted with permission from www.emilyslist.org) 
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Their political focus is clear, and their close affiliation with the Democratic Party is well-

known.  Political ideology makes only a few appearances here (as in the majority of their 

materials): “pro-choice” appears twice and “progressive” once. EMILY’s List does not shy away 

from admitting they focus mainly on “viable” opportunities and “strong” candidates. Despite the 

meaning of their name and motto (“Early Money Is Like Yeast: it helps the dough rise”), they are 

picky about their candidates, supporting only those who already have strong fundraising numbers 

and polling data who are running in competitive districts (Pimlott 2007; inter-PAC meeting 

February 21, 2011).  

Part of EMILY’s List’s success is that, rather than simply asking donors for money and 

then donating that money as they see fit (as was the norm for non-connected PACs when EMILY’s 

List was originally founded), they were also the first to engage in “bundling.” Thus, EMILY’s list 

requires anyone who wishes to become a member to make a contribution of at least $50 to the 

organization itself, and also donate at least $100 to two separate candidates endorsed by EMILY’s 

List. Given this model, one can easily see how EMILY’s List’s fundraising numbers quickly began 

Figure 12: EMILY’s List Funds Raised and Spent by Election Cycle (reprinted with permission from the 

Center for Responsive Politics) 
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to add up (see Figure 12). Today, many identity PACs engage in bundling, in part because of the 

success EMILY’s List has had with the tactic.  

EMILY’s List may have started out as a small, grass-roots organization, but it did not stay 

small for long. By the mid-2000s, the national chapter had more than twenty-five full-time 

employees and many part-time, seasonal employees as well as a large and well-appointed office 

in Washington, DC. Fundraising is certainly their most important activity as they need to raise 

money for themselves as well as for their candidates, but they also provide training for women 

candidates and have started to engage in some lobbying activities (interview with John P.). In 

recent years, they have begun to focus on voter engagement. As their representative told me during 

our interview, “Women are particularly likely to drop off and since women are more likely to be 

democratic, that’s an issue. In non-college educated women you’d see an even more serious drop-

off. So in 1994 we started the Women Vote program, which, at the time was very much about 

getting women to vote in off-year elections and since then has become our independent 

expenditure, with that still as a key mission” (Interview with Maria H.).  

Many other PACs have adopted some of the tactics used by EMILY’s List, though few 

have ever approached its success. It is firmly established as the premier women’s PAC, despite the 

fact that it supports only a subset (admittedly the largest) of women running for national office.29  

The WISH List  

 

Until recently, EMILY’s List had one notable imitator on the Republican side of the aisle. 

Founded in 1992, the WISH List focused on raising money for pro-choice Republican women, 

opposing both Democratic opponents and pro-life opponents of any party. As its president told me 

                                                 
29 There was even a dissertation written specifically about EMILY’s List in recent years, "This is Not Your Mom's 

Tupperware Party: How EMILY's List Changed the American Political Landscape, 1984-2006” by political scientist 

Jamie Pamela Pimlott. EMILY’s List may have passed its zenith, but it is still operates above the rest of the pack. 
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in an interview, “We patterned it and set it up to function like EMILY’s List does, the legal part 

of it. We’re a 527 political committee and we also have a PAC. So we can contribute money as 

any PAC would but we also can bundle checks. That’s really where our money is” (interview with 

Pat C.). 

Like EMILY’s List, the WISH List was started with the particular goal of helping women 

candidates fundraise: “The group of women and men who were founders just felt that women 

really needed that extra help with fundraising and that they weren’t really…there was no 

organization dedicated to helping pro-choice Republican women. And women run into a lot of 

barriers that men don’t and fundraising is certainly one of the biggest” (Interview with Pat C.). 

Unlike EMILY’s List, whose donors tend to be young and working-age, the WISH List’s members 

skew older. They are also far more likely to contribute by mail than online, so the organization 

does most of its fundraising through direct mail, although they do try to hold quarterly fundraising 

events as well (Interview with Pat C.) 

Figure 13: WISH List Funds Raised and Spent by Election Cycle (reprinted with permission from the 

Center for Responsive Politics) 
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The organization never gained the kind of attention or money its role model did, mainly 

due to the Republican Party’s deep division on the issue of abortion (see Figure 11). In 2010, the 

organization merged (accepting a subsidiary role) with its frequent and longstanding partner, the 

Republican Majority for Choice,30 an organization dedicated to advocacy and lobbying for 

reproductive choice. Over the course of its history, the WISH List raised over $3.5 million for its 

candidates and will continue—in partnership—to raise money to promote Republican women 

running for office.  

The Women’s Campaign Fund 

 

WCF as it is commonly known in the political arena is a decade older than EMILY’s List, 

founded in 1974 with a loan from Stewart Mott, the heir to the General Motors fortune (Burrell 

1995), as the Women’s Campaign Forum, “a non-partisan national network dedicated to achieving 

parity for women in public office.” The affiliated PAC, the Women’s Campaign Fund, was 

founded concurrently, and the two organizations continue to exist side-by-side, though the 

501(c)(4) recently changed its name to “Fund” as well. According to a current employee, the 

change was made to reflect their self-identity as “political venture capitalists” (Interview with Julie 

D.).  As is the case with many 501(c)(4)s with affiliated PACs, the names were often used 

interchangeably anyway. 

 As with EMILY’s List and the WISH List, WCF was founded to help women candidates 

fundraise more effectively, or as my interviewee put it, “A group of women in NYC were fed up 

with the lack of the women in Congress, and realized that lack of funding was one of the big 

issues keeping them out. Ideologically, they wanted to protect a women’s right to make 

reproductive choices, but while working on both sides of the aisle” (Interview with Julie D.). 
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They were a boutique organization, organizing small events, endorsing pro-choice women 

candidates, and providing them with small checks; they were also one of the first organizations 

to hold trainings specifically for women candidates.  

Figure 14: Funds Raised and Spent by Election Cycle (reprinted with permission from the Center for 

Responsive Politics) 

 

WCF has never raised the kind of money that EMILY’s List has garnered since the early 

1990s, due to a few factors. Unlike EMILY’s List, they do not focus only on candidates who have 

a strong chance of winning, but support women who meet their ideological criteria even when the 

probability of electoral success is low. Despite historically supporting most Democrats, they are 

staunchly non-partisan, which causes difficulties with their members at times.  

I would say you have some people who get the non-partisan side of things and then 

you have some people who say ‘No, you’re being ridiculous, the Democrats are the 

only party that cares about being pro-choice. I’m not going to support you when I 

can support a pro-choice Democratic organization’. And then you get the people 

who say well, you’re not really non-partisan, you’re only supporting Democrats so 

I’m not going to support you. (Interview with Julie D.) 
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At the time of its formation, WCF required candidates to favor ratification of the ERA and 

a woman’s right to choose. The latter still holds true, and today candidate screening involves a 

written application and a personal interview.  

Like EMILY’s List, WCF raises most of their money through direct mailing and emailing 

campaigns, and bundled contributions from their donors to present to candidates. They also make 

and take donations from other PACs and offer help in connecting women candidates to other 

organizations that can help with fundraising. They are one of the most central and connected 

organizations when it comes to collaboration and cooperation with other PACs. They attend other 

PACs events, make in-kind donations to them and share information about suitable candidates. 

This is mainly the case because of their bipartisanship and because they work very hard to maintain 

friendly and close relations with their fellow women-focused political organizations (employee 

interview, 10/27/10). Over the course of their existence, they have been donation partners with 

every other major women’s PAC excluding only the 3 ideologically opposed pro-life PACs. When 

asked to describe the overall mission of WCF, my interviewee put it succinctly “We are non-

partisan and pro-choice group supporting candidates early in their races, when they need it most. 

Combatting the old boys club, moving the numbers forward and educating our members about 

where things stand for women in politics, that’s our game” (Interview with Julie D). 

Susan B. Anthony List 

 

The Susan B. Anthony List and its connected PAC, the SBA List Candidate Fund, was 

started strictly as a PAC in 1992, “literally out of the closet of my home” according to its Founder 

(SBA List email from 1/13/11).  In a personal interview, she revealed more details about the 

eclectic group of founders and their goals:  
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We were a handful of women from different and eclectic backgrounds who 

responded in the same way to EMILYs List. That year when they were on cover of 

TIME, on 60 Minutes, and all that, their claim was that they are the engine for 

women getting involved in politics. But it was just a subset of women. And of 

course, women currently in office reflected that subset. But we knew we 

represented a very large other subset. When we started out we had a Quaker - 

probably an Independent, - running Feminists for Life, a Catholic Democrat…I’m 

more of a conservative Republican type, but the point is we all came together. Our 

common goal was that we weren’t being represented in politics and the only way 

to go about changing things was to change the people. Because the personal is 

policy. Who’s in there determines what policy gets decided. And who’s speaking 

for women is determined by which women are on the floor of the house and running 

all across the country. That was the beginning of it. (Interview with Marjorie D.) 

 

Though the List started out as a pure PAC, its founder quickly realized they “had a bigger 

mission and role to play in issue advocacy” and reformed the organization as a c(4) with a  

connected PAC. From its early days, the SBA List was meant as an action-oriented response to 

EMILY’s List’s, whose fundraising success during the “Year of the Woman” had caught most of 

the political world off guard (Handlin 1998). At that time of its founding, there were only two pro-

life women in Congress and the PAC’s founders hoped that by closely following the EMILY’s 

List model, they could get many more pro-life women elected. Their website explains their name 

and their purpose as follows, under a tab on their homepage titled “the Movement:”  
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Courageous women leaders like Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton 

recognized that authentic women’s rights could never be built upon the broken 

rights of innocent unborn children…Today the Susan B. Anthony List honors 

their legacy by advancing the voice of pro-life women in our political process. 

Much to the chagrin of old guard feminists and abortion advocates, Susan B. 

Anthony’s brand of original, authentic pro-life feminism resonates with today’s 

increasingly pro-life America.  Our Mission is central to the success of the pro-

life movement. We raise up strong women leaders to boldly challenge abortion 

groups and the nation’s number one abortion provider, Planned Parenthood.   

(https://www.sba-list.org/movement/notable-women) 

 

In our interview, the SBA List President was very open about considering her work part of a 

movement, but neither the feminist movement nor one wholly focused on getting more women 

into politics. The movement she and her organization are most engaged in is less about increasing 

the number of women politicians and candidates, and more about preventing abortion by electing 

candidates who favor overturning Roe v. Wade. Despite this focus, they list their overall mission 

goals in terms quite similar to EMILY’s List’s, though obviously with a very different political 

ideology. The other major difference is in their last goal, as unlike EMILY’s List, advocacy is a 

large part of the Susan B. Anthony list’s purpose and one of the major types of activities they 

engage in (see Table 10). 
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Table 10: The Susan B. Anthony List's Six Point Mission (reprinted with permission from www.sba-list.org) 

    Susan B. Anthony List: Our Six Point Mission  

 

1. Elect pro-life women to Congress through our SBA List Candidate Fund. 

2. Educate voters on critical pro-life issues and on upcoming legislation. 

3. Train and equip pro-life activists nationwide to run successful political and grassroots 

campaigns. 

4. Promote positive responses in both traditional and new media to dispel the myths and 

distortions of the abortion lobby. 

5. Advocate passage of pro-life legislation in Congress, directly with legislators and through 

mobilizing direct citizen lobbying. 

