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EMILY’s List: Lessons Learned for NDI Programming

Because of the broad awareness of the organization EMILY’s List and my time there as an employee, many staff have inquired about or said that they would like to use the EMILY’s List model in their programming.  I think there is a misperception about what the “EMILY’s List model” is and how it may be used in an international context.  So within this fact sheet, I will lay out the history of EMILY’s List, the lessons that can be taken to a broader scope and actual programs that could be duplicated.
History of EMILY’s List
In 1985, 25 women, rolodexes in hand, gathered in Ellen Malcolm's basement to send letters to their friends about a network they were forming to raise money for pro-choice Democratic women candidates.  They decided to endorse two women running for the U.S. Senate and Senator Barbara Mikulski (MD) — one of those first two candidates — became the first Democratic woman elected to the Senate in her own right in 1986. Known as the dean of the Senate women, Mikulski continues to serve as a mentor to new women members of the Senate.

By 1991, EMILY's List was gaining respect and political influence while maintaining its grassroots support. The effects were obvious: women were stepping up to run, and EMILY’s List had a then-record number of candidates for the 1992 elections. Then the Clarence Thomas-Anita Hill controversy motivated women across the country to take political action -- and, for many of them, this meant joining EMILY's List and harnessing their power as donors, voters, and candidates.  EMILY's List also got a big bump in March, when 60 Minutes aired a profile of Ellen and EMILY’s List. The show explained EMILY’s List’s mission and goals to the nation -- and the nation was listening. The segment raised awareness and led to explosive fundraising and membership growth.  In April, the March for Women's Lives took place on the National Mall, highlighting the power of women in a crucial election year.  During the "Year of the Woman," EMILY's List helped elect four new women senators and 20 new congresswomen. Membership grew more than 600 percent, with more than 23,000 members contributing over $10.2 million.

In the next several years, EMILY’s List expanded the work it did to support women running for office.  To prepare for the 1996 elections, it launched WOMEN VOTE! nationwide to mobilize women voters across the country.  After the 2000 election cycle, EMILY’s List created the Political Opportunity Program (POP) to recruit, train, and support pro-choice Democratic women running for state and local office.  In 2002, EMILY's List launched Campaign Corps, a program that trains a select group of recent college graduates to work in targeted progressive Democratic campaigns leading up to election day.  And in 2004, the "Air EMILY" project trained and mobilized 1,300 activists to get out the vote on Election Day in Florida helping Democratic candidates up and down the ballot. 

In 2006, EMILY's List candidates won critical House and Senate races helping Democrats regain control of Congress and elevating Cong. Nancy Pelosi to her historic role as the first woman Speaker of the House. Furthermore, Amy Klobuchar (MN) and Claire McCaskill (MO) won their 2006 bids for the U.S. Senate, helping Democrats take back control of Congress.   

On January 20, 2007, Hillary Clinton announced the formation of a presidential exploratory committee, and EMILY's List made its first presidential endorsement the same day. EMILY’s List raised money for Clinton’s campaign and turned out millions of women to vote for her in primaries -- helping spark a surge of enthusiasm for the 2008 elections.  By Election Day in 2008, EMILY's List had raised more than $43 million and helped elect 12 new women to the U.S. House, two to the U.S. Senate, and the first woman governor of North Carolina. 
EMILY’s List Lessons

The first lesson to be learned from EMILY’s List is that it started more than 25 years ago as a small organization – just 25 women around a table trying to figure out how to help women in the U.S. get elected to the U.S. House and Senate.  Sometimes people see that EMILY’s List has 100,000 members and a multi-million budget and want that quickly.  It takes time, hard work and an ability to take advantage of opportunities to grow into that size of an organization.

Second, EMILY’s List was created to help fund the campaigns of pro-choice, Democratic women running for federal political office.  The founding mothers focused on the barrier – campaign funding – that they thought was the toughest for women candidates in the U.S. to overcome.  Each group’s members in every country need to complete an assessment of their political system to figure out what the primary obstacle(s) are to women’s representation and then try to find a solution.

Finally, EMILY’s List made the conscientious decision to work to get more women elected within the current political funding structure.  It was never a goal or priority of the organization to change the ways federal campaigns are funded.  Moreover, EMILY’s List has always focused on working with candidates and does not train or lobby sitting elected officials on legislative issues.
EMILY’s List Programs

The most well-known EMILY’s List program is the bundling of campaign contributions for women candidates.  They look for viable political opportunities and recruit strong pro-choice Democratic women candidates to run.  Then, they tell their members about these women, and ask them to give directly to their campaigns.  The contributions go through EMILY’s List, either through the mail or electronically, so that the candidate knows how much they received from the organization.  There is no limit to how much political organizations can bundle for candidates. This program is the one least likely to be applicable in other political environments.
There are several other activities, some already a part of NDI’s women’s political participation programs, which may be useful models for other organizations.  The first is the training of women candidates and their staffs.  This is straightforward and well-developed in NDI programming.
Another potential program is the recruitment of women candidates.  Going hand-in-hand with the training, the recruitment process utilizes local organizations and networks to find women that might be interested in running, trains the potential candidates on basic campaign skills to “take the mystery out” of political campaigns, and then supports the women throughout the electoral process.  Ideally, there would also be a database to track the women for future elections.

EMILY’s List also holds a private, yearly conference called the Majority Council Conference that is attended by supporters who give a fairly large donation ($1,000) each year.  The conference is significant because it brings together the EMILY’s List staff, major political donors (including other organizations such as labor unions, political parties, etc.), candidates and other political actors to discuss the current political environment, issues and challenges.  More importantly, it allows for networking between these groups that are largely geographically dispersed across the country. 
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