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COMPANION 
NOTEBOOK:
Making the Decision to Serve
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If I had known how interesting it 
is to run and then serve in office, I 
would have run for something ten 
years earlier!    

Barbara O’Brien

Former Colorado Lieutenant Governor 
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Opportunities 
Abound
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The decision about whether public 
service works for you at this time in 
your life, career, and family situation 
is a personal one. But preparation can 
help you make that decision. Research. 
Investigate. Explore. Gather information 
about the possibilities. Find out which 
positions are paid or unpaid, part-time 
or full-time, partisan or nonpartisan. 
Consider the geographic area you’d be 
responsible for and whether the subject 
matter is interesting to you, e.g. don’t 
run for school board to improve air 
quality!

Discuss your goals with family, friends, 
and work colleagues. Below, you will 
find more information about elected, 
appointed, and party positions: both 
what the jobs entail and what you’ll 
need to do to receive them.

Whatever your goals are, making the 
decision to lead is a lot easier if you’re 
prepared. Learn which offices handle 
the issues that you are passionate 
about, and get ready to run by 
networking, volunteering, and building 
your resume. Timing is everything. 
When a seat opens or appointments 
are under discussion, you’ll want to be 
poised to jump in. 

Elected Positions
Elected office requires you to be both 
a politician and a public servant. You 
need a certain set of campaign skills to 
run and to win your election. You need 
an entirely different set of skills to serve 
effectively in your new position. Many 
of these are transferable skills that 
you’ve already developed. 

The vast majority of elected officials – 
school board members, mayors, county 
commissioners, state legislators, etc.– 
spend their days learning, advancing 

AMERICANS IN 
ELECTED OFFICE
According to the most recent 
reports, there at least 515,000 
elected officials in America. 
More than 96% of these are local 
government officials. Overall, 
there is one elected official 
for approximately every 500 
Americans.24 This includes:

88,434   
School district officials and school 
board members

84,089   
Special district officials (such 
as utilities or water boards and 
mosquito abatement)

158,839  
City council members 

126,958  
Town or township officials 

17,274     
County governing board members 
(Supervisor, Commissioners)

41,544    
County officials, including judges, 
clerks, prosecutors, coroners and 
treasurers

7,382   
State Legislators

11,394  
State officials, including sub-
gubernatorial executives, judges 
and board members

50   
Governors

542   
Federal officials: Members of 
Congress and the President and 
Vice President
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issues they care about, and researching issues to make educated 
decisions. That means:

» Reading and listening to staff reports
» Meeting with citizen advocates and paid lobbyists
» Leading informational hearings and presiding over public 

testimony
» Conferring with colleagues about the ramifications of legislation 

and policy
» Consulting with private sector and academic experts
» Providing services to constituents 

In addition to the core substantive issues at the heart of elected 
service, many public officials enjoy the ceremonial aspects of 
their jobs: cutting ribbons to open a new retail store, presenting 
proclamations for volunteer service, or delivering a State of the City 
address to local residents.

To find an elective office that suits you, research the job descriptions 
of ones that interest you and identify a mentor. Try searching online 
news sites for stories about what your local school board members 
or county commissioners are up to. Search the websites of local 
elected officials to get a sense of the issues they work on. Keep your 
ears open for retirements, promotions, and other events that result in 
open seats.

You can also shadow an elected official for a day. Pick someone who 
holds the office you’re interested in. Attend the public meetings they 
preside over or participate in and follow the press coverage of that 
person. Spend time learning the legal qualifications for the position 
and map out how to put yourself on the ballot. 

Getting the Job
As a candidate, you will find yourself constantly asking people 
for assistance: their money, their volunteer time, their expertise, 
and introductions to their circle of friends. Learning to ask with 
confidence and grace may be the single most important campaign 
skill you acquire. Here are some other important ones: 

» Speak clearly, concisely, and specifically. Polish your “elevator 
speech.” Perfect your three-sentence explanation of why you’re 
the best person for the job.

» Organize. Build a network of like-minded folks who know you and 
who will rally to your cause when the time comes.

» Fundraise. Create a list of potential donors. Identify those who can 
give and those who can ask others on your behalf, as well as those 
who can organize events or run an online giving campaign.

