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INTRODUCTION
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WE ALL HAVE ISSUES

Listen: When it comes to politics, we all have issues—the things that make us furious, devastated, or wildly happy; the stuff that makes us call our best friend or our sister or mom to complain or celebrate. Your issues might be as small as that annoying pothole in the road that’s been there since you moved into the neighborhood three years ago, or as big as worrying about not being able to afford your rent or your birth control, or why it’s 100 degrees in New York City in October, or the threat of gun violence at your school.

And while these issues are deeply personal, they are also inextricably linked to politics; policies implemented at all levels of government have direct influence on our lives, our choices, and the realities in our communities, in ways both obvious and obscure. Not to mention, we increasingly make personal decisions based on our politics. Even when it comes to our romantic partners! OkCupid, the dating site and app, found that the number of women who said that similar political views are “more important in a partner than great sex” doubled between 2016 and 2018.1 Or consider that, in 2016, Pew reported that 40 percent of both Democrats and Republicans view members of the opposing party as more closed-minded and dishonest than other Americans.2

So, while you certainly care about lots of issues, maybe you haven’t wanted to jump into the political fray because it all feels overwhelming, or too contentious, or because you suspect that these issues are not always simple enough to be summed up in a 180-character tweet. Maybe you suspect that these issues are complicated and thorny. And you’re right—most issues are. Maybe you’re hesitant to get more involved because you don’t feel you’re an expert and, even if you wanted to, you don’t have time to develop the expertise you believe is required of a bona fide advocate. Or maybe it seems like the problems are so big that you feel paralyzed—or that our political system is broken, and you don’t know which tools and tactics will actually help you fix those issues or create real change.

But what if I told you that you already know more than you think? Political knowledge is not just about statistics, though it often feels that way. It’s also about your experiences (the same personal experiences that get you fired up to begin with): what you see and feel around you every day, the joys and injustices you see in your communities.

And what if I told you political engagement is just like everything else that you’re juggling (and kicking ass at) as a woman in the twenty-first century? Being an effective advocate for your issues requires research, planning, and prioritization. You can do that. It requires effective relationship building, intellectual humility, and the ability to listen as much as you speak. You can do that, too. It requires passion and persistence. Check, check, check. Many of the skills you need—to get that pothole fixed, to engage on issues of reproductive health or global warming or whatever issue you care about—you likely already have or can build. You’ve used many of these skills in your personal life, in school, and at work. Advocating for your issues just means learning how to take those skills and translate them into effective political participation (which means knowing how the system works and what tactics can help make a real difference). You just need to brush up on the basics and get focused. Because whether we realize it or not, we’re already prioritizing, day to day, hour to hour, minute to minute. We’re making choices about what’s important, what we should focus on, and what is valuable. Productive advocacy also means making your engagement feel sustainable and meaningful (even fun!). Being an effective, engaged citizen is bigger than one president or one administration or election cycle.

Maybe you’ve been telling yourself that you just don’t “do” politics. But as my friend, former All In Together (AIT) colleague and Obama White House staffer Simone Leiro, likes to say: “You may not ‘do’ politics . . . but politics will do you.” Your lack of participation doesn’t protect or prevent you from being impacted by politics—it just means you don’t get a say in how you’re impacted. Others who do participate, who do engage, who do advocate for their own interests will decide that for you.

My own first foray into politics (you’ll see in a moment that I’m using the term “politics” loosely) wasn’t super promising. It was 1999. I was in the eighth grade, and I was nominated by my classmates as a candidate for middle school student president. Looking back now, this was a genius (also, evil) strategy on the school’s part—I never would have thrown my own proverbial hat in the ring. But, having been selected along with three of my classmates by our peers, I found myself unexpectedly contemplating middle school government leadership. My surprise quickly gave way to horror, however, when I found out that running required giving a campaign speech in front of the entire school.

Some context: At age 13, I was painfully shy. I spent most of middle school hiding behind my blunt-cut bangs. A quiet, anxious bookworm (my parents literally had to confiscate my books to get me to play outside . . . where I had hidden more books, just in case), I was the kid that parents and teachers liked to hang out with but whose nerdiness other kids worried could be contagious. I was uncoordinated and awkward, and it didn’t help that I towered over most of the kids in my class at five foot eight. I had a few close friends, but I spent a lot of time on my own—and, throughout my eighth-grade presidential candidacy, a lot of time worried that my nomination was part of an elaborate hoax (à la Rachael Leigh Cook’s nomination for prom queen in She’s All That).

