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ABORIGINAL ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

EMILY’s List Australia proudly acknowledges Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people as the 
first peoples and Traditional Owners and custodians of the land and water on which we rely.

We acknowledge and respect that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are steeped in 
traditions and customs built on an incredibly disciplined social and cultural order. This social and 
cultural order has sustained up to 50,000 years of existence.

We acknowledge the ongoing leadership role of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
community on gender equality. As First Peoples, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are 
best placed to determine a culturally appropriate path to gender equality in their communities.

In this document, ‘Aboriginal’ refers to both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.
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From my work at the Global Institute for Women’s 
Leadership, I know there is evidence that shows 

diverse teams perform better. That means there is much to 
be gained if our parliaments are truly representative of our 
communities.  Congratulations to Stephanie on being this 
year’s intern and shining a light on the unique challenges 
facing women from diverse backgrounds and how we can 
best suppor t them to get preselected, elected and have a 
fair oppor tunity to become a future Prime Minister. “     
– Ms Julia Gillard 
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Glossary
Anglo-Celtic refers to those from cultural backgrounds that are English, Scottish, Welsh and Irish.

BAME is a term used in the UK to refer to black, Asian and minority ethnic people. 

CALD is the acronym for ‘culturally and linguistically diverse’.

Culturally diverse women refers to women from Indigenous, Non-European and European (rather than Anglo-
Celtic) cultural backgrounds. See definitions below. 

Diverse cultural backgrounds refer to people from non-Anglo-Celtic backgrounds. 

European refers to those from European backgrounds other than Anglo-Celtic including North-West European 
(e.g. German, French, Dutch) and Southern and Eastern European (e.g. Italian, Greek, Polish). 

Indigenous or Indigenous Australians refers to Australians who are Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander peoples.

Intersectional theory asserts that people are often disadvantaged by multiple sources of oppression such as 
their race, class, gender identity, sexual orientation, religion, and other identity markers such as disability.

Marginal seats are electoral districts in a legislative body (e.g. Parliament or Congress) held with a small majority 
in an election that are regarded as competitive i.e. they could be won by two or more of the candidates running. 
These seats require a small swing to change hands and are typically the focus of campaign resources (financial 
and people). Sometimes marginal seats are referred to as ‘target seats’ where a political party has decided to 
focus on winning the seat.

Non-European refers to those from a range of cultural backgrounds including South-East Asian (e.g. Vietnamese, 
Malaysian), North-East Asian (e.g. Chinese, Japanese, Korean), Southern and Central Asian (e.g. Indian, Sri-
Lankan, Afghani), Latin American (e.g. Mexican, Colombian), Middle Eastern and North African (e.g. Egyptian), 
Sub-Saharan African (e.g. Nigerian, Zimbabwean) and Oceanic and Pacific Islander (e.g. Maori, Tongan).

Party elites or political elite/s refer to a small group of people within political parties or institutions that hold 
concentrated political power, skills and knowledge. 

Unwinnable seats are electoral districts in a legislative body (e.g. Parliament or Congress) that are regarded as 
fully secure for another political party or representative or both. The margins in these seats are substantial. This 
means that political parties tend to not devote campaign resources to these seats.

Women of color is a phrase used to describe female people of color. It is a term primarily used in the United 
States to describe any person who is not considered white. 

Winnable seats (or safe seats) are electoral districts in a legislative body (e.g. Parliament or Congress) that are 
regarded as fully secure for a political party or particular representative or both. There is little chance of these 
seats changing hands because of the political leanings of the electorate and the popularity of the party and/or 
representative.

Contents continued

EMILY’s List Australia | A TRULY REPRESENTATIVE DEMOCRACY   |  5



But EMILY’s List knows that what happened to 
Shireen is not an isolated incident. Women of 
cultural and linguistic diversity and First Nations 
women experience political campaigns differently 
to other women, including facing off against racism 
and stereotypes. EMILY’s List takes seriously our 
work to ensure women with intersecting attributes 
of difference and diversity win elections. We’re 
exceptionally proud to have supported women like 
Penny Wong, Lisa Singh, Linda Burney and Anne Aly 
into parliament. 

That’s why EMILY’s List Australia is proud to release 
A Truly Representative Democracy, the second 
report of the Julia Gillard Next Generation Internship.  
Developed in partnership with our first female Prime 
Minister, the Julia Gillard Next Generation Internship 
gives life to the Gillard legacy and fulfils a long-term 
ambition of EMILY’s List Australia – to promote and 
make political life easier for the next generation of 
talented progressive women leaders.  

A Truly Representative Democracy has been 
researched and written by Stephanie Milione, 
our second recipient of the Gillard Internship. 
Stephanie’s report explores both the challenges and 
opportunities for women from diverse backgrounds, 
recommending how EMILY’s List and the Australian 
Labor Party can best support women from diverse 
backgrounds into the future.

Stephanie, a Director with the Nous Group, is a 
graduate of the Pathways to Politics Program and 
Past President of the Victorian Women Lawyers 
where she focused her advocacy on ‘revenge porn’ 
and the gender pay gap. Stephanie was selected 
from a highly competitive national selection process 
for her demonstrated contributions to women’s 
advocacy and ability to shape policy.  

As part of her internship, Stephanie completed 
a two week study tour of the United States of 
America where she gained insight into how the 
Democrats elected a record number of women of 
color during mid-term elections. Stephanie was 
embedded in the EMILY’s List USA head office in 
Washington DC, where she learned about their 
approaches to campaign strategy, polling and digital 
strategy. Stephanie also met with America Votes, a 
coordination hub for national and state-based 
progressive coalitions, Emerge America, who recruit 
and train Democratic women across the country 
and the Center for American Women and Politics at 
Rutgers University. She concluded her tour with a trip 
to the Women’s Campaign School at Yale University 
where she attended sessions and met with the 
school’s Executive Director.  

This project would not be possible without the 
support of the Australian Workers Union, the nation’s 
oldest trade union with a long history of shaping 

Message from the convenors

On the eve of the 2019 Federal Election Campaign, Shireen Morris, Labor’s candidate for 

the seat of Deakin in Victoria was targeted with racist and islamophobic attacks. Campaign 

posters were defaced across the electorate, in an offensive attempt to use Shireen’s Indian-

Fijian heritage, to stir up racial politics. Despite this challenge, Shireen delivered a swing to 

Labor, bringing the seat within Labor’s grasp at the next poll. 
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Labor leaders. As a major sponsor of the program, 
the AWU fully funds the travel of our interns, ensuring 
they gain invaluable political experience in an 
international setting. Thank you to Misha Zelinsky 
and Dan Walton for all their support of the program.

In 2019, we also welcome Slater and Gordon 
Lawyers as a Principal Sponsor. Julia Gillard got 
her first start as a young lawyer at Slaters so we’re 
thrilled to bring the mentoring full circle through this 
new partnership for future Labor women leaders. 
Thank you to Philip Reed for getting behind this 
project.

Finally, we acknowledge the work of EMILY’s List 
staff and volunteers, especially CEO Maree Overall 
and national office staff, intern convenors Katie 
Whitehead, Meghan Hopper and the expert advice of 
Hutch Hussein and Leonie Morgan in their reviewing 
of the report. 

We commend this report to you and look forward to 
seeing the implementation of its recommendations to 
increase the diversity of women representatives for 
the benefit of our democracy.

Sharon Claydon and Tanja Kovac
National Co-Convenors ELA
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SINCE 1996, EMILY’S 
LIST HAS SUPPORTED 
555 LABOR WOMEN 
CANDIDATES, WITH 
267 SUCCESSFULLY 
ELECTED TO FEDERAL, 
STATE OR TERRITORY 
PARLIAMENTS. THIS IS A 
STANDOUT ACHIEVEMENT, 
ESPECIALLY GIVEN 
RECENT STRUGGLES BY 
OTHER POLITICAL PARTIES 
TO RECRUIT, PRESELECT 
AND RETAIN WOMEN MP’S.  

If the ALP is to achieve its aim to preselect 
50% women candidates by 2025, EMILY’s 
List need to ensure there is a pipeline 
of women ready to represent their 
communities. 

The Gillard Internship provides a young 
or emerging woman leader with the 
opportunity to:

•	 undertake research into best practice 
gender equality policy and program 
initiatives across the world & to bring 
back learnings for the benefit of 
Australian women.

•	 travel overseas and meet with 
progressive women leaders

•	 work with a progressive Labor woman 
MPs and receive direct mentoring & 
support

•	 learn about the importance of 
fundraising & relationship building for 
progressive campaigns

Sharon Claydon Tanja Kovac
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Our nation’s Parliament has little cultural diversity 
despite Australia’s reputation as a successful 
multicultural nation. The results of the 2019 election 
demonstrate minimal progress. Inclusive political 
institutions exist when a diversity of people feel 
valued and respected, have access to opportunities 
and resources, and can contribute their talents.1 
This is not yet the case in Australia.

Within the 45th Australian Parliament, approximately 
78.1 per cent of representatives have an Anglo-
Celtic background, 16.3 per cent have a European 
background, 4.1 per cent have a non-European 
background and 1.5 per cent have an Indigenous 
background. Following the 2019 Federal election, 
figures compiled by the Parliamentary Library and SBS 
News found that the newly elected 46th Parliament 
has little more cultural diversity than the previous one.

1 ‘Diversity & Inclusion Explained’, Diversity Council of Australia, 2019, viewed on 15 July 2019, https://www.dca.org.au/di-planning/getting-started-di/diversity-inclusion-explained.
2 ‘Labor women deliver in a difficult election and should lead’ media release, EMILY’s List Australia, 24 May 2019, viewed on 15 July 2019, https://www.emilyslist.org.au/labor_wom-

en_should_lead.

Following the recent election, the Australian Labor 
Party (the ALP or the Party) maintained its record 
representation of women in the parliamentary 
caucus of 47 per cent, double the representation of 
women in the Coalition.2 However, the majority of 
women in Labor’s caucus are from an Anglo-Celtic 
background.

The purpose of this report is to outline the 
strategies and practices in place around the world 
to get more culturally diverse women elected and 
make recommendations for the ALP and EMILY’s 
List Australia. Its aim is to increase our knowledge 
of the systemic changes required and types of 
support culturally diverse women need to become 
Members of Parliament (MPs), win elections and 
succeed as Parliamentarians. 

Executive summary

 Senator Penny Wong and Tanya Plibersek MP
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Our political institutions do not currently reflect the 
diversity of the citizens they represent. This means 
that policies are created without a representative 
and diverse range of perspectives. Increasing 
the representation of culturally diverse women 
in Australian politics is aligned with the EMILY’s 
List’s belief that democracy is enhanced through 
the diversity of people participating in it. This will 
lead to a greater range of views and therefore 
better public policy outcomes. Until representation 
of culturally diverse women in Australian politics 
is increased, our political system cannot be 
considered truly representative.

All women, including those from diverse cultural 
backgrounds, face barriers relating to their gender 
when seeking elected office. This report examines 
how culturally diverse women are disadvantaged 
over and above the norm.

Inclusion of culturally diverse people as 
representatives enhances the legitimacy of our 
political institutions, as more people identify with 
political spaces. In particular, the election of women 
from diverse cultural backgrounds carries symbolic 
weight for women from those backgrounds and 
society as a whole. For some, it can be viewed as 
a measure of acceptance and the integration of 
that group.3 For others, the underrepresentation 
of culturally diverse women undermines the 
representative legitimacy of our political institutions. 

 
At best, governments that lack  
diversity invite questions of 

legitimacy, and at worst, the policies 
they implement may fail to reflect or 
benefit from the full range of opinions 
and experiences within the electorate”  
- Leonard and Simeon.4

3 I. Bloemraad, ‘Accessing the corridors of power: Puzzles and pathways to understanding minority representation’, West European Politics, 36:3, p 652-670.
4 Lenard and Simeon cited in Z. Spicer et al., ‘Political opportunity structures and the representation of women and visible minorities in municipal elections’, Electoral Studies, vol 48, 

2017, p 10.
5  M.L. Krook and M.K. Nugent, ‘Intersectional institutions: Representing women and ethnic minorities in the British Labour Party’, Party Politics, 2016, Vol. 22(5) p. 620.
6  Attributed to Marian Wright Edelman, American civil rights activist, and others.

This is not just a problem for Australia. A global study 
estimated that minority women comprise only 2.1 per 
cent of national legislators, compared to 11.2 per cent 
of the general population.5

This report examines how the ALP can: 
1. recruit and pre-select more women candidates 

from diverse cultural backgrounds; 
2. provide better support to maximise their chances 

of being elected to political office; and 
3. put mechanisms in place to maximise their 

retention and ensure they are successful once 
elected. 

The report also looks at how EMILY’s List Australia 
can contribute to this. 

Underpinning this is recognition that ‘you can’t be 
what you can’t see’6, and that if culturally diverse 
women have role models, peer support and potential 
mentors in our political institutions, more of them will 
aspire to these positions. 

This report is primarily concerned with how to 
increase the representation of women with an 
Indigenous or non-European background, and to a 
lesser extent European backgrounds. While there are 
some common issues faced by all of these women, 
it is recognised that there are issues particular 
to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
compared to migrants of first, second and even third 
generation Australians. This report looks at women 
from these diverse cultural backgrounds collectively 
but acknowledges the differences between these 
groups. Women who are not from an Anglo-Celtic 
background are referred to collectively as ‘culturally 
diverse women’ in this report for simplicity.

This report frames its analysis around different 
stages of a candidate’s journey to elected office. 

Insights and recommendations relating to each of 
the five stages of a candidate’s journey are outlined 
in the sections 1 to 5. The insights are summarised 
overleaf.



PART 1:  MAKING THE DECISION TO RUN
• Culturally diverse women face structural disadvantages relating to their gender and cultural 

background that means they are less likely to decide to run for elected office. 