13



1 

1 

18

» Put together a team. Build a core group of friends and neighbors 
who are willing to help with your campaign–people with skills like 
bookkeeping, research, graphic design, or web design. If you need 
to, you can also hire staff and campaign experts to assist your 
efforts.

In order to win your election, you’ll need to learn how you can be 
the best possible candidate and how to run a winning campaign. 
One of the best ways to do this is by participating in a training 
program. Both major political parties, as well as partisan and non-
partisan organizations, offer regular candidate training sessions 
and specialized training for state and local offices. A number of 
organizations also offer dedicated programs for women candidates. 
You can find information about specific training programs by 

Public service requires a commitment 
of time and talent. On average, council 
members in small, medium, and large 
cities spend 20, 25, and 42 hours per week 
respectively on council-related matters.25 
School board members spend about 25 
hours per month on board activities, though 
substantial numbers report spending up 
to 20 hours per week, especially members 
from larger districts.26

Local party office can require as much as four weekends 
away from home, an annual state convention, and a national 
convention every four years. More active Democratic, 
Republican, and Green Party members spend time on voter 
registration drives, endorsement interviews, and platform 
hearings. These activities, however, largely demand time on 
nights and weekends – not days away from home. 
For members of the State Legislature: 10 states have full-time 
legislatures, 18 have part-time or less, and the remaining 22 
fall in between – usually demanding 70-80% of a full-time 
job.27 

Appointed commissioners and board members usually have 
regularly scheduled weekly, bi-monthly or monthly meetings. 
The Alabama Women’s Commission, for instance, meets four 
times a year for day-long sessions. The Planning and Zoning 
Commission of Murphy, Texas meets on the fourth Monday 
of every month for an evening session several hours long.28 
Of course, U.S. Secretary of State and comparable appointed 
positions are full time jobs!

What Your Calendar Might Look Like
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consulting the Appendix (p 49).

Appointed Positions
Receiving an appointment often requires sophisticated strategy and 
canny political skill. You need to know the position you want, people 
who will make recommendations to fill the job, and you need to 
understand the work required in the position.

Examples of appointed office include serving as a University Trustee, 
Human Rights Commissioner for a city, Director of a State Labor 
Agency, Cabinet Secretary for a Governor, or Attorney General of the 
United States. Appointed officials perform many of the same tasks of 
elected folks, with a few key differences:

» Appointed officials are often, though not always, limited to a single 
policy area.

» They advise and recommend policies for the legislative and 
executive bodies they serve.

» They adjudicate disputes – the Coastal Commissions and Rent Board 
are two good examples.

» On occasion, they perform many of the same research and coalition-
building tasks as elected officials, but they are not personally 
involved in voting 

» They are also involved in the implementing policy from City Hall, the 
State Legislature, or other governing bodies.

In California alone, there are 339 boards and commissions whose 
members are appointed. There are 122 in Alaska, more than 160 in Iowa, 
200 in Vermont, and 266 in Arizona.29 Each board or commission has 
multiple positions.

In order to serve, you almost always must be appointed by someone 
who is elected. That person can be the mayor, legislator, governor, or 
president. 

Getting the Job 
Helping to elect others to public office is one powerful way to signal 
your own interest in serving. You advance yourself when you give your 
time, money, ideas, and connections. Consider hosting a fundraiser or 
joining an issue specific non-profit board.  

Volunteer for campaign jobs that showcase your area of expertise – 
debate practice partner, policy briefing, or event coordinator. People 
you work with on a political campaign often become staff and advisors 
to the winner – exactly the people who will be charged with filling 
appointed boards and commissions with talented folks. Here are some 
other ways you can keep your ambition for appointed service front and 
center:
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» Identify boards and commissions of interest. You can get a list from 
your Secretary of State, as well as information about local positions 
from your town clerk or town hall staff. Learn the relevant deadlines 
and application process.

» Be part of a talent bank. Add your name to a bank from which 
candidates are considered. You can find a state-by-state list of 
board and commission talent banks in the Appendix (p 53).

» Get support. To learn more and build your credibility, contact your 
local party leaders or the offices of state or local elected officials 
about available positions. Build your professional and political 
network, and keep building your resume.

