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AMERICANS READY FOR A DIFFERENT ANSWER TO THE QUESTION: 

WHO LEADS US? 

National Poll Shows Dem and GOP Voters Want Political Leaders to be Best and 
Brightest, But See an Old Boy’s Club. Support Fixes to System that Produces 

Elected Officials Who are 90% White  

 

Washington D.C. – October 8, 2014 – A new national poll coupled with 

groundbreaking research comparing the country's demographics to the number of 

women and people of color in elected office showed for the first time that a majority of 

likely Democratic and Republican voters support solutions that would lead to more 

women and people of color being elected to public office. The barriers women and 

people of color face have resulted in the staggering reality that 64% of all elected offices 

in the US are held by white men, who make up just 31% of the population. 

 

The survey showed that a majority of voters identified structural barriers like access to 

political relationships and networks, recruitment efforts by the parties and limited access 

to donors as significant impediments to the electoral success of women and people of 

color. And by solid margins, 76% of voters – including 85% of Democrats and 57% of 

GOP voters -- strongly support efforts that would address these challenges. 

 

“Our democracy has no winners when the people who make it to the finish line do not 

represent the full array of talent and experience of the American people,” said Donna 

Hall, President & CEO of the Women Donors Network. “The American people 

understand that we need to change the system to have a truly reflective and effective 

democracy.” 

 

The national survey of 800 likely voters was commissioned by the Women Donors 

Network (WDN), a national network of women philanthropists committed to catalyzing 

positive social change, and conducted by David Binder Research and Lake Research 

Partners, conducted from August 19th to August 25th, 2014. 
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Complementing the survey was a comprehensive analysis of over 40,000 local, state 

and national office-holders; matching gender and race to the communities they serve. 

The research revealed that 90% of all office-holders nationwide are white, compared to 

only 63% of the population. Men are 49% of the population, but hold 71% of elected 

offices. White men, who are only 31% of the population, hold 64% of elected seats. The 

data explores these discrepancies down to a county level in every state. 

 

This summer’s events in Ferguson, Missouri,—a town that is more than 60 percent black 

but whose elected officials are overwhelmingly white—became a stark illustration of the 

ways our political leadership has not changed along with our country.  

  

“This unprecedented analysis gives us, for the first time ever, a baseline to measure our 

progress,” said Brenda Choresi Carter, WDN’s Reflective Democracy Campaign 

Director. “While much has been said about red/blue divide, our poll shows that 

Americans of both parties are united in their interest in seeing our political leaders reflect 

the full talent of our population. We’re building on that interest to encourage new efforts 

to create a change in the system – from top to the bottom of the ballot.”  

 

WDN released the research and survey as part of its Reflective Democracy Campaign, 

which aims to catalyze new efforts to level the playing field for women and people of 

color seeking elected office. Partners in conducting the research include the New 

Organizing Institute (NOI) and the Center for American Women and Politics at Rutgers 

University. 

 

### 

 

Women Donors Network is a community with a purpose – together we connect, learn and take 

action to further our shared vision of a more just, equitable and sustainable world. WDN 

programs are designed to ignite change, providing donors with opportunities to support 

progressive movement-building as we deepen our knowledge, work in partnership with allies, 

and engage in nimble and strategic grant making. Learn more at womendonors.org. 

 

http://womendonors.org/
http://womendonors.org/


Who Leads Us?
 
America is built on the ideal that all people are equal and have 
a stake in how our nation is governed. While we may not always 
succeed, ours is a history of pursuing this vision. It’s not enough 
that women and citizens of all races can vote—every American 
must have equal access to lead. 

New research commissioned by the Women Donors Network (WDN) reveals that despite our country’s 
changing demographics, the face of America’s leadership does not refl ect who we are. At all levels, white 
Americans and men maintain a powerful hold on political representation.   We analyzed the 42,000 people who 
make up our elected political leadership, from the President down to the county level.  We found:

90% of officeholders are white, compared to only 63% of the population.

Men hold 71% of elected offices, even though they are just 49% of the population.