Inevitably, the day of the campaign speeches came. Shaking, I got up in front of the school and did the unthinkable: I performed a magic trick. In front of 200 middle school students. The details are fuzzy a couple decades later, but I remember that the trick involved pulling a red silk scarf from an ill-fitting fake plastic thumb. Long story short: It did not go well. But I still remember the point I was trying to make. I wanted my classmates to know that, unlike the trick I had performed, I would be the real deal. I wouldn’t pull any punches. I would be transparent, hardworking, and committed to them. Whatever my performance cost me in my (already limited) social capital, it was, at the very least, an earnest and heartfelt appeal.

It was not, however, a winning one. The boy who won the election threw free candy at the crowd for the duration of his speech. I wish this didn’t say as much about real-world politics as it does but, well, here we are.

Not the most auspicious beginning, nor one that ignited a passion for politics. In fact, as of seven years ago, despite graduating from college with a degree in political science (mostly studying governments outside of the US), I had virtually no background in politics at all. I would describe my political participation up to that point as “the bare minimum”—registered to vote and (mostly) voting in presidential elections but engaging in no other meaningful way. This was despite having grown up in New Hampshire, where politics is essentially a state sport, given its first-in-the-country presidential primary status (although I did once drag my mom to a rally for Barack Obama at a local air force base in early 2008; standing a hundred feet away from the man who would become our future president is something I’ll never forget).

My family wasn’t very politically engaged when I was growing up, nor were my friends. As a harp-playing (yes, really) Division I athlete in college, I already had a lot on my plate. Civic engagement wasn’t a major part of my life. It wasn’t a habit I’d developed, or a muscle I’d built. That doesn’t mean I wasn’t trying to improve my community for the better: I’ve always worked at mission-driven companies and nonprofits; I’ve always volunteered and donated to charities. Honestly, I always thought that was enough.

I was wrong.

In 2014, 15 years after my failed eighth-grade campaign, I was living in New York City and working at the Center for Talent Innovation (CTI), a think tank that conducts research on the systemic bias and barriers women, people of color, and LGBTQIA+ employees often experience in the workplace. The decision to do this work was, for me, a deeply personal one. My mom was a civil engineer early in her career, working as the only female engineer in an Indiana steel mine in the 1970s and dealing with bias left and right—from the male engineers who harassed her to the female secretaries who deliberately placed her requests at the very bottom of their work piles. Ultimately, she ended up leaving not only the job but engineering altogether. And while the world has changed since then, it hasn’t changed enough (something made all too clear with the #MeToo movement and the important work of groups like Time’s Up). So when my younger sister announced that it was her dream to become an engineer as well, the possibility that my brilliant, driven sister would face similar barriers as my mother was unacceptable.

At CTI, I was incredibly motivated by the work we did to create more inclusive, diverse company cultures and felt I was, in my small way, making a difference. I traveled around the world—Bangkok, London, Singapore, Munich—facilitating workshops and focus groups for global companies and developing strategies and initiatives to help organizations change the face of leadership for the better (in other words, make leadership less white, less male).

When Lean In was published, Sheryl Sandberg articulated much of what we were seeing in CTI’s research; in fact, CTI’s research was even cited in Lean In’s chapter on mentorship and sponsorship. Sandberg’s work was a catalyst for the next generation to take ownership and action to advance women into positions of leadership in the private sector. And while we saw a renewed energy and uptick in interest regarding the topic of women’s leadership in the US, it struck me that there was less attention being paid to gender gaps in political engagement and advocacy.

This conversational vacuum got me thinking: How did this renewed interest in women’s leadership translate when it came to women’s political participation? Beyond voting, I wasn’t contributing to politics in any meaningful way. Nor were my sisters or many of my girlfriends. I didn’t even know where to start. I also figured that I—someone who cared about lots of issues and kept up with the news—was likely not alone. So, like any good bookworm, I started digging into the research to better understand the landscape of women’s engagement in American politics. Spoiler alert: It’s not good. Overall, women are underengaged in nearly every political activity outside of voting—from speaking about politics, to lobbying representatives, to donating to political campaigns.

So in 2014, I started a nonprofit called the All In Together Campaign (AIT) to offer American women the tools they need to have influence on the issues they care about—whatever those issues might be. I cofounded AIT in partnership with two amazing women, Lauren Leader and Edda Collins Coleman. As chief operating officer, I developed and led our civic advocacy workshops for women across the country. These programs took me from conference rooms in Silicon Valley to suburban church basements, to the offices of senators on Capitol Hill, to Gracie Mansion in New York City—all with the goal of ensuring women have the information and inspiration they need to fully participate in political life.

