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Abstract of Dissertation 
 

 
Women’s Organizations and the Partisan Gender Gap 

 
Why does the Republican infrastructure for recruiting and supporting women lag so far 

behind the Democratic structure? Prior research established the disparity between 

Republican and Democratic campaign and recruitment efforts towards women, but we 

know much less about the source of this disparity. In the dissertation, I argue that 

Republican women’s groups experience organizational ambivalence, meaning 

organizations are torn between a desire to support women and a party culture that 

emphasizes gender-blindness and conservatism. Additionally, I argue that nonpartisan 

groups predominantly support Democratic women candidates due to their similarity to 

Democratic groups, partisan issue association, and variations in the pool of eligible 

candidates. I leverage information from an original data set on the activities of partisan 

and nonpartisan women’s organizations, a state-level survey of women’s organizations, 

and more than two dozen interviews with leaders of national organizations. After 

depicting the current role of women’s groups in the United States, I use an original data 

set of financial contributions and endorsements to establish that women’s groups 

primarily support Democratic women. Utilizing the survey and interviews, I find 

suggestive evidence that Republican women’s groups experience organizational 

ambivalence, impacting the amount of individualized support available for Republican 

women. This support pattern is compounded by nonpartisan groups primarily supporting 

Democratic candidates. The project offers new evidence on the importance of women’s 

organizations in promoting women who run for office and provides insight into how 

these organizations can continue to diversify the candidate pipeline.   



 viii 

Table of Contents 
 
 

Dedication ……….……………….……………….……….…………………….………iv 
 
Acknowledgements ……….……………….…………….……….……………...............v 
 
Abstract of Dissertation……….……….……….……………….……….…………….vii 
 
List of Figures …………….………………….…..………………………………….…..ix 
 
List of Tables …….……….……………….………………..…………………...............xi  
 
Chapter 1: Introduction …………….………….……….………………............................1 
 
Chapter 2: Extending the Literature on The Partisan Gender Gap 

      and Women’s Organizations………..………………………………….….…21 
 

Chapter 3: The Organization of Women’s Organizations…………………………….....64 
 
Chapter 4: Who Receives Support from Women’s Groups………..................................94 
 
Chapter 5: Organizational Ambivalence: Why Republican Women Fail 

      To Garner Support from Partisan Women’s Organizations….……..…...….119 
 
Chapter 6: Issues and Associations: Why Republican Women Fail To  

      Garner Support from Nonpartisan Women’s Organizations……..………...144 
 
Chapter 7: Trump’s Effect On Women’s Organizations Recruitment…………..……...171 

 
Chapter 8: Conclusion………….…………………………………………...….…….…198 
 
Citations……………….………………………………………………………………..209 
 
Appendix………………………………………………………………………………..233 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 ix 

List of Figures 

 

Figure 1. Partisan Gender Gap of Candidates over time………………………………….2 

Figure 2. Founding Years of Women’s Organizations ………………………………….70 

Figure 3. Women’s Organizations by Partisan Association …………………………….74 

Figure 4. Distribution of Women’s Organizations Across the United States…….……...81 

Figure 5. Support Tactics of Women’s Organization……………………………………88 

Figure 6. Nonpartisan Groups Intended Cliental…………………………………….…103 

Figure 7. Republican Groups Intended Clientele……………………………………….104 

Figure 8. Democratic Groups Intended Clientele………………………………………105 

Figure 9. Recipients of Endorsements by Partisan Affiliation……………….………...106 

Figure 10. Recipients of Endorsements by Gender………….……….……………...…108 

Figure 11. Financial Support by Partisan Affiliation…………………………………...110 

Figure 12. Financial Support by Gender………………………………………………..111 

Figure 13. Amount of Financial Support by Partisan Affiliation………………………112 

Figure 14. Amount of Financial Support by Gender………………………………..….113 

Figure 15. Support Patterns of Women’s Groups………………………………………122 

Figure 16. Attitudes on the Difficulty of Electing Genders.............................................126 

Figure 17. Environment: Does sexist media coverage impact the gender gap?………..127 

Figure 18. Stereotypes: Do stereotypes impact the gender gap?………… …..………..128 

Figure 19. Pipeline: Does a lack of qualified women candidates 

 impact the gender gap?...........................................................................129 

Figure 20. Values: How important is electing partisan candidates?................................130 

Figure 21. Values: How important is electing women?...................................................131 



 x 

Figure 22. Nonpartisan Attitudes on the Difficulty of Electing Genders........................149 

Figure 23. Nonpartisan Attitudes on the Difficulty of Electing Partisan Women...........150 

Figure 24. Environment: Do these factors impact the gender gap?.................................151 

Figure 25. Stereotypes: Do stereotypes impact the gender gap?.....................................152 

Figure 26. Values: How important is women’s political involvement?..........................154 

Figure 27. Values: How important is electing partisans?................................................155 

Figure 28. Values: How important is electing candidates of various ideologies? ……..156 

Figure 29. How did recruitment of women change after 2016? ……………………….180 

Figure 30. How did the recruitment of men change after 2016? ………………............181 

Figure 31. How did the recruitment of candidates under 30 change after 2016? ……...182 

Figure 32. How did the recruitment of black candidates change after 2016? ………….183 

Figure 33. How did the recruitment of liberal candidates change after 2016?................184 

Figure 34. How did the recruitment of LGBTQ candidates change after 2016? ……....185 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 xi 

List of Tables 

 

Table 1. Women’s Organizations Centered on Policy Issues ……………….…………..76 

Table 2. Most Frequent Words Used in Mission Statements …………………………....83 

Table 3. Women’s Organizations in the United States…………………………………144 

Table 4. Alternative Factors by Nonpartisan Groups…………………………………..153 

Table 5. Nonpartisan Group Comments on Values ……………………………………160 

Table 6. Table of Coding Examples…………………………………………………....179 

Table 7. Open Responses to Post-2016 Changes …………………………………........185 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 1 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

1. Where are the Republican Women? 

In 1992, a record number of women gained elected positions. Eighteen new Democratic 

women and four new Republican women joined the ranks of Congress (American 

Women in Politics 2020). This Democratic success for women was attributed to 

institutional structures, particularly women’s organizations support of women candidates. 

By 1992, EMILY’s List had been in existence for seven years, focusing on raising money 

and contributing to Democratic women candidates. Additionally, nearly 50 women’s 

Political Action Committees (PACs) registered with the Federal Election Commission for 

the 1992 election. The “Year of the Woman” triumph highlighted the power of 

Democratic women’s infrastructure and propelled EMILY’s List’s expansion. The group 

began to engage in campaign research; candidate training, voter outreach, and advocacy 

campaigns (Day and Hadley 2015; Hannagan, Pimlott, and Littvay 2010). 

In response to Democratic gains, there were marginal attempts to increase 

Republican infrastructure, such as the 1993 creation of the Susan B. Anthony List, a 

women’s group dedicated to electing pro-life women. Similarly, the Value in Electing 

Women PAC was formed in 1997 to elect women who ran within the Republican Party. 

Despite these advancements, however, Republican women’s PACs were not associated 

with increased Republican women candidates. The limited impact of Republican 

women’s PACs is consistent over time. The 1994 Republican Revolution and the 2010 

Tea Party wave elections propelled the Republican Party to the majority, but 

representation of Republican women only marginally increased (Swers 2017). 
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In 2018, another Democratic “Year of the Woman” was on the horizon. Perhaps 

by 2018, the Republican infrastructure had developed enough since 1992 to support an 

increase in Republican women candidates comparable to Democratic gains. Missy 

Shorey, the national executive director of Maggie’s List, a PAC working to elect 

Republican women, stated, “We have an enthusiasm uptick with our women as 

well…You don’t know about it because we don’t march and shout” (Stolberg 2018).  

Missy’s claim did not reach fruition. Again, a record number of Democratic 

women gained elected positions while the number of Republican women hit a new low. 

Twenty-three Republican women’s house seats dropped to a mere 13. Democratic women 

continue to drive gains in elected representation. Figure 1 depicts the partisan gender gap 

in candidates over time, illustrating the growing chasm in the number of Democratic and 

Republican women candidates. Faced with being left out of the second “Year of the 

Woman’, Republicans are scrambling for answers.   
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Once again, infrastructure is to blame (Shames 2015). Many activists and 

organizers continue to acknowledge the disparity in strength between Democratic and 

Republican infrastructure as the leading cause of the partisan gender gap. Debbie Walsh, 

head of Rutgers Center for American Women and Politics, note, “there isn’t an 

infrastructure on the Republican side the way there is on the Democratic side” (Ripley 

and Reena 2017). Similarly, Andrea Bozek, the communications director for the National 

Republican Senatorial Committee in the 2016 election cycle, noted that Republican 

women “need more organizations devoted to that, or at least a combining of 

organizations, like EMILY’s List does on the left, to have that mission” (Politico Staff, 

2017). Left-leaning EMILY’s List, for example, always raises more funds than any 

comparable Republican-based organization. In a recent election cycle, EMILY’s List has 

raised over $3,000,000, while comparable right-leaning organizations like Maggie’s List 

and Susan B. Anthony List has raised about $100,000 and $358,000, respectively 

(Responsive Politics 2019). 

This gap in candidates has left Republican women rallying for an “EMILY’s List 

for the Right.” Republican women are continually trying to develop infrastructure to 

support Republican women candidates. Recently, representative Elise Stefanik from New 

York appointed herself in charge of candidate recruitment. She told the New York Times 

that “her goal is to increase the number of Republican women in the next Congress” 

(Golshan 2018) and started the Elevate PAC to support Republican women. The Elevate 

PAC is not alone in trying to support Republican women candidates, as a surprisingly 

large network of Republican women’s groups exist across the United States. Yet, despite 

this infrastructure, the partisan gender gap in candidates continues to exist and persist.  
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Research Question and Contribution  

There has been a pattern (twice over) of Republican women being left out of large 

increases of women’s representation and turning to infrastructure to alleviate this gap. 

This pattern begs the question, why does the Republican infrastructure for recruiting and 

supporting women lag so far behind the Democratic structure? 

Scholars have attributed the lack of Republican women to multiple factors that 

span supply, demand, and structural explanations. Despite attention from journalists and 

pundits, existing scholarship has yet to intently study women’s organizations and the 

partisan gender gap. Women’s organizations are understudied actors that can help explain 

the lack of Republican women in office and the proliferation of Democratic women. 

Within the dissertation, I advance the literature by combining organizational theory and 

political science to better understand the motivations behind Democratic, Republican, and 

Nonpartisan women’s organizations’ support patterns. Broadly, I ask what is the variation 

in the support provided by women’s groups, and why does this support vary? 

The literature on women’s groups’ candidate support has not provided a clear 

answer to this question. This scholarship often relies on case study methodology that 

isolates one or two groups, rather than assessing the entire population of women’s 

groups. Furthermore, earlier scholars defined women’s groups in narrow terms, 

preventing a full accounting of conservative or Republican women’s groups. Recent 

works have advanced the field by exploring the larger population of groups, but scholars 
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have not accounted for the partisan or nonpartisan identity of the organization, which 

may be a key source of variation when studying candidate support.  

The scholarship on women’s PACs suggests that Democratic women receive the 

majority of support from women’s PACs (Francia 2001; Burrell 1993, 2010; Burrell 

1994; Uhlaner and Schlozman 1986; Sanbonmatsu 2006). However, we still do not know 

if women’s PACs reflect support patterns of women’s groups as a whole. Women’s 

organizations can provide multiple forms of support beyond financial contributions, 

including candidate training, mentorship, endorsements, and networking advancements. 

Even if women’s PACs are indicative of other types of women’s organizations that 

provide alternative support, we still do not know why Democratic women receive the 

majority of support from women’s groups.  

This project contends that women’s organizations likely influence the partisan 

gender gap through variation in support from partisan and nonpartisan women’s 

organizations. I argue that Republican groups experience organizational ambivalence, 

meaning organizations have conflicting beliefs or goals. These Republican women’s 

groups are torn between a desire to support women and a party culture that emphasizes 

gender-blindness and conservatism. Republican Party culture suggests that resources 

catered exclusively for Republican women are unequal because the resources are not 

available to Republicans. Rather than giving Republican women what they need to be 

successful, there is pressure to treat all Republicans the same. This mentality results in 

fewer Republican women receiving funding, candidate training, and endorsements from 

the groups that could be supporting them. Conversely, Democratic organizations, like 
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EMILY’s List, have a single-minded focus on increasing women’s representation. 

Democratic Party culture supports a desire to support women and support partisan values.  

Within this dissertation, I also consider the role and influence of nonpartisan 

women’s groups. Although nonpartisan groups do not get the same attention as partisan 

organizations, nonpartisan groups make up the majority of women’s groups throughout 

the U.S. Despite the proliferation of nonpartisan organizations, Republican women do not 

receive substantial support from these groups. Instead, nonpartisan groups primarily 

support Democratic women. I argue that this pattern is due to multiple factors, including 

nonpartisan and Democratic groups’ similar perception of the environment. Additionally, 

partisan issue association and variations in the pool of eligible candidates impact 

nonpartisan women’s groups’ support patterns and result in predominantly funding 

Democratic women candidates. 

This dissertation has two purposes. First, this work will depict the current 

landscape of women’s groups, noting their role, the support patterns of the groups, and 

demographic features of the organization. The first half of this dissertation speak to this 

aim, illustrating the endorsement and financial contribution patterns of women’s groups. 

Second, this project will move beyond analyzing support patterns to assess the larger 

reasons behind these support patterns. In the latter half of the dissertation, I explore how 

the values and culture of these groups impact their support of women candidates. In 

studying the larger population of women’s organizations, I can draw distinctions between 

the motivations of nonpartisan, Republican, and Democratic women’s groups. I 

ultimately find both infrastructural and cultural constraint impact women’s groups’ 

choices when supporting candidates. The support patterns of women’s groups have 
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implications for developing a pipeline of women candidates. Learning the motivations 

behind the support patterns are key to developing more efficient structures to support 

women candidates from a wide diversity of backgrounds. 

This chapter introduces the project at large, and the contribution of the 

dissertation. In the next section, I summarize the importance of studying women’s 

organizations, noting the connection and role women’s organizations have in developing 

the candidate pipeline and the impact on representation. I then depict the project’s 

structure, noting the questions I address as well as the methodologies used to answer 

these questions. I describe how I created an original frame of women’s groups, collected 

data on the organizations’ demographic features, and conducted a survey and interviews 

of these groups to assess the underlying motivations behind support patterns. This chapter 

closes with a brief roadmap of subsequent chapters.  

2. The Importance of Studying Women’s Organizations 

Women’s organizations are groups that incorporate women into leadership or 

organizational structure and provide support to candidates or potential candidates.1 

Women’s groups are not a new phenomenon, with the first women’s groups created 

during the Club Movement in the early 1900’s. These groups have a history of engaging 

women in politics. Early women’s organizations of the twenties (both Democratic and 

Republican) provided an alternative for women to explore partisan politics through 

traditionally women-centered organizations (Rymph 2006). Since their origin, the 

 
1 For more on the definition of women’s groups, see Chapter 2, which addresses how I define 
women’s organizations relative to other scholars’ definitions.  
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number of political women’s groups have continued to grow, and their purpose has 

changed. Currently, more than 200 women’s groups provide candidate support 

throughout the United States. 

Beyond their growing number and historical relevancy, women’s groups are 

important actors to study due to their substantive impact on descriptive representation. 

These organizations often recruit under-resented constituencies and develop candidate 

pipelines, supporting women and minority candidates and thus influencing changes in 

descriptive representation (Shah et al 2019). These groups are well known in political 

circles for their expertise in emerging candidates. For example, during the 2020 

presidential campaign, the Biden campaign reached out to two different women’s groups 

(EMILY’s List and the Barbara Lee Political Office Organization) for research and 

advice on selecting a vice presidential nominee (Caputo 2020). Beyond attention from the 

executive branch, women’s organizations help women gain elected positions at the 

congressional and state level. Women’s organizations are known for primarily guiding 

women into political positions, thus affecting women’s representation. 

A more diverse and representative governing body impacts citizens’ attitudes. 

Feeling represented by elected officials is a key ingredient for trust and belief in 

government and democracy overall (Howell and Fagan 1988; Bobo and Gilliam Jr 1990; 

Pantoja and Segura 2003). Representative government is particularly important to 

politically marginalized groups, such as communities of color (Fraga, Shah, and Juenke 

2020) and women. For underrepresented identities, equitable descriptive representation 

can lead to higher political efficacy (Atkeson and Carrillo 2007), empowerment (Karp 

and Banducci 2008; Lawless 2004; Phillips 1995), increased political engagement (Gay 
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2001; Campbell and Wolbrecht 2006; Carroll and Strimling 1983; Sapiro 1981; Stokes-

Brown and Dolan 2010), increased political knowledge (Verba, Burns, and Schlozman 

1997) as well as a sense of increased political inclusivity (Phillips 1998). Additionally, 

perceptions of government power (Mansbridge 1999) and perceptions of female 

congressional representation tend to be more favorable when women are in elected office 

(Jones 2014; Lawless 2004). 2 

Beyond citizens’ attitudes, a representative government with greater gender parity 

impacts policy outcomes. Scholars largely agree that descriptively representative 

governing bodies are desirable for democracy, and a lack of women leads to women’s 

issues being less well represented in government. For example, the larger presence of 

elected women increases the likelihood of legislators incorporating women’s issues into 

policy agendas (Banducci and Karp 2000; Sapiro and Conover 1997; Swers 2002; 

Wolbrecht 2002). Female representatives are more likely to vote for “women’s issue” 

legislation than are their male colleagues (Swers 1998, 2002). A recent study by 

Lowande, Ritchie, and Lauterbach found that women and racial minority lawmakers are 

more likely to advocate for their constituents with whom they share identities (Lowande, 

Ritchie, and Lauterbach 2019). 

The literature on descriptive and substantive representation suggests the 

importance of studying women’s organizations, as these groups directly impact the 

female candidate pipeline, and thus have a role in crafting a representative government. 

 
2 The presence of descriptive representation does not necessitate substantive representation. Dovi 
argues descriptively represented groups might receive worse policy representation than they 
would if they were represented a representative who was descriptively dissimilar due to “blind 
loyalty” (Dovi 2002; Wilson and Gronke 2000; Griffin and Flavin 2007). 
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In this same vein, the importance of representation highlights implications associated 

with the partisan gender gap. In acknowledging a lack of Republican women in office 

compared to Democratic women, we can consider what substantive impact this partisan 

gender gap may have on policy.  For example, Conservative women legislators support 

women’s issues and gender equality more than Conservative men (Campbell, Childs, and 

Lovenduski 2010; Norris and Lovenduski 1995). Thus, a lack of Republican women in 

office may influence the policies being crafted and support by the Republican Party.  On 

a broader scale, the lack of Republican women is an obstacle to reaching gender parity. If 

one cares about building a more-gender representative democracy in the United States, it 

is necessary to consider and research the barriers Republican women candidates face. 

There is a final note to add when discussing the importance of studying women’s 

groups and the partisan gender gap. I hope this dissertation provides applied information 

for women’s groups to understand their impact on the partisan gender gap and recognize 

the larger patterns that their groups exist within. I expect this research to provide practical 

and tangible information on how women’s organizations can more effectively support 

women candidates from a range of partisan backgrounds. Currently, women’s 

organizations lack information on the whole population of political women’s groups and 

potential forces influencing their actions. Particularly, they lack information that speaks 

to their specific Republican, Democratic, or nonpartisan identity. This dissertation aims 

to provide tangible information to women’s groups to optimally support women 

candidates. 

3. The Project’s Structure   
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To understand the support patterns of women’s organizations, I’ll address four specific 

questions throughout this dissertation. First, I assess ‘what is the role of women’s 

organizations’ and depict the landscape of women’s groups throughout the United States. 

This section provides context to situate subsequent stages of research. In understanding 

the role of women’s groups, I analyze the mechanisms of support, intended clientele, 

location, and the national and state-based women’s organization’s demographic features.  

This analysis required me to compile and develop a novel data set on women’s 

groups’ features at the state and national levels. There is difficulty identifying and 

contacting women’s groups because there is no central repository of these organizations. 

Thus, scholars have found this challenging to study the larger population of women’s 

groups. To develop the initial frame of women’s groups, I relied on information from the 

Center for American Women in Politics (CAWP) at Rutgers University.3 Although the 

initial frames came from a reputable source and appeared mostly valid,  I cleaned the 

frame for efficiency and comprehensibility, removing repeated units, ineligible units, and 

missing units. I then cross-checked this frame with two additional scholars of women’s 

groups and supplemental internet searches for women’s organizations at the state and 

local levels. 

To determine the ineligibility of groups in the frame, I rely on my definition of a 

woman’s organization. I define women’s organizations as groups (with a mission and 

 
3 The initial frames were created several years earlier by a group of graduate students using 
CAWP’s existing database of contacts and lists of partners, PACs, and groups, who compiled the 
data frame by going state by state, using the web, and calling various stakeholders. They 
attempted to update the data every year and updated the list Summer 2019. This preliminary data 
for my project was downloaded and transcribed during May/June 2018. The unclean frame has 
about 96 national organizations listed and 620 state-based organizations. 
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structure), who demonstrate women’s leadership and ownership within the organization. 

Additionally, the organization needs to work within the United States, and provide 

candidate support. For example, I do not include some historically known women’s 

organizations because they do not support women candidates and therefore are not a part 

of the population (i.e., General Federation of Women’s Clubs or League of Women 

Voters). Additionally, do not include programs, but the larger organization that organizes 

the program. For example, the Young Women’s Political Leadership Program and Elect 

Her Program are training programs under the Running Start organization. Likewise, I do 

not include specific PACs under an umbrella of an organization (i.e., the Feminist 

Majority PAC is a part of the Feminist Majority Foundation). As previous work on 

women’s groups often relies on small-n analysis, developing a complete frame of 

women’s organizations is a step forward for the field. Ideally, this frame can continue to 

be updated and refined for years to come. 

By proofing and developing the sample frame, I hope to limit sampling bias and 

assure that all target population members have a chance to participate. Ideally, this 

process forms the most comprehensive list of women’s organizations possible. However, 

there are two limits to this frame. First, it is still possible to exclude certain groups from 

the frame. Realistically, this is only a concern if excluded groups are systematically 

different from the ones in my sample frame. If these excluded groups are not known on 

the internet, by experts, or by other women’s organizations, the group will likely be less 

prestigious, smaller, inactive, or highly localized. Thus, they will not have a substantial 

impact on my outcome of interest, candidate support. Second, women’s groups are 

continually being created. Newer groups who have formed since 2019 will be excluded 
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from the frame. I expect these groups to reflect the larger trends of the population. 

Furthermore, even within the sample of women’s groups in 2019, new groups created 

that year are included, providing some indication of how young women’s organizations 

may act.  

Once I created the frame of organizations, I collected data on the demographics of 

the organizations from websites and organizational tax documents (990 forms, websites, 

etc.). If some information is missing, I contacted the organization. I collected the mission 

statement of the group, their tax status, their partisan affiliation, when it was founded, and 

where the organization was located.   

Second, the project progresses to ask who receives support from women’s 

organizations? To answer this question, I developed two additional data sets to analyze 

who received support from the women’s organizations. I create supplemental data frames 

of the identity of financial support recipients and endorsement recipients. For 

endorsements, I coded the websites of organizations that endorsed candidates or news 

clippings announcing the endorsements, tracking the name, gender identity, and party of 

endorsed candidates, as well as the year that the endorsement was announced. In 

gathering financial contribution data, I tracked positive contributions from groups, 

including direct contributions from PACs and bundled contributions from an 

organization’s members. For financial contribution, I relied heavily on the Open Secrets 

database to determine financial contributions amount and name of recipient, as well as 

the year the donation occurred. I then hand-coded the partisan and gender identity of the 

candidates that received funds. Determining the partisan and gender identity was often 

done via Google searches of the candidate. Ultimately, this data collection effort resulted 
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in three unique data sets of women’s organizations’ intended clientele, candidates that 

received endorsements from women’s groups, and candidates that received financial 

support. The financial data ranged from 1981 through 2019 and tracked about 7,600 

instances of giving from 117 state and national organizations. The endorsement data has 

over 3,000 endorsements from national and state organizations from 1990 to 2019.4 

Finally, the dissertation addresses why Republican women fail to garner support 

from women’s groups while Democratic women garner support from women’s 

organizations. I utilize data from a survey of state women’s groups and interviews with 

national women’s groups to better understand the motivations behind support decisions.  

I use the surveys and interviews to assess the organizations’ values, their understanding, 

and explanation of the lack of women in office, and the attitudes on the difficulty of 

electing certain types of candidates. This research begins to capture these organization’s 

motivations and justifications behind their decisions. Furthermore, I am able to compare 

between partisan and nonpartisan organizations, as I am exploring the larger population 

of groups. I’ll address the survey and interview methodology in turn.  

Surveys 

The original surveys were distributed to all state women’s organizations via the online 

Qualtrics platform. To avoid coverage errors for organizations with less Internet access, I 

also offered a paper/ mail version of the survey. The state survey was distributed to 290 

organizations with clearly identified emails. Out of this group, 20 emails failed or were 

 
4 The slightly shorter time frame for the endorsements data is indicative of the fact that historical 
information on group endorsements are not preserved in the same way financial information from 
PACs is recorded. Candidates without a partisan affiliation make up less than 1% of all 
endorsements or financial support recipients and were consequently dropped from the sample. 
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no longer active. Out of the 270 successfully sent emails, there were 83 responses, and 80 

of these respondents answered every question. Thus, the email-distributed survey has a 

response rate of 40% and a completion rate of 80%. For groups that did not have email, I 

also distributed the survey via an anonymous link through Facebook messages and 

contact pages to Facebook groups and 17 websites contact form and received 24 

responses from these links. 74% of all respondents completed every survey question and 

82.25% of respondents answered 60 percent of questions. 

State organizations received motivation and survey invitations through an email, 

Facebook message, or postal address. To decrease nonresponse, I contacted the 

organizations through multiple means (mail and internet) multiple times. I ultimately sent 

three emails/messages sent to groups. The first was sent on June 14, 2019, introducing 

the survey and providing a link for completion. The second was sent three weeks later, on 

June 25, and served as a reminder email for the first email/notice, encouraging 

completion. The final email was sent on July 19, noting that the survey will be closing 

and that this would be their final opportunity to participate. 

The survey had 20 total questions and took about 10 minutes to complete. I asked 

both closed-ended and open-ended questions to gauge women’s groups’ perspectives on a 

range of topics. These topics include their support patterns, perception of the gender gap, 

perceived difficulty of electing certain candidates, and changes in recruitment patterns. 

These results were analyzed quantitatively as well as some qualitative text analysis for 

open-response questions.5 

 
5 For a copy of the survey instrument, see the Appendix, section A1. 
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Interviews 

To complement my survey of state-based women’s organizations in the US, I conducted 

in-depth interviews with leaders of national women’s organizations. These interviews 

added further depth and nuance to my analyses of motivations behind existing support 

patterns. I interviewed national women’s organization leaders, requesting to speak with 

someone in a leadership position. I met with a range of executive directors, vice 

presidents, or board members from partisan and nonpartisan women’s groups. 

The relatively short interviews (about 30 – 45 minutes) were administered 

through telephones and face-to-face when possible. All national organizations were 

invited to participate, and I utilized email, phone, and Facebook messenger to reach out 

to these groups (Goyer 1985; Heberlein and Baumgartner 1978). To enlist cooperation, I 

used various techniques to lower the burden on the respondent while emphasizing the 

project’s legitimacy, social pressures, and altruism to participate. I attempted to lower the 

organization’s burden by keeping the interview under 30 minutes, emphasized that any 

leader in the organization can be interviewed, and conducting interviews over the phone 

if desired by the interviewee.6 

Due to costs and lack of efficiency of traveling, as well as the preference of 

interviewees, I conducted most interviews via the telephone. The choice to rely on 

telephone interviews comes at certain costs (Shy 2002). Telephone interviews have 

reduced interviewer effects, greater uniformity, and more cost-efficiency, while in-person 

 
6 The complete list of questions asked during the interviews is located in the Appendix, section 
A3. Additionally, the list of organizations speaking for attribution is located in Appendix, section 
A2.  
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interviews tend to provide more thoughtful and accurate responses due to a natural 

context. However, as in-person interviews are impossible for this project when 

considering cost and time constraints, telephone interviews are the best alternative. 

If permission was granted, I recorded an audio transcript of the interview. Once 

interviews were completed, they were transcribed into text and analyzed using AtlasTi. I 

analyze how similar responses associate with variation in the organization’s partisan 

affiliation. Some questions will be analyzed through text analysis to capture some 

quantitative variance. I used content-based text analysis to identify and analyze the 

occurrence of phrases within these interview transcripts, utilizing In Vivo coding 

methods. In Vivo coding involves isolating repetitive phrases within the interview 

transcripts and grouping these phrases under categories. Additionally, I calculated cross-

tabulation and summary statistics when pertinent and survey error or response rates per-

subgroup. 

This multi-method approach allows me to more fully depict the role women’s 

groups play in supporting candidates. Whereas prior research has primarily explored 

women’s organizations through case study methodology, I take a broader approach and 

attempt to study the large population of women’s groups. Consequently, I can draw 

connections and analyze differences in a specific grouping of women’s organizations, 

particularly nonpartisan, Democratic, and Republican organizations. Importantly, this 

larger sample allows me to validate and generalize my results. 
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4. A Look Ahead  

This chapter articulated the research question guiding this dissertation, asking what is the 

variation in support provided by women’s organizations and what motivates this 

variation. Additionally, I justify the importance of this project and the need to study 

women’s organizations due to their growing prevalence in political spaces, influence in 

developing candidate pipelines, and impact on representation in governing bodies. 

Finally, I establish the larger structure of the project, noting the four main questions 

asked throughout this project, and the data collection, survey, and interview methodology 

that was used.  

In the coming chapters, I hope to articulate the role women’s groups play in 

supporting women candidates, the variation in the support, and why this variation makes 

sense when considering these group’s context and identity. Melding organizational theory 

and political science allow me to examine the power dynamics within these groups and 

the organizational perspective and constraints. In the next chapter, I highlight the 

literature on partisan gender gaps and the historical role of women’s organizations. 

Additionally, I present the theoretical framework and argument for this project. I make 

distinctions between the identity and role of Democratic, Republican, and nonpartisan 

women’s organizations, positing that Republican women’s groups are likely experiencing 

a conflict of values, or organizational ambivalence, when trying to exclusively support 

Republican women. Conversely, Democratic women’s groups exist in a partisan 

environment that often supports the goals of supporting women and supporting their 

party. Nonpartisan groups further this support disparity by primarily supporting 
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Democratic women due to multiple factors, including the issues the group centers on or 

the pool of candidates drawn to the group.  

In Chapter 3, I ask what role women’s organizations serve in U.S. politics. I use 

data on the demographic features of all women’s organizations active during this time to 

clarify what these women’s groups are, what they look like, how they function, and how 

these groups are organized and exist throughout the United States. In Chapter 4, I assess 

which candidates receive support from women’s organizations. I depict the support 

patterns of nonpartisan, Democratic, and Republican women’s groups, using data I 

collected on the endorsements and financial contributions from national and state 

women’s groups. I find that Democratic women receive the majority of support from 

Democratic and nonpartisan women’s groups, while Republican women’s groups are 

often splitting their resources between Republican women and Republican men 

candidates.  

The latter half of the dissertation addresses the motivations behind the support 

patterns.  Chapter 5 investigates the motivations behind these support patterns in partisan 

groups, asking why Republican women candidates fail to garner exclusive support from 

Republican women’s groups. I compare Democratic and Republican women’s groups 

through conducting a survey of state women’s groups and interviewing national women’s 

groups. I find suggestive evidence that Republican women’s groups are experiencing a 

conflict of values, which impacts how much support Republican women receive. Chapter 

6 studies this phenomenon in support of nonpartisan groups, asking why Republican 

women candidates fail to garner substantial support from nonpartisan women’s groups. 

Results from the state surveys and national interviews suggest that multiple factors, 
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including the issues the organizations center on, the existing pool of candidates, and the 

similarity between Democratic and Nonpartisan groups impacts the support Republican 

women receive. Finally, Chapter 7 explores how Trump’s election in 2016 affects 

candidate recruitment for women’s groups. I find that Republican women’s groups did 

not acknowledge changes in candidate pools due to Trump’s presence. Conversely, 

Democratic and nonpartisan women’s groups articulated a growth and upheaval post-

2016. I conclude Chapter 8 with recommendations for women’s organizations and 

drawing out implications from this larger project. 
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Chapter 2: Extending the Scholarship on the Partisan Gender Gap and Women’s 

Organizations  

1. Introduction 

Although women remain underrepresented in government, the number of women 

candidates and officials is at an all-time high. Since the early 1920’s, women steadily 

secured more seats into elected office. In the 117th Congress, women make up more than 

a quarter of Congresses’ membership (Pew Research Center 2021). At the state level, 

women hold nearly 30% of state legislator positions (“Women in State Legislatures 

2020”). In the last hundred years, women entered and reorganized the American political 

realm, however, gains in elected positions are not equitable distributed between the two 

major parties. Republican women have consistently lagged behind Democratic women in 

gaining elected positions. In the recent “Republican Year of the Woman” in 2020, 

Republican women candidates increased 43%. Even with these monumental gains, 

Republican women continue to have minimal representation compared to Democratic 

women. I refer to this discrepancy in representation between Democratic and Republican 

women as the partisan gender gap. 

Why does this gap exist? This chapter first relays the literature answering this 

question and draws attention to women’s organizations’ role in this phenomenon. 

Scholars have identified structural, demand, and supply explanations to understand 

causes of the partisan gender gap. Women’s organizations are unique political actors that 

incorporate aspects of supply, demand, and structural rationales. Scholars have 

recognized the impact of candidate support but have not fully articulated or studied 

women’s organizations’ connection to the partisan gender gap.  
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This chapter’s purpose is to contextualize the partisan gender gap scholarship 

within the larger women and politics literature, highlight the role of women’s 

organizations, and illustrate the theoretical contribution guiding this project. The chapter 

first addresses the partisan gender gap, defining the concept and noting how various 

scholars have explained its presence. I then draw attention to women’s organizations role 

within the partisan gender gap and note the scholarship on women’s organizations and 

the support women’s groups provide, as well as the limitations within this literature. 

Finally, I address my theory to explain why Republican women are receiving less 

support from women’s group. I present the theoretical argument to understanding why 

women’s organizations overwhelmingly support Democratic women. I describe my 

theory that Republican women’s groups are experiencing organizational ambivalence, or 

a conflict of values which renders them less effective at exclusively supporting 

Republican women. Democratic women’s groups exist in a different environment where 

goals of supporting women and supporting the party's cultural values are mutually 

reinforcing. In addition to the partisan groups, I theorize that nonpartisan groups are 

primarily supporting Democratic women due to the issues they center on, a lack of 

Republican women in the candidate pool, and the strong association between nonpartisan 

and Democratic women’s groups. Ultimately this results in Republican women receiving 

substantially less support in running for office than their Democratic counterparts. 