The SBA List does not align itself officially with either party, though unsurprisingly, they 

have almost exclusively supported Republican candidates. They are also the only women-focused 

PAC that sometimes raises money for male candidates, even when they are running against 

women. This is unsurprising, as their primary focus is on ending the practice of abortion, rather 

than promoting one particular party or even women as candidates generally. This is reflected in 

their fundraising section as well, where the banner on their donations page is titled “Advancing 

Pro-Life Women” but prominently contains the tab: “Help us save babies and end abortion, 

Contribute Now.” On their website, they also maintain a page listing “the Other Side,” which 

provides a list (with pictures) of their major enemies and opponents. Planned Parenthood is listed 

first, and seems to garner the most negative attention, especially in recent years as they have begun 

to come under more direct fire from the right. EMILY’s List is a distant third and is noted most 

prominently for their “pro-abortion” politics and disinclination to support any pro-life candidates. 

Yet the founder of the SBA List, praised EMILY’s List extensively throughout our interview, 

mainly for the fundraising tactics and techniques the organization had developed and used to great 

success. She freely admitted that she followed its model very, very closely in developing her own 

organization and continued to look to them for inspiration.  
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Like EMILY’s List, the SBA List bundles contributions from its followers and uses similar 

“scare” tactics and pleas from notable conservatives (both women and men) to induce donations. 

The organization has a selection committee to ensure that their candidates are viable and aligned 

with them on important issues. At the time of my interview with the SBA List’s founder, she was 

excited to report that they no longer had to seek out candidates – the women had finally started 

coming to them. 

By the late 2000s, the SBA List, though still successfully raising money (2010 was their 

best year yet, in contrast to the poor fundraising results of the predominantly Democrat-focused 

women’s PACs), has, like some of the other women’s PACs, begun to focus the main thrust of 

their efforts on advocacy and lobbying. Unlike the majority of women’s organizations studied in 

this thesis, the SBA List does not exchange donations with the other women’s PACs due to their 

strongly pro-life position. Instead, they partner mainly with the National Right to Life PAC and 

the Family Research Council on issue advocacy and legislative lobbying (Interview with Marjorie 

D.). Opposing abortion is far and away their most important priority, even when that goal gets in 

the way of increasing the proportion of women in politics. But the SBA List’s Founder is insistent 

that women’s voices matter, both in her fight to end abortion and in politics generally. She is also 

cognizant of her organization’s outsider position in the field of women’s political organizations; 

“We’re the only women’s PAC that has a pro-life bend and is also primarily a woman’s 

organization. We’re the only one on our side of the fence doing this, so we do reach a group of 

women who aren’t’ really involved. We’re the only group funding and recruiting candidates” 

(Interview with Marjorie D.). 

NARAL Pro-Choice America 

 

NARAL Pro-Choice America was founded in 1969 as a 501(c)(4), and is the oldest 
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abortion rights advocacy group in the United States. The acronym has stood for a few different 

things over the years, beginning as the “National Association for the Repeal of Abortion Laws” 

and currently standing for the “National Abortion and Reproductive Rights Action League.” They 

are mainly known for their lobbying activities, though they also sponsor sex education programs 

and in 2004, sponsored the March for Women’s Lives. In 1990, NARAL created an associated 

political action committee, the NARAL Pro-Choice America PAC. They donate mainly to 

Democratic candidates but have occasionally donated to pro-choice Republicans, particularly in 

the late 1990s and early 2000s. 

Figure 15: NARAL Pro-Choice America Funds Raised and Spent by Election Cycle (reprinted with permission 

from the Center for Responsive Politics) 

 

Their most successful fundraising year was, 1992, the Year of the Woman, where they 

raised just over four million dollars. Their second most successful year was 2004, when abortion 

rights and the perceived threat to Roe v. Wade, was one of the issues that dominated the political 

landscape and the Presidential race between John Kerry and George W. Bush. Since that year, both 

PAC receipts and expenditures have fallen. 
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During the 2008 Presidential election, NARAL came under fire from multiple women’s 

organizations, including EMILY’s List, for supporting Barack Obama over Hillary Clinton, whom 

NARAL had supported in previous races. The nine-member board was split almost evenly, but 

determined to support Obama because by mid-May (2008) he was perceived as the stronger 

candidate. NARAL’s political director told the press that they lost members because of the decision 

but also gained new ones (Seelye 2008). She was quoted in the New York Times saying “People 

are very much invested in this and when they hear from a political organization like ours that we 

believe the tide has turned and it’s in favor of one particular candidate, that breaks some hearts” 

(Seelye 2008). This was one situation where candidate viability trumped identification with a 

candidate, and it is a good example of how the intersections some of these women-focused 

organizations straddle can lead to difficult choices.   

NOW PAC 

 

The National Organization for Women was founded in 1966 by 28 women (including Betty 

Friedan), and is generally considered one of the premier women’s organizations in existence 

(Barakso 2004). NOW was founded to oppose discrimination against women, which visibly 

continued in the workplace, despite the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission and Title VII 

of the Civic Rights Act of 1964, which explicitly prohibited employment discrimination on the 

basis of sex (Schneir 1994). NOW’s original statement of purpose explains the organization’s 

focus on six issues: abortion, violence against women, constitutional equality, ending racism, 

lesbian rights and economic justice, and while some of the language the organization uses around 

these issues may have changed, they remain its core focus. 

NOW’s national PAC has been in existence since 1977. Though non-partisan, they are 

extremely progressive and have stricter litmus test than some of the other women’s PACs. They 
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are also one of the few women’s PACs that will donate to a man over a women in certain 

circumstances. In an interview, one of their high-level employees provided more information about 

the organization: 

Lots of people think we’re a democratic front org but we’re not. Feminism is 

progressive. So a lot of PACs are more forgiving than we are. We were the first 

ones to make openness to same sex marriage a PAC requirement. We did that in 

the early 2000s. We do support men as well as women. One thing is we do endorse 

male feminist candidates but we put most of our monetary support behind women. 

All things being equal, it varies from race to race but there’s a pretty strong tradition 

to go with the women. Of course, things are rarely equal and our lines are pretty 

stark. (Interview with Erin M.) 

Like many other women’s organizations, NOW’s campaign receipts and expenditures 

peaked in 1992.  

Figure 16: NOW PAC Funds Raised and Spent by Election Cycle (reprinted with permission from the Center 

for Responsive Politics) 
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As with most other national membership organizations, NOW has both a national 

federal PAC and state and local chapter NOW PACs, all intent on increasing the feminist 

vote and electing their preferred candidates. However, in my interview with NOW’s 

Associate Director, she noted that the PAC is no longer a major focus of the organization 

on the whole. Most of their current resources are devoted to lobbying and bringing anti-

discrimination lawsuits to court and they still coordinate their state and local chapters in 

large get-out-the-vote efforts each election cycle. 

NWPC PAC 

 

The National Women’s Political Caucus is a national membership organization dedicated 

to increasing women’s participation in political and other leadership activities. It was founded in 

1971 by 320 women from around the country, including Gloria Steinem, Bella Abzug, Shirley 

Chisholm and Betty Friedan (“National Women’s Political Caucus” n.d., para. 1). The caucus 

currently has a state or local chapter in nearly every state. 

 The political action committee was created in the early 1980s to promote pro-choice 

women candidates from either party. The Caucus’s Political Planning Committee vets all potential 

women candidates. The National Women’s Political Caucus also had a secondary PAC—the 

National Women’s Political Caucus Victory Fund—that was in operation until 2008. 
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Figure 17: NWPC PAC Funds Raised and Spent by Election Cycle (reprinted with permission from the Center 

for Responsive Politics) 

 

 

Fundraising for national-level candidates is not one of NOW’s major activities, though they 

do take part in the inter-PAC strategy sessions and work closely with WCF to promote certain 

candidates (Interview with Erin M.). Most of their energy and resources are devoted to increasing 

women’s participation in political activities, including voting and running for office at the local 

and state level. Each summer they select a group of six to eight women college students to intern 

at their headquarters in Washington, DC. These women spend the summer learning how to 

coordinate political campaigns, help candidates fundraise and work with the media to promote 

women candidates and issues (Interview with Bettina H.).  

The National Federation of Republican Women 

 

While the NFRW has been in existence since 1934, and currently has more than 1600 local 

clubs throughout the United States, they did create an affiliated PAC until 2004. Membership in 

the Federation is available to any Republican woman and the organization’s stated mission is to 

“empower women from all backgrounds in the political process and provide a forum for women 
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to serve as leaders in the political, government and civic arenas” (“National Federation of 

Republican Women About Us” n.d., para. 1). 

Figure 18: NFRW PAC Funds Raised and Spent by Election Cycle (reprinted with permission from the Center 

for Responsive Politics) 

 

The current President described structure and functioning of the Federation thus:  

 

We’re really a membership organization that’s trying to elect Republican women. 

The way we do that is like a tripod. We have our campaign management school, 

the second leg would be looking within our own membership, knowing women who 

might be interested and who have served either through their participation through 

NFRW or if they served in the state organization at some level. And those that are 

currently in elected office, we work with them to achieve higher office. So those 

are the ways we network, looking to support women in politics or to enhance the 

Republican numbers throughout the U.S. (Interview with Sue L.) 

 

She also noted that while the organization is woman-focused, the PAC supports men as 

well as women Republican candidates. Most of their expenditures in 2004—their most 

successful year—were on fundraising events for candidates they supported, rather than 
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direct donations to various leadership PACs. While the organization tends to stay relatively 

silent on the abortion issue, in part because they want to appeal to all Republican women, 

they do officially uphold the party platform (Interview with Sue L.). They do not cooperate 

or coordinate with any of the other women’s PACs or organizations, and are mainly 

focused on party politics. 

Planned Parenthood PAC 

 

 The Planned Parenthood Federation of America was founded by Margaret Sanger as the 

American Birth Control League in 1921. Today, Planned Parenthood is a directly provider of 

reproductive health services, and related education, while its advocacy arm lobbies to protect and 

expand reproductive rights (www.plannedparenthood.org). The Planned Parenthood Action Fund 

is the Federation’s associated PAC. Like NARAL, its fundraising and expenditures ebb and flow, 

reaching a peak in 2004 while fighting to protect Roe v. Wade. 

 
Figure 19: Planned Parenthood Action Fund Funds Raised and Spent by Election Cycle (reprinted with 

permission from the Center for Responsive Politics) 

 

It is too early to say whether they will see a similar bump in donations in the 2016 election 
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cycle, but given embattled they have been throughout 2014 and 2015, it seems more than likely. I 

was unfortunately unable to interview anyone at Planned Parenthood who actually worked with 

the Action Fund. I did speak with former Gloria Feldt. She was on her book tour for No Excuses: 

Nine Ways Women Can Change How We Think About Power, and much of the interview seemed 

to be book-related talking points, despite my best efforts. She did emphasize the importance of 

women’s PACs, and especially their ability to work together to help underfunded and under-

recognized women candidates.31  

The Feminist Majority 

 

 The Feminist Majority is one of the newest of the more traditional women’s political 

organizations in the United States, and its location on the border between the old and the new 

lends it a particular authority. Founded in 1987, the official name of the 501(c)(3), the Feminist 

Majority Foundation, was inspired by a public opinion poll where 56% of the woman 

respondents identified themselves as feminists (“Feminist Majority Foundation” 2012, para 1). 

According to their official records, they have had a PAC since 1995, although FEC data 

shows no expenditures before 2002. They are a membership organization, so only members can 

donate to the PAC, and they focus on supporting pro-choice, feminist women candidates. 

                                                 
31 While the interview did not result in the kind of information I was hoping for, she did present me with a free copy 

of her book. 
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Figure 20: Feminist Majority Funds Raised and Spent by Election Cycle (reprinted with permission 
from the Center for Responsive Politics) 

They do not raise very large amounts of money for candidates and are on par with other 

organizations like NWPC, which are generally more focused on advocacy issues and promoting 

women’s equality more generally (see Figure 18). However, they were the impetus behind the 

creation of the inter-PAC political candidate discussion meeting and they do work closely with 

other PACs like WCF and occasionally EMILY’s List to endorse and support specific 

candidates. According to my interviewee, since Citizens United it has been harder and harder for 

them to raise adequate money because they cannot compete with the corporations, so they are 

focusing their efforts elsewhere (interview with Alice C.). 