When we launched the AIT workshops and community programs, we weren’t sure how they would be received. But here’s what we heard:


•“I feel like this workshop allowed me to forgive myself for not knowing it all and not being able to focus on every issue under the sun. I feel less paralyzed and more able to be effective. This is the most empowered and motivated I’ve felt in months!”

•“I think many women have no idea how to get involved and it’s easier than most think.”

•“This was one of the most powerful, inspiring, and impactful mornings I have spent in a long time.”



Again and again, women told us that our programs were exactly what they had been looking for, especially in the aftermath of the 2016 election, which left many with more questions than answers about how our political system works for us (and also how it doesn’t work). Today, tens of thousands of women from all over the country have participated in AIT civic education workshops and community programs. But while we haven’t been able to reach everyone—at least not yet!—I’ve taken to heart the message from past participants about just how important civic education and advocacy tools are for women. It’s why I decided to write this book, which includes the tools and resources I couldn’t find for myself (certainly not all in one place!) when I realized I wanted and needed to do more.

But this book isn’t about me; it’s about you, and how you can help enact the changes you want to see in your community. I’ll be your tour guide, sharing the resources and statistics that will be most helpful to you as you start your journey toward political advocacy. But I won’t be your only guide; since founding AIT, I’ve met amazing women across the country who are inspiring their communities, using political engagement and advocacy as levers to lead change. Throughout the book, you’ll hear from these Advocates in Action; I hope their personal stories, incredible leadership, and tactical advice will inspire you, too. These are women doing the tough work of improving their communities and our democracy all over the country.

Here’s an overview of where we’re headed:


•In Part I, we’ll discuss the gender gaps in political engagement in American politics today. One of the biggest barriers to women participating politically is feeling that we don’t “know enough,” which we’ll address by breaking down the civics basics. Think Schoolhouse Rock but with a much-needed upgrade (if you haven’t watched it recently, literally every character in the “I’m Just a Bill” video is a dude—even the bill). We’ll discuss how the government is structured at all levels (when was the last time you took a look at what your state senator was up to?) and what that means for your advocacy.

•Part II is all about getting clear on your personal political platform—homing in on the issues that are most important to you by articulating your expertise, your passion, and the timeliness of the issue at hand. Once you’ve nailed down your priorities, you’ll learn essential tools and tactics for critical activities from voting to lobbying to campaigning and campaign contributions. Plus, advocacy is a marathon, not a sprint—so we’ll also talk about how to make your engagement sustainable over the long haul.

•By Part III, you’ll have the information and tactics needed to establish clear and attainable advocacy goals. Still, you can’t create meaningful change if the system itself is stifling that change. Unfortunately, our democracy today doesn’t work for everyone the way it should. Because of a whole range of obstacles—like the outsized influence of money in politics, gerrymandering, and voter suppression—there are very real barriers that prevent full participation and political engagement of all Americans. We will address how to build a future in which everyone is fairly represented and able to use their voice to shape the issues they care about.



Plus, at the end of each section, there will be a Workbook to help you get specific about what all of this means for you, with practical tools and resources to help you go deeper.

One of the most exciting yet most infuriating things about driving change in politics is that there are no hard-and-fast rules for exactly how to do it. There’s no straightforward path or playbook. But if you’re clear on your issues, clear on how the system works (and where it’s broken), you’ll always have a way forward. My goal is to show you that it is possible to wield political influence outside of the voting booth—in ways that work for your hectic life. Political engagement should not just be about duty and sacrifice. It can also be energizing and rewarding.

And no magic tricks. I promise.




PART I
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LET’S GET CIVIC-AL




CHAPTER 1
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GENDER GAPS IN AMERICAN POLITICS


[W]omen don’t need to find a voice: they have a voice. They need to feel empowered to use it, and people need to be encouraged to listen.

—Meghan Markle, during the first annual Royal Foundation Forum (2018)



Why write this book for women specifically? Isn’t smarter, more sustainable civic engagement important for . . . well, everyone?

Today, women are more educated than ever—in fact, millennial women are significantly more likely than their male peers to have college degrees. This generation of women is both ambitious and altruistic; they’re more likely than men in their age group to volunteer on behalf of nonpolitical groups. And, in general, women want to see the gender gaps in leadership closed: according to a 2015 poll, 78 percent of women say more women in leadership would improve the quality of life for all women. Yet none of this has translated into full and equal participation in political life for women. Despite our education, our desire to improve the world, and the fact that we want to see more women in positions of power, today in the United States we simply do not have gender equality when it comes to either political leadership or political participation. Every year, the World Economic Forum measures the Global Gender Gap; as of 2020, when it comes to gender equality in political empowerment, the United States ranks 86th in the world.1 This is a big problem, and an unacceptable reality.

