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Inspiring and Equipping Women to Succeed in Politics

INTRODUCTION

Inequality in gender representation 
in politics is a global issue.

As of January 2015:

• Only 22% of all national parliamentarians were female.i 

• 10 women served as Head of State and 14 served as 

Head of Government.ii  

• Rwanda had the highest number of women 

parliamentarians worldwide. Women won 63.8% of 

seats in the lower house.iii   

• Globally, there are 38 States in which women account 

for less than 10 per cent of parliamentarians in single 

or lower houses.iv  

?Why conduct this research?

As UN Secretary General

Mr Ban Ki-Moon identified in 2011 v  

Gender equality must be treated 
as an explicit goal of democracy 
building, not as an add -on.
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Women for Election

Entrenched gender inequality in politics has proven to be particularly difficult to address in Australia. 

Although Australia has one of the highest education rates of women in the world, this is not reflected 

in the proportion of women in senior roles within the Australia political landscape. 

Australia ranks 43rdvii  of 187 countries internationally for female representation in Parliament. We are 

ranked behind countries such as South Sudan, Angola, The Philippines and Zimbabwe. 

Equally concerning is the recent downward trend of female participation in Australian political life. 

Although women’s representation in Australian politics had increased consistently from 1994 until 

2009- peaking at 30.8% across all Australian parliaments in aggregate - this percentage declined to 

28.3% in 2012 and only increased very slightly to 29% in 2013.viii  

The 2013 election results strengthened the existing imperative for a new approach to addressing 

gender inequality in Australian politics (leading to the establishment of Women for Election Australia) 

and highlighted the need to clarify the key challenges and issues for Australian female politicians 

(resulting in the research in this report).

2013 Australian Federal Election Candidates by Gender

MALE

1,247 (73%)

470 (27%)

FEMALE

In the Federal Election of 2013 there were 470 

female candidates of a total of 1717 candidates 

(27.7%).vi  

Only 39 of the 150 MP’s (26%) were women.
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Women for Election Australia (WFEA) is a non-partisan, not for profit organisation which was 

established in 2013. WFEA’s vision is to increase the number and influence of women in elected and 

appointed office in Australia. 

Women for Election Australia

Our Aim is to strengthen our democracy by changing the way politics is done in Australia: to change 

entrenched practices and mindsets to enable the leadership potential of women to be fully realised. 

As overseas experience has shown, there are meaningful societal benefits for nations that have more 

women in parliament: increased female representation in Parliament leads to more representative 

and holistic decision-making. 

Our Mission is twofold. Firstly, to be a catalyst for change by raising awareness of gender imbalance 

in politics and by providing thought leadership through our research and advocacy work. Secondly, 

to provide excellent customised training and support in Australia for women to run for office or to 

move up the ladder to higher elective office. 

Our Unique curriculum is designed by, and for, 

women and addresses the particular cultural 

challenges faced by women in politics in 

Australia.

Our Ultimate Goal is to ensure real and 

sustainable change in the political landscape.

Our Focus is non-partisan, based on our 

common needs and experiences as political 

women, not our differences as political 

partisans.

AIM

MISSION

UNIQUE CURRICULUM

ULTIMATE GOAL

FOCUS
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Women for Election

WFEA invited 53 current female politicians at local, state and federal government levels 

and 3 past female politicians, also at all levels of government, to participate in this 

research. Women were able to participate either via focus groups (conducted on 20 

February and 25 March 2015), one on one interviews or by replying to the questions in 

e-mail, as best suited their schedules.

WFEA also conducted in-depth one on one interviews with 5 women between 23-60 

years old from different educational and political backgrounds who whilst active in their 

community and concerned about issues of social justice, have walked away from a 

career in politics. These women were interviewed in order to identify their perceived 

barriers to entry to Australian politics, both self-imposed and systemic.

The women who participated in the research, and who consented to being identified, 

are listed at Appendix 1.  WFEA sought permission from all participants to have their de-

identified responses included in this report which both outlines the challenges faced 

by, and explores strategies to increase the number of, women in political public life in 

Australia.

A draft copy of the report was made available to all research participants prior to this 

research being published to give participants the opportunity to ensure that they could 

not be inadvertently identified by their responses.

