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Abstract 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to discover what experiences fostered 

political ambition in women veterans who anticipated running for state or federal office 

within the next 10 years.  The aim of this study was to utilize the evidence produced on 

female veterans’ political ambition to develop an education curriculum that could be 

utilized to recruit and educate more women veterans to run for elected office. To achieve 

this, data were collected through semi-structured interviews of 12 women veterans from 

the United States Army, United States Marine Corps, United States Navy, and United 

States Air Force.  Data were also collected through researcher field notes.  Seven themes 

emerged from this collection and analysis:  women veterans’ political ambitions are 

driven by a need to serve and lead others, leadership experiences increase leadership self-

efficacy, encouragement to run enhances political ambition, gender roles influence a 

woman veteran’s decision on when to run but not if, women veterans possess agentic 

characteristics, women veterans perceive a double bind of power in politics, and exposure 

to gender based stereotypes enhances women veterans’ political ambition.  The 

implication for this study on future political ambition research lies in the linkage between 

political ambition and leadership identity development.  Participants in this study were 

found to have increased leadership self-efficacy based on their military leadership 

experiences, which impacted the participants’ feelings of qualification for elected office.  

Additionally, participants were driven towards elected office based on their desire to 

continue serving and leading others after a military career.  The foundation of an 

education curriculum to be utilized by candidate training organizations was developed 

based on the information learned in this study.   

Keywords:  Political ambition, women veterans, servant leadership, leadership identity 
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CHAPTER ONE:  INTRODUCTION 

Introduction and Background 

Women make up a substantial portion of every part of American culture:  they 

encompass 47.4% of the labor force, outnumber men in the population by approximately 

3.9 million people, comprise 56.8% of all college students, vote at a higher rate than their 

male counterparts (63.7% versus 59.7%), and number 1.6 million amongst American 

military veterans (U. S. Census Bureau, 2015).  Comparatively, women are 

underrepresented in U. S. politics at the local, state, and national levels.  Today, women 

make up 19.6% of the U.S. Congress, 20% of the country’s 100 largest city mayors, and 

hold approximately 25.3% of all statewide elected offices (Center For American Women 

And Politics (CAWP), 2017a).  On the world stage the United States ranks 97 out of 193 

countries in regards to representation in parliament with countries like Rwanda, 

Afghanistan, Iraq, Norway, United Kingdom, and Spain all outpacing the U.S. by 

significant margins (Women in National Parliaments, 2016).  Based on these numbers, it 

is clear that the United States has a significant gender gap in political representation. 

Political scholars have examined this problem from two major perspectives noting 

that the absence of women in elected government logically stems from the absence of 

women running and/or the absence of women winning elections.  Researchers have found 

that women who run for office win at similar rates as male candidates, bring in 

comparable amounts through fundraising, and have credentials equitable (and often 

elevated) to their male counterparts (Burrell, 2008; Fox & Lawless, 2010b; Fulton, 

Maestas, Maisel, & Stone, 2006; Sanbonmatsu, 2006).  Since the problem does not 

appear to reside with a women’s ability to win, the absence of women running for office 
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must be investigated for its influence on the gender gap.  If women are not running, why 

not?   

Political ambition is the “desire to acquire and hold political power through 

electoral means” (Fox & Lawless, 2010b, p.3).   A woman’s political ambition is 

significantly impacted by her perception of being qualified to run for and hold elected 

office (Fox & Lawless, 2005).  Party gatekeepers, voters, and the potential women 

candidates themselves have all been shown to impact this perception of qualification (Fox 

& Lawless, 2011b; Alexander & Andersen, 1993; Fox & Lawless, 2005).  First, party 

gatekeepers engage in both recruitment and discouragement efforts of potential 

candidates for elected office impacting both male and female candidates’ political 

ambition to a similar degree, yet their lack of recruitment of women gives women a net 

disadvantage in political ambition (Lawless & Fox, 2010).  Next, voters engage in voter 

heuristics or “information shortcuts” (Lefevere, 2009, p. 2) by which they make 

important ideological assumptions about candidates based on trait and belief stereotypes 

negatively impacting women’s perception of qualification. Finally, despite the 

formidable impact of both voters and party gatekeepers on women candidates’ perception 

of qualification, yet another group cannot be overlooked for its negative impact on 

women’s political ambition—the women candidates themselves.  Women, much more 

than men, often view themselves as unqualified to hold elected office, which significantly 

impacts their political ambition (Fox & Lawless, 2005; Koch, 1997; Verba, Burns & 

Schlozman, 1997); therefore, any potential remedy to the gender gap issue must address 

political self-efficacy in women.   
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Lasswell (1948) first identified the concept of political ambition by describing 

those who possessed it noting that a “political type” (p. 20) was someone who desired 

power in the political form. It was significantly refined by Schlesinger (1966) who tied 

political ambition to political opportunity arguing that the decision to pursue one elected 

office over another was based on the individual’s assessment of his/her likelihood to win 

(as cited in Fox & Lawless, 2005), yet even those immersed in political ambition theory 

and Schlesinger’s works noted that their research did not address the variables that 

impact political ambition for those in the initial stages of considering a candidacy (Black, 

1972). Moreover, the majority of political ambition research to date has focused on 

identifying and understanding political ambition in current or former politicians with few 

asking how does one come to make the initial decision to run for office.  This idea of 

nascent political ambition, or “the inclination to consider a candidacy” (Fox & Lawless, 

2005, p. 644) is a relatively new concept to political scholars and was developed and 

studied by Fox and Lawless through the Citizens Political Ambition Study (CPAS).  

Surveying the four professions that make up the majority of all individuals in elected 

office—business, law, education, and politics (Moncrief, Squire, & Jewell, 2001)—Fox 

and Lawless (2005) discovered that the belief that one is qualified to run for and hold 

elected office played the most significant role in determining one’s nascent political 

ambition.  Equally important was the finding that women were significantly less likely 

than men to view themselves as qualified to run for and hold elected office.   
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Another profession that has regularly fed into elected office, yet has rarely been 

studied from a political perspective and was not included in the CPAS, is military service.  

Veteran representation in the 115th Congress accounts for 19% of the total legislative 

body (Veterans Campaign, 2016), the smallest veteran representation in Congress since 

World War II (Lynn & Neihoff, 2014), yet the trend is reversing with 26% of the House 

freshmen being veterans (Veterans Campaign, 2016).  Such a substantial feeder 

population bears further study into the sources of its nascent political ambition with a 

focus on its female members to determine if their feelings of qualification for elected 

office are comparable to their non-veteran counterparts.  Additionally, by focusing on 

women veterans who have not yet run for office, a study can capture perceptions of 

qualification without undue influence of candidate hindsight (Black, 1972; Sapiro & 

Farah, 1980). 

Statement of the Problem  

 Women are not equally represented in the halls of U.S. government, yet many 

policies formulated in Congress have a significant impact on women.  For example, there 

are more women and children living at the poverty rate—14.5% as compared to 11% of 

men (Entmacher, Gallagher, Vogtman, & Morrison, 2014).  Additionally, an increased 

presence of women in elected office results in an increased focus on women’s issues by 

legislators (Swers, 2001).  Finally, the greatest argument for increasing gender diversity 

within elected office is simply the law of numbers regarding a talent pool.  A population 

that is only utilizing the talents of half of its citizens is certain to not meet its full 

potential (Bohnet & Ellwood, 2012).  Why the lack of women?  The gender gap in the 

United States electoral landscape does not appear to be a result of the lack of wanting or 
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approving of women candidates—once they decide to run.   Research has demonstrated 

that the majority of voters proclaim a want for women candidates (Moore, 2003; Streb, 

Burrell, Frederick & Genovese, 2008), and women win their electoral races at 

comparable rates to men when they run (Black & Erickson, 2003).  Rather, it seems that 

this gender gap stems from a lack of nascent political ambition among potential female 

candidates.  

Political ambition is significantly impacted by an individual’s perception that s/he 

is qualified to hold office (Fox & Lawless, 2005).  Party gatekeepers’ recruitment efforts 

(or lack there of), voter stereotypes, and the candidates’ view of themselves all impact 

that perception and have contributed to diminished political ambition in women 

candidates and ultimately fewer women running for office (Alexander & Andersen, 1993; 

Fox & Lawless, 2005; Fox & Lawless, 2011a). Research is therefore needed to determine 

if there is a sub-demographic of women that can counteract the negative effects of party 

gatekeepers and voter stereotypes and possesses the political self-efficacy to view 

themselves as qualified to run.  Women veterans represent one such potential sub-

demographic.  By studying what experiences fostered these veterans’ nascent political 

ambition, one can discover how it was developed and whether this group represents an 

opportunity to close the gender gap in elected office.  Such research will contribute not 

only to furthering the field’s understanding of political ambition in women candidates 

and women veterans, a largely unstudied demographic, but it will also contribute to the 

understanding of how leadership identity development and leadership self-efficacy may 

impact political self-efficacy, one’s feelings of qualification, and ultimately one’s 

political ambition. 
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to discover what experiences 

fostered political ambition in women veterans who anticipated running for state or federal 

office within the next 10 years.   

 Research Question 

Party gatekeepers and voters have an impact on which candidate eventually ends 

up on the ballot, yet the role of the candidate in the decision to run for office is the most 

important entity in the candidate emergence process.  The decision to run for elected 

office is a major step in an individual’s political career, and with research noting that 

women often do not perceive themselves as qualified to run or hold elected office (Fox & 

Lawless, 2004), it is important for research to look into the experiences that foster 

feelings of political qualification and help women form a political identity within 

themselves.   Looking at a previously overlooked sub-demographic of women candidates, 

women veterans, and what experiences they perceive developed their political ambition is 

important for the advancement of political recruitment and education.  Therefore, the 

central research question directing this study was as follows:  what experiences fostered 

political ambition in women veterans? 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to utilize the evidence produced on female veterans’ 

political ambition to develop an education curriculum that could be utilized to recruit and 

educate more women veterans to run for elected office.  
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Methodology Overview 

 The purpose of the phenomenological study was to discover what experiences 

fostered political ambition in female veterans who anticipated running for state or federal 

office within the next 10 years.  Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) was 

utilized, which is a qualitative research methodology that is focused on understanding the 

impact or relevancy of an event or phenomenon in a participant’s life (Smith, Flowers, & 

Larkin, 2009).  For this research, the phenomenon under study was the decision process 

to run for elected office.  Semi-structured interviews were completed with women 

veterans who intended to run for state or federal office within the next 10 years. The IPA 

methodology was the best method for allowing the researcher to utilize her experience as 

a veteran and knowledge as a former political consultant to benefit the research without 

unduly biasing the results (Creswell, 2014).  

Definition of Relevant Terms 

Political science is a research field that is often separate and distinct from 

leadership research, yet the application of leadership theory is extremely important to the 

political science field since serving in an elected position is arguably a prestigious form 

of leadership within the United States.  This study brought together both political 

ambition and leadership theories in order to gain a better understanding of the process by 

which women veterans decide to run for elected office.  As such, the terms defined below 

should provide a researcher in either field the knowledge necessary to understand the 

cross applications.   
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Agentic trait association:  The linkage of an individual and his/her personality 

traits with aggressiveness, ambitiousness, dominance, and self-confidence (Eagly 

& Carli, 2007). 

Candidate: a person who pursues and/or is nominated for elected office. 

Candidate Training Organization (CTO):  An organization that has the primary 

mission to educate and/or train individuals on how to run for elected office. 

Characteristics:  Those qualities an individual exhibits as a result of life 

experiences and social influences (Nedha, 2015).   

Communal trait association:  The linkage of an individual and his/her personality 

traits with compassion, sympathy, affection, sensitivity, and gentleness (Eagly & 

Carli, 2007). 

Expressive political ambition:  The pursuit of elected office (Costantini, 1990) 

Leadership identity:  “The development of one’s self-concept as a leader” (Lord 

& Hall, 2005, p. 592). 

Nascent ambition:  “The inclination to consider a candidacy [for elected office]” 

(Fox & Lawless, 2005, p. 644). 

Party gatekeepers:  Those Party leaders engaged in supporting or deterring an 

individual to pursue elected office. 

Political ambition:  The “desire to acquire and hold political power through 

electoral means” (Fox & Lawless, 2010b, p.3). 

Progressive political ambition:  The desire to continually pursue higher elected 

office. 
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Role congruity theory:  The alignment or disparity between gender roles and 

leadership roles and the issues that emerge because of these disparities (Eagly & 

Karau, 2002). 

Self-efficacy:  “An individual’s belief in his or her own abilities to achieve a 

certain level of performance” (Murphy & Johnson, 2016, p. 74). 

Recruitment:  “Seeking out and encouraging candidates to run” (Sanbonmatsu, 

2006, p. 28). 

Traits: Those qualities that are inherent to a person based on genealogical 

influences (Nedha, 2015). 

Voter heuristics:  “The process of utilizing information shortcuts [on candidates]  

. . .to make decisions and act [on these decisions]” when voting (Lefevere, 2009, 

p. 2). 

Delimitations, Limitations, and Personal Biases 

Delimitations 

 This study was conducted utilizing women veterans who intended to run for state 

or federal elected office within 10 years.  Participants were contacted through an email 

distribution list maintained by Veterans Campaign, a nonprofit organization that educates 

veterans on how to run for political office, through the researcher’s personal veteran 

network, and through snowball sampling.  The majority of the participants arose from 

snowball sampling and therefore may have reflected a select network of women veterans 

who possess similar attributes and motivations.  Participants self-selected into the study 

and because of this self-selection political ambition levels in the respondents were likely 

elevated as compared to conducting the same study on a random sample of women 
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veterans.  Additionally, this study did not include a quantitative focus on military rank 

structure, time in service, or service entity.  These demographic data points were 

collected and discussed during the interview for their qualitative applications as it 

pertained to leadership self-efficacy and leadership identity development with an 

emphasis on understanding the level the woman veteran had progressed to in her 

leadership identity (Day & Harrison, 2007).  

 Women veterans considering local elected office (e.g. city, county, or school 

district) were not a part of the sample population.  This delimitation was purposeful, as 

research has shown that women are more likely to consider running for office at the local 

versus federal level (Fox & Lawless, 2005).  Restricting the population sample to those 

considering a run for higher office served to enhance any level of political ambition, as 

such a run would require greater financial commitment, greater exposure to campaign 

negativity, and a greater impact on family members.  Additionally, women veterans who 

had previously run for office were excluded, since their perception of political ambition 

may have been altered by their experiences in running for elected office (Fox & Lawless, 

2005; Fulton, et al., 2006).  Finally, this study was undertaken during a time period in 

which the United States remained engaged in the War on Terrorism and had concluded a 

presidential election during which the first woman was a major party candidate for 

President.  The 2016 election saw a small decrease in women’s representation at the 

national level (Cohn, 2016) and a small increase in women’s representation at the state 

level (CAWP, 2017b). These factors may have had a disproportionate influence on 

women veterans considering a run for elected office, as previous studies have 

demonstrated that the increased presence of women in elected government corresponds to 
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increased levels of women’s interest in politics (Burns, Schlozman, & Verba, 2001). All 

of these delimitations prevent this research from being applicable to all women 

candidates or all women veterans and were purposely executed by the researcher.   

Limitations 

 Creswell (2014) noted that qualitative interviews can be limited in that the 

participant is not in their natural setting and may filter the information provided to the 

researcher as a result of the participant’s own biases and personal reflections.  While this 

likely held true for this study, the focus of IPA research is on the experience as perceived 

by the individual (Smith, et al., 2009), and as such the participants’ experience in 

developing their political ambition will likely have occurred in multiple locations and 

over a period of years, so a natural setting cannot be recreated.  Furthermore, Creswell 

(2014) articulated the need for qualitative research to go beyond interviews and 

researcher observations and collect data utilizing documents or audiovisual materials.  

IPA research, however, focuses data collection on the interview, observations by the 

researcher during the interview, and field notes (Smith, et al., 2009); therefore, additional 

documents and/or audiovisual materials provided by the participant were not solicited, 

but detailed researcher field notes and observations were recorded and included for 

analysis. 

Biases 

 The author of this dissertation is an eight-year veteran of the Marine Corps whose 

initial aspirations to enter the military were based on a desire to pursue political office.  

Additionally, the author has served as a consultant to Veterans Campaign co-authoring 

their 2014 Field Report that detailed the 2014 election season in regards to veteran 
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participation and effectiveness.  The author maintains regular communication with 

members of the Veterans Campaign Board of Directors and its executive director in order 

to remain apprised of the organization’s latest educational content and program 

development.  This research was not funded or influenced by the Veterans Campaign 

organization; however, the findings and conclusions were provided to the organization by 

the author out of her personal interest in furthering veterans (regardless of gender) into 

elected office.  Additionally, the author’s academic background includes degrees in 

political science from the United States Naval Academy and campaign management from 

the George Washington University.  This education embedded her in research on the 

pursuit of elected office for more than 12 years.  Finally, the author served as a political 

consultant in the Washington, D.C. area in the year following her military service, which 

permitted her to interact with leaders from organizations (e.g. Running Start, Barbara Lee 

Foundation, Center for American Women in Politics, and The Leadership Institute) that 

have been committed to increasing the number of women in elected office.  The author 

continues to follow and engage with these organizations today.   

These experiences can serve as biases, but they also give the researcher the 

advantage of being able to fully appreciate the phenomenon under study (Babbie, 2014).  

Herr and Anderson (2015) acknowledge the double burden of action research, or the idea 

that action research requires the researcher to be involved in the setting without 

improperly impacting the results, can be difficult to overcome.  The same was true for 

this study, as the author could benefit from the findings should she pursue elected office.  

In order to limit the author’s bias within the research, the questions posed to participants 

were thoroughly vetted by the dissertation committee, transcripts of the participants’ and 
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researcher’s interactions were reviewed by a select doctoral committee to assess undo 

influence, and the researcher’s own experiences were bracketed from the study (Babbie, 

2014).  

The Role of Leadership in the Study 

The correlations between leadership and political ambition theory are striking if 

one assumes that becoming a political candidate is akin to taking on a political leadership 

identity.  While analysts in the business sector define leadership ambition in terms of 

those who aspire to higher levels of management, political ambition is rarely assessed in 

the same manner, yet the parallels of the gender gap in business executive leadership and 

political leadership are noteworthy.  The greatest contributor to a candidate’s nascent 

political ambition is his/her feelings of being qualified to hold the office (Fox & Lawless, 

2005), yet the very nature of this ambition means the individual has no prior experience 

in personally running for office.  The confidence, or self-efficacy, to run must then come 

from previous life experiences in which the potential candidate had the opportunity to 

exercise and refine their leadership style (Lord & Hall, 2005) and internalize their 

capabilities as a leader (DeRue & Ashford, 2010) in order to refine their personal identity 

to one that includes a political leadership identity. Finally, researchers have found 

evidence that women’s political ambition for serving at the local level was enhanced 

when she perceived herself as a leader (Moore, 2005); therefore, further research is 

needed to determine if the same is true at state and federal levels.  This relationship 

between leadership identity and political ambition informed this study.  Specifically, this 

research analyzed how women veterans’ experiences contributed to the development of 
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their leadership identity and whether said experiences and/or the leadership identity that it 

created impacted the individual’s political ambition.   