As English scholar and classicist Mary Beard writes in her book Women & Power: A Manifesto (recommended reading if you’re interested in the long history in Western civilization of women being silenced and excluded from arenas of power):


A number of studies point to the role of women politicians in promoting legislation in women’s interest (in childcare, for example, equal pay and domestic violence) . . . I certainly do not want to complain about childcare and the rest getting a fair airing but I am not sure that such things should continue to be perceived as “women’s issues”; nor am I sure that these are the main reasons we want more women in parliaments. Those reasons are much more basic: it is flagrantly unjust to keep women out, by whatever unconscious means we do so; and we simply cannot afford to do without women’s expertise, whether it is in technology, the economy or social care [emphasis mine].2



Women’s voices matter equally to men’s because we are equal citizens. Yet women are underparticipating politically compared to men on every issue and topic and are underrepresented in political leadership. Putting aside voting for the moment (American women overall have voted at higher rates than men in the US since 1980),3 there are gaps in three especially crucial areas: political knowledge, political confidence, and political voice (more on each of these in a moment). The barriers that prevent our full participation are unique as well. For example, research shows us that women require more knowledge and more information than men before we feel we are ready or worthy of participation.4

Let me repeat that: women, on average, want more knowledge and information before participating politically. Data from the Harvard Public Opinion Project, a national poll of 18- to 29-year-olds facilitated by the Institute of Politics (IOP) at Harvard Kennedy School, shows that women are more likely than men to say they need more practical information about politics before getting involved.5 The same trend extends to knowledge about particular political issues as well. Research conducted by the American University Women and Politics Institute and the Barbara Lee Family Foundation in 2020 found that, despite comparable levels of reported news consumption, women are three times more likely than men to select “I don’t know enough about political issues to get involved” as their top reason for not getting involved in politics.6 To be sure, it’s a wonderful instinct to want to be more informed—it’s why this book will include a whole lot of civics info. But we can’t let the irresistible need for “just a little more research” stop us from acting or from using our voices. We do not have to be perfect to participate.

As mentioned, the only significant metric of political participation for which women outperform men is voting. Voting is crucial (after all, it’s what determines who represents us at every level of government), and we’ll talk a lot more about voting and elections in the chapters to come. However, as professors Tali Mendelberg and Christopher Karpowitz have written, “While voting is an exception, the most leader-like activities—offering opinions, attempting to persuade, feeling that it is possible to effect change or make a difference—show little progress despite the dramatic rise in women’s position in society.”7 Until women equally leverage all tools of political influence, we will not have the impact that we could.

Some argue that women’s political participation matters because women are more likely than men to negotiate, work across the aisle, and generally be more effective and get things done once they’re elected to office. Or, as Beard notes, because research shows that women are more likely to advocate for what we’ve historically thought of as “women’s issues”—things like equal pay, childcare, prevention of gender-based violence, reproductive health, and maternity leave, whether we’re serving in public office or as political advocates—if we have more women participating, the implication is that we’ll have more voices advocating for those important issues (and potentially make greater progress on them). And we certainly have work to do there: after all, the US ranked last in a 2016 OECD study on the national paid maternity leave policies of its member countries, as just one example.8

Yes, these outcomes are very important. We need a better functioning democracy and more elected officials who are motivated to get things done to improve their communities. But that’s not the responsibility of elected women alone—men are equally responsible here (they do make up over three-quarters of Congress). And of course we need policies that are more responsive to the needs of all citizens; yes, for women, but also for others who have been historically disenfranchised or ignored. But what the heck is a “women’s issue,” anyway? Almost all issues or policies affect women, because women make up half of the country—and many of them disproportionately or uniquely affect women, even if they aren’t historically thought of as “women’s issues.” For example, as Elizabeth Warren discussed in a 2002 article in the Harvard Women’s Law Journal, women are the largest demographic group in bankruptcy, outnumbering men by about 150,000 per year.9 Or consider a public health crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic: 85 percent of nurses and 89 percent of paid caregivers—people fighting on the pandemic’s front lines—are women.10 Moreover, the federal Bureau of Justice Statistics reports that 82 percent of domestic violence victims are women;11 with women isolated in homes with their abusers given shelter-in-place orders all over the country, not to mention the sudden inaccessibility of safety nets like domestic violence shelters, the COVID-19 crisis had a disproportionate impact on women’s health and safety.