Methodology

1

2

3

4
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All current or past politician research 

participants were asked the following 

questions:

1. What are the key challenges women find 

when standing for election and when in 

office?

2. What do you know now that you wish 

you knew ‘back then’ when you started in 

politics?

3. What are the key challenges facing the 

next generation of women entering 

parliament and what skills will the next 

generation of female politicians need 

to equip them for the future? Are they 

different to the challenges you faced? If 

so, how?

Time permitting, research participants were 

also asked the following questions: 

4. If a program like WFEA had been offered 

to you at the beginning of your political 

career, would you have taken it up? If not, 

why not?

5. What are the central training and support 

needs of women who have already 

succeeded in Australian politics?

6. Despite the challenges what has kept 

you in politics and what qualities have 

enabled you to stay?

RESEARCH
QUESTIONS

The one-on-one interviews and focus groups were semi-structured so participants were able to also 

raise other issues that were of concern to them. These responses are reported under the heading:

7. “Other matters of concern raised by participants”.

The women who, whilst active in their community and concerned about issues of social justice, have 

walked away from or discounted a career in politics were asked the following questions:

1. What perceptions do you have about the political arena which might make you hesitant about 

entering into politics?

2. What are the personal factors/information deficits that you identify as inhibiting you from 

considering entering politics?
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RESEARCH
FINDINGS

CURRENT AND PAST FEMALE ELECTED POLITICIANS

What are the key challenges facing female politicians in Australia? 

QUESTION 1
The research participants identified five key challenges: cash and career, candidate selection, 

culture, childcare and family and a conflict of values.

Participants noted both that funding a campaign is expensive (‘costs $5,000 -$7,000 and must be 

self- funded’), that a career in politics often means a drop in salary, that local government councillors 

do not receive superannuation and that there are no clear career advancement pathways in politics 

(‘there is no set career path so it’s difficult to navigate’).

Participants identified four central issues regarding candidate selection.

i. The long lead in time required (‘You need to commit to attending party meetings and lobbying 6 

years before next pre-selection’).

ii. A lack of understanding about the mechanics of how you join a political party and a lack of 

practical support  (‘It’s difficult to do all of the paperwork… in local government, you must have 

an electoral officer’).

iii. The brutality of the pre-selection and campaign process (‘The campaign process can be more 

brutal than the job’). 

iv. Pre-selection decisions are not merit or performance based (‘Superior female candidates are 

defeated by inferior male candidates’; ‘The party pre-selection process is tribal, undemocratic 

and preselection is all done by men’; ‘Factions – don’t encourage dissent/speaking up’ and 

‘Tokenism still exists’).

1. Cash and Career

2. Candidate selection

PA
R

T
 1
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Participants identified six significant concerns regarding the culture of political life in Australia.

i. Many noted a range of intimidating and bullying behaviours that are prohibited by law in other 

work settings (‘Behaviour from political colleagues has degenerated’; ‘we are routinely expected 

to tolerate tantrums, vindictiveness, vicious personal attacks, nasty e-mails and attacks on family’). 

ii. A seemingly insurmountable workload (‘An extremely heavy workload’).

iii. Politics is a predominantly male workplace culture (‘Politics is a boys club’; ‘Men promote 

themselves ’; ‘women generally focus on issues and outcomes- men just want to play the game’; 

‘there is an unacceptable focus on women’s appearance’) .

iv. A lack of clarity about what authentic female political leadership looks like (‘In order to succeed, 

women think they need to take on the male persona’). 

v. The limited opportunities, in reality, for women to mentor each other and build collaborative 

and supportive relationships (‘you have expectations that once elected you become included 

amongst the other women who have also been elected so as to form a type of ‘sisterhood’ for 

encouragement, mentoring, having a laugh and relationship building. BUT…..the demands on 

one’s time, by simple fact of being in the position, limit this collective opportunity’).

vi. The tension between the need for collaborative support and the intrinsic nature of politics 

as a competition (within pre-selections, between candidates, amongst government MPs for 

promotions to Committee Chairs/Parliamentary Secretaries/Ministers).