Significance of the Study 

If researchers can understand how an individual comes to the decision to run for 

office, they can better describe the traits and skills necessary to obtain elected office (Fox 

& Lawless, 2005).  This study aimed to be yet another piece of the puzzle as it pertains to 

determining who occupies elected office and why.  By understanding what experiences 

foster political ambition in potential candidates, educators, nonprofits, and political party 

leaders can better recruit and educate candidates from all demographics to become 

successful office-holders.  This research is significant to the current literature surrounding 

political ambition because it addresses two demographics that have not previously been 

studied in detail:  military service as a professional field feeding into politics and women 

veterans entering politics.  Additionally, previous literature on political ambition has 

remained largely separate from leadership theory.  This research reviewed the individual 

leadership experiences that developed a woman veteran’s leadership identity and sought 

to discover if said experiences also impacted the individual’s political ambition. Finally, 

in addition to the academic value that this research has brought, the findings have the 

potential to have an immediate impact on both practice and policy.  Any relationship 

between the women veteran’s political ambition and her leadership identity based on 

military leadership experiences may help other organizations tailor the leadership 

development portion of their curriculum for emerging candidates.   
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Summary 

 Women continue to be underrepresented in the U.S. government despite the 

electorate proclaiming a desire for more women representatives and the advancement of 

women in all four professional fields that make up the majority of political 

representatives (business, law, education, and politics).  To date, research has concluded 

that the problem is not that women do not win elections; rather, women are not running in 

enough elections because they feel unqualified to run and hold elected office and are 

facing hurdles put in place by party gatekeepers, voters, and themselves (Fox & Lawless, 

2005; Koch, 1997; Verba et al., 1997).  This perception of feeling unqualified to run and 

its impact on an individual’s likelihood to consider a candidacy will be explored in depth 

in chapter two.  Additionally, this research addressed the problem of unequal gender 

representation at the state and federal levels by presenting options for recruiting and 

educating women veterans—a demographic that by its very nature may be able to counter 

perceptions (whether real or perceived) of political adequacy amongst women, voters, 

and party gatekeepers.  The implications for this research are significant for both the 

literature and in practice.  Researchers will have a basis of comparison to address 

political ambition in fields outside of the traditional four professions that run for and 

occupy elected office, and organizations that recruit and educate potential candidates will 

have additional support to create best practices for candidates from all political ideologies 

and demographic groups.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 Women are substantially under-represented in American elected government, and 

researchers have gone to great lengths to determine why this gender gap persists.   The 

gender gap can arguably be found in political ambition.  Women possess lower levels of 

political ambition (Jennings & Thomas, 1968; Fowlkes, Perkins, & Rinehart, 1979; 

Sapiro & Farah, 1980), which is significantly impacted by party gatekeepers, voters, and 

the women candidates themselves (Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993; Koch, 2000, Lawless, 

2004, Sanbonmatsu, 2006; Fox & Lawless, 2005).  The literature review below explores 

the academic history of political ambition, the studies of its development in candidates 

and elected officials, and how the necessity to feel qualified to run impacts political 

ambition.  Based on this necessity, the review explores how both party gatekeepers and 

voters may be impacting political ambition before an individual declares his/her 

candidacy through the use of gender-biased recruitment practices and stereotypes.  

Finally, the concept of a leadership identity is presented that explores how leadership 

experiences in a potential candidate’s life may shape their political self-image and impact 

their assessment of being qualified to run for and hold office.    

Political Ambition Development 

Before a voter can cast a ballot and before political party leaders can organize 

funds and support behind an individual, there must be a candidate.  Before said individual 

can consider which seats are viable for a race or register to be a candidate, the individual 

must have the initial desire to hold elected office.  If the desire for political office does 

not exist or is less prevalent in one demographic of citizens than another, a gap will 
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emerge.  It is this political ambition gap that has been the focus of political scholars’ 

efforts and has served as a foundation for this study.  While nascent political ambition, or 

the “inclination to consider a candidacy” (Fox & Lawless, 2005, p. 644), was only 

recently defined by Fox and Lawless (2005), the necessity for its study by surveying 

potential candidates versus current or previously elected leaders can be found in the 

foundational literature that brought forth the political ambition concept.  

Defining Discrete, Static, and Progressive Ambition 

 The political ambition concept first arose in Lasswell’s (1948) description of the 

“political type” as someone who seeks out, “the power institution of the society . . .and 

[devotes] themselves to the capture and use of government” (p. 20).  From there, Joseph 

Schlesinger’s foundational work of Ambition and Politics would set the standard for 

defining political ambition.   Notably, Schlesinger’s (1966) work was the result of 

studying career politicians, and from it he concluded that politicians employed a rational 

choice framework in which they considered such things as legislative seats available, 

terms limits, fundraising needs, and district makeup before pursuing a particular office 

(as cited in Palmer & Simon, 2003).  Schlesinger would also define different types of 

political ambition.  Specifically, he would note that politicians could have discrete 

ambitions, running for and holding just one particular office for a limited period before 

stepping down; they could possess static ambition in which they ran for and held a single 

office seeking reelection several times; or they could possess progressive ambition, 

seeking offices higher and higher up the political ladder throughout their political career 

(Palmer & Simon, 2003).   
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Refining Progressive Ambition 

 Schlesinger’s (1966) work on defining various types of political ambition would 

serve as a baseline for other scholars in refining how individuals developed political 

ambition, yet with none addressing nascent political ambition until Fox and Lawless 

coined the term in 2005 and few studying ambition in potential candidates versus current 

or past elected officials.  These other types of political ambition, however, refined 

academic scholars’ understanding of the nascent political ambition concept and informed 

this study.  In 1972 Black studied the idea of progressive ambition, or the idea that 

politicians seek higher and higher office once elected, and reinforced the idea of the 

rational choice framework arguing that politicians did not make singular decisions 

regarding their political ambitions; rather, their ambitions were directly influenced by the 

political structure they were presented with during each election season. In addition to 

Black’s refinement of progressive political ambition, he acknowledged two important 

concepts that informed this research.  First, he acknowledged that his analysis did not 

address nascent political ambition and articulated the weakness in using recalled 

information to describe politician’s political ambitions, since politicians’ ambitions adjust 

over time based on their experiences.  Second, Black noted that any study of political 

ambition must include a discussion of individual motivations, an idea that is central to the 

relationship between leadership identity development and political ambition.   

Like Black before him, Rohde (1979) would significantly advance the theory of 

progressive political ambition refining the formula that determined the likelihood that an 

elected official would pursue further political office.  As part of this formula Rohde 

hypothesized that the study of political ambition could not rely solely on a measure of the 
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political opportunity structure to determine ambition; rather, it must include a human 

element—what he would label as a propensity for risk taking.  Rohde would quantify this 

risk element by looking at the electoral situation the individual was in when he first ran 

for office.  Such a methodology is important for the study of nascent political ambition, 

as it acknowledges that elected officials are changed by their electoral experience—if not, 

Rohde would have utilized the electoral situation for the politician’s most recent election 

to determine risk.  Furthermore, his inclusion of risk reflects a necessity to consider the 

human elements of political ambition or the formation of one’s political identity and 

feelings of being qualified to serve.  In Rohde’s case, this political identity was limited to 

risk taking, but as discussion below will demonstrate, political scholars have discovered it 

includes much more than risk. 

Emergence of a Gendered Political Ambition Gap 

Sapiro and Farah (1980) would further the argument that surveying potential 

candidates versus previously elected politicians in order to better understand political 

ambition was vital noting that life experiences both fulfill and change ambition. Their 

research would also impact the conversation on how traditional gender roles impacted a 

woman’s desire for elected office.  Utilizing national delegates to the 1972 Presidential 

nominating conventions, Sapiro and Farah would emphasize the concept of the formation 

of a political identity in individuals concluding that women no longer (if ever) viewed a 

political identity as oppositional to their traditional identities of wife and mother.  

Furthermore, they found that women delegates from both parties approached developing 

their political identity with different methods.  While women’s political ambition for 

elected office remained below men’s, it was equitable in regards to want for party 
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leadership roles (Sapiro & Farah, 1980) suggesting that as it pertained to elected office, 

women’s ambition was merely lagging behind men’s ambition—not absent.  Similarly, 

Costantini (1990) theorized that women had different levels of political ambition because 

they were not motivated to possess political power in its traditionally masculine 

definition that was largely based on competition, aggression, and self-promotion.  He 

found that women preferred other methods of political involvement. Costantini would 

find that women’s political ambition was less than men’s; however, he would also 

conclude that the gender gap in ambition was being diminished by women who possessed 

self-confidence in their general abilities as a result of employment outside of the home.  

Overall, researchers throughout the 1970s-1990s would consistently find that 

political ambition in potential candidates was lower for women than men (Costantini, 

1990; Fowlkes et al., 1979; Jennings & Thomas, 1968; Sapiro & Farah, 1980;); yet, the 

gender gap in ambition was closing once individuals were elected (Carroll, 1985; 

Maestas, Fulton, Maisel, & Stone, 2006).  Furthermore, the foundational research on 

political ambition that set out to understand what drove politicians to seek elected office 

repeatedly demonstrated that there was a defining moment before individuals became 

candidates that needed further study to better understand political ambition.  For example, 

Black (1972) acknowledged that his research on political ambition theory was not all 

encompassing because it did not consider the many variables that impacted an 

individual’s decision to pursue elected office in the first place. Additionally, the findings 

lent credence to the idea that political ambition included a human element, or the 

development of one’s political leadership identity, and could not be reduced to analyzing 

the political opportunity structure that was present during a candidate’s election (Black, 
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1972; Rohde, 1979; Sapiro & Farah, 1980). Such a political identity included the 

individual’s personal motivations for seeking office, values, inclinations to risk taking, 

and confidence in their overall abilities.  It is on these foundations that this research 

explored nascent political ambition in women veterans.  

Defining Nascent Political Ambition 

 Fox and Lawless (2005) theorized that nascent political ambition, or the 

“inclination to consider a candidacy,” (p. 644) was influenced by six factors:  strategic 

considerations, ideological motivations, minority status, politicized upbringing, 

competitive traits, and stage in life.  While their study of these six factors’ impact on 

nascent political ambition was original, previous researchers approached studying 

political ambition development through similar lenses (Carroll, 1985; Sapiro & Farah, 

1980;).  Survey data gathered by Fox and Lawless (2005) found that all six factors 

impacted whether an individual had ever considered running for office, yet the top three 

factors (strategic considerations, minority status, and politicized upbringing) contributed 

much more significantly to one’s nascent political ambition in that they all impacted 

whether or not the candidate felt qualified to run for and hold elected office.  All six 

factors, regardless of degree of impact, however, have implications for women candidates 

and institutions looking to increase political ambition in women.  To that end, the three 

factors that had a minimal impact on one’s nascent political ambition (stage in life, 

competitive traits, and ideological motivations) are discussed briefly below.   
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Stage in life.  The impact of a potential candidate’s stage in life, specifically those 

stages when (s)he has young children in the home, is married, or has reached retirement 

age, have been studied by political scholars for their impact on political ambition for 

many years (Carroll, 1985; Fox & Lawless, 2014; Maestas et al., 2006; Sapiro & Farah, 

1980).   Though the initial theories appeared to focus on women, the findings had 

implications for both genders.  Originally, the presence of young children in the home 

and the accompanying family duties consistently showed a negative impact on women’s 

political ambition while having a minimal, or even a positive, impact on men (Carroll, 

1985; Maestas et al., 2006; Sapiro & Farah, 1980). The tide, however, appears to be 

changing. Utilizing a second wave of the CPAS conducted in 2011, Fox and Lawless 

(2014) found that while the presence of children and family responsibilities may have 

made the lives of women candidates and women elected officials more challenging, it 

was not limiting their political ambition.  Such findings support the overall trend of 

women pursuing elected office later in life when children are less dependent on their 

support (Sanbonmatsu, Carroll, & Walsh, 2009; Windett, 2014).  Furthermore, Fox and 

Lawless (2014) were able to conclude that the presence of young children in the home 

coincided with an increased consideration in running for political office and had no 

impact on an individual’s self-perception on being qualified for elected office.  Based on 

this relatively recent shift in impact, it is necessary for a nascent political ambition study 

to consider whether participants feel their stage in life impacted their decision to pursue 

political office.   
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Competitive Traits.  Fox and Lawless (2005) concluded that the presence or 

absence of competitive traits in participants in the CPAS did not have a substantial 

impact on the individual’s nascent political ambition.  It is important to note, however, 

that they limited their analysis on competition to an assessment of an individual’s career 

and material ambitions arguing that those who demonstrated high career ambitions (both 

in position and wealth) in other fields outside of politics would be inclined to consider 

elected office.  Defining one’s competitiveness or aptitude for competitive environments 

based on the position of that individual in their career or on their desire/possession of 

wealth does not allow for balanced comparisons of competitive traits between genders 

and does a disservice to women who have not resided in top leadership positions as long 

as men.  Contrary to Fox and Lawless’ findings, more recent studies have found that 

women’s political ambition is negatively impacted by competition and the competitive 

environment that is running for and holding elected office (Kanthak & Woon, 2015; 

Preece & Stoddard, 2015). Therefore, while Fox and Lawless found competitive traits to 

be less substantial in developing one’s nascent political ambition, the impact of 

competition or the possession of competitive traits as part of one’s political ambition 

cannot be entirely eliminated and was explored in this study.  Rather than limit the 

exploration to a single trait (competitiveness), however, this research considered the 

myriad of agentic traits common to politicians.  The concept of agentic trait possession is 

discussed later in this chapter. 
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Ideological motivations.  When the average citizen thinks of ideological 

motivation regarding politics, he or she may assume that research on the topic of 

ideology is centered on political party ideologies (i.e. whether one classifies him/herself 

as conservative, liberal, or independent).  In the case of Fox and Lawless’ (2005) study of 

nascent political ambition, however, the researchers assessed ideological motivation 

based on an individual’s passion on political issues and their general political interest.  

Such a definition could have proved advantageous for women’s political ambition 

development, as women have been found to be more likely than men to pursue elected 

office based on a desire to impact a single issue (Sanbonmatsu et al., 2009; Windett, 

2014).  Limiting ideological motivation to passions for political issues and general 

political interest brought Fox and Lawless (2005) to the finding that ideological 

motivation had an insignificant impact on the formation of one’s nascent political 

ambition.  Furthermore, Fox and Lawless (2011a) later found that a change in an 

individual’s interest in politics did not change their perception of qualification for elected 

office—a key contributor to political ambition.   

Just as the inclusion of competition and its impact on political ambition is 

important, ideological motivations are also relevant for a nascent political ambition study 

but through a different lens than proposed by Fox and Lawless (2005).  Gender ideology 

is what society believes are appropriate roles for women (Paxton & Kunovich, 2003).  

Research on the impact of gender ideology has found that negative beliefs and opinions 

towards the presence of women in politics correlates to lower representation of women in 

nationally elected office and has led researchers to conclude that such a gender ideology 

may negatively impact a woman’s political ambition before she decides to run and also 
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negatively influence voters and party gatekeepers if she does decide to run (Paxton & 

Kunovich, 2003).  Given that stereotype awareness has been shown to contribute to an 

increased desire in women to lead others (Elprana, Felfe, Stiehl, & Gatzka, 2015), a study 

of nascent political ambition should consider how the potential candidate views his/her 

community’s gender ideology and whether her perceptions of this view impact her 

political ambition. 

Feeling Qualified to Run 

 Fox and Lawless (2005) did not discount the impact of stage in life, competitive 

traits, and ideological motivations on an individual’s nascent political ambition in their 

study; however, strategic considerations, minority status, and politicized upbringing all 

contributed to one specific area impacting a candidate’s nascent political ambition—

feeling qualified to run for and hold elected office.  The necessity to feel qualified to run 

for elected office accounted for a 37% increase in an individual’s likelihood to consider a 

candidacy—the largest of all factors (Fox & Lawless, 2005).  This is particularly 

significant when research also demonstrates that “57% of men compared to only 36% of 

women self-assess as ‘qualified’ or ‘very qualified’ to run for office” (Fox & Lawless, 

2005, p. 654).  Prior to the race ever beginning, women are viewing themselves as less 

qualified and are therefore less likely to take steps to get their name on a ballot.  These 

feelings of qualification are not the result of actual diminished skill sets or experiences; 

rather, they are bi-product of women underestimating their capabilities and men 

overestimating their capabilities (Fox & Lawless, 2011b).  Fortunately, feelings of 

qualification can be impacted both early and later in life.  For example, conversation 

regarding politics and running for office with parents during the formative years are 
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equally likely to spur political ambition in both genders (Fox & Lawless, 2014). 

Unfortunately, women are much less likely to have had these conversations with their 

parents (Fox & Lawless, 2014). Given the gap between the genders regarding feeling 

qualified for elected office and its impact on political ambition, political ambition 

research must look into those areas that can impact these feelings of qualification.  

Summary 

 Since Lasswell (1948) first discussed the idea of political ambition, academic 

scholars have searched for a formula that explains why some individuals are more 

inclined to run for political office than others.  A variety of theories have emerged, yet 

researchers consistently agree that there is a necessity to study political ambition in its 

infant form (nascent political ambition), and political ambition analysis must include a 

human element which accounts for the personal motivations and values in each individual 

(Black, 1972; Costantini, 1990; Rohde, 1979; Sapiro & Farah; 1980;).  When Fox and 

Lawless (2005) began studying nascent political ambition in potential candidates, they 

were able to conclude that women candidates’ political ambition was influenced by six 

primary factors.  Of these six factors, feeling qualified to run had the greatest impact on a 

woman’s political ambition.  Three entities have the potential to serve as either barriers or 

supporters to a woman’s perception that she is qualified to run—party gatekeepers, 

voters, and the potential candidate herself—and their impact is discussed below. 
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Gatekeepers 

Much like political ambition, candidate recruitment conducted by party 

gatekeepers and its influence on the gender gap cannot be reduced to a simple formula in 

which one gender is preferred over another.  For example, research has demonstrated that 

once in office, elected officials of either gender are equally likely to be recruited by party 

gatekeepers (Fulton et al., 2006; Lawless & Fox, 2005).  In some cases women elected 

officials were more likely than their male counterparts to state that they were recruited 

(Moncrief et al., 2001; Niven, 2006).  The problem arises, however, when one reviews 

undeclared candidates or those in the beginning phases of considering a candidacy.  To 

better understand how party gatekeepers negatively impact women’s political ambition, 

one must look at the process of candidate recruitment, how that process has become 

unconsciously gender biased, and how the process contributes negatively to women’s 

political ambition.  

Candidate Recruitment Process 

Party gatekeepers utilize many different methods to recruit individuals to run for 

office, which makes studying these practices in order to analyze trends particularly 

difficult.  Some individuals are self-starters receiving very little, if any, support from 

party leaders or political elites.  Many candidates are recruited, however, and recruitment 

may be conducted via mass party mailings (postal or electronic), recommendations from 

top donors, and/or recommendations from business organizations (Crowder-Meyer, 

2013).  How individuals are recruited also varies significantly by state and locale.  In 

some cases legislatures are staffed by full-time personnel which permits a very strategic 

process in which state leaders rank potential candidates and then go about recruiting to 
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fulfill those wants (Sanbonmatsu, 2006).  In other areas party gatekeepers are not only 

recruiting, but they are also fulfilling their title by discouraging candidates from running 

to prevent tough primary races that may negatively impact a general election 

(Sanbonmatsu, 2006). Overall, the two most consistent recruitment pools are from party 

leader networks and current officeholders and their networks (Crowder-Meyer, 2013).  

Unconscious Gender Bias 

The goal of party gatekeepers is, as expected, to recruit candidates that can win 

(Matland 2005; Sanbonmatsu, 2006).  The difficulty for women arises, however, when 

one explores who is doing the recruiting.  Most party leaders at the local and state level in 

both parties are male.  For example, women hold just “23% of Republican and 32% of 

Democratic party chair positions” at the local level (Crowder-Meyer, 2013, p. 397).  

Furthermore, research has concluded that party gatekeeper networks are composed of 

like-minded and like-gendered potential candidates (Cheng & Tavits, 2011), with few 

party gatekeepers making a deliberate effort to recruit women as part of the quest to find 

winning candidates (Sanbonmatsu, 2006).  Since it is unlikely that these party leaders’ 

networks included a significant population of women (Sanbonmatsu, 2006, 2010), 

women were unlikely to be in the pool of potential candidates that these party 

gatekeepers first considered.  Therefore, while party gatekeepers may profess a desire to 

recruit the winning candidate regardless of gender, the candidate eligibility pool they are 

recruiting in is much more likely to include more men than women suggesting an 

unconscious gender bias. This is amplified by the fact that when it comes to winning, 

researchers found that party gatekeepers had concerns of whether women could win in 
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certain areas, yet this same concern was not present for a male candidate (Sanbonmatsu, 

2006).  

Impacting Ambition Through Gatekeeping 

Gender-based recruitment is not only negatively impacting potential women 

candidates from a simple numbers perspective, but it also has negative implications for 

women’s political ambition.  The act of being recruited increases the likelihood that any 

individual (regardless of gender) will run for office by 14% (Fox & Lawless, 2010b).  

Moreover, women (more so than men) need to be asked to run for office before they will 

consider it (Lawless & Fox, 2005; Sanbonmatsu, et al., 2009).  Since recruitment also 

impacts women’s political self-efficacy (Fox & Lawless, 2011b), the absence of women 

candidates being recruited presents a bleak outlook when it comes to the future of women 

in politics.  If women need to be asked to run for office, yet very few gatekeepers are 

asking them to do so, the gender gap is unlikely to change.  Moreover, based on these 

unconsciously gender-biased recruiting practices, it is unlikely that potential women 

candidates would receive the benefit of increased political self-efficacy in their 

qualifications to run for office as their similarly situated male counterparts.  Simply put, 

feeling qualified to run for and hold office appears to be the most important factor 

contributing to a woman’s political ambition, and being asked to run not only makes a 

woman more likely to run, but it also makes her feel more qualified to do so (Fox & 

Lawless, 2011b). 
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Voters 

 Up until this point in this study, the discussion has revolved around the 

understanding of nascent political ambition, or the “inclination of an individual to 

consider a candidacy” (Fox & Lawless, 2005, p. 644), and what factors have been found 

to impact political ambition at this level.  The discussion of voters and their impact on 

political ambition may lead some to conclude that the discussion has progressed to a 

study of expressive ambition, as, arguably, voters do not have a direct impact on potential 

candidates until they enter a race—an act of expressive ambition.  Just as recruitment by 

party gatekeepers has been shown to impact a woman’s personal evaluation on her 

qualification to run for office before she ever becomes a candidate, so too can voters 

impact an individual’s political ambition before s/he enters a race. As mentioned 

previously, stereotype awareness has been shown to contribute to an increased desire in 

women to lead others (Elprana et al., 2015); therefore, a study on political ambition must 

include at least a cursory review of the thought process voters employ when selecting 

candidates with a focus on the stereotypes they may be applying.  