• Concerted action needs to be taken by political parties to increase the number of culturally diverse 
women members as it is unlikely to happen organically. 

• Many culturally diverse women were encouraged to run for office by family, friends and their 
local community. They aspire to be role models to other culturally diverse women and some were 
inspired by sitting MPs of the same cultural background.

 
PART 2:  PARTY RECRUITMENT AND CANDIDATE  
PRE-SELECTION
• Party power structures make it difficult for culturally diverse women (particularly newly arrived 

migrants) to be selected to run for elected office in winnable seats. 

• Affirmative action measures have been successful in increasing the representation of ALP women 
and could be used to increase representation of culturally diverse women.

• Affirmative action initiatives must be accompanied by a meaningful commitment from political 
parties through mandatory rules and a portion of candidates being selected for winnable seats. 

• Culturally diverse women face a number of systemic barriers which prevent their recruitment 
and selection as candidates, however an increasing desire by political parties to ensure their 
candidates are representative of the electorate favours culturally diverse women.

• Parties need to be strategic about ensuring all candidates, including culturally diverse women, 
have local roots in the electorate they seek to represent to further strengthen their electoral appeal 
and chance of winning.

 
PART 3:  PREPARING TO RUN
• Compared to other similar nations, Australian candidates and MPs receive little to no 

educational support to prepare them to run for office. 

• Many case studies from abroad provide instructive examples the ALP and EMILY’s List  
could replicate to prepare more culturally diverse women to run for elected office. 
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PART 4:  THE FORMAL CAMPAIGN (AFTER THE ELECTION IS 
CALLED)
• Culturally diverse women candidates in Australia are often pre-selected for unwinnable  

seats. Insufficient educational and campaign support is provided to candidates in seats  
of this kind.

• Specific tailored campaign support is required given the particular barriers that culturally  
diverse women face.

 
PART 5:  AFTER THE ELECTION
• The ALP would benefit from a CALD caucus to effectively utilise culturally diverse MPs’ 

understanding of their cultural or ethnic community, as the First Nation’s Caucus does for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians.

The talented Indigenous and CALD women candidates 
and MPs interviewed for this report demonstrate 
the existing culturally diverse talent within the ALP. 
However, as highlighted in this report, they face unique 
challenges that could be remedied through proactive 
initiatives and tailored support. The Party and EMILY’s 
List Australia have the opportunity to support and 
promote culturally diverse women to help create a truly 
representative democracy.

The recommendations in this report (and listed at the 
end) seek to:

• improve the diversity of the Party
• improve the diversity of EMILY’s List
• engage women from culturally diverse communities 

in Party activities 

• build a pipeline of culturally diverse women 
candidates

• reduce structural barriers for culturally diverse 
women

• provide tailored support to culturally diverse 
candidates, and 

• demonstrate that the ALP is the party for people 
from culturally diverse backgrounds. 

The majority of recommendations are for the ALP,  
with additional recommendations for EMILY’s List 
Australia. 

Issues raised in the report are illustrated by quotes from 
the culturally diverse women candidates and others 
interviewed as part of the research.



Australia’s cultural diversity is significantly under-
represented in our nation’s Parliament. This is also 
the case in our state and territory legislatures. 
This undermines Australia’s reputation as one of 
the most successful multicultural countries in the 
world. The lack of cultural diversity in our nation’s 
representative institutions suggests that we are not 
making the most of the talents and experiences of 
all Australians. 

I have the experience of people 
unrepresented and unheard, if I 

can use this experience for something 
good, I want to represent the people  
that put me there.”  
– Australian political candidate

 
Australia does not officially collect comprehensive 
data on cultural diversity, so this report relies on 
the independent research outlined in the Australian 
Human Rights Commission’s Leading for Change 

7 T. Soutphommasane Ph.D, Leading for Change: A blueprint for cultural diversity and inclusive leadership revisited, Australian Human Rights Commission, Sydney, 2018.
8 Ibid, p. 7.
9 Ibid. p. 12.
10 J. Blakkarly, ‘Australia’s new parliament is no more multicultural than the last one’, SBS News, 21 May 2019, viewed on 15 July 2019, https://www.sbs.com.au/news/australia-s-new-par-

liament-is-no-more-multicultural-than-the-last-one

report.7 The report highlights the compelling case 
for organisations to embrace cultural diversity. It 
estimates that around 58 per cent of the population 
has an Anglo-Celtic background, 18 per cent has 
a European background, 21 per cent has a non-
European background, and 3 per cent has an 
Indigenous Australian background.8 

In contrast, within the 45th Australian Parliament, 
approximately 78.1 per cent have an Anglo-Celtic 
background, 16.3 per cent have a European 
background, 4.1 per cent have a non-European 
background and 1.5 per cent have an Indigenous 
Australian background.9 Following the 2019 Federal 
election, figures compiled by the Parliamentary 
Library and SBS News found that the newly elected 
46th Parliament has little more cultural diversity than 
the previous one.10

The community wants to see  
the elected officials reflect  

the diversity of Australia”  
– Australian political candidate

Introduction
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While the ALP has maintained its record representation 
of women in the parliamentary caucus of 47 per cent, 
which amounts to double the representation of women 
in the Coalition11, the majority of women in the Labor 
caucus are from an Anglo-Celtic background. 

This report assumes the benefits of more culturally 
diverse political institutions are known and accepted 
and therefore focuses on practical measures to achieve 
this rather than making the case for why cultural 
diversity is beneficial.

THE NOTIONS OF DIVERSITY AND 
INTERSECTIONALITY UNDERPIN THIS REPORT 
Inclusive political institutions exist when a diversity 
of people feel valued and respected, have access to 
opportunities and resources, and can contribute their 
talents.12 It is therefore important that our representative 
democracy is diverse and inclusive. Inclusive 
democracies reflect the differences in how people 
identify in relation to: age, caring responsibilities, 
cultural background, disability, gender or gender 
identity, Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
peoples, sexual orientation, intersex status, and socio-
economic background.13 They also reflect the different 
professions, educational status and work experiences 
of Australians.14 

Intersectional theory asserts that people are often 
disadvantaged by multiple sources of oppression such 
as their race, class, gender identity, sexual orientation, 
religion, and other identity markers such as disability.15 

This report focuses on a discussion of the intersection 
of gender and cultural diversity, including Indigenous 
Australian culture. It recognises that these are only two 
identifiers of many that will contribute to a more diverse 
representative democracy.

THE METHODOLOGY INCLUDED SEVERAL ACTIVITIES
The Julia Gillard Next Generation internship provides an 
opportunity for a young woman each year to research 
best practice strategies and policies in place around 
the world to get more women elected. The research, 
conducted by Stephanie Milione, focuses on EMILY’s 

11  ‘Labor women deliver in a difficult election and should lead’ media release, EMILY’s List Australia, Op. cit. 
12  Ibid. 
13  Diversity & Inclusion Explained’, Diversity Council of Australia, Op. cit.
14  Ibid.
15  Oxford dictionary definition; The academic and legal scholar Kimberle Crenshaw coined the term ‘intersectionality’ in her 1989 paper, Demarginalizing The Intersection Of Race And Sex:   

 A Black Feminist Critique Of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory And Antiracist Politics https://philpapers.org/archive/CREDTI.pdf
16  I. Bloemraad, Op. cit., p 652-670.

List’s core areas of equity, childcare, equal pay, 
diversity and choice. This report focuses on the core 
area of diversity and specifically, cultural diversity.

Given the international focus of the internship, this 
research draws on comparative analysis of countries 
with similar histories of colonisation and immigration 
to derive insights and identify ideas replicable in the 
Australian context. 

The development of this report included the following 
activities:
• Development of key lines of enquiry to structure 

research, as outlined in the framework below.
• A literature review of Australian and international 

sources relating to gender and cultural 
representation in legislatures.

• Semi-structured one-on-one interviews with 
culturally diverse political candidates, current 
Federal and State/Territory MP and party insiders 
from across Australia.

• Interviews with representatives from a range of 
political and academic organisations during a visit  
to the United States (the US).

This report seeks to increase knowledge of the types of 
support needed for emerging culturally diverse women 
leaders to become MPs, win elections and succeed. 

THE COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS DRAWS ON  
COUNTRIES WITH A HISTORY OF COLONISATION  
AND IMMIGRATION
This report draws on academic research and 
qualitative data from countries with a history of 
colonisation and immigration similar to that of 
Australia, such as the US, Canada and the United 
Kingdom (the UK), as well as some European 
countries that have had increasing rates of 
immigration in recent years, including Belgium  
and the Netherlands. A comparative study found 
that minority representation is similarly poor and 
inequitable across Western European countries  
and traditional countries of immigration.16 



They [CALD communities] feel that they have contributed to this country for  
so many years – they want to see people like them representing them”  

– Australian political candidate

This report particularly focuses on insights from the 
US, as a significant proportion of its elected women 
are culturally diverse. For example, of the 127 women 
serving in the 116th US Congress, 47, or 37 per cent, 
are women of color, and of the 2,131 women state 
legislators serving nationwide, 543 or 25.5 per cent are 
women of color.17 Given that data from 2016 indicates 
that women of color make up approximately 37 per cent 
of the population, these figures indicate proportionate 
representation at the federal level.18 This may be 
attributable to the substantial and dedicated number of 
grassroots political organisations in the US supporting 
women of color to run for elected office, as well as 
organisations supporting people of color more generally.

VARIOUS TERMINOLOGY IS USED THROUGHOUT  
THIS REPORT 
This report adopts the terminology used in the 
aforementioned Leading for Change report, including 
the four groups of cultural backgrounds:
• Indigenous background – Aboriginal or Torres Strait 

Islander cultural backgrounds.
• Anglo-Celtic background – English, Scottish, Welsh 

and Irish cultural backgrounds.
• European background – all European cultural 

backgrounds other than Anglo-Celtic including 
North-West European (e.g. German, French, Dutch) 
and Southern and Eastern European (e.g. Italian, 
Greek, Polish). 

• Non-European background – all other cultural 
backgrounds including South-East Asian (e.g. 
Vietnamese, Malaysian), North-East Asian (e.g. 
Chinese, Japanese, Korean), Southern and Central 
Asian (e.g. Indian, Sri-Lankan, Afghani), Latin 
American (e.g. Mexican, Colombian), Middle Eastern 
and North African (e.g. Egyptian), Sub-Saharan 
African (e.g. Nigerian, Zimbabwean) and Oceanic 
and Pacific Islander (e.g. Maori, Tongan).19

17  ‘Facts on women of color in office’, Center for American Women and Politics, 2019, viewed on 15 July 2019, https://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/fact-sheets-women-color
18  Quick take: Women of Color in the United States’, Catalyst, 7 November 2018, viewed on 20 July 2019, https://www.catalyst.org/research/women-of-color-in-the-united-states/”
19  T. Soutphommasane Ph.D, Op. cit., p. 4.

These four groups reflect the history of Australian 
society and the waves of immigration that shaped it. 

This report is primarily concerned with how to increase 
the representation of women with an Indigenous or 
non-European background, and to a lesser extent 
European backgrounds. While there are some common 
issues faced by all of these women, it is recognised 
that there are issues particular to Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples compared to migrants of first, 
second and even third generation Australians. This 
report looks at women from these diverse cultural 
backgrounds collectively but acknowledges the 
differences between these groups. Women who are 
not from an Anglo-Celtic background are referred to 
collectively as ‘culturally diverse women’ in this report 
for simplicity.

The report also uses comparable terms when referring 
to insights from particular countries. For example, 
in the US expressions such as ‘women of color’ are 
used. The term includes people who are African 
American or Black, or Latina or Hispanic, as well as 
Native Americans and Asian Americans who are also 
referred to as ‘women of color’ in public discourse 
and academic literature. In the UK, the term Black, 
Asian, and Minority Ethnic (BAME) is used to refer to 
candidates from culturally diverse backgrounds. Many 
European publications refer to ‘ethnic minorities’ or use 
other similar terms.
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THIS REPORT USES A FRAMEWORK TO EXPLORE THE ISSUE
To explore the issue of how to recruit, select and elect more culturally diverse women, this report frames the 
discussion around different stages of a candidate’s journey to elected office:

PART 1: MAKING THE DECISION TO RUN  
This section explores the barriers and factors that influence culturally diverse women’s decisions to run 
for elected office. 

PART 2: PARTY RECRUITMENT AND CANDIDATE PRE-SELECTION  
This section examines how culturally diverse women are recruited to political parties and how they are 
selected to be a candidate for elected office. 

PART 3: PREPARING TO RUN  
This section investigates the different types of support provided to candidates to prepare them to run 
for elected office. 

PART 4: THE FORMAL CAMPAIGN (AFTER THE ELECTION IS CALLED)  
This section explores the experience of culturally diverse women on the campaign trail.

PART 5: AFTER THE ELECTION  
This section examines the experience culturally diverse women have once elected to political office.

The framework helped structure the research to consider each of the steps of a candidate’s journey to become 
an elected representative. Key insights and recommendations relating to each stage of the candidate’s journey 
are provided in each section. The report concludes with the complete set of recommendations for how the ALP 
can recruit and select more women candidates from diverse cultural backgrounds, ensure they are elected to 
political office, and are successful once elected. 

1

2

3

4
5
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KEY INSIGHTS 
• Culturally diverse women face structural disadvantages relating to their gender and cultural back-

ground that means they are less likely to decide to run for elected office. 

• Concerted action needs to be taken by political parties to increase the number of culturally diverse 
women members as it is unlikely to happen organically. 

• Many culturally diverse women were encouraged to run for office by family, friends and their local 
community. They aspire to be role models to other culturally diverse women and some were inspired 
by sitting MPs of the same cultural background.