2. The Partisan Gender Gap 

The partisan gender gap is historically long-standing, present in both state and national 

elections, and occurs within the candidate pool and the pool of elected representatives. 
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Although not new or uncommon, this gap is puzzling. Women from both sides of the 

aisle are increasingly active in U.S. politics, having higher registration rates and voting 

rates than men. The number of women in elected positions is growing, and the 2018 

election produced a record number of women running and winning elected positions. Yet, 

gains in elected representation are driven by Democratic women. What is this gap and 

what causes it?  

Defining the Partisan Gender Gap  

Scholars have used “gender gap” terminology to describe various gaps between men in 

women, including the average difference between men and women in the electorate, 

differences in policy preferences (Barnes and Córdova 2016; Barnes and Cassese 2017; 

Cassese, Barnes, and Branton 2015; Deckman and McTague 2015; Box-Steffensmeier, 

De Boef, and Lin 2004)  and differences in party affiliation (Norrander 1999; Kaufmann 

and Petrocik 1999; Gillion, Ladd, and Meredith 2013). 

In addition to this diversity of definitions, the “gender gap” terminology is used to 

describe the difference in representation between Republican and Democratic women 

(Cooperman and Oppenheimer 2001; Elder 2008; Vengroff, Nyiri, and Fugiero 2003). I 

clarify this gender gap terminology to define the “partisan gender gap.” Conceptually, I 

define the partisan gender gap as the average difference in women representatives and 

candidates between Republican and Democratic women.  

This partisan gender gap is critical to explore because of the impact on descriptive 

and substantive representation. Descriptively, gender parity is unlikely to occur without 

Republican women. Substantively, a lack of Republican women in office can impact 
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policy outcomes in unique ways. Conservative women legislators support women’s 

issues and gender equality than conservative men (Campbell, Childs, and Lovenduski 

2010; Norris and Lovenduski 1995; Swers 2004). Scholars have developed multiple 

explanations to explain why the partisan gender gap exists and persists. Broadly, there are 

three different veins of explanations; structural, supply, and demand. 

Structural 

Certain structural factors are known to impact the number of Republican women 

candidates. For example, de-professionalized legislatures are particularly apt for 

Republican women, as working part-time and prioritizing time for family is consistent 

with the Republican Party’s “traditionalist” view of women (Sanbonmatsu 2010, 

Sanbonmatsu 2016). Incumbency is another structural factor that influences the partisan 

gender gap, and gender gap (Duerst-Lahti 1998; Elder 2012; Carroll and Jenkins 2001) as 

the incumbency advantage limits the pace that women (or any marginalized group) can 

move into elected positions (Darcy and Welch 1994; Schwindt-Bayer and Mishler 2005). 

In other words, as members with incumbency leave elected office or retire, the ability to 

have open seats influences women’s access to elected political positions. 

The structural change of southern realignment also influenced the partisan gender 

gap. Regional shifts in the Republican Party resulted in a strong gain of Republican seats 

in the South, which has historically not elected many women candidates (Schneider and 

Bos 2016; Sanbonmatsu 2016). Despite growing Republican strength in the South, 

Republican women candidates (and all women candidates) have not experienced great 

electoral success compared to Republican men (Elder 2018). Similarly, there is a 
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consistent lack of Republican women’s representation in the Western United States 

(Quinn 2019). Simultaneously, the gender proportion of Republican legislators in the 

Northeast has not changed (Carroll and Sanbonmatsu 2016). 

A final key structural factor known to impact Republican women is the primary 

process. A study conducted by Political Parity found that primary elections serve as a 

high barrier for Republican women (Sanbonmatsu 2017). The primary is an obstacle for 

Republican women due to voter demand for more Conservative candidates and liberal 

stereotypes of Republican women candidates (Thomsen 2017). This perception creates an 

additional hurdle for Republican women to overcome. 

Supply 

Scholars often delineate the explanations for the gender gap and partisan gender gap as 

supply and demand explanations. The supply-side explanation focuses on a lack of 

candidate quality and quantity within the pool of eligible applicants (Crowder-Meyer and 

Lauderdale 2014; Fulton et al. 2006; Koch 2000; Thomsen 2014). There is strong reason 

to expect that a lack of women in the Republican candidate pool impacts the number of 

Republican women in office. Fewer women identify as Republicans compared to 

Democrats (Fox and Lawless 2010; Lawless and Fox 2005; Crowder-Meyer and 

Lauderdale 2014). Scholars Crowder-Meyer and Lauderdale find that the Democratic 

pool of potential women candidates is two to three times larger than in the Republican 

pool of women candidates (Crowder-Meyer and Lauderdale 2014). 

Why is the Democratic pool of women candidates larger than the Republican pool 

of women candidates? Some scholars theorize that the larger presence of women in the 



 26 

Democratic Party is due to the Democratic Party’s emphasis on women’s issues, 

specifically arguing that the Democrats pro-life association has encouraged more white 

women to affiliate with the Democratic Party than the Republican Party (Kaufmann and 

Petrocik 1999; Kaufmann 2002 ; Howell and Day 2000). Particularly, women with 

feminist and liberal values are more likely to identify as Democrats (Cooperman 2010a; 

Manza and Brooks 1998).7 

Another explanation for the lack of Republican women in the candidate pool is 

the Republican Party’s association with “homemakers” or “stay-at-home moms.” Early 

scholars argued that a decline in affluent full-time homemaking is associated with a 

decline in the civic involvement that those full-time homemakers engaged in. The 

number of state legislators who were homemakers has declined since the 1980s, and more 

than half of the homemakers were Republicans, lending potential credence to this 

explanation (Diamond 1977; Johnson and Trueswell 1978). However, this explanation is 

mostly a relic of the past due to the number of Republican women voting in previous 

elections. The Republican Party would not have to rely on women whose own view of 

gender roles make them unlikely candidates, nor women who are full-time homemakers, 

to gain gender parity in legislative elections (Sanbonmatsu 2010). 

Alternatively, Republican Party activists have argued that more traditional gender 

roles and the family-oriented perspective of Republican women keep them from running 

for office (Maestas et al. 2006; Sapiro 1982). GOP Strategist, Liz Mair, has noted, 

“running for office would take time away from what [Republican women] honestly feel is 

 
7 As partisanship is a symbolic attachment, issue positions are not the sole determinant of party 
identification (Green, Palmquist, and Schickler 2004; Mason 2015).  
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the most important job they will ever do and potentially put their kids in the spotlight and 

the crossfire” (Bacon 2018). Theoretically, this places Republican women with a resume 

with less traditional qualifications than other candidates (Carroll and Sanbonmatsu 2016). 

In reality, the difference in raw numbers between the two party’s candidate pools 

and pools of women voters is not so large as to be insurmountable (Bacon 2018). The 

smaller number of women voting in the Republican Party and the smaller number of 

qualified women in the Republican candidate pipeline (due to either a preference for 

“traditional gender roles,” a decline in full-time homemaking, or a lack of early 

cultivation) is ultimately a less convincing argument for the lack of Republican women in 

office when considering the importance of demand from voters and partisan elites. 

Demand from Voters 

Demand explanations for the partisan gender gap involve considering the voters’ 

readiness to vote for and support women candidates (Niven 1998). Scholars have posited 

that the lack of Republican women can be attributed to Republican voters’ hesitancy to 

vote for Republican women. Prior scholarship has found that certain populations in the 

Republican Party are likely to be less supportive of women in elected positions. 

Norrander and Wilcox’s speculate that a lack of elected Republican women is a result 

was a product “of traditional gender role beliefs held by many conservative Christians, 

who form an important base for the GOP” (Norrander and Wilcox 2005, page 188). 

Similarly, Arceneaux found that more conservative state attitudes predicted fewer women 

in state legislatures (Arceneaux 2001). 
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There also appears to be differences in the self-perception of Democratic and 

Republican women candidates. According to a 2018 PEW Research Center poll, 

Republican women are more likely to see structural barriers for women candidates and 

believe there are too few women in office, compared to Republic men (“How Americans 

View Women Leaders in Politics and Business” 2018). In comparison, Democratic men 

and women have a much smaller gap in perception and generally agree on the structural 

barriers present for women in elected office (“How Americans View Women Leaders in 

Politics and Business” 2018). This trend corresponds with results from a recent study on 

voter preference indicate that registered Democrats have a greater preference for female 

candidates than registered Republicans. However, the gap stems from a Democratic bias 

toward women rather than from a Republican bias against women (Saltzer and McGrath 

2019). 

Much of the voter demand rationale relies on stereotype evidence. There is 

evidence that Republican women may be particularly likely to suffer from stereotypes 

because Republican voter perceives women to be more liberal than men8 (Koch 2002; 

McDermott 1997; Thomsen 2014). Under the context of increasing issue and party 

polarization, scholars have noted that increasing partisanship causes ideological 

moderates to opt out of the candidate pool, which has large effects on Republican women 

(Thomsen 2015; Norrander and Wilcox 2008). Republican female candidates have to take 

 
8 Scholars have found that the presence of partisan signals can over-ride gender stereotypes 
(Hayes 2011; Dolan 2010). Thus, much of the impact of stereotypes is centered around the 
primaries, when opposing partisan signals are not pertinent. 
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extra care to avoid appearing “too liberal” in their campaign messages (Thomsen 2014; 

Dolan and Sanbonmatsu 2009) and de-emphasize their gender.9  

Another way to assess voter demand is to explore campaign funding. In other 

words, do donors support Republican women candidates? Building a strong network of 

donors significantly impacts female candidate successes (Thomsen and Swers 2017), and 

a lack of donor support could impact the partisan gender gap.10 There is evidence that 

Republican women tend to face increased difficulties fundraising compared to 

Democratic women (Bawn et al. 2012; Cooperman and Crowder-Meyer 2018). 

Generally, partisan donor pools are friendlier to the emergence of Democratic women 

than Republican women (Cooperman and Crowder-Meyer 2018; Thomsen and Swers 

2017). Bucchianeri illustrates that uniquely, Republican women who win close House 

primaries lose at higher rates in the general election than Republican men and tend to 

receive a lower share of the total campaign contributions (Bucchianeri 2018). Other 

scholars similarly find that, in the primary, Democratic women are more successful 

fundraisers than male counterparts, while Republican women do not have greater 

fundraising success than their male counterparts (Kitchens and Swers 2016). 

 
9 Additionally, there is evidence that Republican women have shifted ideologically to mirror male 
counterparts (Thomsen 2020, 2018) and present themselves as extreme partisans to overcome 
these gender stereotypes (Dittmar 2013). This shift can be particularly detrimental for Republican 
women in a primary election.  
10 If one were to explore the funding levels, they would look deceptively equitable between 
Republican and Democratic women. However, the equal levels of funding hide both the difficulty 
of funding and the type of funding. Democratic women tend to rely on external funding sources 
(i.e., PACs and individual contributions) reflecting the support from women’s groups and local 
party networks. In contrast, Republican women tend to rely on self-financing (Skulley 2015).  
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Demand from Elites 

Although GOP voters and donors may be less supportive of women candidates (King and 

Matland 2003), some scholarly evidence suggests that similarly situated Republican 

women win as often as Democratic women and Republican men (Darcy and Welch 1994; 

Sanbonmatsu 2006; Lawless and Pearson 2008). These findings do not imply all demand 

explanations are inaccurate. Instead, this draws attention to how the pipeline and pool of 

Republican women candidates is developed. Beyond voters, there’s another side of 

demand exploration that may be more impactful in developing a pipeline of Republican 

women candidates. Scholars have explained the lack of Republican women through lack 

of demand of partisan elites. In other words, partisan elites may not support Republican 

women. 

Elite recruitment is particularly influential for women considering a run for office 

(Sanbonmatsu 2006b). Despite having a potential pool, scholars have found that the 

cultivation of the candidates is often stagnant for Republican women (Fox and Lawless 

2010; Crowder-Meyer 2013). Republican Party elites are less likely than Democratic 

elites to encourage women to seek public office (Fox and Lawless 2010; Crowder-Meyer 

2013). In an exploration of recruitment for governor positions, Stambough and O’Regan 

find that the Democratic Party was more likely to recruit women to run in desirable open 

seats. In contrast, the Republican Party recruited women to be “sacrificial lambs” running 

against incumbents (Stambough and O’Regan 2007).11 

 
11 Alternatively, the percent of women legislators that report that party leaders sought them out 
and encouraged them to run for their current office is similar as well for Republican women and 
their male counterparts in both 1981 and 2008 (Carroll and Sanbonmatsu 2016).  
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When Republican elites engage in a positive message directed to female 

candidates, more women seek political office (Karpowitz, Monson, and Preece 2017). 

However, the impact on female candidates is not universal nor guaranteed. Preece, 

Stoddard, and Fisher find that Republican women have uniquely low ambition levels, 

even when recruited by Party elites (Preece, Stoddard, and Fisher 2016). The ambition 

gap between Democratic men and women was smaller than the gap between Republican 

men and women. Thus, Republican women may not be as responsive to recruitment as 

Democratic women (Preece, Stoddard, and Fisher 2016, page 562). 

The lack of Republican elite recruitment does not necessarily reflect a lack of a 

desire for women candidates. Rather, the lack of elite recruitment of women might be a 

preference for gender neutrality inherent in Republican cultural values (Och and Shames 

2018). Culturally, the Republican Party treats women differently than the Democratic 

Party. In the preliminary research on party culture, Freeman identifies the Democratic 

Party as pluralistic while the Republican Party is hierarchical (Freeman 1986). In other 

words, while the Democratic Party values group-based claims, the Republican Party 

values party loyalty (Grossmann and Hopkins 2015).  

One can see this cultural distinction in the words of key Republican leaders. For 

example, Representative Liz Cheney is a well-known member of the Republican Party 

and one of the few Republican women in leadership positions. When asked about the lack 

of women in the GOP, she responded that she wants to avoid the “silos” Democrats 

create for female issues. She said, “I’ve always felt like it was very paternalistic to do 

what the Democrats do…It’s offensive to women.” Cheney argues that key issues for the 

Republican Party (such as security and the economy) cut across gender lines (Kane 
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2018). In interviews with state Republican Party leaders, Sanbonmatsu found that while 

party leaders expressed no bias against women candidates (and in some cases actually 

thought women might be stronger candidates), party leaders did not feel there was any 

need to consciously seek out women candidates for legislative races (Sanbonmatsu 2005). 

Thus, the culture of gender blindness likely contributes to the partisan gender gap and 

results in less support provided to Republican women. 

3. The Literature on Women’s Organizations  

Defining Women’s Groups 

Scholars have identified multiple factors to partially explain the partisan gender gap, such 

as candidate pool, ambition, party support, and donor access. Despite women’s 

organizations’ increasingly important role in the recruitment and support of women 

candidates, the role of women’s organizations is an overlooked factor when explaining 

the partisan gender gap. Women’s organizations have been historically relevant since the 

1920s and have continued to grow in number throughout the United States, forming a 

spectrum of political ideologies and party affiliations. They serve an important role, 

providing resources and recruitment to candidates. These women’s organizations are 

increasingly independent of political parties, recruiting, training, and funding candidates. 

Consequently, these understudied actors likely play a key role in impacting the partisan 

gender gap. Uniquely, these groups incorporate structural, demand, and supply 

explanations for the partisan gender gap, including party culture, party coalitions, 

recruitment, and infrastructure networks. 
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Before expanding upon the literature of women’s groups, it is helpful to identify a 

baseline understanding of what is a women’s organization. Women’s organizations are, 

first and foremost, organizations. Organizations have been defined in broad terms; 

including social devices, social groups (Katz and Kahn 1966; Stogdill 1950), 

“technologies, social structures, cultures, and physical structures” (Hatch and Cunliffe 

1997).12 Adding to the confusion, organizations are composed of multiple levels, 

including individuals, groups, and sub-organizations (Dansereau, Yammarino, and 

Kohles 1999). 

Despite this muddling, most organizations’ definitions have three main features; a 

social identity, a larger goal, and the coordination of behavior (Statt 1994). As a women’s 

organization is foundationally an organization, all organizations in this frame must be an 

organized group (meaning they have structure, members, and a mission) that uses 

collective action to solve a perceived problem. As women’s organizations are a specific 

organizational subset, they have unique sub-definition. Scholars have developed four 

veins of definitions for women’s groups. These definitions are based on the 

organization’s ideology, the organization’s beneficiaries, the organization’s membership, 

and the broad characteristics of the organization’s structure. 

Initially, many scholars have defined women’s organizations based on a feminist 

ideology (Ferguson 1984; Freeman 1979; Mansbridge 1984; Kanter 1977; Feldberg and 

Glenn 1979; MacKinnon 1979). Yet, not all women’s organizations emphasize feminist 

politics. Ronnee Screiber’s work drew attention to these organizations by highlighting 

 
12 Although some organizational scholars view the term group and organization as distinct 
entities, I use both terms within this project to refer to organizations. 
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two major conservative women’s groups, the Concerned Women of America and 

Independent Women’s Forum. Schreiber’s description of these organizations served as a 

response to the monopoly of feminist- ideology definitions. She described the groups as 

“well-organized, politically active… like feminists, they claim to represent women’s 

interests” (Schreiber 2002b, 2008). As women’s organizations have a spectrum of 

underlying ideologies, a definition based solely on ideology is insufficient to define 

women’s organizations’ increased diversity. 

Beneficiary definitions define women’s groups as organizations that benefit 

women (Bordt 1997). For example, EMILY’s List and She Can Run will only support 

women candidates and, therefore, would be considered women’s organizations. In their 

work, Kreitzer and Osborn utilize a beneficiary definition to produce the most 

encompassing analysis of women’s organizations thus far. Despite the prevalence of use, 

the beneficiary can obscure organizations that are wholly composed of women but fund 

male candidates, such as the National Federation of Republican Women or the National 

Organization of Women. In other words, using the beneficiary definition may lead to 

under-representing Republican women’s groups. 

Like the beneficiary definition, the third type of definition is based on 

membership, assuming women’s organizations are developed by women for women 

(Bordt 1994; Hatch and Cunliffe 1997). This definition is inadequate for two reasons. 

First, operationalizing membership forces scholars to make confusing and potentially 

arbitrary delineations about membership. Are organizational leaders considered 

members? Are donors considered members? What about volunteers or those who receive 

resources from the organization? In reality, each organization uniquely defines 
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membership. EMILY’s List encourages “members” to sign up on their email list, while 

the Republican Federation of Women require members to pay dues to become a member 

and attend meetings. The second reason the membership definition is ineffective is that 

the definition does not reflect the reality that men sometimes play a role in women’s 

organizations’ leadership and membership. While some women’s organizations are 

exclusively composed of women, substantial portions of women’s organizations have 

male members and leaders, such as the National Organization of Women or EMILY’s 

List. In contrast, only Republican women can join the National Federation of Republican 

Women, and only women can be in positions of senior leadership. This diversity 

indicates the membership definition’s underlying problem; women do not mobilize solely 

because of their identity as a woman (Hassim 2006). Rather, women have a range of 

identities, leading to a complicated diversity of groups. 

Comparative scholar Ken Kusterer provides the most encompassing definition of 

a women’s organization, using broad characteristics. These characteristics include 

women’s influence (evident in the leadership style and organizational culture), support 

and mobilization for women, and a typically grass-roots base (Kusterer 1990).  The 

characteristic-based definition is the most robust, as it emphasizes women’s influence in 

organizations, without narrow conceptions of membership or “women’s interest. 

Particularly, for this project, I build off Kusterer’s definition, defining women’s 

organizations as entities that meet the traditional definition of an organization (meaning 

they have structure and members), have a mission, and incorporate women into the 

leadership or organizational structure. Incorporating women into the leadership or 

organizational culture of the group does not mean that any organization with women in 
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leadership positions is a woman’s group. Rather, this qualification means that 

organizations is gendered (Acker 2006), and there is a norm of incorporating women into 

the organization. Under this definition, women’s organizations can be composed of 

mixed or female-only membership, have mixed or female-only clients, and are not 

limited by stringent definitions of “women’s interest” or feminism. This definition guided 

the inclusion or exclusion of all organizations in this study. Additionally, for this project, 

the scope is limited to women’s organizations supporting candidates or potential 

candidates.  

Initially, this definition may strike readers as selective. I am not using the 

conventional “beneficiary” definition, and therefore, it is expected that I see groups 

supporting both men and women candidates. Critics are correct that the definition of 

women’s groups will impact the results. However, this characteristic-based definition of 

women’s groups is arguably the most reasonable to use when studying the partisan 

gender gap. Utilizing the characteristic-based definition is important for two reasons. 

First, Republican women’s groups are often composed of all women, and incorporate a 

gendered – feminine norm into their leadership structure. For example, The General 

Federation of Republican Women only allows women to be “full members.” Many of 

these Republican groups are excluded under a beneficiary definition. Utilizing a 

characteristic-based definition draws attention to Republican women’s groups, and the 

choices they make in supporting a range of candidates. Rather than sidestepping the 

complications of Republican women’s groups, I want to explore these organizations with 

a curious mind, highlighting their choice in supporting men versus women. Including 

groups that support men and women does not mean all groups vary their support patterns 
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equally. In other words, we still do not know what percentage of support goes to male 

candidates versus female candidates. Capitalizing on this variation across partisan and 

nonpartisan groups can bring to light important support patterns.  

Second, other groups who have feminist ideology and are considered “traditional” 

women’s groups also support male candidates, such as the National Organization of 

Women. Many scholars and pundits do not draw attention or question this support due to 

their clear feminist (and thus assumed “women”) orientation. In utilizing a characteristic 

based definition, their support patterns can be analyzed in a similar vein to Republican 

women’s groups. Rather than being “selective,” the characteristic-based definition allows 

for greater comparisons between different partisan oriented women’s groups while 

honoring the gendered component of women’s groups.  

The nascent literature on women’s organizations has highlighted the supportive 

role these groups serve for women candidates. Women’s decisions to run involve high 

costs, such as pressure to adapt to gender norms, increased scrutiny, and institutional 

sexism (Dittmar 2015; Hawkesworth 2003; Shames 2014). Women’s organizations help 

women navigate these high costs by providing different forms of support. For example, 

women’s groups provide incentives for women candidates to run for office and 

information on navigating the electoral terrain (Dittmar 2015). Additionally, many of 

these organizations provide an opportunity to become part of a supportive network. 

Organizations can bring women and candidates into the political process through ‘Get 

Out the Vote’ campaigns, volunteer activities, soliciting campaign contributions, and 

occasionally directly encouraging and supporting women to run for office. The current 
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literature on women’s groups has focused on four key supports provided by women’s 

groups; training, recruitment, endorsements, and financial support. 

Training 

The literature on candidate training provided by women’s organizations has been 

somewhat brief. Many of the preliminary articles describe what women’s organizations 

do. Rozell described the recruitment and training programs of four women’s groups, the 

National Women’s Political Caucus (NWPC), EMILY’s List, Women in the Senate and 

House (WISH List), and the National Organization for Women (NOW). By interviewing 

the organization’s executives and reviewing the training material, Rozell depicts 

similarities and differences in the training programs. In another assessment of training 

programs, Piscopo explores and critiques a commonly used “lean in” frame that underlies 

U.S-based training programs for female candidates (Rozell 2000; Sanbonmatsu 2015), 

drawing attention to the need for organizations to address systematic obstacles for women 

beyond the ambition gap. Piscopo uses comparative work on training programs outside 

the United States to make these claims (Piscopo 2019). 

Beyond describing what these organizations do, there’s growing scholarship on 

the importance of these training programs. There is preliminary evidence that training 

programs act as sources of information and skill development (Sanbonmatsu 2015; 

Hennings 2011) and can be particularly impactful for women of color (Sanbonmatsu 

2015). There’s some evidence that women are more likely to have attended a training 

program (Sanbonmatsu, Carroll, and Walsh 2009). Additionally, candidate training 
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programs seem particularly important for local and state representatives (Rozell 2000; 

Hennings 2011). 

There has been growing research on how training programs influence 

participants’ behavior (Hennings 2011; Stock 2012). Scott explores the political behavior 

of individuals accepted into a candidate training program and finds that those accepted to 

the program were more likely to run for office. Her results suggest that training programs 

are an important component to developing the women candidate pipeline (Scott 2018). 

Similarly, Sweet-Cushman assesses the use of role models in two nonpartisan candidate 

training programs by surveying attendees’ ambition (Sweet-Cushman 2018). 

Recruitment 

Prior research has emphasized the importance of recruitment in developing the women 

candidate pool, and women’s organizations have followed suit, incorporating recruitment 

into their organizations.13 The literature emphasized the importance of recruitment for 

women, particularly in mitigating the severity of the overall gender gap in recruitment 

(Fox and Lawless 2010) and ambition (Foos and Gilardi 2020). Although the party’s 

literature on recruitment is extensive (Crowder-Meyer 2013; Sanbonmatsu 2006), the 

research on women’s organizations and recruitment is quite sparse. Dittmar’s exploration 

of the recruitment literature (Dittmar 2015) draws attention to three different women’s 

groups and notes their indirect influence on political parties. Dittmar says, “Outside of 

campaign finance reform, expanding the sites for financial support for women candidates, 

 
13 Recruitment to run for office is often coupled with candidate training. However, recruitment is 
not exclusively associated with candidate training. Some women’s groups provide recruitment 
separately, such as the “She Should Run” organization. 
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mobilizing likely donors (especially women, who remain underrepresented among all 

political donors), and leveraging that support can incentivize parties to recruit and select 

women” (Dittmar 2015 page 762). Thus, it appears that women’s organization can impact 

recruitment and the pool of women candidates through direct and indirect means.  

Endorsements 

Often the scholarship on endorsements is merged with the studies on financial 

contributions, often focusing on PACs. However, providing an endorsement (public 

display of support) and providing financial support are two fundamentally different forms 

of support. Endorsements are important for women candidates to gain attention. 

Candidates value the group’s endorsements and sense of empowerment provided to 

women candidates (Urso 2013). 

The scholarship of endorsements from women’s groups has focused on the impact 

these endorsements have and what purpose the endorsement serves. Broadly, the 

scholarship has established that endorsements from groups serve as a signal to members, 

(Brady and Sniderman 1985; Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock 1993) and to the larger 

electorate (McDermott 2006; Lupia 1992). However, much of the endorsement literature 

is based on labor groups, not women’s organizations (Delaney, Masters, and Schwochau 

1990; Hojnacki and Baum 1992; Piscopo 2019; Converse and Campbell 1968; Clark and 

Masters 2001). 

Raport, Stone, and Abramowitz explore the influence of multiple types of group 

endorsements on group members’ support of the candidate. They explore teachers, 

women, and labor groups during the 1984 Democratic caucuses. Rapoport, Stone, and 
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Abramowitz find that support for the endorsed candidate increased for members of 

teacher and labor groups but decreased for members of women’s groups (Rapoport, 

Stone, and Abramowitz 1991). The authors ascribe this lack of influence to 

“organizational weakness,” saying this is “one reason for this failure to deliver on the 

NOW (National Organization of Women) endorsement, particularly in a year like 1984, 

when a variety of candidates vying for the nomination in addition to Mondale, including 

McGovern, Cranston, and Jackson, had strong feminist credentials and records of 

feminist support” (Rapoport, Stone, and Abramowitz 1991, page 196). This finding 

highlights the variability of an organization’s influence and a potential lack of 

generalizability within the endorsement literature. Importantly, Rapoport, Stone, and 

Abramowitz only explore one women’s organization’s endorsement, the National 

Organization of Women, at a particular time. Consequently, we cannot make claims 

about the impact of endorsements for women’s groups at large. 

A more current but similarly limited article on women’s groups’ endorsements 

comes from Hannagan, Pimlott, and Littvay’s exploration of EMILY’s List 

endorsements. Rather than exploring the effect on members, Hannagan, Pimlott, and 

Littvay test the impact of endorsements on the candidate’s electoral success. Using a 

propensity score-matching model, Hannagan et al. find that an EMILY List endorsement 

helps candidates who are not likely to get endorsed (such as candidates with less money, 

more unknown candidates, candidates in more conservative states) and has no impact on 

candidates for whom endorsement is expected (Hannagan, Pimlott, and Littvay 2010). 

Again, this article is limited due to the focus on one women’s group, but suggests the 

potential limits of endorsement support for women candidates. 
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Financial Support 

The majority of the literature on women’s groups concerns women’s PACs or, more 

broadly, “candidate donor networks.” While only a few articles have been written about 

training, recruitment, and endorsements, whole books are written on women’s PACs. The 

focus is partially due to how important financial contributions are for women candidates 

(Francia 2001a; O’Connor 2012). The importance of women’s PACs was highlighted 

during the 1992 year of the women (Nelson 2019) and has remained a key feature of the 

scholarship on women’s candidates for the last four decades. The growth of women’s 

PACs is one of the reasons for the improved fortunes of female congressional candidates, 

(Sullivan 1996) particularly challengers and open-seat candidates (Seltzer, Newman, and 

Leighton 1997; Witt, Matthews, and Paget 1995). 

One of the earliest analyses of women’s PACs comes from Kleeman’s 1983 

analysis of 14 women’s PACs. Kleeman interviews leaders of this organization to assess 

PACs’ structure and support decisions. Similarly, Day and Hadley explore three different 

women’s PACs, EMILY’s List, Susan B. Anthony List and the Wish List (Day and 

Hadley 2015) noting the donors, recipients, and activities of these PACs. In a more 

expansive view of PACs, Frederick surveys 17 organizations and proposes a typography 

of feminist PACs, policy PACs, and unity PACs (Frederick 2004). 

The majority of the literature on women’s financial support is driven by a singular 

exploration of EMILY’s List. This prolific and inspirational group has been intently 

studied due to EMILY’s List’s transformative effect on American politics (Malcolm and 

Unger 2016, Pimlott 2010). Scholars have focused on a range of specific EMILY’s List 

elements, including the impact of the bundling tactic (Sullivan 1996). This bundling 
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model of EMILY’s List received positive and negative scholarly attention (Wardle 1995.; 

Hoffman 2010). Additionally, there are comparative analysis of the EMILY List’s model 

being used in Japan (GAUNDER 2011) and in Australia (Sawer 1999; Arnold and Kovac 

2014). EMILY’s List’s relationship to organized labor groups has been explored 

(Cooperman 2010b), as has the media frames used news surrounding articles about 

EMILY’s List (Thomsen 2009). 

Another vein of the women’s PAC literature has focused on donor attitudes and 

habits. Crespin and Deitz explored campaign contributions finding a gender gap in 

individual contributions that tends to benefit Democratic women. They note, “women 

supported by these networks, especially Democratic women, receive a boost in campaign 

fundraising compared to their male counterparts, whereas women not supported by these 

networks receive significantly less” (Crespin and Deitz 2010, page 581). Additionally, 

there is growing evidence that donors to Democratic women’s groups are different from 

Republican women’s groups’ donors. Thomsen and Swers study “donor networks,” 

examining itemized donations of more than $200 made to male and female Republican 

and Democratic U.S. House candidates from male and/or female donors in the 2010 and 

2012 elections. They find that donors, particularly Democrats, also exhibit a gender 

affinity effect in which men give more to male candidates, and women favor female 

candidates (Thomsen and Swers 2017). Female Democratic donors, especially liberal 

Democratic women, appear to value women’s election over other traditional predictors of 

giving, such as incumbency and competitiveness. Meanwhile, Republican male and 

female donors do not focus on candidate gender, and female Republican donors prefer 

conservative candidates (Thomsen and Swers 2017). Similarly, Day and Hadley explore 
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two women’s PACs donors from EMILY’s List and Wish List, finding that partisanship 

is the overriding influence on political priorities and attitudes toward economic and social 

welfare policy and that donors are primarily women (Day and Hadley 2001). 

Limitations in the Literature 

Scholars are starting to pay serious attention to the influence women’s organizations have 

on the candidate emergence pipeline. However, an analysis of the literature reveals key 

methodological limitations due to what qualifies as a women’s group and how women’s 

groups are studied. The literature over-relies on studying women’s PACs without 

contextualizing these groups as a form of women’s organizations. Out of 45 published 

articles written specifically about “women’s groups”, 64% focus on PACs. This reliance 

is likely due to greater availability of financial contribution data. Furthermore, out of 

those PAC articles, 51% focus exclusively on one PAC, EMILY’s List. This siloed 

approach to researching women’s groups overlooks the broader population of women’s 

organizations. PACs are influential sources of support, but women’s groups provide more 

than just financial support. These groups provide recruitment, endorsements, training, 

mentors, and networking opportunities. Viewing all women’s groups as PACs (rather 

than entire organizations) minimizes how dynamic these groups are and the diverse 

impact (Pimlott 2010). Furthermore, EMILY’s List is not representative of women’s 

groups as a whole, as this group is particularly large, well-known, and Democratic 

(Schreiber 2002, 2002, 2016). In reality, the population of women’s groups is composed 

of many diverse nonpartisan, Republican, and Democratic groups at the state and national 

level.  
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Even articles with a broader focus have methodological limitations. Many of these 

articles focus on one organization rather than the whole diverse population of women’s 

groups. Studying one organization in isolation provides in-depth information on a group 

but does not allow for observing patterns within the larger population. Particularly, in-

depth case analysis does not depict differences between Republican, nonpartisan, and 

Democratic women’s organizations.  

A last major limitation in the literature is the lack of a coherent definition of a 

“women’s organization.” The literature defines women’s groups in multiple ways, which 

frequently influences the results of the studies. For example, multiple scholars define 

women’s PACs as a “committee whose primary purpose is to elect women to political 

office” (Nelson 1994; Francia 2001b). Others focus exclusively on feminist women’s 

PACs representing all women’s PACs (Ferree and Martin 1995b, 1995a; Martin 1990; 

Staggenborg 1995; Costain 1988). As many Republican women’s PACs have women 

members but do not specify a gender for their beneficiaries, these groups are excluded 

from their analysis. Consequently, it is difficult to determine if there is truly a lack of 

infrastructure for Republican women or a lack of accounting for Republican women’s 

infrastructure. Utilizing a characteristic-based definition, assessing the pure number of 

women’s groups reveals that Republican groups exist in comparable numbers to 

Democratic groups. Furthermore, nonpartisan groups compose the majority of women’s 

organizations in the United States. Pure numbers do not equate with an organization’s 

strength but acknowledging the presence of Republican woman’s infrastructure 

complicates the existing narrative about the “lack of infrastructure” for Republicans and 
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highlights how little we know about the impact of different types of women’s groups 

throughout the United States. 

Importantly, despite the growing literature, we still do not know what motivates 

this variation in organizational support? This project is the first to systematically show 

how the orientation and behavior of women’s organizations – both those allied with the 

parties and nonpartisan groups – explain why Republicans have been less successful than 

Democrats in fielding women candidates. This project extends the current literature on 

women’s groups in three ways. First, in exploring the larger population of women’s 

groups, I am joining a small set of scholars who are beginning to explore the women’s 

organization population in full. In 2019, Kreitzer and Osborn greatly assisted the 

literature by studying and depicting the entire span of women’s organizations (Kreitzer 

and Osborn 2019). Their work provided an important contribution to the field. They 

began to depict women’s groups’ support patterns and assess larger trends in women’s 

organizations across the United States. I build from their work, articulating and using a 

definition of women’s organizations that is more likely to account for Republican or 

conservative women’s groups. Furthermore, Kreitzer and Osborn are not able to draw 

distinctions between Republican, nonpartisan, and Democratic women’s groups. Within 

my work, I account for the impact of partisan group identity because I believe this will 

impact the organization’s culture and motivations. 