The argument for women’s political participation in the US from the very beginning was often framed with the idea that women are “better” than men (in a moral sense) and the moral stalwarts of their communities, like when women successfully lobbied for Prohibition.12 But women are not inherently better than men. As Jane Addams, Nobel Peace Prize winner, said, “I am not one of those who believe—broadly speaking—that women are better than men. We have not wrecked railroads, nor corrupted legislatures, nor done many unholy things that men have done; but then we must remember that we have not had the chance.”13 Or as Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie wrote in her essay, Dear Ijeawele, or A Feminist Manifesto in Fifteen Suggestions, “Women are as human as men are. Female goodness is as normal as female evil.”14

We shouldn’t use these arguments—that women are naturally moral, or more collaborative, or more community- or family- or women’s issues–oriented—as our first or best arguments for why women’s participation matters. Ultimately, those arguments lead to expectations for women political leaders that we do not have for men, and these expectations could influence, even if only subconsciously, the kinds of issues women are expected or “allowed” to have a say on. The many dimensions of our experiences shape the things we care about—we should be able, expected, and encouraged to speak with equal credibility on all of them. As professors Tali Mendelberg and Christopher Karpowitz have written, “Women will not be viewed as equal in that basic sense of worth until they carry equal authority in the public discourse that governs their community.”15

Let’s break down what the research says about those three critical gender gaps in political participation: political knowledge, political confidence, and political voice.

POLITICAL KNOWLEDGE

Research shows that, in general, young men tend to have more political knowledge than young women. One study found that 36 percent of young men (ages 15–25) know it takes a two-thirds majority to override a presidential veto compared to only 24 percent of women. That same study also found that 28 percent of men know which party has a majority in the lower house of their state legislatures compared to only 17 percent of young women.16 Yet another study found that 54 percent of men could correctly name their governor’s party affiliation compared to only 43 percent of women.17 This finding holds when it comes to political events as well. A 2020 AIT survey found that, leading up to Super Tuesday, men were more likely to say they knew when the presidential primaries were taking place than women—a gap that was especially pronounced for younger women compared to younger men.18

These gaps in knowledge may, in part, stem from the fact that men are more likely than women to report paying regular attention to political and public affairs, and to believe that paying attention is important. The Harvard Public Opinion Project, which biannually polls men and women aged 18 to 29 on their political views and participation, found in 2020 that 19 percent of men say they “very closely” follow news about national politics, compared to 11 percent of women.19

What gives? Maybe you’re tempted to guess, “Well, women just don’t like politics. And who could blame them? It’s dysfunctional and contentious.” But that’s probably not why. In fact, one study found that men are twice as likely to say they “dislike” or “don’t do” politics than women.*

The gap in political knowledge may have to do, in part, with the type of information women are encouraged to pay attention to. The gender gap in political interest has traditionally been attributed to gendered socialization processes—that is, women are often (subtly or not-so-subtly) discouraged from political interest or involvement.20 The disparity between men and women in political leadership likely further reinforces the notion that politics is not a space for women; since 1798, women have made up only 2.9 percent of all members of Congress.21 Ever!

But what we perceive as a gap in knowledge could also be due to a gap in confidence. Importantly, many of the “political knowledge” questions that men tend to do better on have answers with a fifty-fifty chance of being right or wrong (Yes/No, True/False, Democrat/Republican). Some researchers hypothesize that men are more likely than women to guess if they’re not sure of the answer.22 And it’s hardly a stretch to imagine that not being encouraged to care about politics, along with not seeing many women serving in political office, could have an impact on confidence. So let’s dive into that political confidence gap.

POLITICAL CONFIDENCE

Millennial women tend to be less confident than millennial men in their own political competence. Of course, conversations about the gender gap in confidence certainly extend beyond the sphere of politics. Girls as young as six say that boys are generally smarter than girls.23 This is heartbreaking.

On one hand, understanding the limits of our own knowledge can be healthy. When we are not totally committed to our way of viewing or thinking about the world, we’re more open to other perspectives. This is a more productive way of approaching conversations and leads to a deeper, more nuanced view of the world. But when a lack of confidence makes it less likely that women will speak up or participate at all, it becomes a problem.

Indeed, women will say they don’t participate in politics because they’re “not informed enough,” while men say they don’t participate because it’s “hard to get reliable information.”24 For women, the informational obstacle is internal: they don’t know enough. For men, the challenge is external: it’s the information itself that’s too hard to access or not readily available. A former colleague once told the following joke, which I think illustrates this point: A man and a woman go golfing; neither play well. After they finish, the woman says, “Geez, that was terrible. I really need to take some golf lessons.” The man’s reaction? “Geez, that was terrible. I really need new clubs.”