Participants noted that they struggled with maintaining their sense of personal integrity when dealing 

with ‘the double standards inherent in political life’ and that they found it challenging to ‘deal with the 

lack of trust and cynicism in the community’.

Participants identified two critical issues 

regarding childcare and family. 

i. Political life is not family friendly because 

of the working hours required (‘there are 

committee meetings almost every night – 

it’s almost impossible if you have a young 

family’; ‘It has a huge impact on your 

life- you are away 26 weeks a year’) and 

the sheer size of Australia (‘the tyranny 

of distance from one’s electorate to the 

parliament increases the challenges of 

meeting family commitments’). 

ii. Politics is genuinely tougher on women 

as they are (usually) the primary care 

givers to children (‘ kids need their mum’).

Participants identified the following strategies 

that they use to manage these issues: 

• ‘Women, in particular need to learn how 

to squeeze in everything you need to do 

within the 24 hrs’.

• ‘Identifying what can be outsourced’.

• ‘Be confident to say ‘no’’;  ‘when you’re 

at home, the phone rings constantly-you 

need to be disciplined’.

• ‘Prioritise yourself and your family/

friends’;  ‘ensure the needs of your family 

and relationships are sustained and not 

suffering’.

3. Culture

5. Conflict of values

4. Childcare/family
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What do you know now that you wish you knew when you started in politics?

QUESTION 2
This topic generated considerable response. Six central themes emerged: time management and 

work/life balance, promotion is not necessarily based on merit, politics is a particularly difficult work 

environment, specific media and communication skills need to be developed, managing staff and 

colleague relationships and protecting yourself and developing your own political style.

Participants noted that it was essential that women ‘learn how to pace yourself’ and how to leverage 

time with social media and technological advances. Some of the strategies utilised by participants are:

• Being selective about attendance at events (‘you don’t need to attend every community event 

every year’). 

• Selecting a new/emerging community charity/project to personally support and use your role 

and connections to assist this project grow and succeed. 

• Create systems for everything and teach staff and volunteers how to follow these systems. 

Participants emphatically reported that they had learned that promotion in politics is not about 

merit (‘Just doing a good job is not enough’; ‘I was naive that policy outcomes were important and I 

expected people had good intentions’).

Participants identified that women need to be better at self- promotion (‘women wait to be asked, you 

need to push yourself forward’), thinking strategically (‘need to be looking to, and working towards, 

your next job while in your current one’) and at understanding power dynamics (‘need to know how 

does power work? It’s a trade ‘; ‘you are much more powerful than you realise’; ‘need to understand 

how to take power and claim it’). 

Participants generally reflected that Parliament is ‘a lonely place’ because it is difficult to know whom 

to trust (‘Working in politics is lonely-you cannot trust anyone’).

Several participants observed that female politicians may forge closer relationships with women in 

other parties (‘you are not competing with them’).

Many participants identified a sense of having ‘the added responsibility of representing their gender’. 

Some participants noted that women who ‘do their politics like men’ are more successful. Others 

mentioned that women needed to be capable of robust debate (‘we are not God’s police’).

Participants overwhelmingly agreed about the need for female politicians to hone their communication 

skills and develop a sophisticated understanding of how to use the media  (‘need to learn how 

to establish a positive relationship with the media’; ‘learn to communicate, communicate and 

communicate!’). 

1. Time management and work/life balance

2. Promotion is not necessarily based on merit

3. Politics is a particularly difficult work environment

4. Specific media and communication skills need to be developed 
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Participants identified clear strategies for managing staff, developing positive and productive 

relationships with colleagues and for working strategically.

Strategies for managing staff included:

• ‘Get the right team of staff around you, that you can trust and that can deliver – the demands on 

staff are extraordinary and you need to be a special kind of person to be able to deal with the 

pressure and many demands. It is a vocation’.

• ‘Get a good team of staff, comprising a mix of experience and youthful exuberance and energy’.

• ‘Say a specific thank you to staff and volunteers’.

• ‘Have a laugh, joke and make the workplace a fun place to be. Because there will be times when 

the pressure is on, people become tired and you need to invest into people’s emotional bank 

accounts’. 