 Second, I strategically explore women’s organizations and not exclusively 

women’s PACs. Utilizing my definition, women’s PACs are under the definition of 

women’s organization but do not reflect the greater diversity of support provided by 

women’s organizations.  
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Third, the main theoretical contribution of this project lies in the novel question it 

tries to address. Rather than assessing support patterns of women’s organizations, I 

explore motivations underlying the support patterns. This distinction provides more 

information on the rationale behind women’s groups. The patterns themselves are 

important and are indicative of larger trends that need to be studied. However, rather than 

accepting patterns as an innate part of the candidate selection process, addressing why 

these patterns exist implies that the patterns can be changed. The next section addresses 

the theoretical argument of this project, explaining the rational for why Republican 

women do not receive support from women’s groups.  

4. Theoretical Framework and Argument  

To explain and the variations in support, I draw from organizational theory and political 

science to develop the following theoretical framework. Organizational theory is the 

study of organizations and provides a rich theoretical foundation where organizations 

(rather than the individual) are the main actors. Political science provides a lens of power 

dynamics and a contextual understanding of the candidate emergence process. Bridging 

these two diverse theoretical perspectives is apt for this project. Women’s organizations 

are inherently political in providing candidate support but are simultaneously constrained 

by their environment and act like all other organizations. For political scientists, account 

for the organizational perspective provides greater insight into the  organizations’ 

behavior. 

Stakeholder, Environmental Contingency, Population Ecology, and Open Systems 

are organizational theories that all emphasize the role that outside actors have in 

influencing the organization’s actions. The open systems approach views organizations as 
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“coalitions of shifting interest groups” whose relations are “strongly influenced by 

environmental factors” (Klein et al. 2019). Environmental Contingency theory argues that 

an organization forms based on the conditions faced in their environment (Bruns and 

Stalker 1961). Population ecology assumes that organizations depend on their 

environment for resources, including legitimacy. For example, organizations need the 

acceptance of the society in which they operate because organizations whose 

environments question their existence can be driven out of business. Thus, what an 

organization responds to will depend on how it constructs and interprets the environment 

(Weick 1995). Stakeholder theory argues that organizations that attend to all 

stakeholders’ demands will become outperform organizations that ignore their 

stakeholders (Freeman 2010). 

This literature on organizations provides some preliminary assumptions for this 

project, particularly when conceptualizing an organization’s relationship to its 

environment. First, I assume organizations are motivated by a goal. Organizations are 

inherently created to solve collective action problems and require an element of 

cooperation from members. This assumption can be verified by their organizational 

missions. We can also consider the groups’ desire to survive and grow as an organization 

as a primary motivation from all women’s groups. 

Second, I assume organizations act with limited rationality, attempting to achieve 

goals efficiently (Hatch 2011; Walonick 1993; Simon 1991). In other words, 

organizations will make the best decision possible within their own cognitive constraints. 

Third, I assume organizations are influenced by the environment and shape their 

environment (Scott 1987; Katz and Kahn 1978; Statt 1994; Hatch and Cunliffe 1997). As 
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a result, these organizations often depend on their environment to accomplish external 

goals, requiring funds, volunteers, and social legitimacy. For example, many of these 

women’s groups rely on financial donors and are thus influenced by their environment. 

Simultaneously, these groups support candidates and impact the presence of women in 

the candidate pipeline, thus influencing their environment. 

Exploring the actions of organizations (rather than individuals) is critical for my 

research question. These groups are acting as a collective to support candidates, 

harnessing the power of multiple individuals. This level of analysis encourages the 

exploration of systems rather than individual psychologies. Consequently, exploring the 

group identity, group impact, and group motivation of women’s organizations will 

provide the most fruitful avenue to research the motivations behind support variations.  

Organizational Ambivalence 

Originally based in psychology, ambivalence refers to the individual’s conflicting 

evaluations, beliefs, emotions, cognitions, or goals about an object or alternative 

(Hochschild 1981; Reinarman 1987; Craig, Kane, and Martinez 2002; Cacioppo, 

Gardner, and Berntson 1997; Alvarez and Brehm 1995; Zaller 1992; Larson and 

Tompkins 2005; Ashforth et al. 2014). Ambivalence involves both cognition and 

emotional response, meaning an individual must understand the object and a negative or 

positive emotion towards that object.14 

 
14 Ambivalence is related to many terms, but ultimately has a unique meaning. As such, I have 
identified certain terms that ambivalence is not. First, ambivalence is not cognitive dissonance 
(Baek 2010).  Cognitive dissonance means that one thought is not consistent with another thought 
(Kantola er all 1984). Conversely, ambivalence is both cognitive and effective. Second, 
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Breaking this process down further, evaluations guide behavior. A person will 

make an evaluation based on a set of stable associations (Cunningham et al. 2007). When 

considering organizations, associations can refer to the goals, demands, identities, or 

roles the organization can have. When these associations are the same (such as having all 

positive associations), the behavior continues quickly and easily (Armitage and Conner 

2000). However, if these associations are contradictory, one experiences ambivalence. 

Being psychodynamic in nature, actors can be conscious or non-conscious of their 

ambivalence (Meyerson and Scully 1995). 

Beyond the individual, organizational ambivalence can be used to describe a 

collective experiencing opposing narratives, goals, demands, identities, or roles (Piderit 

200b; Eisenhardt and Martin 2000l Smith and Beg 1987). Organizational ambivalence is 

not a unique phenomenon, as many organizations grapple with hybrid identities (Albert 

and Adams 2002; Wang and Pratt 2008), differing cultures (Merton 1976), multiple 

conflicting goals, and conflicting demands from diverse stakeholders (Albert and 

Whetten 1985; Pratt and Foreman 2000; Brunsson 2002; Burke and Stets 2009). Despite 

its commonality, the organizational ambivalence theory can help frame why Republican 

women fail to garner individualized support from women’s groups.  

To identify organizational ambivalence, we need to conceptualize and categorize 

these various demands and assume the relationship between those demands (Chen 2008; 

Gaim et al. 2018a). This assumption is important to parse out, as multiple competing 

demands, goals, identities, or objects are not necessarily contradictory. Rather, these 

 
ambivalence is not hypocrisy. Hypocrisy is a potential outcome of ambivalence, in which there is 
a difference between statement and action (Fassin and Buelens 2011). 



 51 

demands can be interrelated or oppositional. If demands are interrelated, there is a chance 

for synergy or a bidirectional relationship. In other words, these goals, demands, etc., can 

operate together. Conversely, opposition demands are seen as problems (Li 2016) in 

which there is a trade-off. In other words, supporting one set of associations means not 

supporting another set of associations (Gaim et al. 2018b). These competing demands 

may negate or contradict each other (Putnam et al. 2016). 

Establishing Common Intent 

All the women’s groups in this project, regardless of ideology or party affiliation share a 

common goal; all women’s organizations within this study are interested in greater 

representation. The desire for greater women’s representation from Republican or 

conservative groups may, at first thought, seem paradoxical, as women’s political 

representation conflicts with traditional conservative expectations about women’s societal 

role (Schreiber 2008). However, even conservative women have increasingly demanded 

increased representation (Rolandsen Agustín 2012; Wiliarty et al. 2014). Baldez claims 

that “what unites women is exclusion from the political process and their collective status 

as political outsiders” (Baldez 2002, page 15). We can infer women have a shared interest 

in political power and representation as “women in different time periods, in different 

nations and localities have asserted their desire for political voice, despite being excluded 

from political power” (Beckwith 2014, page 27). Specific to this project, an exploration 

of the women’s organizations’ missions emphasizes this interest in representation, as all 

groups, regardless of the political party, note the importance of women’s political 

involvement. 
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Despite a common interest, groups strategically organize around interests in 

varying ways. This variation marks the distinction between an interest and an issue or 

point of mobilization that focuses on a particular aspect of interest (Beckwith 2011). At 

the issue-level, conflicts among women advocating for the same interest become visible. 

As Beckwith says, 

“shared interests among women do not mean uniform agreement about women’s 

issues. Because women are uniquely positioned as a distinct politically relevant 

democratic group, identification of women’s interests and organizing these 

interests for eventual policy representation require an appreciation of diversity 

among women and women’s full agency in advancing their specific and diverse 

and often conflicting issues” (Beckwith 2014, page 25). 

In women’s organizations, we can expect to see the partisan variations within this 

“issue level,” as women’s identity and interest intersect with other identity-based cleaves, 

such as party affiliation. For Democratic women’s groups, helping elect women and 

helping elect Democrats are typically mutually reinforcing. Thus, Democratic women’s 

groups find themselves being able to do both goals simultaneously. Conversely, 

Republican groups may find conflict between their desire to help elect women and a 

desire to reflect Republican Party values. Consequently, Republican women’s groups are 

likely experiencing organizational ambivalence. 

4.1 Causes of Ambivalence for Republican Women’s Groups 

Organizations are complicated systems existing in complex environments. As such, it is 

common for organizations to have hybrid identities (Albert and Adams 2002; Wang and 
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Pratt 2008) or roles (Coser 1979), differing cultures, diverse norms (Merton 1976), 

multiple conflicting goals, conflicting demands from diverse stakeholders (Albert and 

Whetten 1985; Pratt and Foreman 2000; Brunsson 1989; Burke and Stets 2009). Some 

scholars believe oppositional associations are simply a part of an organization’s existence 

(Clegg 2000; Tracy 2004; Smith, Graetz, and Westerbeek 2008; Jarzabkowski, Lê, and 

Van de Ven 2013). 

The root of ambivalence is the complex environments the organizations exist in 

(Weigert and Franks 1989; Piderit 2000). Certain environmental conditions will 

accentuate organizational ambivalence, such as a forced choice, if the issues are both 

considered important and difficult to resolve, or if both orientations need to be preserved 

for the organizations (Ashforth et al. 2014). As such, the environments’ complexity is not 

consistent but varies, as the environment is not the same for all organizations. 

I theorize that Republican women’s organizations exist in a more complicated 

environment than Democratic women’s organizations. This environment impacts how 

their values are expressed, and ultimately makes them more likely to experience 

organizational ambivalence, rendering them less effective at supporting Republican 

women candidates. Both Republican and Democratic women’s groups may want to 

support women but exist in different partisan environments, impacting how those values 

are expressed. Republican women’s groups find themselves torn between an interest in 

supporting women candidates and a gender-blind partisan culture. Conversely, 

Democratic women’s groups find that their goals are mutually reinforcing and do not 

experience organizational ambivalence. Diverse histories, stakeholders, and party 

cultures create an environment where Republican women’s organizations are torn 
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between a desire to support women and a desire to reflect the Republican ideology. I will 

address each of these factors in turn. 

Historical Alliances  

Historical alliances between women’s groups and political parties have been present 

since the 1970s. Women’s groups expanded into the political realm and determined how 

closely to align with political parties. As parties shifted and claimed positions on 

women’s rights, the Democratic Party forged stronger alliances with feminist women’s 

organizations (Cooperman 2010; Burrell 2006; Ray 1995; Carroll and Sanbonmatsu 

2016). In contrast, the Republican Party’s alliance with pro-life groups and social 

Conservatives in the 1980s led to the Republican Party’s rejection of traditionally 

“women-owned” issues (Young 2000; Wolbrecht 2010). Specifically, in the late 1980’s, 

there was an influx of Christian Right activism towards and within the Republican Party, 

advocating for more traditional roles for women (Green, Guth, and Wilcox 1998). The 

influx of conservative Christians in the Republican Party, and liberal feminists in the 

Democratic Party further polarized issues concerning women’s place in public and 

private spheres (Baer 1999; Freeman 1993; Wolbrecht 2000).  

These historical alliances are still readily apparent. For example, the Republican 

distance from traditional feminist mobilization is evident in the lack of mobilizing 

Republican women via the #Metoo movement. At the Conservative Political Action 

Conference in February 2018, a panel called “#UsToo: Left Out By the Left” occurred to 

discuss “how conservative women can retake the leadership role with women across the 

country in a #MeToo environment” (North 2018). It was evident that Republican women 

had difficulty aligning with feminist movements, in part due to the liberal or Democratic 
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connotations with feminism. Additionally, the impact of these historical alliances is 

evident in political platforms. For example, in an analysis of the 2016 National 

Republican and Democratic platforms, “women” were mentioned 26 times in the 

Republican platform, primarily under their value in “protecting human life.” In the 

Democratic platform, women are mentioned 36 times, primarily when referencing equal 

treatment, equal rights, equal pay, and abortion access. 

Stakeholders 

 A second divergent aspect of the partisan environment is found in the stakeholders 

within the party. The policy demanders or stakeholders within a party have a key role in 

influencing the environment the women’s organizations exist in, and subsequently, 

organizational ambivalence. The process of creating “a coalitional bargain among diverse 

policy demanders” (Bawn et al. 2012, page 590) reflects the willingness of all members 

of each party’s coalition to support demands for greater representation of women in 

political office. 

Policy demanders focused on women’s representation are more integrated into the 

Democratic than Republican Party coalitions (Crowder-Meyer and Cooperman 2018). A 

recent study on donor attitudes found that Democratic donors tend to have a gender 

affinity, so Democratic women tend to support women candidates and are more 

concerned with women’s representation (Crowder-Meyer and Cooperman 2018). In 

contrast, Republican male and female donors lack a gender affinity, and female 

Republicans prefer more conservative candidates (Thomsen and Swers 2017). Ninety 

percent of Republican donors are unaware of major conservative women’s groups, such 

as Susan B. Anthony List or Maggie’s List (Urso 2013).  
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Party Cultures 

A third divergent element of the environment is the difference between Republican and 

Democratic Party cultures. Specifically, the Democratic and Republican parties have 

different cultural orientations towards women and identity-based groups. Party culture 

has been defined in broad terms but tends to refer to the party’s “attitude, organization, 

and style” (Crowder-Meyer and Cooperman 2018; Freeman 1986). This definition 

encompasses both ideals and norms produced from the party’s history and the member’s 

experience. Democratic and Republican Party cultures have different orientations toward 

group-specific claims, particularly groups that demand greater representation of women 

(Crowder-Meyer and Cooperman 2018). Jo Freeman’s foundational work on party 

culture explored how the two parties responded to women’s demands in the 1970s, 

finding structural and attitudinal differences. Freedman finds that in the Democratic 

Party, power flows upward (from constituencies), and in the Republican Party, power 

flows downward, thus emphasizing party loyalty, ideology, and hierarchy (Freeman 

1986). Like Freeman, Grossmann and Hopkins identify the Democratic Party culture as 

pluralistic and the Republican Party culture as hierarchical. In other words, the 

Democratic Party seems to embrace its “group-centric” approach while the Republican 

Party advocates for a high degree of party loyalty and “doctrinal purity” (Freeman 1986; 

Grossmann and Hopkins 2015). Och and Shames describe this distinction saying;  

“the Democratic Party embraces the ideal of diversity and believes that identity 

and diversity issues (particularly around race, gender, and sexual orientation) are 

important; the Republican Party opposes group-based thinking, preferring instead 
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to think of people as individuals rather than group members” (Och and Shames 

2018, page 101). 

This cultural difference is seen in the Republican Party’s distance from “identity 

politics,” which for many Republicans means “avoiding gender or race-based appeals” 

(Och and Shames 2018). There are many examples of this culture of gender-blindness. 

For instance, Kristen Soltis Anderson, a Republican pollster, reported that “[the 

Republican Party] wants the most talented candidate, regardless of gender.” Additionally, 

in the 2018 Tennessee primary, two prominent women lawmakers, Blackburn and Black, 

ran for elected office. Both women had moments of highlighting gender neutrality, such 

as acknowledging that they preferred to be referred to as “congressman” and “chairman” 

— not “congresswoman.” Blackburn noted in her campaign announcement that “Courage 

comes in both genders.” Black noted her values were more important than her gender, 

saying, “I was the first female caucus chairman here in the state Senate. I’m the first 

female to have served as a budget chair for our country. But that’s not when I’m running 

as. I’m running on my credentials” (Zhou 2018). This cultural distinction has 

implications for Republican women within the party (Och and Shames 2018; Shames 

2018) as well as for Republican women’s organizations. 

This amalgamation of history, stakeholders, and party cultures results in 

Republican women’s organizations existing in a more complex ecosystem (Duncan 

1972). For Republican women groups, supporting women exclusively and making a 

group-based claim is culturally seen as non-hierarchical, disloyal to the party, reverse 

discrimination, - and generally results in women’s organizations losing their credibility 

(Barnes and Cassese 2017; Grossmann and Hopkins 2015). Deckman shows that 
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conservative women’s groups strategically avoid making group-based claims (Deckman 

2016). Instead of advocating on the basis of gender, Republican culture and Conservative 

ideology can manifest as “the gender blindness of the market; resistance to the necessity 

of, and/or fairness of positive discrimination; and or the reject of inequality as a structural 

feature of society as opposed to the consequence of localized and unfortunate individual 

acts” (Childs and Celis 2018, page 11; Also see Bryson and Heppell 2010.; Feldberg and 

Glenn 1979; Erzeel et al. 2014).  

Specifically, for this project, I theorize this partisan cultural distinction between 

Republican and Democratic women’s groups impacts the support Republican women 

receive from women’s organizations. Republican women’s groups are likely experiencing 

organizational ambivalence, being torn between the cultural pressure to be “gender-

neutral” and a desire to support Republican women candidates. Conversely, Democratic 

women’s groups exist in a culture that supports group-based claims, allowing them to 

have mutually supportive goals of supporting women and supporting their partisan 

cultural values.  

4.2 Theory of Nonpartisan Women’s Groups’ Support for Democratic Women 

Nonpartisan women’s groups tend to get less attention than their partisan cousins. Yet, 

they make up the majority of women’s groups across the United States. Despite the 

nonpartisan status, these groups primarily support Democratic women. There are multiple 

factors that help explain why nonpartisan groups would not support Republican women 

to the same extent as Democratic women. The first factor concerns issue ownership and 

is directly related to the structure of nonpartisan organizations. Nonpartisan women’s 
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organizations do not associate or identify with a political party and provide candidate 

support without eligibility criteria relating to partisan affiliation.15 This nonpartisan 

identity impacts the organizational structure. For example, while partisan organizations 

already have an identity and pre-determined coalitions of support, nonpartisan groups 

must freely form their identities and coalitions. This structural difference results in 

nonpartisan groups with various values, ideological bents, feminist leanings, or key 

advocacy issues.  

If many nonpartisan groups form an identity around issues, liberal ideology, or 

feminism, Republican women will be disadvantaged due to the partisan issue association. 

There is a large literature suggesting that voters possess a strong association between 

certain issues or traits and political parties (Costain 1992). When considering values, the 

Republican Party has been associated with “strong leaders” and “more moral” traits 

(Hayes 2005). The Republican Party is associated with better handling foreign policy and 

economic issues (Petrocik 1996; Damore 2004). Conversely, Democrats are often 

considered to hold more “compassion” and “sympathy” traits (Hayes 2005). As expected, 

they are associated with more social welfare issues (‘helping the poor’ ‘the environment’ 

‘improving health care’) 

Due to these strong associations, nonpartisan organizations are likely to support 

candidates from a party that is more associated with the issues they care about, which will 

likely mean supporting Democratic women. A key example of this is the issue of abortion 

 
15 This definition includes organizations that use the term “multi-partisan” or “bipartisan” as they 
do not identify with a singular partisan affiliation. See chapter 4 for more information on this 
distinction. 
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access. As Americans have become increasingly sorted into parties around issues and 

identities (Mason 2018; Abramowitz and Saunders 2008), views on abortion have 

become sharply politicized by party affiliation. In a Gallup poll tracking support for 

broad abortion rights from 1975 to 2019, a sharp and growing division between the 

parties’ opinions on abortion occurred in the early ’90s and has continued to grow 

through 2019 (Saad 2020). Candidates and elected officials mirror this growing divide. If 

an organization is nonpartisan but centers on abortion issues, they will likely support 

primarily Democratic candidates. Kreitzer and Osborn’s exploration of women’s groups 

supports this claim, as they find that nonpartisan groups with an abortion litmus test “are 

for all intents and purposes partisan” (Kreitzer and Osborn 2019). I expand upon Kreitzer 

and Osborn’s claim, as abortion is one of many issues nonpartisan groups can center on. I 

explore and track all the issues groups can center on, taking a broader approach to their 

initial observations. Furthermore, I track feminist and liberal nonpartisan groups, as this 

association may also disadvantage Republican women.  

Importantly, not all nonpartisan organizations center their identity on an issue. 

Some groups even strategically avoid partisan issues to be more inclusive. Consequently, 

there are likely additional factors explaining why nonpartisan groups support primarily 

Democratic women. An alternative factor is the close alliance between nonpartisan 

women’s organizations and the Democratic Party. The history of women’s groups reveals 

a connection between women’s organizations and the Democratic Party. Originally, the 

first women’s groups took a bipartisan approach to support women’s political 

involvement, pushing both major parties to support the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) 

and abortion rights (Burrell Barbara 1994; Freeman 2000). As political parties clarified 
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women’s rights and responded to women’s demands in the 1970s, the Democratic Party 

forged stronger alliances with feminist women’s organizations (Burrell 2007; Ray 1995; 

Sanbonmatsu 2015). This long-standing association may explain the similarity between 

the nonpartisan and Democratic women’s groups’ understanding of the environment. 

Consequently, I expect the Democratic and nonpartisan organizations to express similar 

values and support similar candidates. 

Another potential factor is the differences in candidate pools. Nonpartisan groups 

may support a larger portion of Democratic women due to pre-existing pool 

compositions. Many scholars argue fewer Republican women are available to run for 

office (Crowder-Meyer and Lauderdale 2014; Sapiro 1982; Thomsen 2015). The 

Democratic Party’s emphasis on women’s issues and the pro-life association has 

encouraged more white women to affiliate with the Democratic Party than the Republican 

Party (Kaufmann 2002; Kaufmann and Petrocik 1999; Howell and Day 2000; Barnes and 

Cassese 2017). Women with feminist and liberal values are more likely to identify as 

Democrats (Conover 1988; Manza and Brooks 1998). As there is a greater number of 

Democratic women recruited, supported, or drawn to the Democratic Party, it’s likely 

that nonpartisan groups simply see more Democratic women wanting support. 

5. Conclusion    

 There has been a consistent lack of Republican women in elected office compared to 

Democratic women over the past five decades. The structural, supply, and demand 

rationales for the partisan gender gap highlight the unique and understudied role of 

women’s organizations as one additional factor affecting the partisan gender gap. The 
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literature on women’s groups has highlighted women’s organizations’ supportive 

influence in providing candidate training, recruitment, endorsements, and financial 

donations. However, there are limitations within the literature that prevent a complete 

understanding of women’s organizations’ support and motivations.  

This dissertation adds to the growing literature suggesting a connection between 

women’s organizations and the partisan gender gap. I broadly explore how the support 

provided by women’s organizations varies and what motivates this variation in 

organizational support. Pundits, journalists, and some scholars have suggested that a lack 

of Republican women infrastructure impacts the candidate support available to 

Republican women. However, this claim of lesser infrastructure is understudied and often 

assumed rather than explored. Furthermore, we do not understand why this gap in support 

between Democratic and Republican women exists. Within this project, I look to explore 

this claim on variations in support and importantly understand support variations’ 

motivations. 

This chapter’s analysis of the literature on women’s groups suggests many 

avenues for future research exist for scholars interested in expanding the literature on 

women’s groups. More information on training programs and the recruitment of women’s 

groups is necessary to provide a more well-rounded understanding of the support 

provided by these groups. Particularly, understanding what type of candidate or potential 

candidate is likely to attend training programs or receive recruitment would be 

informative. Additionally, women’s groups can tangibly benefit from more research on 

the most successful women’s groups’ tactics and strategies. Methodologically, increased 

research that utilizes the larger population of women’s groups to see patterns within the 
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population is another fruitful vein of research. By looking at the larger network of 

women’s groups, scholars can begin to differentiate women’s groups (such as parsing the 

distinction between partisan and nonpartisan groups or between the new groups being 

developed and the “old guard” of women’s organizations).  

 In the next chapter, I establish the “organization of women’s organizations,” 

depicting the current role of women’s groups. I present the descriptive features of 

women’s groups and highlight the various identities women’s groups can hold. This 

builds out from the literature, presenting a larger context for understanding the current 

work of women’s organizations throughout the United States.  
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Chapter 3: The Organization of Women’s Organizations  

1. Introduction 

In the 19th century, increased leisure time prompted middle-class white women to form 

social groups to discuss literature, history, and fine arts. This framework eventually 

transitioned into an infrastructure for women to advocate social causes, prompting 

women’s political entrance into the public sphere. The Progressive Era’s reform 

movements, such as the Temperance Movement or education reform, relied on this 

existing network of women’s organizations. As women traversed farther into politics and 

the public sphere, women’s organizations continued to serve as critical infrastructure 

throughout the first and second waves of feminism (Strachan et al. 2019). From gaining 

voting rights to advocating for (or against) the Equal Rights Amendment, these 

organizations have served as critical facilitators of women’s representation. 

Today, women’s organizations still serve as infrastructure, but under a different 

context. As women have become more ingrained in the political process, women’s 

organizations are becoming increasingly more political. Many modern women’s 

organizations provide fundamental encouragement, support, and recruitment for 

candidates and advocate for preferred policies. Despite their importance, research on 

women’s organizations is still in nascent stages. Few scholars have looked at the full 

landscape of women’s groups, often relying on case studies of one or two organizations. 

To better understand the role women’s organizations, serve in the United States, I 

collect and analyze data for organizational features of state and national women’s groups. 

I created a novel data set tracking organizational features, mission statements, and 
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support modes. This data allows me to analyze the “what- how- where-and why” of 

women’s organizations in the United States, providing an analysis of women’s 

organizations across the nation. Ultimately, I emphasize that women’s organizations have 

diverse identities but are best understood as networks. 

This chapter begins by briefly discussing women’s organizations’ history and 

assessing current scholarship about these groups. I then briefly describe the methods used 

in the data collection process before addressing the results. The results cover the various 

group identities, the distribution of women’s groups throughout the United States, a 

mission analysis of women’s groups, and an analysis of the various modes of support 

provided by women’s groups. I close this chapter by discussing the usefulness of a 

network-style frame for understanding women’s groups. 

This chapter’s importance lies in establishing and highlighting the dynamic work 

women’s organizations perform and why they perform it. Scholars have recognized the 

impact of women’s organizations on candidate emergence (Schreiber 2002; Cooperman 

and Crowder-Meyer 2018, 2020; White and Theilmann 1986). I hope this chapter 

contributes to the developing literature, placing women’s organizations in their historical 

context, as well as articulating their current role in supporting candidates. 

2. A Brief History of Women’s Organizations 

Women’s organizations have served diverse roles as women’s position in U.S. society 

changed over time. Before the mid-1800s, most women’s associations were auxiliaries of 

men’s groups or church-sponsored aid societies.  Typically, these groups were controlled 

by men (Britannica 2018; Clawson 1986). These early groups were primarily religiously 
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oriented (Baer 2003, page 117), such as the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union 

(Clawson 1986). The culture clubs of the 19th Century mainly comprised middle- and 

upper-class white women who met to discuss literature, history, and the fine arts. The 

groups Sorosis, founded in 1868 by female journalists and the New England Women’s 

Club of Boston, are prime examples of these types of groups. These clubs promoted 

female education, offering scholarships for women’s colleges, opening public libraries, 

and advocating better schooling and education (Burger 2015). 

By the end of the 19th Century and the start of the Progressive era, the women’s 

club movement was at its height. Women’s organizations began to transition from culture 

clubs into early forums for political action (Baker 1984). These reform groups used 

expansive activities that brought women into the public sphere. Many of these groups 

advocated the reform of prisons, schools, factory conditions, and many other community 

conditions. Organizations like the General Federation of Women’s Clubs was founded 

during this time, which strived to unite clubs around the U.S. under one association, 

providing white women with a national network. As Mary Wood, manager of the General 

Federation of Women’s Clubs in 1914, describes this change; 

“very early, the club women became unwilling to discuss Dante and Browning 

over the teacups… they learned that tenement house and factory conditions were 

but phases of the daily lives of other women… It was this knowledge, the 

extension of the homemaking instinct of women and the broadening out of the 

mother instinct of women, that led them out into paths of civic usefulness” (Wood 

and Pennybacker 1914). 
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Most club members were middle-aged white women from the leisured classes. However, 

a parallel movement of women’s reform clubs occurred among upper-middle-class black 

women. In addition to community concerns, these reform groups focused on issues of 

racial equity (Britannica 2018; Hine 1991). During this time, the National Association of 

Colored Women was formed in 1896 as African American women were barred from the 

General Federation of Women’s Clubs. 

Alongside the progressive reform movements, the woman’s suffrage movement 

began in the 1940s. Women’s organizations served a key role in facilitating this 

movement. Two key organizations were created in 1869, the National Woman Suffrage 

Association (NWSA) and the American Woman Suffrage Association (AWSA). 

Additionally, a range of smaller women’s organizations formed. Regardless of the 

diverse aims of these groups (as some groups were more moderate than others), these 

organizations provided an infrastructure for women to advocate for suffrage. The fight 

for women’s suffrage lasted nearly a hundred years, and by August 1920, the 19th 

Amendment to the Constitution was ratified, providing the right to vote for women 

throughout the United States. 

Women’s groups continued to play a role in the second wave of the women’s 

movement in the ’60s and ’70s (Blair 2009). Prior to this time, both political parties had 

not taken positions on women’s rights. Compared to the first wave organizations, 

women’s groups began to develop partisan alliances (Costain 1992). Feminist 

organizations like the National Organization of Women were formed in 1966 (Welch 

1977; Carroll and Fox 2018), along with an influx of PACs formed during this time, 

including the first women’s PAC formed in 1974, a feminist candidates PAC formed 
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1975, and the National Women’s Political Caucus (NWPC) PAC formed in 1977 (Carroll 

and Fox 2018). 

The feminist movements sparked a backlash from women activists in defense of 

traditional gender roles of wife and mother. These women activists aligned with the 

conservative right (Petchesky 1981; Luker 1984; Marshall Hall 1986; Waylen et al. 2013) 

and formed their own women’s groups. Organizations such as the Concerned Women for 

America (CWA) organization formed (Marshall 1998). During this time, activist Phyllis 

Schlafly rose to prominence in rallying women against the ERA in the “defense of 

homemakers.” Conservative women’s groups remained vocal opponents to the Equal 

Rights Amendment (ERA), which failed ratification in 1982, marking what is largely 

considered to be the end of the second wave of feminism.  

This rough sketch of women’s groups’ history suggests that when women have 

sought power, women’s organizations served as a necessary infrastructural foundation for 

activism (Freeman 1999; Andersen 1996; Baer 1999). The role of women’s organizations 

has evolved as women increasingly entered the public sphere. As women have continued 

to enter the political realm, what role do woman’s organizations serve today’s women? 

Across the partisan spectrum, these groups exist in large numbers across the United 

States. Scholars have yet to draw the landscape of current women’s groups, exploring 

their current role and identity supporting women’s representation. 

3.  The Landscape of Women’s Groups 

To investigate women’s organizations’ current role, I collected data on the demographics 

of all women’s organizations in the United States active during the fall of 2018. I tracked 
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national and state groups, locating their name, founding year, physical location, website, 

mission statement, and various aspects of their identity, including ideology, tax status, 

and partisan affiliation. I collected most of the information from Internet searches and 

contacted the organization if the information was missing. I was then able to look at 

significant trends for women’s organizations as a whole, along with subgroup 

differences. This section will share the results, providing a descriptive understanding of 

women’s organizations’ identity and role in the United States. 

3.1 Various Organizational Identities 

As diverse as women are, there are equally diverse women’s organizations with a range 

of group identities. Conceptually, an organization’s identity is the central character or 

essence that marks the group as distinct from other organizations and reflects some 

temporal continuity (Albert and Whetten 2004). Identity is formed through relational 

contact with others (Ashforth and Mael 1989; Dutton and Dukerich 1991; Scott and Lane 

2000). In other words, by not being organization X, the group becomes organization Y. In 

this section, I explore concrete elements of women’s groups’ identity, addressing the 

groups’ origin, various tax statuses, party identities, and ideologies.  

Origin  

To begin, Figure 2 depicts the number of organizations formed after 1990’s, accounting 

for partisan affiliation. Although a few groups were formed as early as the 1800s, the 

majority of active women’s groups were formed after the 1990s. Consequently, this graph 

charts the founding year after 1990. It appears the nonpartisan groups and Democratic 

groups greatly increased in number during the 1960-1970’s, or the second wave of 
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feminism. Conversely, Republican group show a greater increase much earlier, in the 

1940’s and 1950’s.16 Additionally, there appears to be a steady uptick in all partisan 

affiliations of groups formed after the 1990’s. This is a logical increase, as I am only 

considering active women’s organizations, and groups formed closer to the modern era 

are more likely to still remain active. 

 

 

 

 
16 These results are similar to those found in Kreitzer and Osborn’s study of women’s groups. 
However, some of the youngest national groups were not yet formed when they completed their 
analysis. Additionally, Kreitzer and Osborn do not account for partisan affiliation of the groups 
when charting the groups’ origins (Kreitzer and Osborn 2019). 
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Tax Status  

Another element of identity is tax-affiliated statuses. Tax status are important to consider 

because it constricts an organization’s political activities. These statuses include 

501(c)3s, 501(c)4s, PACs, and foundations. I will address each status in turn, starting 

with 501(c)3 status. This status means the organization is “charitable, religious, 

educational, scientific, literary, testing for public safety, fostering national or 

international amateur sports competition, and preventing cruelty to children or animals” 

(Internal Revenue Services 2020). 501(c)3s have stricter restrictions on their political 

participation. These groups can distribute information or encourage political participation 

but cannot favor a particular candidate over another. The high presence of 501(c)3’s and 

their forced structure of nonpartisanship may explain why there are so many more 

nonpartisan groups than partisan groups. A 501(c)3 example is the Women’s Food and 

Agriculture Network, which runs a “plate to politics” training program. Their director 

notes, “We have invited candidates to our conferences. Whenever we do that, we have to 

invite everybody who is running at that moment.”17 Additionally, some 501(c)3s exist 

under larger 501(c)3s, particularly in university systems, such as the Center for American 

Women and Politics through Rutgers University. 

The cousin of 501(c)3 is a 501(c)4, a “social welfare” group. Being a 501(c) 

organization, these groups are similarly tax-exempt. However, 501(c)4’s can participate 

in politics, as long as the organization’s primary focus is not politics. For example, the 

Women’s Sports Foundation is a nonpartisan 501(c)4 “dedicated to creating leaders by 

 
17 Interviewed by Author, Phone, September 2019 
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ensuring all girls access to sports.” Although politics is not the main focus, they have 

donated funds to specific candidates. 