The political campaigning process can seem never-ending to voters, and the 

extensive amount of information available on candidates combined with the relatively 

short time period that voters take to make a decision leads many voters to make cognitive 

shortcuts in their decisions on which candidate to support come election day.  Modern-

day political scientists have grouped such shortcuts into trait or belief stereotypes.  Trait 

stereotyping in politics refers to personality traits that voters associate with one gender, 

which drives issues competence (Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993; McDermott & 

Panagopoulos, 2015). For example, trait stereotyping assumes that men are better at 
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handling military and police issues because their personalities are more assertive and 

authoritative. Conversely, belief stereotyping assumes that women are more liberal and 

therefore are more competent on issues typically associated with the Democratic Party 

such as social and education issues (Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993; Koch, 2000; Dolan, 

2010). 

Admittedly, there are a multitude of factors and stereotypes that voters employ 

when making decisions about candidates.  Voters can be influenced on their candidate 

choice based on the national economy and the perceived impact a candidate will have on 

a family budget (Gomez & Wilson, 2001), the type of electoral system that is in place 

(Blais, 2008), or even a sitting president’s popularity (King, 2001). These areas were not 

addressed in this research, as the focus of this study was not on the voter but on the 

potential candidate.  The discussion of trait and belief stereotypes held by voters is 

included for its influence on a potential candidate’s political ambition and is limited to 

the impact the knowledge of those stereotypes can have on a potential candidate’s 

perception of qualification for office and political ambition. 

Traits Versus Characteristics 

In order to better understand the impact of trait stereotyping on individuals one 

must first recognize that traits differ from characteristics, yet the distinction between the 

two is rarely made in either political ambition or leadership identity literature. In the 

literature discussed below all references to traits have been kept in the format intended by 

the original author as understood by this researcher.  For the purposes of this research, 

however, traits are recognized as those qualities that are inherent to a person based on 

genealogical influences (Nedha, 2015).  Characteristics are identified as those qualities an 
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individual exhibits as a result of life experiences and social influences (Nedha, 2015).  

The distinction is important as labeling an individual or group with certain traits suggests 

that these qualities are static and makes trait assumption all the more impactful if the 

association is negative.  

Trait Stereotyping 

Women have been repeatedly classified as exhibiting communal traits (Eagly & 

Carli, 2007) such as gentleness, kindness, and emotional expressiveness (Huddy & 

Terkildsen, 1993; McKee & Sheriffs, 1957; Spence, Helmreich, & Stapp, 1974).  

Conversely, men are regularly associated with agentic traits (Eagly & Carli, 2007) such 

as assertiveness, aggressiveness, competitiveness, and decisiveness (Alexander & 

Andersen, 1993; Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993; McKee & Sheriffs, 1957; Spence, et al., 

1974).  Early trait and belief stereotype gender studies concluded that trait stereotypes 

had a greater impact for voters on assessing issue competence, and masculine traits were 

a greater advantage to any candidate—regardless of gender (Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993). 

While women were believed to be better at handling issues involving children and 

education because of their tendency to be more compassionate, the advantage still went to 

the male candidate whose perceived assertiveness made him more qualified in voters’ 

eyes for office.  More recent research has concluded that while voters often hold gender 

trait stereotypes, they rarely apply them when making a voting choice and such 

application is only when the candidate is unknown (Dolan, 2010, 2014). That being said, 

trait-stereotyping research has also varied extensively based on the level of race studied 

or whether the study participants were in experimental or live settings.  For example, one 

study of Senate and gubernatorial races found that trait stereotypes were only employed 
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on women with such stereotyping helping female candidates for governor but weakening 

female candidates for Senate (Kahn, 1994).  These findings contradicted earlier results 

from New York state races that found that stereotypes were being applied to male but not 

female candidates (Alexander & Andersen, 1993). 

The idea that voters would make assessments about candidates based on 

personality traits seems plausible; however, trait stereotyping is a complex factor when 

one attempts to ascertain whether the traits being assessed are actual or inferred traits and 

when said assessment is being made.  For example Rapoport, Metcalf, and Hartman 

(1989) found that the position a candidate took on an issue led voters to prescribe certain 

traits to that candidate.  For example, support by a candidate for increased military 

funding leads voters to prescribe more assertive traits or dominant traits to said candidate. 

Conversely, Rahn, Aldrich, Borgid, and Sullivan (1990) found that voter trait assessment 

of candidates was based on whether or not a candidate’s position on issues aligned with 

the voter (i.e. negative positioning equated to a negative trait assessment).  Simply put, 

linking traits to issues for political candidates can quickly become a which came first, the 

chicken or the egg discussion.  Additionally, trait stereotyping research in the political 

sector has often tied various traits together under one heading, yet research is emerging 

that demonstrates that while personality trait stereotyping is no longer impacting voter 

choice (Dolan, 2010, 2014) leadership trait association stereotyping is still prevalent 

(Alexander & Andersen, 1993; Koenig, Eagly, Mitchell, & Ristikari, 2011; Schneider & 

Bos, 2014).  
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Leadership trait stereotypes.  Leadership scholars Eagly and Carli (2007) assert 

that the limitation for women into leadership roles is not that others do not want to see 

them in these positions; rather, the limitation for women is that their gender is not 

associated with the agentic traits that are viewed as necessary to execute the job and are 

typically associated with males. Eagly and Karau (2002) labeled this disassociation as a 

lack of role congruity between gender roles and leadership roles. Such a disassociation 

may be even more prevalent for women within the political field. Schneider and Bos 

(2014) found that female politicians were less likely than male politicians or female 

professionals to be associated with positive leadership traits.  Specifically, Schneider and 

Bos found that women politicians were labeled as a separate subtype group (separate 

from women in general) and traits that were viewed positively for male politicians to 

possess were viewed as negative for women to possess. It appears that while personality 

trait stereotyping is waning, leadership trait stereotyping is taking a markedly longer time 

to change.   

Military trait stereotypes. Finally, trait stereotyping has not been solely 

relegated to gendered impacts.  Researchers have looked into the potential benefit that 

military stereotypes could have on military veterans who opt to become candidates 

theorizing that the military status alone could give the candidate a boost based on the 

positive association that has been shown in repeated polls of military leaders (e.g. 

competency, integrity, professionalism).  Such trait stereotyping for military candidates 

has also been found negligible, with researchers finding only small bumps in support for 

military veterans via belief and issue stereotypes (McDermott & Panagopoulos, 2015; 

Teigen, 2008; Teigen, 2013).  
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Belief Stereotyping 

Unlike trait stereotyping, belief and issue stereotyping have been consistently 

shown to have significant impacts on voter preference for candidates.  Research on belief 

stereotyping of women candidates has its foundation on the political ideology spectrum 

with significant research finding that women are generally believed to be more liberal in 

their ideological beliefs than men (Dodson & Carroll, 1991; Rapoport, Stone & 

Abramowitz, 1990; Welch, 1985: Welch & Thomas, 1991).  While research on women’s 

ideological placement (based on voting and legislating habits) puts them as more liberal 

in their beliefs than men, research also reveals that belief stereotypes are pushing women 

farther to the left on the spectrum than they actually are (Koch, 2000).  On the positive 

side this results in voters concluding that women are better than men at handling 

domestic issues such as education, poverty, and health policy—issue strongholds for the 

Democratic Party (Petrocik, 1996).  On the negative side, it leads voters to conclude that 

men are better at handling national defense issues and other Republican Party strongholds 

(e.g. taxation, crime, business development) as a result of their location on the ideological 

political spectrum (Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993).  Such findings may lead one to conclude 

that women Republican candidates may have an advantage over their female Democratic 

counterparts, as belief stereotyping should push Republican women closer to the 

ideological middle and closer to the average voter; however, more recent survey results 

would suggest that this bump in support to female Republican candidates is inaccurate.  

In a 2007 survey of 1,039 adults, Republican women were continually disadvantaged by 

gender stereotypes.  For example, “60% of survey respondents said they would vote for a 

female Republican for President. . . [compared to] 71% who would vote for a female 
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Democrat for President” (Dolan, 2010, p. 76).  Either way, voters are making decisions 

about issue competence not based on candidate qualifications and/or experience, but on 

the premise of gender and belief stereotypes (Dolan, 2010). 

Such belief stereotyping is not restricted to women candidates, as studies 

questioning which factor is more impactful (gender or party) present with mixed results. 

For example, a 2002 survey of over 2,800 Americans concluded that voters who were in 

support of more aggressive military actions as part of the War on Terror believed male 

political elites, regardless of party, were better than women at handling the war (Lawless, 

2004).  In this case, gender stereotypes regarding policy competency trumped party 

allegiance.  Dolan (2014) disagreed, however, concluding that party and incumbency 

were the greater factors in voter evaluations of candidates when testing these variables on 

more than 3,000 voting adults regarding the 2010 House and Senate elections. It is 

important to note that the 2010 election under study in Dolan’s research was not a time of 

great national discourse regarding military matters and national security.  This is in 

contrast to the 2002 time period of Lawless’ study in which participants were keenly 

aware of the approaching one-year anniversary of the attacks of September 11th.  The 

economy, healthcare, and energy were all the dominating topics of the 2010 election 

season (Garber, 2010).  Additionally, Dolan did emphasize that while gender stereotypes 

may not have played a direct role in voter choice in the 2010 election, they may still 

impacted voters during the course of the entire election. 

The impact of voter trait and belief stereotyping on women candidates goes 

beyond party labels and issue categorizations.  While many researchers disagree on the 

degree of impact of trait and belief stereotyping based on which traits are defined and the 
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population under study, researchers do agree that stereotypes are less likely to be 

employed as more and more information becomes available about a candidate (Alexander 

& Andersen, 1993).  Unfortunately, if a voter is unable to perceive a candidate as a leader 

due to their disassociation of one gender with leadership roles, the voter may be 

unwilling to seek out additional information on that candidate. Ultimately, it is important 

that women candidates recognize how voters are labeling them, as it may not only have 

an impact on their opportunity to win a race, but it also may have an impact on their 

perception of feeling qualified to run for office. 

Leadership Identity 

  One means of increasing a woman candidate’s perception that she is qualified to 

run for and hold elected office may lie in a potential relationship of political ambition and 

leadership.  The ties between politics and leadership are both readily apparent and 

nuanced, for what is the gender gap in politics but the absence of women in government 

leadership roles. Much like early political ambition research focused on the tangible 

barriers to elected office (i.e. available seats, fundraising requirements, etc.) early 

research into leadership identity focused on specific leadership traits that were believed to 

be both inherent and unchanging in individuals (Lord & Hall, 2005; Komives, Owen, 

Longerbeam, Mainella, & Osteen, 2005).  Just as political ambition research grew to 

encompass an intangible human element and concluded that ambition levels could be 

manipulated, so too has leadership research evolved to include the idea of leadership 

development in which one’s leadership identity is malleable and shaped by the 

individual’s values, leadership experiences, and self-efficacy (Baltes & Carstensen, 1991; 

Day & Harrison, 2007).  Based on these research developments, it is necessary to further 
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explore leadership identity and leadership identity development and its potential impact 

on one’s political ambition as it pertains to an individual’s feeling of being qualified to 

run for and hold political office. 

Leadership identity is best described as “the development of one’s self-concept as 

a leader” (Lord & Hall, 2005, p. 592).  Leadership identity is impacted by previous 

leadership experiences (Day & Harrison, 2007), which also increase one’s desire to lead 

others (Chan & Drasgow, 2001).  Given that nascent political ambition is an individual’s 

initial desire to seek elected office, previous experience in this role as an elected official 

is (by definition) impossible; therefore, individuals pursuing political office for the first 

time must draw upon previous leadership experiences in order to succeed.  Based on this 

idea, leadership experiences, which foster leadership identity development, may have the 

potential to impact an individual’s political identity and create feelings of both 

qualification and political self-efficacy in a potential candidate.   

Leadership Identity Construction  

DeRue and Ashford (2010) theorized that construction of a leadership identity 

was dependent upon a process of claiming and granting in which an individual’s 

leadership identity was altered (either positively or negatively) based on his/her 

experiences at claiming leadership status and whether that status was reciprocally granted 

to them by followers.  Positive responses to leadership claims would have a rippling 

effect in which the leader would internalize their capabilities as a leader into their 

leadership identity and seek out additional leadership positions with greater responsibility 

(DeRue & Ashford, 2010).  Such propositions have implication for political ambition 

work, as those with well-developed leadership identities may view running for elected 
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office as the next tier of their leadership development.  DeRue and Ashford also 

emphasized that followers granting leadership status to a leader was just as important in 

the leadership identity construction process with followers granting leadership status to 

those who fit their preconceived notion of what a leader should be (Lord, 1985; Lord & 

Maher, 1991; Schyns & Meindl, 2005).  In the case of political ambition and potential 

candidates, it is the voters who are the followers granting (or not) leadership status; and 

as such, a potential candidate who fits the voters’ preconceived notion of what a leader is 

may have the greater advantage in an election.   

Leadership Identity Progression 

 Once a leadership identity has been created, leadership identity development 

becomes a progressive process in which leaders focus first on themselves and their 

leadership traits and skills, next on how their leadership impacts those around them, and 

then finally on how their leadership contributes to the overall organizational culture or 

system (Day & Harrison, 2007).  Such progression is possible through leadership 

experiences which serve as a pseudo trial and error methodology in which one refines 

how one leads based on the feedback that is received from subordinates, peers, and the 

general social environment (Lord & Hall, 2005).  For example, a new manager receiving 

360-degree feedback from her subordinates in an annual evaluation may find that her 

team consistently voices a concern of whether they are having a positive impact on the 

company.  Taking that into consideration, the manager incorporates status updates of 

where the ideas that her team created have progressed to within the company in her 

weekly operational meetings.  Seeing the positive response, both in production and 

general workplace attitudes, the new manager decides to look for other areas where she 
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can incorporate feedback into her leadership efforts. The new manager has refined her 

leadership style based on the feedback she received from others.   

In the political ambition context in which potential candidates are entering a 

position that they have never held before, potential candidates may rely on the 

progression of their leadership identity outside of politics to influence how they interact 

with others and lead others in the political realm.  The values and leadership skills that 

have been made a part of their leadership identity are not tied to a specific field or 

organization but have a more general application to all leadership environments.  This 

leadership identity development process, therefore, has significant implications for 

women who may need to progress further in their leadership identity development (more 

so than men) (Guillen, Mayo, & Korotov, 2015) to believe they are qualified to run and 

serve as an elected official.   

Leadership Self-Efficacy 

 Both the construction and progression of a leadership identity require the 

opportunity to practice leadership and receive feedback on exercising that leadership to 

refine one’s leadership identity.  Such refinement leads to the pursuit of additional 

leadership roles (Chan & Drasgow, 2001), which can serve as mastery experiences 

increasing leadership self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997).  This loop can then become 

continuous as leadership self-efficacy perpetuates a cycle of seeking out additional 

leadership development opportunities and improved performance, which then increase 

leadership self-efficacy (Murphy & Johnson, 2016).  Said another way, individuals who 

have the opportunity to practice leadership and participate in leadership development see 

an increase not only in their performance, but also in their confidence as leaders and in 
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their desire to seek out new leadership roles.  If elected office is viewed as a form of 

leadership, then those seeking that leadership role may be more ambitious in their 

pursuits if their leadership self-efficacy levels are high and their leadership identities are 

well established.  Unfortunately, but perhaps not surprisingly, the predominate leadership 

roles studied by Fox and Lawless (2005) that feed into politics—business, law, education, 

and politics—all presented with lower self-efficacy levels in women than men. This study 

does not dispute that finding; rather, it seeks to discover whether the leadership 

opportunities the military gives to women have a significant impact on the women 

veterans’ leadership self-efficacy and leadership identity and, in turn, their political 

ambition. 

Summary 

 When it comes to a woman candidate’s political ambition, feeling qualified to run 

for office contributes substantially to that woman’s political ambition.  Three entities 

have a distinct impact on that potential candidate’s perception of qualification for 

office—the party gatekeeper, the voter, and the candidate—and can therefore alter her 

decision on whether to take the next step towards elected office.  While party gatekeepers 

and voters can make every effort to ensure recruitment practices are equitable between 

genders and candidates are being evaluated on their merits versus based on pre-

established heuristics, the candidate is responsible for her political self-efficacy.  That 

self-efficacy, or belief that one is qualified to hold office, may be impacted by the 

development of one’s leadership identity that has been developed and refined through 

leadership experiences.  By analyzing women veterans who have made the decision to 

run for office, this research aims to discover what experiences may have developed their 
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leadership identity, contributing not only to their self-efficacy, but also potentially 

contributing to their political ambition.  
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CHAPTER THREE:  PROJECT METHODOLGY 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this study was to discover what experiences fostered political 

ambition in women veterans who anticipated running for state or federal office within the 

next 10 years. Utilizing an interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) method, this 

study focused on the experiences perceived by the individual woman veteran that brought 

her to the realization that she wanted to run for office.  The methodology detailed below 

describes why there was an academic necessity for limiting the sample population to 

women veterans who were interested in pursuing state or federal office within the next 10 

years and how these individuals were recruited to participate in the study with the help of 

Veterans Campaign, a nonprofit organization that educates veterans on how to run for 

political office.  Additionally, the researcher discusses her personal motivations in 

conducting the research and how this involvement makes the IPA methodology 

particularly appropriate for the study. 

Research Question 

 The central research question guiding this study was what experiences foster 

political ambition in women veterans?  

Research Design 

This DIP was a qualitative study utilizing an IPA design.  Roberts (2010) 

emphasizes that a qualitative study should, by its very nature, focus on the experiences of 

people, and phenomenology is an academic study of the very root of those experiences 

(Smith et al., 2009).  More specifically, IPA is also focused on the individual’s perception 

and explanation of those experiences in his/her own words (Smith et al., 2009) with the 
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researcher also playing an important role. Rooted in the concepts of phenomenology, 

hermeneutics, and ideography, IPA can be thought of as a double hermeneutic in which 

the experience is filtered through the perceptions of both the participant and the 

researcher (Smith et al., 2009).  It was this emphasis on interpretation of participants’ 

responses that led the researcher to select the IPA methodology over other methodologies 

capitalizing on the researcher’s personal experiences as a veteran and political and 

leadership scholar to interpret women veterans’ political ambition developments through 

a leadership lens. 

Best described as action research, the aim of this study was not to produce a 

theoretical framework for women veterans’ political ambition, as other scholars have 

already developed the theoretical framework for nascent political ambition (Fox & 

Lawless, 2005), dynamic political ambition (Fox & Lawless, 2011a), and refined 

progressive political ambition theory (Fulton et al., 2006) to a significant extent.  The aim 

of this study was to utilize the evidenced produced on female veterans’ political ambition 

to develop a curriculum that could be utilized to recruit and educate more women 

veterans to run for elected office.  

Participants  

Sample Population 

 Creswell (2014) emphasizes that qualitative research must include “purposefully 

select participants” (p. 189).  As such, the participants in this study were women veterans 

who intended to run for state or federal office within the next 10 years.  The original 

sampling parameters called for women veterans to also have completed a Veterans 

Campaign weekend workshop because commitment by the women veterans of both time 
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and monetary resources towards political education represented a baseline level of 

political ambition.  This requirement was removed early in the participant recruitment 

process, as it was found to be too restrictive and eliminated too many potential 

participants.  Next, the level of office had to be considered.  In order to maintain an 

elevated yet standard baseline of political ambition, women who expressed interest in 

running solely at the local level were excluded because women have been shown to be 

more likely to seek out local office over state or federal office (Bernstein, 1986; Carroll, 

1994; Fox & Lawless, 2004).  Sampling women who were interested in running at the 

state level allowed for establishing said baseline of political ambition; however, interest 

in serving at the congressional level could not be excluded for two reasons.  First, it 

remains an academic standard for measuring political ambition in women, since no 

woman has served as President.  Second, because women view congressional service as 

less worthy than state office of their time and efforts (Fulton et al., 2006), an interest in 

this level of office represented an even higher level of political ambition and could not be 

excluded from the sampling.   