On an interesting historical note, even before they created their PAC, the Feminist 

Majority Foundation was interested in trying to get more women into politics. Their 

“Feminization of Power” campaign was one of the earliest attempts to convince more women to 

run by asking them direction. Their political director provided some details about the campaign:  

It was really just a giant recruitment campaign to get women to run for office. We 

put together a traveling roadshow and had huge events in dozens of cities and did 

outreach to a whole range of different women’s groups. We had great speakers: 
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some national figures and always some local leaders. It was like a church revival. 

We got women elected officials to come up on stage and also anyone who had 

thought about running. Before we left each town we formed recruitment 

committees stayed in touch with them after.  (Interview with Alice C.) 

 

She proceeded to tell me that while they no longer did events like these, it was successful 

at the time and could potentially be a good model for other organizations to follow. 

Conclusion 

 

Women’s Super PACs 
 

The political landscape changed somewhat abruptly in July 2010, following the outcomes 

of two landmark rulings: in the Supreme Court, Citizens United v. FEC and in the U.S. Court of 

Appeals, SpeechNow.org v. FEC. These outcomes allowed for the creation of Super PACs, 

which can raise unlimited sums of money from corporations, unions, associations and 

individuals, and then spend unlimited amounts of money advocating for or against political 

candidates. The only restrictions are that they cannot donate directly to political candidates or 

actively coordinate with their campaigns, and they must report all of their donors to the FEC on a 

monthly or quarterly basis. According to the Sunlight Foundation, a nonprofit, non-partisan 

organization that advocates for government accountability: “Although super PACs are prohibited 

from giving money directly to candidates or coordinating how they spend their money with 

candidates, they often function as shadow campaigns, because they were founded by or are led 

by party strategists or former aides of the candidate who know how to portray their candidates' 

positions in the best possible light," (Johnson 2014). According to the political spending 

watchdog organization OpenSecrets.org, in the 2014 election cycle, a total of 1,360 Super PACs 

reported total receipts of $696,011,919 and total independent expenditures of $345,117,042.  
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There are currently two major women-focused Super PACS—the liberal Women Vote! 

PAC and the conservative Women Speak Out PAC. The Women Vote! PAC, founded in 2010 

and affiliated with EMILY’s List, funds only candidates who support women’s reproductive 

rights. Though a portion of their donations do come from men, in August of 2012, five individual 

female donors made six figure contributions to the PAC. The president of EMILY’s List, 

Stephanie Schriock, attributed the increase in women’s donations to the Republican party’s 

increasing focus on limiting abortion in the months leading up to the 2012 election. As she 

explained, “finding out that Republicans want to roll back the clock that far for women has been 

a shock—and folks are absolutely waking up to the need to have more Democratic women in 

government at every level” (Gray 2013). The Women Speak Out PAC was founded in 2012, a 

partner of the Susan B. Anthony List and is, “aimed at amplifying the voices of women opposed 

to abortion extremists in Congress” (Women Speak Out PAC 2014).  

Table 11: Funds Raised and Spent by Election Cycle for the Two Largest Women's Super PACs 

 

Super PAC  

Election Cycle 

 2010 2012 2014 

Women Vote!    

     Total Raised $6,505,040 $9,834,165 $12,399,503 

Ind.  Expenditures $3,602,642 $7,749,991 $8,172,295 

Women Speak Out     

     Total Raised -------- $926,804 $3,807,837 

Ind.  Expenditures -------- $846,346 $2,385,020 

 

In keeping with the historical donation record of their affiliated 501(c)(4)s, Women Vote! 

Donates only to female candidates while Women Speak Out donates to both men and women 

candidates, as long as they oppose abortion. In the 2014 election cycle, Women Vote! PAC and 

Women Speak Out PAC ranked twelfth and twenty-fourth respectively in the amount of 

independent expenditures. There are at least a few dozen other smaller, women-focused super 
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PACs as well, though most remain under the mainstream media’s radar. One notable exception is 

LPAC, created by Billie Jean King and actress Jane Lynch to back pro-lesbian candidates from 

any party and of any gender, in the hopes of increasing the political power of the lesbian 

community (Terkel 2012). The funds being raised by these new PACs already approach the 

highest amounts raised by the original women’s identity PACs, even superstar EMILY’s List 

(see Table 11). 

It remains too early to say for certain what larger effects this new type of women’s PAC 

will have on the more traditional women’s PACs and on the fundraising and election outcomes 

of women candidates more generally, but there can be little doubt (and certainly there was not 

among my interviewees) that the introduction of Super PACs represents a fundamental change to 

the field of women’s political organizations. The next chapter focuses on the overall role played 

by women’s PACs in the political field. By serving as interested intermediaries who helped 

women candidates fundraise, while at the same time raising awareness of women candidates 

across the country, women’s PACs helped them to cross the line from outsiders to insiders, 

helping to breach the candidate viability Catch-22 and changing the perception of women 

candidates from women political candidates to political candidates. 
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Chapter 4: Women’s PACs and Women Candidates 
 

Q: Is raising money still an issue for women candidates? 

 

A: Of course it is. People talk about Kirstin Gillibrand as a great fundraiser 

because she’s one of the only women’s who’s really confident about her 

fundraising abilities. Most women…aren’t. Some of the PACs try to help with 

that. We talk a lot about the idea of “a New Girls Network” and how we need 

to work together to establish that kind of network for women. We need women 

powerbrokers. 

     —Women’s political organization leader 

 

Building off of the discussion of PACs in the previous chapter and Chapter 2’s explanation 

of the overwhelming importance of fundraising for women candidates, this chapter begins by 

laying out theoretically, the role women’s PACs have played in helping women candidates 

overcome their historical fundraising difficulties to become more viable candidates. It then delves 

into the specific work done by the women’s PACs that have been most focused on getting women 

candidates elected over the past thirty years, how their strategies are beginning to change and what 

the future looks like for them. 

In the introduction to this thesis, I argued that women’s PACs have played two important, 

intertwined roles for women candidates:  

1) They helped individual women raise enough money to be viable candidates who 

had the funding to run competitive political campaigns; and 

 

2) They helped women raise enough money so that women as a group could be seen 

as viable candidates by the general public, corporations and the political parties.  

Plenty of past research suggests that PACs have been an extremely important factor in 

increasing the representation of women in Congress (e.g. Handlin 1998; Carroll 2003). They have 

been extremely helpful to women candidates, particularly challengers and women running for open 

seats (Seltzer et al.1997; Witt et al.1994). One of the major reasons PACs have had so much of an 

effect is because of their role in helping women raise the early money or “seed money” that is so 



 

 

 

1
3
0
 

important for political campaigns, especially for long-shot candidates. One woman’s PAC 

discussed at length in the previous chapter, the Women’s Campaign Fund, is known for their 

willingness to provide early money to candidates, even when their viability is somewhat uncertain; 

“Ever since we started the PAC, we’ve given small checks to some women candidates early in 

their races, sometimes even when it’s pretty clear they won’t win. Candidates do tell us that our 

endorsement and guidance help them keep their campaign’s momentum. A lot of candidates tell 

us we endorsed them right when they were thinking of dropping out of the race. That’s why we 

call ourselves political venture capitalists. We were called that from the very beginning.” 

(Interview with Julie D.).  

This quote communicates another way PACs help women become more viable candidates: 

they provide support when it is most needed, encouraging to feel like stronger candidates. While 

the role of self-confidence in candidate fundraising success has not yet been studied, candidate 

nonverbal confidence has been shown to positively influence voters’ perceptions of candidate 

electability (Dumitrescu et al. 2014). One of the ways some of the women’s PACs try to help build 

women candidates’ confidence as fundraisers, and as candidates more generally, is by offering 

trainings and classes for them. EMILY’s List, WCF, NOW, and the Feminist Majority have all 

offered candidate training classes at some point in their histories, although only EMILY’s List is 

currently holding trainings today (forty-three trainings in thirty-two states in the 2012 election 

cycle). As one interviewee put it, “Most women candidates don’t really need training but it does 

help them think about what they’re doing in a more strategic way. It helps them overcome some 

of the biases and gives them confidence. And it overcomes the voters’ anxiety about whether a 

woman can really do it” (Interview with Sarah B.). 

Classes specifically tailored for women candidates were more common in the 1970s and 
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1980s because, as one interviewee who has worked for the Feminist Majority for over twenty years 

explained, “For the older generations, women’s only training was the only way they could get any 

training at all, especially around fundraising tactics. Now women can be in more general trainings 

like the ones at Harvard’s candidate school. The women’s trainings are more like supplemental 

training, to help improve skills they already have” (Interview with Alice C.). 

Earlier in this chapter, the point was made that when fundraising is not so much of a 

challenge, candidates can afford to lose and then run again. Historically, this was not a path women 

candidates could follow. Generally if they lost a race, they did not seek elected office again, 

especially if the office they ran for was national-level (Handlin 1998). But even that erstwhile 

“truth” about women candidates has changed in recent years. One women’s PAC interviewee 

provided an example from the 2012 election cycle, “One candidate we support, Heather McTeer, 

she’s running for Congress in the 2nd district in Mississippi against a male incumbent.32 It’s 

rumored that her opponent, who is also pro-choice, is retiring soon. Most likely she’s not going to 

beat him in the primary, but with our help she’ll raise her prominence and then when he retires, 

she’ll be the go-to person” (Interview with Melissa R.). 

Another one of the largest recent changes for women in politics was the creation of a new 

base of financial support among women. By the late 1980s-early 1990s, women had more money 

to give. Women’s organizations and PACs played a major role in helping to create and grow this 

donor base, and in directing its resources to women candidates (Handlin 1998; Day and Hadley 

2005). One of the ways the women’s PACs do this is by promoting their chosen candidates to their 

own members and to other potential voters. How much do these endorsements matter? It depends 

                                                 
32 Heather McTeer is an interesting example of what could be considered a new type of women candidate, as she is 

on a trajectory much more like that of a typical male candidate. She ran for Mayor of her hometown when she was 

27 and was reelected for a second term four years later. She was not successful in her 2012 Congressional bid, but 

plans to run again in 2018. 
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on the organization and its donors; but some organizations can be very influential: “NOW 

members really care about endorsements. Does it matter to the general public? Probably not very 

much in most cases, although we try to promote our endorsed candidates widely, especially in 

areas where the donor demographics look promising. And sometimes if it’s a case the media has 

made a big deal of, like the 2008 presidential election endorsements can make a huge difference” 

(Interview with Erin M.). 

Advertising for candidates and promoting them to their membership is one of the major 

ways women’s PACs have always tried to help women candidates, who often lack the name 

recognition of male candidates. “What happens is, a candidate like Lynn Jenkins, a candidate 

running for Congress…people in NYC or CA might not even know about her. But we do candidate 

profile mailings and we tell them all about these candidates. We support pro-choice republican 

women so we talk about their position on choice and other issues. And then people send checks 

from all over the country made out to the candidate” (Interview with Pat C.).  