1 Making the  
decision to run

The first step in getting elected is to make the decision 
to run. This decision is based on a number of factors 
including membership of a political party, support from 
friends and family, knowledge of the political system 
and an understanding of what it means to be a Member 
of Parliament.

The lack of cultural diversity in Australian political 
institutions does not seem right in a country that 
is regarded as socially mobile and egalitarian.20 
Australians from an Anglo-Celtic background are 
overrepresented. Statistics indicate that Australians 
from non-Anglo-Celtic European backgrounds 
are somewhat proportionately represented in the 
Parliament following mass immigration after the 
Second World War.21 By contrast, Australians from 
a non-European or Indigenous background are 
significantly underrepresented. Research shows 
that these Australians experience more substantial 
barriers from discrimination.22 These barriers must 
be addressed to improve the cultural diversity of 
candidates standing at elections.

20  T. Soutphommasane Ph.D, Op cit, p. 13.
21  Ibid, p. 13-15.
22  Ibid, p. 14.

This section outlines some of the barriers faced by women 
from culturally diverse backgrounds and the factors that 
influence their decision to run for elected office.

1.1   CULTURALLY DIVERSE WOMEN FACE PARTICULAR 
BARRIERS THAT MAY INFLUENCE THEIR DECISION 

TO RUN
Culturally diverse women face barriers relating to their 
gender and cultural background which may discourage 
them from running for elected office. 

1.1.1   Culturally diverse women face the same gender issues 
as other female candidates 

All women, including those from diverse cultural 
backgrounds, face barriers relating to their gender when 
seeking elected office. In a 2015 study, women of color in 
New Jersey politics identified that many of the barriers they 
face are common to all women in politics, namely: family 
and caregiving responsibilities; exclusion from political 
parties and the ‘old boys network’; gender stereotypes; 
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and fundraising difficulties.23 Those who were politicians 
when interviewed less commonly identified race as a 
barrier compared to their gender, however some noted that 
race is a structural inequality that differs from the problems 
faced by individuals.24 Structural inequality is a condition 
when institutions work together to create a system that 
oppresses specific identities or classes of people, creating 
barriers to equality and mobility and reinforcing racism. 

Politicians interviewed for this New Jersey study often 
referred to gender-based and race-based obstacles 
that exist at the intersection of the two forms of 
identity.25 These include: the lack of female role models 
of the same racial/ethnic background; dealing with 
racial stereotypes such as the ‘angry black woman’; 
fundraising challenges due to the wealth and income 
levels in minority communities; and cultural obstacles 
such as the perception of family and domestic roles 
within some minority communities.26

Australian political candidates from culturally diverse 
backgrounds reported that they considered similar 
issues such as the intersection between their family 
responsibilities and that of being a ‘candidate’ when 
deciding whether or not to run for elected office. All 
candidates interviewed, however, referred to the support 
and encouragement from their partners and family as 
crucial to ensuring that these issues were surmountable. 

1.1.2 Culturally diverse women face particular stereotyping 
and resistance

Culturally diverse women face discrimination and 
stereotyping. As noted in the Leading with Change 
report, efforts to improve cultural diversity are 
often challenged, criticised or met with resistance. 
Sometimes priority is given to another form of diversity, 
such as gender equality, and is used as a way to deflect 
a conversation about cultural diversity.27 Further, there 
can be a reluctance to deal with cultural diversity in a 
more nuanced way, beyond ‘food and festivals’.28 While 
celebrating multicultural festivals and enjoying ethnic 
food is positive, this can distract from more difficult 
conversations about diversity and difference.29 

As membership based organisations, the ALP 
and EMILY’s List have a particular role to play in 

23  K. Sanbonmatsu, ‘Electing Women of Color: The role of campaign trainings’, Journal of Women, Politics & Policy, 36:2.
24  Ibid.
25  Ibid, p. 145.
26  Ibid, p. 146.
27  T. Soutphommasane Ph.D, Op cit, p. 29.
28  Ibid, p. 29.
29  Ibid, p. 29.
30  K. Dittmar Ph.D, The Status of Black Women in American Politics, Center for American Women and Politics (CAWP) for Higher Heights Leadership Fund, Brooklyn NY, p ii.
31  M. L. Krook & M.K. Nugent, Op. cit., p 620-630. 

countering stereotyping and resistance to cultural 
diversity. Formulating and implementing active 
strategies to increase membership and recruit more 
culturally diverse members will assist with combatting 
stereotyping and resistance. 

Discrimination and stereotyping is also a feature of 
the US and UK political experience. In the US, African 
American women are required to navigate race and 
gender stereotypes and intersections.30 In the UK, 
the FATIMA Women’s Network described the need 
for ‘a very high level of courage almost bordering on 
the masochistic’ for ethnic minority women to come 
forward as candidates, due to experiences with 
‘multiple disadvantage and discrimination’.31

1.2  AS A ‘NEWCOMER’ TO AUSTRALIA IT CAN BE 
DIFFICULT TO UNDERSTAND THE POLITICAL 
SYSTEM AND PARTY MACHINE

Many of the Australian candidates interviewed who 
were born overseas reported that they found it difficult 
to understand the political system. Further, the majority 
of the candidates interviewed (including those born in 
Australia) found the Party structures and processes 
opaque and ambiguous. 

Candidates reported that they needed to undertake 
substantial research to understand how the political 
and party system worked. A number of candidates 
reported that they only discovered the realities of the 
Party patronage system after they had finished their 
campaign. However, while this experience is common 
for culturally diverse women, other women and 
men who have not been involved in the Party for an 
extended period of time also face similar issues. 

It takes a long time as a new 
migrant to understand the system. 

I didn’t know about how the internal party 
machinations worked. I had to find out 
everything by myself. I need a mentor who 
can tell me how Australian politics works”  
– Australian political candidate

PART 1 MAKING THE DECISION TO RUN



1.3  FAMILY AND FRIENDS WERE IMPORTANT IN 
ENCOURAGING AUSTRALIAN CULTURALLY 
DIVERSE CANDIDATES TO RUN 

Many of the Australian candidates interviewed reported 
that their friends and family had encouraged them to 
run. Some of the candidates interviewed also pointed 
to the encouragement they received from their local 
culturally diverse community who wanted a candidate 
that represented their interests. A number of the 
candidates were approached by the ALP to run for 
a marginal seat due to their public profile. This helps 
ensure the Party moves beyond the perceived tokenism 
of solely representing their ethnic community. 

 

I was ‘tapped on the shoulder’  
to run because of my profile” 

– Australian political candidate

1.4 POTENTIAL CANDIDATES SHOULD BE AFFILIATED 
WITH THE PARTY THEY SEEK TO REPRESENT

Most political candidates decide to run for a political 
party. For culturally diverse women to run as 
candidates of a party, they ideally should be a member 
prior to their decision to run for elected office. 

Political parties rely on a pipeline of candidates from 
their membership. Given the dearth of culturally diverse 
women ALP candidates, the Party should seek to 
build the diversity of ALP membership by recruiting 

more culturally diverse members to the Party. EMILY’s 
List should also do the same. This can be done 
through membership drives and by asking existing 
members to encourage culturally diverse friends and 
acquaintances to join the Party.. These measures could 
be complemented by the Parliamentary ALP parties 
showcasing their culturally diverse women MPs, such 
as Linda Burney and Anne Aly, who act as role models 
to women considering public office. The Party could 
also form partnerships with values-aligned community 
organisations that are focused on issues concerning 
culturally diverse women. This would assist the ALP 
to recruit and develop culturally diverse women from a 
wide range of professions to participate in mentoring 
and training programs (potentially in collaboration 
with the Labor Academy) and create a pipeline of 
candidates. 

A recent initiative by Labor Academy and Poliversity, 
the Labor Diversity Fellowship program, trains young 
activists and leaders from Labor’s emerging CALD 
communities. The program is open to CALD young 
people between 18 and 35 who are currently an 
ALP member or have submitted their membership 
form to the ALP. The 12 Victorian Diversity Fellows 
selected for the inaugural program undertake training 
in the ALP organisation, Australian political system, 
community engagement and policy development, and 
receive mentoring from senior Labor MPs and union 
officials. The ALP should support a national rollout and 
expansion of the Labor Diversity Fellowship program 
(to include 24 fellows) and run a similar initiative for 
Indigenous activists and leaders from 2020. 

RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Build the diversity of ALP membership by recruiting more culturally diverse members to the Party.

2. Parliamentary parties should showcase their diverse caucuses to act as role models to women 
considering public office.

3. Build the diversity of EMILY’s List membership by attracting more culturally diverse women to the 
organisation. 

4. Recruit and develop culturally diverse women from a wide range of professions to participate in 
mentoring and training programs (potentially in collaboration with the Labor Academy) to create a  
pipeline of candidates. 

5. The ALP should support a national rollout and expansion of the Labor Diversity Fellowship program  
(to include 24 fellows) and run a similar initiative for Indigenous activists and leaders from 2020. 

6. Create partnerships with values-aligned community organisations that are focused on issues  
concerning culturally diverse women. 
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Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (or AOC) was the youngest woman elected to Congress in US history to 
represent the 14th Congressional district. AOC’s younger brother, Gabriel Ocasio-Cortez, nominated 
his sister to a political organisation called Brand New Congress. The organisation’s goal was to 
recruit progressive working class leaders to run for Congress. AOC was selected by the organisation 
to run for Congress and supported her campaign. Brand New Congress trained AOC and utilised 
communications and digital strategies to promote her candidacy and progressive policies.

ROLE MODEL

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez was elected to the US  
Congress in 2018

U.S. Representative Congresswoman 

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez



After making the decision to stand as a political 
candidate, the next step is to go through the Party’s 
pre-selection processes. If a potential candidate has 
support at the local and central level they will then be 
pre-selected to run in a seat. A subset of candidates 
will be selected to run in a ‘safe seat’ where they 
are almost guaranteed election. However, there are 
a limited number of safe seats available in political 
systems like Australia, the UK and the US.32 Anecdotal 
evidence indicates that few of these safe seats go to 
culturally diverse women.

32  D. Ozarow, ‘The unrepresentative house: The inconvenient truth about members of parliament’, Human Resource Management International Digest, Vol. 23, Issue: 5, p. 12-15.

The ALP has had an Affirmative Action rule for 
parliamentary seats since 1994, yet has not seen a 
significant increase in the number of culturally diverse 
women elected to office. This indicates that gender 
quotas alone do not result in increased representation 
of culturally diverse women. 

This section explores the core elements of candidate 
recruitment and selection and how they affect culturally 
diverse women.

We don’t see much diversity among candidates in winnable seats”  
– Australian political candidate

KEY INSIGHTS 
• Party power structures make it difficult for culturally diverse women (particularly newly arrived 

migrants) to be selected to run for elected office in winnable seats. 

• Affirmative action measures have been successful in increasing the representation of ALP women 
and could be used to increase representation of culturally diverse women.

• Affirmative action initiatives must be accompanied by a meaningful commitment from political 
parties through mandatory rules and a portion of candidates being selected for winnable seats. 

• Culturally diverse women face a number of systemic barriers which prevent their recruitment and 
selection as candidates, however an increasing desire by political parties to ensure their candidates 
are representative of the electorate favours culturally diverse women.

• Parties need to be strategic about ensuring all candidates, including culturally diverse women, have 
local roots in the electorate they seek to represent to further strengthen their electoral appeal and 
chance of winning.

2 Party recruitment 
and candidate 
pre-selection 
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2.1 PARTY POWER STRUCTURES ARE BUILT ON AN 
OPAQUE PATRONAGE SYSTEM 

Political parties have complex power structures built 
around ideological factions and a patronage system 
that is opaque for those new or unfamiliar with 
politics.

It is difficult to get through Labor’s 
factional system…the process 

is ambiguous and ultimately it’s up to 
the calculations of the powers that be. 
I wasn’t aware how ruthless and pre-
determined pre-selection often is”  
– Australian political candidate

The majority of the Australian cultural diverse 
candidates interviewed found the ALP’s power 
structure to be difficult to understand. Most felt that to 
be elected there was a need to ‘earn’ a safe seat but 
some were unclear how to achieve that. 

There has generally been a 
principle of very much needing to 

earn the right to be in a safe seat”  
– Party insider

Candidates also indicated that they were unclear 
how to navigate the Party structure and develop their 
political networks. Some didn’t know how the Party 
worked, nor who they should talk with to find out 
more. This made it very difficult for them to work out 
how to gain the necessary support for pre-selection. 

While some candidates noted that it would be 
advantageous for them to be affiliated with a union in 
order to have support within the party, the majority of 
those interviewed did not have a strong affiliation with 
a union.

33  K. Celis et al., ‘Visible ethnic minorities in local political parties: A case study of two Belgian cities (Antwerp and Ghent)’, Politics, Vol. 33(3), 2013, p. 161.
34  Ibid.
35  D. Ozarow, ‘The unrepresentative house: The inconvenient truth about members of parliament’, Human Resource Management International Digest, Vol. 23, Issue: 5, p. 12.
36  C. Cheng & M. Tavits, ‘Informal influences in selecting female political candidates’, Political Research Quarterly, Vol. 64, 2011, p. 460-471.
37  Ibid, p. 460.
38  Ibid, p. 461.
39  Ibid, p. 462.

EMILY’s List could play a role in demystifying 
the Party structure and pre-selection process 
for culturally diverse women through information 
sessions and training. If these were undertaken 
in partnership with the National Labor Women’s 
Network, networks and links could be developed 
across the Party. 

The ALP structure could also play a role to address 
these structural barriers and combat any perception of 
nepotism. For example, by hiring more culturally diverse 
women as Party staff, advisors and paid campaign staff 
who could act as role models and encourage greater 
transparency about how the Party operates.