Strategies for developing positive and 

productive relationships with colleagues 

included: 

• ‘Build relationships and know the names 

of the people behind the successful 

Minister. Often your issues or requests 

pass through these people first before 

they get to the Minister and you want the 

Minister’s staff on your side’.

• ‘Be pleasant and professional in your 

work but realise sometimes you’ll need 

to show some grunt and passion to 

overcome bureaucracy in order to get the 

right outcome for the community’.

Strategies for working strategically included:

• ‘Always ask yourself ‘how can I do this 

better’, ‘what did I learn from a failure?’.

• ‘Identify the strategic issues to tackle, 

then plan, and re-assess the plan along 

the way’.

• ‘Think creatively about how to solve 

problems. It’s not always about the money’.

• ‘Networks are powerful. Always be 

building your networks and identifying 

people’s skills so you can connect people/

organisations within your electorate and 

beyond’.

Participants offered the following advice regarding self-protection:

• ‘Don’t take things personally’; ‘Count to 10 before you respond in a heated conversation’; ‘Be 

able to detach’.

• ‘Be consistent and predictable’.

• ‘Haters are going to hate, and you have to develop an inner strength and resilience to deal with 

the abuse’.

• ‘Identify what can be outsourced; be confident to say no’.

• ‘Prioritise yourself and your family/friends’.

• ‘Identify what needs your time versus what you can give to your staff to manage; be able to 

detect the real scale of a problem to ascertain the correct response needed’.

5. Managing staff and colleague relationships and working strategically

6. Protecting yourself and developing your own political style
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Participants suggested the following strategies for developing an authentic individual political style:

• ‘Stay true to your values’.

• ‘Keep in mind I’m working for the community’.

• ‘It will take time to find your feet as a politician – you need to be gentle with yourself and give 

yourself the freedom, away from the media gaze, to learn. There is no guidebook!’.

• ‘You need to be yourself and express your party’s policies and values, and your own views, in 

your own language’.

• ‘You will make mistakes, and they are often public, but even the best politicians have made them, 

so pick yourself up, dust yourself off and get on with it’.

• ‘You need to be opinionated – this means you will attract the haters, but Australians respect 

people with strong views’.

Whilst conducting this research Ms Carmel Tebbutt, the then Member for Marrickville provided a 

copy of a letter written for Professor Ann M Brewer, University of Sydney, in response to her request 

to write a “letter of advice” for someone starting out in politics which was published in her book 

“Leadership, Coaching and Followership.”  She concludes her advice with: “Ultimately you need to 

find your own style and voice. People want authenticity, so be yourself but be the best you that you 

can be. You need to stay true to yourself, your values and your beliefs but develop the skills and 

attributes that enable you to survive and prosper in what can be a tough environment.”

What are the key challenges facing the next generation of women entering 
parliament? 

QUESTION 3
Participants identified five key challenges for the coming generation of women entering parliament. 

1. Poor pay and conditions (not gender specific) (‘It’s difficult to have paid employment while on 

council- “who’s going to pay the mortgage?”).

2. Understanding the parliamentary and party process.

3. Positioning yourself to effectively engage in debate.

4. Acknowledging, and having the skills to respond to, the diversity of cultural and other 

backgrounds of people entering Parliament now ‘that don’t fit the old norm’.

5. The competitiveness and loneliness of political life (‘there is no mentoring once you get in: it’s 

competitive and you are on your own’).
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If a program like WFEA had been offered to you at the beginning of your 
political career, would you have taken it up? If not, why not?

QUESTION 4
Participants were divided about whether they would have taken up the opportunity to attend non-

partisan training at the beginning of their political career. 

Some expressed a view that they may not have attended so as not to ‘give their hand away’ to 

potential competition. Others commented that it would have depended on how such a program 

was promoted (‘I might have attended if the focus was on being a leader in your community’; ‘yes if 

the focus was on participating “public life” because powerful and effective people aren’t always the 

ones who lead’). 

Participants identified five categories of skills 

that the coming generation of women entering 

parliament will need: 

1. Induction once elected to understand the 

processes of Parliament.

2. Media and social media training.

3. More mentoring and explicit training 

about ‘the unwritten rules’ in politics.

4. Skills in conflict management.

5. Self-awareness about the difference 

between structural barriers and the 

barriers you place in yourself.