White men hold 65% of elected seats, although they are only 31% of the population— 

effectively constituting a “veto-proof minority” in our political system.

The pattern of de-facto exclusion of women and people of color from elected office 

begins far below the national level, with state- and county-level offices also showing 

stark disparities.



This imbalance is unsustainable.  Our history has shown us that when power is not shared, things 
break down. We need look no farther than places like Ferguson, Missouri, to see that in order to successfully govern 
us, our elected leaders must look like us and live like us.  We need a refl ective democracy.

Americans know there’s a problem, and they want to do something about it.  
We surveyed 800 voters nationwide, and found:

•  A majority of voters we polled are concerned about the lack of women and people of color in offi  ce.  
•  When asked what phrase best describes who our elected leaders should be, a majority of voters chose 
  “the best and the brightest.”  But when asked what best describes who our current elected leaders actually are, 
    most chose “an old boys’ club.” 
•   Voters overwhelmingly support policies that help elect more women and people of color, regardless of 
    party affi  liation.

Americans recognize that the political system puts roadblocks in front of women 
and people of color interested in running for office.   A majority of voters cited lack of access 
to political relationships and networks, the political parties’ recruitment practices, and lack of access to donors as 
signifi cant barriers faced by women and people of color.

The data suggest that a more reflective democracy correlates with policy outcomes 
in key areas.

Minimum Wage:  In the 10 states with the greatest representation of women in the state legislature, the 
average state-enacted minimum wage is $8.11/hour.  In the 10 states with the lowest representation of 
women, the average minimum wage is over a dollar an hour lower: $6.90/hour.

Immigration:  New Mexico, whose elected representatives are among the most refl ective of its diverse 
population, issues drivers’ licenses to non-citizens and guarantees in-state tuition rates to college students 
regardless of their immigration status. In contrast, Arizona, which is one of the least refl ective states, explicitly 
denies the issuing of drivers’ licenses to non-citizens and bars undocumented students from receiving in-state 
tuition rates.   

Stand Your Ground Laws:  Of the 15 states with the least gender-balanced state legislatures 11 have 
implemented “stand your ground”-style laws.  In the 15 most gender-balanced states, only two have 
implemented such laws. 

We’re strongest when our leadership reflects the full range of talent and lived 
experience that America has to offer. That’s why we’re working for change.  
Together with other advocates and funders, the Refl ective Democracy Campaign is working to level the playing fi eld 
for all who wish to represent their communities in elected offi  ce.  

Let’s build a democracy that reflects all of us.
Learn more at www.WhoLeads.us
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Survey Methodology 

Nationwide Voter Survey 

 800 voters likely to vote in November 2016 

 Margin of error of 3.5% 

 Fielded August 19th to 25th, 2014 

 Conducted by landline and cell phone 

 Interviews in English and Spanish 
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Majority of voters feel there are too few women, and  
too few people of color in elected office. 

7 6 

23 26 

59 
51 

Women People of color

Subgroups in Elected Office 

Too Many Right Amount Too Few

Do you think there are too many, too few, or about the right amount of women / people of color in elected office?  
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Subgroup members are more likely to say there are too few 
of that subgroup in office, especially people of color. 

64 62 

52 
47 

Women People of color

Percent Too Few in Elected Office 

In Group Not In Group

Do you think there are too many, too few, or about the right amount of women / people of color in elected office?  
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Voters want a Congress made of best and brightest, 
but see an old boys’ club.  

44 

25 

11 
7 

3 5 

33 

53 

An old boys’ club The one percent The face of America The best and the
brightest

Elected Officials: Current versus Ideal  

Best describes our current elected officials

Best describes who you think our elected officials should be

Which of the following do you think best describes… 
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Voters are aware of structural barriers that prevent women and 
people of color from being represented in elected office.  