2.1.1 Diverse party leaders recruit and select candidates  
like them

Including culturally diverse people in Party structures 
can be viewed as a sign of power sharing and long-
term engagement with their communities’ interests.33 
The presence of culturally diverse Party leaders 
demonstrates more structural inclusiveness in decision-
making, and builds expertise and political will to 
represent minority issues and interests.34 It is important 
that Party members and leaders who select candidates 
are themselves representative and consider diversity to 
be a key criterion.35 

The gender composition of Party gatekeepers plays an 
important role in encouraging or discouraging women 
candidates to run for office.36 A study of the 2004 and 
2006 Canadian elections found women candidates 
are more likely to be nominated when the local party 
president (or gatekeeper) is a woman.37 This is because 
gatekeepers influence the nomination process, 
are more likely to recruit and promote people like 
themselves and, in the case of women gatekeepers, 
tend to provide other types of direct support to female 
nominees.38 Furthermore, women gatekeepers are more 
likely to know qualified women who would be suitable 
candidates and their presence as gatekeepers has an 
indirect but encouraging signalling effect.39 The ALP 
could consider tandem quotas for women and cultural 
diversity for executive Party leadership positions and 
leadership positions in branches.



2.2 AFFIRMATIVE ACTION MEASURES DO NOT 
ALWAYS HELP SELECT MORE CULTURALLY 
DIVERSE WOMEN

While cultural diversity is needed for both genders, 
structural mechanisms need to be prioritised for 
diverse women. A number of progressive parties 
around the world use formal party rules and 
mechanisms to achieve greater gender representation. 
The Australian Labor Party has been very successful 
in adopting this approach. Following the first National 
Labor Women’s Conference in 1981, the ALP 
adopted an affirmative action model for internal party 
committees with a 25 per cent quota. In 1994, the 
ALP adopted the mandatory Affirmative Action (AA) 
rule for parliamentary seats to increase the number 
of women elected. The initial rule required women 
to be pre-selected in 35 per cent of winnable seats 
at all elections by 2002. In 2002, the ALP lifted the 
target and a new rule was adopted which included 
mandatory pre-selection of both women and men 
candidates in 40 per cent of winnable seats, leaving a 
further 20 per cent of seats available to either gender. 
This quota is currently 40 per cent, from 2022 it will be 
45 per cent, and from 2025 it will be 50 per cent.40 

If it (affirmative action) can work 
so well for women why shouldn’t 

it work for cultural diversity too” 
 – Australian political insider

 
Yet despite the existence of the AA rule for 
parliamentary seats since 1994, the ALP has not seen 
a significant increase in the number of culturally diverse 
women elected to office. This indicates that gender 
quotas alone do not result in increased representation 

40  ALP National Constitution (adopted 18 December 2018), Australian Labor Party, available at: https://www.alp.org.au/media/1574/alp_national_constitution.pdf
41  K. Celis et al., ‘Quotas and intersectionality: Ethnicity and gender in candidate selection’, International Political Science Review, Vol 35 (1), 2014, p. 41-54. 
42  Ibid, p. 43-44.
43  Ibid, p. 44.
44  Ibid, p. 45.
45  Ibid, p. 47.
46  Ibid, p. 48-49.
47  Ibid, p. 49.
48  Ibid, p. 50.
49  M. L. Krook & M.K. Nugent, Op. cit., p. 628.

of culturally diverse women as typically safe seats have 
gone to women of Anglo-Celtic backgrounds. 

A Belgian and Dutch study examined how gender 
quotas affect ethnic minority groups.41  In both 
countries political parties play the primary role in 
recruitment and nomination of candidates.42 Both 
countries have also had increased non-Western 
ethnic minority immigration over the past decade.43 
This study found that gender quotas are neither 
the sole nor the dominant reason for the increased 
representation of ethnic minority women.44 It also 
found that competition occurs within minority groups 
between candidates with similar profiles for strategic 
spots.45 In Belgium, gender quotas did not boost 
the presence of ethnic minority women in the same 
way as majority women due to the absence of intra-
party groups that support ethnic minorities.46 The 
study noted that party elites assume ethnic women 
are more attractive to voters, and perceive ethnic 
men as more threatening to the internal balance of 
power making ethnic women a safer choice.47 The 
study found that although the intersection of gender 
and race provides an advantage for ethnic minority 
women, this is not a result of quotas.48

The UK Labour Party uses all-women shortlists 
(AWS) as an affirmative action practice to increase 
the proportion of female MPs, allowing only women 
to stand in particular constituencies. This strategy 
has proven successful in increasing the proportion 
of women from ethnic minorities being elected, with 
a study finding that minority women have a better 
chance to be selected in AWS seats compared to 
open seats.49 However, this study also found that 
AWS tend to favour Anglo-Celtic women, while 
quotas for minorities tend to benefit minority men. 
Yet it also found that where quotas for women and 
minorities (or ‘tandem quotas’) are applied, minority 

Diverse internal party leadership helps shift the dial”  
– US political organisation
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women are proportionally represented.50 The study 
observed that stronger measures by the party would 
encourage the selection of more Black, Asian, and 
Minority Ethnic (BAME) candidates and tandem 
quotas could enhance the electoral prospects of 
BAME women.51 Recently, party activists have 
called for all-BAME shortlists (ABS) to address the 
poor representation of BAME candidates.52

The ALP could implement tandem quotas to reduce 
structural barriers for culturally diverse women 
and increase their representation among elected 
MPs. Furthermore, to improve the representation 
of Indigenous Australians, the implementation of 
the Party’s Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP) should 
involve the Party leadership at the federal, state and 
territory levels, complemented with support from the 
branch level.

2.2.1	Culturally	diverse	women	can	miss	out	on	the	benefits	
of	affirmative	action	measures

Improving the representation of women from 
culturally diverse backgrounds suffers from what 
Spelman termed ‘the ampersand problem’, namely, 
falling between efforts to promote members of 
two different groups separately.53 In this case, this 
could include efforts to promote women and efforts 
to promote culturally diverse people. The problem 
can be exacerbated by a focus on prioritising the 
interests of advantaged sub-groups (such as white 
women) and can create a sense of hierarchy among 
marginalised groups.54 Academics Krook and Nugent 
advocate for a shift to ‘multiple axis thinking’ or 
looking at a person’s multiple identifiers together 
such as their gender and cultural background when 
thinking about how to improve group representation, 
such as through the use of tandem quotas for women 
and minorities.55 This would ensure that factional 
power-brokers are forced to seek diverse women to 
meet targets, that diverse candidates put themselves 
forward and that the Party reflects not just gender 
diversity, but also the cultural diversity of Australian 
society.

50  Ibid, p. 622.
51  Ibid, p. 628.
52  Ibid, p. 620.
53  Ibid, p 620.
54  Ibid, p 620-630.
55  Ibid, p 620-630.
56  C. Kulich et al., ‘The political glass cliff: Understanding how seat selection contributes to the underperformance of ethnic minority candidates’, Political Research Quarterly, Vol. 67(1),   

 2014, p. 86.
57  Ibid, p. 85.
58  Ibid, p. 85-86.
59  Ibid,  p. 85-86.
60  Ibid, p. 88-90.

2.3 CULTURALLY DIVERSE CANDIDATES TEND TO BE 

SELECTED FOR UNWINNABLE SEATS 
Several of the Australian candidates interviewed noted 
that culturally diverse candidates are often selected for 
unwinnable seats. 

It often feels that the safe  
seats are reserved for  

Anglo-Saxon women.”  
– Australian political candidate

Effective equality strategies by the UK Labour party 
have resulted in the party increasing its number 
of BAME candidates more than any other UK 
party.56 However, while there has been a fourfold 
increase in the number of BAME candidates, their 
representation as elected representatives has not 
increased proportionally.57 One study refers to a 
‘political glass cliff’ whereby BAME candidates are 
given ‘hopeless seats’ in which they are more likely 
to fail.58 This notion of the ‘glass cliff’ is drawn from 
the business sector where women are more likely to 
be given leadership positions in which they will fail, 
for example because the organisation is performing 
poorly.59 Similar situations occur in politics where 
women are sometimes given the leadership of 
political parties when they are projected to lose 
government at an upcoming election. 

The same study noted that women are also often 
selected for unwinnable seats. It noted that while 
many of the BAME and/or women candidates were 
fielded in significantly less winnable seats, when 
given the opportunity in winnable seats, BAME 
candidates were as capable as white candidates and 
women are as capable as men.60 



The study also found that:
• the type of seat matters and almost guarantees 

women and BAMEs will not achieve political power 
as they are unlikely to win unwinnable seats61

• parties select women and BAME candidates  
in constituencies white men are less interested  
in, and62

• some people may argue against selecting a 
candidate from a minority group because they have 
not been successful in previous elections, often in 
unwinnable seats, creating a vicious circle.63

The authors suggest that societal pressures for 
more diversity in politics can lead to a subtle form of 
discrimination in the form of a political ‘glass cliff’.64 

2.4 PERCEPTIONS OF CANDIDATES’ ABILITIES CAN 
DISADVANTAGE CULTURALLY DIVERSE WOMEN

Several of the culturally diverse Australian women 
interviewed reported that they felt the need to prove 
their abilities as political candidates to Party leaders. 
Some reported that they felt that their skill sets were 
not recognised by the Party selectors and that as they 
were different from the dominant group, they were seen 
as Party outsiders without strong political skills. 

These perspectives are supported by a seminal study 
on candidate selection in Britain. Norris and Lovenduski 
found that party selectors choose candidates based on 
their perceptions of applicants’ abilities, qualifications 
and experience.65 Their research indicated that this 
is influenced by direct and indirect prejudices, where 
direct is that people are judged positively or negatively 
on the basis of characteristics seen as common to their 
group, whereas indirect prejudice is based on personal 
favour.66 

The study also found that the supply of people 
wishing to pursue a political career and recruitment 
of candidates is influenced by a number of factors 
including class, occupation, education, gender, age, 
and race.67 It noted that British MPs are overwhelmingly 
from professional and managerial occupations and are 
more likely to have been educated in elite educational 

61  Ibid, p. 91.
62  Ibid, p. 91.
63  Ibid, p. 91.
64  Ibid, p. 92.
65  P. Norris & J. Lovenduski, ‘’If only more candidates came forward’: Supply-side explanations of candidate selection in Britain, British Journal of Political Science,  

 Vol. 23, No, 3, 1993, p. 373-408. 
66  Ibid, p. 377-378.
67  Ibid, p. 373-408.
68  Ibid, p. 386.
69  Ibid, p. 390-396.
70  Ibid, p. 396-404.
71  Ibid, p. 405.

institutions.68 The problems of supply and demand 
affect gender, age and race.69 Other factors that 
influence the selection of diverse candidates include:
• time and their flexibility over their schedule, i.e. 

candidates with more time to invest in their political 
career are advantaged 

• financial position, i.e. candidates with more 
resources are able to fund personal expenses such 
as travel, clothes, accommodation

• political experience, e.g. long standing party or 
union service

• support networks, e.g. local contacts, union and 
branch connections

• political ambition.70

All of these factors play a role in the supply of 
candidates, which in turn affects candidate 
recruitment.71 Structural barriers often mean culturally 
diverse women may be disadvantaged when it comes 
to these factors. 

Party leaders and decision makers often make 
assumptions about a candidate’s electability and 
viability. As the concept of unconscious bias indicates, 
people often unwittingly tend to favour candidates from 
their own backgrounds. It is common for experienced 
campaign managers in Australia to be risk averse and 
work with candidates they are confident will win. Given 
that many culturally diverse women are selected for 
unwinnable seats, this makes it less likely for them to 
receive the support of experienced political operatives. 

In the US, perceptions of ‘electability’ are often based 
on a candidate’s ability to fundraise, specifically how 
much money have they raised and how much money 
they will be able to raise. This advantages those from 
wealthy backgrounds or with large political networks. 
Other factors include demographic considerations, for 
example, Democratic party leaders will often assume 
that African American women are better placed to 
represent urban areas with large ethnic minority 
populations, rather than suburban areas where there 
is a predominantly white population. Furthermore, the 
political campaign practitioners a candidate attracts 
can determine how the party elite perceives a 

24  |  EMILY’s List Australia | A TRULY REPRESENTATIVE DEMOCRACY 



PART 2  PARTY RECRUITMENT AND CANDIDATE PRE-SELECTION

EMILY’s List Australia | A TRULY REPRESENTATIVE DEMOCRACY   |  25

candidate. Some US candidates have referred to the 
need to run two campaigns, one for the voters and one 
to win over the political elite and practitioners. 

2.5 CANDIDATES NEED TO HAVE A CONNECTION TO 
THEIR LOCAL COMMUNITY 

Australian voters are more likely to support a 
candidate that lives or has lived in the electorate.72 
Political parties recognise this and prefer to select 
candidates with strong community ties who live in 
or very close to the electorate . This is consistent 
with the anecdotal evidence of the culturally diverse 
candidates interviewed who noted that voters want to 
know about their connection with the community and 
how genuine it is.

A recent UK study explored the case for better 
representation of women and minorities versus 
the need for local representatives.73 Historical UK 
polling suggests that ‘localness’ trumps gender, 
even among women voters.74 The study argues 
that the perceived clash between gender and local 
representation is not a false one.75 This suggests 
that it is important for culturally diverse women 
to be members of the local community for the 
electorate that they wish to run in. 

To get a better understanding of membership within 
particular electorates and the potential for more 
culturally diverse women candidates, the Party and 
EMILY’s List could improve their data collection to 
develop a meaningful understanding of the cultural 
diversity of their membership and where they reside. 
Furthermore, the ALP should get involved in community 
projects to show constituents what Labor values mean 
in practice and build the profile of its local members 
and potential candidates.