The fact that so many members of the most educated generation of women in American history don’t feel informed enough to get involved is a reality we cannot accept. We need to equip ourselves with the fundamentals of our political system, while also remembering that we do not need to know everything to engage in the political process.

Compounding this issue is the fear of being criticized: young women are nearly two times as likely as men to say avoiding criticism is a reason for not getting involved in politics.25 Every day, we see women raked over the coals and held to “different” standards (read: higher, damned-if-you-do-damned-if-you-don’t standards) than their male counterparts. Criticism has become a weapon to erode confidence and to silence women; our society has created a bar for women so high that it impacts our ability and willingness to participate politically.

Despite all this, we remain optimistic. Women aren’t more likely than men to say that previous involvement in politics has left them disappointed; they’re not more likely to say that politics isn’t relevant to them (women are actually more likely to say it is relevant to them), or that politics has become too partisan, or that officials don’t have the same priorities as they do, or that their vote won’t make a difference. Indeed, young women are actually more optimistic than young men that their engagement will make a difference.26

Brittany Packnett Cunningham, an activist who served on Barack Obama’s President’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing and cofounded Campaign Zero, a police reform campaign focused on reducing police violence, gave an amazing TED Talk on the importance of confidence in 2019 (watch it if you haven’t). She says, “Confidence is the difference between being inspired and actually getting started, between trying and doing until it’s done. Confidence helps us keep going even when we failed.”27 Confidence, and lack of confidence, Packnett Cunningham argues, shouldn’t take a back seat to “hard skills” like knowledge. It’s crucial.

Lack of confidence may prevent many of us from using our voices to weigh in on the issues or causes we care about most, and from holding our representatives accountable and shaping the policies that govern our lives. If we can address that confidence gap, for example, by equipping ourselves with the information we need, by supporting and encouraging other women to get involved, by shining a light on female role models, and by calling out gendered stereotypes around confidence, we’d also likely help close the third political gender gap we’ll discuss: political voice.

POLITICAL VOICE

To me, this is the most troubling gender gap in politics—and of course it’s connected to the gaps we see in political knowledge and confidence. After all, if you don’t feel you have the information you need to be effective, you likely won’t have the confidence you need to speak up and use your voice on behalf of the political issues you care about. And if you fear that you will be criticized for expressing your views, it is all too easy to step back.

Research shows that, outside of voting, women are less likely to speak up across a range of political activities. A 2006 study found that Congress receives an estimated two million more letters and phone calls from male constituents than female constituents every year,28 a fact that is especially shocking when you consider the fact that women are more likely than men both to be registered to vote and to show up at the polls.

The year 2006 may seem well in the past, but these gaps appear to have persisted. Take a look at the numbers in the critical political activities below from the 2020 Youth Poll, a national poll of 18- to 29-year-olds facilitated by the Institute of Politics (IOP) at Harvard Kennedy School:29








	Activity

	Men

	Women




	Participated in a government, political, or issue-related organization

	13%

	11%




	Volunteered on a political campaign for a candidate or an issue

	11%

	8%




	Attended a political rally or demonstration

	18%

	15%




	Donated to a political campaign or cause

	20%

	13%




	Sent an email/letter advocating for a political position or opinion

	19%

	16%




	Signed an online petition

	41%

	44%





As you can see, the only activity in which women are outparticipating men is in the signing of online petitions, which is one of the least effective ways to have influence on an issue you care about (more on that in Chapter 7). While the percent differences are fairly small, consider that women are more likely to vote than men—which means there’s an even greater drop-off for women between voting and other political activities than there is for men. And consider that the difference of even a few percentage points translates into hundreds of thousands or even millions fewer women than men participating.

Women’s voices are missing from the broader public discourse as well. Let’s take op-eds as an example. Op-eds are opinion pieces, similar to letters to the editor, published in newspapers, and they can be submitted by anyone (not just journalists). In 2008, the Washington Post tracked op-ed submissions for five months and found that 90 percent of all op-ed submissions came from men.30 Why is this important? Well, political officials and their staff read op-eds, and not just the op-eds of the New York Times or Wall Street Journal. They read the op-eds of the local papers to understand the perspectives their constituents have on specific issues (more on that later, too). Another way elected officials understand the priorities and needs of their constituents is through town halls—but a study of 1,389 town hall meetings in Vermont found that, although women made up 46 percent of attendees, on average they accounted for 28 percent of the speaking turns.31