58 
64 

55 

65 
61 60 

Women / POC don’t have access 
to donors 

Parties don’t recruit women / 
POC candidates  

Women / POC don’t have 
relationships and networks 

Reasons Preventing More Women and POC in Elected Office (Percent Important) 

Women POC

Please tell me if you think it is a very important, a somewhat important, a slightly important, or not at all a reason that women / people of color are not proportionately represented in elected office? 
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Dems are more likely to see structural barriers, but half of 
Republicans say barriers are important too.  

63 

75 

61 62 62 
56 

49 
54 

48 

Women don’t have access to 
donors 

Parties don’t recruit women 
candidates  

Women don’t have relationships 
and networks 

Reasons Preventing More Women in Elected Office, by Party (Percent Important) 

Democrats Independents Republicans

Please tell me if you think it is a very important, a somewhat important, a slightly important, or not at all a reason that women are not proportionately represented in elected office? 
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Women are more likely to see barriers facing women.  

62 
70 

59 
53 

58 
51 

Women don’t have access to 
donors 

Parties don’t recruit women 
candidates  

Women don’t have relationships 
and networks 

Reasons Preventing More Women in Elected Office, by Party (Percent Important) 

Women Men

Please tell me if you think it is a very important, a somewhat important, a slightly important, or not at all a reason that women are not proportionately represented in elected office? 
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Democrats are more likely to see racial barriers.  

76 
71 71 68 

64 
59 

49 47 49 

POC don’t have access to donors Parties don’t recruit POC 
candidates  

POC don’t have relationships and 
networks 

Reasons Preventing More POC in Elected Office, by Party (Percent Important) 

Democrats Independents Republicans

Please tell me if you think it is a very important, a somewhat important, a slightly important, or not at all a reason that people of color are not proportionately represented in elected office? 
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Whites are almost as likely as POC to see racial barriers.  

64 
59 59 

66 65 64 

POC don’t have access to donors Parties don’t recruit POC 
candidates  

POC don’t have relationships and 
networks 

Reasons Preventing More POC in Elected Office, by Party (Percent Important) 

Whites POC

Please tell me if you think it is a very important, a somewhat important, a slightly important, or not at all a reason that people of color are not proportionately represented in elected office? 
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Overwhelming support for policies that help elect more women 
and POC to Congress.  

76 

19 

46 

8 

Support Oppose

Support Oppose 

Strongly Strongly 

Total Total 

Overall, do you support or oppose policies that help elect more women and people of color to Congress? 

Do you support or oppose policies 
that help elect more women and 

people of color to Congress?  
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Overwhelming majority support policies to elect more 
women and people of color to Congress.  

85 
76 

57 
65 

79 76 78 

11 
18 

31 28 

13 
20 

9 

Democrats Independents Republicans White Men White
Women

Men of Color Women of
Color

Support for Policies by Party, Ethnicity and Gender 

Support Oppose

Overall, do you support or oppose policies that help elect more… 



Implications 17 



18 

Implications 

1. Voters believe there are too few women 
and POC in elected office.  

2. They see structural barriers and identify 
them as important reasons that there 
aren’t more women and POC in office.  

3. Strong majority of voters, across parties, 
want policies to fix this.  
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OVERVIEW 

The New Organizing Institute (NOI) Reflective Democracy dataset is a first-of-its-kind 
exploration of the race and gender composition of American elected officials. With funding from 
Women Donors Network, NOI looked at the race and gender of over 40,000 elected officials from 
the federal to the county level, finding that 90% of elected officeholders are white, 71% are male, 
and 65% are white males. This representational inequality persisted across all levels of office and 
geography, confirming that the makeup of the people who hold power in the U.S. bears little 
resemblance to what the country’s population looks like as a whole. 

 

TOPLINE NUMBERS 
In all, NOI aggregated the race and gender of 41,372 officeholders. The overall results are as 
follows: 

Overall Representation Female Male Grand Total 

American Indian or Alaska Native 0.12% 0.22% 0.33% 

Asian American or Pacific Islander 0.23% 0.50% 0.73% 

Black or African American 2.41% 4.27% 6.68% 

Hispanic or Latino 0.80% 1.53% 2.33% 

Multiracial* 0.02% 0.01% 0.04% 

White 25.27% 64.62% 89.88% 

Grand Total 28.85% 71.15% 100.00% 

* Multiracial responses are from self-identification only and, as a result, multiracial elected officials 
are most likely under-identified in the data. 