2.6 A DESIRE FOR REPRESENTATIVE CANDIDATES 
FAVOURS CULTURALLY DIVERSE WOMEN

Despite the barriers culturally diverse women 
candidates face, they have inherent identity advantages 
due to political parties’ increasing recognition of the 
importance of their candidates being representative of 

72  S. Childs & P. Cowley, ‘The politics of local presence: Is there a case for descriptive representative?’, Political Studies, Vol 59, 2011, p. 5.
73  Ibid, p. 1.  
74  Ibid, p. 5.
75  Ibid, p. 16.
76  K. Celis & S. Erzeel, ‘The Complementarity Advantage: Parties, Representativeness and Newcomers’ Access to Power’, Parliamentary Affairs, 2017, Vol 70, p. 44.
77  Ibid, p. 44-45.
78  Ibid, p. 45.
79  Ibid, p. 52.
80  Ibid, p. 53.
81  Ibid, p. 53.
82  Ibid, p. 55-56.

the community they serve. Furthermore, in recent times 
there is a greater recognition that a party’s elected 
officials should be representative of the Australian 
community as a whole. 

Parties often select ethnic minority women because 
of their intersectional identity mix that maximises 
representativeness.76 A recent study found that the 
following theoretical framework applies to parties’ 
strategic goals in candidate selection:
• the preference of parties for incumbents, and
• the need for candidate renewal to broaden the 

party’s base and attract new voters, such as 
through selecting culturally diverse women as 
candidates.77

Therefore the choice between incumbents and 
newcomers can be viewed as a trade off between 
internal vested interests and an opportunity to 
increase representativeness.78 

A recent Belgian case study supported the existence 
of this inherent tension. It found that while parties 
believe candidate renewal needs to occur slowly 
so as not to alienate incumbents, at the same time, 
parties also want to ensure representativeness 
among their candidates to ensure electoral 
attractiveness.79 When parties are focused on 
increasing representativeness, they select candidates 
based on a combination of the categories they 
represent, and their aim is to include new candidates 
with as many different ‘constellations’ of identities as 
possible.80 The study asserts that because there is 
limited space for new candidates, multiple identities 
are preferable, meaning that, for example, ethnic 
women are advantaged in this way.81 This can create 
competition between minorities over positions and 
safeguard incumbents’ political power.82

To attract and recruit more culturally diverse women, 
the ALP should create partnerships with values-
aligned community organisations that are focused 
on issues concerning culturally diverse women. This 
will assist with candidate renewal and broaden the 
Party’s base.



Following more than a decade in the NSW State Parliament, Linda Burney stood for pre-selection in the 
safe Labor seat of Barton prior to the 2016 Federal election. Due to her proven talent as a Parliamentarian 
and State Minister, her strong community ties and her Party relationships, she was confirmed as the Labor 
candidate following a vote by the ALP’s national executive. 

Linda Burney ran for a safe federal Labor seat in 2016

ROLE MODEL Australian Member of Parliament 

Linda Burney
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RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Improve data collection to develop a meaningful understanding of cultural diversity of Party membership 

and branch membership. 

2. Improve data collection to get a meaningful understanding of cultural diversity of EMILY’s List 
membership. 

3. Publish diversity data on Party membership, Party leadership and candidate selections. 

4. EMILY’s List could work with the National Labor Women’s Network to demystify the Party structure and 
pre-selection process for culturally diverse women through information sessions and training. 

5. Ensure that the organisational Party leadership at the federal, state and territory levels take ownership of 
implementing the RAP, complemented with support from the branch level.

6. Set employment targets to hire more culturally diverse women as party staff, advisors and paid campaign 
staff.

7. The Party should get involved in community projects to show constituents what Labor values mean in 
practice.

8. Recruit more culturally diverse women to get involved in internal Party activities and election campaigns.

9. Involve culturally diverse women in the Party’s policy development by identifying women to run for 
positions on election party committees. 

10. Recruit and develop culturally diverse women from a wide range of professions to participate in 
mentoring and training programs to create a pipeline of candidates. 

11. Create partnerships with values-aligned community organisations that are focused on issues concerning 
culturally diverse women. 

12. Encourage and support more diversity in the union movement, as a pipeline for Labor talent. 

13. Introduce tandem quotas for women and cultural diversity for: safe seats; marginal seats; executive Party 
leadership positions; and leadership positions in branches. This would ensure:

a. factional powerbrokers are forced to seek diverse women to meet targets

b. diverse candidates put themselves forward

c. the Party reflects the diversity of society. 

Julia Gillard Next Generation 2019 Intern Stephanie Milione 

visiting EMILY’s List US in Washington DC.
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The Labor Party knows it has to strengthen the way it (a) it introduces people 
into becoming candidates and (b) how to become very good candidates through 

strengthened education and training processes”  
– Australian MP

Pre-selected candidates must prepare to run for 
political office. They need information, skills and 
support.

The Australian candidates and MPs interviewed 
reported that they received little to no support to 
prepare them to run for office. They reported that 
it was not until the campaign had commenced that 
they start to receive information and guidance from 
the Party. Given that the formal campaign period 
only begins four to eight weeks prior to the election, 
this does not leave candidates much time to build 
the skills and networks they need. While many of 
the candidates acknowledged the support they 
received from EMILY’s List Australia, they noted that 
this support only comes after they have been pre-
selected by the Party. 

Information, training and education opportunities not 
only assist candidates, they can also help identify 
potential candidates for upcoming elections and 
build a pipeline of political candidates, campaign 
staffers and volunteers. Without adequate information 
sessions and training opportunities, candidates are 
left to work things out for themselves, which can leave 
them feeling exposed.

This section outlines examples and types of support 
that can help culturally diverse women prepare to run 
for elected office. 

3.1 SEVERAL CASE STUDIES PROVIDE INSTRUCTIVE 
EXAMPLES ON HOW TO PREPARE CULTURALLY 
DIVERSE WOMEN CANDIDATES

The research undertaken to prepare this report 
examined a series of case studies of political 
organisations that are recruiting, preparing and inspiring 
women and/or culturally diverse candidates to run for 
elected office. The majority of these case studies come 
from the US which has numerous grassroots political 
organisations which prepare candidates to run for 
elected office. There are also a few examples from the 
UK and Australia. These examples include programs for 
women who have decided to run but have not yet been 
selected by their political party, as well as women who 
have been selected as candidates by their parties.

There is an opportunity to replicate some of these 
initiatives in the Australian environment. Key insights 
that can be drawn from these case studies and related 
examples are outlined overleaf.

KEY INSIGHTS 
• Compared to other similar nations, Australian candidates and MPs receive little to no educational 

support to prepare them to run for office. 

• Many case studies from abroad provide instructive examples the ALP and EMILY’s List could repli-
cate to prepare more culturally diverse women to run for elected office.

3 Preparing to run
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INSIGHT EXAMPLES
Tailored training for culturally diverse 
women builds confidence and creates a 
positive environment where they can meet 
politicians from similar backgrounds.

• Higher Heights for America provides in-person and online 
training for Black women in the US and hosts events and 
fundraisers for progressive Black women. 

• Center for American Women and Politics (CAWP) introduced 
Diversity Initiative workshops to complement their Ready 
to Run campaign training programs. The Diversity Initiative 
includes workshops for Latina women, Asian American women 
and women of the African diaspora where participants learn 
skills and hear from current and former elected women of color. 

Collecting data on training participants 
can help organisations monitor, track and 
improve the diversity of cohorts. 

• Labour Women’s Network (UK) provides training to diverse 
women and collects data on its training participants to ensure 
that it can constantly review the level of diversity of trainees 
and work to improve it.

Recruitment needs to occur on the ground 
for all types of political office at different 
levels of government. 

• EMILY’s List (US) staff based in locations across the US recruit 
women to run for office at every level across the country. 

Providing in-person and virtual training 
of different lengths can generate interest 
among potential candidates and gives them 
the skills they need to prepare them to run. 

• VoteRunLead equips women interested in running for elected 
office with resources and skills by providing in-person and 
online training ranging from one hour webinars to full day 
training sessions. 

Training programs that replicate the 
intensity of a campaign prepare candidates 
for the pace of politics. 

• The Women’s Campaign School at Yale University provides 
an intensive training program that replicates the pace of a 
campaign. 

Training provided at the local level enables 
a broader range of participants from more 
diverse backgrounds. 

• Emerge America provides in-depth training at the local 
community level to recruit, train and provide a network to 
Democratic women in the US who want to run for elected office.

Training for potential political candidates 
provides them with a network they can 
draw on for support and guidance. 

• Latino Victory trains and develops Latino candidates for public 
office in the US and provides them with a network of support, 
including fundraising assistance. 

• The Pathways to Politics Program for Women at the Melbourne 
School of Government provides a select group of female students 
and alumni, the opportunity to gain the skills and networks to 
reach elected office at local, state and national levels.

Online forums and networks provide a way 
to share resources and knowledge. 

• Get Her Elected sources pro bono skills and expertise for 
progressive women candidates in the US. 

Grassroots organisations can help recruit 
more diverse candidates.

• Run for Something helps recruit diverse progressive candidates 
in the US to create a pipeline of Democratic talent. 

Coordination of progressive political efforts 
that brings together a wide range of causes 
benefits candidates as voters are mobilised. 

• America Votes coordinates progressive organisations to take 
action to advance progressive policies and win elections.

Research on political views and voting 
behaviours can assist candidates. 

• EMILY’s List (US) conducts comprehensive research on the 
political views and voting behaviours of women to dispel myths 
about their involvement in the political process. 

Appendix A outlines each of the case studies investigated during the research to prepare this report. It also 
includes an Australian example, the EMILY’s List Australia Partnership for Equity Network (PEN), which was 
established to support the election of more Indigenous Australian women. The network is not currently active, but 
this report recommends that it is re-activated so it can continue its work to increase the number of Indigenous 
Australian women in elected office.
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VoteRunLead trains women to run for political office and win. VoteRunLead is one of the largest and most 
diverse campaign and leadership program in the United States. The organisation works to equip women 
with the right know-how, trainings and how-to’s to help them enter politics with a purpose. One high 
profile alumna is Ilham Omar who was elected to the Minnesota State House of Representatives in 2016 
and the US Congress in 2018. She is the first Somali-American to serve in Congress and one of the first 
two Muslim women. 

VoteRunLead trained US Congresswomen Ilhan Omar,  
the first Somali-American legislator

RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Introduce formal group training for candidates in different geographic areas with tailored sessions for 

culturally diverse women, and collect data on training participants to ensure the level of diversity of 
trainees can be tracked.

2. Create partnerships with Victorian Trades Hall Council and equivalents that conduct Candidate Schools.

3. Re-activate the EMILY’S List Australia Partnership for Equity Network (PEN) to support the election of 
more Indigenous Australian women.

ROLE MODEL U.S. Representative Congresswoman Ilhan Omar
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PART 4  THE FORMAL CAMPAIGN (AFTER THE ELECTION IS CALLED) 

The formal campaign 
(after the election is called) 

KEY INSIGHTS 
• Culturally diverse women candidates in Australia are often pre-selected for unwinnable seats. 

Insufficient educational and campaign support is provided to candidates in seats of this kind.

• Specific tailored campaign support is required given the particular barriers that culturally diverse 
women face.

4

Once the election is called, the next stage of the 
candidate’s journey is the formal campaign. The 
success of culturally diverse women in campaigns 
is influenced by a variety of factors including the 
assistance they receive from their political party, 
whether they have a well-connected political network 
including mentors and political experts, their access 
to resources to fund their campaign, and whether they 
have support from volunteers. Candidates’ campaign 
experiences are also affected by media coverage they 
receive and voter behaviour.

This section explores the campaign experiences of 
culturally diverse women candidates. 

4.1 PARTY SUPPORT IS LIMITED FOR THOSE IN 
‘UNWINNABLE’ OR MARGINAL SEATS

Many Australian candidates interviewed reported  
that there was limited support provided by the  
Party, particularly for those in ‘unwinnable’ or marginal 
seats. While the financial and resource constraints 
of a campaign are understood, candidates would 
appreciate assistance in the form of information 
sharing, campaign training, mentoring and  
networking to assist them in their campaign. 

Kind of feels like you are stranded 
on an island on your own.”  

– Australian political candidate

You receive no party support 
when it is an unwinnable seat…

you feel taken for granted”  
– Australian political candidate

The candidates relied heavily on their personal 
networks to drive their campaign and recruit volunteers. 
They also organised their own fundraising events that 
often attracted support from their cultural community. 

You need to go out and get your 
own support and there are only 

limited resources.”  
– Australian political candidate

Many candidates who had little or no political or public 
speaking experience reported that it was daunting 
to prepare for public forums and to understand and 
explain the Party’s myriad of policies.

I had to get across a lot of material 
about the Party policies in a short 

space of time so it was very challenging to 
prepare for public forums where I needed to 
be prepared to take questions from voters”  
– Australian political candidate
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Several candidates reported that in order to achieve 
voter support from their communities, they needed 
Party materials translated into languages other than 
English and that at times translated material they 
received from the Party was not in the appropriate 
language or did not include suitable vocabulary for the 
audience. 

I had to translate Party 
promotional materials myself so 

that they were understandable and used 
appropriate language for the local CALD 
community” – Australian political candidate

The ALP could assist candidates by providing 
more tailored and concise materials to help them 
comprehend, interpret and utilise Party policies 
(to complement the long form materials currently 
provided to candidates) and generate quality content 
to distribute to voters. This would also mitigate any 
risk to the Party from candidates making statements 
inconsistent with Party policies.

Several first generation Australian candidates received 
international media interest in their candidacy. They 
reported that this was welcome but that they did not 
receive support from the Party to appropriately deal 
with this level of international media interest. They 
were nervous they might say the ‘wrong thing’ or 
misrepresent the Party policies due to the volume of 
information they needed to get across in a short space 
of time. 