Contrasting these 501(c) groups are political action committees (PACs) or 

independent political groups. These PACs tend to get the most scholarly attention when 

considering women’s organizations. A PACs sole purpose is to raise money to elect 

candidates. There are three main PACs to consider. First, traditional PACs can give up to 

$5,000 to a candidate committee per election. Second, Super PACs, created in 2010, do 

not contribute to candidates but can make independent expenditures to candidates in the 

form of running ads or communicating messages without spending limits.18 Third are 

leadership PACs, which allow politicians to raise funds to help other politicians win 

elected positions. The Elevate PAC, or E-PAC, formed by Elise Stefanik to support 

fellow Republican women candidates, is a leadership PAC.19 

It is difficult to identify the prevalence of women’s groups’ tax categories’ 

because many of larger organizations use different categories simultaneously. These 

hybrid or sub-organizations can circumvent one particular status’s political limitations 

while achieving the tax benefits from another status. For example, the National 

Organization for Women uses this hybrid structure, maintaining a 501(c)3 to advocate 

‘nonpolitical’ issues, a NOW PAC to provide political contributions and endorse 

 
18 Most PACs have spending limits, but groups can circumvent those limits by bundling campaign 
contributions. Bundling is the method of combining many small donations from individuals into 
one large contribution to a candidate. EMILY’s List may be the most well know PAC to use this 
method. The Federal Election Committee has minimal requirements for tracking bundling, only 
requiring candidates to report if they receive a contribution “bundled” in two or more checks over 
18 dollars. 
19 Within the sample, only one organization is classified as a business. This group strategically 
decided to be business rather than a nonprofit in part due to their founder’s financial background. 
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candidates, and a NOW Foundation dedicated to nonpartisan political issues such as voter 

mobilization. Additionally, groups can also change tax statuses. For example, the General 

Federation of Republican Women National Organization is considered a 527. However, 

the group was considered a PAC until 2014. The group is still active but not using their 

PAC to support candidates. Likewise, some groups have an active PAC status at their 

disposal but have not utilized the PAC in the last few years. Another complication is that 

organizations do not readily share tax status. In my research, I find the tax statuses of 

women’s organizations at the national level as these prominent groups have the most 

publicly available data. My findings indicate that the majority of national partisan 

women’s groups are PACs. Conversely, national, nonpartisan groups have substantially 

more 501(c)3 and 501(c)4 statuses. That said, around 25% of national, nonpartisan 

groups still have a PAC component.  

Partisan and Nonpartisan Status  

Another source of variation is between partisan and nonpartisan affiliation. Partisan 

women’s organizations are groups that identify as Republican or Democratic. Partisan 

organizations are easily identifiable and often include a partisan label in their 

organization’s title or reference the party in their mission. On the national level, about 

27% of groups are partisan, split evenly between Democratic and Republican groups. On 

the state level, about 52% of organizations are partisan, with around 60% Democratic and 

40% of Republican-affiliated groups. As Figure 3 indicates, these divisions result in more 

than half the groups in the population identifying as nonpartisan. 
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Even in Figure 3, there are significantly more nonpartisan groups than partisan, as 70% of 

all national groups and 48% of all state groups are nonpartisan. Nonpartisan 

organizations are harder to identify than partisan groups. This difficulty is due, in part, to 

different understandings of what “non-partisanship” means. There are different terms 

used by these nonpartisan groups to describe their identity. Although the majority refers 

to themselves as nonpartisan, some groups use different terms to describe their identity. 

About 10% of all groups refer to themselves as bipartisan or multi-partisan, meaning they 

support candidates from either major parties or third parties. The rest of the nonpartisan 

groups, about 30% of organizations, do not directly note nonpartisanship but do not relate 

to any political party. Although these terms vary, none of the groups allocate support 
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based on a candidate’s partisan affiliation. Thus, nonpartisan, multi-partisan, bipartisan, 

and unlisted groups are all considered nonpartisan for this project. 

Policy Issues and Ideologies  

A final element of women’s organization’s identity is that groups can center on 

ideologies or specific issues. Some groups may find a particular topic to organize around, 

such as Women Action for New Directions, which focuses on eliminating the threat of 

nuclear war while supporting women legislators. To assess issues, I explore any policy 

issues listed in the groups’ mission statements.20 I define issues as policy areas outside of 

broad support for women’s representation. For example, Rachel’s Action Network is a 

nonpartisan group that supports women running for office. In addition to empowering 

women, the group is committed to environmental policy and environmental issues. Many 

times, the issues are clearly listed in the mission statement. Additionally, groups with 

certain policy orientations can have multiple policies they care about. For example, many 

National Organization of Women state chapters list abortion access, anti-racism, violence 

against women, healthcare, and welfare as major issues their group cares about.    

About 24% of groups center their identity around certain issues. These groups are 

mostly nonpartisan groups at the state level. Some partisan groups specifically mention 

 
20 Nearly all organizations missions refer to supporting and uplifting women, which I do not 
consider a specific “policy issue”. Issues, broadly defined, indicate why the organization was 
established, as all organizations are created to overcome a collective action problem (issue) that 
cannot be solved on an individual basis. Thus, all groups are centered around an issue in some 
way. However, in this topic I am specifically studying the preference for policy issues that are not 
directly related to women’s representation. This policy issue identity is simar to partisan women’s 
groups, as these organizations both support a particular party ideology, and believe in supporting 
women. 
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policy orientations, such as EMILY’s List, which funds Democratic women who are also 

pro-choice. The issues groups mention are listed in the following Table 1.  

 

Many of the important issues are considered “feminist”. Reproductive health 

(“abortion access”, “pro-choice”) are the most common issue groups mention. However, 

notably, only about 5% of state groups and 7.5% of national groups identify with feminist 

label. The focus on reproductive health and abortion access corresponds to Kreitzer and 

Osborn’s exploration of women’s groups, as they find many women’s groups center on 

reproductive health and abortion. They note that groups with an abortion litmus test “are 

for all intents and purposes partisan” (Kreitzer and Osborn 2019).  A full exploration of 

women’s groups reveals a slightly more nuanced approach to Kreitzer and Osborns 

finding. Although many groups note the importance of abortion, there are multiple issue 

litmus tests utilized by groups. Equal rights, economic freedoms, and Civil Rights are 

also often listed issues for groups.   

<latexit sha1_base64="udqioioG2e/FtZ6jgIQXWoFbPwY="></latexit>

Table 1: Women’s Organization Centered on Policy Issues
Issue State Group National Group Democratic Republican Nonpartisan
Reproductive Rights 46 6 13 0 39

Equal Rights/Gender Equality 31 3 3 0 31

Welfare/Economic Freedom 20 5 2 2 21

Civil Rights/Diversity 21 3 0 0 24

Education Reform 13 3 2 1 13

LGBTQ Rights 11 1 0 0 12

Violence Against Women 9 0 0 0 9

Environmental Protection 8 1 0 0 9

Healthcare Reform and Access 7 2 1 1 7

Child Care 6 0 1 0 5

Pay Equity 5 1 0 0 6
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Some organizations strategically avoid issues, such as one nonpartisan group 

whose mission states the group does “not take political sides on any issues” or groups 

that describe themselves as “issue neutral.”  Some groups have simple missions with no 

additional issues listed, such as the Dare to Run organization, whose mission is “to 

educate and empower women with the skills necessary to run for public office at the 

local, state and national level of government.”  

Beyond individual issues, groups with consistent views on multiple issues can 

espouse ideology. Organizations associated with a particular ideology means they have a 

clustered set of beliefs about policies or politics. While partisan affiliation dictates that a 

group is only supporting members from one party, groups with ideological affiliations 

could theoretically support candidates across party lines. For example, the Republican 

Women for Progress identifies as a progressive Republican group, and consequently will 

support Democratic women if alternative Republican candidate options are considered 

“too conservative” for their mission. However, some consider ideology and party so 

highly correlated that there is no substantive distinction between the concepts (Barber and 

Pope 2019). For women’s groups, the connection between ideology and party is 

particularly relevant as there is an interwoven history between the progressive ideology, 

feminism, and the Democratic Party. By the early 1970s, the feminist movement 

prompted new alliances between political parties and women’s groups, driving “a marked 

convergence of women’s groups from the left, right and center” (Costain 1992, page 51). 

As parties began to polarize on social issues, women’s groups became more closely 

identified with the Democratic Party, particularly after the founding of EMILY’s List in 

1985. 
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Although interwoven, ideologies are conceptually distinct from partisan 

affiliation. Choosing to identify with an ideology, rather than a party, is a strategic choice 

made by the organization. Ideology signals a different message to potential candidates 

than a party label and provides greater flexibility for the organization to support a broader 

range of candidates. On the national scale, 5% of groups identify as conservative, while 

12% identify as progressive. This pattern is found in similar proportions on the state 

level, with 7% of organizations identifying as progressive and only one group identifying 

as conservative.21 

These ideological and issues affiliations suggest the structural variations of 

organizations. For example, many nonpartisan groups incorporate issues or ideologies 

into their nonpartisan identity. The added focus on ideology and issue is partially due to 

their group structure, as nonpartisan groups need to create membership and group 

identity. In contrast, partisan groups already have a coalition formed through their 

partisan association. As nonpartisan groups need to craft their membership identity, they 

have a greater reliance on alternative identities.  

Additionally, these ideological and issue affiliations also suggest patterns of 

support. The Democratic Party is more closely tied to liberal ideologies, and there are 

significantly more liberal groups than conservative, potentially indicating more 

opportunities to support Democratic women. It is possible that Republican candidates are 

 
21 Some groups identify with both a party and an ideology. At the national partisan level, there is 
one Democratic, progressive group and one conservative Republican group. On the state partisan 
level, six groups (2%) identify as conservative and Republican, and 13 (4%) identify as 
progressive and Democratic. 
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either not eligible for support from these groups, or Republican candidates do not 

perceive these groups as viable means of support for Republicans.  

3.2 Organization’s Location  

Women’s organizations can function at the national, state, and local level. National 

organizations groups work beyond a state boundary, supporting a range of candidates, 

including those at the federal level. These are often the organizations with the most 

funding, history, and prestige, such as EMILY’s List or Maggie’s List. There are 60 

national women’s organizations. State organizations work within the state boundaries, 

tend to be smaller in scope, and focus on state rather than federal politics. There are 

around 326 state groups within the population of women’s groups. Lastly, local 

organizations tend to be connected to a larger state organization but geographically make 

up the smallest areas (usually a county).22 

This tri-level structure is fairly common for the oldest, largest, or most prominent 

organizations, such as the National Federation of Republican Women, which has a 

national organization as well as state and local chapters scattered across the country.23 

Another example is the National Women’s Political Caucus, which has leadership and 

power spread through national, state, and local levels. Each level is responsible for 

endorsing respective candidates in their scope. Some groups maintain autonomy from 

their national counterparts, making only brief references to national organizations. Other 

organizations use the same missions as their national organization, mimicking the 

 
22 The national and state level of women’s organizations are the main focus of this project. 
23 Even in organizations without these prominent networks, many of the groups work together or 
take signals, often referencing each other in interview comments. 
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national bylaws in their state chapters. Even within the same organization, state groups 

can have different relationships with their national counterparts, indicating a tremendous 

diversity in the connection between the state, national, and local levels. 

Another source of variation is the geographical location of the organization. 

Figure 4 plots the distribution of women’s groups throughout the United States. Although 

national groups are primarily centered in populous metropolitan areas like New York or 

Washington, D.C., state-based groups are scatted within their respective state. On 

average, there are six organizations per-state. However, as Figure 4 demonstrates, 

organizations are not evenly divided between the states. Rather, there is a fairly large 

range in the distribution, as states like California have 32 groups, and states like North 

Dakota with only one. This uneven distribution is potentially due to population density, 

as the more populous areas may have more women’s organizations to serve those living 

in the state. However, the number of groups in a state is only weakly positively  
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correlated to the state’s population density.24 Instead, there seems to be a stronger 

relationship between the state’s ideology and the number of women’s groups in the state. 

The more conservative the state is, the fewer women’s groups exist in that state.25 This 

relationship holds even when isolating Republican women’s groups. Being correlational 

evidence, the weight of this potential claim of connection is week and requires further 

investigation. However, this could be suggestive of a liberal preference to support 

women. 

 
24 The correlation is 0.098 between the population density and the total number of groups in a 
state. 
25 The correlation is -0.34 between a state’s increasing conservatism and the total number of 
women’s groups in a state. For Republican women’s groups, the correlation is slightly weaker but 
still negative at -0.12. 



 82 

3.3 Mission 

Organizations, by definition, need to have a purpose or mission, as they are created to 

solve a collective action problem. Thus, the question of why women’s organizations exist 

can be reformed as, what collective action problem are these groups trying to solve? In 

many ways, this can be answered by exploring the organization’s mission statement. A 

mission is an organization’s guiding light for action and the scope for activities, 

providing an ideal “why” for an organization’s existence. I assess women’s 

organizations’ mission statements as a whole and as Democratic, Republican, and 

Nonpartisan as subgroups. I run sentiment analysis, a count of common words, and a 

perform a bigram analysis.26 Overall, I find a universal focus on women. However, subtle 

partisan differences in the mission statement analysis suggest a difference in the missions 

of Democratic, nonpartisan, and Republican women’s groups. 

An efficient way to first analyze the mission statements is to look for commonly 

used words. The top ten words used in all women’s organizations are listed in the 

following Table 2 and common words broken up by partisan status. Broadly, it’s evident 

that these groups all involve women, discuss women, and use the phrase women often, 

regardless of party identity. Additionally, words like “Support,” Leadership,” and 

“Promote” are commonly used. When considering Democratic groups, it is interesting 

that the term “pro-choice” is commonly used. This may suggest the longstanding history 

and importance of abortion access issues within the Democratic Party, as well as the 

 
26 Bigrams refer to two commonly connected words. This is slightly more informative than just 
looking at most common words. All analysis excludes common “stop list” words, such as “and” , 
“the”, and “or.” 
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connection to partisan issue ownership. Both the National Organization for Women 

(NOW) and the National Federation of Republican Women (NFRW) were identified as 

commonly used words in the analysis, indicating the large state network of these groups 

in the frame. 

 

Sentiment analysis provides another understanding of thematic commonality 

within the mission statements. It explores the emotional themes used within the mission 

statements. When studying at the common emotional sentiments in the groups’ mission 

statements, it is clear that primarily positive sentiments are used in the mission 

statements, along with a sentiment of trust and anticipation. However, on average, 

Republican groups have a slightly higher positive sentiment value (5.26) than nonpartisan 

groups (4.29) or Democratic groups (3.77).  

Another informative measure is to look at the bigrams within the mission 

statements. Bigram show commonly used pairs of words. Comparing bigrams across 

<latexit sha1_base64="Fvyf18nva4blsz0x9Y3hbhCsfgE="></latexit>

Table 2: Most Frequent Words Used In Mission Statements

All Groups Democratic Groups Nonpartisan Groups Republican Groups

1. Women 1. Women 1. Women 1. Women

2. Political 2. State 2. Political 2. State

3. Democratic 3. Party 3. Leadership 3.Federation

4. Republican 4. O�ce 4. Women’s 4. Political

5. Candidates 5. National 5. Public 5. Party

6. Support 6. Candidates 6. O�ce 6. National

7. State 7. Political 7. Organization 7. Government

8. Party 8. Support 8. NOW 8. NFRW

9. O�ce 9. Federation 9. Support 9. Promote

10. Leadership 10. Pro-choice 10. Candidates 10. Candidates
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partisan groups suggests certain partisan trends or the broader mission of Republican, 

Democratic, and Nonpartisan groups. For instance, Republican women’s groups have 

multiple small clusters of words. Some of these clusters seem to relate to the 

organization’s goal, such as “foster loyalty,” “facilitate cooperation,” and “political 

participation,” or “political education.” In contrast to Democratic women’s group (who 

have a central node of “woman”), the Republican groups have a central dial node of 

Republican. This pattern suggests the importance of partisan loyalty (another common 

word) for these Republican groups compared to Democratic groups. Furthermore, women 

candidate is not a dyad for Republican groups, but is for Democratic groups. Republican 

groups also seem to have a lot of clusters relating to the political process, such as 

“partisan elections,” “political participation,” and “active political.” 

Democratic women’s bigram analysis illustrates some similarities to their 

Republican counterparts, such as the focus on the political process. However, there are 

key dyads that suggest a slightly different mission for Democratic groups. Uniquely, 

“diverse backgrounds” is a common dyad, suggesting the more pluralistic and racially 

inclusive culture of Democratic women’s groups (Freeman 1999; Grossmann and 

Hopkins 2015). There are also dyads that reflect a focus on pro-choice progressive 

women and a focus on women themselves. Unlike the Republican groups, which did not 

have any connective words from women, other than “Republican,” Democratic groups 

have multiple dyads, including “inspire women,” “encourage women,” “women leaders,” 

and “women candidates.” This suggests that women’s diverse identity is more 

incorporated into the Democratic women’s groups’ missions, while the Republican 

missions only emphasize women’s identity relative to the party. 
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Nonpartisan groups bigram analysis centers on three key groups of bigrams, a 

political group, and a woman-centered group, and an issue group. For nonpartisan groups, 

the political group of dyads describe PACs, the political process, the role of public office, 

women’s political leadership and training, and an offset about the organization itself 

(using words like “nonpartisan,” “dedicated,” “multi-partisan,” and “national”). The 

second node concerns women and women’s specific cross-cutting identities, indicated 

with words like “African American women,” “black women,” and “progressive women.” 

Finally, a smaller group of dyads are related to “reproductive rights,” “freedoms,” and 

“pro-choice.” Like the Democratic groups, this may suggest an issue-oriented swing for 

nonpartisan women’s groups. 

3.4 Support Tactics 

Women’s groups can provide many versatile forms of support. Support can be tangible or 

intangible actions. For example, many organizations provide financial support to women 

candidates, which is a tangible form of physical aid easily tracked. Conversely, some 

organizations encourage women candidates through mentoring programs, a more 

intangible and difficult tactic to measure. Likewise, support can be both symbolic and 

substantive. In the context of women’s organizations, symbolic support is a sign of 

supporting women candidates, such as an endorsement. Substantive support is any active 

mechanisms used to mobilize women candidates, such as donating resources to help with 

a campaign. Although this diversity of symbolic, substantive, tangible, and intangible 

tactics exist, few studies have looked beyond financial aid and its impact on candidates 

(Crowder-Meyer and Cooperman 2018; Cooperman and Crowder-Meyer 2018, 2020; 

Kitchens and Swers 2016; Wilhite and Theilmann 1986; Francia 2001). 
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I track five main types of support activity, including candidate training programs, 

candidate recruitment, financial contributions, campaign resources, and endorsements. 

Candidate training programs are created to provide tools and skills necessary for running 

for office. Candidate recruitment refers to encouraging potential candidates to run for 

office. Financial contributions are any monetary donation to a candidate or campaign. 

Campaign resources refer to the non-financial support given to a candidate. This support 

tends to take the form of skill-based services, such as website design or data analytics. 

Endorsements are a sign of public support or approval of a candidate from an 

organization.27 

As Figure 5 indicates that candidate training is most common form of support 

provided, as 44% of organizations provide candidate training. These training programs 

are important sources of information and skill development (Sanbonmatsu 2015; 

Hennings 2011). The next most frequently used support tactic is to provide alternative 

campaign resources, such as mentoring or networking opportunities. Providing financial 

contributions, recruitment, and endorsements are less frequently used.  

Figure 5 also demonstrates partisan variations in support mechanisms used by 

women’s organizations. Many nonpartisan groups use candidate training, endorsements, 

and financial supports. Democratic organizations seem to value all available tactics of 

support but use recruitment more than other groups. 44% of Democratic groups use 

recruitment compared to only 7% of Republican groups and 11% of nonpartisan groups. 

 
27 Importantly, all forms of support are not equally important in influencing the partisan gender 
gap. Instead, these forms of support will have different impacts depending on the context. For 
example, an endorsement may have a different impact on an unknown candidate compared to a 
known candidate. Additionally, candidate training has a less directly impact to a candidate than a 
financial contribution. 
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This pattern corresponds to Baer’s findings on candidate recruitment, who, when 

exploring women’s PACs, noted that “the bulk of the women’s candidate recruitment 

organizational muscle has been firmly planted on the Democratic side of the partisan 

aisle” (Baer 1999, page 112). 

Additionally, Republican groups tend not to avoid specifying what form of 

“support” they give to candidates, having higher general support rates, followed by 

candidate training. In large part, this result is driven to the vague bylaws in the General 

Federation of Republican Women’s Clubs, as many of their state chapters discuss general 

“support” for candidates. This vague statement includes anything from hosting 

fundraisers, to providing door-knocking volunteers, to funding candidates. Additionally, 

more Democratic and nonpartisan groups provide financial support (34% and 41%, 

respectively), compared to Republican groups (11%). 

The diversity of tactics used by Democratic groups suggests an infrastructural 

strength of Democratic groups. By utilizing a mix of tactics, Democratic groups can build 

a candidate pipeline through recruitment and support that pipeline of candidates into 

elected office by providing candidate training and financial support. The diversity of 

support Democratic groups use may also suggest a greater cultural freedom than 

Republican women’s groups have. By being vague in their “support” tactics, Republican 

women’s groups can have greater flexibility to respond to environmental or party 

demands. If Republican women’s groups are prioritizing the party’s wishes and 

candidates, they will put less emphasis on recruitment, and more on providing necessary 

support to the pre-selected party candidates.  



 88 

4. Discussion 

Women’s organizations have a long history of structuring women’s political 

advancement. From the Club Movement in the Progressive Era, through the first and 

second wave of feminism, women’s groups actively supported and organized women’s 

entrance into politics. Today, many groups continue to support women, particularly 

women candidates. This chapter provides foundational information on women’s 

organizations’ current role and depicts the different identities and groups of women’s 

organizations in the United States. This examination suggests that women’s groups are as 

diverse as the women they support. The groups vary in mission, partisan identity, age, 

history, and origin. All these different identities can impact how the organization 

functions. For example, different tax-statuses can result in organizations containing or 
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expanding their political role. However, when accounting for various organizational 

identities, the importance of partisan and nonpartisan identities became particularly 

prominent.  

In identifying where women’s organizations function, I explain the distinction 

between national and state organizations. Many groups employ the multi-level structure, 

consisting of national, state, and local organizations. I explore the distribution of 

women’s groups across the United States and find that population density is not as highly 

correlated to the number of women’s groups as a state’s ideology is. In other words, the 

more conservative the state is, the fewer women’s groups exist in that state. To 

understand why women’s organizations’ functions, I conduct a mission statement 

analysis. Results from the analysis indicate the distinct universal importance of giving 

candidate support and supporting women. However, there seem to be patterns differences 

when exploring sub-group partisan identities, particularly between Democratic, 

Republican, and nonpartisan groups. 

Lastly, this chapter considered how women’s groups support candidates, 

analyzing women’s groups’ support tactics. In analyzing the support tactics of women’s 

groups, there appeared to be partisan differences. For example, the majority of 

Republican women’s groups provide campaign support (a vaguely defined term), while 

only 18% of nonpartisan groups and 32% of Democratic groups provide campaign 

support. A larger portion of Democratic groups provide recruitment compared to only 

11% of nonpartisan groups and 7% of Republican groups.  
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Broadly, this chapter analyzed the what - who- where- why- and how of women’s 

organizations in the United States. The results serve to provide a detailed picture of these 

groups, expanding the literature from in-depth analysis of one group to an expansive look 

at the whole population of women’s groups. Understanding the full identity and nuances 

of women’s groups provides needed context for asking additional questions. The 

dissertation can begin to assess what impact these women’s groups have, their role in 

accentuating the partisan gender gap, or the various cultural and structural differences 

between the organizations. 

5. Conclusion 

The descriptive results from this chapter result in three key implications. First, the 

analysis brought to light a large number of groups active within the United States. 

Particularly, there is a fairly equitable number of Democratic and Republican women’s 

groups, and the largest number of women’s groups are nonpartisan. By avoiding a 

definition of women’s organizations contingent on membership, ideology, or 

beneficiaries, the larger presence of Republican women’s groups is apparent. This pattern 

occurs at both the national and state level. This result may be surprising, as there is a 

common conception that Republican women candidates lack supportive infrastructure 

compared to Democratic women candidates. Many pundits have noted, “there is not 

EMILY’s List on the Republican side,” but there is a large network of state Republican 

women’s organizations. Although EMILY’s List has a tremendous impact on supporting 

Democratic women candidates, scholars and political strategists should not lose sight of 

other organizations working to support candidates. Not all organizations have the same 
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impact, but we can consider that variation as something influx and amenable, rather than 

an intrinsic part of the environment. 

A second key implication is the similarities between certain types of women’s 

organizations, suggesting a network approach can be beneficial in studying women’s 

groups. Rather than understanding women’s organizations as unique individual entities, 

scholars and activists may understand women’s groups as networks. This frame can be 

valuable, in part, because of the diverse identities of women’s organizations covered in 

this chapter. As previously stated, groups can exist in partisan and nonpartisan spheres on 

federal, state, or local level and often have partnerships and connections with other 

women’s organizations. 

There is a strong reason to think that candidates perceive these groups as 

networks, or coalitions of support, as many groups use more than one as part of their 

support resume. Often, candidates will receive support from a family of women’s 

organizations rather than one group.  For example, elected representative from Ohio, 

Lauren Underwood, is an alumnus of the Women’s Campaign School at Yale, where she 

received candidate training. She received an endorsement and financial contribution from 

the Higher Heights organization. EMILY’s List was another top contributor.  

There is also evidence that women’s groups already consider themselves as 

existing within a larger network. Many of these organizations share resources using the 

same donors and employers. Interviews with organizational leaders revealed that 

organizations often reference one another and have experience working for other groups. 

Even Ellen Malcolm, the woman who started EMILY’s List, was originally an employee 

of the National Women’s Political Caucus. Women’s groups from the same party often 
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work together for events and take signals from each other. For example, when 

considering the process for deciding whom to support or endorse, many state groups 

mentioned looking to EMILY’s List or Emerge for potential candidates. 

A third implication of this analysis is evident when we think of women’s 

organizations within the larger family of networks. There appear to be similarities within 

Democratic, Republican, and nonpartisan women’s groups’ networks. This pattern was 

particularly apparent in the mission statement analysis. For example, although most 

organizations used the term women – Republican groups tended to describe women only 

in a partisan identity. Democratic and nonpartisan groups had many offshoots describing 

women. The partisan and nonpartisan network distinctions suggest that the organization’s 

identity is related to the culture or environment the group exists within. 

Women’s organizations are an integral part of the current political landscape. 

Scholars know that these groups provide key political support. By surveying the 

landscape of women’s organizations as a whole, the diversity of women’s organizations 

became apparent and the similarities of certain networks of women’s organizations. The 

organizations had various tax statuses, ranged in sizes from smaller state organizations to 

large national entities. Additionally, they support candidates with various mechanisms, 

including candidate training, financially supporting candidates, and recruitment. The 

upcoming chapter explores women’s organization’s impacts on women candidates and 

whom is actually receiving these supports. Although this chapter has emphasized the 

breadth and diversity of women’s organizations’ diverse identities, women’s 

organizations ultimately support a very homogenous type of candidate: Democratic 



 93 

women. The next chapter will explore this phenomenon, narrowing to focus on financial 

support and endorsements provided by women’s groups. 
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Chapter 4: Who Receives Support from Women’s Groups? 

1. Introduction 

There’s a common belief that Republican women receive less support from women’s 

organizations compared to Democratic women. Marjorie Dannenfelser, President of the 

national conservative women’s organization Susan B. Anthony List, notes “I think 

women, especially conservative women, have not been credentialed in the way that 

liberal or Democratic women have” (Staff 2017). Similarly, Republican pollster and 

strategist Kristen Soltis Anderson commented that “Democrats have, for decades, built 

infrastructure to support women candidates in overcoming those hurdles. Republicans 

have let the chips fall where they may” (Chira 2018). This narrative of a lack of 

supportive infrastructure for Republican women is well accepted for political actors and 

journalists. However, this structural explanation not been thoroughly examined in the 

scholarly realm. 

Looking at the pure number of women’s organizations would not suggest an 

infrastructure disparity, as there are comparable numbers of Democratic and Republican 

women’s groups. Chapter 3 indicated that networks of Democratic, nonpartisan, and 

Republican women’s groups provide a range of support to candidates, including financial 

support, endorsements, recruitment, and training. However, a comparable number of 

organizations does not mean Republican women receive similar support to Democratic 

women. Looking only at the numbers of women’s groups ignores the various strength of 

different organizations. For example, many acknowledge EMILY’s List’s influence and 

power when supporting and recruiting women candidates. In comparison, few Republican 

donors can name Republican women’s groups Crowder-Meyer and Cooperman 2018). 
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Thus, comparing pure numbers of women’s groups is an incomplete way to assess the 

infrastructure disparity. Instead, assessing which candidates receive support and how 

much support is provided from women’s groups can better suggest women’s 

organizations’ different impact when supporting candidates.  

The scholarship on women’s organizations lacks an understanding of whom 

women’s groups support. Scholars have not studied this question at a broad level, instead 

focusing on support recipients of women’s PACs (Franzen 2018), and on donors to 

women’s groups, (Crespin and Deitz 2010; Thomsen and Swers 2014; Crowder-Meyer 

and Cooperman 2018). In this chapter, I answer the question of who women’s 

organizations support, comparing whom the women’s organizations claim to support and 

whom they ultimately support. This chapter provides novel information, as I explore the 

larger population of women’s groups, exploring both endorsements and financial 

contributions from women’s groups throughout the United States. 

The question of who receives support is important to explore, as women’s 

organizations are key political actors in supporting candidates. By engaging more women 

in politics, women’s organizations serve a vital role in mitigating the severity of the 

overall gender gap in recruitment (Fox and Lawless 2010). Based on women’s 

organization’s political role, assessing who receives support from these women’s 

organizations is key. If there is a significant difference in who receives support from 

these groups, then certain candidates may have a more difficult time cultivating the 

support needed to run for office. Furthermore, understanding who women’s groups 

support a necessary step is before continuing to subsequent chapters on why women’s 

organizations support certain candidates. 
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To determine who these organizations claim to support, and whom the 

organizations ultimately support, I create three novel datasets. First, to examine who the 

organizations claim to support, I use website messaging to identify the intended clientele 

of these women’s organizations. Second, to examine whom these groups support in 

practice, I track financial contributions as well as number of endorsements from the 

national and state women’s groups. I find that women’s organizations most often support 

Democratic women, in part due to the larger presence of Democratic groups. Nonpartisan 

groups also overwhelmingly support Democratic women candidates. Republican women 

candidates are somewhat neglected by their Republican women’s groups, particularly at 

the state level, as many of these groups do not specify giving exclusively to Republican 

women and tend to give a larger portion of support to Republican male candidates. 

This chapter’s findings align with the common narrative that Democratic women 

have a stronger and more robust infrastructure. However, the patterned support of 

Democratic women by nonpartisan groups, and the gender-divide in support from 

Republican women’s groups suggests a cultural as well as structural explanations for the 

lack of Republican women. I find that less funding opportunities exist for exclusively 

Republican women, impacting the amount of support they receive when running for 

office. Results confront and complicate an accepted narrative of “Democratic 

infrastructural superiority” suggesting an infrastructural and cultural explanation for the 

lack of Republican women in office.  
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2. Support Recipients 

Support, in its multitude of forms, is critical to women candidates’ success. In particular, 

financial support and endorsements are valuable for women candidates. Endorsements 

are key signals for donors and serve to highlight less-known candidates. There is 

evidence that endorsements increase individual contributions to a candidate during the 

election cycle (Baker 2016). Likewise, the ability to raise money is crucial to a 

candidate’s survival (Herrnson 2012; Jacobson 2013; Herrnson, Panagopoulos, and 

Bailey 2019) and success (Gerber 1998). Like endorsements, financial contributions are 

most important to challengers who are relatively unknown, signaling the importance of 

the candidate to voters (Jacobson 1990; Green and Krasno 1990; Biersack, Herrnson, and 

Wilcox 1993). Financial contributions also send a positive signal to party elites (La Raja 

2013) and signal potential challenges, warding off competition (Epstein and Zemsky 

1995; Krasno and Green 1988). Electorally, funding does not guarantee a candidate will 

win, but adequate funding is necessary for a candidate to compete (Gerber 2004). 

Women’s organizations are key sources of financial support and endorsements. 

Although women underestimate their ability to fundraise (Hogan 2007), the literature 

confirms that women raise comparable amounts of money to male counterparts when 

accounting for seat type, political experience, and incumbency status (Barber, Butler, and 

Preece 2016; Burrell Barbara 1994; Fiber and Fox 2005; Green 2003; Uhlaner and 

Schlozman 1986). Some scholars attribute women’s ability to fundraise equally with men 

to the rise of women’s PACs (Seltzer, Newman, and Leighton 1997; Witt, Paget, and 

Matthews 1994). 
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When exploring who receives support from women’s groups, scholars have 

identified a pattern of women’s PACs benefiting Democratic women candidates (Burrell 

1993; Burrell Barbara 1994; Uhlaner and Schlozman 1986; Sanbonmatsu 2006). 

Francia’s work exploring women’s PACs’ contributions to female non-incumbent U.S. 

House candidates, finding that these groups disproportionately support female Democrats 

(Francia 2001). Similarly, Crowder-Meyer and Cooperman finds that liberal women’s 

PACs spend more than conservative women’s PACs in elections (Crowder-Meyer and 

Cooperman 2018), suggesting the infrastructural strength of Democratic women’s PACs. 

Other scholars have found that Republican women tend to raise the same amount or less 

than Republican men, while Democratic women tend to fundraise more than Democratic 

men (Kitchens and Swers 2016; Pearson and McGhee 2013; Burrell 1985).  

The research on women’s PACs has attributed this preference for Democratic 

women to donor networks (Crespin and Deitz 2010; Elder 2014, 2014; Francia 2001; 

Kitchens and Swers 2016; Crowder-Meyer and Cooperman 2018). Urso found that only 

10% of the Republican donors are aware of the work by the largest conservative women’s 

groups, such as Susan B. Anthony’s list, View PAC, ShePAC, or Maggie’s List (Urso 

2013). Additionally, Thomsen and Swers find that Democratic donors tend to value 

electing women, while Republican donors do not have the same gender affinity 

(Thomsen and Swers 2014).  

There are three large limitations in the scholarship on women’s groups and their 

support patterns. First, scholars have often focused on only one or two major PACs, 

rather than the enter population of women’s groups (Leidner 1991; Staggenborg 1989; 
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Ferree and Martin 1995; Gelb 1995; Schreiber 2002). These large organizations are not 

reflective of the larger diversity of women’s groups in the United States. 

 Second, scholars lack a universal definition of ‘women’s PACs,’ and 

consequently do not contextualized the relationship between women’s PACs and the 

larger network of women’s organizations.28 Thus, we do not know how generalizable the 

findings on women’s PACs are to women’s organizations at large. Additionally, the lack 

of a coherent definition gives pause to how well prior PAC studies have accounted for 

Republican women’s PACs. For example, some scholars have defined women’s 

organizations through a beneficiary lens, as groups that benefit women, without 

considering women’s groups’ preferences to support men. Beneficiary definitions would 

likely under-count Republican women’s organizations and PACs.  