 Gathering support for candidates from their own members is one thing, but increasing 

women candidates’ exposure to other potential donors, women’s organizations and voters can be 

more challenging. Beginning in the late 1990s some of the pro-choice women’s PACs, including 

NOW, NWPC, EMILY’s List and WCF, began holding meetings to discuss women candidates to 

potentially mutually endorse and support (Interview with Alice C.). The PAC of PACs meetings, 

as one interviewee called them, occur multiple times during an election cycle and involve a 

relatively static group of nationally-focused women’s political organizations. Representatives 

from each PAC and sometimes from their affiliated research, education or advocacy organizations 

discuss the field of candidates, and potential obstacles, such as strong opposition candidates. They 

also determine the best opportunities for working together: holding joint fundraisers, sharing staff, 
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and coordinated messaging were the main opportunities discussed at the meetings I attended 

(10/18/10; 03/16/11; 04/02/12). At some meetings, including one I attended (03/16/11) the PAC 

representatives jointly interview potential candidates. Afterwards she told me: “It’s a scary 

process, because they don’t support everyone and if they say no here, it’s not worth it to go back 

and ask individually. But if they say yes, it’s a huge weight off your shoulders. And it definitely 

saves time, talking to everyone at once” (Interview with Cate G.). 

The Candidate Viability Catch-22 Revisited 

 

It is clear that women’s PACs are doing what they can to help close the gender gap in 

national politics. Aside from the advent of the internet and the opportunities it has provided, their 

tactics have not shifted meaningfully since the Women’s Campaign Fund was started in 1974, 

although the number of both women’s PACs and women candidates has grown significantly. What 

they have done throughout this time period, sometimes individually, sometimes together, is help 

women candidates become more politically viable. They have raised money for them from their 

members, they have promoted them through media stories and outreach events, and they have 

connected them with other organizations with access to other resources and donors. Through their 

efforts they have helped to breach what I have termed the “candidate viability Catch-22” that 

women candidates at the national level have historically faced due to their inability to raise the 

funds necessary to be viewed as and to be viable candidates. 

Figure 19 revisits the viability Catch-22 diagram from the first chapter. It illustrates the 

role women’s PACs have played, helping to breach the self-reinforcing cycle women candidates 

had been trapped in, providing them with extra money and support when they needed it most. 

Thanks in part to women’s PACs and other related women’s political organizations active in the 

1980s-early 2000s, women are no longer political outsiders or tokens in the political field. They 
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no longer need the level of outside support they did in the 1980s and 1990s. Recent experimental 

research suggests that most people no longer see women candidates as women candidates, distinct 

and qualitatively different from male candidates, but simply as political candidates (Brooks 2013). 

As the EMILY’s List Women Vote Director told me, “We’ve looked back at our data on 

close races, races we’ve lost, there are certain patterns. You see finally the institutional players are 

really funding women at the same level as men. There isn’t that institutional bias that there used 

to be. I don’t think you’ll see that anymore, in top tier races. I think we had a lot to do with that, 

at least on the Democratic side” (Interview with Maria H.). The Republicans may not be quite 

there yet in terms of supporting their women candidates, but they are making progress. WCF, along 

with Planned Parenthood, NOW and NARAL, help viable pro-choice Republican candidates with 

their fundraising, and the SBA List helps nearly all of the—admittedly few—pro-life women who 

Figure 21: Breaching the Candidate Viability Catch-22 Faced by National-level Women Political Candidates 
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seek national office. 

Towards the end of each interview, I asked all of my interviewees, “On a scale of one to 

ten, how important do you think women’s PACs have been to helping more women get elected at 

the national level?” Given that most of the respondents were affiliated with women’s political 

organizations, the responses, all in the eight to ten range, were not altogether surprising. One 

interviewee from a non-partisan PAC put it thus: “It used to feel like Congress was surrounded by 

a giant wall. Women candidates couldn’t break in. The PACs, especially EMILY’s List and the 

Women’s Campaign Forum, who’ve been working on this forever, really helped change that. 

There’s still a long way to go, though, but we’re making progress” (Interview with Karen C.).  

The next section of this chapter explores some of the work women’s PACs and other 

women’s organizations are starting to do in order to continue to improve women’s candidates’ 

political prospects in the hopes of eventually achieving gender parity at the national level. 

The Future of Women’s PACs and Women Candidates 

 

Candidates are not the only ones who have to worry about viability. The field of women’s 

political organizations is constantly in flux, in part because the players within it—women’s PACs 

and their advocacy-oriented counterparts—are competing for a very limited resource—donors. 

Donors contribute to a women candidate when the candidate has shown that she shares some 

important aspect of the donor’s identity and goals, and often, demonstrated that she has some 

chance of winning election. Unlike an individual candidate, who, if victorious, can promise to 

represent at last some level of power and authority, the non-connected identity PAC has little to 

offer members and donors aside from its identity. Identity PACs also have to garner support on 

two levels: they need to convince individuals to identify with them and their goals and tactics, 

and they need to convince them that the candidates the PAC supports are the right candidates. 
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Thus, their messages have to resonate in such a way so as to reassure donors that these they are 

both useful conduits to candidates, and also legitimate entities themselves.  

To return to the conceptualization of the political donation explored in Chapter 2, stronger, 

better-known organizations like EMILY’s List can emphasize their victories, highlight their 

commitment to wider cultural themes of women’s equality, and ask potential donors to invest in 

their continued success. A newer, weaker organization with a smaller potential donor base, such 

as the Susan B. Anthony List, may have better luck with appeals much closer to pleas for charity. 

But is even the powerhouse that is EMILY’s List still as relevant as it once was?  Are any of the 

women’s PACs? Certainly they—and EMILY’s List in particular—can take some credit for the 

successes women have had at the national level in the past twenty-five years.  

EMILY’s List has raised many millions of dollars for pro-choice women candidates and in 

its early years, did much to illuminate and advertise the issue of women’s under-representation in 

national-level politics. Yet it is no longer the second largest non-Super PAC overall (in terms of 

money raised), as it was in the 2007-2008 election cycle. The organization has alienated some 

donors through its focus on only the strongest candidates and by its increasingly close ties with 

the Democratic Party. As a participant noted at a joint candidate deliberation meeting held by the 

Feminist Majority, “EMILY’s List has become an arm of the Democratic Party. That’s not 

necessarily a bad thing, it just means they have very specific priorities that don’t necessarily match 

ours or those of some of the other organizations we work closely with” (Meeting transcript 2010). 

If EMILY’s List, the preeminent women’s PAC, is slowly becoming a party extension where does 

that leave its imitators?  

Thanks to the internet it has become easier and easier for individuals to research and 

directly donate to the candidates of their choice, partially obviating the need for women’s PACs. 
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The internet has also forced women’s PACs to change their fundraising tactics. As one 

interviewee noted, laughing, “You can’t send people mail anymore because people under 30 don’t 

read it. You have to meet them where they are” (Interview with Stacy M.). While this is fine for 

many of the women’s PACs, a few of the more traditional have had trouble gaining new members, 

particularly in the key 18-34 demographic (Interview with Sue L.).  

Given that women candidates no longer struggle as much with campaign fundraising, it is 

somewhat unclear whether most women candidates actually need PACs devoted to their interests 

anymore. There are also broader and more complicated issues with the women’s PAC model that 

have already been touched on. As with so many social movement-oriented organizations, the 

hypothetical end result—if not the end goal of women’s PACs—is to put themselves out of 

business. As organizations generally with paid staffs, good reputations in the wider political field 

and at least a little political clout, this is not exactly what most of the individuals I talked to were 

hoping for, which may be why some of them cling to the belief that fundraising remains a difficult 

issue for women candidates. Money is an easy fix, in some respects. Fundraising trouble was a 

concrete, easily understood problem, even if the solutions can be somewhat complicated. But if, 

as some past research and this thesis suggest, the need for women’s organizations devoted 

specifically to raising money for women candidates, may no longer be the answer to women’s 

electoral problems, then where does this leave women’s PACs? 

My own research suggests these organizations are beginning to notice, if not accept this 

new reality. They are raising less money, they are contributing to fewer candidates, and many seem 

to be slowly shifting their priorities. EMILY’s List is becoming even more professionally partisan, 

and in the past few years, has focused much of its organizational efforts on its Super PAC, which 

cannot donate directly to, or bundle for, candidates. The WISH List joined a partner organization, 
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and some of the more active PACs from the early 2000s no longer exist. 

 Meanwhile, many women’s organizations that were once PACs or have affiliated PACs 

are moving away from focusing mainly on fundraising and towards trying to address the pipeline 

problems discussed in Chapter 1, mainly through putting their efforts into candidate recruitment 

and training. Though most of these organizations (especially those that were outgrowths of older 

women’s rights organizations) always did some of this type of work, now they seem to be making 

it a priority. Some of them are also turning to younger and younger audiences, trying to make 

young women more comfortable with the idea of being leaders and a variety of leadership skills. 

“The pipeline is the issue today!” are words I heard again and again during my interviews and at 

the many events I attended. With fundraising less of a barrier for women candidates, the remaining 

obstacles are women’s own preferences, along with, of course, the institutional and social 

structures that drive those preferences.  

A New Breed of Women’s Political Organizations 

 

In 2003, EMILY’s List started Campaign Corps, which recruits and trains recent college 

graduates to work as paid staffers on Democratic political campaigns. The majority are women, 

although they do allow men; “We get people right out of college and bring them here and send 

them off to work on campaigns. We train them and they go on the campaign trail. We are really, 

really trying to get young women more politically involved” (Interview with John P.). They have 

already placed hundreds of women on various political campaigns and my interviewee reported 

that applications have increased by at least 20% each election cycle since 2004.  

EMILY’s List is not only women’s organization to espouse this goal or to create a program 

aimed at achieving it. The American Association of University Women (AAUW) recently created 

Campaign College, which serves a similar purpose but for women still in college. As the woman 
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who runs it told me: 

I think a lot of women don’t run because they’re terrified of the unknown. If we get 

them to run in college and experience a campaign then maybe when something in 

the local community comes up for election, women won’t be afraid to run. 

Campaign College should be a part of all colleges. And then WeLead in all 

community colleges across the country is what we need next. We don’t need that 

at Harvard. We need it with people who don’t have access to these networks. 

AAUW has taken on Campaign College—it takes candidate training and brings it 

to where it’s safe to practice. They learn how to do it in this safe and supportive 

environment. College campuses are horrible and sexist. If you can make it there, 

you can do it anywhere. (Interview with Katie F.) 

 

She proceeded to explain the AAUW’s commitment to helping college women gain leadership 

experience that would hopefully carry over into their working lives. While increasing the 

proportion of women in national-level politics is not a specific goal of the program, my interview 

subject was certain that some of the young women she had worked with will absolutely be political 

candidates within the next decade. 

 The other program mentioned in her quote, WeLead, is specifically focused on helping 

young women gain experience in the political field. WeLead was founded in 2008 by a then-

Professor at American University and some of her politically-minded colleagues. Currently run by 

American University’s Women in Politics Institute, it is a bipartisan organization that “works to 

increase the number of women working in politics and running for office” (“Women and Politics 

Institute” n.d., para. 1). They target women between the ages of 21 and 27, and hold seven monthly 

workshops on campaigning, fundraising, public policy and professional development. The 
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program also helps its young women participants network with current women leaders, including 

current and former politicians, and has successfully helped many young women begin their own 

careers in the political field. WeLead was, in fact, the progenitor of Campaign College, but its 

creators quickly recognized that Campaign College would spread more effectively if it were under 

the auspices of a university-focused membership organization such as AAUW, rather than an 

individual university (Interview with Sarah B.). 