Individuals who had already completed a campaign were also excluded from this 

study, as the outcome of said campaign may have influenced their perspective on their 

initial decision to pursue candidacy (Black, 1972).  Furthermore, other factors, such as 

the political opportunity structure, enter into an individual’s consideration once she has 

ran for office, regardless of the outcome (Fox & Lawless, 2005), so these individuals 

were purposefully excluded.  Finally, the sample population was limited to those women 

veterans considering a run for state or federal office within the next 10 years, as it 

allowed for the sampling of potential candidates who were seeking the next available 
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opening at this level (e.g. an individual looking to run for state senate in her home district 

may not view a run as possible until the incumbent has reached term limits in four years).  

Recruitment 

 Obtaining participants for a study on political ambition can be particularly 

daunting, as few individuals publicize their intention to run for office prior to filing for 

candidacy (Fox, Lawless, & Freeley, 2001).  Utilizing an established relationship with 

Veterans Campaign, the researcher recruited participants via email utilizing the 

established Veterans Campaign contact database.  Due to the limited responses received, 

the researcher expanded her recruitment efforts to her personal veteran network, social 

media platforms, and snowball sampling.  Specifically, notifications were posted on the 

following private Facebook groups in an effort to garner more participants:  Female Navy 

Reserve Officers Forum, United States Naval Academy Women, and the USMC 

Officers’ Spouses Group.  Snowball sampling was also utilized and was appropriate for 

this study, as the IPA methodology requires that participants are “selected purposively 

[rather than through probability methods] because they can offer a research project 

insight into a particular experience” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 48).  The advantage to 

utilizing snowball sampling is that it allows the researcher to find individuals who meet 

the parameters of the study, who make up a very small portion of the larger community, 

and whose traits are not readily identifiable in a low-cost and efficient manner (Sadler, 

Lee, Lim, & Fullerton, 2010).   The participants of this study represented just such a 

demographic, as women veterans comprise just nine percent of the total living veteran 

population or less than one percent of the American population (U.S. Department of 

Veterans Affairs, 2016).  Furthermore, because the parameters of this study did not 
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require individuals to have formally proclaimed their desire to run for office to any 

person or organization beside themself, the snowball sampling methodology presented 

the best means of obtaining participants.  Overall, these combined recruitment methods 

resulted in a total of 14 participants being interviewed.   

Once potential participants expressed an interest in participating in the survey 

either through email or through social media, they were contacted via email notifying 

them of the intent of the study, the requirements to participate, and the forum through 

which it would occur. All potential participants also received a copy of the researcher’s 

biography and an informed consent letter.  Solicitation for participation continued and 

interviews were conducted until data saturation was reached with no new themes 

emerging.  The participants selected were not representative of the larger women veteran 

population; however, IPA methodology is not focused on obtaining a representative 

sample.  IPA methodology focuses on understanding and analyzing the experiences of 

those within the sample while recognizing its limitations on generalizing to an entire 

population (Brocki & Wearden, 2006). 

In the end, the researcher contacted 21 potential participants with 14 individuals 

completing interviews and 12 interviews being selected for final research and analysis. 

The two participants who participated in interviews but whose responses were not 

included in the final analysis were excluded due to their communicated intent to run for 

local elected office or run for office outside of the ten-year window.  The final 12 

participants were composed of women veterans from the Army, Navy, and Marine Corps.  

All participants had served a minimum of five years and had attained a minimum rank of 

O-3 (see Table 1 for a description of the military office ranking system).  
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Table 1 

Military Officer Ranking System 

Rank USA / USMC / 

USAF 

USN 

USCG 

Approximate 

time in service 

O-1 Second 

Lieutenant 

Ensign 0 – 2 years 

O-2 First Lieutenant Lieutenant 

Junior Grade 

2 – 4 years 

O-3 Captain Lieutenant 4 – 10 years 

O-4 Major Lieutenant 

Commander 

10 – 15 years 

O-5 Lieutenant 

Colonel 

Commander 16 – 21 years 

O-6 Colonel Captain 22 - 25 years 

O-7 Brigadier 

General 

Rear Admiral 

Lower Half 

25 + years 

O-8 Major General Rear Admiral 

Upper Half 

25 + years 

O-9 Lieutenant 

General 

Vice Admiral 25 + years 

O-10 General Admiral 25 + years 

Note.  Adapted from “Officer rank insignias,” by the U.S. Department of Defense, 2017 
and “Military commissioned officer promotions,” by S. Smith, The Balance.  Copyright 
2017 
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Five participants communicated an intent to run for state office, five participants 

communicated an intent to run for national office, and two participants communicated an 

intent to run for state office but to use it as a stepping-stone for serving at the national 

level. Eight of the twelve participants were still serving in the military either through 

regular or reserve status.  Additionally, four participants were obtained as results of the 

email solicitation distributed by Veterans Campaign, one participant was recruited via 

Facebook groups, two participants were recruited from the researcher’s personal veterans 

network, and the remaining seven participants were recruited by referrals from other 

participants.  A complete list of participants, their military affiliation, service length, 

active status, and anticipated campaign year can be found in Table 2.   
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Table 2 

Participant Demographics 

Note.  All service lengths are in years.  Participants were labeled as “yes” for still active 
if they were serving on active duty (regular or reserve) at the time of the interview. 

 

 

 

 

 

Name Service 

Branch 

Service 

Length 

Still 

Active 

Final 

Rank 

1st 

Office 

2nd 

Office 

Election 

Year 

Nancy  USN 5 N O-3 State  2018 

Marilyn  USMC 20 Y O-5 Federal  2020 

Natalie  USN 7 Y O-3 State Federal 2018 

Meredith  USMC 21 Y O-5 State  2022 

Amanda  USA 5 N O-3 Federal  2020 

Mikaela  USMC 15 Y O-4 State  2022 

Allison  USA 15 Y O-3 State Federal 2018 

Nicole  USN 12 Y O-4 Federal  2022 

Margaret USA/ 

USMC 

19 Y O-4 State  2023 

Madison USMC 5 N O-3 Federal  2021 

Amelia  USA 30 N O-6 State  2020 

Megan USMC 19 Y O-5 Federal  2027 
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Data Collection Tools 

Data for this study was collected utilizing semi-structured interviews and field 

researcher observations.  Researchers have noted both the reliability and validity of 

conducting semi-structured interviews for qualitative research (Babbie, 2014). The 

interview was composed of 10 interview questions that inquired into the participant’s 

military background, political upbringing, the experiences that contributed to the 

participant’s decision to run, and the perceived impact (if any) of voters and party 

gatekeepers on the individual’s decision to run. A complete interview protocol can be 

found in Appendix A.  The questions outlined in Appendix A reflect the emergent 

political ambition and leadership identity research discussed in chapter two of this study.  

Specifically, both the icebreaker question and question regarding political upbringing 

were designed to inquire if the individual had a political background in her family that 

should account for an increase in political ambition per Fox and Lawless’ (2005) 

research.  Questions regarding leadership experiences and how the individual viewed 

herself as a leader were designed to assess how the individual viewed her leadership 

identity and whether that view had an impact on her feelings of being qualified to run for 

office per theories put forth in the leadership sphere (Day & Harrison, 2007; Guillen et 

al., 2015; Lord & Hall, 2005). Questions regarding those who may have encouraged or 

discouraged the individual to pursue political office were designed to assess whether 

recruitment practices engaged in by others had an impact on the individual’s political 

ambition (Crowder-Meyer, 2013; Dolan, 2010; Sanbonmatsu, 2006).  Finally, questions 

regarding the opinions of voters were framed to gather the participant’s perspective on 
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gender ideology and whether the participant believed voters are receptive to women 

candidates and their leadership (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Gervais &Hillard, 2011).   

Such structure, as detailed in the interview protocol described above, in an IPA 

methodology is unusual, as the goal of a researcher conducting an IPA study should be to 

allow the participant to take the interview in the direction he or she sees fit (Biggerstaff & 

Thompson, 2008).  Critical to the IPA process is that participants feel compelled to share 

their own stories and emotions elicited by those experiences (Smith et al., 2009); 

therefore, both the medium selected for conducting interviews and the method in which 

they were executed were important considerations.  In this study the medium selected for 

conducting interviews was video conferencing. The method for collecting the data for 

this study is detailed in the data collection procedures section of this chapter. 

Video Conferencing 

In order to obtain a sample population large enough to reach saturation, the 

researcher had to solicit participation from women veterans around the United States.  

The significant geographic dispersion between the researcher and the participants 

required interviews to be conducted utilizing video conferencing.  While important visual 

cues can be lost in using video conferencing as opposed to an in-person interview, video 

conferencing allows for a greater personal connection between the researcher and 

participant than a telephone interview, and it saves critical time and financial resources 

(Sedgwick & Spiers, 2009).  All interviews were conducted via video conferencing 

utilizing the Webex platform to schedule, host, and record each interview (Cisco Webex, 

2016).  The audio from each interview was simultaneously recorded utilizing the Voice 

Recorder application (TapMedia Ltd, 2016).  All interviews were transcribed utilizing the 
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Rev transcription service (Transcription, 2016). The researcher conducted all of the 

interviews in her home office with an established backdrop that presented itself as a mini-

studio.  Eleven of the 12 participants opted to conduct the interview from their residence, 

with the remaining participant engaging in the interview from her military office. 

Data Collection Procedures 

Data for this study was collected in a three-part process that included participant 

recruitment, semi-structured interviews via a video conferencing medium, and review of 

recorded interviews.  Data collection began in December, 2016 and was completed by 

March, 2017.  In mid-December, all women veterans within the Veterans Campaign 

email database were contacted utilizing the email detailed in Appendix B requesting their 

participation in the study.  After no responses were received and needing to abide by the 

Creighton Institutional Review Board (IRB) requirements that no potential participant be 

contacted more than twice, the researcher notified Veterans Campaign that a second 

request would need to be sent out to the email database after January 1, 2017, as it was 

speculated that many individuals were not responding to requests due to the holiday 

season.  Veterans Campaign sent out a second email request for participation on January 

9, 2017 resulting in four participants communicating an interest in completing an 

interview.  The limited response from the Veterans Campaign email solicitation resulted 

in the researcher requesting from her committee the withdrawal for the requirement for 

participants to have completed a Veterans Campaign workshop and for increasing the 

means of solicitation to social media and the researcher’s personal veterans network.    
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On January 13, 2017, the researcher posted a request for study participants (see 

Appendix C for precise wording) in the United States Naval Academy Women closed 

Facebook group, the Female Navy Reserve Officers Forum closed Facebook group, and 

the USMC Officers’ Spouses closed Facebook group, requesting support in finding 

participants for the study, which resulted in two participants communicating an interest in 

completing an interview; however, only one met the parameters of the study.  On January 

23, 2017, the researcher sent an email (see Appendix D) to her personal veterans network 

requesting support in finding participants for the study, which resulted in two participants 

communicating an interest in completing an interview. 

Regardless of the solicitation method, all potential participants who 

communicated interest in the study were sent an email with the researcher’s biography 

(see Appendix E), an informed consent letter (see Appendix F), and potential times to 

conduct the interview.  The researcher’s personal biography was sent to each potential 

participant as a means of building rapport with that individual knowing from personal 

experience that the participants would be more likely to trust a fellow veteran with such 

sensitive information as a desire to run for office and therefore more likely to participate.  

Once participants consented to an interview, a mutually agreed upon date and time was 

scheduled for the interview, and the participant was sent an email invitation via the 

WebEx application.  All participants, with the exception of Mikaela, conducted the 

interview from their home. The researcher also conducted her portion of the interview 

from her home office.  The video interview was recorded through the WebEx application, 

and a simultaneous audio recording was made utilizing the Video Recorder application. 

The researcher also took notes on the participant’s emotion and body language and the 
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researcher’s personal reflections during the interview for inclusion in final analysis.   The 

length of each interview varied extensively with the shortest interview lasting 27 minutes 

and the longest interview lasting 74 minutes.  All interviews were completed by March 2, 

2017, and all transcripts had been uploaded for analysis by March 4, 2017.  

Once an interview was complete, the audio files generated were immediately 

uploaded for transcription utilizing the online Rev transcription service.  Completed 

transcripts were emailed to the participant within one week of the interview, reviewed for 

general accuracy and labeling, and uploaded into Dedoose for coding and analysis.  

Participants received an emailed thank you for their participation in the interview along 

with their transcripts, and when appropriate were asked to refer any additional women 

veterans that they believed met the criteria for the research.  This utilization of the 

snowball sampling method resulted in seven additional participants for the study.  The 

researcher reviewed each video file upon conclusion of the interview making additional 

field notes on commonalities between interviews, areas that should have been probed 

further, and specific experiences detailed by the participant that seemed to deeply impact 

the individual. These notes were utilized to improve each follow-on interview and to 

develop the codebook that would be utilized to analyze transcripts in Dedoose.   

Role of the Researcher 

 The researcher conducting this study was a veteran with political aspirations who 

had spent nearly four years reflecting on how military members view and experience 

leadership.  There was a potential for her experiences to bias not only the results, but also 

the process.  For example, structuring the interview questions around the emerging 

political and leadership identity research presented a potential conflict with the IPA 
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methodology.  This structuring could have led to a pre-data collection analysis that is the 

antithesis of the IPA methodology (Biggerstaff & Thompson, 2008; Brocki & Wearden, 

2006), which dictates that researchers should focus on emergent themes based on replies 

given versus questions asked (Smith, et al., 2009).  Fortunately, this potential bias was 

countered by both the IPA methodology and that data collection medium—video 

conferencing.  IPA is conducted on the basis of analyzing the researchers preconceptions 

and biases (Smith, et al., 2009); therefore, the interview question structure is evidence of 

the researcher’s preconceptions and biases based on her previous research of political 

ambition and leadership identity.  Additionally, researchers have found that a 

participant’s ability to self-regulate his/her responses based on an interviewer’s input are 

impaired in a video conference (Chapman, Uggerslev, & Webster, 2003); therefore, any 

non-verbal communication that may have been expressed by the researcher during the 

interview was mitigated by the medium used.  Next, to further limit the researcher’s 

influence into the participant’s responses, she relied on an external panel to conduct peer 

debriefing (Creswell, 2014).  Both panelists concluded that the researcher did not unduly 

influence the participant’s responses, and their findings are presented in Appendix G.  

Finally, the researcher attempted to control for her personal bias by taking detailed field 

notes that included her personal opinions and reactions to participants’ statements within 

interviews.   
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Financial Considerations 

 Due to the scope of this study, no interviews were conducted in person.  Every 

effort was made to utilize a medium that was cost effective while providing the greatest 

potential for interaction between the researcher and the participant.  Participants were not 

compensated for their participation in the study, and no compensation was exchanged 

between Veterans Campaign and the researcher.  All monetary expenditures for this study 

were limited to the tools utilized to collect and analyze data.  Specifically, the researcher 

purchased an upgraded camera for conducting interviews, a premium subscription to 

WebEx services that permitted video recordings to be stored for the duration of the data 

analysis process, transcription fees, and the Dedoose data analysis software.   

Ethical Considerations 

 Creighton University requires approval by its IRB for all research involving 

human participants (Policies and Procedures, 2016), and as such this study was submitted 

for IRB review on November 17, 2016.  In addition to the informed consent letter that all 

participants received detailing the purpose of the study, how they would be involved in 

the study, and their rights as participants to remove themselves from the study, Veterans 

Campaign acknowledged their limited involvement in participant recruitment in the study 

and attested to their commitment to conduct said recruitment utilizing sound ethical 

principals (see Appendix H).    In order to maintain the anonymity of the participants 

pseudonyms have been utilized, and all identifying information that could allow someone 

to infer a participant’s involvement has been restricted from publication.  To further 

ensure the anonymity of the participants, all data was stored within a password-protected 
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virtual storage cloud.  A backup of the data is also stored on the researcher’s password-

protected external storage hard drive.   

Summary 

 In order to discover what experiences fostered political ambition in women 

veterans it was necessary to embark on a study that interpreted the experiences that 

women veterans had leading them to a conscious decision to seek out elected office. The 

use of the IPA methodology was the best way to explore the data that was created 

through semi-structured interviews of 12 women veterans conducted via video 

conferencing while controlling for the researcher’s personal interests and bias in the 

topic.  By utilizing Creighton’s IRB process, adhering to strict standards of ethical 

conduct, and maintaining the anonymity of the participants, the researcher ensured that 

this study produced a quality body of work that is both sound in its collection and its 

assessment.  Chapter four will present the findings of this study. 
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CHAPTER FOUR:  FINDINGS 

Introduction 

 As detailed in chapter one, the purpose of this study was to discover what 

experiences fostered political ambition in women veterans who anticipated running for 

state or federal office within the next 10 years.  By having a greater understanding of 

these experiences, this study begins to fill the absence of academic literature on women 

veterans’ political ambition and political efforts.  This chapter presents a review of how 

the IPA methodology was utilized, how data was analyzed, and the themes that emerged 

as a result of the 12 interviews that were conducted.   

IPA Methodology Review 

 This study utilized interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) to discover 

what experiences fostered political ambition in women veterans.  IPA was designed to 

focus on how an individual experiences a particular event or process and what that 

experience means to him/her (Biggerstaff & Thompson, 2008; Smith et al., 2009).   In 

this case the phenomenon under study was the decision process to run for elected office.  

Additionally, the IPA methodology does not require a specific method for data analysis. 

Researchers utilizing this method, however, have generally relied upon a cyclical process 

in which data was thoroughly analyzed, emergent themes were noted, and great care was 

taken to prevent researchers from developing themes that were based on their pre-

conceived understanding of the topic or experience (Brocki & Wearden, 2006).  The 

researcher approached her data analysis with this foundation in mind.  
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Data Analysis Procedures 

Data for this study came from two sources:  women veteran participants and the 

researcher.  Specifically, data was collected from interviews with 12 women veteran 

participants by analyzing transcripts of interviews, field notes taken during the initial 

interview, and field notes from follow-on interview reviews.  Data was also collected 

from the researcher’s personal reflections taken directly after each interview and during 

the data analysis process.   As mentioned in chapter three, all interviews were transcribed 

by a transcriptions service utilizing the audio recordings from each interview, and it was 

this resulting text that was entered into Dedoose for coding and analysis.  Prior to the 

transcripts being coded within Dedoose, the researcher reviewed each video recording, 

and the resulting field notes were utilized to develop an initial codebook for coding 

transcripts.  The original code list that was developed based on these video recording 

reviews can be found in in Appendix I.  Utilizing this extensive code list for an initial 

analysis of the 12 interviews proved to be extremely problematic, as some codes 

overlapped one another and others were too vague to be applied consistently.  The 

creation of an initial coding list was a necessary first step, however, to begin organizing 

the data into potential themes.  Although the IPA analysis process is very loosely defined, 

multi-cycle coding efforts in which codes are applied, assessed for viability, and then 

modified as the researcher becomes more aware of what is contained in the data are 

common to qualitative methodologies (Lieber, 2013; Saldana, 2008).  Completion of this 

initial analysis allowed for a parent/child/grandparent coding methodology to be 

established utilizing the pre-established topic areas (party gatekeepers, voters, candidate) 
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as the a priori parent codes and the in vivo codes as the child and grandchild codes.  The 

final codebook that emerged based on subsequent analysis can be found in Appendix J.   

Results 

 The data analysis revealed seven themes.  These themes emerged based on the 

researcher’s analysis and interpretation of the participants’ responses.  The themes are 

listed as follows: 

Theme 1:  Political ambitions are driven by a need to serve and lead others 

Theme 2:  Leadership experiences increase leadership self-efficacy 

Theme 3:  Encouragement to run, directly or indirectly, enhances political ambition 

Theme 4:  Gender roles influence a woman veteran’s decision on when to run, not if 

Theme 5:  Women veterans possess agentic characteristics 

Theme 6:  Women veterans perceive a double bind of power in politics 

Theme 7:  Exposure to gender based stereotypes enhances political ambition 

Theme 1:  Political ambitions are driven by a need to serve and lead others 

At the root of each woman’s motivation to run for political office was her 

necessity to serve and lead others. Many of the women veterans interviewed self-

identified as servant leaders.  Greenleaf’s (1977) original definition of servant leadership 

required that a servant leader serve others first and lead and develop others second in 

order to achieve a higher purpose (as cited in Coetzer, Bussin, & Geldenhuys, 2017).  

