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Executive Summary
This paper seeks to understand the impact women’s political networks have globally 
in supporting women overcome the universal cultural and structural barriers they 
face in engaging in a political career. With best practices from national, regional 
and international networks, this paper explores the role and modus operandi net-
works have adopted in supporting women running for national office in congres-
sional or parliamentary elections, enhancing their effectiveness and shaping their 
leadership once in office. Through desk research of existing literature, interviews 
with women engaged in national politics and experts in this field, this paper also 
seeks to raise questions on the role of technology, the media and the correlation 
between women’s participation in networks and their substantive representation. 

About the Author

Lucina Di Meco is a Senior Gender Expert with more than 15 years of experience 
in the design, management and implementation of international development 
programs addressing gender inequality. Lucina has worked for the United Nations, 
as well as a wide range of international nonprofits and foundations, defending and 
promoting women’s and girls’ rights and empowerment in Africa, Asia and Latin 
America.
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Background
According to Melanne Verveer, Executive Director of the Georgetown Institute for Women, Peace and 
Security and first ever US Ambassador-at-Large for Global Women’s Issues at the U.S. Department 
of State from 2009 to 2013: “Women’s networks are invaluable in providing female political aspirants 
with the tools they need to get elected, despite the many hurdles in their paths.  Women’s networks 
also make an enormous difference in enabling female legislators to meet across party lines, share expe-
riences and tools on how to successfully advance gender equality policies. In order to make significant 
progress on women’s political empowerment, we need a lot more of such networks.1”
If women’s political networks are defined as a set of critical actors working to increase women’s political 
participation, recruitment and leadership and the relations among them, what are the conditions that 
make such networks successful?

While guidelines have been developed by the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU), the United Nations 
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• Why do we need more women in office?

• Why are women’s networks helpful to increase female political participation?

• In which way will your network meet the most pressing needs of the community?
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6.
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s • What activities will most effectively enable you to achieve your goals?

• Which ones will you invest more time and resources on? Why?

• How do these activities link to your mission and vision?
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• How will the leadership be chosen? For how long will leadership serve?

• Who will be responsible for which tasks?

• When and how will decisions be made? Will there be a necessary quorum? Will virtual 
presence be counted? Will you vote openly or confidentially?
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• Who will work for your network part-time/full time on a paid or voluntary basis? 

• Do you receive donations? From whom? How much?

• What are your expenditures? How are they linked to your outcomes and outputs?
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• Who are your audiences? How will you communicate with them? What is your 
individualized “Why should I care?” message for each one of them? 

• Which technological tools (social media, website, etc.) will you use and how?

• How will you defend your members from online harassment and threats?

10
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• How do you define and measure success in the short, medium and long term?

• How often will you re-evaluate and adapt your strategy according to the results you have 
achieved?

• Do you have quantitative and/or qualitative indicators to measure your success?

Roadmap: Designing your Women’s Political Network
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Women’s political networks increase women’s 
political participation and leadership through 
various activities, including: training and men-
toring of female political aspirants; facilitating 
the discussion across sectors and among various 
stakeholders on important policy issues related to 
gender equality; and advocacy to raise visibility 
for certain issues. 

Your network’s activities can include some or all 
of the above mentioned, or totally different ones. 
Activities can also vary over time, in response to 
the changes in the political situation and as you 
modify your strategic plan. In all cases, however, 
your activities must be clearly linked to your theo-
ry of change. 

In designing your activities, you should ask 
yourself:

•	 Which activities will most effective-
ly enable you to achieve your short, 
medium and long term goals? Which 
ones will you invest more time and 
resources on? 

•	 Why are you prioritizing this set of 
activities?

•	 How do these activities link to your 
mission and vision?

What will you Do? 
Define the Network’s Activities.6

In order to ensure a network’s sustainability 
over time, it’s extremely important that there 
be clear leadership structures, inclusive deci-
sion-making and transparent criteria for accessing 
positions of power. Also, because political partici-
pation is not only an outcome, but also a process, 
leadership changes provide foundational training 
opportunities for women who aim at engaging in 
a political career. 