 Some members of that same group of women also created another nonprofit organization 

called Running Start, which is focused more specifically at helping more young women become 

candidates for political office. Running Start incorporates multiple programs for young women, 

including its Young Women’s Political Leadership Program, which is a week-long summer retreat 

for high school girls, aimed at teaching them leadership skills and how to channel those skills into 

politics (“Running Start” n.d.; Interview with Jessica G.). The organization also has a semester-

long internship, called the Star Fellowship Program, for women college students, which places 

them in the offices of women politicians, and helps improve their own leadership skills through 

weekly seminars with political leaders, campaign strategists and media representatives (Interview 

with Susannah S.).33  

Interestingly, this internship program is funded through a grant from Walmart. As opposed 

to organizations like the Women’s Campaign Forum, which grew directly out of the Women’s 

Movement and second-wave feminism, the newer women’s political organizations are somewhat 

agnostic on working with corporations, including those with less progressive reputations and 

associations. This has caused some consternation and head-shaking among the more traditional 

women’s organizations such as the Feminist Majority and NOW (Interview with Erin M.). As one 

                                                 
33 I also attended three of these seminars, personally, in Spring, 2011 and was a speaker and facilitator multiple 

times in Spring, 2014. 
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of the Running Start founders told me,  

 

The Feminist Majority refuses to take corporate money, but we’re trying to change 

the system from the inside. We’ve refined our argument. It’s not just that it’s the 

right thing to do—it’s how capitalism works. Supporting women is good for 

business. When men see that, they’re saying there’s some validity here. It’s not just 

that we’re trying to create this utopia where everything is perfectly equal. Second 

wave feminism was needed while it was needed. Now what we’re doing is 

needed…if we really want more women in political leadership. (Interview with 

Jessica G.) 

 

Her cofounder continued, focusing on the end goal, more substantive political representation of 

women’s issues, “We get more women in and then the legislation will be more thoughtful toward 

women, better for women” (Interview with Susannah S.) 

In collaboration with the AAUW, Running Start also runs “Elect Her: Campus Women 

Win,” a daylong training program for college women that teaches them campaigning skills and 

also educates them about the importance of electing more women politicians (“Running Start” 

n.d.). They also bring together young women from around the country annually for the Young 

Women’s Political Summit. For a brief period, Running Start also had a spin-off of its own, Next 

Step, a bipartisan professional development program focused on training 23-28-year-old women 

for political careers. Next Step failed to thrive due to fundraising issues, however, and was 

disbanded in 2012 (Interview with Angela B.). 

Clearly, Running Start is a central player among the group of newer women’s 

organizations, in part due to the hard work and broad social network of one of its founders, Jessica 
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Grounds, who, after finishing a stint as the Director of Women Ready for Hillary, now runs her 

own strategy consultancy for women in politics. In general, the women involved in these new 

women’s political organizations tend to be hard-working, enthusiastic and dedicated to the cause 

of increasing young women’s political participation both in electoral politics and the political field 

more broadly. Organizations like Running Start are entirely volunteer-run and require significant 

fundraising as well, just to remain operational. As with women’s PACs, the field is open to new 

entrants, but survival is difficult.  

One of the ways Running Start ensures its survival, is by working closely with more 

established women’s organizations like AAUW. They are currently collaborating with WCF to 

promote another nonprofit women’s organization, She Should Run (Interview with Susannah S.). 

She Should Run is a non-partisan501(c)(3) organization working to increase women’s 

representation in politics by eliminating some of the barriers they face. Their strategy is based on 

research that suggests women far more than men are more likely to run for office if they are directly 

asked to do so (Baer et al. 2014; Fox and Lawless 2005). The process She Should Run uses is 

simple: their website contains a form that anyone can fill with information about a woman they 

believe should run for office. She Should Run takes that information and sends the suggested 

candidate the request along with information and resources about running for political office (“She 

Should Run Ask A Woman” n.d.). In general, past research suggests that men are still more likely 

to be asked to run for office, particularly by the major parties (Sanbonmatsu 2006). She Should 

Run may be changing that statistic, as in the past five years they have asked over 100,000 women 

to run (Interview with Erin C.). 

EMILY’s List recently started a similar initiative that goes a step further; their Political 

Opportunity Program sends its staff around the country “to find, recruit, and train the women who 
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are already leaders in their communities—we give them the tools they need to take the next step 

and run for office!” (“EMILY’s List” n.d.). They, too, cite the research on women needing that 

extra push of being asked to run, and one of my interviewees described the problem using a real-

world example:  

Women with policy knowledge, organizational ability, and deep community roots 

often don’t think they’re qualified to run for anything. True story—Donna Edwards 

in Maryland, she was working with the [Democratic] party looking for someone to 

run and someone finally told her she should do it herself. It had never occurred to 

her! Despite all of her work in the area she didn’t see herself as a candidate. So 

what the Political Opportunity Program does is find women and ask them to run. 

(Interview with John P.) 

 

EMILY’s List only works with pro-choice Democratic women candidates, of course, 

although the Political Opportunity Program does not discriminate otherwise—they work with 

women of all ages, from a wide variety of background (Interview with John P.). But She Should 

Run is an outlier among the newer women’s organizations, as their focus is on all women, 

regardless of age, party or ideology. Similarly, The White House Project was a non-partisan, 

nonprofit organization also working to increase the number and proportion of women in leadership 

positions in both politics and business. Founded in 1998 by Marie Wilson, the former president of 

the Ms. Foundation, they held day-long training sessions in New York City that focused on 

fundraising, campaigning and networking. The session I attended in 2011 also incorporated 

interactive sessions on asking for money and debating. Like Next Step, the White House Project 

struggled to find funding and eventually closed its doors in 2013, but at least seven of its 

participants over the years have gone on to win their elections, generally to state or local office 
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(Interview with Erin V.). 

 

Together, these organizations are working to overcome some of the continuing barriers 

preventing women from achieving parity in national-level electoral politics. Looking at how they 

fit together across the age and experience range, they have clearly created a pipeline for young  

 

women interested in politics (see Figure 22). The majority of new women’s political organizations 

are focused on this age group—women in their 20s and early 30s—as one of their longer-term 

goals is to get more women into political leadership positions such as committee chairmanships 

(Interview with Alicia A.). Reaching those positions takes time, as it requires making and 

maintaining the right network connections, exchanging favors over time and achieving some 

seniority in Congress. 

But some of my interviewees argued for a greater focus on a broader swath of potential 

Figure 22: Organizational Pipeline for Young Women in Politics 
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women candidates: 

The Seniority issue is important, of course, but we focus so much on Congress when 

there are loads of places around the country that just require more women around 

the table. County commissions, city councils, state legislature – these are important 

and seasoned women would be able to make a real difference. We can’t throw all 

of our efforts into young women at the national level when there are only 20-30 

seats open. If you really want women, you need to primary the guys out with women 

or challenge the incumbent with a strong woman. But we shouldn’t focus so much 

on campaigns that can’t be won. And while I know nobody will support that, I do 

think to build the pipeline we have to focus on getting people elected at the state 

level. (Interview with Sarah B.) 

 

There is some evidence that this could be a winning strategy as well. During the build-up 

to the 2012 elections, the Center for American Woman in Progress (CAWP), at Rutgers University, 

created the 2012 Project, which was a national campaign to engage women over 40 in the political 

process by asking them to run for political office at any level. The 2012 Project was created due 

to the losses women politicians suffered in the 2010 election—it was one of the few times in history 

that the proportion of women in Congress did not increase from the previous election cycle. Unlike 

the EMILY’s List initiative, the campaign focused on identifying women who were not previously 

active in politics. The project was nonpartisan and counted among its supporters some of the 

women’s PACs previously discussed, including WCF, EMILY’s List and the Republican Majority 

for Choice. Overall the 2012 Project was successful: the 113th Congress boasted the most women 

Senators in U.S. history and a record number of women in the House as well.  

But the newer women’s political organizations definitely have momentum on their side. 
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And the seniority issue is a big one in electoral politics, and it is one that will likely never go 

away as Congressional term limits are not a popular idea. As the political director of the Feminist 

Majority told me: “I think the 2012 project is fine but I think for the long view, Running Start 

and organizations like that are more important. Because they can help get young women in and 

those women can achieve senior positions in the parties. If you’re already recruiting women in 

their 50s, they don’t have a long shelf-life” (Interview with Alice C.). 
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Conclusion 

 

Q: Will there ever be gender equity in national politics? 

 

A: I hope so. I’ve seen a woman become the Speaker of the House and I hope to see 

a woman President in my lifetime. Even though she’s a Democrat, I was sitting 

there with tears in my eyes when Nancy was sworn in. I choose to believe it will 

happen, I think we’re getting there. Hillary’s campaign was the first one that really 

broke through that barrier. Initially people didn’t believe in it. She went through 

all the stages of bias and not bias but in the end she came across as very powerful.   

        

 – Republican women’s PAC leader 

 

Over the past half-century, American women have made significant progress towards 

gaining both substantive and symbolic equality with men. However, this progress has not been 

either steady or all encompassing. Women have disproportionately gained entry into the lower 

ranks of the occupational hierarchy, but their access to the higher strata has come much more 

slowly (Valian 1999). Certain occupational social locations closely associated with leadership 

have been particularly resistant to women’s entry, including national-level politics, the higher 

ranks of the military, and the top tier of the corporate world. Today, in 2015, women still only hold 

only 20% of elected federal offices; they are twenty of the 100 Senators, eighty-four of the 435 

Representatives. There are also six women state Governors and ten women Lieutenant Governors 

and 2 women Supreme Court Justices. These numbers are somewhat disheartening, yet thirty years 

ago, in 1980, there were only sixteen women in the House and one woman in the Senate.  

Women political candidates have been trapped in what I have termed the “candidate 

viability Catch-22” due to a to a variety of structural and historical factors, including internalized 

status beliefs about women’s leadership abilities, as well as their generally reduced access to 

personal funds and networks of well-off potential donors. Women candidates had trouble getting 

elected because they could not raise enough money from donors to either be or be seen as viable 
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candidates. But the reason they could not raise enough money if the first place was because the 

majority of potential donors and voters did not see them as viable candidates.   

While money does not guarantee political success, it is the primary means of accessing the 

game, and a necessary factor for anyone attempting to get elected in the United States, male or 

female, because it is a major, visible component of viability. As I said in the introduction to this 

thesis, fundraising success is not a true proxy for electoral success—and recall, viability is just the 

likelihood of electoral success—but it has a powerful signaling effect. The amount of money a 

candidate has already raised, along with her fundraising trajectory, are both visible objects; the 

average candidate is not going to follow the FEC’s data releases on campaign receipts and 

spending, but in Presidential and Congressional races the press often reports on them and uses 

them to make more general statements signaling a candidate’s viability and status. 

I have argued that because money was what was missing for women candidates—

especially in the 1970s through the 1990s, when they first started running for national office in 

greater numbers—it is also what provided the solution to their situation. But it required an outside 

force to break through the self-reinforcing cycle they were trapped in. Women’s PACs were that 

force, interceding for women candidates in two extremely important ways. At the individual level, 

they helped struggling women candidates to obtain the necessary funds to become more viable. At 

the group or symbolic level, they provided the publicity and exposure women needed to eventually 

be seen not as outsider candidates but simply as candidates. While women candidates would have 

likely achieved their current level of electoral success eventually even without PACs, their 

intercession eased the process for individual candidates and expedited the process for women 

candidates generally. 

Looking Forward 
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This thesis has taken a small first step toward a theory of political fundraising but much 

work remains to be done in that area. Experiments combined with post-experimental interviews or 

surveys are a potentially strong method to continue to explore the power dynamic that underlies 

the fundraising and donating dual relationship but to do it well, more than survey experiments are 

necessary. How do donors feel when they are asked for money by candidates and how do they feel 

after they donate it (or choose not to donate it)? Can a solicitation be manipulated such that it does 

not matter who is doing the soliciting? What other factors can affect the likelihood of giving aside 

from those related to the candidate and the solicitation itself?   