Participants remarked on three key causes 

for the differences in the skills required of 

the coming generation of women entering 

parliament.

1. The impact of social media and the 24 

hour news cycle (‘it results in a much 

higher degree of public scrutiny today 

than previously’).

2. The increasingly negative and cynical 

way that the public perceives its public 

representatives.

3. Changing understandings about work and 

family responsibilities (‘although family 

relationships are still a challenge there is 

better acceptance that women will have 

babies... but childcare is an ongoing issue).

3.1 What are the skills the next 
generation of female politicians will 
need to equip them for the future?

3.2 How have the skills and 
challenges faced by female politicians 
changed? 
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What are the central training and support needs of women who have already 
succeeded in Australian politics?

QUESTION 5
Participants observed that the training and support needs of women who have already succeeded in 

politics varies depending on the woman’s experience and position; ‘the pathways will be different’. 

Participants were generally in agreement that the training and support needs of women who have 

already entered Australian politics centre around communication and media training, information 

about the political process and career pathways, access to training about networking and mentoring 

and resilience and work/life balance training and support.

In relation to communication and media training, participants identified the benefit of effective 

communication training (‘how to be a more effective communicator, whether it be public speaking or 

in the media is very useful’). They also noted that women needed to ‘know how to decode the media 

games- to understand the media’s agendas…that some of the older political journalists in Canberra 

see their job as applying the blowtorch to the stomach’.

Several participants identified the necessity for explicit training and information about the political 

process and career pathways (‘the political pathways are not transparent’).

There was broad agreement amongst participants that access to informal networks of like-minded 

female politicians is invaluable and that women benefit from being ‘able to tap into mentors’ 

particularly when facing a challenging issue (‘Networking is key and is associated with respect that 

comes at a later date when you need it and don’t necessarily expect it’).

Some participants identified that what was needed was mentoring (‘not training – we need a 

“grasshopper” that we can consult and confide in’; ‘We need someone to talk to - to reality test’). 

Others observed that women needed access to explicit mentoring about how to navigate and 

achieve in politics (‘mentoring about the unwritten rules in the male-controlled world of politics and 

government’). 

Some participants suggested establishing mentoring groups (‘on-line dial-in style’) between women 

who have been in politics for longer periods of time with those who are just elected and those 

wanting to become elected and also a mentoring portal (‘for sharing ‘lessons learned’, ideas, skills 

and knowledge that you have obtained that may be helpful for others’). 

Participants identified the need for politicians to have explicit training and support in building skills 

about not taking things personally and letting conflict go (‘it’s crucial to keep sight of reality especially 

when under attack’) and about being able to balance politics and their private life (‘Women need 

to be ruthless about making time for themselves and their family’; ‘need to make time to exercise’; 

‘need to maintain good friends outside of politics’).

1. Communication and media training

2. Political process and career pathways

3. Networking and mentoring

4. Resilience and balance
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Despite the challenges what has kept you in politics and what qualities have 
enabled you to stay?

Other matters of concern raised by participants

QUESTION

QUESTION

6

7

Participants were overwhelmingly grateful for, and positive about, the opportunities for service, 

engagement and impact that arise from being in public office as politicians. 

Responses to the question about ‘what has kept you in politics, despite the challenges’ included ‘I 

enjoy being embedded in the community’; ‘I can see the fruits of labour from strategic advocacy and 

committee work’; ‘I enjoy meeting people and being able to contribute’; ‘I am privileged to be able 

to mediate within the community; ‘I Love my job- I feel deeply privileged and get to do extraordinary 

things’; ‘We get to shape communities’ and ‘I’m deeply grateful for the generosity of others that I see 

in the work that I do’.

Participants identified the following qualities as enabling them to remain in political life: resilience, 

patience, perseverance, a sense of humour, personal integrity, inner strength, solid EQ and 

IQ, a concern for the community, social justice and health, having a sense of the importance of 

relationships and the need to ‘feel needed’, being a competent stakeholder manager and being able 

to be inclusive and share ownership of issues.

Firstly, several participants 

expressed concern that a 

focus on mentoring and 

training of female candidates 

has the potential to be 

misconstrued (‘it’s important 

at the outset to clarify that 

female candidates are not 

inferior and don’t need help 

to catch up to the men who 

don’t need training because 

they are already of the 

standard’).  