It often takes several applications, particularly at the local level, to 
receive an appointment. Serving with distinction – being present, 
prepared and offering creative solutions – is one way to catapult 
yourself into your next political opportunity. 

Political Party Office
Party office often attracts the most committed and passionate 
activists. Many come to party office through a movement – to lower 
taxes, end a war, save the planet from environmental harm, protect a 
woman’s right to choose, or guarantee civil rights. County committee 
chair, vice chair, state delegate, and national party chairs are all 
examples of party offices.

Political party committees operate at the county, state, and national 
levels. The number of officials on each varies tremendously, especially 
at the county level. The Polk County, Iowa Democratic Central 
Committee, for example, has 366 elected members.30 In contrast, the 
Carroll County, Maryland Republican Central Committee has only nine 
members.31

Generally, once local members of the committee are elected, they elect 
the leadership of the state committee. Officers typically include the 
chair, vice chair, secretary, and treasurer. In general, this structure holds 
true for the party committees at both the state and county level. 

Party office holders work to spread the word about elections and 
recruit volunteers and candidates. Parties themselves are organized to 
create their issues platforms, endorse candidates, and organize to win 
elections. That means that party officials spend their time:

» Recruiting canvassers, phoners, and volunteers to support 
candidates

» Registering voters and speaking/debating at public forums
» Fundraising to pay for materials, ads, and research
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» Organizing and staffing campaign headquarters and conventions 
» Working with the press to get out the party’s point of view

Getting the Job
Much like running in any other competition, campaigning for party 
office requires skills, strategy, and resources. Here are some of the 
specific ways you can get ready:

» Get involved. Attend party events and get to know your county 
and state party.

» Seek out advisors. Find a local party leader who can serve as your 
guide and support your campaign.

» Investigate. Is there a vacancy? Do you have a particular talent like 
fundraising or technology know-how that makes you an attractive 
addition to the committee?

» Announce. Let people in the party, as well as friends and 
colleagues, know you’re interested in running. Ask for their 
support. 

Do it. Don’t overanalyze it. Don’t wait around to be told it is okay. Just get 
in there and do it.

-Former Columbia, South Carolina City Council Member Belinda Gergel

Seeking a position in your political party typically means seeking 
election to the county or state central committee, though details vary 
widely from state to state – members of the national committees are 
both elected and appointed. For the best information, get in touch 
with your local or state party. Complete contact information can be 
found in the Appendix (p 56).

Join the She Should Run Incubator for more strategies and campaign 
tips for any kind of race: www.sheshouldrun.org/Incubator
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See the Appendix for a complete list of available training 
programs, state party information, and details about available 
state boards and commissions.

Sidewalk Strategies: A Practical Guide for Candidates, Causes, 
and Communities. 2012.
By Larry Tramutola
Political strategist Larry Tramutola discusses campaign 
strategies for specifically local elections. His seven steps take 
the potential candidates from analyzing whether or not to run 
for office all the way to the election results: a win or a loss.

So You Want to Be a School Board Member. 2002.
By William Hayes 
This practical book explains the role of the board member, 
from election to taking office. Potential board members are 
introduced to timely issues they are likely to face, including 
school violence, high-stakes testing, curriculum reform, and 
school choice. 

What Women Really Want: How American Women Are Quietly 
Erasing Political, Racial, Class, and Religious Lines to Change the 
Way We Live. 2005. 
By Celinda Lake and Kellyanne Conway
This book discusses how women as a collective power base are 
changing American society through their increased purchasing 
power and their elevated influence in politics.

National Foundation for Women Legislators
National organization of women in state legislative positions that 
focuses on networking, policy, and outreach to young women.
www.womenlegislators.org

Women’s Legislative Network
Promotes the participation, empowerment, and leadership 
of women in state legislatures, and provides networking 
opportunities.
www.ncsl.org/wln

You’ve Come a Long Way, Maybe. 2009.
By Leslie Sanchez
A political analyst, Leslie Sanchez explores the 2008 presidential 
campaign and specifically how Hillary Clinton, Sarah Palin, and 
Michelle Obama have influenced the future political arena for 
women. 

Books We Love & Resources We Rely On
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