Third, scholars have not accounted for a key source of variation, the partisan and 

nonpartisan identity of these organizations. There is reason to expect that different 

partisan groups have different support patterns due to partisan culture (Freeman 1986; 

Grossmann and Hopkins 2015; Crowder-Meyer and Cooperman 2018) or the various 

pools of potential candidates the group attracts and recruits (Box-Steffensmeier, De Boef, 

and Lin 2004). 

Due to the limits of the scholarship of women’s groups, I start my analysis with a 

definition of women’s organizations and then looking at which groups provide PAC 

support. By doing so, I capture and contextualize the broader population of women’s 

 
28 I expect women’s PACs to be similar to women’s organizations. However, as Chapter 4 
illustrated, women’s groups are often composed of more than PACs. Conceiving of women’s 
groups as larger organizations opens up connections to organizational theory. 



 100 

organizations that provide support. Additionally, I study the largest population of groups 

currently active in the United States. Few scholars have explored the entire population of 

women’s groups, and no scholars have compared whom these groups message their 

support to and whom they support. Finally, I account for the women’s groups’ partisan 

affiliation. This variation is important because the identity of the group will likely impact 

which candidates receive support.  

3. Methods 

In this chapter, I use three types of evidence to identify support patterns from women’s 

groups; who the groups say they support, who the groups endorse, and who the groups 

financially support. When considering who the groups say they support, the organizations 

often clarify eligibility for support through website messaging. For example, some 

organizations will only support women, others will only support Democratic women, and 

others will support any Democratic candidates regardless of gender. The intended 

candidate differs from whom actually receives support from the organization- leading to 

the other two variables, recipients of endorsements and recipients of financial 

contributions. Endorsements refer to the public display of support. The endorsements are 

usually publicly listed by the candidate or organization. Endorsements are often 

associated with providing a financial contribution, but do not necessarily indicate that 

groups are providing financial contributions. Financial contribution refers to any funds 

directed to the candidate’s campaign from the organization. 

I utilize my developed frame of active women’s organizations in the United States 

during the fall of 2018. Each organization at the national and state level has an intended 
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clientele, so I compile and code all state and national organization’s websites for gender 

and partisan-related messaging. Often, the intended clientele is marked in the first 

webpage or mission statements. Additionally, I utilize two additional data sets that track 

candidates that received endorsements from women’s groups, and candidates that 

received financial support over time. In exploring these two forms of support, this chapter 

provides the first large scale comparison of who receives support from women’s 

organizations compared to perceptions of who receives support. Results from the data 

analysis will first explore the intended candidates for support, before addressing the 

identity of candidates that receive endorsements and financial support from women’s 

organizations. 

4. Results: Who is Eligible for Support 

In analyzing the intended clientele of women’s organization, there is a variation in the 

specificity of the group’s intended candidate. For example, the ‘Women Under 40 PAC’ 

is a nonpartisan organization that desires to support a diversity of young women through 

financial contributions, regardless of partisan affiliation. However, this group does not 

support men. Other organizations, such as the National Organization of Women, support 

men, and women, as long as these candidates reflect the feminist values of the 

organization. Some of the support criteria are explicitly stated in the messaging of the 

website, while others are vaguely suggested. For example, the nonpartisan group, Mom’s 

Running, provides financial support, training, and recruitment to candidates who are 

moms or ‘feel like a mom.’  
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 Broadly, exploring who these groups claim to support indicates some expected 

trends. For example, partisan groups want to support fellow partisans. Alternatively, 

some readers may be surprised that women’s organizations do not exclusively support 

women candidates. Although many women’s groups support women candidates, there is 

a large portion of groups that support candidates regardless of gender. Nonpartisan, 

Democratic, and Republican affiliations all have some women’s organizations that 

broadly support candidates regardless of gender.29 

Figure 6 first compares the intended clientele of national and state level 

nonpartisan women’s groups. The figure suggests that nonpartisan groups are the best at 

messaging exclusive support to women. Consistent across the national and state level is 

nonpartisan groups supporting a majority of “all women” in both state and national 

contexts, followed by all candidates, and minority women. As evidenced in Figure 6, 

only around 20% of nonpartisan groups support all candidates, while nearly 75% of 

support is directed to women across the state and national level. Additionally, nonpartisan 

groups are more likely to support minority women than the partisan counterparts. This 

suggests that nonpartisan groups create an organizational identity and support base, rather 

than accept a pre-determined partisan identity, and are thus more likely to create that 

organizational identity around being a women’s group. 

 
29 Paradoxically, there are also partisan state groups that are marked as messaging to “all” 
candidates. This result is due to the small number of state groups with extremely vague 
messaging for whom they provided support for, despite being a partisan organization. 
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Figure 7 depicts the intended clientele of Republican women’s groups at the state 

and national level. Evident in the figure, there is a large distinction between national and 

state women’s organizations. Although both types of groups support Republican 

candidates, 89% of national Republican women’s groups cater exclusively to Republican 

women, while only 20% of Republican state women’s groups provide support to 

exclusively women. This is an anomaly that impacts Republican women’s groups support 

patterns at large. Accounting for state and national organizations together, only 28% of 

Republican groups provide support based on gender. For comparison, 63% of all 

Democratic women’s groups provide support based on gender. Importantly, the national 

groups likely have a larger scope, budget, and impact on the candidates they support. 

However, if the majority of Republican state groups are giving support to candidates 

broadly, while the majority of Democratic state groups are giving support to specifically 

women, the creation of a female candidate pipeline for Republican women will likely be 

delayed in comparison.   
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When comparing the intended clientele for Republican groups to Democratic groups, 

there appears to be a strong similarity in the support patterns of national organizations. 

Figure 8 depicts the intended clientele of Democratic groups. Like Republican national 

groups, Democratic national groups primarily provide exclusive support to Democratic 

women (75% of national Democratic women’s groups provide this exclusive gendered 

support).  However, at the state level, there is greater divergence between Democratic and 

Republican state women’s groups. At the state level, 54% of Democratic groups claim to 

provide support to exclusively Democratic women candidates. Comparatively, 35% of 

Democratic groups at the state level provide support broadly. 
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5. Results: Endorsement Support 

When assessing who receives endorsements, there are structural differences between the 

number of Republican, nonpartisan and Democratic women’s groups that provide 

endorsements. At the national level, there are fairly consistent differences in the number 

of groups that endorse candidates (9 Republican groups, 14 Democratic groups, 14 

nonpartisan groups). However, at the state level, there are significantly more Democratic 

organizations that endorse candidates (1 Republican group, 16 Democratic groups, 55 

nonpartisan groups).  

Why is this the case? The pattern may be due to the hierarchical structure 

common in Republican women’s groups. For example, the National Federation of 

Republican Women has 48 active state-based organizations. Many of these groups do not 

endorse their own candidates but support the endorsements of national organizations. 

Conversely, state Democratic groups appear more autonomous and endorse candidates 

without consulting national organizations or existing in a hierarchical structure. In many 
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ways, this structural difference between Democratic and Republican woman’s groups 

reflects party culture difference. Republican Party culture is associated with hierarchy 

and loyalty, while Democratic Party culture is associated with group and identity 

pluralism (Freeman 1986; Grossmann and Hopkins 2015; Crowder-Meyer and 

Cooperman 2018). 

 

Figure 9 illustrates which party members receive endorsements from Republican, 

Democratic, and nonpartisan women’s groups.30 There are three key findings in this 

graph. First, the large infrastructural difference is reinforced, as national Republican 

groups have endorsed under 600 women, while national Democratic groups have doubled 

 
30 The graph uses a sliding y-axis to account for a large range of endorsements provided by 
different groups. 
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that number, endorsing over 1,000 women. Additionally, similar to results for the 

intended candidate, partisan groups tend to support those within their own party. There 

are some exceptions to this trend, such as the Republican Women for Progress. This 

Republican women’s group has endorsed Democratic candidates if the alternative 

Republican candidate is deemed “unsatisfactory.” However, the Republican women for 

Progress is not typical for Republican women’s groups. Overall, partisan groups expected 

support those within their own party. Finally, this graph indicates that nonpartisan groups 

overwhelmingly support Democratic candidates and support a very small number of 

Republican candidates. In fact, when accounting for partisanship and gender, nonpartisan 

women’s groups endorse more Democratic men than Republican women.  

Figure 10 compares groups’ endorsements for different gendered candidates. The 

results indicate that these organizations primarily support women candidates. However, 

there are a substantial amount of men who also receive these endorsements. For 

Democratic groups, about 18% of endorsements are for male candidates, for nonpartisan 

groups, about 25% of men were endorsed, and about 16% of men were endorsed by 

Republican groups.31  

 

 
31 When exploring endorsements across time, these main findings held. The majority of this data 
is from the last decade. This is not because there was an increase of endorsements in recent years, 
but because of the data availability in more recent years. 
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6. Results: Financial Support 

Financial support is a popular form of support provided by women’s groups, as about half 

of all women’s organizations provide financial support. Unlike endorsements, there’s 

more infrastructural consistency between the partisan organizations that provide financial 

support. On the national level, the financial contribution data stems from 6 Republican 

groups, 4 Democratic groups, and 20 nonpartisan groups. On the state level, the financial 

contribution data stems from 11 Republican groups, 15 Democratic groups, and 52 

nonpartisan groups. 

Compared to endorsements, financial contributions are a more dynamic indicator 

of support. Financial contributions provide not just a single dummy variable of support, 
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but a quantitative amount of support.32 33 As such, I explore both the individual instances 

of support and the amount of financial contribution over time. Some groups endorse or 

financially contribute once or twice in the data set. In contrast, other groups have donated 

hundreds of times, resulting in a large range in the number of times one group 

contributes. In full, there were over 7,600 instances of giving. About 30% of donations 

were given from Democratic groups, 66% from nonpartisan groups, and 11% from 

Republican groups. Despite having comparable number of organizations, the power of 

the Republican women’s groups’ infrastructure is dwarfed by the nonpartisan and 

Democratic women’s groups’ influence. 

Figure 11 depicts the candidates that received financial support by their partisan 

affiliation. like the endorsement data, Democratic groups support Democrats, Republican 

groups support Republicans, and nonpartisan groups primarily support Democratic 

candidates. Additionally, like the data on endorsements, an infrastructural disparity 

between Democratic, Republican, and nonpartisan groups is clear when considering 

financial support. Republican women’s groups support far less candidates compared to 

Nonpartisan or Democratic groups. Democratic women’s groups support twice the 

number of candidates as Republican women’s groups.  

 
32 Overall, national groups have a higher average financial contribution than state groups. 
National groups, like EMILY’s List, tend to be larger groups with greater resources, access to 
donations, and greater professionalization. 
33 The mean financial contribution has increased over time. This likely correlates with increasing 
costs of running for office and increasing inflation. 
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Figure 12 depicts financial contributions by the candidate’s gender. Like 

endorsements, women receive the majority of financial contributions across all women’s 

groups. Overall, 82% of donations were to women candidates. This is consistent across 

all types of organizations. However, for each type of women’s organizations, a certain 

percentage of funds do support male candidates. Republican groups support the highest 

percentage of male candidates (19.24%), although Democratic and nonpartisan groups do 

not have a substantially different percentage. About 17.05% of candidates supported by 

Democratic groups are males, and 18.29% of candidates supported by nonpartisan groups 

are males.  
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The number of candidates who receive financial support is informative. However, 

we can also assess the average donation size of the candidate. Figure 13 charts the 

financial support candidates receive by their partisan affiliation, indicating an 

exceptionally large range. Despite the fact that the average donation is between $500- 

$2,000 dollars, some national organizations have been able to bundle funds to donate as 

much as $750,000. Democratic groups have the largest range, occasionally providing 

women with very high sums of support. EMILY’s List account for the highest support 

totals, but also donates lesser sums as well. 



 112 

 

When analyzing the average financial contributions from Republican groups, a 

singular number of Democratic candidates receive high amounts of funding. This small 

number of Democratic men and women receiving comes from one group, the Republican 

Women for Progress, a national group of Republican women who are unsatisfied with the 

current state of the Republican Party and are committed to highlighting the voice of 

Republican women. They actively opposed Republican candidates they see as “bad” and 

supported oppositions Democratic women. The group provided extremely high funds for 

some Democratic women and men, and do not represent the “average” Republican 

women’s group. Interestingly, despite nonpartisan groups supporting a majority of 

Democratic women candidates, national nonpartisan groups have provided the highest 

support to Republican male and female candidates. The group responsible for the highly 
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funded Republican candidates is the Susan B. Anthony List Candidate Fund, which is 

nonpartisan but supports pro-life candidates.  

Another element to consider when better understanding funding patterns is the 

gender of the candidate receiving funds. Figure 14 charts the financial contribution by 

gender from nonpartisan, Republican, and Democratic women’s groups. Women receive 

the most funds from Democratic women’s groups. Conversely, for nonpartisan and 

Republican groups, there are some male candidates receiving higher amounts of funding 

relative to women candidate.   

 

Finally, we can consider the average donation size to different candidates.  For 

nonpartisan groups, when accounting for average contributions, nonpartisan groups 

generally support Republican candidates slightly higher than Democratic candidates. 

From nonpartisan groups, Democratic women have an average contribution of $4,099 
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compared to Republican women candidates who have an average contribution of $7,979. 

This is potentially reflecting the nonpartisan group’s desire to support Republican 

candidates, and the limits nonpartisan groups face in the candidate pool.  

Republican women are receiving around $3,500 as an average contribution, while 

Republican men receive, on average, slightly over $1,000 as an average contribution. 

This average contribution to Republican women is much smaller than the Democratic 

groups contribution to Democratic women, which is $21,753 for women, and $1,958 for 

Democratic men. This average distinction suggests the institutional and structural power 

of EMILY’s List. However, it also suggests a cultural element to the support patterns, as 

the difference in the average contribution between Republican men and women is much 

smaller than the difference in average contribution between Democratic women and men. 

Put another way, Republican men have an average contribution 26% the size of 

Republican women. Conversely, from Democratic groups, Democratic men have an 

average contribution only 8% the size of the Democratic women’s average contribution. 

This pattern suggests that despite supporting more women, Republican women’s groups 

are more apt to support Republican men than Democratic women’s groups. 

This pattern of Republican women’s groups supporting Republican men at higher 

rates than Democratic groups is emphasized at the state level. State Republican groups 

provide Republican men on average, $3 more than Republican women candidates. 

Conversely, Democratic state groups provide Democratic women candidates $688 more 

than Democratic male candidates. These results align with the intended candidate patterns 

of state Republican women’s groups supporting “all Republican candidates” rather than 

isolating by gender. 
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7. Discussion 

Results from this chapter clarify who receives support from women’s organizations. 

Nonpartisan groups overwhelmingly indicated that they provide support to all women 

candidates. The majority of Democratic groups want to provide support to Democratic 

women. Conversely, Republican state women’s groups stood out when assessing the 

intended candidate. While national Republican groups mimicked their Democratic and 

nonpartisan counterparts, state Republican groups uniquely messaged their support to 

Republican candidates without gender specification. This distinction could indicate a 

broader divide between the Republican national organizations, and Republican state 

groups. 

When assessing women’s organizations’ endorsement patterns, Democratic 

women’s groups support Democratic women candidates, Republican women’s groups 

support Republican women candidates, and nonpartisan groups support primarily 

Democratic women candidates. An interesting result from this analysis is the lack of 

Republican state groups providing endorsements. This stood in large contrast to the larger 

Democratic organizational force and suggests a structural disadvantage for Republican 

women candidates. 

Similarly, when assessing financial contributions, Democratic women received 

significantly higher financial contrition than their Republican women counterparts. The 

organizational strength of EMILY’s List was apparent in the ability to donate large sums 

to Democratic women. An assessment of the financial data from nonpartisan women’s 

organizations indicates more instances of support for Democratic women, and a higher 

financial contribution to Republican women. This support pattern may indicate that 
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nonpartisan groups desire to support Republican candidates, but fewer Republican 

women are seeking support from these nonpartisan organizations. Results indicate that 

Republican women’s groups fund male candidates at higher average contribution than 

Democratic women’s groups. This distinction is important, because this suggests that in 

addition to a lack of structural support for Republican women candidates. The 

Republican women’s organizations, particularly the state organizations, likely reflect the 

Republican Party’s cultural preference for gender blindness. 

Overall, results indicate that Democratic women receive the majority of support 

from women’s organizations. On both the national and state level, Democratic women 

have more instances of receiving support than any other candidate. On the national level, 

Democratic women are receiving nearly three times the instances of support than other 

candidates. On the state level, Democratic women are receiving about 2.5 instances of 

support compared to other candidates. Thus, even though Republican women on the 

national level are receiving a higher mean contribution than other candidates, Democratic 

women have more groups providing consistent support. 

8. Conclusion 

This chapter analyzed an original data set of the intended clientele of organizations, 

endorsements from groups, and financial contributions from groups to assess who support 

from women’s groups. The results indicate that Democratic women receive a tremendous 

amount of support from women’s groups. The preference Democratic women are 

supported by literature on women’s PACs and solidifies the structural and institutional 

advantage Democratic women have when running for office compared to Republican 



 117 

women. However, the preference of nonpartisan groups to support Democratic women, 

and Republican women’s groups avoidance of gender focused support suggests cultural 

as well as infrastructural obstacles. 

A large implication of these findings is the lack of support Republican women 

receive relative to Democratic women. Despite having comparable numbers of 

organizations, the infrastructure surrounding Democratic women’s groups is larger. 

Democratic women’s groups provide more endorsements and financial support than 

Republican women’s groups. There is likely a supply or demand issue in providing 

support to Republican women. Considering supply, there may simply be less Republican 

women running for office, and consequently, Republican women’s groups support more 

Republican men. However, the lack of gender specification for the state based 

Republican women’s groups suggests another rational may be in play. Although 

Republican groups primarily support Republican women, half of Republican women’s 

state groups do not give support based on gender, which is larger than nonpartisan and 

Democratic women’s groups.   

This lack of gender specification for state groups may reflect that Republican 

women’s groups exist in a culture that highlights gender neutrality. In Republican Party 

culture, making a group-based claim is seen as non-hierarchical, disloyal to the party, and 

generally results in women’s organizations losing their credibility (Barnes and Cassese 

2017). Consequently, there likely is little incentive for Republican women’s groups to 

exclusively support women. More research into the underlying motivations of these 

Republican women’s groups is necessary to better assess why Republican women do not 

receive more individualized support. 
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Another key implication is the discrepancy between nonpartisan organizations’ 

intended clientele, and who receives support. Although the majority of nonpartisan 

groups aim to support all women, Democratic women receive almost all support. Again, 

this could be a supply or demand issue. It is possible that the pool of Democratic women 

is larger than the pool for Republican women, and consequently, these groups support 

mostly Democratic women. The higher average financial contribution for Republican 

women suggests that nonpartisan groups may want to support Republican women but 

lack a pool of Republican women candidates to support Alternatively, it is possible that 

the support of Democratic women is due to demand. For example, nonpartisan 

organizations center on issues (such as reproductive health) which are increasingly 

associated with Democratic women or attract Democratic women.  

There is room to expand upon this research by exploring other forms of support 

(such as candidate trainings, or networking opportunities) and learning what type of 

candidates uses these supports. In exploring only financial supports and endorsements, 

this chapter’s analysis reinforces themes found in the literature, particularly the 

preference of supporting Democratic women. However, we lack still an analysis of why 

these patterns exist. Particularly, the results have prompted questions on why Republican 

women fail to garner more individualized support from nonpartisan and Republican 

women’s groups. The next chapter will assess why Republican women fail to garner 

individual support from women’s groups. 
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Chapter 5: Organizational Ambivalence: Why Republican Women Fail to Garner 

Support  

1. Introduction 

Democratic women receive the majority of support from women’s organizations (Elder 

2012; Kreitzer and Osborn 2019; Crowder-Meyer and Cooperman 2018). This disparity 

is well acknowledged by political pundits and scholars who use the coined phrase 

“there’s no EMILY’s list for the Right.” Although the disparity is well recognized, the 

nascent literature on women’s groups has yet to explore why this disparity in support 

exists. In particular, why do Republican women’s organizations support men and women 

in relatively equal numbers, while Democratic women’s organizations primarily support 

women? 

This chapter investigates why support variations exist.34 Drawing on 

organizational theories, I analyze the group’s attitudes, perceptions, and values. Utilizing 

an organizational dynamics framework complicates existing explanations that tend to 

simplify support decisions as a lack of desire for female candidates or a lack of 

institutional resources. I identify cultural constraints facing Republican women’s groups 

and compare results to the Democratic women’s groups’ motivations. Ultimately, I am 

interested in determining if Republican women’s groups are experiencing organizational 

ambivalence (a conflict of values), potentially explaining the divergent support pattern. 

 
34 The support pattern variations likely relate to the overall partisan gender gap. However, as this 
project focuses on women’s organization’s support patterns and motivations, this project can 
realistically only speculate about the larger impact on the partisan gender gap, rather than 
definitively conclude an effect. 



 120 

I find suggestive evidence that Republican women’s organizations are 

experiencing organizational ambivalence, which renders them less effective at supporting 

Republican women candidates. Partisan women’s organizations express both a desire to 

help women and a desire to support their associated party. However, due to drastically 

different partisan environments, Republican groups find that these goals conflict, while 

Democratic women’s groups find that their goals are mutually reinforcing. In response, I 

theorize that Republican groups seem to have internalized their partisan culture of 

gender-blindness and do not acknowledge the difficulty or the structural obstacles women 

face running for office. Conversely, Democratic groups describe a synergistic 

relationship with their party and fully recognize the challenge of electing women 

candidates. 

This support disparity likely has implications for the partisan gender gap and the 

cultivation of Republican women candidates. If Republican women want to run for office 

and are failing to get individualized support from groups, they will likely have a tougher 

road to elected office. Understanding why the disparity exists, particularly the structural, 

cultural, and partisan reasons for the support gap, can better elucidate the challenges 

Republican women face when running for office. 

2. Explaining Support Variations with Organizational Ambivalence 

Women’s organizations are overlooked yet vital actors in explaining the partisan gender 

gap. These women’s groups are inherently political, providing some form of support to 
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candidates or potential candidates.35 As Chapter 3 indicated, a growing scholarship 

acknowledges the increasingly important role women’s organizations play in the 

recruitment and support of women candidates. Many of these organizations bring women 

and candidates into the political process, using issue advocacy, financial support, 

endorsement, research, networking, candidate recruitment, education, Get Out the Vote 

(GOTV) programs, campaign assistance in the form of material resources that are not 

money, and mentorship. 

 

Despite existing in comparable numbers, Democratic women’s groups seem to 

have an outsized effect on funding and supporting Democratic women candidates 

compared to Republican women’s groups. Many point to EMILY’s List, which funds and 

endorse pro-choice female Democrats, as an important source of campaign funding for 

women (Burrell 2010; Crespin and Deitz 2010; Elder 2014; Francia 2001). Chapter 4’s 

 
35 There are some prominent women’s organizations that are excluded from this analysis, such as 
the League of Women Voters, as they do not provide support for women candidates. 
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analysis of support recipients confirms that women’s groups primarily support 

Democratic women candidates. Women’s groups appear to acknowledge this difference. 

As depicted in Figure 15, when state women’s groups are asked whom they support (men 

or women), Democratic groups responded that 90% of support is given exclusively to 

women. Conversely, the Republican state groups indicate that they provide significantly 

more support to roughly equal numbers of men and women. 

The gap in support is assumed to be a part of the political landscape for 

Republican women rather than a byproduct of the organization’s environment or strategy. 

Specifically, the literature lacks an explanation for why Republican women fail to garner 

the support from Republican women’s groups, while Democratic women can and do 

garner individual partisan support. In this project, I explore the underlying organizational 

motivations for this variation in support. I theorize that Republican women’s 

organizations are experiencing organizational ambivalence, rendering them less effective 

at supporting Republican women candidates. Both Republican and Democratic women’s 

groups may want to support women but exist in different partisan environments, 

impacting how those values are expressed. Republican women’s groups find themselves 

torn between an interest in supporting women candidates, and a gender-blind partisan 

culture. Conversely, Democratic women’s groups find that their goals are mutually 

reinforcing and do not experience organizational ambivalence. 

To investigate why Republican women, receive less support from women’s 

organizations, I assess women’s groups’ attitudes, perceptions, and values. I explore both 

state and national women’s organizations, which allows me to acknowledge the 

similarities and differences between state and national groups and evaluate the results’ 
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consistency. To analyze this broad swath of organizations, I utilize two different studies 

and will present each study in turn.  

3. State Survey  

The state survey served to capture three variables. I wanted to assess the groups’ attitudes 

on the difficulty of electing candidates, the groups’ understanding of the gender gap, and 

expressed values the group hold.36 I distributed the survey to all state level women’s 

organizations via the groups’ email and received a 40% response rate. To preserve the 

groups anonymity, few demographic elements were collected. However, I can assess that 

respondents were often the group leaders of smaller and less professionalized women’s 

organizations.  Often the survey was completed by the organization’s director or 

president. These individuals were very familiar with the group’s history, as respondents 

spent around 8 years in the organization. However, there is a sizable range in experience, 

with the least experienced spending mere months, and the most having been involved in 

the organization for 40 years. Being state organizations, I expected respondents to 

represent smaller and less professionalized organizations. The number of employees 

suggests this assumption is well grounded, as 58% of groups have no employees, and 

95% of the sample has less than 10 paid employees.  Very importantly, respondents 

appeared to be largely representative to the larger frame in terms of partisan 

identification.  In the pool of respondents, 14.9% support Republican candidates, 32.18% 

support Democratic candidates, and 52% reported that they had no policy of supporting 

 
36 For full survey results for this chapter, see Appendix, Figure A4.  
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members from one party. This is broadly reflective of the frame’s partisan composition, 

with 23% Democratic, 19.5% Republican, and 57% nonpartisan groups.   

Attitudes on Difficulty of Electing Candidates 

Within the state survey, state women’s organizations were asked how difficult it would 

be to elect certain types of candidates. Overall, results indicate that state Democratic 

women’s groups appear perceptive to the difficulty certain candidates face.37 They 

perceive the largest statistically significant difference in the difficulty of electing male 

and female candidates. Likewise, Democratic groups perceive a large, statistically 

significant difference in the difficulty of electing a black candidate and a white candidate. 

Although less pronounced, Democratic groups also notice differences in the electability 

of candidates by age and ideology. The only exception is that Democratic women’s 

groups consider Republican Women, Democratic women, and women equally difficult to 

elect.  

This perception strongly contrasts Republican groups, who perceive great 

similarity in the difficulty of electing different kinds of candidates. Evidenced in Figure 

16, when asked about the difficulty of electing men and women, Republican women’s 

group do not note any substantively or statistically significant differences between men or 

women candidates. Conversely, Democratic groups perceive men as significantly easier 

to elect than women.  

 
37 Full results for the attitudes on the difficulty of electing diverse candidates is located in the 
Appendix, Figure A1.  
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The notion that Democratic groups care about sporting diverse identities is buttressed by 

other identities beyond gender. When asked about other candidates of varying ages, 

races, ideologies, and statuses, this pattern continued to hold. Republican groups 

perceived no statistically significant differences between multiple types of candidates, 

while Democratic groups appear identity conscious.  

Understanding the Gender Gap 

If Republican women’s groups believe it is equally difficult to elect men and women, 

what do these groups believe is holding women back from gaining office? To evaluate, I 

ask state organizations to assess the impact of factors potentially impacting the gender 

gap. I ask groups how helpful their associated party is at providing public displays of 
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Democratic Women's Groups Republican Women's Groups

Woman
Man

95% confidence intervals

Figure 16. Attitudes on the Difficulty of Electing Genders



 126 

support, assisting candidates in navigating controversial issues, providing candidate 

training, and providing financial support.38  

Results indicate that state-level Democratic and Republican woman’s groups 

perceive their associated parties as equally helpful. Most groups’ median of responses is 

consistent across partisan groups.39 The main difference between the partisan women’s 

groups occurs with the range of data. Democrats have a smaller range in responses than 

Republican groups, indicating more consistency in their response. Based on the shorter 

range of responses, it appears Democratic groups perceive their party as more 

consistently helpful compared to Republican respondents. 

In addition to assessing how helpful groups perceive their party, I ask more 

specific questions concerning factors impacting the lack of women in office and chart 

some responses.40 Overall, Democratic groups acknowledge the impact of demand factors 

more than their Republican counterparts. Democratic groups emphasize stereotype 

factors, partisan support, and environmental factors more than their Republican 

counterparts. Particularly, Democratic groups seem to accentuate the importance of 

external demand factors. For example, Figure 17 charts responses for groups when asked 

if sexist media coverage impacted the gender gap. The majority of Democratic women’s 

groups report this is a major factor impacting the gender gap. Conversely, Republican 

women’s groups consider this a far less important factor. These results are nearly 

 
38 Full results for how helpful political parties are in providing support to women’s organizations 
is located in the Appendix, Figure A2. 
39 A white line depicts the mean and small circles depict outliers, and the range of the data is 
evident by the bar lines extending from the box. 
40 Full results for women’s group’s understanding of the gender gap is located in the Appendix, 
Figure A3.  
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identical to responses concerning voter preference for a male candidate, emphasizing that 

Democratic women’s groups are emphasizing external environmental factors.   

 

 A similar pattern occurred when asked about stereotypes such as women being seen as 

emotional, power-hungry, or weak. Evidenced in Figure 18, Republican groups do not 

believe stereotypes influence the number of women in elected office, while Democratic 

groups list each stereotype presented as minor factors.  
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Minor Factor
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Figure 17. Environment: Does sexist media coverage impact the gender gap?
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The only exception to this pattern of Republican groups minimizing factors that 

impact the gender gap is when groups are asked about pipeline factors. Pipeline factors 

are related to developing a pool of potential women candidates. Figure 19 depicts 

responses when asked if there is a lack of qualified women to run for office. Democratic 

groups tend to believe this is a minor factor, while Republican groups note this as a major 

factor. The result suggests a large difference in the partisan pool of candidates. 

Additionally, Republican women’s groups equally acknowledge women’s fundraising 

difficulty, which has been found to be particularly difficult for Republican women in the 

primaries (Kitchens and Swers 2016). 
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Figure 18. Stereotypes: Do stereotypes impact the gender gap?
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Expressed Values 

Within the state survey, I asked how strongly organizations expressed a range of values. 

Ideological values include preference in electing liberals, moderates, and conservatives, 

while partisan values include preference in electing Republicans and Democrats. 

Women’s political values include the importance of political gender equality, women’s 

political participation, and electing women. Finally, the additional values include electing 

diverse candidates and issue advocacy.41   

I find that the state groups express marked similarity in their desire to elect 

women and their value in electing partisans. As depicted in Figure 20, Democratic groups 

mean responses indicate a strong and statistically significant value in electing Democrats 

 
41 Full results for the attitudes on the values of women’s organizations is located in the Appendix, 
Figure A4. 

Not a factor

Minor Factor

Major Factor

 

 

Democratic Women's Groups Republican Women's Groups
95% confidence intervals

Figure 19. Pipeline: Does a lack of qualified women candidates impact the gender gap? 
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and no value in electing Republicans. Republicans expressed a similarly strong value in 

electing Republicans and conservatives.  

 

When asked about electing women, both Democratic and Republican women’s groups 

reported nearly identical mean responses. Evident in Figure 21, both Republican and 

Democratic groups believe that electing women is somewhat important. This finding is 

further verified as I found identical results when asking about the importance of political 

gender equality and women’s political participation. There were comparable means and 

no statistically significant differences between Democratic and Republican women’s 

groups’ responses.  

Not
important

Not very
important

Somewhat
important

Very
important

Democratic Women's Groups Republican Women's Groups

Electing Democrats
Electing Republicans

95% confidence intervals

Figure 20. Values: How important is electing partisan candidates?
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4. Interviews with National Women’s Organizations 

To complement the surveys with added depth, I conduct a second study, a set of in-depth 

interviews with leaders of national women’s organizations. I invited all 17 national 

partisan women’s organizations to participate in these interviews via an email invitation 

or phone call to the organization. I requested to speak with someone in a leadership 

position, meeting with executive directors, vice presidents, or board members. Similar to 

the survey themes, I ask women’s groups about their perception of obstacles women face 

and their organizational values. 

Understanding the Partisan Gender Gap 

Given that state Republican groups see little difference in the difficulty of electing a 

Democratic or Republican women candidate, how do national Republican women’s 

groups explain the lack of Republican women in office? The interviews provide an 
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important

Democratic Women's Groups Republican Women's Groups
95% confidence intervals

Figure 21. Values: How important is electing women?
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opportunity to ask national organizations about their perception of the partisan gender 

gap. In the interviews, I ask organizations why they believe Republican women have 

lagged behind their Democratic counterparts in gaining elected positions. Much like 

Republican state organization tend to diminish obstacles that impact how certain 

identities run for office, national Republican groups demonstrate a similar avoidance 

when asked about the lack of GOP women. 

This avoidance is particularly apparent with national Republican women’s groups 

who have close relationships with the party. Maggie’s List is an organization with a long 

history with the Republican Party. The Maggie’s List’s representative was hesitant to 

compare to the Democratic women’s experience, but founding member Albertelli noted 

that “we have women that are involved in lots of different things and, we try to encourage 

women and not worry about whether they’re in a primary or not, and not worry about 

whether they lose. They lose, you’ll learn, you’ll learn from your losses. And, that just 

gives people a taste to keep going, if they’ve, if they’ve got the right kind of support.”42 

Though Albertelli did not directly answer the question, this Maggie’s List founding 

member noted the difficulty of primaries for Republican women and the importance of 

providing funding for multiple races. Likewise, another Republican women’s group 

echoed these sentiments, noting that the quantity of candidates may not be the same as 

Democrats, but the quality of Republican women candidates is impressive.  

Conversely, Republican women’s groups with weaker ties to the party explain the 

partisan gender gap differently. The Republican Women for Progress was created in the 

 
42 Judith Albertelli, interviewed by Author, Phone, September 2019 
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wake of Trump’s 2016 election. The group is invested in Republican women but separate 

from the party. In the words of co-founder Jennifer Pierotti Lim, “We are not connected 

to the party or party money at all. So, we have free reign to do whatever we want and be 

very aggressive towards the party and speak up and actually create structures and 

networks where Republican women can be recruited, get trained, you know, get those 

resources to run for office.”43Although the Republican Women for Progress does not use 

the phrase ‘organizational ambivalence’ they seem to acknowledge it. They insulate that 

having a close tie to the Republican Party prevents them from pushing the party to 

include women. By strategically avoiding a close tie to the party, they believe they can 

achieve their mission of supporting Republican women. 

The organization, the Republican Women for Progress, recognize how unique 

their group’s orientation to the party is. When considering other Republican women’s 

groups, they note “a lot of times, what I found, and you’ll even find this in a lot of their 

bylaws if you read the National Federation of Republican Women, their bylaws say that 

they are made to serve the party. They are not made to serve Republican women.”44 The 

group is reiterating that close partisan ties prevent many other Republican groups from 

adequately supporting Republican women. 