Whether you rely on volunteers or salaried mem-
bers, make sure you take into account and period-
ically evaluate their availability and their capacity 
to perform the required tasks. 

When defining the leadership structure of the 
network, you will need to make sure that you 
have clear responses to the following questions:

•	 How will the leadership be chosen? 
What terms of service or time limits 
apply to the leadership? 

•	 Who will be responsible for which 
tasks (including fundraising, commu-
nication, political outreach, research 
and office administration)?

•	 When and where will decisions be 
made? Will there be a necessary 
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Adequate human and financial resources need 
to be allocated, even for relatively small or 
virtual networks. List all the agencies, services 
and programs that might be available to support 
your work and reach out to them. If you receive 
international funding, you should encourage 
international donors to consider developing a 
holistic approach to supporting women’s networks 
through the political cycles, overcoming old prac
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Further Resources: Manuals and Toolkits for Designing Women’s 
Networks

“How to Revive a Tired Network”
Herminina Ibarra, Harvard Business Review

Ibarra, H.  (2015) How to Revive a Tired Network. 
Harvard Business Review. Available at: https://hbr.
org/2015/02/how-to-revive-a-tired-network. 

“How Leaders Create and Use Networks”
Herminina Ibarra and Mark Lee Hunter, Harvard 
Business Review

Ibarra, H. and Hunter, M. (2007) How Leaders 
Create and Use Networks. Harvard Business 
Review. Available at: https://hbr.org/2007/01/how-
leaders-create-and-use-networks. 

Guidelines for Women’s Caucuses
Inter-Parliamentary Union

Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) (2016) 
Guidelines for women’s caucuses. Geneva. Available 
at: http://www.ipu.org/pdf/publications/caucus-e.
pdf

Toolkit: How to Build an Effective Social 
Network
National Women’s Business Council

National Women’s Business Council (2015). 
Toolkit: How to Build an Effective Social Network. 
Available at: https://www.nwbc.gov/sites/default/
files/NWBC_ToolKit_508.pdf. 

Gender Equality in Elected Office: A Six-Step 
Action Plan
Pippa Norris and Mona Lena Krook, Organization 
for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) 

Norris, P. and Krook, M. (2010) Gender Equality 
in Elected Office: A Six-Step Action Plan, Harvard 
University and Washington University in St. Louis. 
Report commissioned for the Programme on 
Increased Participation of Women in Democratic 
Governance by the Office for Democratic 
Institutions and Human Rights, Organization for 
Security and Cooperation in Europe. Available at: 
http://www.osce.org/odihr/78432

Creating Mentor Networks in the  OSCE 
Region: A Practical Roadmap
Organization for Security and Cooperation in 
Europe (OSCE)

Organization for Security and Cooperation 
in Europe (OSCE) (2015) Creating Mentor 
Networks in the OSCE Region: A Practical 
Roadmap. Available at: http://www.osce.org/
secretariat/163006

Leadership 101
�e National Democratic Institute (NDI)

The National Democratic Institute (2010). 
Leadership 101. Available at: https://www.ndi.org/
dcc-leadership101. 

Tracking Impact: A Handbook for High 
Quality Data Collection
Vital Voices Global Partnership

Vital Voices Global Partnership (2016). Tracking 
Impact: A Handbook for High Quality Data 
Collection. Available at: http://www.vitalvoices.org/
sites/default/files/uploads/HANDBOOK-FINAL-
SINGLE%2520PAGE-2-11.pdf

Advocacy & Running for Office: A Training 
Manual for Women
Vital Voices Global Partnership

Vital Voices Global Partnership (2009). Advocacy 
& running for office: a training manual for 
women. Washington, DC. Available at: https://
www.vitalvoices.org/sites/default/files/uploads/
Advocacy%20Training%20Manual.pdf





One Woodrow Wilson Plaza 
1300 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW 
Washington, DC 20004

www.50x50movement.org
wpsp@wilsoncenter.org
facebook.com/wpsproject
@WPSProject