The people elected officials hear from matter—a lot. According to research by Professor Kristina Miler, author of Constituency Representation in Congress: The View from Capitol Hill, the constituents that members of Congress hear from impacts who they think of as constituents—and ultimately shapes their decision-making in terms of what bills they introduce and how they vote. As Miler said in a C-SPAN interview, “What we’re all taught in elementary school, high school—write to your congressperson—actually matters. And the way that I would argue it matters is that it shapes who they think is in their district. It shapes their perception of who their constituency is, and then they can use that later on . . . to shape their conscious, deliberate decisions like how to participate, how to vote, what bills to sponsor.”32 Moreover, it’s regular contact that really matters: the more frequently we contact legislators, the more likely it is that they will have us in mind—whether during committee hearings, during votes, or at floor debates. On the flip side, if a member of Congress is not hearing from certain constituents, those constituents are not going to be considered when they think of how certain legislation would impact “their constituents.” Whom members of Congress are receiving campaign contributions from, according to Miler, has the same effect.

An adage commonly attributed to Thomas Jefferson claims, “We in America do not have government by the majority. We have government by the majority who participate.” Considering that Jefferson and the other white male framers of the Constitution systemically and deliberately excluded women and people of color from full democratic participation, if Jefferson ever made this remark, his chiding tone seems ironic today. But he wasn’t wrong; if we don’t participate, our government won’t work for us as it should. Of course, there are many systemic barriers that limit the power and influence of particular groups. It would, for example, be naïve to think that there aren’t social biases that diminish and dismiss women’s voices even when we do speak up. And that’s not even getting into the lessons that popular culture unconsciously (or consciously, if we’re assuming the worst about humanity) teaches us. The first movie I ever saw in theaters was Disney’s The Little Mermaid. I grew up loving Ariel, a rebellious, curious, brave young woman who pushes the boundaries of her family’s expectations and rejects the traditional path that is set for her. I even dressed up as Ariel for Halloween (complete with long underwear underneath my outfit—snow at Halloween was a common occurrence growing up in New Hampshire). It didn’t occur to me until I was a teenager that the price for her dream, her existence on land, and her ability to be with Prince Eric, is her voice. What kind of a lesson is that, that the price of your dreams is your voice? But if we opt out and don’t lobby and advocate for the changes we want to see, if we don’t participate or pull the levers that are available to us now, that makes it even worse. Our voices and interests can’t be represented if we don’t make them known. Whatever you think today about politics or politicians, if you fundamentally believe that women’s voices are important, that your voice matters, you need to get involved. Get engaged. Get active.

A FEW IMPORTANT NOTES

Before we continue, a few important things to keep in mind.

First, the focus of this book on women broadly is not to say that there aren’t important differences in participation and voice across race/ethnicity, generation, socioeconomic status, education, and other dimensions. Women are far from monolithic, and for too long we have painted “women’s experiences” with a broad brush, not taking into account intersectionality (a concept introduced by civil rights advocate, lawyer, and scholar Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw to describe how race, gender, class, and other characteristics “intersect” and overlap, specifically to describe limitations of the law in considering sexism and racism) and the complexity inherent in women’s experiences and in the barriers to full participation. As self-described “black, lesbian, mother, warrior, poet” Audre Lorde once wrote, “There is no such thing as a single-issue struggle, because we do not live single-issue lives.”33

To be sure, there are also differences in political participation between groups of women, for example across lines of race and ethnicity. Leading up to the 2018 midterm elections, for instance, women of color were more likely than white women to mobilize friends and family by encouraging their engagement in the midterms.34 Black women were most likely to mobilize friends and family to vote (84 percent compared to just 66 percent of white women). There’s no doubt that this important work of women of color leading up to the midterms contributed to the fact that turnout in the 2018 elections increased by more than 30 million voters compared to 2014.35

And research shows that on many key political actions, women of color are more politically engaged than white women; more likely, for example, to attend a march, rally, or protest; more likely to donate or raise money for a political campaign or issue; and more likely to contact an elected official about an issue.