Another area of future research involves the role intermediaries can play in breaking 

through the type of self-reinforcing barriers that hold back women, ethnic minorities and lower 

class individuals from success not only in politics, but in business. There is some existing relevant 

work on how women can overcome double-bind issues such as the difficulty of being both liked 

and perceived as competent (e.g. Eagly and Carli 2007).; and on the role mentors and sponsors can 

play in overcoming institutional barriers (e.g. Noe 1988; Roth et al. 2004) Connections between 

these literatures can be drawn out and comparisons made between the situation for women in 

politics and in corporate leadership roles in order to gain more insight into the process.  

My interview question bank included this (purposefully) vague question: “Recent research 

suggests that women candidates no longer face problems with fundraising. What do you think?”  

All of the interview subjects emphatically responded, “No!” Though the empirical data do suggest 

that similarly situated women candidates are indeed able to raise as much money as men, my 

interview subjects strongly believe it is still harder for them to do so. Overall, they argued that it 

takes more time, effort and emotional energy for women, due to the fact that women generally still 

have somewhat different backgrounds, different social networks and different levels of confidence 
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than their male counterparts. The end results may be the same for similarly situated men and 

women candidates, but the paths they take are potentially very different, both objectively, and, 

perhaps, subjectively. 

The new crop of women’s political organizations are trying to address some of these 

subjectivity issues. They are training women as young as ten years old to speak up, to debate and 

to ask for what they want and need, in the hopes that many of them will run for office in high 

school and college. And then, by the time reach adulthood, politics will seem as good a choice of 

profession as any other. The pipeline created by these new women’s political organizations is the 

next step in the journey that began with the first women’s PAC. The end of the journey is not in 

sight yet; it will be many decades before women achieve anything even resembling national-level 

electoral parity, if it happens at all. But if women’s political organizations keep working together—

and growing and changing and innovating as needed—they can, at the very least, continue to 

provide much-needed support for women in the constantly shifting political field. 
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Appendix A: List of Interview Participants 
 

Name Position and Organization Interview Date 

   

*Marjorie D. President, Susan B. Anthony List (SBA List) 08/18/2010 

*Maria H. Women Vote Director, EMILY'S List  08/19/2010 

Patricia C. Founder and President, WISH List 08/19/2010 

John P. Associate Director, EMILY's List 09/15/2010 

Barbara L. Founder of women's research and policy foundation 09/16/2010 

Erin V. Associate Director, White House Project 01/06/2011 

Mark S. Independent political consultant 01/19/2011 

Stacy M. Director, Women Count PAC 03/09/2011 

*Jessica G. Co-Founder, Running Start; Independent political consultant  03/11/2011 

Susan S. Director, WAND 03/12/2011 

Cate G. Former Congressional candidate 03/16/2011 

Angela B. Co-Founder, Next Step; Republican fundraiser 03/17/2011 

Erin C. Executive Director, She Should Run 03/18/2011 

Karen C. Chair, Women in Leadership (WIL) 03/24/2011 

Karen M. Emerge America 03/25/2011 

Sue L.  President, National Federation of Republican Women 03/29/2011 

Gloria F. former President, Planned Parenthood 04/01/2011 

Noel S. DAWN PAC 04/01/2011 

Melissa R. Former President, WUFPAC 04/11/2011 

*Alice C. Political Director, Feminist Majority 04/29/2011 

Erin M. Associate Director, National Organization for Women (NOW) 06/02/2011 

Betsy H. Programs Director, National Women's Political Caucus (NWPC) 06/02/2011 

Susan F. Former state legislator; Independent political consultant  06/08/2011 

Alicia A. Associate (former), Center for American Women in Politics (CAWP) 09/17/2011 

Jamie S. Political strategist 10/04/2011 

Nancy B.  Independent campaign consultant for women candidates 10/19/2011 

Julie D. Programs Director, WCF 11/15/2011 

*Susannah S. Co-Founder, Running Start 04/16/2012 

Kate F. VP, AAUW; President, WUFPAC 04/17/2012 

Marjorie C. Political and Public Relations Consultant 05/19/2012 

Katherine C. Director National Right to Life PAC 06/23/2012 

Celinda L. Democratic pollster; Founder of Lake Associates 07/14/2012 

Lindsey M. Founder and President, Ladies America 08/04/2012 

   

* Denotes individuals who were interviewed multiple times. 
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Appendix B: Question Bank for Interviews with Women’s Organization 

Leaders 
 

Introductory question 

 

 Can you tell me a little about your background?  How did you become involved with this 

organization? 

 

Organization-specific questions 

 

 What would you say is the main purpose of your organization?   

o What is its political ideology?   

o How important is its political ideology? 

 

 Do you think it generally succeeds in achieving its goals? 

 

 Do you believe in your organization’s goals? 

 

 *Why do you believe it’s important to elect more women politicians?   

 

o What can they do, - if anything -that men can’t? 

 

 What does your organization do specifically to help elect women candidates? 

 

o How successful are you? 

 

o Which women candidates have you worked with? 

 

 Does your organization help raise money for women candidates? 

 

o Is that an important part of your work? 

 

o Do you think women candidates need outside help with their fundraising? 

 

o Do they need as much help as they did, say 20 years ago? 

 

 *How does your organization approach fundraising for candidates? 

 

o For your own organization? 

 

 How do you decide which women to support?   

 

o How important is it that they share your organization’s political ideology?   

 

o How important is electability? (How does your organization define electability?) 
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 *Do your strategies differ from those of other similar organizations (such as those with 

different political orientations or those focused only on achieving their political 

ideological goals)? 

 

 In your opinion, overall, do fundraising strategies differ based on the gender of the 

candidate? 

 

 *Do you work with other organizations with similar goals?   

 

o May I ask which ones?   

 

o Are there particular organizations you see as fundamentally opposed to your own? 

 

 Do you believe your organization is part of the women’s movement?  Do you think other 

members of your organization believe that it is? 

 

 *How do you balance the potentially at odds goals of your organization?  i.e. electing 

women and electing __________ candidates? 

 

Broader questions (organizational field) 

 

 Recent research suggests that women candidates no longer face problems with 

fundraising. What do you think  

 

 What kinds of obstacles do women candidates face?  Do they differ at all from those 

faced by men?  If so, how? 

 

 How important are PACs to getting more women elected? 

 

 How important are PACs to helping women candidates fundraise? 

 

 Can you give me some examples or the role PACs have played in either getting more 

women elected or raising money for them? 

 

 How important do you believe money is in American politics? 

 

o Do you think this will ever change? (e.g. the movement for public funding, etc.) 

 

 What types of circumstances can prevent the richest candidate from winning? 

 

 Do you believe the political landscape has changed for women?  Is it easier for them to 

be considered viable candidates today?  Why? 

 

 What further changes do you foresee happening for women candidates in the future (near 

or far)? 
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 On a scale of one to ten, how important do you think women’s PACs have been to 

helping more women get elected at the national level? 

 

Conclusion 

 

 Thank you so much for taking the time to talk to me. It’s been extremely useful hearing 

your perspective on this issue. 

 

 Could you possibly suggest other people either within your organization or at related 

organizations that I should talk to in order to broaden this project? 

 

 There are preliminary, almost exploratory interviews.  I have a few years to go before I’m 

finished with my dissertation project.  Would it be possible to contact you with further 

questions or perhaps even talk to you again, perhaps as early as this summer, but more 

likely sometime next year? 
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Appendix C: List of Major Women’s PACs 
 

List of National Women’s (and related) PACs active between 1984 and 2016 

 

Name FEC # Years 

American Women Presidents C00357558 2000-2010 

Concerned Women for America C00375865 2002-2016 

Democrats for Life of America C00414219 2006-2016 

EMILY's List C00193433 1984-2016 

Feminist Majority C00377168 2002-2016 

L PAC (Super PAC) C00519413 2012-2016 

Maggie's List C00469023 2010-2016 

NARAL Pro-Choice America C00079541 1990-2016 

National Association of Women Business Owners C00341586 1998-2016 

National Federation of Business and Professional 

Women's Clubs C00119545 1990-2016 

National Federation of Democratic Women C00353037 2000-2016 

National Federation of Republican Women C00402339 2004-2016 

National Organization for Women C00092247 1990-2016 

National Pro-Life Alliance C00358051 2000-2016 

National Right to Life C00111278 1990-2016 

National Women's Political Caucus Victory Fund C00034256 1990-2016 

National Women's Political Caucus  C00133504 1990-2016 

OB-GYN PAC C00364158 2002-2016 

Planned Parenthood C00314617 1996-2016 

Rachel's Action Network C90007899 2004-2008 

Republican Majority for Choice C00346635 2000-2016 

Republican National Coalition for Life C00255406 1992-2016 

Susan B. Anthony List C00332296 1992-2016 

the WISH List C00258277 1992-2012 

Value in Electing Women PAC C00327189 1998-2016 

We Lead Women Engaged in Leadership 

Education C00388561 2004-2006 

Winning Women (Super PAC) C00549568 2014-2016 

Women Building for the Future C00381160 2002-2012 

Women Engaged in Leadership Education/Action C00388561 2004-2008 

Women for: C00010488 1990-2008 

Women Impacting the Nation C00435537 2008-2016 

Women In Leadership C00283432 1994-2016 

Women in Psychology for Legislative Action C00237404 1990-2016 

Women Under Forty PAC C00345942 2000-2016 

Women Vote! (Super PAC) C00473918 2010-2016 

WomenCount PAC C00450098 2008-2016 

Women's Action for New Directions C00170316 1990-2016 

Women's Campaign Fund C00015024 1990-2016 

Women's Political Committee C00188193 1990-2016 
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Women Speak Out PAC (Super PAC) C00530766 2012-2016 

Women's Voices Women Vote C90009317 2006-2010 

Women's Voter Project C00394049 2004-2006 
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Appendix D: A Typology of Women’s PACs  
  

 This typology classifies women’s PACs according to some of the major dimensions that 

define and differentiate them. It is organized first by the PACs status and purpose. The status 

categories are short-term, which are PACs that lasted ten years or less and are no longer in 

existence long-lasting, which means that they are at least ten years old and continue to exist in 

2016, and new entrants, which are PACs that have emerged in the last ten years. The purpose 

category captures the major focus (or foci) of the PAC and any nonprofit organization associated 

with it. Pure PACs have no affiliated nonprofit or one that only exists to help with administration 

and administrative costs. For those PACs, fundraising for women candidates in order to get them 

elected is their only real purpose. Many PACs that do have affiliated nonprofits focus some of 

their efforts in other areas as well, such as advocacy and membership. Most of the short-term 

PACs were purely election-focused. The last category in the typology denotes whether or not 

women are the major concern and focus of each PAC. While each PAC in the list does focus on 

women to at least some extent and often partners with other women-focused organizations, there 

are a few PACs that place more emphasis on electing pro-life or pro-choice candidates and 

influencing public policy on reproductive rights.   

 In general, the short-term PACs were also more likely to take no stance on abortion or to 

be pro-life than the long-lasting PACs. The majority of all of the women’s PACs are Democratic, 

which means they (mainly or in many cases only), support women candidates. There are some 

non-partisan PACs, just as there are some that take no stance on abortion.  

 The color coding captures the size dimension as it illustrates how much money each PAC 

raises and spends. These numbers vary from year to year, which is why the range is provided. 

The ranges are as follows: yellow = < $100,000; Green = < $1,000,000; Blue =  > $1,000,000. 
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Many, though not all, of the short-term PACs fall into the lowest category when it comes to 

money raised and spent. The big outlier there is the Hollywood Women’s PAC, which raised 

$1.4 million in its strongest year but only lasted eight years. However, the large amounts raised 

are not all that surprising given the PAC’s constituents—Los Angeles women in the movie 

industry.  