Labor has to understand that 
they need to provide support to 

culturally diverse candidates as they receive 
international media interest… I asked for 
[media] support pretty explicitly, and I was 
not getting it” – Australian political candidate

Despite frustrations about the lack of Party support, 
many of the candidates interviewed saw a campaign 
for an ‘unwinnable seat’ as a good opportunity to 
learn how to run a campaign and build their political 
and communication skills. They also saw it as an 
opportunity to demonstrate their skills as a candidate 
to the ALP with the hope that this would position them 
well for a safe seat in the future. 

[an unwinnable seat campaign] is a 
great opportunity for me to learn”  

– Australian political candidate

[in relation to a perceived 
unwinnable seat campaign] I thought 

it was important that I show people I can 
run a good campaign to prove that I am a 
real asset to the Labor party”  
– Australian political candidate

A few candidates noted that candidates in a marginal 
seat classified as a target seat received more support 
from the Party. However, some noted that it was not 
always clear when they were nominated whether it 
would end up being a target seat or not. This is due 
to the respective state or national office not making 
this decision until a few months prior to the campaign, 
channelling their limited funds to seats worth the 
investment based on consistent polling up until that 
stage. However, once again for people unfamiliar, this 
may not be known and is often not communicated.

[the support is] much better 
because it is a target seat”  

– Australian political candidate

Group training with in-person and videoconference 
options could provide a way to ensure candidates in 
unwinnable seats receive support, without straining 
limited resources. Furthermore, the ALP could harness 
the range of former MPs and campaigners as well 
as the broader Labor movement to also arrange 
for mentors for candidates in all seats (including 
unwinnable ones) to ensure that candidates receive the 
necessary support and advice. 

4.2 EMILY’S LIST PROVIDES SUPPORT TO PRE-SELECTED 

WOMEN CANDIDATES 
Many of the Australian candidates interviewed referred 
to the practical and personal support they received 
from EMILY’s List Australia as crucial to their campaign 
experience. All EMILY’s List endorsed candidates who 
would like a mentor are matched with one. Mentors 
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include experienced current or former women MPs, 
unionists or community campaigners. They provide advice 
and support during election campaigns. The majority of 
the candidates interviewed found their mentors to be an 
excellent source of support and advice.

Having a mentor you can speak 
to is very important, preferably 

someone who has more experience  
than you”  
– Australian political candidate

The ALP can take some lessons from the type of support 
EMILY’s List provides its endorsed candidates, particularly 
in relation to mentoring and training, undertaken in a high 
quality manner with minimal resources. 

Further information about the support EMILY’s List 
provides is outlined in Appendix B.

4.3 MEDIA COVERAGE INFLUENCES THE PERCEPTION 

OF CULTURALLY DIVERSE WOMEN
It is important to understand how the media covers 
women and culturally diverse candidates. The media 
can significantly influence the public’s perception 
of women.83 Studies have shown that gendered 
patterns of press coverage are disadvantageous to 
women in politics.84 Research has found that the more 
candidates’ values differ from elites, the more they will 
be ignored.85

The majority of the culturally diverse candidates 
interviewed were concerned about negative media 
attacks they might face. However, several candidates 
mentioned that they were resigned to the likelihood of 
this occurring and that it was a side effect of running 
for elected office. 

The recent 2019 federal election saw several examples 
of racist smear campaigns against candidates including 
flyers distributed in Western Australia that sought to 

83  L. H. Major & R. Coleman, ‘The intersection of race and gender in election coverage: What happens when the candidates don’t fit the stereotypes?’,  
 The Howard Journal of Communications, 2008, Vol. 19, p. 319.

84  Ibid, p. 315-333. 
85  Ibid, p. 320.
86  O. Ward, ‘Intersectionality and press coverage of political campaigns: Representations of Black, Asian, and minority ethnic female candidates at the UK 2010 General Election’,  

 The International Journal of Press/Politics, Vol. 22(1), p. 43.
87  Ibid, p. 43.
88  Ibid, p. 53.
89  Ibid, p 53.
90  Ibid, p. 57.
91  Ibid, p. 57.

smear Anne Aly MP using her Egyptian heritage and 
linking this with false claims about her political views. 
Another example was the Islamophobic vandalising of 
campaign signs of Shireen Morris, the ALP candidate 
for Deakin. 

While many of these negative attacks in Australia have 
come from outside of the mainstream media, in the 
US, recently elected Congresswomen Ilham Omar, 
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Rashida Tlaib and Ayanna 
Pressley (collectively known as ‘the squad’) have 
increasingly found themselves attacked by members of 
the mainstream conservative press such as Fox News 
and the New York Post.

You worry about the negative 
attacks…People making stuff up 

about you in the media…You do weigh 
those things up”  
– Australian political candidate

Media scrutiny of culturally diverse candidates is also a 
feature of UK politics. A study of the UK 2010 general 
election, a significant year for BAME women in British 
politics, found the media subjected BAME female 
candidates to exceptional press scrutiny regarding 
their credentials.86 While BAME candidates enjoyed 
a visibility advantage compared to white female 
candidates due to the perceived newsworthiness of 
their identity, the coverage was also quite negative and 
narrowly focused on their ethnicity and gender.87 The 
study found that while the visibility of BAME women 
varied, their ‘intersectional novelty’ drives increased 
coverage.88 While much of the coverage in the UK’s 
2010 election highlighted candidates’ identity in positive 
intersectional frames, sometimes these were in direct 
contrast to candidates’ self-presentations and campaign 
strategies.89 The study found that in contrasting its 
findings with similar studies from the US and Canada, 
the disadvantages faced by minority women on the 
campaign trail are not country-specific.90 This study 
demonstrates the complex narratives and counter 
narratives around women and minorities in politics.91
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Given the importance of media coverage and its 
contribution to how culturally diverse women candidates 
are perceived by voters, the ALP should consider 
providing tailored media training to prepare these 
candidates for what they might experience during the 
campaign (such as negative attacks) and how they can 
use their identity to their advantage. Furthermore, the 
Party should have proactive plans in place to counter 
negative attacks and Party leaders should formally 
respond to backlash and discrimination faced by 
individual candidates so they feel supported by the 
political party they represent. 

4.4 VOTER BEHAVIOUR VARIES IN RESPONSE TO 

GENDER AND CULTURAL BACKGROUND 
There are limited Australian studies on voter behaviour in 
relation to gender and cultural background. Anecdotally, 
culturally diverse Australian MPs stated that if their local 
community knows them, then their cultural background 
and gender does not matter as much to voters. Having 
said this, most candidates found that they had received 
unsolicited comments about their appearance from voters. 

As a woman candidate, everyone 
comments on your looks”  

– Australian political candidate

When people don’t know you, they 
judge you by your skin colour and 

your surname” 
 – Australian political candidate

Overseas studies can provide insights into how voters 
respond to culturally diverse women. A US study 
researched the trajectory of black female candidates 
and the voters that support them.92 It found that black 
female candidates rely on overwhelming support from 
black voters due to group identification.93 The study found 
that women have a greater tendency to support female 

92  T.S. Philpot & H. Walton, ‘One of our own: Black female candidates and the voters who support them’, American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 51, No. 1, 2007, p. 49-62. 
93  Ibid, p. 50.
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95  Ibid, p. 53.
96  Ibid, p. 58.
97  Ibid, p. 58.
98  J. Junn, ‘Making room for women of color: Race and gender categories in the 2008 US Presidential Election’, Critical Perspectives, 2009, p. 109.
99  Ibid, p. 109.
100  C. Boudreau et al., ‘Racial or spatial voting? The effects of candidate ethnicity and ethnic group endorsements in local elections’,  

 American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 63, No. 1, 2019, p. 6.
101  Ibid, p. 6.

candidates, however, this support can be contingent on 
the type of office sought, the electoral context, and the 
race of the voter.94 Notably, the level of support received 
by black female candidates in order of greatest to lowest 
voter support is: black female, black male, white female 
and white male.95 The study found that the race and 
gender composition of electorates matter, however, 
notably, none of the differences matter when controlled for 
incumbency, previous political experience, and similarity 
of party identification.96 The research noted that it is 
difficult to disentangle race and gender when examining 
the electoral prospects of black female candidates.97

Research by the Eagleton Institute of Politics on the 2008 
US Presidential election found that women of all cultural 
backgrounds participate in electoral politics at a higher rate 
than men from the same ethnic and racial background.98 
The study also found that women of all racial and ethnic 
backgrounds who vote and are politically active vote 
disproportionately for Democratic candidates.99

A recent American study on candidate ethnicity and 
ethnic group endorsements in local elections found that 
‘emphasising a common racial/ethnic identity and shared 
experiences can help candidates appeal to particular 
racial/ethnic communities’.100 The study found that while 
ideology strongly influences voters’ choices in a multi-
ethnic local election, ethnic group endorsements could 
trigger race-based responses among whites.101

In light of these overseas studies and limited local studies 
on this issue, it is difficult to ascertain how Australian 
voters respond to culturally diverse women. This is an 
area that requires further research and examination.

Dr Anne Aly MP on the campaign trail
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RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Provide more tailored and concise materials for candidates to help them get across party policies (to 

complement the long form materials currently provided to candidates) and generate quality content to 
distribute to voters.

2. Provide tailored media training and ongoing support to candidates during the campaign to assist them 
with coverage they may face in relation to their status as a culturally diverse woman.

3. Provide group training (with in person and videoconference options) to ensure that candidates in 
unwinnable seats receive support, without straining limited resources. This training should include 
information about how to fundraise. 

4. The ALP could tap into the wealth of former MPs to also arrange for mentors for candidates in all seats 
(including unwinnable ones) to ensure that candidates receive the necessary support and advice.

5. The Party should have proactive plans in place to counter negative attacks and Party leaders should 
formally respond to backlash and discrimination faced by individual candidates so they feel supported by 
the political party they represent.

ROLE MODELAmerican politician Stacey Abrams
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Stacey Abrams was a member of the Georgia House of Representatives from 2007-2017. In 2018, she ran 
as the Democratic candidate for Governor in the State of Georgia. Stacey Abrams ran a strong campaign 
that emphasised her progressive policy positions appealing to white and non-white voters, and her 
personal challenges she had overcome as an African-American. Her campaign energised and mobilised 
young voters, non-white voters and poor voters. Following widespread allegations of voter suppression, 
Abrams narrowly lost the election by 50,000 votes. 

Stacey Abrams ran a grassroots campaign for Governor in 
the US state of Georgia



Following the election, some candidates will enter 
Parliament, while others may consider whether to run 
again in the future. The success of culturally diverse 
women once elected to office varies. In general, there 
are numerous success stories, however, the Party could 
make better use of its culturally diverse MPs’ expertise 
and connections with communities and better support 
those who were not elected. 

This section outlines the experiences of culturally 
diverse women candidates after the formal campaign 
concludes. 

5.1 THERE ARE MULTIPLE EXAMPLES OF CULTURALLY 
DIVERSE ELECTED WOMEN WHO THRIVE

The ALP has elected a number of culturally diverse 
women who have gone on to become shadow 
ministers including Penny Wong, Tanya Plibersek 
and Linda Burney. All three of these women were 
involved in the Party prior to their candidacy 
and had a well-established network of political 
supporters within the Party. They are role models 
to other culturally diverse women candidates and 
demonstrate the value of political expertise in 
preparation for elected office. 

KEY INSIGHT 
• The ALP would benefit from a CALD caucus to effectively utilise culturally diverse MPs’ 

understanding of their cultural or ethnic community, as the First Nation’s Caucus does for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Australians.

5 After the election
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PART 5  AFTER THE ELECTION
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Other culturally diverse women MPs like Anne Aly 
and Malarndirri McCarthy demonstrate the value of 
professional skills to prepare for a life as an elected 
official, respectively as an academic expert, and as a 
journalist and educator. Similarly Linda Burney’s previous 
role as a senior public servant and as a Minister in the 
NSW Parliament provided her with the policy expertise for 
her role as a shadow minister in the Federal Parliament.

In the US, we have seen the success of 
congresswomen Ilham Omar, Alexandria Ocasio-
Cortez, Rashida Tlaib and Ayanna Pressley who have 
used their grassroots experience and media savvy 
to raise their profiles and help shape the national 
conversation and the policy direction within their 
political party and the wider community. 

5.2 THE ALP COULD DRAW MORE ON THE  

EXPERTISE OF ITS CULTURALLY DIVERSE MPS
Women from diverse cultural backgrounds strive to 
represent multiple communities and legislate in ways 
that are distinct from their Anglo-Celtic and minority 
male colleagues. Many of the Australian MPs interviewed 
felt that they were uniquely placed to represent their 
constituents due to their personal experience as a 
culturally diverse woman. However, their experience 
once elected varied depending on the caucus structures 
and whether they had factional and party connections. 

A number of women interviewed referred to the 
support they receive from the ALP’s women’s caucus 
and the First Nations caucus. However, the lack of a 
CALD caucus was seen as a major gap for women 
from immigrant backgrounds. A CALD caucus would 
ensure that the Party actively considers the effect of its 
policies on CALD communities, would utilise culturally 
diverse MPs’ understanding of their cultural or ethnic 
community, and signal to these communities that the 
Party considers them important. 

Some MPs felt that their understanding of their cultural 
or ethnic community was not fully valued or utilised 
by the Party. This is seen as a missed opportunity to 
use the talent within the ALP caucus to engage with 
culturally diverse communities, particularly during 
election campaigns. 

The experiences that I bring as an 
ethnic woman can actually be used as 

an asset to help us engage with and connect 
with ethnic communities” – Australian MP

 

The Party needs to ask CALD 
MPs for their perspectives… this 

would benefit communication campaigns 
and the way we talk about policies”  
– Australian MP

MPs noted the positive steps the ALP had made within 
the caucus, particularly with the appointment for many 
years of a female Minister (or Shadow Minister) for 
Women and more recently an Aboriginal Shadow Minister 
for Indigenous Australians. However, some noted that 
the Party would benefit from a Shadow Minister for 
Multicultural Affairs from a migrant background.