The race and gender breakdown across different office levels showed clear patterns. People of 
color were better represented in state and federal legislatures than in statewide and county offices, 
while the higher the office level, the fewer the women in office. 

Gender by Office Level Female Male Grand Total 

Federal 18.80% 81.20% 100% 

Statewide Offices 21.05% 78.95% 100% 

State Legislature 24.76% 75.24% 100% 

Local 30.03% 69.97% 100% 

Grand Total 28.93% 71.07% 100% 
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Race by Office Level Non-White White Grand Total 

Federal 16.54% 83.46% 100% 

Statewide Offices 6.82% 93.18% 100% 

State Legislature 15.02% 84.98% 100% 

Local 9.00% 91.00% 100% 

Grand Total 10.12% 89.88% 100% 
 

METHODOLOGY 
Starting with a snapshot of all federal, state, and county elected officials from Spring of 2014, NOI 
compiled its race and gender information for these officeholders in three ways: 

 Existing Research – In cases where an officeholder had previously self-identified as a 
particular race or gender through a state- or third party-administered survey, this 
information was matched to their record on our file and integrated into the analysis. 

 Email/Phone Surveys – In instances where contact information for the elected officials 
was available, NOI administered a survey in conjunction with the Center for American 
Women and Politics at Rutgers University, which asked the officials to self-identify their 
race and gender information. 

 Voterfile Matching – If self-identifying information was unavailable, NOI worked with 
TargetSmart Communications to conduct a match to a commercial voterfile augmented with 
race and gender information. Using publicly available information from campaign finance 
and filing documents, elected officials were matched to their records on their state's list of 
registered voters. TargetSmart then provided the race and gender information available on 
their enhanced version of the file. In states that do not solicit race information on their voter 
registration form, a likely race and gender is modeled for each voter based on a proprietary 
mix of geographic, demographic, and other factors. In a sample of nearly a thousand 
officials for which both self-identified and modeled race were available, the modeled race 
was found to be accurate 95% of the time. (The gender model was accurate 99% of the 
time in a similarly sized sample.) While voterfile matching may introduce some errors at the 
individual level, we have extreme confidence in the aggregated numbers. 
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WANT TO JOIN US? REACH OUT!

WOMEN DONORS NETWORK
GENEROSITY MULTIPLIED

WDN was the first funder of 

Ultraviolet, a key player fighting 

sexism in U.S. politics and culture, 

and a founding member of the new 

Make It Work campaign, focused 

on women’s economic security.

We make catalytic 
investments in innovative 

approaches to social change.

INNOVATIVE + CATALYTIC

Our Reflective Democracy 

Campaign promotes equity in 

political leadership for women and 

people of color by breaking down 

structural barriers.

By identifying gaps in 
philanthropy, we focus on 

creating long-lasting 
social change.
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With support from WDN, 

the Oscar-nominated film 

Invisible War elevated the issue 

of sexual violence in the military 

to the national stage.

We seek out opportunities 
where the right investment 
at the right time can make a 
transformative difference.

NIMBLE + RESPONSIVE

Our annual WDN on the Hill 

event brings members and our 

allies together with policymakers 

to advocate for key social and 

environmental justice issues.

We offer high quality, 
educational programs to 

empower our members to 
grow as philanthropists 

and activists. 

ORGANIZING
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FOR SYSTEMIC CHANGE

ENGAGED + DYNAMIC

Through online forums, in-person regional 

gatherings and annual conferences, WDN members 

find connection, support and community among 

women donors with shared values.

SUPPORTIVE + COLLABORATIVE

A COMMUNITY OF WOMEN WHOSE 

COLLECTIVE ENERGY, STRATEGIC SAVVY AND 

PHILANTHROPIC DOLLARS ARE HELPING TO 

BUILD A MORE JUST AND FAIR WORLD.
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