





Women in Elected Office: Challenges and Opportunities in Erie County
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Women face many obstacles to equal representation in elected positions across the nation and at
each level of public office. Political office continues to be a male-dominated field in Erie County,
New York, as this report will demonstrate in detail. While most studies emphasize women'’s politi-
cal participation at the national level, less is known about women'’s political representation in local
elections. As of the 2016 election cycle, women hold 19.4 percent of seats in the House of Repre-
sentatives and 21 percent of Senate seats, ranking the United States 101st in global representa-
tion of women at the national level.® Typically, women at the national level start in local and state
politics. Women'’s candidacies for mayoral office across the nation gained traction in the early
1970s and peaked in the mid-1990s, according to Ferreira and Gyourko’s 2014 study.?2 Women
are generally successful in legislative positions in America’s cities and towns. These national
trends are also evident in Erie County. This report seeks to shed light on the current status of
women in Erie County’s political landscape as well as the challenges women face in running for

office and opportunities for women in local elections.

Why is women’s political representation and engagement important? Around the world, UN Women
finds that women’s increased political participation and representation improves democratic pro-
cesses and generates laws around gender-based violence, child health and welfare, and family
leave.® Multiple studies have shown that American voters are less engaged in local elections as
opposed to federal ones and that women are generally less engaged than men in politics.4 In part,
this is the result of gendered perceptions of women'’s fitness for office and political life. Ferreira
and Gyourko hypothesize that women'’s political skills are not immediately observable until they get
into office, where they tend to have positive policy outcomes consistent with their campaigns.®
Thus, women must be given a chance to demonstrate their abilities but discriminatory views may
prevent women from getting that opportunity. Once women are elected, however, it improves peo-
ple’s perception of women as leaders: “When people observe women governing in the news or at
political events, these observations may change discriminatory assumptions about the ideal profile
of leaders and, consequently, women's ability to govern.”® Even as candidates, Karp and Banducci
assert women “in positions of power may serve as a powerful symbolic cue that ‘politics is not just
aman’s game.””” Women as citizens and voters tend to be more engaged when they see them-
selves represented in office, according to these studies.

It is not only electing women to any political office that matters; the offices to which women are
elected are also important for policy outcomes and political visibility. For instance, mayors “could
facilitate the reallocation of resources in a city to serve one's political preferences. Legislators, on
the other hand, have to negotiate with other representatives (and possibly the executive) to pass
legislation, so the impact of an added female legislator may not be as effective.”® At every level of
government, women are more successful in elections for legislative positions than executive ones.
However, women in executive positions in the United States generally do not have the same poli-
cies directed at women'’s issues as those in other countries due to the fact that many mayoral can-
didates seek to court a broad base of voters.?

Geography and population also play a role in the political success of women. Ferreira and Gyourko
found that geography was a more important factor than political party affiliation in women'’s suc-
cess for mayoral offices.1® Women tended to do better in moderately sized cities and particularly in
cities on the West coast. Women tend to be least successful in rural areas and towns where there
are fewer elected positions for which to run.


















However, the data reveals that women dominate the Town Clerk office; all but one Town Clerk in
Erie County are women and very few men have held it since women began running in large num-
bers for the office in the 1960s and 1970s. The Town Clerk’s responsibilities include maintaining
town records, taking meeting minutes and constructing the agenda for council meetings as well
as other administrative responsibilities depending on the town.

FINDINGS

Women'’s representation in political office in Erie County has steadily increased since 1953.
While there are currently eight times more women in office than there were in the 1950s, we are
seeing a downward trend in women'’s participation and election in Erie County (See “Election
2017 Highlights”). At the time of publication, women comprise 46 percent of elected officials in
Erie County, 18 percent of which are judicial offices. Women have also been increasingly suc-
cessful in pursuing executive positions in towns of Erie County. Women are also consistent with
national trends in electing more women to Councilmember offices. According to the National
League of Cities, “representation of women on America's city councils increased in all three city
size categories between 1989 and 2001. The proportion of women grew from 21 to 25 percent
in small cities, 25 to 36 percent in medium-sized cities, and 33 to 36 percent in large cities.”1°
Buffalo would be an exception to this trend given that no women currently serve on the city

council.

Since 1953, women have accounted for only 18 percent of elected officials in Erie County’s
towns. 30 percent of the women were elected to the town clerk office. Nine percent of elected
women were Town Supervisors and 41 percent were elected to represent constituents on the
town councils. The positions of town justice, assessor, and collector account for the other 20 per-
cent which are elected in some towns and appointed in others.

The picture is even dimmer in Buffalo, Lackawanna, and the City of Tonawanda. 53 percent of

the 51 women in city offices were Counci-
lors. 39 percent were City Court Judges. Only
4 percent of women were elected Mayor with
an additional 4 percent of women serving as
appointed City Treasurers. Women have nev-
er held the offices of Chief Judge of Buffalo,
Comptroller, or City Attorney.

In contrast, men have held 87 percent of city
offices since 1953. Historically, they account
for 89 percent of City Councilors and 23.5
percent of Mayors, excluding Mayors elected
in Buffalo 1939-1949.

At the County level, women have comprised
19 percent of County Legislators.t There has
never been a female County Executive, Dis-
trict Attorney, or Sheriff. 20 percent of Coun-
ty Clerks have been women. Women current-
ly hold 43 percent of county positions.

Village Snapshots

Currently, women hold 25 percent of positions
in Erie County’s villages. On average, women
only hold one trustee position in the villages of
Erie County.

Since 1853, the Village of Akron has only
elected five women to the Board of Trustees.
The first woman elected to village office in
Akron was Ruth Brand in 1958.

East Aurora has elected 11 women to the
Board of Trustees beginning in 1973.

In the past 20 years, the Village of Kenmore
has only elected two women to the trustee
position.

1Six legislative districts were consolidated from 17 to 11. This figure is calculated from the 11 remaining districts that was available to us.
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TRAILBLAZING WOMEN OF NEW YORK
Trailblazing Firsts:

Ruth Sears Baker Pratt of New York
U.S. Representative 1929-1933

The first woman elected to the New York City Council,
Congresswoman Ruth Pratt of New York was one of the few
early Congresswomen to have prior experience in elective
office. A government reformer and fiscal conservative, Pratt,
on the eve the Great Depression, utilized her position as the
first woman to serve on the New York City council to win a U.S.
House seat representing Manhattan’s “silk stocking” district.
Pratt rejoiced on election night: “I did not run as a woman.
| ran for the Board of Aldermen and for Congress not as a
woman but as a citizen.” When she took her seat in the 71st
Congress, Pratt became the first woman to represent New
York in the national legislature.

RUTH SEARS BAKER PRATT

Shirley Chisholm of New York
U.S. Representative 1969-1983
Presidential Candidate 1972

In 1968, Shirley Chisholm made history by becoming the
United States’ first African-American congresswoman, begin-
ning the first of seven terms in the House of Representatives.
After initially being assigned to the House Forestry Committee,
she shocked many by demanding reassignment. She was
placed on the Veterans' Affairs Committee, eventually graduat-
ing to the Education and Labor Committee. Chisholm became
one of the founding members of the Congressional Black Cau-
cus in 1969, and championed minority education and employ-
ment opportunities throughout her tenure in Congress.

Chisholm went on to make history yet again, becoming the
first African American and the second woman to make a bid
for the U.S. presidency with a major party when she ran for the
Democratic nomination in 1972.

SHIRLEY CHISHOLM
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