 Over the past ten years, the only new entrants into this field have been PACs that lasted 

only a few years and, most recently, women-focused Super PACs. As Super PACs, these newest 

entrants are all purely election-focused and in the highest range of money raised and spent, but 

unlike the majority of election-focused PACs, three of the four have a stance on abortion.  
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Table 12: A Typology of Women’s PACs 

Name Founded 

Ended/ 

Continuing 

Age            

(in 

years) 

Status 

(Short -

term or 

Long-

term) Purpose 

Party 

affiliation 

Affiliated 

with a 

nonprofit 

(501 c3, 

c4, 527) 

Stance 

on 

Abortion  

Receipts/ 

Expenditures 

Range 

Major 

Focus on 

Women 

Democrats for Life of 

America 2006 2006 1 Short-term 

Advocacy 

Election Dem Yes Pro-Life $15K No 

Women Impacting the 

Nation 2008 2008 1 Short-term 

Advocacy 

Election Repub Yes Pro-Life $65.5K Yes 

Women's Voter Project 2004 2004 1 Short-term Election Dem No None $820K Yes 

We Lead Women Engaged 

in Leadership Education 2004 2006 2 Short-term Election Dem No None $5K-$28K Yes 

Rachel's Action Network 2004 2008 4 Short-term Election Dem No None $2.2K-$8.5K Yes 

Women Engaged in 

Leadership Action 2004 2008 4 Short-term Election Dem No None $2K-$28K Yes 

Women's Voices Women 

Vote 2006 2010 4 Short-term Election Dem No None $100K-$240K Yes 

Women Building for the 

Future 2002 2012 10 Short-term Election Dem No None $50K-$320K Yes 

National Pro-Life 

Democrats PAC 1990 1992 2 Short-term Election Dem No Pro-Life $1.6K-$7.5K No 

Hollywood Women's PAC 1990 1998 8 Short-term Election Dem No Unknown $250K-$1.4M Yes 

American Women 

Presidents 2000 2010 10 Short-term Election 

Non-

partisan No None $4K-$10K Yes 

Republican Network to 

Elect Women 1994 1998 4 Short-term Election Repub No None $50K-$630K Yes 

NARAL Pro-Choice 

America 1990 2016 26 

Long-

lasting 

Advocacy 

Election 

Non-

partisan Yes Yes $800K-$4M No 

Planned Parenthood 1996 2016 20 

Long-

lasting 

Advocacy 

Election Dem Yes 

Pro-

Choice $300K-$1.6M Yes 

Republican Majority for 

Choice 2000 2016 16 

Long-

lasting 

Advocacy 

Election Repub Yes 

Pro-

Choice $36K-$180K No 
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National Pro-Life Alliance 2000 2016 16 

Long-

lasting 

Advocacy 

Election Repub Yes Pro-Life $60K-$320K No 

Susan B. Anthony List 1992 2016 24 

Long-

lasting 

Advocacy 

Election  Repub Yes Pro-Life $160K-$700K Yes 

National Organization for 

Women 1990 2016 26 

Long-

lasting 

Advocacy 

Election 

Research 

Non-

partisan Yes Yes $150K-$650K Yes 

Feminist Majority 2002 2016 14 

Long-

lasting 

Advocacy 

Election 

Training   Dem Yes 

Pro-

Choice $25K-$70K No 

Women for: 1990 2006 16 

*Long-

lasting Election Dem No 

Pro-

Choice $100K-$240K Yes 

Women In Leadership 1994 2016 22 

Long-

lasting Election Non No None $22K-$58K Yes 

Women Under Forty PAC 2000 2016 16 

Long-

lasting Election Non No 

Pro-

Choice $5K - $33K Yes 

Value in Electing Women 

PAC 1998 2016 18 

Long-

lasting Election Repub No None $100K-$450K Yes 

the WISH List 1992 2012 20 

*Long-

lasting Election  Repub Yes 

Pro-

Choice $250K-$1.8M Yes 

Women's Action for New 

Directions 1990 2016 26 

Long-

lasting 

Election 

Advocacy  

Non-

partisan Yes None $6K-$22K Yes 

Republican National 

Coalition for Life 1992 2016 24 

Long-

lasting 

Election 

Advocacy  Repub No Pro-Life $30K-$170K No 

EMILY's List 1984 2016 32 

Long-

lasting 

Election 

Advocacy 

Training Dem Yes 

Pro-

Choice $200K-$45M Yes 

Women's Campaign 

Forum/Fund 1974 2016 42 

Long-

lasting 

Election 

Advocacy 

Training 

Non-

partisan Yes Yes $120K-$2.8M Yes 
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National Women's 

Political Caucus 1980 2016 36 

Long-

lasting 

Election 

Membership 

Advocacy 

Training 

Non-

partisan Yes None $30K-$140K Yes 

Maggie's List 2010 2016 16 

Long-

lasting 

Election 

Training Repub Yes None $55K-$200K Yes 

Women's Political 

Committee 1990 2016 26 

Long-

lasting 

Election 

Training  Dem No None $60K-$280K Yes 

WomenCount PAC 2006 2016 10 

Long-

lasting 

Election 

Training 

Advocacy 

Non-

partisan Yes 

Pro-

Choice $80K-$410K Yes 

National Federation of 

Business and Professional 

Women's Clubs PAC 1990 2016 26 

Long-

lasting 

Membership  

Advocacy 

Research 

Non-

partisan Yes None $20K-$65K Yes 

National Association of 

Women Business Owners 1998 2016 18 

Long-

lasting 

Membership 

Election Non Yes None $2K-$32K Yes 

National Federation of 

Democratic Women 2000 2016 16 

Long-

lasting 

Membership 

Election 

Training Dem Yes 

Pro-

Choice $2K-$17K Yes 

National Federation of 

Republican Women 2004 2016 12 

Long-

lasting 

Membership 

Training 

Election Repub Yes None $17K-$400K Yes 

Women Lead PAC (Super 

PAC) 2014 2016 2 New entrant Election Dem No None $450K-$1.2M Yes 

Women Vote! (Super 

PAC) 2010 2016 6 New entrant Election Dem No 

Pro-

Choice $2.2M-$12.5M Yes 

L PAC (Super PAC) 2012 2016 4 New entrant Election 

Non-

partisan No 

Pro-

Choice $350K-$1.1M Yes 

Women Speak Out PAC 

(Super PAC) 2012 2016 4 New entrant Election Repub No Pro-Life $800K-$3.8M Yes 

* The WISH List and Women for: both lasted more than 10 years but are no longer in existence today.     
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Appendix E: Empirical Evidence for the Lack of a Relationship 

Between Candidate Gender and Donation Decisions 
 

As part of my research into women candidates’ fundraising problems, I ran multiple 

fundraising vignette experiments testing various aspects of the relationship between 

candidate gender and political donations. The results from the most successful of these 

experiments are reported in the following section.34 While the experimental results, for 

the most part, were not significant, this is not completely surprising. The general 

relationships they attempt to specify have changed significantly in recent years as 

women candidates and politicians have become more common and prominent. Given 

the previous research on women candidates’ long history of fundraising problems, the 

absence of strong and significant results today helps affirm the assertion that women 

candidates no longer face the same barriers to successful fundraising they once did.35 

Women are no longer political outsiders or tokens in the political field. They no longer 

                                                 
34 The other three experiments conducted were extensions of the first. The second experiment explored 

whether donors reacted differently to a woman candidate’s request for money if she is supported by a 

women’s PAC. The results were not quite significant, but they were suggestive. Women with PAC 

support were more likely to get donations than women without PAC support or than men with or 

without PAC support, and more, they were given more money. The third experiment looked at whether 

men and women hypothetically running for office would choose different types of relations (e.g. 

acquaintance, close friend) to ask for money. In the end I decided the hypothetical situation was too far 

removed from the situation of real political candidates—most people do not choose to run for office and 

making that choice is an important component of a candidate’s personality—to report here. The fourth 

experiment, performed both online and in the lab with Georgetown psychology professor Catherine 

Tinsley, took a broader approach to fundraising, testing whether the type of solicitor (by gender, race 

and class) and purpose of the solicitation (political campaign, charity, investment) affected the 

likelihood of donation. Preliminary analysis suggested some interesting effects, but I deemed them too 

far outside the scope of this project to report. More, while fundraising and donating are ripe areas for 

experimental work, the best approach would be to make the experiments more behavioral: creating 

situations where people would have actual money to choose to give or not. At the time, I lacked those 

resources, although given my current work and access to a real research budget, I plan to revisit this 

topic soon. 
35 There are some things that could have potentially improved the experiment such as trying a within-

subjects rather than between-subjects design. With more funding, I could also have tried to give 

participants actual money to allocate among candidates to see if a behavioral approach would make a 

difference. 
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need the level of outside support they did in the 1980s and 1990s.  

 

 

 

Experiment 1: Does Candidate Gender Affect the Likelihood and Amount of 

Donations? 

 

The purpose of the first experiment was to determine whether potential donors 

react differently to political fundraising requests made by men vs. women candidates, 

taking into account the type of relationship the candidate has with the potential donor. 

While other researchers have used experiments to explore the gender stereotypes 

potential voters might apply to candidates’ abilities (Brooks 2013) and to determine 

whether men and women are judged differently for their age and appearance (Sigelman 

et al. 1987) no previous experimental research has focused on donation preferences. The 

impetus for including the relationship closeness element was the many reports by my 

women interview subjects that they were penalized for asking for money for their own 

campaigns and organizations while their male peers were not. It also draws on related 

research from the literature on negotiations and entrepreneurship, which suggests that 

women (but not men) are penalized, both monetarily and socially, when negotiating on 

behalf of themselves. I compare how participants feel about hypothetical men and 

women candidates, how likely they are to vote for them and donate to their campaigns, 

and how much money they would be willing to donate to them. 

Hypothesis 1: Participants will be less likely to vote for, donate to and volunteer for the 

woman candidate than the male candidate. 

 

 Particularly when it comes to being asked for money, other factors may matter 

as well, specifically the type of relationship the donor/voter has with the candidate. In 
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general, people are more likely to help their friends than people they are less well 

acquainted with. This may be the case both in terms of choosing to donate and the 

donation amount. 

Hypothesis 2a: Participants will be more likely to vote for and donate to candidates 

who have a closer (hypothetical) relationship with them than those who are more 

distant. 

 

Hypothesis 2b: Participants will donate more to candidates who have a closer 

(hypothetical) relationship with them than those who are more distant. 

 

It is possible that this effect will not be equally true for both men and women 

candidates. Theories about gender stereotyping suggest that resource requests made by 

women may be judged differently than those made by men depending on the closeness 

of the relationship between the asker and the asked.  

Hypothesis 3a: The interaction of relationship type and character gender may have 

opposite effects for men (positive with a closer relationship) and women candidates 

(negative with a closer relationship). 

 

 One of my interview subjects told me, “You need to be more careful with your 

friends when you’re a woman candidate trying to fundraise. You have political capital 

within your network. I can only use a person so much if they’re a really close friend, 

because you don’t want to negatively affect the relationship; but you can only use a 

person so much if they’re not a really close friend. That’s something that isn’t even 

talked about” (Interview with Jessica G.). Generally, people are more comfortable with 

men (as opposed to women) acting instrumentally, (i.e. asking for things for 

themselves), while the norm for women is still that they are more likely to act on behalf 

of others. It is possible that this expectation and the reaction to it could be exaggerated 

if the hypothetical candidate is specifically a close friend of the person she asks for 
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money. Women tend to be judged more harshly than men for acting instrumentally, 

especially in social situations. It is possible that candidates who are female and close 

friends may be penalized in other ways for asking for money.  

Hypothesis 3b: Women candidates who are close friends will be penalized with lower 

ratings on positive personal characteristics and higher ratings on negative personal 

characteristics. 