Every participant shared stories of her personal leadership experience and style that 

demonstrated that servant leadership was not a label they had bestowed upon themselves; 

rather, it was a practice they had refined. For Margaret, Marilyn and Megan, the idea of 

serving others first had its roots in their upbringing. 
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I've always kind of been a champion to the underdog in a way. I think most 
Americans somewhat like the underdog, but I have a brother who has a learning 
disability. He's younger. Growing up, I've always kind of like, been the protective, 
older sister, and always see (sic) myself, trying to look out for other people as 
much as I can. . . . I find myself now, getting involved in political things that 
might not directly impact me but can impact other people as well. Not to say that 
you have to do everything.  I guess, I just feel myself being more likely to put my 
neck out there for other people, realizing that if people come after my rights, I’d 
like to know that other people would do the same for me. (Margaret)  

 
If I don't step up and do things, then I can't expect other people to do it either. I've 
sort of always felt like to whom much is given, much is expected, and I've always 
felt like I've been given a lot.  Whether it's when I was little, I got a very good 
education. I've got this athletic ability to be able to be a Marine Corp officer and 
to do things that other women couldn't do, and I never wanted to take that for 
granted. I always felt like those are gifts given to me, and what that meant was 
that I needed to do something with them. (Marilyn) 
 
I've been blessed in my life with so much. My dad was a car salesman growing 
up, so it's not like we had an awful lot of money, but I did have good schooling—
Catholic school K through 8, then public school after that, private college. So my 
parents had that access and the ability to do all of those things for me. Then you 
look around, here in San Diego, it's the haves and have-nots. I live in a rather 
wealthy area of San Diego, Scripps Ranch.  I have a close friend of mine who 
teaches out in Monte Vista, out in Spring Valley, where she sees the worst of the 
worst. It's a struggle. To go from that, from where your daughter is warm and safe 
and in this lovely house in Scripps Ranch, to being a teacher where a significant 
portion of your students are in group homes. Families are broken apart dealing 
with addiction and crime and all those things. Just because my life is blessed 
doesn't mean that I don't give a rat's ass about those people whose lives are not. 
You know the Marine Corps, there are all kinds of people.  (Megan) 
  
While Greenleaf (1977) was specific in his mandate that servant leaders serve 

first, lead second, and all for a higher purpose, researchers and leaders have disagreed 

over the characteristics and competencies that said leader must possess.  To that end, a 

study of servant leadership literature encompassing 21 countries and made up of  “five 

qualitative studies, 55 quantitative studies, three mixed method studies, and 24 literature 

reviews” (Coetzer et al., 2017, p. 5) resulted in eight servant leader characteristics being 

identified:  authenticity, humility, compassion, accountability, courage, altruism, integrity 
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and listening.  Of these, compassion and altruism were most prevalent in the participants 

in this study.   

I feel like as I get older and more mature and start recognizing some of these very 
different life circumstances that it's a little bit more, for me, about creating 
opportunities for other people to be their best selves. (Nancy) 

I would say that service is at the core of my being. If I had to choose what kind of 
leader I am, it's a servant leader, because I think that that is the most effective 
style. I love people, I appreciate people of all faiths, walks of life, everything.  I 
think every human being has something important to give. I like to find out what 
that thing is and really get to know people, their values and their beliefs and 
things like that, and really make connections with folks. I think that's the easiest 
way for me to lead them, because I know what makes them tick.  I know what 
they really believe in. I think when you help people to feel like they matter then 
they're more apt to follow you, listen to instructions, or something like that. I 
really try to get invested in the people that I'm leading. (Madison) 

 
When you cross another street and go down, then the whole neighborhood 
changes, and so the average salary for my zip code was $37,000 a year. You 
know, I mean, sometimes I'm not sure how I live on my salary, and you know, of 
course I do, but I think about things before I buy them. Sometimes I'm impetuous, 
but I have retired colonel pay. I'm making good money as an executive at the VA. 
My husband died almost three years ago, so I've got his SVP, and his VA stuff. 
You know, I'm making really good money, and I'm like, “what must people be 
making for it to even out to 37,000?”  How much do they know about the politics, 
the corruption . . . [they are just] trying to make it. You know? I mean even in 
nursing.  When I was the chief nurse at the for profit hospital, many of my nurses 
had two jobs, and they were the major breadwinner. You know, maybe their 
husband had worked at one of the factories and got laid off when they closed it, or 
the husband goes across the border to one of the factories there. (Amelia) 

 
I think too there was a feeling from West Point on.  With the [Female 
Engagement Team] and having to fight so hard to even give them noticed, not 
even used regularly, and then having to do the same kind of advocacy work with 
my students . . . was the sense of, if I'm in a position to be a voice for someone 
whose voice needs to be elevated. . . . I don't want to replace their voice, but I 
certainly want to help get their voice lifted to the point where they can be heard. 
That feeling of constantly now trying to find ways to help elevate voices has 
become really important to me. (Amanda) 
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Critical to sustaining and practicing servant leadership was Greenleaf’s (1977) 

belief that servant leaders must seek out and follow other servant leaders.  Mikaela had 

the opportunity to work for the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Joseph 

Dunford, USMC, and learned from him and those like him how to be a servant leader.  

I was interviewed to be a speech writer for General Dunford, which I didn't end 
up doing primarily because when I went in to talk to General Dunford . . . the first 
thing he asked me when I went into the interview was, “what have you been doing 
the last two years and where are you supposed to go next?” Because his most 
important issue was not whether or not I was the best writer or the best person for 
the job but it was if he took me away from my MOS and took away a year and a 
half, two years to come do this speech writing job, was it going to affect my 
career negatively and in a way that would not be good for me to continue on in 
the Marine Corp. Again, that's . . . I feel like there are people who have the party 
line, and say,  “yeah, I care about my Marines, and I care about the institution, but 
I care about individual Marines more.” This is a person who doesn't have to say 
that because it's so clear when the very first question he asks you has to do with 
your career and whether or not this would be a good move for you, and it wouldn't 
have been. (Mikaela) 
 

It was from this experience and others like it that Mikaela developed her passion for 

serving others and how she plans to apply that leadership style in elected office. 

I'm a big proponent of the servant leader form of being a leader.  The concept of 
you are not there to be the boss, right? You are there to help the institution by 
helping individuals, and that is your role. You're the mentor; you're the person 
that a person comes to when there is a problem. The leaders that I've worked for 
that I feel were the best had that leadership style. There is a direction and there is 
a ship, and you're trying to steer it and I get all that, but you make that happen by 
getting all the folks on the ship in good health and working the way they need to 
be doing. I think that that's what we're talking about for our communities. Maybe 
that's also why I'm more interested in state and local politics because it's a smaller 
ship and you can have more direct impact with individuals. (Mikaela) 
 
Finally, also critical to being a servant leader is the necessity to serve a greater 

purpose (Coetzer et al., 2017; Greenleaf, 1977; Sipe & Frick, 2015).  Unsurprisingly, the 

participants viewed serving their country out of uniform as a way of continuing to serve a 

greater purpose.  Both Nicole and Allison spoke specifically to this concept. 
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I think now that I'm older I'm probably a better leader. My family would probably 
tell you that I'm a leader. I'm better at leading peers than I am at leading 
subordinates . . . and I guess that's how I would see myself as an elected official. I 
wouldn't really see myself as leading my constituency. I would see myself as 
serving my constituency, and trying to lead my peers within a legislature. (Nicole) 

We have this obligation. I think that I have some amazingly brilliant intelligent 
friends who have started incredible businesses, who are working in Congress, 
who are working in corporate America. Brilliant women. I realized that there are 
all these great, intelligent, smart women that are getting as far away from politics 
as they possibly can. I feel like yeah, I can go start my own business, I did private 
consulting, and I did very well for myself. I've done other things, but I feel like I 
need to step up. My peers need to step up. These confident, intelligent women 
need to roll up their sleeves and get dirty. I think my qualifications are just that I 
believe in democracy, really. Democracy is not a spectator sport. (Allison) 

 
It was Nicole, however, that best summarized this concept for all of the participants, 

"serving your country is not a side gig. Everything else is a side gig." Ultimately, these 

women viewed elected office as a means of continuing to serve.  Such service was not 

only important for their personal fulfillment, but it was also viewed as a requirement as a 

leader. 

 I definitely believe that as a leader your duty is actually to serve those that you're 
responsible for and setting (sic) the right example for them. . . . If I decide to stay 
in the U.S., I'm going to run for office because I'm not going to stay in the U.S. 
and have it be all jacked up and not be actively involved in it. (Meredith) 

I don't want my military service to be the pinnacle of my service career. I want to 
keep serving and keep leading. (Natalie) 

These women viewed themselves as servant leaders and were compelled to continue 

serving others through elected office.  Service, however, is but one half of servant 

leadership, and it was clear throughout the interviews that the participants also viewed 

themselves as leaders.  Chan and Drasgow (2001) concluded that leadership experiences 

not only serve to refine one’s leadership identity, but they also increase an individual’s 

desire to pursue additional leadership roles.  These additional leadership roles can 
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increase leadership self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997), as was discovered by the second 

theme. 

Theme 2:  Leadership experiences increase leadership self-efficacy 
 

Each interview was opened by asking the participant to share some of the military 

experiences that shaped her as an individual and closed by asking the participant if she 

had any additional leadership experiences that she thought may have impacted her 

political ambition.  Framing the questions in such a way may lead a reader to conclude 

that the participants were inadvertently directed into limiting their responses to military 

experiences; however, questions regarding the participant’s political upbringing and 

current roles allowed the participant to incorporate non-military experiences into her 

story throughout the interview.  In all cases the leadership experiences that the 

participants described as formative in shaping who they were as leaders included some 

form of challenge and eventual success. Through these experiences the women veterans 

felt like their leadership self-efficacy increased.  This process conforms to self-efficacy 

theory that suggests that an individual’s performance and follow-on success is the single 

greatest contributor to his/her self-efficacy (Murphy & Johnson, 2016).  For Megan and 

Amelia it was a compilation of experiences throughout their collective 50 years in the 

military that contributed to increasing their self-efficacy. 

Some people might not consider that better, but there's a confidence that comes 
with age. That confidence is based on experience. You have that confidence 
somewhere you did this at one point in your life, and you failed miserably. You 
can either learn from it or you can repeat that mistake. I've repeated plenty of 
mistakes, but in general, I've made that change. Being a woman, having a 20-year 
career, certainly that is something where I haven't been the stay-at-home mom. I 
struggle with that internally, but I won't have to worry about that as a candidate. 
I'll be going straight into the workforce afterwards. I won't have that, fighting that, 
"Oh, she's just a woman and a stay-at-home mom. What does she know about 
anything?" I have that confidence in me. (Megan) 
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I always think what makes me good at my job. I mean, of course there's I'm 
bright, and I'm hardworking, and all that, but I think one of the things is that in 30 
years in the Army, the Army gave me so many opportunities to do things that I 
would never (sic) do, that I went out kicking and screaming, like recruiting. 
"Help, all I want is to stay in a hospital." I worked for Tricare. I was the deputy 
director of a lead agency. "Hell no. I don't even understand Tricare." I couldn't 
even figure out what program I should put my husband on.  Then, of course, I 
became an expert. When I'm at the table, and things like that come up, "well, I 
know how to recruit doctors. Well, I know how managed care figures out how 
long people should be in the hospital." Well, I know this, and I know that just 
because I'm a sum of all of my experiences, I think. (Amelia)  

 
 Bandura (2012) maintained that self-efficacy was composed of four parts:  

“mastery experiences, social modeling, social persuasion, and control over physical and 

emotional states” (p. 13).  For Natalie, her mastery experience came in her success in 

working with the special operations community—a community that until very recently 

did not allow women.  For Nancy, her mastery experience came during a particularly 

harrowing moment in directing a helicopter landing onto a ship during a typhoon while 

navigating through the straights off Singapore. 

I think I had to earn my credibility there [special operations community] probably 
more than anywhere else. I needed to earn my credibility on the [U.S. S.] Peleliu 
but, A, they're used to women and, B, I was a very junior officer, so their 
expectations weren't that high. If you show up on time, you're already ahead of 
the game. Yeah. I had to win over a lot of people who didn't agree with me. Quite 
frankly, honestly in some cases, had deliberately set me up to fail. I think 
surviving and eventually thriving in that environment set me up very well. 
(Natalie)  

 
[On the U.S.S.] Princeton I was an ordinance officer and also spent a lot of time 
just standing officer of the deck. It was pretty cool when, you know, you're the 
special evolution flash officer, and you get to do all the cool straight passages, and 
you're always the one on task to do something that seems a little bit gnarly. Yeah, 
if I have to find a single experience from that it was landing a helicopter in a 
typhoon off the straights off Singapore.  It was one of those, like coordination and 
people and safety and it just felt, again, like the stuff of accomplishment. Doing 
something, you know, not a lot of people could probably do. (Nancy) 
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The self-efficacy that has come from these experiences has in turn developed a sense of 

political qualification for these women.   

I think most women are probably like me in that there's just a tremendous amount 
of self-doubt. Am I qualified? Can I really do this? I read an article about asking 
women to run and that was a little tiny part of it, in truth, speaking to this sense 
that we need to feel qualified all the time. Also, getting the job that I have—I run 
sales and marketing for this renewable energy company, and I've never really 
been a salesperson, much less run sales before. So I think I probably had a year of 
just, “what does it mean to be qualified?” And at the end of the day maybe you 
just need to act a little bit more like a man and just jump into it and not worry 
about whether or not you're qualified. (Nancy) 
 
I'm not a general I'm a captain. I was a human services specialist.  I run payrolls. 
I've never shot my weapon; I haven't experienced the heat of battle. You're in an 
armored vehicle and someone shoots a weapon. It pretty much just sounds like 
rain. I haven't experienced that. I feel like at least I've been there. I've tried to 
reintegrate to a community when you get back. . . . I feel like that makes me 
qualified. That makes me qualified to determine whether or not it is truly worth 
the risk of . . . if we have truly exhausted every diplomatic effort. There's a small 
but very vocal group of very [aggressive] progressives in our area, and a lot of 
them, with this guy Mike Derrick, they were like, "He was in the military." I 
remember explaining to a group of people, I said, "You know, you're so 
dismissive of him for his military service, but let me explain that someone who 
has been to war is going to be far more hesitant to vote for war than someone who 
has [not]." They say, "What about John McCain? He voted to go to war." I said, 
"Yes, but he voted to go to war fully understanding the consequences of his 
actions, probably more so than anyone else."  I said, "You should have a different 
sense of confidence in that vote for war than you do in a 30 year old who just 
graduated from Harvard." I think that that makes me qualified. (Allison) 

 
In addition to speaking about the mastery experiences that allowed the women to 

build self-efficacy in their leadership capabilities, almost every participant (10 of 12) 

spoke to Bandura’s (2012) impact of social modeling and social persuasion on their 

decision to run for elected office.  This resulted in a third theme emerging:  

encouragement to run, either directly or indirectly, enhanced the woman veteran’s 

political ambition. 
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Theme 3:  Encouragement to run, directly or indirectly, enhanced political ambition 

Being recruited to run for elected office increases political ambition in men and 

women alike (Fox & Lawless, 2010a), yet research has revealed that women are in 

greater need of that recruitment before they will consider running for office (Lawless & 

Fox, 2005; Sanbonmatsu et al., 2009).  The participants in this study were different from 

their non-veteran counterparts in that they had largely already considered a run for office 

without being asked.  They did still need support, however, from mentors, role models, or 

individuals the participants viewed as political experts to convince them that they were 

qualified to run and reduce the self-doubt that existed in running for office.  

I got an email from somebody who's a, sort of, I don't want to say he's a mentor of 
mine but he's somebody I really respect. He's a think tank guy who works at 
Brookings. . . .I told him, “you know, the election's kind of taken us back, or 
whatever,” and I said something about potentially running for office some day, or 
something like that. He said, “you would be 10 times better than the guy we have 
in there right now.” That made me feel like, okay, yeah, I could do this. That sort 
of self-doubt is now gone. (Marilyn) 
 
I'm the past president now of the Military Officers Association of America 
chapter. Those guys have encouraged me. A lot of my friends. . .  and you know 
just kind of talking about it, they encouraged me. They're like, "you'd be great. 
You'd be successful." (Amelia) 
 

 For Madison, Allison, and Nancy, their self-assessment left them wondering if 

there were gaps in their resume that may limit their ability to win a campaign; therefore, 

they sought out advice from people they deemed as political experts.    

I don't feel qualified to run to be perfectly honest. I can't tell you how many times 
I've said, "okay, do I need to go back and get my master's, my MPA or do I need 
to go back and get a doctorate in this, or do I need to go back . . . ?" I'll tell you 
what changed it for me. I talked to . . . the dean at Harvard because I went and 
spoke at a panel there last year, and so I set up a meeting with her because I 
basically wanted to ask like, "do I need to come to Harvard to do this?"  
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She's like, "[Madison], that's stupid. No, you absolutely don't need to get a 
Harvard degree to run for Congress." She goes, "you have to realize that your life 
experience and all this other stuff that you're bringing to the table is far more 
valuable than just coming to get a second masters."(Madison) 
 
I think that a few of the campaign people that I've worked with have been very 
positive, and some of my friends, where I'm just like, "hey, can I float this idea by 
you? I'm looking at a bit of a career change." They've been, they're like, 
"absolutely, I think you should do it. Oh my God, that would be incredible." I 
think I've gotten some really positive feedback from some of my peers.  I will say 
that the guy that managed the campaign for Mike Derrick, the Democratic 
candidate, [we] went out to lunch, and he did the hard sell . . . where he was like, 
"you need to run." Like I said, I went through all these excuses about why I 
shouldn't run. He was hysterical . . . he's like, "we overcame it, we can handle 
that."  Then he asked me, I have a bronze star, and he was talking about some 
candidate with a bronze star. I go, "actually, I have a bronze star." He goes, "you 
do?"  I go, "yeah, yeah I do." That was very motivating and very encouraging. 
(Allison) 
 
I got involved in a couple of organizations, one of which was the local democratic 
club, and that was one that I kind of threw myself into the first three to four years 
I lived here. That was a group that even before [I] went through campaign training 
said, "you're well spoken and intelligent and a veteran.  Have you thought about 
running for anything?". . .I think it's been a lot of things accumulating. . There 
were probably five other people in the community that I said, "I want their input," 
and if any of them feels like maybe not yet, maybe you should do something else.  
If any of them send those signals then I need to reevaluate probably, and I had all 
those conversations and everyone was really excited. So that was a lot of 
validation that, okay, if they think I'm qualified then I think I'm qualified enough 
too. (Nancy) 
 

In one case the woman interviewed did not have a self-proclaimed interest in running for 

office, but the encouragement of others convinced her to pursue a service (versus a 

support) role.   

I would really say I've been drafted in some ways. [Running for office] was never 
something I thought of doing myself . . . my brother worked on the Obama 
campaign. I've always considered working in administration. The very first time 
someone brought it up with me was a friend of mine who worked in the Obama 
White House. We were just catching up over drinks right before I went to the 
CI/HUMINT (counter-intelligence/human intelligence) course. He said, "you 
should run. You're educated. You're a veteran. You should run." . . . I heard it 
from multiple people who I respected over and over and over again—really 
random people that I wouldn't expect—the [operations officer] at my last 
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command. . . .When I was leaving my last command, I think almost every single 
SEAL asked me when I was running and where I was running. This was still not 
something that I thought would be a thing that I wanted to do. I kept hearing it 
multiple times from people who I wouldn't expect—from people with whom I 
know I have political disagreements, so it meant even more in that sense. 
(Natalie) 

 
In several cases the women veteran participant received indirect encouragement to 

run by viewing other veterans who ran for office as role models.  Whether these veterans 

were successful or not did not appear to impact the participant’s ambition; rather, the idea 

that another veteran had run for office was sufficient to increase the participant’s political 

ambition.  Guillen et al. (2015) findings support this concept, and they concluded that 

role models improve confidence in individuals pursuing leadership roles.  For Nicole, 

Mikaela, Natalie, and Allison, individuals such as Congresswoman Tulsi Gabbard, 

Congressman Seth Moulton, and Senator Tammy Duckworth serve as those role models.   