Participants raised three other key matters of concern. 

Secondly, it is unclear how 

to identify and tackle the 

roadblocks women face in 

Australian politics and to 

measure progress (‘Women 

need to know and to be 

able to distinguish between 

their environmental barriers 

and self- imposed barriers’; 

‘Women candidates face 

serious logistical blocks 

in politics; unlike the 

corporate world there is no 

accountability whatsoever, 

there are no performance 

indicators, no independent 

reviews’). 

Thirdly, some participants 

remarked on the need 

for more effective roles 

for backbenchers and to 

address the perception that 

if you are not on the front 

bench then you are a failure 

(‘getting to the parliament is 

an amazing feat; Parliament 

is smaller than an Olympic 

team’). 
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What perceptions do you have about the political arena which might 
make you hesitant about entering into politics?

QUESTION 1
Similarly to the female politician research participants, the potential candidates also identified 

perceptions regarding cash and career, candidate selection, culture, childcare and family, and a 

conflict of values as issues which make them hesitant about entering politics.

Participants assumed that the pay for politicians is uninviting (‘I just assume it’s shit wages’; the public 

sector has no dynamism; they won’t pay $$ to attract good qualified people’). 

In terms of politics as a career choice, participants identified that politics is not promoted as a pathway 

for women (‘Men are groomed for it which doesn’t appear to be there for women-in the corporate 

world people are identified as talent, tracked and developed’. ‘Politics was never identified at school 

as a career option’. ‘There is no information available to hook women into politics as a career path’). 

Participants were sceptical about the utility of politics in achieving social change (‘I can be more 

effective in society and achieve social change outside politics’; ‘I can use my current job to help 

people more directly’).  

Participants were conscious of the potential detriment to their career if they took time out to enter 

politics (‘To enter would require time out from my corporate career and I would have to build that 

again’).

Participants expressed a perception that it’s 

easier for men to get the numbers to get 

endorsement for a seat and that candidate 

selection ‘is all about self-promotion, 

schmoozing, rubbing shoulders, bullshitting’. 

Some participants expressed a view that 

they have ‘no attraction to major parties’ and 

that ‘independents have no appeal’.

Participants conveyed clear negative 

perceptions about the culture of politics (‘it’s 

a ruthless game’; ‘it’s a bear pit full of strong 

personalities and full of egos’). 

They expressed a sense of a dearth of female 

role models and that politics is both futile (‘It 

would be like bashing my head against a brick 

wall’) and extremely personally challenging  

(I would need to be extremely egotistical or 

extremely supported’).

1. Cash and Career

2. Candidate selection 3. Culture

RESEARCH
FINDINGS

POTENTIAL FEMALE CANDIDATESPA
R

T
 2
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Participants voiced explicit concern that 

politics is all consuming and exacts too much 

of a cost on families (‘Too much personal 

cost’; ‘there’s zero life balance’; ‘it’s 24/7’).

Participants noted that they saw a difference in 

the motivations of male and female politicians 

(‘men are into the fame, power and control; 

women more interested in making a difference 

and change’). 

However, they articulated that politics was 

‘disheartening’ and that what they saw in 

politics ‘has no connection with me’; ‘is not 

meaningful to me as an individual’. 

4. Childcare/family 5. Conflict of values

What are the personal factors/information deficits that women outside politics 
identify as inhibiting them from considering entering politics?

QUESTION 2

The three key personal barriers identified were:

i. A lack of life experience (‘I’m only in my late 20’s’).

ii. A strong sense of the vulnerability of women in public life to attack from the media, the public 

and other politicians (‘you have to put yourself out there’; ‘the media and public give crap to 

women in senior positions’; ‘it’s too risky – risk of being vilified’; ‘you have to know how to cope 

with the ruthlessness and attention on your personal life and the public scrutiny - even more so 

if you’ve got a colourful background).

iii. Their own disinterest in ‘playing the game’. 

However, participants did acknowledge that they may ‘ be better behind the scenes’ and ‘were afraid 

of not making it, actually not making a difference’.