People have got to be able to see 
themselves as a valued part of the 

organisation” – Australian MP

5.3 THE PARTY SHOULD PROVIDE BETTER SUPPORT 

TO CANDIDATES AFTER ELECTIONS
Several candidates reported feeling deflated 
following an election loss and that they were 
potentially taken for granted. They felt that it was 
important that the Party acknowledged their hard 
work and effort.

We need to look after our 
candidates…win or lose, Labor 

candidates should still feel proud to be 
part of a Party that values them and that 
their values reflect the direction we want 
to take our country” – Australian MP

The ALP could provide better support for candidates who 
are not elected through alumni networks. These can take 
a number of forms such as online forums, so that former 
candidates in different locations can connect, and through 
local in-person forums where former candidates can meet 
with Party leaders and other unsuccessful candidates. 
This may result in these experienced candidates being 
more likely to run for office again in the future harnessing 
their campaign experience which benefits the Party. 



Penny Wong has served as a Senator for South Australia since 2002. She was the first Asian-born 
member of an Australian Cabinet and has had several portfolios in the Cabinet and Shadow Cabinet. 
She is currently the Leader of the Opposition in the Senate and the Shadow Minister for Foreign Affairs. 
Senator Wong was named the 2018 McKinnon Political Leader of the Year in recognition of her leadership 
and advocacy in promoting a more tolerant and inclusive Australia and for shaping Australia’s foreign 
policy dialogue.

Senator Penny Wong is the Leader of the Opposition  
in the Senate 

RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Introduce a CALD caucus in the Party room at the Federal and State/Territory levels.

2. Publish CALD communities impact statements. 

3. The Party should introduce a Multicultural Charter (to complement the ALP’s RAP).

4. Party leaders should respond to backlash and discrimination faced by individual candidates.

5. The Party should provide better support for candidates who are not elected through alumni networks.

PART 5  AFTER THE ELECTION

ROLE MODEL Senator for South Australia Penny Wong
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The accomplished Indigenous and CALD Labor 
women candidates and MPs interviewed for this report 
demonstrate the existing culturally diverse talent within 
the ALP. However, as highlighted in this report, they 
face unique challenges that could be remedied through 
proactive initiatives and tailored support. The Party and 
EMILY’s List Australia have the opportunity to support 
and promote culturally diverse women to help create a 
truly representative democracy.

This section outlines the complete set of 
recommendations to assist the ALP to recruit and 
select more women from diverse cultural backgrounds 
and ensure they are elected to political office. The 
inclusion of more culturally diverse women as 
candidates and in the Party structure would signal 
power sharing and demonstrate genuine engagement 
with these communities. Greater cultural diversity 
would assist the ALP to attract more talent and improve 
decision-making and performance.102

102  T. Soutphommasane Ph.D, Op. cit., p. 15.

 

These recommendations will:
• improve the diversity of the party
• improve the diversity of EMILY’s List
• engage women from culturally diverse communities 

in party activities 
• build a pipeline of culturally diverse women 

candidates
• reduce structural barriers for culturally diverse 

women
• provide tailored support to culturally diverse 

candidates, and 
• demonstrate that the ALP is the party for people 

from culturally diverse backgrounds. 

Conclusion 
& summary  
of recommendations  
to recruit and elect  
more culturally diverse 
women

Julia Gillard Next Generation 2019 Intern Stephanie Milione
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PART 1: MAKING THE DECISION TO RUN
1. Build the diversity of ALP membership by recruiting more culturally diverse members to the Party.

2. Parliamentary parties should showcase their diverse caucuses to act as role models to women 
considering public office.

3. Build the diversity of EMILY’s List membership by attracting more culturally diverse women to the 
organisation. 

4. Recruit and develop culturally diverse women from a wide range of professions to participate in 
mentoring and training programs (potentially in collaboration with the Labor Academy) to create a 
pipeline of candidates. 

5. The ALP should support a national rollout and expansion of the Labor Diversity Fellowship program (to 
include 24 fellows) and run a similar initiative for Indigenous activists and leaders from 2020. 

6. Create partnerships with values-aligned community organisations that are focused on issues 
concerning culturally diverse women.

PART 2: PARTY RECRUITMENT AND  
CANDIDATE PRE-SELECTION
7. Improve data collection to develop a meaningful understanding of cultural diversity of Party 

membership and branch membership. 

8. Improve data collection to get a meaningful understanding of cultural diversity of EMILY’s List 
membership. 

9. Publish diversity data on Party membership, Party leadership and candidate selections. 

10. EMILY’s List could work with the National Labor Women’s Network to demystify the Party structure and 
pre-selection process for culturally diverse women through information sessions and training. 

11. Ensure that the organisational Party leadership at the federal, state and territory levels take ownership 
of implementing the RAP, complemented with support from the branch level.

12. Set employment targets to hire more culturally diverse women as party staff, advisors and paid 
campaign staff.

13. The Party should get involved in community projects to show constituents what Labor values mean in 
practice.

14. Recruit more culturally diverse women to get involved in internal Party activities and election 
campaigns.

15. Involve culturally diverse women in the Party’s policy development by identifying women to run for 
positions on election party committees. 

16. Recruit and develop culturally diverse women from a wide range of professions to participate in 
mentoring and training programs to create a pipeline of candidates. 

17. Create partnerships with values-aligned community organisations that are focused on issues 
concerning culturally diverse women. 

18. Encourage and support more diversity in the union movement, as a pipeline for Labor talent. 

19. Introduce tandem quotas for women and cultural diversity for: safe seats; marginal seats; executive 
Party leadership positions; and leadership positions in branches. This would ensure:

a. factional powerbrokers are forced to seek diverse women to meet targets
b. diverse candidates put themselves forward
c. the Party reflects the diversity of society.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1

2
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PART 1: MAKING THE DECISION TO RUN
1. Build the diversity of ALP membership by recruiting more culturally diverse members to the Party.

2. Parliamentary parties should showcase their diverse caucuses to act as role models to women 
considering public office.

3. Build the diversity of EMILY’s List membership by attracting more culturally diverse women to the 
organisation. 

4. Recruit and develop culturally diverse women from a wide range of professions to participate in 
mentoring and training programs (potentially in collaboration with the Labor Academy) to create a 
pipeline of candidates. 

5. The ALP should support a national rollout and expansion of the Labor Diversity Fellowship program (to 
include 24 fellows) and run a similar initiative for Indigenous activists and leaders from 2020. 

6. Create partnerships with values-aligned community organisations that are focused on issues 
concerning culturally diverse women.

PART 2: PARTY RECRUITMENT AND  
CANDIDATE PRE-SELECTION
7. Improve data collection to develop a meaningful understanding of cultural diversity of Party 

membership and branch membership. 

8. Improve data collection to get a meaningful understanding of cultural diversity of EMILY’s List 
membership. 

9. Publish diversity data on Party membership, Party leadership and candidate selections. 

10. EMILY’s List could work with the National Labor Women’s Network to demystify the Party structure and 
pre-selection process for culturally diverse women through information sessions and training. 

11. Ensure that the organisational Party leadership at the federal, state and territory levels take ownership 
of implementing the RAP, complemented with support from the branch level.

12. Set employment targets to hire more culturally diverse women as party staff, advisors and paid 
campaign staff.

13. The Party should get involved in community projects to show constituents what Labor values mean in 
practice.

14. Recruit more culturally diverse women to get involved in internal Party activities and election 
campaigns.

15. Involve culturally diverse women in the Party’s policy development by identifying women to run for 
positions on election party committees. 

16. Recruit and develop culturally diverse women from a wide range of professions to participate in 
mentoring and training programs to create a pipeline of candidates. 

17. Create partnerships with values-aligned community organisations that are focused on issues 
concerning culturally diverse women. 

18. Encourage and support more diversity in the union movement, as a pipeline for Labor talent. 

19. Introduce tandem quotas for women and cultural diversity for: safe seats; marginal seats; executive 
Party leadership positions; and leadership positions in branches. This would ensure:

a. factional powerbrokers are forced to seek diverse women to meet targets
b. diverse candidates put themselves forward
c. the Party reflects the diversity of society.

PART 3: PREPARING TO RUN 
20. Introduce formal group training for candidates in different geographic areas with tailored sessions for 

culturally diverse women, and collect data on training participants to ensure the level of diversity of 
trainees can be tracked.

21. Create partnerships with Victorian Trades Hall Council and equivalents that conduct Candidate 
Schools.

22. Re-activate the EMILY’S List Australia Partnership for Equity Network (PEN) to support the election of 
more Indigenous Australian women.

PART 4: THE FORMAL CAMPAIGN  
(AFTER THE ELECTION IS CALLED) 

23. Provide more tailored and concise materials for candidates to help them get across party policies (to 
complement the long form materials currently provided to candidates) and generate quality content to 
distribute to voters.

24. Provide tailored media training and ongoing support to candidates during the campaign to assist them 
with coverage they may face in relation to their status as a culturally diverse woman.

25. Provide group training (with in person and videoconference options) to ensure that candidates in 
unwinnable seats receive support, without straining limited resources. This training should include 
information about how to fundraise. 

26. The ALP could tap into the wealth of former MPs to also arrange for mentors for candidates in all seats 
(including unwinnable ones) to ensure that candidates receive the necessary support and advice.

27. The Party should have proactive plans in place to counter negative attacks and Party leaders should 
formally respond to backlash and discrimination faced by individual candidates so they feel supported 
by the political party they represent.

PART 5: AFTER THE ELECTION 
28. Introduce a CALD caucus in the Party room at the Federal and State/Territory levels.

29. Publish CALD communities impact statements. 

30. The Party should introduce a Multicultural Charter (to complement the ALP’s RAP).

31. Party leaders should respond to backlash and discrimination faced by individual candidates.

32. The Party should provide better support for candidates who are not elected through alumni networks.

3

4

5
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This section outlines the different case studies that 
relate to Part 3, namely, the different types of support 
provided to candidates to prepare them to run for 
elected office.

EMILY’S LIST AUSTRALIA PARTNERSHIP FOR EQUITY 
NETWORK (PEN) WAS ESTABLISHED TO SUPPORT THE 
ELECTION OF MORE INDIGENOUS AUSTRALIAN WOMEN
At its 2002 Annual General Meeting, EMILY’s List was 
challenged by Carol Martin MP, the first Indigenous 
Australian woman to be elected to Parliament, to 
join her in a partnership to revive the spirit and the 
action to make Indigenous equity a reality. EMILY’s 
List members agreed and formed a working party 
to begin the partnership. The Northern Territory 
EMILY’s List Action Group and working party hosted 
a planning seminar to explore the idea and establish 
the Partnership for Equity Network in Alice Springs 
in 2003. Workshops, information events and ‘speed 
date mentoring’ were subsequently held in Melbourne, 
Shepparton, Gippsland and Outer Eastern Melbourne. 
An information booklet, including case studies ‘You 
can do it – getting involved in public life’ was also 
published in 2006 and republished in 2013.

The aims of PEN were: 
• To establish an effective political advocacy and support 

network between EMILY’s List members, including 
Indigenous Members of Parliament and Indigenous 
women activists 

• To support the election of more Indigenous women 
to Parliament, Regional, Local Government and 
Community decision-making bodies 

• To develop a policy and action framework for EMILY’s 
List that addresses challenges in working with 
Indigenous women and their communities to achieve 
equity 

• Provide support for Labor women Indigenous MPs

The Network is not currently active. 

103  K. Sanbonmatsu, ‘Electing Women of Color: The role of campaign trainings’, Journal of Women, Politics & Policy, 36:2, p. 137-160.
104  Ibid, p. 140.
105  K. Sanbonmatsu, ‘Electing Women of Color: The role of campaign trainings’, Journal of Women, Politics & Policy, 36:2.

HIGHER HEIGHTS FOR AMERICA FOCUSES ON ELECTING 

BLACK WOMEN 
Higher Heights for America is a national organisation 
in the United States exclusively dedicated to electing 
Black women and advancing progressive policies. 
Higher Heights was founded by Black women for Black 
women’s political growth and equity, and is focused on 
investing in the next generation of political leaders. Higher 
Heights organises and mobilises Black women voters 
through the #BlackWomenVote campaign, and creates 
an environment for Black women to run, win and lead, 
through in-person and online training, research, cultural-
shifting communications work and digital campaigns. The 
organisations also hosts events and fundraisers. 

CENTER FOR AMERICAN WOMEN AND POLITICS (CAWP) 
READY TO RUN DIVERSITY INITIATIVE PROVIDES AN 

INTERSECTIONAL SOLUTION 
CAWP Ready to Run is a national network of non-partisan 
campaign training programs committed to electing more 
women to public office.103 The Ready to Run training is 
designed for women who are running for office, might 
run in the future, who work on campaigns or are seeking 
appointive office.104 CAWP’s curriculum covers fundraising, 
positioning oneself for elected office, navigating the 
political party structure, media training, the nuts and bolts 
of organising a campaign, mobilising voters, and crafting a 
message. 

In 2007, CAWP introduced the Diversity Initiative 
workshops as a pre-conference to the annual Ready to 
Run campaign training. These include Eleccion Latina, 
Rising Stars (for Asian American women) and Run Sister 
Run (for women of the African diaspora). These workshops 
act as a recruitment tool and provide an intersectional 
solution to address the underrepresentation of women of 
color.105 The workshops empower women to seek office, 
enhance self-esteem and confidence, provide access to 
insiders, give candidates a roadmap and build a pipeline 
of candidates. They also include panel discussions with 

Appendix A
Case studies on how to prepare  
culturally diverse women candidates
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current and former women public officials of color.106 Since 
the creation of the Diversity Initiative, half of participants in 
the New Jersey Ready to Run program have been women 
of color.