A lot of it, and I know the literature supports this too, the whole 'if she can see it, 
she can be it' phenomenon. Seeing Tulsi Gabbard, and seeing Seth Moulton, and 
reading their resumes and going, "oh, we've done the exact same shit with our 
life." Seth got lucky—not lucky, he's incredible! He happened to be in the right 
district at the right time with the right people behind him. You look at people and 
it's like, "if Tulsi Gabbard can do it, I can totally do it. If Seth Moulton can do it, I 
can totally do it." (Nicole) 

It's people like [Tammy Duckworth] that give me a lot of hope for women who 
are running for elected office because she is. . .she is a veteran and she is a 
woman.  She is a minority and a lot of people could have fit her into a certain 
stereotype, but I think that they voted for her, I hope, because of her policy 
proposals and because of her ideas. I hope that that's given to people like me and 
other people . . . people like [Tammy Duckworth] are giving me a lot of hope. 
She’s certainly not your stereotypical veteran. She's certainly not your 
stereotypical woman and she certainly doesn't have the experience that is 
stereotypical for a minority, necessarily. I have hope on that front. (Mikaela) 
 
I had a friend who got out of the Marine Corps. He ran for Congress in the 
primary when he was still in grad school. [Running for office] started to be 
something that became more tangible, especially as I saw that (sic) it took to do a 
campaign in my district. "I can do this." (Natalie) 
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I live in the congressional district of Elise Stefanik, and she's the youngest female 
ever to serve in Congress. Honestly, when she won, I was like, "shit, if she could 
do it, then why couldn't I do it?"  That was really, if only I was a Republican, I 
feel like I'd be all set. The fact that she did that up here, and I was like, "then hell, 
[if] she can do it, why not?" That was really, that started it. Like I said, this last 
candidate who ran for the Democrats was a retired colonel. That combination.  I 
was like, if she can do it and she's the youngest female, and he can do it and his 
only, not only, but his main experience going into this is his military service, I'm 
like, I can do this. It just made it seem like it was tangible and feasible. (Allison). 

 
The impact of both mentors and role models on these participants’ political ambition was 

substantial with many participants noting that encouragement from these individuals was 

a final check in their decision to pursue elected office.  Whether the mentors, role models, 

and experts were male or female was not a part of the conversation and did not appear to 

enter into consideration for the participant.  Nicole’s explanation of why her political 

ambition was influenced by other veterans (regardless of gender) most accurately 

captures the sentiment of the other participants.   

I think that being a veteran . . .walking around wearing matching outfits for your 
entire career.  I was flying the same plane as my male counterparts. We were 
deploying to the same places. We were doing the same things, so we can have 
men as examples. There's (sic) obviously nuances where once you start getting 
into family planning and some of the nuances of being a woman. Sometimes you 
do need mentors for that kind of stuff, but when it comes to what can I do, what 
am I qualified to do, there is nothing that women—especially now that 
everything's been opened up—there’s nothing that a man can do in the military 
that a woman can't do. There's some glass ceilings that just haven't been poked 
enough, but women are flying in combat. Women are doing EOD (explosive 
ordinance disposal) stuff.  I think that's a big thing.  I think that's an advantage 
that women veterans have is that we've been alongside men doing the same manly 
things for so long that I can look at Seth Moulton as an example of something I 
can be. It doesn't have to be a woman. (Nicole) 
 
Finally, negative role models also indirectly encouraged some participants. 

Marilyn, Margaret, and Amanda’s interactions with elected officials increased their 

confidence in their abilities to pursue similar offices largely because these women felt 

their knowledge and abilities surpassed those of the elected official.  Such perceptions 
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conform to Fox & Lawless’ (2011b) conclusion that self-efficacy impacts an individual’s 

political ambition more than experience or skill in the field.   

I feel like I have a lot of offer. I feel like I have done a lot. I feel like I can be 
respected for what I've already done, and that may be appealing.  I've also been in 
positions where I have been on the Hill and I've looked at members of Congress, 
particularly on the House Armed Services Committee, I've watched them in 
hearings and I have literally sat there in that room saying, “how the F are you 
here? You should not be here. You are not smart enough, to be here.”  That is so 
scary because they are the policy makers. They have the votes on certain issues, 
and I kind of felt that, “hey man, I am qualified.” I'm way more qualified than 
90% of the people sitting up here already in terms of making policy on defense 
and foreign policy. Now, I may not be as qualified if I was to vote on education 
policy or something else, but I feel competent enough to be able to learn that 
stuff. (Marilyn)  
 
I never really looked at myself as being less than or anything like that. I think 
that's always formed my mentality and in some ways kind of annoyed people, but 
always set me out. Another thing is . . .whenever I was going through my PME 
(professional military education), there was a politician, a congressman who was 
actually in my class, who came to our [reserve drill] weekend, and I just realized, 
I don't know. I wasn't that super impressed, and I realized again, I can do that. . . . 
I just found that sometimes when you put a human face on it, when you remove 
the TV, you get closer to what things actually are.  It kind of breaks down that 
barrier where you don't think you have to be some immortal in order to be a 
politician. When you actually see someone and you see their flaws and their 
character, it kind of makes you realize, maybe I can do this. (Margaret) 
 
Looking at people who are in these seats right now and saying, "what have they 
done that I haven't? What is this big, high qualification that we raised up and put 
on a pedestal? Oh, wait a minute, it actually doesn't exist." I think I have had a 
really diverse array of experiences in 29 short years. I've lived all over the 
country, and I've forced myself to go outside my comfort zone so many times. 
Living in a Hispanic community on the east side of San Jose and teaching high 
school math was not the original plan. Now I can speak on education issues from 
experience, and I can talk on immigration issues because I've had Dreamers in my 
classroom, and I can talk about defense because I served, and my husband 
continues to serve. These things are not abstract to me, and when I watch so many 
people that are currently in those seats, they still are abstract. They aren't rooted in 
that experience. Even though it's short experience and I am young, it feels like it 
informs an understanding that I don't think is there for a lot of these people. 
(Amanda)  
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 For the four remaining participants who did not cite specific encouragement from 

individuals beyond close family members, these participants had not discussed the 

prospect of running for office with anyone outside of their network of family or close 

friends.  Furthermore, many of the participant’s discounted encouragement received from 

close family; however, Fox & Lawless (2014) found that such encouragement accounts 

for over a 40% increase in the likelihood that someone will consider running for office.  

Finally, it is important to note that while a majority of the participants (8 of 12) received 

some form of encouragement to run, whether directly or indirectly, none of the 

participants was verbally discouraged from running.  Other discouragement, however, in 

the form of personal concerns regarding time with family and children did have an impact 

and is presented in theme four. 

Theme 4: Gender roles influence a woman veteran’s decision on when to run, not if  

In keeping with the more recent findings that women are not disregarding political 

careers in order to have children only delaying entry into politics until children are older 

(Fox & Lawless, 2014; Sanbonmatsu, et al., 2009; Windett, 2014), several participants 

discussed the impacts of family and children on their potential political careers.    

Madison, whose wife was expecting their first child at the time of the interview, was 

candid about the discussions her and her spouse had in deciding when to have a child and 

how to incorporate having a family with political life.   

That's something that we had to talk about, like how do we figure out how to have 
a baby, make this change, make sure that it's the right stage of our kid's life, and 
all that kind of stuff. That's one of the reasons that we're waiting for a little bit, is 
so we can have a kid, get to a point where we're comfortable, and then we can 
figure out how to go and run. . . . It's definitely something that women have to 
think about and be a little bit more calculated about than our male counterparts.  I 
mean, it's annoying, right? Thinking about the current state of affairs, and that this 
is probably a good time to run, but we need to figure out the family stuff, because 
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that's the long term goal. Like I need to raise a good human, and that's more 
important than having a job and saving the country, you know? That's something 
that's important to us is having a family, and so you have to put the dream off for 
a bit to get this right first.  I'm trying to find a way to make sure that [running for 
office and having children] can happen as concurrently as possible, and help 
people understand that being a mom is only going to make me a better candidate 
and make me a better representative because I'm going to understand some things 
that I have no clue about now. (Madison)  

In all cases the woman veteran viewed herself as responsible to her family first, internally 

battling with the guilt of being apart from them.  

[As a single parent], right now, would it be realistic for me to run for office? I've 
got three kids . . . and I don't have that capacity. I'm only human. For me to try to 
put public service beyond what I'm doing as a Marine first, it crushed (sic) my 
soul I think. Any typical operation I [have] got to push out because I only get this 
one chance with my kids, and I've already given up so much with them for my 
Marine Corps career. It has to wait. I know enough about myself that I have to 
wait. (Megan) 
 
I think the fact that I have young kids at home probably hampers my desire to run.  
If I didn't have kids and a family I'd probably be out right at the 20-year mark, 
running the next day, but family is my biggest concern. How is running going to 
affect that, and the fact that you can't take as many risks, financially, when you 
have a family.  When it's just me, it's fine. (Marilyn) 
 
For those without children, they were still concerned with how their role as a 

spouse may be impacted by a political career or how voters may view that relationship.   

We haven't been faced with [picking one of our careers over another] yet. . . .You 
know how political things work. I have a friend who . . .was looking for people to 
fill Assistant Deputy Secretary of Defense position. I got a call saying, "this guy 
wants to see a resume from you." I submitted a resume to somebody's Gmail. 
Who knows if this thing is going to pan out . . . , but I did talk to Jamie (Nicole’s 
husband) about that, I was like, "Jamie, if I get an offer to be an Assistant Deputy 
Secretary of Defense, let's put aside the fact that it's for the Trump administration, 
are you still going. . . ." So, he has a ship in Spain, and I thought for sure that he 
would be like, "that's awesome that you got offered that, but that's ridiculous. 
Obviously we can't do that, we're going to Spain. We're going to Spain and we're 
trying to start a family." But he was like, "do it. You're stupid if you don't." He's 
like, "if you get it, we will figure it out." He's like, "you'll stay in DC. How can 
you not do this?" (Nicole) 
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I do wonder how I'll be viewed for our personal choices. If Dave (Amanda’s 
husband) and I choose to live apart while I go through this, will that be seen as not 
traditional or viewed negatively? I do have that concern. . . . I think if roles were 
reversed and David decided to move to upstate New York while I stayed in DC 
and he was the candidate, I would still get beat up as his wife for staying in DC. 
He would probably never have to answer for it as the candidate in upstate New 
York. And then it's always, "why don't you have kids" or "why haven't you . . . ?" 
Those are never issues for the male candidate, but it's a huge issue for the female 
candidate. (Amanda) 

Overall, the women veterans in this study have not been dissuaded from running for 

political office due to their roles as mother and/or wife, yet such considerations have 

impacted the timing of their elected office pursuits.  These intentions are in keeping with 

Lawless and Fox’s (2010) findings that women consider elected office a viable career 

largely after their child rearing responsibilities are complete or have lessened extensively.  

The idea that gender and social roles contribute to political office qualifications and 

ambition is not new.  Research has demonstrated that women’s familial roles have limited 

their progressive ambition and have impacted political ambition even when a family is 

not yet present but is being planned for (Fulton et. al., 2006; Kanthak, 2017). 

The final three themes that emerged from this study brought to bear the impact of 

role congruity theory for women veterans pursuing political office. As discussed in 

chapter two, the agentic traits associated with leadership are often associated with men 

and not women.  Furthermore, higher levels of leadership, to include higher levels of 

elected office, are perceived to require more agentic than communal traits (Eagly & 

Karau, 2002; Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993; Mueller, 1986). It would follow, then, that 

women pursuing elected office would need to exhibit these agentic qualities and be able 

to overcome any backlash associated with pursuing roles viewed as atypical for women.   
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Theme 5:  Women veterans possess agentic characteristics 
 
 Individuals seek out opportunities that they believe align to their personality and 

character attributes (Schneider, Holman, Diekman, McAndrew, 2016); therefore, it is not 

surprising that the participants in this study possessed traditional agentic qualities such as 

being driven, assertive, and self-confident (Eagly & Carly, 2007; Lizotte, 2017), as 

elected office holders score high in agentic trait ratings.  This study cannot discern the 

extent to which these agentic qualities were present prior to the participant’s military 

service and have therefore been labeled as agentic characteristics.  The presence of 

agentic characteristics was confirmed, however, through multiple examples from each 

participant.  For Nicole, Nancy, and Amanda, their drive and self-confidence was 

apparent from an early start influencing their decision to seek out an appointment to a 

service academy. 

There was a point where I just said, "look, I'm not applying to any other colleges. 
This is what I want to do." I have no idea if that was a really this codified drive to 
serve, or it was just, like, I was stubborn and I thought I was going to do it, so I 
did it. Probably when I run for office, it'll be like, "no, I just have this passionate 
drive to serve my country.” (Nicole) 
 
My wanting to go to West Point because it was hard, because it was different, 
because it was some greater purpose . . . college seemed really one dimensional 
and boring to me.  It transformed to I want to be an Army officer, I want to serve 
my country in this time . . . this is our generation’s opportunity to serve, and I 
wanted to be a part of that. (Amanda) 
 
[The Naval Academy] struck that right balance of force and academics and people 
that wanted to do something interesting with their lives. That was really the part 
that I couldn't figure out. Do I want to be a nerdy engineer sitting behind a desk? 
What can I see myself doing? And seeing some of those really corny videos of 
driving ships actually really motivated me because it was different and it was 
something that other people weren’t doing, so that was why I went to the 
academy. It just felt like an itch that I couldn't scratch with anything else and 
that's why—well, I only applied there. My parents thought I was crazy like “you 
really need a backup school” and I was like, "no, this is it. If I don't get into the 
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academy I'm just going to tour Europe for a year or two. I have no backup plans." 
(Nancy) 
 

For Madison, also a service academy graduate, there was an early desire to be the “best of 

the best.” 

My first company officer was a female Marine, and I had never met a female 
Marine before.  I honestly had no idea what the Marine Corps was. I went in 
thinking that I wanted to be a Navy pilot like everybody else in our class, and then 
I met her and was like, "oh no, that's it. That's what I want to be, I don't know 
what it really means, but I want to do that!" Then I was just kind of like attracted 
to the women who were taking it to that next level, and going into the Marine 
Corps, and challenging themselves and challenging each other and stuff like that. 
From that point forward, the Marine Corps was the only thing I wanted to do. 
(Madison) 
 
Several of the women had to assert themselves throughout their career to ensure 

they received the jobs necessary to be successful. 

I definitely went into company command thinking, I want to be a company 
commander, I want to be a battalion commander, I want to be a brigade 
commander. I remember talking to my brigade commander when I was company 
commander, and him asking me a question and me telling him, I was like, "sir, I 
know exactly what I want, I want to be a brigade commander." (Allison) 
 
I'm doing my first staff meeting with them and I brief them, and he looks to the 
colonel, to the chief of staff and he's like, “get me Captain such and such.”  I'm 
like, "what? You've got to be kidding me." I'm not going to have a Captain come 
in here to validate what I can and can't do.”  That was just, I was just like, “hell 
no.” I went back to my desk and I was just fuming. .  . . I walked into the general's 
office and I was like, "hey, sir, I'm Major Bernard, I'm a new G-6. I'm one of the 
best at what I do. I don't need any Captain in my business." I was like, "I got this. 
I've got everything under control. I'm just letting you know what's going on. I'm 
not briefing you because I can't handle it." He was shocked. He was like, "all 
right, all right, Major Pfeister, okay, okay. Sounds like you've got this." I was 
like, "yes sir." (Meredith) 
 
I was in Iraq in 2004/2005. We were supporting the Battle of Fallujah, and they 
needed a jump team to go with the division general, and the major, Major 
Anthony, was planning on sending the MEU that just came in. . . . They were 
going to send the MEU guys out because they figured we were already pretty 
established. For me, I wanted to go.  I just wanted to be where the action was 
happening.  I ended up asking Major Anthony. I was a lieutenant, one of those 
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lieutenants whose kind of just a thorn in your side, I guess. I was like, "hey, sir, I 
really want to go with the jump team to Fallujah, and help support this mission."   
He was like, "all right, I was thinking the MEU guys, but yeah sure, you know the 
area, might as well.”  Just another example where I found . . . being somewhat 
aggressive, I don't know aggressive, but just being vocal has paid off for me. 
(Margaret) 
 
I was in Minnesota at I&I (Inspector/Instructor) duty. I like autonomy, I do like 
guidance, but I like autonomy and out there you can sit and you can do nothing. 
You could hide for three years and not do a thing. It's not—doesn’t suit my 
personality.  I had a small staff. Whenever they said, "hey, who wants to do this?" 
I was raising my hand. We had, at that point, Marines that were prepping to go 
back to back to Iraq, and I wasn't going with them, but we went to Uganda. We 
did a joint and multi-force exercise out there, which was amazing. Totally planned 
it off the skin of my back and the Marines that were with me. (Lisa) 

 
Whether their military experiences enhanced agentic traits that were already 

present or created in these women veterans agentic characteristics in order to be 

successful in the military environment is unknown.  What is clear is that the agentic 

characteristics were not a temporary disposition tied only to their military environment; 

rather, as Amelia articulated, this was how these women operated on a daily basis. 

That's how I feel right now, and I think if I were to pursue that, like everything 
else I pursued I would dive right into it. At this point in my life, I have to look at 
personal, mental, and physical health, all that kind of stuff. I mean I still work 16 
hours a day and then go out afterwards. I'm pretty hardy, but you know. I want to 
make sure, whatever I do that number one, it wouldn't negatively affect me, and 
number two, I have the mindset to really succeed at it. (Amelia) 

 
As Marilyn put it, it is how they hope to be seen by voters: “I hope they would see me as 

a badass, somebody that has been able to succeed in an elite institution, doing something 

really hard.”  While the women veterans in this study clearly possess the agentic 

characteristics that are synonymous with leadership roles, they also recognize the barriers 

that women in prominent leadership positions can face. 
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Theme 6:  Women veterans perceive a double bind of power in politics 

 Research has shown that women who exhibit the agentic characteristics that are 

associated with leadership roles often face a backlash in social and professional circles 

(Rudman & Glick, 2001), as these women are not abiding by the traits that are typically 

associated with their gender and social roles (Eagly & Karau, 2002).  Known as the 

double bind of power, the result is a situation in which a woman displaying the agentic 

characteristics typically associated with leadership is viewed as competent but ineffective 

and rated as such (Catalyst, 2007).  The participants in this study spoke to this double 

bind as it pertains to how they believed women seeking elected office are perceived by 

voters.   

I think that many people are not comfortable with authoritative women. It makes 
them a little bit uncomfortable to see a woman in a position of power, and they 
are very dismissive, "oh, she's bitchy." A man in charge is powerful; a woman in 
charge is bitchy—exercising exactly the same behavior. (Allison) 
 
I think there's more expectation for a woman to be approachable. I think a lot of 
times for men, they assume that they will just be very, not stoic, but very much 
like, "here's my opinion. This is what I expect."  I think as women, we're almost 
raised to be a lot more conversationalist to, like, debate ideas. I would say that I 
almost fall in the norm in that manner in that I would see myself as being 
approachable and able to debate things, go into things with an open mind. When I 
think sometimes they expect men not always to be as open minded, just to have 
their opinions that kind of keep with them no matter what, or keep with them 
pretty staunchly, or at least more so than they expect a woman. (Margaret) 
 
[As women] we bring our experiences to the table, and [we] bring issues that 
we're passionate about and have experiences in, and all that kind of stuff—as  
opposed to men who are looking for the power and looking for the authority and 
influence, and things like that. (Madison) 
 

They also perceived a shift in the double bind of power once women were elected 

believing that women became less stigmatized once they were in these power roles.  

Natalie explained this idea very succinctly:  “I think it's very difficult for women to ask 
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for power. Once women have power, people get used to them.”  Others shared a similar 

perspective. 

I saw this in the Clinton campaign a lot, and maybe this is just a perception, and it 
seems to me that women that are ambitious, that want to get power positions, are 
criticized. But women who are in power positions seem to be okay. They seem to 
be less criticized. (Marilyn) 

 
A woman still can't afford to be soft spoken but still can't be too edgy, but you've 
got to have personality. I think what women in politics make a mistake now a 
days in that they are not being personable because they think they can't afford to 
do that. I think Michelle Obama has proven that you can be very personable and 
that people really appreciate that. I think you have to play the political game, but I 
think you have to be yourself and you need to be personable.  Voters, male and 
female, will be attracted to that. (Meredith) 
 
I still feel like even women in office get beat up a lot for tone. They get beat up a 
lot for. . .it's not as substantive. I feel like if I see Elizabeth Warren on TV and 
you listen to people react, most of the time they're going to react about her tone of 
voice or how she presented herself rather than the substance of what she said. The 
male senator that does the same thing, probably not treated the same way unless 
he's a minority, and then I do think oftentimes he gets beat up in a similar way. I 
think it gets better. I think you are legitimately that person in office, but I do still 
feel like you're constantly judged on a superficial level about tone versus content. 
(Amanda) 

 
Natalie’s portrayal of women and power also explained why Mikaela had kept her 

political ambitions to herself.  “It's not something I share a lot with people outside of my 

very close inner circle because there, I think, is a stigma, in particular, for women who 

are interested in these kinds of ambitions.”  While the knowledge of such a double bind 

could be disheartening for some, the opposite has been true for these women as 

evidenced by the final theme.  