So while gender is certainly far from the only factor at play when it comes to patterns of political participation (or, indeed, the barriers to political participation—as we’ll talk about more in Part II, women of color congressional candidates are less likely to receive campaign contributions from donors than men of color and white congressional candidates, and continue to be significantly underrepresented in positions of political leadership), important gender participation gaps seem to persist across multiple dimensions of identity as well. Take, for example, contacting your elected officials, which, as we’ve discussed, is a particularly critical political activity. A 2019 AIT survey of 1,000 registered voters found that white men were by far the most likely group to have contacted their elected officials (at least once) in the past. Across categories of race, education, and age, this gap persisted.*

Second, creating a system of full and equal political participation is not solely about individual attitudes or actions. Fixing a broken, sexist system that diminishes women’s voice and power cannot be the responsibility of women alone—not if we’re serious about finding a solution. There is absolutely work to be done when it comes to the structural and systemic biases that inhibit women’s voices. However, that won’t be the primary focus of this book. This book is focused on what women, individually and collectively, can do to turn our political interests into policy. There are so many women across this country, from cities to small towns, doing truly groundbreaking things in their communities—wielding political power and influence on a huge range of issues. Their stories so often go untold—the unglamorous work of civic action—and deserve to be highlighted here, both to celebrate their accomplishments and to serve as a blueprint for how we can similarly make change. Plus, if we don’t understand how our democracy works, and if we aren’t fully participating, we won’t be able to articulate exactly where the system is broken and where structural versus individual action and change is required. Systemic change takes time. And there are levers of power that we can use to our advantage now.

Third, there will be readers of all gender identities for whom the purpose of this book might resonate. If you don’t feel, for whatever reason, that you have the information or tools you need to get involved, or you feel sidelined or excluded from using your voice to engage on the issues you care about, welcome! This book is for you, too.

Finally, this book is not going to tell you what issues you should care about. That is 100 percent up to you. American women are as diverse as our country; our interests, passions, and experiences run the gamut. You will know better than anyone what your issues are. They’re what make you “you.” This book will give you a bunch of things to think about—but won’t tell you what to think. There’s enough of that out in the world already.

What this book will do is help you translate your interests, passions, and voice into real change. I’ll share a framework to help you narrow down what those issues might be for you, as well as tools and tactics from women advocates that showcase the most effective ways to have influence on them—plus we’ll look at some systemic and nonpartisan issues that prevent many citizens from having full voice. You’ll create an action plan that allows you to be an engaged citizen in a sustainable way, regardless of whether “your party” is in office or not.

Women are not all going to agree on every issue, and we don’t need to. In a democracy, conflict has the potential to lead to better outcomes; more competing, diverse perspectives can create better, more nuanced solutions. But we do all need to engage and to do the hard work of citizenship because it’s our responsibility, as well as our privilege, and because women’s power and perspectives are worthy of equal weight to men’s.

So, it’s with Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s words that we begin our advocacy journey: “Your feminist premise should be: ‘I matter equally.’ Not ‘if only.’ Not ‘as long as.’ I matter equally. Full stop.”36

If you take one thing from this book, let it be this: your voice matters. Use it, as loudly and as often as you can.

Advocate in Action: Rachna Choudhry, Cofounder, POPVOX*

After 10 years of advocacy and lobbying for several nonprofit organizations, Choudhry cofounded POPVOX, a nonpartisan platform for civic engagement, based on her experiences connecting with lawmakers. Through POPVOX, she offers grassroots advocacy strategy to organizations, helping them engage their supporters and amplify their voices. She also serves on the board of PLEN, which trains women for policy careers. She holds a BA in political science from UCLA and a master’s in public policy from Georgetown University’s McCourt School of Public Policy. She’s based in Washington, DC.

On barriers to women’s political participation—and how to address it:

When I worked for the National Partnership for Women & Families, I lobbied on issues like paid leave, an issue directly affecting women. But so many women didn’t feel confident enough to talk to lawmakers about it, and I found that really interesting—how much more of an expert can you be when you’re trying to juggle your sick kid and your work? You’re in it, and therefore you are an expert, but they didn’t feel that way.

Women, whatever issue it is that they’re struggling with, might not feel like it is a social or political problem. They might feel it’s only their problem. The case of sick pay is almost too easy: nearly half of people don’t have a single paid sick day in this country. But when your kid is sick, you ask yourself, “Oh my God. What am I going to do?” You feel it’s your problem to fix. You don’t think of it as political. But how many other people are having this same conversation in their mind? It’s not just your problem. Taking it from the personal and reframing it as a political issue is important.

On why it matters to be consistently engaged on your issues—not just “one and done”:

The 2012 school shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary was a horrific tragedy that could have been prevented in many ways. In the aftermath, we watched so many people become politically active in a way that we hadn’t seen with gun control campaigns in the past. On POPVOX, we saw an incredible increase in people participating by writing letters to their lawmakers. What we saw among people supporting stronger gun control legislation was that they wrote a letter to Congress about how frustrated they were about the lack of background checks or why we needed an assault weapons ban. Afterwards, they felt like their work was done, and it was up to the lawmakers to do the right thing. But nothing happened—neither the Assault Weapons Ban of 2013 nor the Manchin-Toomey amendment
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