In contrast, Democratic groups have a perspective of being the “successful” 

organization, having recruited and supported a tremendous number of women relative to 

their Republican counterparts. When asked about Democratic women’s success at 

gaining elected office, groups referred to the larger support from the party. The executive 

 
43 Jennifer Pierotti Lim, interviewed by Author, Phone, September 2019 
44 Jennifer Pierotti Lim, interviewed by Author, Phone, September 2019 
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director of Emerge noted that the Democratic Party had specific structures that 

“encourage gender parity in the party system itself.”45 Importantly, she noted this “sends 

a message” that the Democratic Party is committed to women. This response is striking 

as the director perceives and expects the Democratic Party to take a strong role in the 

support of women candidates. 

Expressed Values 

Similar to the partisan values expressed in the state survey, interviews with national 

organizations reveal significant party loyalty. Groups connected to a party will consider 

the party’s preference when supporting candidates. For example, Democratic national 

groups emphasized the desire to support the Democratic Party. The president of the 

National Federation of Democratic Women (NFDW) noted that they “make sure that 

each state party and the national party are supportive of the candidate.”46 Thus, the party 

has a chance to filter potential candidates the group supports. For the NFDW, this 

partisan desire is woven together with a reinforcing desire to support women. For 

example, when I asked the NFDW what value they believed was most prominent in their 

organization, the president stated, “The federation is an organization to unite in the 

Democratic Party and encourages the full participation of women on every level, to kind 

of have a seat at the table for the party. It encourages women to support women and to 

get more involved in the Democratic Party.”47 Here, NFDW is demonstrating value in 

two goals, uniting the Democratic Party and encouraging women’s participation. 

 
45 Amanda Rebteria, interview by Author, Phone, February 2020 
46 Virgie Rollins, interviewed by Author, Phone, August 2019 
47 Virgie Rollins, interviewed by Author, Phone, August 2019 
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Although distinctive, these goals are woven together in the response and perceived as one 

larger value. 

Not all organizations perceived the Democratic Party’s aims as interwoven with 

their own, producing more situational relationships between the organizations and the 

party. For example, Emerge tends to value supporting women before upholding partisan 

values, and thus can occasionally conflict with local parties or existing local groups. In 

the senior director’s words, 

“When I’m collaborating with the party, and sometimes we recognize, ‘Oh, 

there’s a gap here. How do we help fill that?’ Or sometimes we do actually have 

to pick a side- where we’re like, ‘okay, local groups are not doing enough for 

women and the party really wants to, let’s try and do that.’ Or sometimes we say, 

’party, you’ve been ignoring [local women’s groups] for a long time, sorry, we’re 

going to team up with them and build the ecosystem.”48 

Emerge is reflecting something rare for a partisan-affiliated group. They value supporting 

Democratic women over supporting the party and use their role as “bridge-builder” 

selectively. This mentality allows them to consistently support women, without 

succumbing to external environmental demands. Their relationship to the party is 

situational (compared to consistently conflict-oriented or subservient), which suggests 

that the organization’s goals can occasionally synergize with the party’s goals. 

Alongside supporting the party and supporting women broadly, some Democratic 

groups noted the value of supporting a particular “type” of women candidates. One 

 
48 Amanda Rebteria, interviewed by Author, Phone, September 2019 
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group, the Vote Mama organization, focuses on supporting Democratic moms running for 

office. This group is somewhat unique, as it has layered goals of supporting a party, 

supporting women, and supporting policies concerning families. They care about select 

issues, requiring “that all of our candidates support paid family leave, universal pre-K, a 

woman’s right to choose and common-sense gun reform.”49 When asked about values, 

they describe, “having the perspective of moms” and “fighting for working families, 

that’s our bread and butter.”50 

Similar to Democratic women’s groups, Republican national organizations 

express a strong value in the Republican Party. Some groups reported a history of 

association with the Republican Party, such as having a board member from the party or 

working in Republican politics. For example, the founding member and representative of 

Maggie’s List referenced that she’s been “involved in Republican politics, particularly 

with women for decades.”51 Beyond a personal history with the party, the Republican 

groups often structurally involved the Republican Party in their organization. For 

example, another Republican women’s group noted that they have regular conversations 

with multiple Republican committees when deciding to support a candidate.52 The close 

tie to the party is similar to the experience of the National Federation of Democratic 

women. However, uniquely, none of these Republican groups noted engaging in conflict 

with the party. This indicates that the organization’s goals are never in conflict with the 

 
49 Sarah Rowen, interviewed by Author, Phone, September 2019 
50 Sarah Rowen, interviewed by Author, Phone, September 2019 
51 Judith Albertelli, interviewed by Author, Phone, September 2019 
52 Anonymous, interviewed by Author, Phone, August 2019 
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party, or the organizations exist within a hierarchical culture where party preferences take 

precedence.  

Unlike other Republican organizations, the Republican Women for Progress 

group has entirely negative experiences with their party. This conflict is part of their 

founding, as co-founder Pierotti Lim reflected that, “After the election, all sorts of people 

who really wanted a group like this to continue, just to be the voice of reason. And you 

know, the group that had a different vision of the futures Republican Party.”53 Their 

desire for a different Republican Party indicates a desire for new values and directly 

conflicts with the party. The Republican Women for Progress model themselves after 

other national groups who have separated from their political party. The co-director 

Pierotti Lim noted, “EMILY’s List was so successful because they didn’t rely on the 

party and they didn’t, you know, wait for them to catch up. And a lot of these groups are 

just too connected to the party. And a huge problem is none of these groups will support a 

Republican woman if she’s running against a Republican incumbent.”54 In terms of 

organizational ambivalence, they are strategically easing environmental demands to 

better support women candidates. 

Additionally, the Republican Women for Progress insinuated that organizational 

ambivalence plagues other Republican women’s groups. The executive director of 

Republican Women for Progress notes, 

“I have found when dealing with state Republican women organization, they very 

much buy into the narrative that the [Republican] party is pushing, that efforts to 

 
53 Jennifer Pierotti Lim, interviewed by Author, Phone, September 2019 
54 Jennifer Pierotti Lim, interviewed by Author, Phone, September 2019 
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help Republican women are giving [women] unfair, unequal treatment. 

Everybody should be equal. We shouldn’t give anybody special privileges. This is 

identity politics… The Republican Party has always played identity politics; it’s 

just been the identity politics of old white men.”55 

Here, the executive director is directly referencing organizational ambivalence and the 

tension between supporting party values and supporting women. This separation from 

their political party is accompanied by a strong vocalization of their desire to support 

Republican women. When prompted about values, the group discussed their mission to 

“ensure the full spectrum of Republican women’s voices are represented in the media, 

develop and support the pipeline of Republican women who want to lead and run for 

office, and refocus the GOP on proper governance and policy.”56 Their mission is 

distinctive for partisan groups, as it does not imply partisan loyalty, but actively changing 

the Republican Party, evidenced by the term “refocus.” Furthermore, this mission implies 

something unsatisfactory about the current position of women in the Republican Party. 

Rather than reflecting avoidance, this unique Republican group seems to reflect 

domination of one value over another, putting Republican women’s support above all 

else. 

 

 

 

 

 
55 Jennifer Pierotti Lim, interviewed by Author, Phone, September 2019 
56 Republican Women for Progress Annual Report 2018-2019 
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5. Discussion 

The survey results and interviews provide valuable insight into the underlying 

motivations of women’s organizations. In assessing women’s organizations’ perceptions 

of the difficulty of electing candidates, group’s understanding of obstacles that prevent 

women candidates from gaining elected positions, and the group’s values, it is apparent 

that Republican women’s groups perceive and act differently from their Democratic 

counterparts. 

When considering the difficulty of electing candidates, there are marked 

differences between state Republican and Democratic groups. Democratic groups 

acknowledge that race, gender, or even ideology impact the difficulty of electing a 

candidate. Conversely, Republican groups appear gender-blind and color-blind to 

potential differences in the ease of electing a certain candidate. This lack of 

acknowledgment suggests that Republican women’s groups internalize Republican Party 

culture and are distancing themselves from “identity politics.” Prior research on the 

Republican Party culture notes the importance of party loyalty, “doctrinal purity,” and a 

heightened focus on “equality” due to a distance from “identity politics” (Och and 

Shames 2018; Freeman 1986; Grossmann and Hopkins 2015). Perceiving all candidates 

as equally difficult to elect reflects this color-blind, gender-blind view. Rather than 

acknowledging the difficulty women candidates face, the Republican women’s groups 

equalize the electoral campaign. 

Similarly, when considering women’s obstacles, the responses from Republican 

women’s state groups reflect avoidance in acknowledging the external factors impacting 

women’s electoral chances. Republican women’s groups seem to emphasize factors that 
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place the locus of explanation for the gender gap on the woman’s choices. The 

Republican groups highlight pipeline factors and fundraising difficulties and de-

emphasizing external factors, such as party support, voter preference for men, and sexist 

media coverage. By focusing on factors associated with the woman candidate’s choices, 

rather than external factors, Republican women’s groups perceive an equitable campaign 

environment for women. This response mimics that of partisan National Republican 

women’s groups. Despite a clear and persistent lack of GOP women elected to office, 

many Republican women groups do not acknowledge this gap.  

When assessing expressed values, state Democratic and Republican state groups 

express similar party loyalty levels and the desire to elect women. However, the 

interviews reveal that Democratic women’s groups more easily incorporated their desire 

to support women and support their party, seeing these goals as intricately linked. If these 

goals came into conflict, groups like Emerge are willing to conflict with the party to 

support women. Conversely, Republican women’s groups expressed either a complete 

excise of the party (as is the case of the Republican Women for Progress) or relationship 

of complete party loyalty (as is the case with Maggie’s List). 

These results suggest that Republican women’s groups have different values, 

understandings, and relationships with their political party than their Democratic 

counterparts. Republican women’s groups echo the Republican Party’s culture and 

values. Particularly, these groups (despite being a woman’s group) reflect a greater 

gender-blindness on the position of women candidates and the lack of Republican women 

in office. This gender-blind response is seen in the Republican women’s groups’ equal 

view of the difficulty of electing diverse candidate types and diminishing the obstacles 
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women candidates face. The Republican Women for Progress also acknowledge that the 

desire to treat everyone equally seems to be a barrier to supporting Republican women. 

Similarly, when national Republican groups with close partisan ties are asked about the 

lack of Republican candidates, they avoid addressing the issue, a common response to 

organizational ambivalence (Piderit 2000). 

It appears that Democratic goals (between the organization and the party) tend to 

reinforce each other, while Republican women’s groups exercise organizational 

ambivalence. These Republican women groups appear torn between an interest in 

representing women and a party culture that sees supporting women exclusively as un-

loyal, or “positive discrimination.” This organizational dynamic is reflected in these 

groups’ support patterns, as Democratic women’s groups primarily support Democratic 

women, while Republican women’s groups tend to support more Republican men. 

6. Conclusion 

This project used both survey results from state women’s organizations and interviews 

with national women’s organization leaders to explore why Republican women 

candidates fail to garner exclusive support from Republican women’s groups. I find that 

Republican women’s organizations exist in a drastically different environment than 

Democratic women’s organizations, as their attitudes, perceptions, and values are unique. 

Many Republican women’s groups internalize the Republican Party culture, avoiding a 

focus on the difficulties women candidates face and treating all candidates “equally.” 

Both Republican and Democratic groups value women’s involvement in politics and 

party loyalty. However, Democratic groups tend to find their goals reinforcing, while 
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Republicans must manage competing goals and face an existence plagued with 

organizational ambivalence. Overall, this paper suggests that Republican women’s 

groups are not structured to support Republican women but exist in an environment that 

undercuts their effectiveness. 

In concluding this chapter, I review the major implications of these results. First, 

results suggest that the closeness of partisan ties influences the women’s organization’s 

support patterns. Women’s groups with weak partisan ties seemed to more easily support 

women. In contrast, groups with close partisan ties had to account for party history, 

culture, and stakeholders within their organization’s environment. This finding suggests 

that groups without competing goals can better support women candidates, as they do not 

experience organizational ambivalence. 

Additionally, this project underlines the importance of considering organizations 

within an existing environment, rather than as isolated units. During their interviews, 

many of the groups referenced the importance of network development and building 

alliances with other groups, suggesting an interconnected web of support organizations 

for candidates. Increased scholarship on organizations’ networks and the broader 

environment organizations exist within will build a stronger understanding of these 

groups. 

This research has the largest implications for Republican women candidates. 

Rather than accepting “there’s no EMILY’s List on the right,” an analysis of women’s 

organizations’ structure and environment clarifies the nuance of this claim and why the 

support discrepancy exists. The Republican Party has a network of women’s 

organizations. However, these networks are only helpful for what they are designed to do. 
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Republican women’s groups are tied to Republican culture, ideas, and messaging, 

meaning women will continue to be treated ‘equally’ rather than receiving the support 

needed to run for office. Treating women candidates “equally” and ignoring the structural 

barriers they face does not build a candidate pipeline, but likely accentuates a partisan 

gender gap. Consequently, networks designed to support a Republican Party will not 

support women candidates. 

This is one of the first projects to explore reasons for the variations in support 

patterns from women’s organizations, leaving additional questions to address. Future 

research should examine Republican women’s understanding of this phenomenon and 

their adaptability in finding support resources. If Republican women do not receive 

support from women’s organizations, how are candidates supplementing their need for 

support? The majority of women’s organizations are nonpartisan, and Republican women 

could theoretically get support from nonpartisan women’s groups. However, nonpartisan 

groups overwhelmingly support Democratic women. The subsequent chapter explores 

why nonpartisan organizations support primarily Democratic women candidates. 
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Chapter 6: Issues and Associations: Why Republican Women Fail to Garner 
Support from Nonpartisan Women’s Organizations 

1. Introduction  

Rebecca Love is 38, a mother, and longtime Republican. In 2016, she wanted to run for 

office. In her own words, “I felt that my values as a Republican woman were not 

represented by the candidate who was elected…I felt Republicans were better than this. It 

was a wakeup call” (Noveck 2017). Like most women who are getting their political feet 

wet, Love went to the internet, searching for groups to help her run for office. Most of the 

groups she found were designed for Democratic women, but she did locate a few 

nonpartisan women’s groups that provided campaign resources for women. Many 

nonpartisan groups were already populated with Democratic women but Love eventually 

felt comfortable working with one nonpartisan group, “She Should Run” (Noveck 2017). 

Women like Rebecca Love are more likely to find assistance from nonpartisan 

women’s groups than Republican women’s groups due to the increased presence of 

nonpartisan groups. There are more nonpartisan women’s organizations than Republican 

or Democratic women’s groups. Evidenced in Table 3, nearly twice as many nonpartisan 

women’s organizations exist compared to partisan women’s organizations. 

  

Although a majority of women’s organizations are considered nonpartisan, little to no 

scholarly work has explored these organizations’ influence on the partisan gender gap. 

Current scholarship tends to ignore the nonpartisan / partisan dichotomy of women’s 

<latexit sha1_base64="Nev2wf7OgpoAe1w1oG48XqEPcXs="></latexit>

Table 3: Women’s Organizations in the United States

National Level State Level

Partisan 18 162

Nonpartisan 44 165
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groups, while focusing on Democratic or feminist women’s groups (Ferree and Martin 

1995; Costain 1988; Gelb 1987). EMILY’s List receives the majority of attention due to 

the size and prominence in supporting Democratic women. This group has a tremendous 

historical and political impact on women candidate emergence. However, this one group 

is not indicative of the larger population of women’s groups. Moreover, this group can 

only serve one type of women candidate, rather than the greater diversity of ideologies 

and partisan compositions that nonpartisan groups support. 

Undervalued nonpartisan women’s organizations are critical to mobilizing diverse 

women, recruiting participants into the political sphere, and structuring how individuals 

behave politically (Costain 1992). So why do nonpartisan groups support a homogenous 

group of candidates, particularly Democratic women? Chapter 4 established that 

nonpartisan groups primarily support Democratic women, as nearly 72% of financial 

contributions are given to Democratic women. Nonpartisan groups acknowledge and 

validate this pattern. When state nonpartisan women’s groups are asked whom they 

support in practice (Republicans or Democrats), 74% of surveyed nonpartisan groups 

report supporting primarily Democratic candidates, compared to only 25% of nonpartisan 

groups reporting supporting both Republican and Democratic candidates. 

In this chapter, I seek to understand why Republican women fail to garner support 

from nonpartisan organizations. Using a survey of state women’s groups and interviews 

with national women’s group leaders, I analyze nonpartisan organizations’ perception of 

the environment, the values they advocate, and their explanations for the lack of 

Republican women in office. Despite overwhelmingly supporting Democratic women, I 

find that many nonpartisan groups want to uphold their nonpartisan identity and support 
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Republican women candidate. I propose three factors that impact the support patterns of 

nonpartisan organizations; the similarity in how nonpartisan and Democratic groups view 

their environment, the issues the nonpartisan organization centers on, and the pre-existing 

pool of candidates. The findings suggest an increasingly limited support available for 

Republican women, as many nonpartisan groups are not structured to support Republican 

women candidates, while nonpartisan groups that do want to support Republican women 

report difficulty recruiting them. 

2. Theory and Methods 

Explaining why Republican women do not receive substantial support from nonpartisan 

women’s groups can be summarized through a supply and demand framework. Are 

gatekeeping policies from the nonpartisan organizations preventing Republican women 

from receiving support, or are there less Republican women seeking support from 

nonpartisan women’s groups? As stated in the earlier theoretical section, there are three 

potential factors impacting nonpartisan groups’ support of Republican women. The first 

factor concerns issue ownership and is directly related to the structure of nonpartisan 

organizations. Nonpartisan organizations may support candidates from a party that is 

more associated with the issues they care about, which will likely result in supporting 

Democratic women. As not all nonpartisan organizations center their identity on an issue, 

there are alternative factors impacting why nonpartisan groups support primarily 

Democratic candidates.  

Another factor may be the close alliance between nonpartisan women’s 

organizations and the Democratic Party. A “close alliance” between Democratic and 



 147 

nonpartisan organizations refers to the history of close proximity between Democratic 

and nonpartisan groups. This shared history lingers from the partisan alliance in the 

1970’s between feminist nonpartisan groups and the Democratic Party. This shared 

history corresponds with cultural similarity- perceiving the environment in analogous 

ways, holding similar values, and consequently supporting similar candidates. This 

likeness may impact both the candidates drawn to the women’s group and the candidates 

receiving support from the group.  

 A final potential factor is the differences in candidate pools. Nonpartisan groups 

will be strongly influenced by the pre-existing pool compositions. If a nonpartisan 

organization is not engaged in recruitment, then the group is limited in whom the group 

can support based on who is available to run for office. If the Democratic Party is 

actively recruiting women to a greater extent, or some political catalyst inspires more 

Democratic women to run, the candidate pools will be reflective of these efforts. 

Consequently, nonpartisan groups will subsequently support primarily Democratic 

women.  

To investigate why Republican women receive less support from nonpartisan 

women’s organizations, I assess the perceptions and values of nonpartisan women’s 

groups in the United States. Like the prior chapter, I explore both state and national 

women’s organizations, which allows me to acknowledge the similarities and differences 

between state and national groups and evaluate the consistency of the results. For state-

based nonpartisan women’s groups, I distribute the same online survey that was 
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discussed in Chapter 6.57 For added depth, I supplement the survey with in-depth 

interviews with national women’s groups. 

3. Survey of Nonpartisan Women’s Organizations 

Attitudes on Electing Diverse Candidates 

I first asked nonpartisan groups about the difficulty of electing certain types of 

candidates. Overall, I find that, like Democratic women’s groups, nonpartisan women’s 

groups are identity conscious.58 For example, Figure 22 depicts that nonpartisan groups 

see statistically significant differences in how easy it is to elect men and women.  About 

74% of nonpartisan groups believe it is moderately difficult to elect a woman, and 81% 

of nonpartisan groups believe it is easier to elect a man. This is very similar to 

Democratic women’s groups’ perception about the difficulty of electing candidates of 

different genders. Recall that 70% of Democratic groups note it was easier to elect a man, 

and 53% of Democratic groups believe it is moderately difficult to elect a woman. 

Like Democratic groups, the consciousness of identity appears to stem beyond 

gender for nonpartisan women’s groups, including race and age. For example, 

nonpartisan groups note that it is three points more difficult, on average, to elect a black 

candidate compared to a white candidate. The similarity in response between nonpartisan 

and democratic groups for each additional identity further validates that this response is 

 
57 The state and national organizations were identified based on the frame of organizations 
developed for this project and cross-checked by multiple scholars who are experts in women’s 
organizations. 
58 Complete results on the attitudes on the difficulty of electing candidates from nonpartisan 
groups is available in the Appendix, Figure A5.  
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reflecting a cultural lens for the group, rather than something particular about the 

candidates’ specific identity.59 These responses stand in stark contrast to Republican 

groups, who do not note the difficulty of electing candidates based on various identities. 

 

 Figure 23 reports attitudes concerning the difficulty of electing partisan women. 

When nonpartisan groups were asked about the difficulty of electing partisan women, no 

statistically significant difference was reported in the difficulty of electing a Republican 

woman compared to a Democratic woman. This is an interesting finding considering how 

many more Democratic women receive support in comparison to Republican women. 

 
59 An interesting pattern occurs when comparing the difficulty of electing Democratic and 
Republican women candidates. It appears that most nonpartisan groups report that Republican 
women as slightly easier to elect than Democratic women, with a mean difficulty of 3.8 for 
Republican women compared to 4.1 for Democratic women. This response is interesting 
considering the substantively larger number of Democratic women in office. However, the results 
are not statistically significant, so greater attention to this perception of nonpartisan groups should 
be interrogated further.  
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Figure 22. Nonpartisan Attitudes on the Difficulty of Electing Genders
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This may suggest that nonpartisan groups perceive equitable electoral environments for 

Democratic and Republican women and may indicate differences in the pool of available 

candidates.  

 

How Nonpartisan Groups Understand the Gender Gap 

In addition to similar perceptions of how difficult it is to elect diverse types of candidates, 

there is great similarity between Democratic and nonpartisan groups’ understanding of 

the lack of women in office. Like Democratic groups, nonpartisan groups readily 

acknowledge the major impact of environmental factors on the number of women 

representatives in elected office.60 Figure 24 charts how nonpartisan groups perceive the 

impact of environmental factors such as sexist media coverage, fundraising, and voter’s 

 
60 Full results for nonpartisan groups understanding of the gender gap is available in the 
Appendix, Figure A6.  
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preference for men. Nonpartisan groups broadly believe these environmental factors 

impact the gender gap. For example, 95% of nonpartisan groups believe sexist media 

coverage is a factor impacting the lack of women in office. Likewise, 95% of nonpartisan 

groups acknowledge men readily running for office as a factor impacting the gender gap. 

Again, these results are similar to Democratic groups and contrast Republican groups. 

For example, 100% of Democratic groups believe sexist media coverage is a factor 

impacting the gender gap, compared to only 40% of Republican groups. 

 

Figure 25 considers how nonpartisan groups perceive the impact of another 

environmental factor, stereotypes. When asked about the impact of stereotypes, such as 

women candidates being seen as “weak”, “power-hungry”, or “emotional”, nonpartisan 

generally considered to be a minor factor impacting the gender gap. For example, 80% of 

nonpartisan groups believe the “emotional” stereotype is a factor impacting the gender 
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Figure 24. Environment: Do these factors impact the gender gap?



 152 

gap. Again, these results mimic Democratic patterns, as the majority of Democratic 

groups believe stereotypes are a factor impacting the gender gap, while a majority of 

Republican groups believe stereotypes are not a factor impacting the gender gap. 

 

Many nonpartisan groups wrote in additional factors that impact the gender gap. 

Table 4 breaks down the top three most common alternative factors. The main responses 

can be broken down into the “three C’s, children, cash, and confidence” – as one survey 

respondent succinctly noted. The “children” comments refer to family obligation, 

including childrearing and care of elderly. As one respondent noted, “women also tend to 

have to balance work and family life in addition to running for office.” As women still 

manage the majority of managerial household labor and child rearing duties (Lachance-

Grzela and Bouchard 2010; Altintas and Sullivan 2016; Hu and Yucel 2018), these 

domestic obligations can be a barrier to running for office. 
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Figure 25. Stereotypes: Do Stereotypes impact the gender gap?



 153 

 

A second factor commonly listed refers to larger social or cultural reasons for the lack of 

women in elected positions. Specifically, under this category, many respondents noted 

the lack of confidence women tend to feel in their own qualifications. Despite the 

majority of respondents noting that men more readily volunteer to run for office 

compared to women, many groups reiterated the female ambition gap. Political science 

literature reinforces this finding, as the ambition gap for women is well documented (Fox 

and Lawless 2004; Lawless 2012; Fulton et al. 2006). 

Finally, many groups noted financial constraints, often in connection to family 

matters. The cost of childcare was a common theme. One respondent noted that, “elected 

office is usually not a full-time job, so there are issues with childcare, employment, etc.” 

Interestingly, these groups are not saying that fundraising is a difficult element for 

potential female candidates or deters women from running. Rather, structural financial 

constraints related to domestic obligations are cited as impacting women’s ability to run 

for office. These three major factors reinforce the idea that nonpartisan groups are aware 

of “pool” related reasons that prevent women from running and gaining elected office. 

Rather than discussing the demand of voters, nearly all groups who commented discussed 

the larger societal and structural issues that prevent women from running for office.  

<latexit sha1_base64="3Omur3qtm2VSD+Xo/eT6DoTHdq4="></latexit>

Table 4: Alternative Factors by Nonpartisan Groups

Factor Percentage

Family 28.8%
Larger Social Structures 15.2%

Money 15.2 %
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Organizational Values 

As previously stated, nonpartisan groups center their identity around multiple values, 

rather than a more singular partisan identity. Figure 26 plots some expressed values 

concerning women’s political involvement.61 Considering women’s political values, 

nonpartisan groups express political equality between the genders and political 

participation as very important value. Yet, somewhat paradoxically, electing women is 

valued statistically less than other elements of women’s participation. Nonpartisan groups 

have a mean value of 3.8 for women’s political participation, 3.7 for political equality 

between the genders, and only 2.7 for electing women to office.  

  

Figure 27 charts the importance of electing partisan candidates, specifically 

Republican or Democratic candidates. Importantly, Figure 27 indicates that, despite being 

 
61 Complete results for nonpartisan groups’ organization’s values is located in the Appendix, 
Figure A7.  
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Figure 26. Values: How important is women's political involvement?
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nonpartisan, these groups seem to have a partisan preference. When asked about values 

supporting partisan candidates, the state nonpartisan groups demonstrated a statistically 

significant preference for Democrats. Nonpartisan groups end up squarely in the middle 

between considering electing Democrats, between “not very important” and “somewhat 

important.” However, when nonpartisan groups are asked about supporting Republicans, 

they report this as ‘not very important.’ The quantitative difference between valuing the 

support of Democrats, and valuing support of Republicans is around 1.1 points, and is 

statistically significant, indicating a clear quantitative preference for Democrats. 

 

Similarly, beyond valuing electing Democrats, nonpartisan groups have an even stronger 

value for supporting liberals. Figure 28 depicts the value of electing candidates from 

various ideologies. Nonpartisan groups value electing liberals nearly 1.4 points more than 

electing conservatives, a statistically significant difference. This nonpartisan preference 
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Figure 27. Values: How important is electing partisans?
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for liberal candidates may relate to the liberal policy issues nonpartisan groups often 

center on. 

 

4. Interviews with National Woman’s Organizations 

Understanding the Partisan Gender Gap 

When asked about the partisan gender gap, nonpartisan groups often mention two 

explanations for the lack of Republican women in office. The first rationale is that 

Republican women face more environmental obstacles when running for office than 

Democratic women. For instance, the nonpartisan group LPAC, dedicated to supporting 

LGBTQ women running for office by providing funding and recruitment, explains the 

lack of Republican women by noting, “it’s not because there isn’t a lot of Republicans 

out there as candidates, and that’s not the organizational fault. That’s because a lot of 
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Figure 28. Values: How important is electing candidates from various ideologies?
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Republicans can’t make it through their primaries.”62 This assertion is backed by 

scholarship, as Republican women face greater difficulty fundraising in the primaries 

(Kitchens and Swers 2016) and face increasing ideological polarization (Thomsen 2015). 

Like LPAC, other groups note the difficulty of the pipeline’s composition, 

arguing that more Democratic women are available to run for office compared to 

Republican women. The nonpartisan group, Mom’s Running, works to redefine 

motherhood as a political endeavor. The group provides mentoring and training for 

mom’s interested in running for office. The executive director noted “motherhood [is] 

universally [shared] across the board, in all parties. But, unfortunately, at this moment in 

time, it seems that more women are running in the Democratic Party. So naturally, 

they’re going to training”63  

When rationalizing the different candidate pools, some groups noted recent events 

that impact the candidate pool, particularly acknowledging how Democratic women have 

experienced an emotional response to the 2016 election, which produced this surge. For 

example, the Women Under Forty PAC notes, “we’re at the moment where progressive 

women are really energized.”64 Like other nonpartisan groups, there appears to be an 

acceptance that the Republican pool of women candidates will be smaller than the 

Democratic side.  

Alternatively, other nonpartisan groups have noted the longstanding cultural 

obstacles for Republican women, explaining the lack of Republican women by drawing 

 
62 Lisa Turner, interviewed by Author, Phone, September 2019 
63 Rielly Karsh and Danielle Davies, interview by Author, Phone, August 2019 
64 Craig Auster, interviewed by Author, Phone, August 2019 
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attention to the gender-blindness of the Republican Party. The executive director from 

The Women’s Campaign School at Yale notes that” There’s a lot more support on the 

Democratic side for women who run for office…The Republican side has nothing like 

EMILY’s List. The Republican Party’s philosophy around training is different. The 

Democrats do believe in single-gender training. The Republicans do not do gender-

specific training. They don’t believe in it.”65 Here, executive director Russo is noting how 

the Republican Party’s lack of focus on supporting exclusively Republican Women has a 

negative impact on Republican women’s ability to gather support. Importantly, Ruso’s 

comment suggests the importance of spaces that are exclusively targeted to Republican 

women. 

Other nonpartisan groups attributed the lack of Republican women’s support to 

the idea that Republican women might not have or want services from nonpartisan 

groups. For example, the Running Start organization acknowledged, “our biggest struggle 

is and always has been right of center women…women’s groups are viewed as left-

leaning and nonpartisan… And as far as I know, and I pray that you’ll tell me I’m wrong, 

I think I’m the only Republican woman doing nonpartisan women in politics work as 

their full-time job in the whole country.”66 Here, the executive director accepts that 

nonpartisan groups are often viewed through a leftward lens, and that woman who are 

liberal leaning run many of these groups. Running Start’s executive director is perhaps 

more aware of nonpartisan organization’s role within the partisan gender gap, as she is 

disclosed her own affiliation as a “right of center” woman. 

 
65 Patti Russo, interviewed by Author, Phone, August 2019 
66 Mellissa Richmond, interviewed by Author, Phone September 2019 
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Critically, responses like Richmond’s suggest that a more extreme version of 

issue association could be at play. Potentially, simply being a “woman’s group” draws a 

Democratic association despite their nonpartisan identity. Winters specifically explores 

the gendering of party image and finds that citizens consciously and implicitly connect 

the Democratic Party with femininity and women, and the Republican Party with 

masculinity and men (Winters 2010). It is possible that for nonpartisan organizations, 

simply being a women’s organization and holding space for women candidates 

unconsciously signals a “Democratic” identity.  

This association is potentially due to two rationales. First, there is a growing 

presence of women in the Democratic Party. Women are more likely to identify as 

Democrats (Newport 2009) and have increased their alignment with the Democratic Party 

over time (Winograd and Hais 2014). Second, party elites have clearly polarized around 

specific women’s issues, including the Equal Rights Amendment (Wolbrecht 2000) and 

abortion (Adams 1997).  

Organizational Values 

During the interviews, nonpartisan groups were the most vocal about their values relative 

to Democratic and Republican women’s groups. Table 5 shows the values the national 

nonpartisan organizations noted, and indicate three main categories; valuing inclusivity, 

valuing in a particular identity, and valuing a particular policy. The highest percent, 

around 43% of comments concern inclusion. For example, the IGNITE organization is 

dedicated to supporting girls and women, from kindergarten to college, to develop skills 

and confidence to run for office. 
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The President and founder of IGNITE, Anne Moses, noted, “As an organization, we’re 

very dedicated to diversity. Almost 75% of our young women are women of color…We 

want to make sure that everyone feels welcome at IGNITE.”67 Beyond diversity, 

inclusion can refer to viability. For example, the Get Her Elected Organization focuses on 

providing progressive women candidates with campaign volunteers. Founder and 

executive director, Lilly Herman notes, “We help every woman. Even if a woman loses, 

it’s important that she was there and, in that race, and every woman regardless of 

outcome, helps the next woman who wants to run and make that easier.”68 

Connected to inclusion, 13% of comments mention a value in civil behavior and 

discourse. For example, the IGNITE organization noted, “civil discourse is a value that 

we hold really dear, meaning you and I can disagree on something, but we should have 

some civility in the way we talk about it and also some openness to, ‘Hey, why do you 

 
67  Anne Moses, interviewed by Author, Phone, September 2019 
68  Lilly Herman, interviewed by Author, Phone, August 2019 

<latexit sha1_base64="mRHYcT8FseM8qeKxVTGClr7Dsz4="></latexit>

Table 5: Nonpartisan Group Comments on Values

Topic Percentage

Inclusivity: Diversity 63%
Inclusivity: Network Development 10.5%

Inclusivity: Civil Behavior 26.5%
Inclusivity Total 52.3%

Identity: Motherhood 43.4 %
Identity: Black Women 13.2 %

Identity: Women 43.4 %
Identity Total 29 %

Policy: Pro Choice 60 %
Policy: Feminism 20 %
Policy: Progressive 20 %

Policy Total 14.7 %
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feel that way?’ rather than demonizing someone for having opinions that are different 

than yours.”69 The prominent value in inclusivity and civil discourse reflects the 

organizations’ need to build a coalitions of diverse donors and members. Nonpartisan 

groups must be able to work between parties as they have less pre-identified cohorts of 

supporters. In other words, they value inclusivity and diversity of opinion because their 

structure likely forces an incorporation of those values to appeal to potential members. 

After inclusion, many nonpartisan groups mention a value in supporting a 

particular identity. About 23% of comments concerning values from mention a particular 

identity, such as female identity, black female identity, or a motherhood identity. For 

example, board president of the Women Under 40 PAC, Craig Auster, notes “what we 

value really is being supportive of young women running for office and having an equal 

say in public policymaking no matter what their views are.”70 Likewise, the Higher 

President, Glynda Carr, notes, ” I set out to develop an organization that was designed for 

and by black women. And that has always been the foundation of our work to build the 

political home for black women leadership.”71 These groups are not shying away from 

identity politics but rather, they are incorporating identity into their organization’s 

structure. 