Theme 7:  Exposure to gender based stereotypes enhances political ambition 

 This was a strong theme that was brought out by half of the participants in the 

study.  In each case the anecdote presented by the woman veteran was included in her 

discussion of her most formative time period in the military or was assessed by the 
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researcher to be critical to the woman veteran’s personal and professional development 

based on how it was described. The presence of stereotypes is important, as it can reduce 

an individual’s desire to pursue leadership roles (Eagly & Carli, 2007).  This has not been 

the case for the participants in this study.  For Marilyn, her exposure to women’s 

prohibition in combat roles at an early age would encourage her to make several life 

choices that would go directly against this prohibition and establish her interest in 

policymaking and elected office. 

Right around of the age of 11-12, I decided I want to be a fighter pilot. I 
specifically wanted the Navy because I had watched a documentary that said that 
naval aviators were better than anyone else, so I was like, “okay, that's me.”  Then 
I realized by the age of 12, as I started to research this, that there are no women 
flying fighter jets. Then I started to research more, and I realized there's a law 
preventing women to fly fighter jets. It's called the Combat Exclusion Law. It's 
actually a law, so I wrote, at the age of 12, I wrote letters to every single member 
of the House and Senate Armed Services Committees. . . . I actually wrote them a 
letter and signed it and basically said this, “I'm 12 years old, this is what I want to 
do, please change the law.”  I got back a couple of letters from different members 
of the Armed Services Committees, most of which were form letters that their 
staffs had written. I got a nice letter from my own member of Congress who was 
not a member of the Armed Services Committee . . . that said, "that's nice that you 
have these dreams, young woman, but you could be a Navy nurse and you can be 
an admin and you can go logistics, and there's all these other things," and they 
outlined all these things that I could do. Basically saying they weren't going to 
help me out. "No, this isn't open to you, but look you can be a Navy nurse!" But I 
got one really cool letter from . . . a woman . . . from Colorado. I didn't know 
anything about her other than she wrote me back a nice letter saying, "hey, 
[Marilyn]. I'm working on it. I'm working on it. Stick with your dreams, I'm 
working on it." That was the only letter of encouragement that I got. I thought she 
was the greatest thing ever. . . .Well, if it wasn't for her and folks like her, those 
jobs would never be open to me.  That is what initially sparked my interest in 
government and understanding how things were, because I did go on to be a 
fighter pilot . . . [become] a Marine and [go] into aviation, [go] into the fighter 
community, one of the first women in the fighter community. (Marilyn) 

 
 

 



AMBITION	TO	RUN:	WOMEN	VETERANS	WHO	PURSUE	ELECTED	OFFICE	
	

83	

For a few of the women, the idea of being limited based on gender was something that 

never fit their personal image of what they could do with their lives.   

Another reason I thought about getting into politics, I guess you have this idea of 
gender roles, and growing up I was very tomboyish and grew up with boys, and I 
found myself leading them around.  I wouldn't say always being the leader, but I 
learned how to figure out how to be persuasive. I guess, growing up with all boys 
in my neighborhood, and then going into the Army, a lot of Marines probably 
wouldn't agree with this, but I just have a different perspective. Going into the 
Army, boot camp was mixed [gender]. I saw all the stupid things that guys were 
doing, and I realized that I could look at them and say, "I'm better than 50% of 
you guys. " I know that I could do just as much as you can do. I can carry the 
same weight. I could be able to hike. I could do every single thing you do, and 
I've seen all the stupid stuff you do, so don't come to me and try to minimize my 
role as a female. I think having that six month boot camp/MP (military police) 
school, all together as enlisted, kind of opened my eyes to not think that, "oh, 
guys are automatically better than me just because they're in uniform with other 
men". (Margaret)  
 
I noticed that throughout my life, largely starting in college, but I think there were 
some signs of it before because I grew up playing ice hockey about five years 
before there were women's teams, girl's teams. There were starting to be women's 
teams, but there were no girl's teams yet. I noticed that I constantly ended up 
being in this position of being the first girl or first woman to do something. Not 
because that was something that I sought, but because I had never placed limits on 
myself, and it just happened. I eventually got to the point where I decided that I 
was going to accept, frankly, putting up with the bullshit so that women who 
followed me could just do their job. It's still frustrating, but I fight for that role 
less. I think, politically, that's also very important to me as something to do. 
(Natalie) 

 Many of the women were motivated to political service by the continued barriers 

that exist to individuals based on gender or sexual preference.  In these cases the women 

seemed very surprised that the barriers still existed and believed it was their 

responsibility to run for office in order to eliminate them. 

It is mind boggling to me, quite frankly, the lack of evolution of the communities 
in which I live and interact sometimes. For example, when we . . . I went to child 
support court with my ex-husband, and literally, the clerk couldn't wrap her mind 
around the fact that I was making more money than my ex-husband when she was 
calculating her formulas that are dictated by the state. She was like, "these numbers 
don't quite add up. Are you sure that's how much money you make?" I was 
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thinking, is she joking? The system was very uncomfortable with this idea.  I was 
like, "I don't need child support." She's like, "yeah, but you're entitled to child 
support." I'm like, "I don't want child support. That's not. . ." she goes, "yeah, but 
you're entitled." They couldn't wrap their mind around the concept that I was 
perfectly capable, and in fact preferred to provide for my daughter. (Allison) 

I went to a lot of different diversity events, and I think the most shocking one was, 
it was a Tuskegee Airman Convention and this was back 2007. . . . This shocked 
me because I was in a group with a bunch of Tuskegee Airmen and they're like, 
"we don't think women can cut it in combat." I was just shocked.  I was just like, 
"wait a second, you guys know all about discrimination. You know all about 
people telling you that you can't do certain things."  Even though it's not proven 
that you can't because you're not given the opportunity.  I'm like, "they are already 
performing in Iraq. Women are doing, they are in combat in Iraq." I think that 
marked me. That really marked me because it made me realize again, there were 
men that had been discriminated against, but they were men and they looked at 
women not as equals to them. That just, it just blew me away.  (Meredith) 
 
I started questioning, not everything about the Marine Corps, but why I was there 
and how I was being treated, if that was the right way to live my life. I decided it 
would be more impactful for me to get out and try and change the system from 
outside, than to try to change it inside, because it just wasn't going to happen. I'm 
a lesbian, and so serving under don't ask, don't tell, and so that was the big thing 
that kind of started falling apart, it was like, "this is bullshit. Here I am fighting 
for our country, that they aren’t willing to fight for me," and that just didn't feel 
right, and so I wanted to go out and do something that did help kind of further that 
cause.  (Madison)  

 
I think as a service member sometimes it also can be difficult, because I think our 
service as women—you almost have to legitimize it somehow. There's an 
assumption made that you couldn't possibly have been in combat, or you couldn't 
have actually done anything. “You must have been in a support role,” which even 
if I was, why does that matter? Service is service, but I do think you have to 
almost prove yourself. I felt that certainly on active duty, and I still feel that 
sometimes in the law school setting where my male veteran classmates never have 
to justify anything. Things are assumed. I have to tell my story ten thousand times 
to get any kind of legitimacy for my service. (Amanda) 

 
While the presence of stereotypes can reduce an individual’s desire to pursue leadership 

roles, research has also demonstrated that confident women are not discouraged by 

stereotypes (Eagly & Carli, 2007), as appears to be the case with these women veterans. 
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Analysis and Synthesis of Findings 

 This study approached women veterans from the three factors that most directly 

contribute to political ambition:  the potential candidate, the voters, and the party 

gatekeepers.  Out of 12 interviews, seven themes emerged.  In keeping with previous 

research on nascent political ambition, the potential candidate, or in this case the 

participants under study, had the single greatest impact on their political ambition.  

Specifically, the participant’s need to continue serving and leading was the greatest driver 

behind each woman’s political ambition.  The necessity to continue as a servant leader 

beyond their military service became the why behind running for office.  Next, the 

leadership experiences of the woman veterans in this study led to an increased sense of 

leadership self-efficacy and qualification for elected office.   Whether the woman had 

five or 20 years of military experience, each participant spoke of her time in the military 

with a strong sense of pride in her ability to surmount obstacles, which ultimately gave 

her a greater sense of self-efficacy and more confidence for each future challenge—to 

include running for office.   

Encouragement from respected peers was also critical to the development of each 

woman’s political ambition with some women noting that seeing another veteran run for 

office (regardless of gender) made the endeavor seem possible.  In either case, the 

encouragement was critical to eliminating any self-doubt they had about running for 

office.  Notably, this encouragement to run did not, in most cases, come from Party 

leadership.  While some women had to be asked to run for office, most had the ambition 

to run within themselves, yet needed support from others to change their mindset from 

maybe to definitely.  Once this encouragement had been found, familial roles impacted 
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the participant’s decision on when to run, but not if she should run for elected office.  

Finally, the impact of voters on women veterans’ political ambitions was limited to how 

the woman veterans believed they would be perceived as candidates.  The participants 

believed that women, in general, are hindered by a double bind when pursuing positions 

of power and authority; however, each participant also believed she would be perceived 

by voters not just as a veteran, but also as an individual with a variety of life experiences 

that wanted to serve her constituents.  Furthermore, any discord between the woman 

veteran’s personal ambitions and gender roles typically associated with women only 

served as a motivating force. 
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CHAPTER FIVE:  CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

 Making the decision to run for elected office is the first step of a long journey, yet 

research to date has found that women are much less likely to take this first step as a 

result of feeling unqualified to run and serve as elected officials.  This study has 

concluded that women veterans are different from their non-veteran female counterparts 

and view feelings of qualification secondary to a necessity to continue to serve and lead; 

therefore, any effort to recruit and educate women veterans towards elected office must 

be different from traditional candidate preparation courses and focus on this desire for 

continued servant leadership.  To that end, this chapter will provide the key components 

that should be included in future curriculums designed to recruit and educate women 

veterans on their pursuit of elected office.  This chapter will conclude with a discussion 

of opportunities for future research in regards to both women veterans and the cross 

applications of political ambition and leadership.   

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this phenomenological study was to discover what experiences 

fostered political ambition in women veterans who anticipated running for state or federal 

office within the next 10 years. 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to utilize the evidenced produced on female veterans’ 

political ambition to develop an education curriculum that could be utilized to recruit and 

educate more women veterans to run for elected office.  
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Findings Summary & Conclusions 

 The following seven themes answered the research question of what experiences 

foster political ambition in women veterans.  A brief explanation of each theme is 

provided below along with the accompanying conclusions that can and cannot be made 

based on the findings. 

Women veterans’ political ambitions are driven by a need to serve and lead others 

Every participant was driven to seek out elected office based on a necessity to 

continue to serve and lead others.  Military training has often been labeled as a loss of 

self or loss of an individual identity.  Haslam, Reicher, and Platow (2011) argued that this 

label was inaccurate and such training could be thought of as a “redefinition of self” (p. 

54).  For the women veterans in this study this redefinition of self is one in which there is 

a necessity, not just a want, to serve and lead others.  It is this need for continued service 

and leadership that is driving their political ambition and appears to have a greater impact 

on the women veterans’ political ambition than feelings of qualification. While it is 

inaccurate to assume all women veterans are practicing servant leaders and are motivated 

by the ability to continue serving, the findings in this study present evidence that 

approaching elected office through the lens of continued service and leadership is likely 

to increase political ambition in women veterans.  

Leadership experiences increase leadership self-efficacy 

 Each participant spoke proudly of her military accomplishments and felt as if her 

exposure to challenges and her ability to surmount these challenges increased her 

leadership self-efficacy and ultimately prepared her to serve in elected office.  In each 

case the challenge presented required the participant to exercise her leadership and 
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because of either success or failure the participant was more confident in her leadership 

abilities as a result of that exposure.  These findings are in keeping with Bandura’s (1997) 

conclusions that self-efficacy is a dynamic entity that is impacted by mastery experiences 

during which the individual experiences success after withstanding particular stress or 

hardship, social modeling, and social persuasion.  In the case of these women veterans 

mastery experience has come in the form of various leadership experiences provided by 

their military and post-military careers.  While Bandura (2012) was quick to emphasize 

that individuals have different levels of self-efficacy for different task areas (e.g. 

parenting self-efficacy, career self-efficacy, etc.), it appears that for women veterans 

leadership self-efficacy (and not political self-efficacy) is contributing to their feelings of 

qualification for serving in elected office. This conclusion is in keeping with Fox and 

Lawless’ (2011a) findings that the perception of political acumen (as opposed to actual 

skill) has considerable impact on a woman’s political self-efficacy.   

Encouragement to run, directly or indirectly, enhances political ambition 

 All of the participants received encouragement to run in at least one of three 

forms: direct encouragement from mentors and/or role models, direct encouragement 

from family members, or indirect encouragement through other veterans who had 

pursued elected office.  This encouragement solidified the participant’s decision to pursue 

elected office.  As discussed in chapter two, the act of being recruited increases any 

individual’s likelihood (regardless of gender) of running for office (Fox & Lawless, 

2010a). While all of the participants received encouragement to run, either directly or 

indirectly, only one participant had not considered running for elected office and had to 

be asked prior to considering the idea for herself. This distinction between being asked 
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(or recruited) to run and asking others if one should run is significant, as it suggests that 

women veterans may more closely align with men who are more likely than non-veteran 

women to consider running for office and are more likely to view themselves as qualified 

to do so (Fox & Lawless, 2014).    Furthermore, as mentioned above, Bandura (1997) 

concluded that both social modeling (indirect encouragement from other veterans 

running) and social persuasion (direct encouragement from mentors, role models, and 

family) have the ability to positively impact an individual’s self-efficacy.    

Gender roles influence a woman veteran’s decision on when to run, not if 

 The participants’ family roles did not deter them from running for office; rather, 

these roles influenced the timeline for serving in elected office.  In many cases the 

participant’s role as a mother had a positive influence on her political ambition, as the 

individual wanted to impact positive change for a child or show a child the possibilities 

for his/her future.  Research has demonstrated for several years that the age of children in 

the home influences women in their decision on running for office (Sanbonmatsu et al., 

2009). Women veterans appear to be no different, giving support to Sanbonmatsu and 

Carroll’s (2017) argument that women are influenced in their political ambition by the 

relationships they have with others and how those relationships will be impacted by a 

candidacy.   

Women veterans possess agentic characteristics 

Through the course of their responses, all of the women demonstrated various 

agentic characteristics such as being assertive, driven, and competitive.  While the study 

did not conclude whether these women possessed these qualities before they entered the 

military, the participants’ relayed detailed stories about military experiences that led the 
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researcher to conclude that these experiences required the individuals to further develop 

agentic characteristics, regardless of whether they were present prior to military service. 

Possessing agentic characteristics is important for any candidate, as research continues to 

demonstrate that voters still associate elected officials with individuals who possess 

agentic traits (Barbara Lee Family Foundation & CAWP, 2017).    

What remains unclear in research is whether women who exhibit these agentic 

qualities in political settings are viewed favorably or negatively based on when or if 

stereotypes are being applied by voters (Bauer, 2017).  Eagly and Carli (2007) maintain 

that women who display agentic qualities are not necessarily associated with those traits, 

yet the participants in this study may be viewed as veterans first and women second 

permitting the agentic trait association.  The fact that these women have received 

encouragement from mentors and role models to run for office based at least in part on 

the agentic characteristics they display speaks to the possibility that women veterans in 

their initial run for office may be grouped by voters into their own subtype group, 

separate even from women politicians, in which the negative traits that are typically 

associated with women politicians (driven, ambitious, assertive) are viewed positively for 

them just as they are with male politicians.  

Women veterans perceive a double bind of power in politics 

The double bind of power occurs when women, who are not typically associated 

with the agentic traits associated with leadership and elected office, are met with a 

backlash when they exhibit these agentic traits (Rudman & Glick, 2001; Eagly & Karau 

2002).  The women veterans in this study generally perceived voters to enact this double 

bind on a woman who was attempting to enter the political arena, but they also believed 
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this double bind lessened once a woman was elected to office.  Despite this perception of 

a double bind in power, the participants were not overly concerned with its presence on 

their political pursuits.  

Exposure to gender based stereotypes enhance political ambition 

Half of the women in the study spoke to their exposure to gender based 

stereotypes and the impact these stereotypes had on their personal and professional lives.  

In each scenario presented the participant was motivated to pursue political action in 

order to remedy the injustice they perceived or to prevent future injustices from 

occurring.  Research regarding stereotype awareness has presented with mixed results.  

While some researchers have found that stereotype awareness can decrease an 

individual’s likelihood to pursue leadership roles (Eagly & Carli, 2007), others have 

found that stereotype awareness increases a woman’s desire to lead others (Elprana et al., 

2015).  The latter appears to be the case for the women veterans in this study.  Given that 

these women veterans were trained, and developed their leadership identities, within an 

environment where everyone was deemed equal, it is reasonable to conclude that their 

exposure to individuals and situations in which they were viewed as unequal was 

unacceptable and served as a motivational force.   

Recommendations 

Women veterans in this study viewed themselves as servant leaders adopting a 

servant leader identity not just as a part of their military service, but also as a part of their 

individual selves.  Priest and Middleton (2016) concluded that when an individual 

establishes a leadership identity she would work to improve all facets of that identity; 

therefore, the political identity that organizations are looking to create in women veterans 
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should be built using the veteran’s leadership identity as a foundation.  Said another way, 

candidate training organizations (CTOs) attempting to recruit and educate women 

veterans for elected office must capitalize on strengths the women veterans already 

possess (i.e. leadership self-efficacy) to build political self-efficacy.  It is this leadership 

self-efficacy that has made the woman veteran feel qualified to run.  This can be 

accomplished by providing examples of how the women veterans’ previous leadership 

experiences compare to challenges faced by others who have run for office and how the 

veterans’ leadership skills can be applied to political scenarios.  Approaching formation 

of the political identity through the leadership identity will increase the woman veterans’ 

feelings of qualification, and increased feelings of qualification will only serve to 

increase political ambition.  

 Next, organizations cannot discount the importance of encouragement and 

recruitment.  Both Bandura’s (1997) conclusions on self-efficacy and Fox and Lawless’ 

(2011a) findings that political self-efficacy and exposure to recruitment accounts for the 

greatest changes in political ambition support the finding from this study that 

encouragement to run, either directly or indirectly, increases women veterans’ political 

ambition.  CTOs must distinguish between encouragement and recruitment working to 

increase both for women veterans.  CTOs can increase encouragement by establishing 

peer-mentoring networks in which women veterans who have completed training reach 

out to their veteran peers to encourage them to consider a run for elected office.  CTOs  

can increase recruitment by serving as a conduit between party gatekeepers and potential 

veteran candidates seeking out party gatekeepers, providing party gatekeepers 
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information on potential women veteran candidates that should be recruited, and 

providing party gatekeeper contact information to women veterans.  

 Given that women veterans in this study were not deterred, merely delayed, in 

entering politics based on their family roles and research has demonstrated that other 

women have similar concerns and desires, CTOs should approach their education efforts 

with the perspective that gender roles do not prevent a woman veteran from giving 

continued service via elected office.  Specifically, organizations should provide examples 

of how other elected officials have successfully balanced political life and family 

responsibilities placing emphasis on how relationships were impacted during various 

states of campaigning and elected office.  How to incorporate discussions of family roles 

into a campaign is also relevant to women veterans.  Research has demonstrated that 

while voters prefer women who are mothers over non-mothers, overtly focusing on this 

role is often detrimental to the candidate (Greenlee, Deason, & Langner, 2017).  The 

candidate is better served by communicating her willingness to support families 

(Greenlee et al., 2017); therefore, CTOs assisting women veterans in building their policy 

platforms must recognize that if included, family advocacy, not maternal roles, should be 

emphasized. 

Next, CTOs should approach women veterans with the perspective that pursuing 

elected office would utilize the same agentic characteristics as life in the military, and for 

these women assertiveness and determination are not an act, they are a part of their true 

personality. Given that women veterans may be viewed as a separate subtype group in 

which the possession of agentic traits is not in opposition to their personality, CTOs must 

capitalize on this potential advantage.  Specifically, CTOs should encourage women 



AMBITION	TO	RUN:	WOMEN	VETERANS	WHO	PURSUE	ELECTED	OFFICE	
	

95	

veterans to remain true to the personality characteristics they have come to possess 

neither negating nor overemphasizing their agentic qualities.  Given the impact that 

researchers have found on Party and gender trait association (Democrats are viewed as 

more feminine and Republicans as more masculine) (Winter, 2010; Dolan 2010), a 

woman veteran candidate may have an advantage in either Party.  Democrat women 

veterans may be viewed by voters as stronger on policy areas that are typically weaker 

for Democrats giving the Democrat women veteran candidate a better chance against her 

Republican counterpart.  Conversely, voters may view the Republican woman veteran as 

capable on traditional male policy issues while simultaneously strong in more 

traditionally feminine areas (education, health, etc.) thereby making the Republican 

woman veteran candidate a strong competitor in a general election. Said another way, the 

woman veteran has the potential to demonstrate strength on multiple fronts combining 

agentic traits that voters desire in their political leaders while simultaneously gaining 

advantage from perceived communal traits based on their traditional gender roles thereby 

making her an appealing candidate in both the primary and general election phases. 