EMILY’S LIST (US) RECRUITS WOMEN AND PREPARES THEM 

TO RUN 
EMILY’s List ignites change by getting pro-choice 
Democratic women elected to office. The organisation 
seeks to put women into office who can make significant 
contributions to education, health care, voting rights, 
and economic equality. EMILY’s List has systematically 
defined a strategic approach to winning elections that drive 
progressive change. The organisation:
• Recruits women to run for office at every level across 

the country. 
• Supports candidates’ campaigns from start to finish 

with research, communications, and mobilisation 
strategies.

• Conducts comprehensive research on the political 
views and voting behaviours of women to dispel myths 
about their involvement in the political process. 

• Uses its WOMEN VOTE! programs to get women to the 
polls and elect pro-choice Democratic women. 

• Operates Run to Win, a national recruitment and training 
campaign focused on helping pro-choice Democratic 
women around the country run for office and win. This 
involves online and in-person trainings for women 
who are thinking about running for office. The program 
features a Facebook community, email program, 
Training Center and webinar support.

EMERGE AMERICA PROVIDES IN-DEPTH TRAINING AT THE 

LOCAL LEVEL 
Emerge America has a mission to increase the number of 
Democratic women in public office in the United States 
through recruitment, training and providing a powerful 
network. It is a unique national organisation that focuses 
on effective state programming and has built an inclusive 
network. Since 2002, Emerge has offered an in-depth 
training program that provides aspiring woman leaders 
with cutting-edge tools and training to run and win elected 
office. Emerge has trained over 4,000 Democratic women 
to run and 690 serve in elected office today.

The organisation oversees locally-based training programs, 
partners with local political groups and increases program 
offerings to meet the growing need for candidate training 

106  Ibid.
107   Merriam Webster: Downballot and downticket are two new words that describe running or voting for offices listed below the most important—typically national—race on a ballot. For 

instance, in a presidential election, Senate and House seats and contests for state and local offices are downballot (or downticket) because their outcomes are often influenced by the 
turnout for the presidential race at the top of the ballot.

and alumnae networking across the country. In 2018, 
Emerge women won 415 seats. 

Emerge’s training programs offer Democratic  
women the tools and skills they need to run and win. They 
include: 
• Signature program – A six month, 70 hour candidate 

training program 
• Candidate boot camps – Designed for women in the 

process of running for office
• Taste of Emerge – Half day trainings to help women 

think about running for office 

VOTERUNLEAD EQUIPS WOMEN WITH RESOURCES AND 

SKILLS 
VoteRunLead trains women to run for office and win. 
With more than 33,000 women trained to run for office, 
VoteRunLead is one of the largest and most diverse 
campaign and leadership program in the United States. 
The organisation works to equip women with the right 
know-how, trainings and how-to’s to help them enter 
politics with a purpose. VoteRunLead’s campaign and 
leadership trainings are practical, actionable, nonpartisan 
and individualised. The organisation provides potential 
candidates with:
• An online resource library 
• The opportunity to talk to an expert 
• An online network of alumni to provide continuous 

support to all of our trainees along their political journey.
• In-person and online training ranging from one hour 

webinars to full day training sessions

RUN FOR SOMETHING HELPS RECRUIT DIVERSE 

PROGRESSIVE CANDIDATES 
Run for Something helps recruit and support young diverse 
progressives to run for down-ballot races107 in order to build 
a pipeline of Democratic talent. The organisation aims to 
lower the barriers to entry for these candidates by helping 
them with seed money, organisation building, and access 
to trainings needed to be successful. Their candidate 
program is structured to get as many committed people 
as possible to participate, and provide them access to 
resources, money, and experts who can help them. 
In 2017 and 2018, the organisation elected candidates in 
40 states to offices ranging from state Senate to county 
Sheriff. Their candidates come from a diverse range of 
professions – teachers, doctors, activists, artists, parents, 
refugees — and they represent communities that have 



been historically excluded and discouraged from running 
for political office. Run for Something supports candidates 
to win with grassroots campaigns focused on local issues.

SHE SHOULD RUN PROVIDES WOMEN WITH A NETWORK, 
TRAINING AND RESOURCES 
She Should Run is a non-partisan non-profit promoting 
leadership and encouraging women to run for office in the 
US. The organisation is driven by a vision of seeing 250,000 
women run for office by 2030. She Should Run’s programs 
provide a network for women leaders considering a future 
run by providing community, resources, and growth 
opportunities. The organisation believes that women of all 
political leanings, ethnicities, and backgrounds should have 
an equal opportunity to lead in elected office and that the 
democracy will benefit from the varied perspectives and 
experiences that women bring to leadership. She Should 
Run provides women with access to: 

• The She Should Run Incubator - An online, flagship 
program designed to help women from all backgrounds 
and across the political spectrum envision themselves 
in public leadership. The Incubator’s approach focuses 
members on why they want to run and the impact 
they’ll make in elected office. Through courses on 
cultivating leadership, building networks, and fostering 
communication skills, and with a supportive community, 
women are given the tools they need.

• An interactive tool called Pinpoint which allows women 
to find and share valuable local educational resources 
that focus on running and serving in elected office. 

• In-person and online training through virtual cohorts. 
The She Should Run Virtual Cohort is a seven-week, 
online program led by women leaders with practical 
first-hand political experience. Throughout the seven 
weeks, participants learn to cultivate their leadership, 
build their networks, foster their communication skills, 
and find their own pathway towards elected leadership. 

REPOWER PROVIDES POLITICAL TRAINING USING AN 

INCLUSIVE FRAMEWORK 
RePower provides political training about campaigning 
and capacity building. The organisation offers a different 
narrative of who is a leader, who participates in politics, 
and what outcomes they are fighting for through a 
framework of inclusive politics. This framework makes 
space and creates structures for the leadership, needs, 
and victories of people of color, and specifically, 
women of color. It focuses on ensuring that those lived 
experiences, perspectives, and ideas are represented  in 
our government and power structures.

THE WOMEN’S CAMPAIGN SCHOOL PROVIDES AN 

INTENSE TRAINING PROGRAM 
The Women’s Campaign School at Yale University is a 
nonpartisan, issue-neutral leadership program, whose 
mission is to increase the number and influence of women 
in elected and appointed office. The five-day training 
program includes participants from the US and abroad in 
an intense, boot-camp-style program designed to teach 
women the strategies essential to successful campaigns. 

LATINO VICTORY IDENTIFIES, RECRUITS AND DEVELOPS 

LATINO CANDIDATES 
Latino Victory is dedicated to making sure Latino voices 
are heard by empowering Latino voters, developing 
a pipeline of Latino donors, and developing Latino 
candidates. The Latino Victory Fund is a progressive 
political action committee working to grow Latino political 
power by increasing Latino representation at every level 
of the US government. Latino Victory identifies, recruits, 
and develops candidates for public office while building 
a permanent base of Latino donors to support them. The 
organisation partners with leading organisations to shape 
the public discourse to reflect the growing influence of the 
Latino community and build cross-constituency alliances. 

GET HER ELECTED SOURCES PRO BONO SKILLS AND 

EXPERTISE FOR PROGRESSIVE WOMEN 
Get Her Elected is an initiative where people from all 
over the world offer their skills pro bono to progressive 
women candidates running for office at all levels of US 
government. Skill sets from current volunteers include 
writing, editing, graphic design, web design, data analysis, 
and fundraising strategy. By having people fill in these 
gaps for no charge, the organisation levels the playing 
field and allows progressive women candidates to focus 
on bigger issues within their campaigns. 

Since January 2017, GHE has grown to more than 
3,400 volunteers worldwide and currently works with 
over 260 women running for office all over the country. 
Volunteers come from all 50 states and numerous 
nations outside the US.

SWING LEFT HELPS MOBILISE CITIZENS TO ASSIST 

PROGRESSIVE CANDIDATES 
Swing Left is a grassroots movement of hundreds of 
thousands of people across the US. The organisation 
helps citizens find ways to help Democrats win the most 
important elections. When people sign up to Swing Left, 
they are put on a curated mailing list of updates and ways 
to take action so that subscribers can: learn more about 
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important local and national races; connect with other 
volunteers and organisers, in person and online; fundraise 
or donate to candidates strategically; and canvass, 
phonebank, host or attend events.

INDIVISIBLE SUPPORTS LOCAL GROUPS TO ELECT 

PROGRESSIVE CANDIDATES 
Indivisible is a movement of thousands of group leaders 
and over a million members taking regular, iterative, and 
increasingly complex actions to elect local progressive 
candidates. The organisation provides: hands-on 
support to local groups to grow their groups, devise 
campaigns, and set priorities; policy and political 
guidance by creating resources to demystify Congress and 
elections to make it easy for local groups and activists to 
take action and build power on their home turf; tools and 
trainings to win policy campaigns and elections and hand 
those tools over to local groups; and amplification for local 
advocacy by building a movement-wide narrative to build a 
shared identity online and in the media.

AMERICA VOTES COORDINATES PROGRESSIVE 

ORGANISATIONS TO TAKE ACTION 
America Votes is the coordination hub of the progressive 
community, working with over 400 state and national 
partner organisations to advance progressive policies, 
win elections, and protect every American’s right to vote. 
Since 2003, America Votes has been the common link 
between issue and membership organisations in the US. 
The organisation has brought together a wide range of 
causes and built a unified coalition that has transformed 
how the progressive community works. America Votes 
has engaged communities across the country to take 
action on critical progressive ssues and mobilised 
millions of voters to turn out.

THE COLLECTIVE PAC TRAINS AND RAISES MONEY FOR 

AFRICAN AMERICAN CANDIDATES
The Collective PAC is working to fix the challenge of 
African American underrepresentation in elected seats 
of power throughout the US by helping elect African 
American candidates to public office on the local, state 
and federal level. The organisation raised and bundled 
over $6,500,000 from over 47,000 individual contributions. 
The Collective PAC also launched the first-of-its-kind 
Black Campaign School training for candidates and 
campaign operatives from around the country, and hosts 
The Black Political Power Summit every year to update 
the nation on black political representation. 

108  O. Ward, Op. cit., p. 43-66. 

LABOUR’S WOMEN’S NETWORK (UK) PROVIDES TRAINING 

TO DIVERSE WOMEN 
Labour Women’s Network (LWN) exists to secure the 
election of more Labour women to public office at 
every level and to support Labour women to play a full 
part in the Party. The Network played key role in the 
campaign for positive action to get more women selected 
as Labour candidates in winnable seats. When LWN 
was founded, fewer than 10 per cent of Labour MPs 
were women, however, they now make up a third of 
the Parliamentary Labour Party. The Network provides 
subsidised top-quality training for women who want to 
stand for Parliament, or get more politically active. LWN 
is focused on ensuring that diverse women participate in 
the training, and the Network monitors and publishes its 
diversity figures. The Network collects data on its training 
participants to ensure that it can constantly review the 
level of diversity of trainees and work to improve it.

OPERATION BLACK VOTE FOCUSES ON POLITICAL 
EDUCATION, PARTICIPATION AND REPRESENTATION OF 

BLACK BRITISH AND ETHNIC MINORITIES 
Operation Black Vote is a non-partisan and not-for-profit 
national organisation that was established in 1996 to 
address the Black British and ethnic minority democratic 
deficit.108

The organisation seeks to inspire BME communities to 
engage with public institutions in order to address the 
persistent race inequalities. The organisation aims to 
raise awareness and understanding of democratic and 
civil society through political education, participation 
and representation. This work includes voter registration, 
civic participation campaigns, lobbying politicians 
and political parties, mentoring schemes and political 
leadership programmes.

THE PATHWAYS TO POLITICS PROGRAM IS 
STRUCTURED AROUND HANDS-ON TRAINING
The Pathways to Politics Program for Women is a non-
partisan initiative borne out of a partnership between 
the Women’s Leadership Institute Australia, Trawalla 
Foundation and Melbourne School of Government. 
It provides a select group of female University of 
Melbourne students and alumni, the opportunity to gain 
the skills and networks to reach elected office at local, 
state and national levels. It is modelled on the Harvard 
Kennedy School program ‘From Harvard Square 
to the Oval Office’ and aims to redress the lack of 
representation of women in Australian politics through 
hands-on training and mentorship.



EMILY’S LIST PROVIDES FINANCIAL, PERSONAL AND POLITICAL SUPPORT TO ENDORSED 
CANDIDATES IN SEVERAL WAYS:

Early money  
Early Money donations are lump sums given by the organisation to EMILY’s List candidates in targeted marginal 
seats. These donations are designed to give candidates a head-start on the campaign trail and to draw out further 
donors. 

Direct donations  
EMILY’s List facilitates direct donations to EMILY’s List candidates through its website, social media and bulletins 
to members.109 

Mentoring  
 All EMILY’s List endorsed candidates are matched with mentors – experienced current or former women MPs, 
unionists or community campaigners – to provide advice and support during election campaigns. The organisation 
also maintains regular email, phone and personal contact with candidates during their campaign and provide 
messages and gifts of appreciation for their hard work after campaigns finish.

Campaign support  
EMILY’s List links women volunteers to candidates who need assistance with campaign activities such as 
letterboxing, door-knocking and polling day leafleting. The organisation also enlists members to take part in phone 
banks on behalf of EMILY’s List candidates.

Training  
EMILY’s List provides endorsed candidates with political training in key areas important to women. Depending 
on the needs of candidates in each state or territory, local EMILY’s List members support candidates by offering 
training in the following areas: Campaigning as a Woman; Managing the Message: You and the Media; Running a 
Marginal Seat Campaign; Public speaking.

109  EMILY’s List Australia was the first Australian political organisation to provide this facility for candidates. 

Appendix B
EMILY’s List provides support to  
pre-selected women candidates 
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