The focus on inclusion, diversity, and identity suggests strong similarity between 

Democratic and nonpartisan women’s groups. Nonpartisan groups are identity conscious 

and want to attract a broad spectrum of supporters. Similarly, it is known that the 

 
69  Anne Moses, interviewed by Author, Phone, September 2019 
70  Craig Auster, interviewed by Author, Phone, August 2019 
71  Glynda Carr, interviewed by Author, Phone, September 2019  
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Democratic Party holds a more pluralistic and identity focused culture (Freeman 1986; 

Grossmann and Hopkins 2015; Crowder-Meyer and Cooperman 2018). Chapter 4 

established that Democratic groups have a similar commitment to diversity and 

acknowledging diverse identities (including gender and race).  The strong value in 

inclusion and identity from nonpartisan groups reinforces the similarity between these 

types of organizations, and the shared perspective between them.  

The last common response from nonpartisan groups concerned a value in a 

specific policy. About 13% of comments mentioned a policy or set of politics, ranging 

from valuing liberal or feminist values to pro-choice policies.72 Importantly, these policy 

orientations are more than just singular abortion policy but reflect broader ideological 

preferences and many different types of policies. Many nonpartisan groups centered on a 

specific issue discussed how their particular issues or stances make it difficult or 

impossible to support Republican women. For example, Women’s Action for New 

Directions (WAND) is a proponent of denuclearization and demilitarization. Within their 

interview, they noted, “in the past, we have had more support from both sides…. Being 

Democratic is not one of our core values. It’s really based on the issue.”73 Many groups 

noted that they could not find Republican candidates who support their issue positions. 

For example, the representative of Electing Women PAC, Heather Lurie, noted how she 

wished the PAC had a more nonpartisan impact. However, as the PAC values pro-choice 

 
72  An important caveat to consider is that these values are often interwoven with a desire to 
support women. For example, one national nonpartisan women’s group supports women 
candidates who promote specific environmental policies, as they value both electing women, and 
environmental policy. This enmeshment of values is reminiscent of partisan women’s 
organizations, which work to hold both partisan values and a value in supporting women 
candidates. 
73  Representative, interview by Phone, August 2019 



 163 

candidates, it becomes impossible. The executive director notes, “We would love for it to 

not be this way… but this is the way it is. And now choice is under attack in a way that 

it’s never been before. And so, we’re more likely to double down on choice than push to 

try to the more nonpartisan, but there’s nothing about us that says Democratic. It’s all 

choice.”74 

The Get Her Elected organization succinctly noted, “If you want to do progressive 

gun legislation, more likely than not that people are going to be running are women who 

are Democrats.”75 Similarly, The National Organization of Women perceives that 

“candidates that would subscribe to our positions have left the Republican Party and 

running as Democrats. So, I think that’s one thing, but there is increasing polarization, 

and the Republican Party has become more and more captive of right-wing politics.”76 

The National Women’s Political Caucus echoed a similar sentiment, saying, “We have a 

very hard time finding pro-choice Republicans. When we do find one, we do jump on it.” 

These sentiments suggest a desire for Republican candidates, but the group’s belief in the 

obstacles in the existing structure. As issues become more polarized around the parties, 

women’s rights, social justice, environmental issues, and women’s health are increasingly 

associated with the Democratic Party. 

Nonpartisan groups are quick to note this polarized political environment has not 

always existed, suggesting the importance of increased polarization impacting 

nonpartisan groups. Older organizations recall times when there have been more 

 
74  Heather Lurie, interviewed by Author, Phone, August 2019 
75  Lilly Herman, interviewed by Author, Phone, August 2019 
76  Linda Berg, interviewed by Author, Phone, September 2019 
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Republicans involved. The Women Action for New Direction group is dedicated to 

supporting women and advocating against nuclear weapons. The director noted, “people 

that resonate with our issues tend to be Democratic women where during the Cold War, 

that was not the case. Democrats and Republicans alike did not want the proliferation of 

nuclear weapons, and they also want to disarmament. And so that’s changed a little bit, 

and it’s become more of a party issue.”77 Importantly, this assertion means that groups 

see a situational aspect to their support patterns and are affected by polarization. 

Interviews with nonpartisan groups reveal that, despite supporting primarily 

Democratic women, nearly all these groups value a nonpartisan identity. For example, the 

co-founder of Putting Women in their Place, Megan Park, noted that being nonpartisan 

was a strategic choice for the organization as she “didn’t want to only align with 

Democrats. Plus, I really do value this two-party system. It’s become crazy and 

bastardized, but I value it.” The co-founder is making an important distinction, indicating 

that it is structurally desirable to be nonpartisan for their group. 

Nonpartisan groups use various strategies to uphold their nonpartisan identity. 

Many nonpartisan groups have made internal choices to reflect their nonpartisan identity, 

some choices are potentially more effective than others. For example, IGNITE notes that 

they resonate with the nonpartisan identity but, “for us, what that means is we don’t ask. 

So we’re not saying, ‘Oh, we’re going to go one for one,’ -I do know other organizations 

that are nonpartisan that do that. They’re much more intentional about one for one on 

their board, one for one on their staff. For us, [being nonpartisan] just means we don’t 

 
77 Representative, interview by Phone, August 2019 
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ask.” IGNITE’s response suggests a greater diversity of how nonpartisan groups navigate 

their nonpartisan identity. Although they do not provide quotas for various partisan 

participants, IGNITE strategically chooses issues to avoid partisan controversy, noting, 

“We tried to pick softball, more nonpartisan area. We’re not backing choice bills, for 

instance.”78 Similarly, Running Start Chief Strategy Officer, Melissa Richmond, works to 

“try to steer away our professional conversations from the nitty-gritty of candidates or 

politics. And we’ve really tried to be so careful about not doing or saying anything that 

would make it feel like we, the organization, had one position or another.”79 This 

statement moves beyond choosing issues and relates to an organization’s culture and 

perception of the group. The desire to value their nonpartisan identity is seemingly 

upheld through avoidance. 

Finally, some nonpartisan groups strategically diversified members as a way of 

demonstrating their nonpartisan nature, referencing the staff, board members, and 

founders that come from both major parties. For example, Running Start is “sensitive 

about having like approximately half of our board be Republican and half of our 

trainers.”80 Comparably, the Public Leadership Education Network works to demonstrate 

bipartisanship through content via speakers. Executive director Sarah Bruno 

acknowledges, " we always have our panels very bipartisan. We try to get people from 

the left and the right and in the middle."81 This intentionality suggests how difficult it is 

for nonpartisan groups to maintain that value in their nonpartisan identity. 

 
78  Anne Moses, interviewed by Author, Phone, September 2019 
79  Melissa Richmond, interviewed by Author, Phone, August 2019 
80  Melissa Richmond, interviewed by Author, Phone, August 2019 
81  Sarah Bruno, interviewed by Author, in-person, August 2019 
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5. Discussion 

Broadly, there are three key findings from the surveys and interviews with women’s 

organizations. First, there is a great similarity between Democratic and nonpartisan 

organizations. Both nonpartisan and Democratic groups perceive their environment in 

similar ways, particularly when compared to the Republican women’s organizations. 

Both acknowledge the impact of particular factors on developing a pipeline of women 

candidates. Additionally, nonpartisan and Democratic groups acknowledge the challenges 

women face when running for office, noting the environmental factors and partisan 

dynamics that prevent women from gaining elected positions. These similarities indicate 

that an organization’s cognitive state (beliefs and values) ultimately impacts the 

organization’s output. As women’s organizations exist in a large network, the proximity 

between Democratic and nonpartisan organizations has a tremendous, supportive effect 

on Democratic women. 

A second key finding is support for the issue ownership theory when explaining 

why nonpartisan groups support primarily Republican women. This finding speaks to 

Kreitzer and Osborn’s work on the activities of women’s organizations throughout the 

U.S. Kreitzer and Osborn propose that groups with abortion litmus tests are effectively 

partisan (Kreitzer and Osborn 2019). My research supports this claim but extends beyond 

only abortion issues. It does appear that issue ownership, beyond just abortion, impacts 

the support patterns of nonpartisan groups, rending their support effectively partisan.  

This pattern poses additional quarries concerning why nonpartisan groups would 

use this nonpartisan label if they are essentially partisan. Are these groups performing 

their nonpartisan identity? Or does the nonpartisan identity mean something different? 
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An interesting example of this comes from a state nonpartisan group, Vail Women Elect. 

The group is technically nonpartisan, but their website notes their preference for 

Democrats in their mission statement. Why be “nonpartisan” when you admit to having 

that preference? Based on Kreitzer and Osborn’s analysis, this group is essentially 

partisan due to the group’s focus on reproductive rights. I want to suggest a slightly more 

nuanced understanding of the impact of issue ownership. By being nonpartisan, the group 

can (and does) have the opportunity to occasionally support other identities as well, as 

opposed to if the group was entirely partisan. This choice opens the door for less 

traditional partisan candidates to gain support. Furthermore, as not all groups center 

around issues, issue ownership alone is insufficient to explain the support of Democratic 

women.  

The third finding from this chapter highlights the need to develop theories other 

than issue ownership to explain why nonpartisan groups support primarily Democratic 

candidates. As 38% of nonpartisan national groups and 43% of nonpartisan state groups 

are issue and ideology neutral, it appears overly simplistic to explain nonpartisan 

women’s support patterns only through issue ownership theory. Furthermore, many 

groups value their nonpartisan identity and want to support Republican women.  Some 

nonpartisan groups hosted bipartisan panels or had a bipartisan board of directors. 

However, these efforts appeared fruitless to appeal to Republican women. Even groups 

that strategically avoided partisan issues failed to recruit more Republican women 

candidates. Often, these neutral issue groups attributed this to already existing candidate 

pools. Interviews with nonpartisan organizations noted how a larger pool of Democratic 
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women candidates plays a factor in the nonpartisan group’s ability to support more 

Republican women. 

This cognitive choice to focus on the environmental barriers preventing 

Republican women from joining their organization has implications. By focusing on the 

external factors, nonpartisan groups are not taking on responsibility or action to recruit 

Republican women candidates. Although the nonpartisan identity is highly valued, what 

this identity means is different for each group. Rarely do groups care about having a 

nonpartisan impact or doing the extra leg work to support Republican women. Instead, 

the goal is to create a neutral environment that is not exclusionary to any identity. As we 

exist in increasingly polarized political spaces, nonpartisan groups may have to grapple 

with “neutral women’s groups” being viewed as Democratic merely due to the 

association with being an identity-conscious women’s group. 

6. Conclusion 

This chapter illustrated that despite the desire to support both Democratic and Republican 

women, nonpartisan groups’ understandings, expressed values, and identity results in 

supporting few Republican women. Together with Chapter 5, these chapters provide a 

key understanding of the partisan gender gap and women’s organizations’ role in 

accentuating the partisan gender gap. Findings from this chapter have a range of 

implications, particularly for Republican women. Putting these results in conjunction 

with Chapter 5 indicates that few spaces are carved out for Republican women candidates 

to find support form women’s groups. If a Republican woman finds their way to a 

nonpartisan group, such as Rebecca Love did in this chapter’s introduction, we do not 

know how effective this environment would be for Republican women to run for office. 
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Being surrounded by women who share a different partisan affiliation in an increasingly 

partisan time can be an uncomfortable experience, and potentially alienating. It is quite 

possible that unless there is going to be a critical mass of Republican women at a 

nonpartisan group, the training or support could be ineffective. 

A more positive assessment of these results is that many nonpartisan groups care 

about being nonpartisan and want to engage more Republican women. The partisan 

gender gap is something these women’s groups are aware of and want to change. 

Although structural efforts to appear nonpartisan are important, they do not seem to have 

the effect of increasing the number of Republican women who are actively attending 

training, events, or receiving support.  

Despite the potential positive interpretations of the results, there is a dangerous 

logic underlying the motivation of many of these nonpartisan organizations. Nearly all 

these nonpartisan groups focused on the external factors that impact the partisan gender 

gap, and very few mentioned their own organizational impact. Many nonpartisan groups 

accepted the composition of the pipeline as innately created, and outside of their group’s 

control. This logic of “Republican women just don’t run for office” negates the 

importance of developing a candidate pool through thoughtful recruitment. This mindset 

allows organizations to avoid working on developing a pipeline through outreach 

initiatives and structural changes, and instead means nonpartisan groups can support the 

candidates that are the most plentiful, Democratic women. Although there are many 

factors outside of the control of these women’s groups, organizations can control their 

own structure, efforts, values, and activities. Nonpartisan groups interested in reaching 

out to more Republican women can engage in catered outreach activities and manage 
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their perception to Republican women. It is important that groups serious about 

diversifying candidates they support need to consider their role within the pipeline, and 

how organizational dynamics impact the group’s support patterns. 

Nonpartisan groups who want to appeal to Republican women may want to take a 

hint from the Women’s Campaign School at Yale. In August of 2019, executive director 

Patti Russo reported an influx of Republican women calling the center (Fitzpatrick, 

Welker, and Abou-Sabe 2019). That same year, The Women’s Campaign School 

partnered with Republican Women for Progress to hold the first training exclusively for 

Republican women. As Russo notes, “It was a really exciting moment. They were hoping 

to get 50 women there. They got over 80 women there.”82 It may seem counter-intuitive 

that a nonpartisan group would need to hold an explicitly partisan training to attract 

Republican women. However, actions like the Women’s Campaign School at Yale are 

successfully carving out space for Republican women when Republican women’s 

organizations and many nonpartisan groups are not doing the same.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
82 Patti Russo, interviewed by Author, Phone, August 2019 
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Chapter 7: Trumps Effect on Women’s Organizations’ Recruitment 

1. Introduction 

In 2016, the election of Donald Trump had a psychological impact on women across the 

United States. Women spoke about sexual assaults on Twitter (Maas et al. 2018), 

protested in mass groups (Berry and Chenoweth 2018), and ran for office in record 

numbers (Dittmar 2020). Trump affected women’s individual psychology, and much of 

the scholarly attention focuses on this psychological impact (Lawless and Fox 2018; 

Mukhopadhyay and Harding 2017), but what about women’s organizations? Women’s 

groups play an important role in increasing women’s representation in U.S. politics 

(Rozell 2000; Kreitzer and Osborn 2019; Piscopo 2019). Yet, the importance of the 

existing infrastructure tends to be overlooked when exploring Trump’s effect on 

women’s mobilization.83 Many Democratic and nonpartisan women’s groups were the 

first political actors to draw attention to the increase of female candidates’ in 2018 

(Shugerman n.d.) and Republican women’s increase in 2020 (Conroy 2020b). What 

changes in the candidate pool did these women’s organizations witness after Trump’s 

election in 2016? 

This chapter will address if and how the candidate pool recruited by women’s 

groups changed post-2016. Regardless of the psychological changes that Trump’s 

emergence produced in potential candidates and voters, the grassroots drive to improve 

 
83 Woman’s organizations are entities with a structure and members, use the collective action of 
individuals to solve problems and demonstrate woman’s ownership as women are incorporated 
into the leadership or organizational structure. I limit the scope to only studying woman’s 
organizations that provide support to candidates or potential candidates.  
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women’s representation benefits from organizations. Converting engagement into 

representation is much easier with organizational capacity. Organizations have 

institutional memory, knowledge of how to conduct campaigns, and networks of 

supporters and donors, which is generally needed for successful candidates. So, it is 

essential to understand not only how women voters and potential candidates respond to 

the Trump years, but if and how the pool of candidates changed for women’s groups. 

Women’s organizations served as critical infrastructure to mobilize support and 

resistance to Trump’s election in the wake of 2016. Yet, with no systematic analysis of 

women’s organization’s recruitment, we do not know if recruitment patterns changed for 

women’s organizations in the United States due to Trump’s election. This chapter 

provides a deeper understanding of Trump’s impact on women’s groups by exploring 

changes to women’s organization’s recruitment patterns. I survey state women’s groups 

and interview national women’s organization leaders to assess this change. Results 

indicate that the impact on women’s groups drastically differs based on party 

identification. Republican groups tend to avoid acknowledging any “Trump effect.” If an 

effect was noted, it tended to be negative and implied a greater problem for the group. 

Conversely, Democratic and nonpartisan groups readily acknowledge changes in 

recruitment patterns and often reported growth within their organizations. 

The results provide a deeper understanding of Trump’s impact on women’s 

groups by exploring changes to women’s organization’s recruitment patterns. These 

findings highlight an infrastructure disparity negatively impacting Republican women 

candidates. Although the “Trump phenomena” is unique, exploring differences in 

organizational capacity to respond to candidate pool changes reveals longstanding 
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patterns in women’s mobilization. By studying variations in how women’s organizations 

responded to Trump, the importance of partisan dynamics for women’s organizations is 

clarified.  

2. Recruitment and the Candidate Pool 

Donald Trump’s election in 2016 increased women’s political engagement.84 Lawless 

and Fox’s national survey in May 2017 found that Democrats’ political engagement in 

the Trump Era is far greater than their levels of political activity before 2016. However, 

Lawless and Fox suggest only a small portion of these politically engaged Democratic 

women wanted to run for office (Lawless and Fox 2018). These scholars aptly emphasize 

that political activism does not always translate into candidacy (Lawless and Fox 2018) 

as the transition into candidacy requires tremendous support and resources. Women’s 

organizations are key actors moving the groundswell of interest from women candidates 

into tangible recruitment strategies and support strategies.  

The scholarship on recruitment broadly suggests the importance of recruitment for 

women. Multiple studies have found that recruiting women and inviting women to run is 

particularly important to combat self-perceived inadequacies and the gap in ambition 

(Carroll and Sanbonmatsu 2016; Frederick and Burrell 2007). Much of this scholarship 

highlights the role political parties play in recruitment. As gatekeepers, parties can have a 

discouraging effect on women’s political recruitment (Crowder-Meyer 2013; Niven 

2006; Sanbonmatsu 2006). This effect is not equal between the major political parties, as 

 
84 Men’s political engagement also increased, but not as high a rate as women’s political 
engagement (Dittmar 2018). 
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Republican women face unique barriers to gaining elected office (Sanbonmatsu 2015). 

The lack of recruitment and support of Republican women candidates is a key rationale 

for the partisan gender gap (Och and Shames 2018; Crowder-Meyer and Lauderdale 

2014; Elder 2012). Republican Party leaders can play a positive role in the recruitment of 

candidates, particularly women party leaders (Crowder-Meyer 2013; Preece, Stoddard, 

and Fisher 2016). 

Political parties have a key role in recruitment (Kenny and Verge 2016; Dittmar 

2015), but they are not the only political actors of note. Some scholars have argued that 

the gap in recruitment between Republican and Democratic women stems from political 

activists rather than parties. Fox and Lawless find that “Republican women (25%) are just 

as likely as Democratic women (23%) to report recruitment from party leaders” (Fox and 

Lawless 2010, page 314). Fox and Lawless then attribute the recruitment gap to 

differences in Party activists, as thirty-six percent of Democratic women, compared to 

24% of Republican women, have been recruited to run for office by a political activist in 

the community" (Fox and Lawless 2010). By accounting for “activists,” Fox and Lawless 

are highlighting the role of women’s organizations as actors outside of the party structure 

recruiting women candidates.  

Like activists, women’s organizations work alongside parties, mitigating the 

severity of the overall gender gap in recruitment (Lawless and Fox 2010) and ambition 

(Foos and Gilardi 2020; Preece, Stoddard, and Fisher 2016). Women’s organizations can 

have key impacts in recruiting and supporting women candidates (Rozell 2000; Kreitzer 

and Osborn 2019; Piscopo 2019).  Although the party literature on recruitment is 

extensive (Crowder-Meyer 2013; Sanbonmatsu 2006a), specific research on women’s 
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organizations and recruitment is quite sparse and what exists generally focuses on a small 

number of groups (Dittmar 2015).  

Preliminary evidence suggests women’s organizations that focus on candidate 

support saw a tremendous increase in women wanting to run for office. One pro-choice 

Democratic organization, EMILY’s List, indicates that while 920 women contacted them 

about seeking office during the 2016 election cycle, 34,000 women contacted EMILY’s 

List in the year after the 2016 election (List 2018). Did all women’s groups experience 

this rise of candidates, or only some groups?  

3. Expectations 

Donald Trump’s 2016 election likely affected the pool of candidates that could be 

recruited by women’s groups. However, certain groups are likely to experience different 

outcomes based on their Democratic, Republican, or nonpartisan identity. The 

organizations’ identity likely impacts the overall response to changing candidate pools. 

Donald Trump’s election in 2016 feasibly interacted with two features of the group’s 

identity, the pre-existing candidate pools and longstanding partisan culture. These 

features likely minimized the change in recruitment for Republican women’s groups and 

increased change for Democratic and nonpartisan organizations. 

First, considering candidate pools, more women identify as Democrats than 

Republicans (Box-Steffensmeier, De Boef, and Lin 2004), Democratic women’s groups 

will already have access to a greater pool of female potential candidates. Anecdotal 

evidence from EMILY’s List that reported a flood of interest from Democratic women in 

their organizations. However, often this more subjective data revolves around the 
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perspective of national Democratic groups, or candidates themselves, rather than 

reflecting the larger population of women’s groups. 

A second reason to expect differences in recruitment from women’s organization 

is the differences in party culture. Exploring the women’s organizations’ cultures, 

particularly their partisan cultures, suggests a complicated dynamic Republican women’s 

organizations exist in.  The Republican Party advocates for a high degree of party loyalty, 

“doctrinal purity,” and gender-blindness (Freeman 1986; Grossmann and Hopkins 2015). 

The Republican Party culture of hierarchy and avoidance of “identity politics” (Freeman 

1986; Grossmann and Hopkins 2015), is unlikely to support changing candidate pools 

that highlight an increase in women candidates. Conversely, the Democratic Party’s 

culture is generally associated with supporting women, as it is seen as pluralistic and 

more apt to respond to women’s demands (Freeman 1986; Grossmann and Hopkins 2015; 

Crowder-Meyer and Cooperman 2018). The party is known for being identity conscious 

and working on behalf of varied demographic groups. Due to the unique partisan identity 

and pre-existing candidate pools, I expect Democratic and Republican groups to report 

different changes in the recruitment of candidates. Democratic organizations will likely 

see drastic differences in the candidate pools of recruitable candidates, while Republican 

groups are unlikely to see a change in their pools of candidates, particularly concerning 

the lack of women in office. 

Nonpartisan groups have their own unique issues, stakeholders, and cultures. 

However, there is significantly less research on the identity of nonpartisan organizations, 

or their pre-existing recruitment norms. The larger dissertation project has illustrated the 

similarities between nonpartisan and Democratic groups in values, perceptions, and 
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understandings concerning women candidates. Consequently, I expect this similarity to 

continue when exploring recruitment, meaning I expect nonpartisan groups to report 

changes in their candidate pool after Trump’s election in 2016. 

4. Methods 

Like the prior chapters, I use two different studies to analyze how the candidates that 

could be recruited changed in 2016. For state-based women’s groups, I distribute an 

online survey. Women’s organizations were asked, “since the election of President 

Donald Trump in 2016, has your organization found it easier or harder to recruit the 

following types of candidates?” Different candidate identities were presented. For 

example, organizations would have to decide if recruiting candidates under 30 were 

easier, harder, or neither easier nor harder after Donald Trump’s election in 2016. These 

identities ranged in ideology, age, party, gender, and race. The order of these identities 

was randomized. I also provide a free-response question, stating, “What about your work, 

if anything, has changed after the election of President Trump?” Using a content-based 

text analysis, I identified and analyze the occurrence of repeated phrases utilizing an in 

vivo coding methodology. This coding methods looks for common trends, noting the 

specific change that occurred, and if that change was framed as positive or negative. 

To complement my survey of state-based women’s organizations in the U.S., I 

conducted in-depth interviews with leaders of national women’s organizations. These 

interviews provide opportunities to add further depth and nuance to my analyses of 

changing recruitment from women’s organizations. During these interviews, I asked 

national organizations a similar open response question; inquiring if anything about their 
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organization has changed since the election of Donald Trump. I transcribed the audio 

recordings of interviews, and then analyzed the transcripts. Table 6 depicts a table of 

coding examples for quotes that count as positive changes, negative changes, and no 

changes.  

These findings speak to how the pool of candidates that could be recruited by 

women’s groups changed in the wake of the 2016 election. Understanding the changes in 

recruitment is consequential for gender representation, as well as other forms of 

representation. Exploring this data can illustrate the various structural and cultural 

responses from women’s groups post-2016, and provides greater information into the rise 

of women candidates in 2018.   
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Table 6: Table of Coding Examples

Code Quote

No Change • “We haven’t seen a huge shift in who we train.”

• “I have not seen or heard anything di↵erent.”

Negative Change • “there’s not as much value on public service right

now. . . That’s been a challenge.”

• “With the election of president Trump, I feel as

though some women are choosing to kind of take a

back seat. They may, they may not want to be hav-

ing the media scrutiny with, with the simple question

of can you be a Republican woman and still support

or do you still support the president?”

• “And it seems like as time goes on, there’s less

and less respect and less stability, and I think, you

know, and we think that that is discouraging. So

many women who might otherwise be interested in

running for o�ce”

• “These women are grieving alone. They’re talking

on Facebook. Some of them can’t send their kids

to school. They’re crying every day. They’re really

upset.”

Positive Change • “There are, there are more, more people now run-

ning for Congress and stepping up, but that’s good.”

• “We saw a surge in 2017 and 2018 with more

women candidates. There’s definitely been a surge

of women who are more willing to run for o�ce.”

• “In 2017, the desire to fund state and local races

went up. Our budget essentially doubled, because

we could fundraise in a double capacity. Women got

on the ballot on the ballot.”

• “There’s so many women who are running because

of that, that have come to us.”

• “After Trump you know, there was a surge of young

women running for o�ce at the federal and state and

local level. And I think we made more endorsements

than ever last cycle. And we’re really proud of that

helped elect bunch of young, new young women to

Congress and to at the state and local level.”
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5. Results State Survey 

Recruitment Changes for State Groups 

When asked about women candidates, all nonpartisan and Democratic groups noted how 

it was easier to recruit women candidates’ post-2016. Figure 29 depicts this finding, as all 

Democratic groups and all Nonpartisan groups noted it was easier to recruit women after 

2016. In contrast, Republican groups were more divided. Only 29% of Republican groups 

noted it was easier to elect women. Interestingly, 14% of Republican groups responded 

that it was harder to elect women, suggesting a negative impact of Trump’s election.85  

 

For comparison, when asked about men candidates, the majority of all groups 

responded that recruitment was the same post the 2016 election. Figure 30 depicts this 

response across women’s groups. A majority of Republican, Democratic, and nonpartisan 

groups responded that recruitment of men was the same.  

 
85 Nearly 60% of Republican groups did not answer this question, which may suggest an 
avoidance in addressing the impact Trump’s election had on Republican women candidates.  



 181 

 

Importantly, it was not just women’s recruitment patterns that changed in 

response to Trump’s election. Across multiple different types of candidates, Republican 

women’s groups consistently reported no changes to their recruitment, while nonpartisan 

and Democratic women’s groups reported great ease in electing a diverse set of 

candidates.86 For example, Figure 31 depicts responses when groups are asked about 

changes in the recruitment of candidates under 30. Evidenced in the figure, 90% of 

Democratic groups and 70% of nonpartisan group report easier recruitment for candidates 

under 30. Conversely, Republican groups note no difference in the recruitment of young 

candidates.  

 
86 The complete survey results for the recruitment of groups is found in the Appendix, section A6, 
Figures A8-A11. Within the appendix, results for candidates of various ages, ideologies, races, 
and alternative candidates (such as veteran status) are found.  
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Likewise, when asked about recruitment of candidates of different races, it 

appears that the recruitment of white candidates generally remained the same after 2016 

for all groups. However, when asked about candidates of other races, nonpartisan and 

Democratic groups again report differences in recruitment. For example, in Figure 32, 

90% of Democratic and nonpartisan groups reported that it was easier to recruit black 

candidates post-2016. Yet, the majority of Republican groups (71%) did not report a 

change. Similarly, 70% of Democratic groups and 60% of nonpartisan groups report an 

ease in recruiting Latino candidates. Although the pattern is muted for Asian candidates, 

there is similar results, suggesting an increased ease in recruiting minority candidates.  
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A similar pattern was found when asked about the recruitment of different 

ideologies. Figure 33 depicts changes in the recruitment of Liberal candidates after 2016. 

Across all party affiliations, most groups report no change in recruitment for both 

moderate and conservative candidates. However, when asked about liberal candidates, 

the majority of Democratic and nonpartisan groups (about 75% of groups) report that the 

recruitment of liberal candidates is easier post-2016.  
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Finally, groups were asked about the different recruitment of alternative 

candidates, such as class-based differences, LGBTQ candidates, and veteran candidates. 

The recruitment of LGBTQ groups reflects the pattern previously found in young, liberal, 

women, and minority candidates.  Depicted in Figure 34, Democratic and nonpartisan 

groups report easier recruitment for LGBTQ and working-class candidates, while most 

Republican groups report no change. 90% of Democratic groups and 80% of nonpartisan 

groups report ease in recruiting LGBTQ. Conversely, all Republican women’s groups 

report the same recruitment for LGBTQ candidates as before 2016.  
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Open Response Recruitment Changes for State Groups 

In addition to this quantitative assessment, the qualitative open response gauges open 

responses to how the organization’s work supporting and recruiting candidates has 

changed since the election of Donald Trump. Table 7 lists the most common responses, 

along with the total number of comments made. 

  

Consistent with earlier trends, Table 7 indicates that many Democratic and Nonpartisan 

groups reiterated Trump’s effect on recruitment of women, women’s mobilization, and 

overall increased engagement. One respondent noted, “We have seen an increase in 

applications, interest, and support of our work.” This response was common, as groups 

<latexit sha1_base64="dcAtvefokzj85B63/otHwqNgH/g="></latexit>

Table 7: Survey Open Responses to Changes Post-2016

Republican Nonpartisan Democratic

Increased Engagement 0 17 3

Increases Women Running 0 16 2

Emotional Shifts / Increased Partisanship 3 8 3

Organizational Changes 0 6 1

Nothing Changed 3 0 0
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noted the increase in women who attended candidate training, donated, or wanted to run 

for office. Comments concerning this increased engagement or increase in women 

running for office made up at least half of all comments from women’s groups. 

Groups attributed this increased recruitment of women to a shift in emotions for 

their organization’s members. Many respondents used words like “hatred,” “angrier,” 

“MAD,” and “traumatic” when describing how Trump has changed their organization’s 

work. One respondent emphatically wrote, “I often hear that women feel they HAVE to 

fight. There is a sense of being on the right side of history and being able to tell our 

children and grandchildren what we did to fight this man.” This respondent indicates the 

belief that women are in an active confrontation against Trump and articulates concern 

about a legacy associated with combating Trump. These emotional comments are closely 

connected to another group of comments concerning Trump’s effect on partisanship. 

Many of these comments directly insinuate that partisanship has increased due to 

Trump’s presence. For example, one Republican group noted that one change for their 

organization is an “increased hatred from Democrats.” 

A much smaller collection of organizations noted structural changes that had to 

occur in response to the altered candidate pools. Under this category, respondents 

mentioned logistical changes, such as an increase in strategic partnerships, a change in 

the curriculum of training programs, or increased activism on a specific topic. Multiple 

groups mentioned a renewed sense of urgency that has impacted their organization’s 

culture. 

Finally, although there were few comments on this topic overall, a substantial 

group of Republican women’s groups responded that Trump had not changed anything 
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about their work or candidate recruitment (27% of all Republican comments). Comments 

reporting nothing “nothing changed” about the organization after 2016 are unique to 

Republican groups. One respondent wrote, “Nothing. We stay true to our purposes and 

our goals.” Here, the respondent is separating the organization from the external 

environment, particularly Trump. Another respondent noted, “Nothing, our focus is in 

our own backyard. If Trump does come up, we talk about it. But honestly, it hasn’t been 

an issue in our program.”  

6. Results National Interviews 

Recruitment for National Groups 

When interviewing national women’s groups, I asked organizational leaders what 

changes their organization saw in the wake of Donald Trump’s election. Analyses of the 

in-depth interviews demonstrate that data gathered from a different population using an 

alternative method nevertheless reveal similar conclusions as can be formed from my 

survey data. Similar to the key findings from the survey, nonpartisan and Democratic 

interview respondents described a change in the pool of eligible candidates to be 

recruited. Conversely, Republican women’s groups do not note any changes in the 

candidate pools in the wake of Trump’s election.  

During interviews, many nonpartisan and Democratic women’s groups described 

a “surge.” This surge is more than an increase in women candidates (although many 

groups specifically mentioned the increase in women candidates). Groups also mentioned 

an increase in funding, donors, volunteers, new women’s groups, and urgency. One 

nonpartisan group, IGNITE, describes the surge by saying, “when the Women’s March 
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happened, everything exploded… We’ve been dealing with demand that is anywhere 

from 300% to 500% of what it was prior to 2016, and it kept up… Like 70 people are 

showing up for a meeting that’s supposed to be for 30 people.”87 Another group called 

this moment a “massive re-engagement of women,”88 and another noted that the election 

“invited more women to get out here and get involved and run for office.”89  

Similarly, the Electing Women PAC eloquently commented that Trump’s election 

meant, “women realized that it mattered that they stayed on the sideline and that they 

really could have an impact by getting involved, and that we provided an opportunity, a 

place for women to engage who had not engaged in politics before.”90 The Electing 

Women PAC is observing an important element that the women who are reaching out to 

the organization post-2016 are often new to politics, which contrasts the idea that those 

with the most experience are interested in running for elected positions. Other 

organizations noted this distinction as well, commenting on how inexperienced most of 

the interested new recruits are.  

Conservative and Republican organizations stood out by not discussing an 

emergence of energy, urgency, or change in the candidate pools. Instead, groups with 

close partisans’ ties, such as Maggie’s List, noted, “I have not seen or heard anything 

different, No I have not, truly.”91 If Republican groups did mention a change in the pools 

of candidates, the change was primarily negative. One Republican group noted that 

Trump makes it difficult to be Republican women if one does not fully support the 

 
87 Anne Moses, interviewed by Author, Phone, September 2019 
88 Rielly Karsh and Danielle Davies, interview by Author, Phone, August 2019 
89 Virgie Rollins, interviewed by Author, Phone, August 2019 
90 Heather Lurie, interviewed by Author, Phone, August 2019 
91 Judith Albertelli, interviewed by Author, Phone, September 2019 
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President. Yet, another noted an increase in the lack of respect for Republican women 

running for office. These responses stand out because they are the few statements that do 

not refer to a positive growth. 

Responding with New Programs and New Organizations 

As previously stated, the influx of women interested in running for office was composed 

a large group of political novices. The nonpartisan Women’s Campaign School at Yale 

had to respond to this increase of political novices with an entirely new program. Patti 

Russo, the executive director at the Campaign School, recalled that, 

“After the 2016 presidential election, women just started calling us. It was really 

after the first global Women’s March in 2017 in January that we were slammed 

with calls from women that marched, saying they wanted to run for office. As I 

started returning those calls, I discovered that a third of women weren’t registered 

to vote. And I said, “I’m going to give you a local political homework 

assignment. The first thing to do is register to vote this week.” Then the second 

third were registered, but did not vote in the 2016 election because the candidates 

were so similar, they couldn’t make up their minds, so two-thirds of the women 

who reached out to us were not ready to run! We needed to raise money to create 

a whole new level of training for women who have newly discovered a passion 

for politics but don’t have the foundational skill set to launch themselves 

effectively. So we created a one day intensive on the basics.”92 

 
92 Patti Russo, interviewed by Author, Phone, August 2019 
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Russo articulates a change in the candidate pool and how organizations often need to 

respond to these changes to be most effective. To accommodate the type of candidate 

reaching out for support, the Women’s Campaign School at Yale had to create a new 

program, as their existing infrastructure was insufficient under this new context. 