Finally, given the motivational impact that stereotypes had on the participants in 

this study and their view of power as it pertains to those pursuing elected office, CTOs 

should incorporate policy formulation into their curriculums as a means of providing 

encouragement for women veterans to pursue political office to affect change.  The idea 

that women are motivated to political office for different reasons than men is not new.  

Researchers have repeatedly found that women are much more likely to be motivated to 

civic service by a specific issue, action, or policy (Costantini, 1990; Sanbonmatsu & 

Carroll, 2017).  Affording women veterans the opportunity to discuss policy and further 
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develop their position on a policy area of their choosing while in a training environment 

will serve as yet another motivational force while simultaneously building political self-

efficacy. 

Future Research 

Self-Efficacy 

 Bandura’s (2012) self-efficacy theory holds that an individual’s self-efficacy 

impacts how a person responds in difficult situations, the goals that one’s sets for 

him/herself, their expectations for success, and how an individual views their successes 

and failures.  With that in mind, future research should specifically address leadership 

self-efficacy in women seeking political office.  Comparing leadership self-efficacy rates 

and political ambition across professions may provide greater insight into the impact that 

leadership self-efficacy has on political self-efficacy and whether organization’s training 

women to run for political office should place greater emphasis on leadership 

development versus political development.  

Veteran Status Impact on Voter Choice 

 As discussed in chapter two, research to date has determined that Party affiliation 

has a greater impact on voter choice than military service (McDermott & Panagopoulos, 

2015; Teigen, 2008, 2013); however, it is important to note that the aforementioned 

studies did not include any women veteran candidates as part of the scenarios being 

tested.   Additionally, research has not yet emerged to determine the impact (if any) that 

military status has on voters for women veteran candidates.  This may be due in part to 

the very limited number of women veterans who have run for elected office and/or the 

lack of a centralized database from which researchers can gather information on veterans 
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who run for office.  Based on this absence of research, the finding from this study that 

women veterans possess the agentic characteristics that are traditionally associated with 

men and politicians, and the impact that trait stereotypes can have on voters as was 

discussed in chapter two, further research is needed to determine if military status 

impacts voter choice when the veteran is a woman.   

Impact of Rank on Qualification 

 Each of the participants in this study was a member of the military officer ranks, 

and therefore was placed in a position of leadership throughout her time in the military.  

While leadership opportunities are also readily available for enlisted military personnel, 

they often come after the individual has had several years in the service versus 

immediately upon completion of basic training.  Given that leadership experiences were 

found to impact leadership self-efficacy for women veterans, which impacted the 

potential candidate’s feelings of qualification to run for office, future studies should 

review whether enlisted personnel receive the same benefit in increased political office 

qualification from their time in the military. Additionally, quantitative studies focused on 

the impact of military rank, time in service, or service entity all present opportunities for 

future research in assessing impacts on qualification and political ambition. 

Implications 

 The implications for this study are significant for women veterans and women 

candidates.  For women veterans, this study lays an academic foundation for further study 

of their political ambition and how other veterans may be encouraged to pursue elected 

office through the promise of continued service and leadership.  Furthermore, it 

establishes a necessity for collecting data on women veterans who run for elected office 
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to discover if women veterans are not only different in their motivation for running for 

office, but whether they are also more or less successful than their non-veterans 

counterparts.  Women candidates, or those women considering elected office, may also 

be impacted by this study, as it speaks to the need to explore political ambition from a 

leadership identity development and a leadership self-efficacy perspective.  If feeling 

qualified to run for office remains the number one contributor to a woman’s political 

ambition (Fox & Lawless, 2005), there may be other means (besides political skill or 

network building) of obtaining those feelings of qualification.  This study presents the 

opportunity for those feelings of qualification to come from general leadership self-

efficacy, which can be built through leadership experiences outside of the political realm.   

 This study also has implications for political ambition and leadership theory.  

With the exception of this study, academic research has not explored the impacts of 

leadership identity development and leadership self-efficacy on political ambition.  

Analyzing political service and political ambition through the lens of leadership identity 

development will allow researchers another opportunity to refine the leadership identity 

process specifically addressing if those pursuing elected office follow similar leadership 

identity development processes as those in other industries. For example, Priest and 

Middleton (2016) argued that one’s identity is impacted both by how one views herself 

and how others view herself.  Applying this to political ambition research, if parents, 

peers, and teachers are less likely to view young girls as future civil servants, young girls 

are unlikely to do the same, and their future political ambitions are likely impacted.  This 

is in keeping with Fox and Lawless’ (2014) findings that young men and women are 

equally likely to have an interest in civil service, but young women are much less likely 
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to be exposed to the key experiences in life that drive political ambition.  Furthermore, 

application of DeRue and Ashford’s (2010) theory of claiming and granting leadership 

status may assist political scholars in understanding progressive ambition, as the process 

of being granted a leadership status makes one more inclined to seek out additional 

leadership opportunities.  The same has been found true for individuals pursuing political 

office in that progressive ambition becomes gender neutral once an individual is elected 

(Maestas et al., 2006).  Simply put, a plethora of examples exists for the potential parity 

of leadership theory and political ambition research.  Given the positive nature with 

which leadership is regarded and the negative connotations associated with politics, 

exploration of how leadership impacts political service may improve civil service 

standing in the public’s eye. 

Summary 

 Women remain substantially under-represented in American elected government, 

and research on why the gender gap exists has largely concluded that American voters 

desire women in office and women candidates are successful when they run.  The gap 

exists, however, in women’s political ambition and more specifically in their personal 

feelings of qualification in running for and holding a seat in office.  While past research 

has looked at the various career fields that typically funnel into politics in order to 

determine why a woman’s political ambition was different from a man’s, research did not 

include an important population that makes up nearly 20% of Congress—veterans.  To 

that end, the purpose of this study was to discover what experiences fostered political 

ambition in women veterans who anticipated running for state or federal office within the 

next 10 years.  Utilizing an IPA methodology, interviews were conducted with 12 women 
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veterans to ascertain whether women veterans were driven by the same factors as their 

non-veteran counterparts.  This study concluded that women veterans’ political ambition 

is driven by a desire to continue serving and leading after their military service.  While 

feeling qualified to run is still a factor in their political ambition development, it is not the 

most important factor, and it is influenced by their leadership self-efficacy.  Based on 

these conclusions, this study has provided recommendations for CTOs to develop 

curriculums that educate and recruit women veterans by focusing on an opportunity for 

continued service, the parallels of their military leadership experiences and political 

service, giving encouragement from veterans who have previously run for office, 

demonstrating how other veterans have balanced political and family life, explaining the 

necessity to retain agentic characteristics gained or refined in the military, and how a 

woman veteran can make an impact through policy that is important to her.  Ultimately, 

women veterans do present an opportunity to close the gender gap in American elected 

government; however, given their very small numbers and the lack of data available to 

date regarding their success, it will take considerable and concentrated effort on the part 

of CTOs and the women veterans themselves to leverage that opportunity.   
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Appendix A 

Interview Protocol: Political Ambition Development in Women Veterans 

Interview Data 

Time of Interview: 

Date: 

Place: 

Interviewer:  Crystal Neihoff 

Participant Information 

Participant Name: 

Branch of Military Service:  

Length of Military Service: 

Final Military Rank upon Separation/Retirement: 

Campaign Information 

Office Desired: 

Anticipated Campaign Year: 

Have you completed the Veterans Campaign Weekend Workshop? Y/N 

Introduction 
 

Based on significant academic research, we know that women are less likely than 

men to run for elected office, but what we do not know much about is women veterans 

who run for elected office.  Women’s service in the American military goes back as far as 

General Washington’s Army during the Revolutionary War, and the first woman served 

in Congress in1913, yet little is known about the intersection of theses two types of 

service. 
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     To that end, I am here today to talk to you about how your political ambition was 

developed.  I want to thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for this research project on 

political ambition in women veterans. I also want to remind you that your comments will 

remain confidential and anonymous. Finally, while I do have some pre-established 

questions to ask you that should take us approximately an hour to complete, please feel 

free to expand on anything we discuss to the extent you feel comfortable doing so.  I will 

be recording our session for transcription purposes, and you will receive a full copy of the 

transcript prior to me moving forward with any publication.  Do you have any questions 

before we begin? 

Have them sign the consent form.  
Questions 

 
Icebreaker:  Can you tell me about your military career?  What compelled you to join the 

military and what were some of your assignments? 

1. Voters:  How do you feel voters will see you as a candidate? 

2. Voters:  How do you believe voters view women candidates?  Women elected 

officials? 

3. Party gatekeepers:  Who has encouraged or discouraged you to run for office, and 

how? 

4. Political ambition (stage in life):  How (if at all) has your current stage in life 

impacted your decision to run? 

5. Political ambition (gender ideology): How have your current roles in life 

impacted your decision to run? 
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6. Political ambition (political upbringing):  What was your political upbringing? i.e. 

was politics discussed in your home, were your family members involved, how 

was it viewed? 

7. Political ambition (qualification): How did you come to the conclusion that you 

were qualified to run for office? 

8. Leadership identity:  How do you view yourself as a leader? 

9. Leadership identity: What leadership experiences in your life do you feel most 

prepared you to run for and serve in elected office? 

Closing:  Is there anything else that you think would be important for me to know 

regarding your political ambitions?   

Thank you for speaking with me today.  I appreciate your time and your 

willingness to share your experiences both from serving in the military and interest in 

pursuing elected office.  If you think of anything that you think may be helpful to 

furthering the study of women veterans pursuing elected office, please do not hesitate to 

contact me at crystalneihoff@creighton.edu or 410-212-2977.  I will contact you no later 

than XX date with a copy of the transcript, and you will receive a copy of my final 

research.   
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Appendix B 

Initial Recruiting Email Sent by Veterans Campaign 

Dear [First Name], 

I want to thank you for your continued interest and investment in Veterans 

Campaign.  We are committed to providing quality information and education to those 

who have already completed our workshops and those who simply want to know more.  

As the only program specifically designed for veterans, we are continually refining our 

programs based on what both academic research has demonstrated to be effective and 

what experts in the field have experienced.  To that end, Crystal Neihoff, a fellow 

veteran, co-author of the 2014 Veterans Campaign Field Report, and Veterans Campaign 

alumna, is conducting her doctoral dissertation research on political ambition in women 

veterans.   Knowing the value that this kind of research could provide to Veterans 

Campaign, Crystal will be sharing her research findings with Veterans Campaign for use 

in our 2018 programming. 

 If you are interested in participating in her research or want to know more about 

it, please contact Crystal at CrystalNeihoff@creighton.edu.  In order to serve as a 

participant in the research you only need to intend to run for state or federal elected office 

within the next ten years and have not run in a previous election.  All participant 

information will remain anonymous and pseudonyms will be utilized in the presented 

research to protect the identity of the participants.   

 Thank you for helping Veterans Campaign continue to advance its mission of 

encouraging, mentoring, and preparing veterans for a second service in civic leadership! 

Seth Lynn, President, Veterans Campaign 
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Appendix C 

Participant Recruitment Request Posted to Social Media Groups 

Ladies,  

I'm in the home stretch of completing my doctorate of education in leadership and 

desperately need participants for my dissertation research. If you or any woman veteran that 

you know intends to run for state or federal elected office within the next ten years, and 

would be willing to participate in a video teleconference interview please contact me here or 

at crystalneihoff@creighton.edu. 

Due to the nature of my research, those who have already run for office (win or lose) 

cannot be included and those who are running for local office cannot be included. 

Thanks in advance for your help! 
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Appendix D 

Participant Recruitment Email sent to Researcher’s Veteran Network 

All, 

As some of you may know, I'm pursuing my doctorate in leadership and presently 

writing my dissertation on political ambition in women veterans.  To that end, I am 

studying women veterans with an INTENT to run for state or federal office within the 

next ten years.  If you or someone you know fits these parameters and would be 

interested in participating in a video conference interview with me, please pass along my 

information.  They can contact me at this email or a crystalneihoff@creighton.edu 

  Thank you in advance for spreading the word about this study.  While the 

population under study is limited to women veterans, the research has the potential to 

benefit all veterans running for office 

Crystal 
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Appendix E 

Researcher’s Biography Emailed to Participants 

Crystal (Speckmann) Neihoff is originally from Johnson, Nebraska. She 

graduated from Johnson-Brock Public High School in 2000 and entered the U.S. Naval 

Academy that June. At the Naval Academy Ms. Neihoff majored in Political Science. She 

served in several leadership positions to include Battalion Commander overseeing a staff 

of 12 Midshipman and serving as the Midshipman commander of approximately 700 

Midshipman (out of a Brigade of 4,000) during the second semester of her senior year. 

She graduated with merit in May, 2004 receiving a Bachelor’s of Science in Political 

Science and her commission as a Second Lieutenant in the United States Marine Corps. 

Ms. Neihoff reported to The Basic School in July, 2004 in Quantico, Virginia to 

undergo basic infantry training as a platoon commander. After this six-month period, she 

was selected to serve as an Air Support Control Officer, and Ms. Neihoff reported to her 

first unit (MASS-3) at Camp Pendleton, California in May 2005. Ms. Neihoff deployed 

with her unit to Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) 05-07 from January-August of 2006. 

While deployed she was responsible for aerial deconfliction of all air traffic within the 

Marine Corps sector of Iraq. 

In July 2007, Ms. Neihoff reported to her second unit, MTACS-38 in Miramar, 

California. She again deployed with her unit to OIF in July 2008 serving as the Senior 

Air Coordinator or senior aviation command and control officer for Marine aviation in 

Iraq with the help of her 15-man crew. Ms. Neihoff returned from OIF in January 2009. 

Both her and her husband were selected for resident professional military education and 

moved back to Quantico, Virginia in July 2009. 
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After completing Expeditionary Warfare School in Quantico, Ms. Neihoff 

remained at the school to serve as the logistics officer and aviation command and control 

instructor. During this time, she also completed her Masters of Professional Studies in 

Political Management from George Washington University. Ms. Neihoff separated from 

the Marine Corps in August, 2012 after eight years of service. She spent a year in 

Washington D.C serving as a political consultant before moving to North Carolina for her 

husband's military service. From 2013-2015 Ms. Neihoff volunteered with a variety of 

organizations supporting veterans and military spouses. She has also served as a 

consultant to Veterans Campaign, a nonprofit organization dedicated to teaching veterans 

how to run for office. In the summer of 2015, Ms. Neihoff moved with her family to 

Wichita, Kansas where she is presently working on her doctorate of education in 

interdisciplinary leadership.  

Ms. Neihoff is married to Nathan Neihoff. They have a five-year-old son, 

Jackson, and a two-year-old son, Jase. Ms. Neihoff’s personal decorations include two 

Navy Commendation medals and three Navy and Marine Corps Achievement medals. 
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Appendix F 

Informed Consent Letter 

Introduction 

You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Crystal Neihoff, a 

doctoral candidate in the Department of Interdisciplinary Leadership at Creighton 

University.  The purpose of this research is to understand how political ambition is 

developed in women veterans in order to develop future training programs for women 

veterans interested in pursuing elected office.  This form includes detailed information on 

the research to help you decide whether to participate in this study.  Please read it 

carefully and ask any questions that you have before you agree to participate. 

Procedures 

Your participation will involve an in-person or video teleconferencing (method is 

dependent upon location) interview with Crystal Neihoff where you will be asked to 

share your story of military service and how you came to decide to run for elected office.  

Your total participation time in this study is expected to be 90 minutes.  If you agree to 

participate, the researcher will also collect information on your service branch, your 

length of service, your final military rank upon separation/retirement from the service, 

and the level of office you intend to run for (state or federal).  Ten to fifteen women 

veterans are anticipated to be participants in this research study.   

Risks 

This is a minimal risk research study.  This means that the risk of participating is 

no more likely or serious than those you encounter in everyday activities.  
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Benefits 

 There is no direct benefit to you for participating in this research study.  More 

broadly, this study will help the researcher learn about the development of political 

ambition in women veterans and may help future women veterans pursue elected office.   

Anonymity 

The researcher will make every effort to ensure that the information you provide 

as part of this study remains anonymous.  Pseudonyms will be utilized and identifying 

information (such as references to and/or state districts) will be removed from any 

publications, presentations, or reports resulting from this study.  However, due to the 

limited number of women veterans pursuing elected office, it is possible for someone to 

recognize your story/situation despite the researcher’s efforts to keep all information 

anonymous. 

Your information will be collected through video recordings, audio recordings, 

email, and researcher field notes.  This information will be securely stored in a restricted 

access folder on Dropbox.com, an encrypted, cloud-based storage system as well as on 

the researcher’s personal backup external hard drive, which is stored in a restricted-

access office.  This form will be kept for ten years.   

It is unlikely, but possible, that others (Creighton University or state or federal 

officials) may require the researcher to share the information you give to the study to 

ensure that the research was conducted safely and appropriately.  The researcher will only 

share your information if law or policy requires her to do so.  Veterans Campaign will not 

be given any identifying information in regards to the participants and will only receive 

the published findings that will be made available to the general public. 
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Voluntary Participation & Withdrawal 

Your participation in this research is completely voluntary.  If you agree to 

participate now and change your mind later, you may withdraw up until the conclusion of 

the interview.  Should you wish to withdraw, please contact the researcher immediately 

via email at crystalneihoff@creighton.edu or via phone at 410-212-2977.   The researcher 

may choose to terminate your participation in this research study if it is found that any 

qualifying factors are not met. 

Future Participation 

If the researcher learns anything new during the course of this research study that 

might affect your willingness to continue participation, you will be contacted about those 

findings.  Once the research is complete, the researcher will email you the findings of the 

study.  The researcher would like to keep your contact information in order to invite you 

to participate in future research studies.  If you would like her to keep your contact 

information, please initial here: ___. 

This contact information is maintained completely separate from anything the 

researcher does with the study and will be maintained for a period of ten years.  You can 

contact Crystal Neihoff at any time to be removed from this list. 

IRB Review 

The Institutional Review Board for the protection of human research participants 

at Creighton University has reviewed and approved this study.  If you have questions 

about the research study itself, please contact Crystal Neihoff at 

crystalneihoff@creighton.edu or 410-212-2977.  If you have questions about your rights 

or would simply like to speak with someone other than the researcher about questions or 
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concerns, please contact the researcher’s advisor at Creighton, Dr. Jim Martin, at 

JimMartin@creighton.edu. 

Informed Consent 

By signing below, you agree to participate in the study.  You indicate that you 

understand the risks and benefits of participation, and that you know what you will be 

asked to do.  You also agree that you have asked any questions you might have, and are 

clear on how to stop your participation in the study if you choose to do so.  Please be sure 

to retain a copy of this form for your records. 

_______________________________ ____________________________ _____ 

Participant’s Signature   Participant’s Name, Printed  Date 

_______________________________ _____________ 

Crystal Neihoff      Date 

Principal Researcher 

410-212-2977; crystalneihoff@creighton.edu 
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Appendix G 

Dr. Jeff Anderson Peer Debriefing Results 
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Appendix H 

Veterans Campaign Letter of Agreement 
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Appendix I 

Initial Codebook After Video Review 

Asked to run 

Can’t be what you don’t see 

Defining Leadership 

Dissuaders to run 

Diversity 

Hesitation to run 

Humility 

Ideology  

Importance of being informed 

Leadership exampled 

Motivation to run 

Needs to be asked to run 

Outsider 

Party stigma in military 

Personality characteristics 

Political upbringing 

Politician stereotypes 

Qualified to run 

Servant leadership 

Stigma against political service 
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Appendix J 

Final Codebook 

Candidate 

 Parental Influence 

  Civic Action By Parents/Grandparents 

  Importance of Being Informed 

  Parental Military Service 

 Early Election Involvement 

 Candidate Roles 

  Advocate 

  LGBT 

  Parent 

 Personality Traits 

  Ambition 

  Humility 

  Driven 

  Self-confident 

 Qualified to Run 

  Can’t be What you Don’t See 

  Motivation to Run 

Political Actor Influences 

 Discouraged by Politicians 

 Encouraged by Politicians 
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 Ideology Impact 

Spousal/Significant Other Support 

Voters 

 Perception of Candidate by Voters 

 Stereotypes held by Voters 

  

 

 




