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lem solving over political point-scoring.
One In Five

The Monitor built a database of 
933 elected municipal offi cials in New 
Hampshire’s 13 cities and 221 towns: 
all the selectmen, city councilors, town 
councilors, aldermen and mayors. Most 
of the information was provided in late 
January by the Local Government Cen-
ter in Concord, though it may not refl ect 
all resignations and appointments since 
the most recent election.

The breakdown: 189 municipal of-
fi cials, or 20.3 percent of the total, are 
women; 744, or 79.7 percent, are men. 
Among chairs of select boards and may-
ors, just 34 – or 14.5 percent – are women, 
with men running 200 – or 85.5 percent – 
of New Hampshire’s towns and cities.
Why women don’t run

There’s little evidence voters won’t 
elect women to local offi ce. While men 
won 10 out of the 15 contested races for 
selectman in Merrimack County last 
year, seven of those men didn’t face a 
woman on the ballot, while all fi ve wom-
en who won were elected in races that 
included at least one man on the ballot.

In general, women do as well as men 
when they do run for public offi ce, politi-
cal scientists Jennifer Lawless and Richard 
Fox concluded in a 2005 book, It Takes A 
Candidate, and a follow-up research pa-
per published in January, Men Rule.

But there is a sizable gap in politi-
cal ambition. Fox and Lawless last year 

surveyed nearly 4,000 potential candi-
dates – lawyers, businesspeople, edu-
cators and political activists – across 
the country. While 22 percent of men 
said they were interested in running for 
offi ce in the future, just 14 percent of 
women said the same.
“My arm was bent”

Mishcon’s path to the Andover Board 
of Selectmen, where she’s now in her 
second term, illustrates many of the is-
sues faced by female candidates.

Originally from Pennsylvania, she 
moved to Andover in 1987 and said 
she was immediately impressed by the 
openness of town meeting government. 
She got involved on the board of a pre-
school attended by her son and daugh-
ter, then volunteered with after-school 
and youth programs.

From there, she was asked to run for 
the school board, and won the fi rst of 
three terms in 1999.

“For school board, you have a regu-
lar monthly meeting . . . but for select-
men it’s two meetings a month, and 
then you have to serve on boards ex of-
fi cio . . . and pretty soon you’ve got a lot 
of nighttime meetings,” Mishcon said. 
“And I think that’s very hard for wom-
en to do. It’s certainly hard for young 
women to do.”

When she passed on a fourth term on 
the school board, Mishcon said she was 
recruited by two longtime selectmen to 
run for selectwoman. And despite expe-
rience on the school board and service 
on the town recycling committee, she 

said she didn’t feel particularly quali-
fi ed to take charge of municipal issues 
like roads and trash.

“I did not want to, really. My arm was 
bent severely to do that,” she said. “And 
the only reason I felt okay with doing 
that was, I was going in with two expe-
rienced veterans . . . so I knew I could sit 
back and learn for at least two years.”

She ran, and won. She’s served as 
chairwoman of the board for a year and 
is now in her second term, tackling ev-
erything from taxes to recycling.

But, she said, town government may 
not have the same appeal to women as 
the school board, both in terms of poli-
cy and process.

“Once you get to town meeting, 
women, they just say to me, ‘How can 
you take it, sitting up on the stage with 
people yelling at you?’ “ Mishcon said. 
“It’s a very intimidating thing if you take 
things personally. . . . I think it’s the in-
timidation of the town meeting itself that 
puts women off. There are enough peo-
ple in the legislative body that raise their 
voices loudly. It’s not particularly fun.”
How women govern

The dearth of women in government, 
Lawless and Fox wrote in their January 
paper, “raises grave concerns regarding 
democratic legitimacy and fundamen-
tal issues of political representation. 
Electing more women increases the 
likelihood that policy debates and de-
liberations include women’s views and 
experience.”

But while Congress and the Leg-
islature might debate issues like con-
traception and civil rights, the work 
of municipal offi cials is usually more 
matter-of-fact: solid waste, road paving, 
police and fi re coverage.

Mary Kay Huntoon, a selectwoman 
in Wilmot for the past decade, said she 
thinks the more important gap in small-
town government isn’t gender, but age.

“We need to have younger blood in-
volved. That’s what we need,” Huntoon 
said. “We can’t just have retired people 
doing it all the time. You need the infl ux 
of new ideas.”

Still, academic research indicates 
that gender can matter. A 1999 national 
study of female and male city manag-
ers found the women were “more likely 
than their male counterparts to incorpo-
rate citizen input, facilitate communica-

Women  from page 17 tion and encourage citizen involvement 
in their decision-making process.”

And a number of offi cials said that 
while there’s variation among individual 
lawmakers, women can bring a distinct 
style to government, in particular a focus 
on problem-solving and openness.

Mishcon said she once took a group 
of Girl Scouts to the State House, where 
they met then-Governor (and now US 
senator) Jeanne Shaheen. There, she 
recalled, she asked Shaheen if women 
bring anything special to government.

“She said, absolutely, women tend to 
work more toward consensus, whereas 
men tend to defend a position,” Mishcon 
said. “And these are gross generaliza-
tions, but it works. Just ask anybody 
if they agree. And I guess that’s my 
answer as well. I feel I defi nitely don’t 
have an agenda, and I know I try much 
harder to avoid confrontation, to get 
consensus.”
“Waiting to be asked”

There’s no shortage of programs try-
ing to increase the number of women 
in public offi ce in New Hampshire and 
across the country.

Donna Sytek, a Salem Republi-
can and the fi rst female speaker of the 
House from 1996 to 2000, in 2003 
helped found the Vesta Roy Excellence 
in Public Service Series, a training pro-
gram for Republican women interested 
in seeking public offi ce. The late Roy 
was president of the state Senate and 
served as acting governor for a week 
after Hugh Gallen’s death in late De-
cember 1982.

“I’m constantly recruiting candidates 
because I’m convinced people are out 
there, waiting to be asked,” Sytek said.

Senator Sylvia Larsen, a former Con-
cord city councilor and Senate presi-
dent and current Democratic leader in 
the state Senate, said she’s in the pro-
cess of starting a similar program for 
Democratic women that could hold its 
fi rst training session next month. Like 
the Vesta Roy program, she said, it will 
target women interested in running for 
any level of government.

After all, today’s selectwomen could 
be tomorrow’s governors.
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