The key skills barriers identified were: assistance with building confidence in public speaking; the need 

for communication, assertiveness, negotiation and influencing skills; help with building confidence in 

managing an electorate; how to surround yourself with the right people; how to work effectively with 

ministers (‘knowing who to target, build relationships to influence outcomes, particularly when some 

are stuck in their ways’); and how to remain authentic to yourself, particularly if you don’t fit the ‘norm’. 

1. Personal barriers

2. Skills barriers
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The central knowledge barriers that participants noted were: having no idea how to enter politics 

(‘how to be in it or know what career paths are available’); a lack of understanding of politics ‘basics’ 

(‘how are bills passed, the political system and processes, how do ministers receive information, 

what roles are available?’); and a lack of understanding about the mechanics of a party (‘how to 

survive without losing my own principles, how to keep party numbers, how to be strategic about it’).

The participants identified the following strategies to address the personal, skills and knowledge 

barriers that they articulated: 

• Publishing inspirational stories identifying the achievements of female politicians as case studies 

(‘especially those that don’t fit the norm’).

• Access to a mentor programme to enable communication about the potential challenges.

• Access to ‘A day in the life of a female politician’.

• Clarity about how women in major political parties today handle situations where they do not 

necessarily align with their own party values.

 

3. Knowledge Barriers

4. Strategies to address these barriers
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Under-representation of women in parliament 

remains a significant challenge in Australia. 

Despite several women having filled high profile 

roles in Commonwealth, state and territory 

parliaments in recent years, including Prime 

Minister, Attorney-General, Minister for Foreign 

Affairs, State Premiers, and Mayors, women 

continue to be significantly under-represented 

in all tiers of Australian government.  

It is well accepted that elected members of 

parliament should represent the views and 

ideals of all members of society. The fact 

that our parliaments do not fully represent 

Australian society indicates that there is 

entrenched inequality and that a diversity of 

experience is missing in our governing bodies. 

Our research has clearly identified the key 

challenges and issues for existing Australian 

female politicians and the perceived challenges 

and issues preventing some young women 

from entering politics. The findings indicates 

that there are still significant social and cultural 

factors that inhibit women from participating 

on an equal basis as men.

The findings also reaffirm that women elected 

representatives face varied gender specific 

constraints. As more and more women aspire 

to take their rightful place within governance 

bodies, it is important for all institutions (state, 

family and community) to respond to women’s 

specific needs such as renegotiating gender 

roles, the gender division of labour, identifying 

systemic barriers and addressing biased 

attitudes. 

WFEA recognises that increasing the number 

of women successfully participating in our 

political system is a challenge that does not 

have a “simple fix”. As such our approach 

reflects the complex nature of the political 

systems, the specific needs of women, an 

understanding of cultural challenges and 

the levels of interest and ability of women in 

participating in the political system.

Where to next? WFEA will use the findings 

to inform our training and development 

programs which are aimed at building 

capacity amongst women in the community. 

The programs - Inspire, Inform, Equip and 

Sustain - each support women at different 

points of their political career, from entry level 

to senior ministry, always aiming to take them 

the “next step on their political journey”. 

CONCLUSION

In the words of one 

research participant:

If there is some way (literally or 
virtually) to build, share, encourage, 
learn, in a non-threatening 
environment, it would go a long way 
to catapulting us all onwards and 
upwards.



WFEA wishes to thank the women who generously gave up there time to participate in this research.

The following women contributed by e-mailed responses, by participating in individual interviews or 

in focus groups conducted on 20 February 2015 and 25 March 2015:

FOOTNOTES

The Hon Carmel Tebbutt

The Hon Tanya Plibersek

Ms Cheryl Kernot

The Hon Catherine Cusack

The Hon Anna Bligh

Ms Helen Westwood

Ms Julie Owens

The Hon Robyn Parker

Ms Jan Barham

Mayor Jilly Gibson

Mayor Gail Giles-Gidney

Mayor Jennifer Anderson

Clr Wendy Norton

Clr Rachel Hill

Clr Michelle Sloane

Ms Jessica Bell

Ms Gayatri Nair

Ms Sarah Dillion

Ms Ruby Rozental

Ms Maree Faulkner.
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