 

There is some evidence in past research to suggest that female voters are more 

likely to vote for and donate to women candidates than male voters are. For example, 

just under 50% of the donations made to Hillary Clinton’s primary campaign in 2008 

came from women donors, while in general, women tend to make only 30-35% of 

political donations. 

Hypothesis 4: Female participants will donate to and vote for women candidates at a 

higher rate than male participants, regardless of relationship strength. 

  

 These closely related hypotheses are all tested in one study, described below.  

Method  

 

Data for this study were collected using January of 2011, using Amazon’s 

Mechanical Turk website, which allows experimenters to utilize a body of willing 

research participants at a low cost. Previous research has suggested that the 

experimental and survey data resulting from Mechanical Turk are not appreciably 

different from those collected in universities and colleges laboratory settings (Paolacci 

et al 2010, Mason and Suri 2012). Though running experiments through Mechanical 

Turk is not currently the norm in academic research, it is becoming more and more 

common. It has obvious advantages over typical laboratory experiments in that the 

subject pool is more diverse and representative overall (participants are not exclusively 
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undergraduate or MBA students) and data-collection is far more cost-effective.  

 This study utilized 245 participants who range in age from 18-65 with an average 

age of 33 (SD=11). All but 5 of the participants attended high school in the United States 

and all are American citizens.36  

Procedure  

 

All participants read a vignette about a donation request from a hypothetical 

candidate for the office of Mayor of a mid-sized city (see Appendix II for complete 

vignette and follow-up questions). The participants were randomly assigned to one of 

six manipulated conditions based on the study’s 2 (gender of vignette character: male, 

female) x 3 (hypothetical relationship between the participant and the vignette character: 

friend, acquaintance, stranger) factorial design. After reading the vignette, participants 

were asked whether and how much they would donate to the hypothetical candidate, 

how appropriate they thought it was that the hypothetical candidate was running and 

how much they thought the candidate embodied a range of positive and negative 

characteristics. 

Independent Variables 

 

 Gender of vignette character. Gender was manipulated using a masculine or 

feminine name (Amelia or Adam) and the appropriate pronouns. 

 Relationship type. The character was described to have a particular relationship 

with the participant. In the Friend condition, the character is described as “your good 

friend”. In the Acquaintance condition, the character is someone “who you’ve known 

                                                 
36 Removing those five individuals from the study does not change the results. 
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casually for the past 5 years.” Finally, in the Stranger condition, the vignette character 

is described as someone “who you met once through friends but don’t really know”. 

Covariates 

 

 Gender of participant. Gender of participants was self-reported and coded “0” 

for men and “1” for women. 

 Age. Age was self-reported by participants and then binned by the experimenter 

into 10-year ranges. 

 Political affiliation. Participants were offered 4 options: “Democrat”, 

“Republican”, “Independent”, or “Other”. If they chose “Other” they were then asked 

to specify their affiliation. 

 Political interest. Participants were asked to answer the question “How political 

do you consider yourself to be?” Responses were measured using scale ranging from 1 

“Not at all” to 5 “Extremely.” This measure was reinforced by asking participants 

whether or not they voted in the 2012 Presidential election. 

 Donation experience. Participants were asked whether they had ever donated to 

a political candidate in the past. Responses were limited to “Yes” and “No”. 

Dependent Variables 

 

 Likelihood of donating. The main dependent variables in this study is response 

to the donation request. Participants were asked to indicate their likelihood of donating 

to the hypothetical candidate using a scale ranging from 1 “Very Unlikely” to 7 “Very 

Likely”. 

Donation amount. The likelihood of donating question was followed up with 

question asking how much participants would be willing to donate with the following 
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five ranges provided as options: $0, $1-$49, $50-$99, $100, >$100. Participants were 

also asked how likely they would be to vote for the candidate.  

Likelihood of voting. Likelihood of voting was measured using a scale ranging 

from 1 “Very Unlikely” to 5 “Very Likely”. 

Perception of Candidate. Positive and negative perceptions of the hypothetical 

candidates were also measured by asking participants how they would rate the candidate 

on a variety of personal characteristics such as warmth, competence, and arrogance. 

These items were eventually collapsed into one negative and one positive measure. A 

Principal Components Analysis confirmed that in each case the items loaded onto a 

single factor accounting for at least 75% of the variance. 

Analysis and Results 

 

To test Hypothesis 1, that respondents will be less likely to vote for and donate 

to women, I ran a simple t-test. As expected, when the hypothetical candidate is male, 

respondents are more likely to donate to him (M=4.30 vs. M=4.02), vote for him and 

volunteer for him, than they would be for a hypothetical woman candidate. They are 

also willing to donate more money, to men, M=2.39 than to women, M=2.22. However, 

the differences across all comparisons are relatively slight, and none of the results are 

significant, p>.1 in all cases. 

Hypothesis 2a: Participants will be more likely to vote for and donate to candidates 

who have a closer (hypothetical) relationship with them than those who are more 

distant.  

 

Figure 22 shows the mean likelihood of donating, given by participants in each 

of the relationship conditions. When the candidate was a close friend, participants were 

more likely to donate, M=4.83, 95% CI [4.42, 5.24], than when the candidate was an 
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acquaintance, M=3.85, 95% CI [3.43, 4.27], or a stranger, M=3.82, 95% CI [3.41, 4.23]. 

The results of a one-way ANOVA, indicated the likelihood of donating was 

significantly different between groups F(2, 242)=7.58, p=.001. A Tukey post-hoc test 

revealed that participants were significantly more likely to donate to candidates who 

were close friends than to those who were either acquaintances or strangers p<.005. 

There was no significant difference between the acquaintance and stranger conditions, 

p=.991. This means that while participants were somewhat likely to donate to candidates 

who were friends, they were undecided about whether to donate to candidates who were 

either acquaintances or strangers. 

 
Figure 22: Mean likelihood of donating by relationship type 

 
 

Results were very similar for likelihood of voting, where the participants were 

significantly more likely to vote for close friends, M=4.42, 95% CI [4.25, 4.59], than 

either acquaintances, M=3.98, 95% CI [3.79, 4.16], or strangers, M=3.88, 95% CI [3.68, 

4.08]. 

Hypothesis 2b: Participants will donate more money to candidates who have a closer 
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(hypothetical) relationship with them than those who are more distant. 

 

Hypothesis 2b is similarly supported by the data; as with the likelihood of 

donating and voting, the amount donated is significantly larger when the candidate is a 

friend, M=2.67, 95% CI [2.42, 2.91], than when he or she is an acquaintance, M=2.12, 

95% CI [1.92, 2.32],  or stranger, M=2.13, 95% CL [1.88, 2.39]. There is a significant 

difference in amount donated between the groups, F(2, 242)=6.84, p=.001. A Tukey 

post-hoc test revealed that participants donated more to candidates who were close 

friends than to those who were either acquaintances or strangers p<.005. There was no 

significant difference between the acquaintance and stranger conditions, p=.997. In 

terms of actual money, this means participants would be willing to donate $50-$100 to 

candidates who were close friends, but <$50 to candidates who were either 

acquaintances or strangers.  

Hypothesis 3a: The interaction of relationship type and character gender may have 

opposite effects for men (positive with a closer relationship) and women candidates 

(negative with a closer relationship) on the likelihood of donating to and voting for a 

candidate, as well as on donation amount. 

 

Hypothesis 3a was tested with a two-way ANOVA. The main effect of 

relationship type on likelihood of donating and voting as well as on donation amount 

remained significant and quite similar to the results in the one-way ANOVA (e.g. for 

likelihood of voting, F(2, 242)=7.58, p=.001. Gender of vignette character also does not 

appear to matter, remaining non-significant, F (1, 239)=1.646, p=.201.  

There was a marginally significant interaction between relationship type and 

gender of the vignette character on the likelihood of donating, F(2, 239)=2.47, p=.087. 

This result required further analysis to determine where the significant difference lay. 



 

188 

An analysis of the pairwise comparisons revealed a significant difference in the 

likelihood of donating at the friend level to male and female candidates. Participants 

were more likely to donate to male candidates, M=5.23, 95% CI [4.65, 5.81], than to 

women candidates, M=4.45, 95% CI [3.89, 5.01], F(1, 79)=3.704, p=.058. This means 

that participants were somewhat likely to donate to male candidates who were friends 

and undecided about donating to female candidates who were friends. 

Hypothesis 3b: Women candidates who are close friends will be penalized with lower 

ratings on positive personal characteristics and higher ratings on negative personal 

characteristics. 

 

There was no significant interaction between relationship type and gender of the 

vignette character on either positive or negative perceptions of the candidate, F(2, 239)= 

2.07, p=.128, and F(2, 239)= 2.12, p=.122. 

Hypothesis 4: Female participants will donate to and vote for women candidates at a 

higher rate than male participants, regardless of relationship strength. 

 

There was no significant interaction between gender of the participant and 

gender of the vignette character on either positive on likelihood of donating, or voting, 

F(1, 241)= .013, p=.909, and F(1, 241)= 1.76, p=.186. 

Discussion 

 

While there are some significant results—Hypotheses 2a, 2b, and 3a were 

supported— most of the anticipated gender effects were not found. The closeness of the 

relationship between the potential donor and the candidate matters far more than gender 

in determining the likelihood of donating to a political candidate, as well as the amount 

donated. This supports the findings (laid out in the previous chapter) of some of the past 

research looking at candidate fundraising using FEC data, which suggested that women 
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candidates no longer have to worry about donors choosing not to donate to them on the 

basis of their gender. The one exception to the lack of gender results involves the 

interaction of candidate gender and relationship type, which was significant in the 

expected direction. Participants were slightly more likely to donate to male friends who 

asked for money than female friends who asked for money. To some extent, this is the 

most important finding of them all, as the hypothesis that generated it was the original 

impetus for the study. Though people were still more willing to donate to women 

candidates who were close friends than those who were either strangers or 

acquaintances, they were far less willing to donate to those women than to men who 

inhabited the same close friend relationship. This mirrors the findings of the women 

political consultants I interviewed who told me that candidates they had worked with 

reported that close friends were reluctant to donate to them when asked, and considered 

the asking a breach of friendship. Even if people are still willing to donate when asked 

for money by women candidate friends, it seems that potential women candidates are 

right to be wary. 

However, there were no similar findings with regards to the likelihood of voting 

for a candidate. While the closeness of the relationship did affect people’s likelihood of 

voting for a candidate, the results did not differ by gender. Thus, if people do react 

differently to men and women political candidates in the voting booth, it is not simply 

because of gender. The experimental design controls for political party, ideology and 

incumbency, which are all strong predictors of voting behavior. It is likely that those 

factors account for the majority of the variability in the choices made by voters, leaving 

very little space for the demographic characteristics of candidates. Women candidates 
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are more likely to be challengers and Democrats, and they are also more likely to be 

ideologically liberal than their male counterparts. That leaves them (in the aggregate) 

with a smaller percentage of the overall population to pursue for funds and votes. 

There is one more finding from the above study worth noting. Because there is 

research suggesting that people’s reaction to women running for office is somewhat 

dependent on their knowledge of the actual numbers of women in elected political 

office, candidates were also asked to note the correct percentage of women in Congress 

based on pre-selected ranges: 0, 10%-20%, 21%-30%, up to >50%. The option “I don’t 

know” was also provided. The results were not unexpected as they are somewhat similar 

to the national average.  Only 30.6% of participants correctly chose the 10%-20% range, 

and only 24% of women respondents vs. 36% of male respondents. A chi-squared test 

revealed that the difference was not significant 7.01, p=.220.  A near majority of 

respondents, 46%, chose “I don’t know” in response to the question. Depressing though 

this is finding is, when controlled for, it did not change any of the outcomes noted in the 

previous section. So regardless of their knowledge of the actual percentage of women 

in politics, participants tended to treat male and female candidates similarly. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


