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Nearly twenty-five years ago, in a Las Vegas conference room at the
annual meeting of the Western Political Science Association, we finalized
our plan to conduct the Citizen Political Ambition Study. It was 2007,
women had made substantial progress entering the professions that tend
to lead to political careers, and many studies reported that when women
ran for office, they fared just as well as men. Yet women occupied only
13 percent of the seats in Congress and 22 percent of the seats in state leg-
islatures across the country. Sensing greater roadblocks to women’s full
political integration into electoral politics than many scholars and ana-
lysts identified, we wanted to study gender’s role in the candidate emer-
gence process on a much larger scale than had previously been attempted.

That summer, we compiled a national sample and surveyed nearly
4,000 “potential candidates” — women and men who work in the profes-
sions that often precede political candidacies. We asked whether they’d
ever considered running for office, whether anyone ever suggested they
run, whether they thought they were qualified to run, and whether they
had any interest in running in the future. We asked about their upbring-
ing, family structures and roles, political attitudes, and perceptions of the
electoral arena. And we asked about their political participation, interest,
knowledge, and efficacy. Those results, which served as the basis for Iz
Takes a Candidate: Why Women Don’t Run for Office, exposed a signif-
icant gender gap in political ambition. Women and men with similar edu-
cational, professional, and political backgrounds were not similar when
it came to their interest in running for office.

A decade later, the political environment looked quite different.
Nancy Pelosi had been elected Speaker of the House. Hillary Clinton

x1
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received 18 million votes when she sought the Democratic nomination
for president in 2008. And in 2011, polls repeatedly placed former vice
presidential candidate Sarah Palin in the top tier of potential candidates
for the 2012 Republican presidential nomination. Against this backdrop,
we conducted the second wave of the Citizen Political Ambition Study,
expecting to find that the gender gap in political ambition had begun to
close. We were wrong. Survey data from a new sample of roughly 4,000
potential candidates revealed that it held steady.

A decade after that — in the fall of 2021 — we decided to do it all again.
It had been twenty years since our initial study and the political envi-
ronment had undergone remarkable changes. Most important for our
purposes were the dramatic increase in the number of women seeking
and winning elective office, the emergence of several serious and compet-
itive female presidential candidates, the election of the first female vice
president, and the #MeToo movement. This time, the data would surely
reveal that women were just as likely as men to consider running for
office. We were wrong again. In 2001, we uncovered a sixteen percentage
point gender gap. In 2021, among a sample of more than 5,000 potential
candidates, the gap was an almost identical fifteen points.

Identifying and theorizing about the persistent gender gap in political
ambition is vitally important — it’s why we undertook this project in the
first place. But we soon discovered that compiling a national sample of
potential candidates was a more mundane endeavor than we had fully
conceptualized. We executed the first two waves of the study through
an old-school, multiwave, national mail survey. To get responses from
nearly 8,000 potential candidates, we reached out to close to 15,000
people. That meant signing, folding, sealing, and stamping more than
50,000 pieces of mail. To give the survey that important personal touch,
we fed every single envelope into the printer, handwrote a note on each
letter and follow-up postcard urging recipients to complete the question-
naire, and placed actual stamps on each piece of mail. The papercuts
were many, one of us seemed to develop a taste for envelope adhesive
(sealer sticks are too messy), and we became obsessed with monitoring
the mail. Of course, this endless procession of mind-numbing tasks in the
early days proved our shared mania — the basis of any healthy friendship.

By the time we conducted the third wave of the study, we were fortu-
nate enough to have reached a point in our careers where we could afford
to outsource the data collection. We contracted with YouGov and assem-
bled a comparable sample that required far less clerical work. Gone were
the days of stuffing envelopes and affixing stamps. Although we didn’t
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wake up from nightmares associated with lost mail, we still managed to
fixate on the many aspects of the project that could go awry. Just imag-
ine all the potential programming and coding errors! This wave, like the
others, somehow went off without a hitch.

Despite changes to the political and survey environments throughout
the last twenty years, every part of the Citizen Political Ambition Study
required lots of feedback, help, and assistance. We thank Walt Stone,
Linda Fowler, and Kathy Dolan, all of whom early on offered exten-
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