Overwhelmingly, these excited political novices were Democratic women who were 

motivated to run for office by Trump’s presence. In addition to Democratic women, 

candidates of color mobilized. Higher Heights, a group dedicated to supporting women of 

color, noted the increase in minority women candidates running for office in 2018.93 

Even larger than programs, entire women’s groups arose in response to changing 

candidate pools. Founder of WAVE (Women for American Values and Ethics) started the 

women’s organizations in response to “seeing a lot of my friends on social media saying 

how upset they were with the election… These women are grieving along… They’re 

crying every day. And I just felt like we needed to bring women together and see what we 

can do.”94 After sharing feelings of grief about the election over some wine, the group 

progressed to political action and advocacy, attended the Women’s March, advocated for 

immigrant and undocumented families, ran voter registration drives, and eventually 

created a PAC and organizational structure. 

Nonpartisan Group Challenges 

Some nonpartisan groups noted a change in strategy, which is directly related to their 

nonpartisan identity. Running Start noted, “we’ve just become extra sensitive to the fact 

 
93 Glynda Carr, interviewed by Author, Phone, September 2019 
94 Joanna Weiss, interviewed by Author, Phone, September 2019 
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that we need to be nonpartisan.”95Additionally, some groups have found it more difficult 

to recruit speakers for panels from the administration, or interest from members 

concerning the administration. For example, the nonpartisan group, the Public Leadership 

Education Network, reported that young women (whom they direct their educational 

seminars) have been less drawn to the federal government, creating new obstacles for 

their organization and changes to programming. 

Groups centered on specific issues reported that a changed political environment 

creating unique obstacles for their group. For example, WAND (Women’s Action for 

New Directions), a group that focuses on nuclear weapons, noted that, “with the help of a 

senior advisor, John Bolton, [Trump] obliterated arms control treaties. And that has had a 

huge effect on our work. In the past, the organization worked in tandem with other people 

in our space in D.C. Since he has come to office, that has definitely changed.”96 Here, 

WAND is noting that the political environment, and ability to make political contacts and 

connections has shifted under this administration. Similarly, the Vote Mama group noted, 

“you’ll have a full messaging calendar, and then all of a sudden Trump announces his 

plan to put up the wall and is now taking away daycare from military family, and we need 

to talk about it because in so many ways military daycare is the gold standard.”97 For a 

group dedicated to issues impacting the family, Vote Mama must react to these changes 

in proposed policy. 

 
95 Mellissa Richmond, interviewed by Author, Phone September 2019 
96 Representative, interview by Phone, August 2019 
97 Sarah Rowen, interviewed by Author, Phone, September 2019 
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7. Discussion 

This study examined recruitment changes in the wake of Trump’s 2016 election from the 

perspective of women’s organizations. Given the importance of organizations in 

supporting women candidates – from the recruitment stage through campaign training 

and funding, it is critical to understand not only whether individual women sought to 

become more politically active in the wake  of Trump’s election but also whether there is 

infrastructure in place ready to assist them. Previous studies have not fully explored the 

perspective of women’s groups. This study confirms the increase of women’s 

engagement, particularly in candidates that are women, young, progressive, or minorities.  

Both the survey and interviews reinforced the theme that Trump’s election 

expanded Democratic and nonpartisan women’s organizations’ roles and scope. When 

considering recruitment, state Democratic groups rarely note that recruitment post-2016 

was harder. Instead, Democratic state groups reported substantial ease in recruiting 

women, Black and Latino candidates, working-class, liberal, LGBTQ candidates, and 

candidates under 30 years old. This ease of recruitment paralleled the demographic shifts 

of who ran in 2018, as women and minorities flooded the candidate pool and made 

record-breaking shifts into elected positions (Schneider 2018). National groups reported 

similar growth. For example, some national Democratic groups formed in the wake of the 

2016 election, and others reported the growth of their donor bases, members, candidates 

to support, and organizational urgency. Overall, Democratic groups seem to acknowledge 

changes due to Trump’s election, reporting small tangible changes (such as messaging, 

increased donors, or increased interest) and abstract changes (such as increased energy or 

emotional shifts). 
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Like Democratic groups, state nonpartisan groups acknowledge similar changes in 

recruitment post-2016. Nonpartisan groups note that it was easier to recruit LGBTQ, 

working-class, liberal, Latino, women, and black candidates after Trump’s election. The 

ease of recruiting liberal candidates, who are likely Democratic, compared to recruiting 

conservative candidates, who are likely Republican, can also partially explain the 

growing partisan gender gap. Although nonpartisan groups primarily report growth in 

their organizations, they also report added pressures to ‘appear’ nonpartisan and 

increased difficulty responding to Trump’s policy proposals and political environment. 

Compared to other women’s groups, Republican women’s groups are an anomaly. 

Republican groups report no change in recruitment post-2016. At the state level, 

Republican groups do not report any substantial changes in the recruitment post-2016. 

Likewise, national groups do not acknowledge any significant changes in the candidate 

pools and do not mention any growth associated with 2016. What explains the lack of 

change for Republican women’s groups? 

The lack of change in the recruitment pools is likely due to two overarching 

factors. First, the pre-existing pool of women candidates for Republican groups is 

different than the pool for Democratic and nonpartisan groups. Although the Republican 

Party still has a large portion of support from white women, the majority of women tend 

to affiliate with the Democratic Party. Trump’s 2016 election sparked a response from the 

larger pool of candidates who are women, young people, liberal-leaning, and racial 

minorities. These candidates tend to seek support from Democratic and nonpartisan 

women’s groups rather than Republican women’s groups. 
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A second factor impacting the change in recruitment is the longstanding partisan 

cultures. Democratic Party culture is more pluralistic and group-based, compared to 

Republican Party cultures, which tend to avoid addressing “identity.” Partisan women’s 

organizations reflect these partisan cultures and party responses to group-based claims. 

Due to these cultural differences, Republican groups are less likely to recognize changing 

candidate pools that highlight an increase in women and minority candidates. Conversely, 

Democratic groups are primed to be identity conscious and receptive to changing 

candidate pools. 

Although they lack a party identity and culture, nonpartisan groups are most 

similar to Democratic women’s groups. Prior chapters have emphasized that nonpartisan 

organizations perceive their environment and the gender gap similarly to Democratic 

organizations. These nonpartisan groups also report similar recruitment patterns to their 

Democratic counterparts, further solidifying the comparable nature of Democratic and 

nonpartisan women’s groups and the uniqueness of Republican women’s groups. 

8. Conclusion 

In the wake of Trump’s election in 2016, there was a visible increase in women’s 

engagement. This chapter has investigated what type of candidate was more easily 

recruited in the wake of the 2016 election and what capacity women’s organizations have 

to support those changing recruits. It appears that Democratic and nonpartisan groups 

found a change in the recruitment pools, noting ease in recruiting women and minority 

candidates and substantial growth for their organizations. Conversely, Republican 

women’s groups do not report changes in their recruitment nor growth for their 
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organizations. These results suggest the importance of an organization’s identity, party 

culture, and pre-existing pool of candidates. 

The results have four main implications. First, results reinforce that organizational 

identity is key to understanding how organizations respond to changes in the pool of 

candidates. For example, Republican women’s groups likely avoided acknowledging 

changes in the candidate pools to maintain partisan loyalty while maintaining their 

identity as a women’s organization. This response could be logical for groups with close 

partisan ties, who may rely on the associated party for support. If so, it may be rational to 

‘avoid’ or ignore negative changes in response to Trump to maintain organizational 

harmony.  

Another implication is for nonpartisan groups. It appears that, in addition to 

growth, nonpartisan groups reported difficulty maintaining their “nonpartisan” label and 

identity in the wake of a highly polarizing candidate. For Trump specifically, opposing 

statements or policy proposals made by Trump were often seen as opposing the 

Republican Party entirely. Yet, due to the desire to be nonpartisan, these groups had to 

respond to Trump’s presence strategically. Despite a nonpartisan identity, these groups 

report nearly identical changes to the pool of recruited candidates as Democratic 

organizations report. 

Third, this project’s findings hold implications for Republican women’s groups. It 

does not appear as if Trump’s presence positively impacted Republican women’s 

organizations’ growth of candidate pools in the wake of the election. Even recruitment of 

women was unaltered by Trump’s election for Republican women’s groups. This lack of 

change in recruitment of women has implications for the partisan gender gap or disparity 
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in representation between Democratic and Republican women (Crowder-Meyer and 

Cooperman 2018; Lauderdale and Crowder-Meyer 2014; Elder 2008; Thomsen 2015; 

Thomsen and Swers 2017). Furthermore, this finding adds theoretical context to the 

scholarship on the out-sized effect female donor networks have for Democratic women 

(Crespin and Deitz 2010; Francia 2001). Additionally, this finding leads to more 

questions about Republican women’s groups' ability to capitalize on Trump. Was there 

any way for these groups to acknowledge and use Trump to increase their infrastructure? 

Or were the groups with close partisan ties destine to reflect the larger Republican Party 

culture of loyalty and hierarchy and thus avoid confronting the “Trump Effect”? 

The lack of impact of Trump's election on candidate pools for Republican 

women’s groups makes the 2020 rise of Republican candidates running for office all the 

more interesting. In 2020, the share of Republican female candidates increased by nearly 

14% (Conroy 2020a). In similar echoes to 2018, women’s groups claim increased interest 

from Republican women, such as the relatively new Lyndon B. Johnson Women’s 

Campaign School or the Women’s Campaign School at Yale (Rodriguez 2020). Scholars 

have yet to understand what prompted this change in the candidate pools, nor to fully 

assess the extent of this change in recruitment pools. It is possible that while Democratic 

women and minorities were inspired to run due to Trump’s election, Republican women 

were inspired to run because of the success Democratic women and minorities found in 

2018. Future scholarship exploring the shifting candidate pools would elucidate these 

puzzling changes. 

Finally, this chapter’s findings have large implications for the representation of 

diverse candidates. Although the chapter stresses the rise of women candidate recruitment 
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in 2018, it also draws attention to the many other types of candidates whose recruitment 

changed after 2016. Changes in the pools of candidates being recruited by women’s 

organizations have a large impact on representation. Women and minorities are still 

underrepresented in American politics. However, the identities of candidates often 

historically denied from elected office had a moment in the wake of 2016, as Trump 

ignited political ambition within in these individuals. This change in recruitment pools 

produced one of the most diverse Congresses thus far. The increased diversity of 

governing bodies has symbolic and substantive impacts, as diverse representation means 

women and minorities tend to be represented in a legislative agenda (Mansbridge 1999; 

Minta and Brown 2014; Juenke and Preuhs 2012). The connection between developing 

and supporting diverse candidate pools and having diverse representation underscores the 

importance of studying changes to the pool of eligible candidates that can be recruited, as 

well as the capacity of organizations to support changes in the candidate pools. 

Going beyond individual psychologies and focusing on the perspectives of 

women’s groups confirms that recruitment has changed since the election of Trump. 

Women and minorities sought support from Democratic and nonpartisan groups at record 

levels of engagement. The relative silence from Republican women’s groups suggests 

that Trump was a problem for these organizations rather than an asset. Understanding 

women’s organizations as key actors in candidate recruitment and studying how they 

respond to the environment is key in depicting the larger story of women’s mobilization. 
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 

1. Introduction 

In July 2019, the New York Times published an article titled, ‘It Can’t Be Worse,’ which 

described Republican women working to “rebuild” campaign support in the wake of 

2018. The article attributed the rise of Democratic women in 2018 and the simultaneous 

“failure” of Republican women to infrastructure. As the author says, the lack of 

Republican women “is because the deeper problem is very simple: Democratic women 

have a bench. Republican women don’t” (Astor 2019). The results of this dissertation 

suggest that this framing of a lack of infrastructure is not the complete picture. Focusing 

exclusively on an infrastructural disparity obscures the cultural obstacles that Republican 

women’s groups face. In better understanding the partisan gender gap and lack of support 

Republican women receive, it is apparent that a genderblind partisan culture influences 

Republican women’s groups. Furthermore, these infrastructure narratives often fail to 

account for the nonpartisan groups and their unique dynamics when supporting 

Republican women.  

By moving beyond the journalistic narratives, this dissertation explored the 

underlying motivations behind support patterns. A key contribution of this dissertation is 

highlighting the role of women’s groups as an additional factor in understanding the 

partisan gender gap. This work contributes to the growing literature exploring the role 

and limitations of women’s groups developing a candidate pipeline. In concluding this 

project, I first review the findings presented in this dissertation. I will then outline the 

scholarly and applied implications of this work. Finally, I consider the future of 
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Republican women and Republican women’s groups, speculating on how these findings 

align with the rise of Republican women candidates in 2020. 

This project began by questioning why the partisan gender gap exists and 

highlighting the role of women’s organizations as an additional explanation in 

understanding this gap. I explore the variations in the support provided by women’s 

groups and the motivations behind these support variations. After introducing the project 

and the theory of organizational ambivalence, in Chapter 3, I describe the current role of 

women’s organizations. Utilizing newly collected data on the demographics of women’s 

groups, I depict where organizations function, why organizations function, and how these 

groups support candidates. This analysis reveals the diversity of women’s groups in the 

U.S. and the increasing importance of partisan cleaves between groups. Chapter 4 depicts 

which candidates receive support from these groups, utilizing an original data set of 

national and state women’s groups’ financial contributions and endorsements over the 

last four decades. I find that Democratic women receive the majority of support from 

women’s groups, while Republican women appear neglected by nonpartisan groups and 

denied individual support from Republican groups. 

Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 explore the motivations behind support patterns. 

Together, findings from a survey of state groups and interviews with national women’s 

groups suggest that Republican women’s groups are unique in motivations, perceptions 

of their environment, and women's support. In Chapter 5, I find that nearly all Republican 

women’s groups reflect Republican Party cultural values of “gender-blindness.” Using a 

framework of organizational ambivalence, I provide suggestive examples of Republican 

women’s groups being torn between a desire to support women and a desire to uphold 
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Republican Party values. Conversely, I illustrate that Democratic women’s groups often 

have mutually reinforcing goals due to their party’s identity awareness and pluralistic or 

group-centric party culture. Chapter 6 demonstrates that nonpartisan organizations also 

serve a crucial role in providing support to Democratic women candidates. Although 

many nonpartisan organizations express a strong desire to reflect a “nonpartisan” identity 

and support Republican women candidates, nonpartisan groups primarily support 

Democratic women. These nonpartisan groups are impacted by the issues they center the 

group on, the pre-existing candidate pool, and their similarity with Democratic women 

impacts which candidates receive support.  

Chapter 7 explored how Trump’s election in 2016 affect candidate recruitment for 

women’s groups. I find that Republican women’s groups did not acknowledge changes in 

candidate pools due to Trump’s presence. Conversely, Democratic and nonpartisan 

women’s groups articulated a growth and upheaval post- 2016. Democratic and 

Nonpartisan groups recognized a shift in the candidate pool for 2016, with a rise of 

women, minorities, and young people. Results emphasize group identity’s impact on 

organizational recruitment patterns and stress the importance of partisan infrastructure 

differences for diverse democratic representation. 

2. Implications  

Applied Implications  

Activists and those operating women’s groups can hopefully gain some deeper insight 

from this project. First, this dissertation allows women's groups to assess the diversity of 

organizations that exist and the role of women’s groups in U.S. politics. Chapter 3 
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suggested that many women's groups are interconnected.  From the candidate’s 

perspective, any women’s organizations are already engaging in a network-style of 

support. Candidates may get funding from one organization, recruitment from another, 

and training from a third. It can be a relief for groups to realize that they are working 

within a larger network and to use opportunities to collaborate. Additionally, seeing the 

various modes of support provided by women's groups in Chapter 3 ideally encourages 

group introspection about what the larger network of support looks like for candidates the 

organization cater to. In other words, assessing the support provided by groups and 

determining where groups can uniquely "fill" the gaps in support. For example, seeing 

that few Republican groups utilize recruitment or endorsements can provide guidance for 

new Republican groups on the support Republican candidates may need.  

Simultaneously, Chapter 3 suggested the various identities and elements that 

makeup women's groups, such as different tax statuses, ages, ideologies. A key cleavage 

noted in the dissertation is the distinction in partisan identities, particularly the 

differences between Democratic, Republican, and nonpartisan women's groups. The 

dissertation illustrates that partisan identity or nonpartisan identity impacts groups in 

ways they may not be consciously aware of. Scholars and practitioners alike need to 

consider the distinctions between partisan groups.   

Democratic women’s groups may read this dissertation with a sense of pride in 

their ability to support women. Their effort and focus on recruitment and training appear 

paramount to their success in developing a women candidate pipeline. However, it is 

critical to understand the pressures that Democratic groups may still feel supporting and 

incorporating partisan values. Knowing the value of their own pluralistic party culture is 
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an asset to these groups, as they occasionally conflict with their party. Democratic groups 

like Emerge are strong examples for modelling a balance between supporting their party 

values and supporting women. Emerge does occasionally conflict with the Democratic 

Party, and occasionally supports the party, illustrating an ability to combine multiple 

goals of supporting women and supporting party values.  

Republican women’s groups have the most to gain from this project’s findings. 

This dissertation highlighted the connection between institutional and cultural obstacles 

for Republican women’s groups. Republican women’s groups who want to provide 

exclusive support to women may need to separate themselves from the party or be willing 

to engage in productive conflict with the party. Thoughtfully crafting isolated space and 

resources for Republican women candidates is key to developing women candidates' 

pipeline. Although it may feel counter to party norms, developing gender boundaries for 

support may be key to providing Republican women candidates the resources needed to 

run for office. Without developing infrastructure to appeal to exclusively Republican 

women and encouraging exclusively Republican women to run for office, the Republican 

pool of candidates will likely continue to be occupied with majority male candidates. 

Additionally, this dissertation has highlighted the need for Republican women’s 

groups (specifically older Republican women’s groups with greater access to resources 

and legitimacy) to spend time recruiting candidates. Providing financial support and 

training is critical. Many Republican women’s groups do not specify what support they 

would provide. Focusing on reaching out to Republican women specifically and 

normalizing asking Republican women to run for office is critical to encourage more 

Republican women to run for office.  
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Nonpartisan organizations have greater diversity in their organizational aims, 

influencing the implications nonpartisan groups can take from this project. About 24% of 

all women’s groups in this study centered their identity on an issue. These organizations 

are likely less concerned about appealing to supporting Republican women candidates or 

appealing to diverse candidates. However, issue-neutral nonpartisan organizations 

interested in supporting a more nonpartisan identity and nonpartisan impact can engage in 

three critical practices to support this aim.  

First, nonpartisan groups can clarify their messaging concerning who is eligible 

for support. Clearly stating that Republican women are welcome additions to their group 

can combat a perceived feeling of being “excluded” from women’s organizations. Many 

nonpartisan groups noted their attempt to bring in Republican speakers, have Republican 

board members, and support Republican women. Yet, these efforts have little impact if 

Republican women do not initially see a place for them in the organization. Directly 

identifying that Republican women have a place in the nonpartisan women’s organization 

can confront the association between “women” and the Democratic party (Winters 2010).   

Second, nonpartisan groups interested in supporting more Republican women can 

invest time and resources into recruiting women’s organizations. Many nonpartisan 

groups lamented the candidate pool's restrictions but did not take an active role in 

changing the composition of the candidate pool.  When assessing the different modes of 

support nonpartisan groups used, only 11% of nonpartisan groups utilized recruitment 

compared to 43% of Democratic groups. Utilizing recruitment and actively asking 

women to run for office early on could impacts later elements of the pipeline, such as 

which candidates attend campaign training, or are eligible for financial support.  
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Third, nonpartisan groups can partner with Republican women’s groups to 

establish their support of Republican women. Collaborative events illustrate that 

Republican women are welcome at nonpartisan groups and can be highly successful in 

developing increased support for Republican women.  The Women’s Campaign School at 

Yale partnered with the Republican Women for Progress and reported greater success at 

bringing more Republican women into the candidate pool. In 2019, the nonpartisan 

Women’s Campaign School at Yale received “triple the number of applications from 

Republicans as last year” (Fitzpatrick, Welker, and Abou-Sabe 2019). It may seem odd 

for a nonpartisan group to carve out exclusive space for Republican women. However, if 

a nonpartisan group is interested in have a more nonpartisan impact, the nonpartisan 

group needs to develop clearly identified space Republican women.   

Theoretical Implications  

For scholars interested in women’s groups, multiple theoretical implications stem from 

this project. First, this work encourages political scientists to pay greater attention to 

organizational sciences and organizations. Borrowing from this discipline can encourage 

greater creativity and recognition of the limits political groups inherently face due to 

structure. Additionally, within the candidate emergence literature, exploring 

organizations means focusing on a unit of analysis that does not often get attention. 

Rather than the candidate themselves, studying the organization's collective action 

provides another lens into how candidates develop.  

Another theoretical implication from this project is a clear depiction of the 

typography of women’s groups definitions. Identifying the various definitions allows 

scholars to identify the variations in how women’s groups are defined and how that 
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definition impacts findings. I proposed a new way to define women’s groups that allows 

for greater accounting for Republican women’s groups. This definition leads to a final 

key implication. By defining women’s groups in a way that will not overlook groups of 

Republican women supporting various genders of candidates, changes the narrative that 

Republican women lack infrastructural support. Although Republican women’s groups 

exist in comparable numbers to Democratic women’s groups, there is a clear difference in 

the amount of funding available for Republican women’s groups compared to 

Democratic women’s groups. This finding suggests the expected difference in 

infrastructure between Democratic and Republican women’s groups, which is 

exaggerated by Nonpartisan groups overwhelmingly supporting Democratic women. 

However, this project's largest theoretical implication is connecting and 

comparing institutional and cultural obstacles for candidate emergence. In other words, it 

is not just infrastructural difference that impacts the support. Republican women receive. 

A characteristic-based definition that accounts for Republican women’s groups 

complicates the narrative that there is “no EMILY’s LIST for the right.” Simultaneously, 

the variations in who receives support and the lack of individualized support to women 

suggest that both infrastructural and cultural rationales can explain the lack of support. 

Republican women receive. It is not exclusively a lack of available support that impacts 

the support Republican women receive. A decision not to provide exclusive support to 

women influences the women candidate’s pipeline development. The Republican 

women’s group's connection and reflection of Republican Party culture impact the 

groups’ decision-making when allocating support. This finding leads to fundamental 

questions concerning Republican women’s future position in the Republican Party.  
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The literature on women’s groups is developing and gaining attention due to their 

importance in supporting candidates.  Scholars should continue developing the 

understanding and limitations of these activist groups in alleviating gender gaps and the 

partisan gender gap. There are many questions that are beyond the scope of this 

dissertation.  For example, despite the lack of support from women’s organizations, 

Republican women’s candidates raise comparable funds to Democratic women and 

Republican men. How are Republican women funding their campaigns, how does this 

differ from Democratic women candidates, and how is this difference limiting the pool of 

Republican women candidates?  More research into the supports Republican women use 

or the crunches utilized when Republican women’s groups fall flat is needed to fully 

understand the difference in candidate emergence between Republican and Democratic 

women candidates.  

3. The Future of Republican Women’s Groups   

Representative Elise Stefanik raised alarm bells, saying, “I am going to keep pointing out 

to my colleagues that we are at a crisis level for GOP women…This election should be a 

wake-up call to Republicans that we need to do better” (Bade and Ferris 2018). In 

response to 2018 election results, women’s organizations like the nonpartisan Women’s 

Campaign School at Yale, the Republican Women for Progress, or the ELEVATE PAC 

reported increased support of Republican women. Was this truly a wake-up call? 

In 2020, the number of Republican women candidates increased by about 43%. 

This rise in candidates is fairly comparable to Democrats in 2018, when the number of 

Democratic women candidates increased by 48%. Republican women’s groups, 

particularly Elise Stefanik’s Elevate-PAC, are credited with this success. In her own 
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words, she told reporters that, "What I believe is different this cycle is I publicly made 

this a priority for the Republicans I served with in Congress… I very publicly said at the 

end of the midterms in 2018 that we needed to do better” (Kurtzleben 2020). Does this 

rise in Republican women candidates mean that Republican women’s groups are 

prioritizing supporting women? In other words, are Republican women’s organizations 

changing?  

The rise of Republican women candidates in 2020 produced more questions than 

answers. However, this project can contextualize the rise and produce suggestive 

speculations on future research to understand this phenomenon. First, it is essential to 

clarify that even with an increase in Republican women candidates, the partisan gender 

gap remains a key factor in American Politics. This election did not produce results that 

close the gap, as there remains a significant disparity in the number of Republican 

women candidates and Democratic women candidates.  

Furthermore, unlike the 2018 “Year of the Woman,” scholars still do not know 

why there was an increase in Republican women candidates in 2020. In 2018, many 

women candidates were inspired by Donald Trump's election and depicted a strong sense 

of negative partisanship (Chira 2020). In 2020, the underlying psychological motivations 

were less clear. Exploring the psychological motivations behind the rise of Republican 

women candidates and how infrastructure responded to this rise can better elucidate if 

2020 was an anomaly or reflective of a larger changing trend.  

Second, when considering possible changes in 2020, scholars are unsure if 

recruitment practices changed (signifying a cultural shift) or if infrastructural disparities 

were ameliorated. Future research should explore if Republican women’s groups 
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experience a cultural shift or an institutional shift. If Republican women’s groups are 

funding women candidates specifically at a higher rate relative to male candidates, this 

may suggest a cultural shift.  

A cultural shift may be reflected in some Republican women’s groups but not all 

Republican women’s groups. I suspect there is a split between newer organizations, like 

the Republican Women for Progress, or the Elevate-PAC, who appear more likely to 

push against their partisan norms. Comparatively, older organizations that are more 

entrenched in their parties (such as the General Federation of Republican Women or 

Maggie’s List) may be less likely to illustrate direct opposition to partisan norms. Thus, 

they may continue to split support between Republican men and women. 

  Time and additional research can clarify if newer Republican women’s groups are 

genuinely committed to prioritizing Republican women and how successful their efforts 

can be within a partisan climate. This dissertation highlights the impact of partisan 

cultures on women’s groups and acknowledges the limitations in organizations’ 

structures that prevent them from exclusively supporting women. It is difficult to imagine 

a future of meaningful change for Republican women’s groups without a party culture 

that actively acknowledges the impact of gender identity.  
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A1. Survey instrument women’s organization at state level 
1. About how many years have you been working at this organization? 
2. What is your title or role within your organization? 
3. If your organization hires employees, what is the approximate size of your 
organization's staff? Staff refers to any employees in paid positions, both full and 
parttime.  
4. Some organizations only support candidates from one political party. Does your 
organization have a policy or rule to only support:  

o Republican candidates 

o Democratic candidates 

o Candidates from another party 

o We do not have a policy of supporting candidates from only one party. 
5. Does your organization recruit candidates to run for office? 

o Yes 

o No 
6. Does your organization provide campaign or leadership training? 

o Yes 

o No 
7. Does your organization financially support candidates? 

o Yes 

o No 
8. Does your organization endorse candidates? 

o Yes 

o No 
9. Does your organization provide campaign resources for candidates? 

o Yes 

o No 
10. Does your organization engage in other/alternative forms of candidate support?  

o Yes 

o No 
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11. Organizations of all types have different priorities and goals. Below, you’ll see a list 
of goals, some of which may be important to your organization, and others that won’t be 
as important. Using the scale, how important are each of these to your organization?   

 Not at all 
important 

Not very 
important 

Somewhat 
important 

Very important 

Electing women 
to public office o  o  o  o  

Political equality 
between men and 

women 
o  o  o  o  

Electing 
Democrats to 

office 
o  o  o  o  

Electing 
Republicans to 

office 
o  o  o  o  

Advocating for a 
specific policy or 

issue 
o  o  o  o  

Promoting the 
political 

participation of 
women 

o  o  o  o  

Supporting 
candidates of 
diverse ethnic 

and racial 
backgrounds 

o  o  o  o  

Electing 
moderate 

candidates to 
office 

o  o  o  o  

Electing liberal 
candidates to 

office 
o  o  o  o  

Electing 
conservative 
candidates to 

office 

o  o  o  o  

 
12. Below you’ll see descriptions of different kinds of candidates. When candidates like 
these run for office, how easy or difficult do you think it is for them to be elected? As we 
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mentioned, we’re interested in how your organization views these matters, not just your 
own view. Please answer in a way that reflects the views of your organization.   
 

 Extremely easy Neither easy 
nor difficult 

Extremely 
difficult 

 
 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

A woman candidate 

 
A man candidate 

 
A candidate under 30 years old 

 
A candidate over 60 years old 

 
A liberal candidate 

 
A conservative candidate 

 
A black candidate 

 
A white candidate 

 
A Republican woman 

 
A Democratic woman 

 
A candidate who stands up for their 

principles  
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13. There is a lot of discussion about why women are less likely to hold political office in 
the United States than men are. How important is each of these factors in explaining why 
there are relatively few women in office?     

 Not a 
factor A minor factor A major factor 

There are not enough qualified 
women to run for office. o  o  o  

There are not enough women 
who want to run for office. o  o  o  

Men more readily volunteer to 
run for office compared to 

women. o  o  o  
Women candidates have more 

difficulty raising enough money 
to run for office. o  o  o  

Women candidates face sexist 
media coverage. o  o  o  

Voters prefer to elect a male 
candidate. o  o  o  

Women candidates are seen as 
"weak"  by voters. o  o  o  

Women candidates are seen as 
"emotional"  by voters. o  o  o  

Women candidates are seen as 
"power-hungry" by voters. o  o  o  

The Democratic Party does not 
adequately support women 

candidates. o  o  o  
The Democratic Party does not 

adequately recruit women to run 
for office. o  o  o  

The Republican Party does not 
adequately support women 

candidates. o  o  o  
The Republican Party does not 

adequately recruit women to run 
for office. o  o  o  
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14.  Are there other factors that you think help explain why there are relatively few 
women in office?     
 
15. Some organizations identify as Democratic or Republican organizations. If you are a 
partisan affiliated organization, how helpful do you think the associated party is at 
supporting women candidates in the following ways? 

 Very 
unhelpful 

Somewhat 
Unhelpful 

Neither 
helpful nor 
unhelpful 

Somewhat 
Helpful Very helpful 

Helping 
women 

candidates 
navigate 

controversial 
political 
issues 

o  o  o  o  o  

Providing 
women 

candidates 
with public 
displays of 

party support 

o  o  o  o  o  

Providing 
women 

candidates 
with financial 

support 

o  o  o  o  o  
Providing 
women 

candidates 
with 

campaign 
training 

o  o  o  o  o  

Giving 
women 

candidates a 
"brand." 

o  o  o  o  o  
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16. Since the election of President Donald Trump in 2016, has your organization found it 
easier or harder to recruit the following types of candidates?     

 Easier Neither easier nor 
harder Harder 

Women candidates o  o  o  
Men candidates o  o  o  

Candidates over 60 
years old o  o  o  

Candidates under 30 
years old o  o  o  

Military veteran 
candidates o  o  o  

Working-class 
candidates o  o  o  

Wealthy candidates o  o  o  
White candidates o  o  o  
Black candidates o  o  o  

Latino/a candidates o  o  o  
Asian candidates o  o  o  

LGBTQ candidates o  o  o  
Liberal candidates o  o  o  

Conservative 
candidates o  o  o  

Moderate candidates o  o  o  
17. What about your work, if anything, has changed after the election of President 
Trump?  
18. The final set of questions asks about your organization's preferences for supporting 
candidates. In this case, support refers to any action that assists or provides resources for 
candidates or potential candidates. For example, support could include financial 
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donations, fundraising events, endorsements, candidate recruitment, candidate or 
leadership training, and so forth.     
 
19. Some organizations support mostly male candidates, while others support mostly 
women candidates. Does your organization support mostly men or women candidates?     

o We support mostly women candidates 

o We support mostly men candidates 

o We support roughly equal numbers of women and men candidates 
20. Regardless of whether your organization has a policy about supporting a particular 
party's candidates, in practice, does your organization usually support Democratic or 
Republican candidates? 

o In practice, we tend to support Republican candidates. 

o In practice, we tend to support Democratic candidates. 

o In practice, we tend to support roughly equal numbers of Democratic and 
Republican candidates. 

 
A2. List of national organizations speaking for attribution 
Electing Women Organization  
Electing Women PAC  
Emerge 
First Ask  
Get Her Elected  
Higher Heights IGNITE 
LPAC  
Maggie’s List  
Mom’s Running  
National Federation of Democratic Women 
National Women’s Political Caucus  
National Organization of Women  
Public Leadership Education Network  
Republican Women for Progress 
Running Start  
Vote Mama  
WAND  
WAVE 
Women Food and Agriculture Network  
Women Under 40 PAC  
Women’s Campaign School at Yale  
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A3. Interview questions for national organizations  
1. What is your role or job title in the organization? How long have you been a part of 
this organization? 
 
2. What are some organizational values that you see as being most prominent? By 
“value,” I mean a standard or principle the organization ascribes as important. Can you 
describe the organization’s mission? What metrics does your organization use to measure 
success? 
 
3. For nonpartisan organizations: Are your organization members mostly Democrats or 
Republicans? By members, I refer to how your organization defines membership (be it 
those who are part of organizational meetings, or those who attend events?) 
 
4. Does the organization recognize itself or identify as a “women’s organization”? Why 
or why not? 
 
5. Does your organization recognize itself or identify as a “feminist organization”? Why 
or why not? Does your organization believe in or work towards gender equity? 
 
6. How does your organization decide which candidates to support? What characteristics 
or qualities are they looking for? 
 
7. Why do you focus on supporting [Whatever group of candidates they support]? 
 
8. If not yet known: Does your organization focus on electing Democrats, Republicans, or 
both? Does your organization focus on electing female candidates exclusively, or do you 
support both male and female candidates? What percent of the candidates you support are 
female, in your estimation? 
 
9. What are the most substantial obstacles your organization faces in your goal of 
supporting/recruiting (women/Republican Women/Democratic women)? 
 
10. Who is involved in the decision to support a particular candidate? [If they don’t 
mention a group] “Do you ever talk to or consult with ____?” 
• Affiliated Political Parties     • Donors 
• Outside Activists   • The Board of Directors 
• Executive Director/Senior Leadership 
• Staff 
• Volunteers 
• Other Organizations 
• Other (If so, who or what?) 
 
11. Are there any other similar organizations to your organizations that I should talk 
with? These may be organizations that you work with, partner with, or share a similar 
mission. Can I let them know you recommended I talk with them? 
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A4. Additional survey results: Chapter 5  
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A5. Chapter 6. Complete survey results 
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A6. Chapter 7 Complete Survey Results  
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