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The lowa Commission on the Status of Women proposes extending gender balance requirements for boards and
commissions to include political subdivisions. Statewide boards and commissions have been gender balanced
since 1987; nonetheless, local officials have been slow to adopt such practices. By far, most local boards and
commissions are not gender balanced, especially those with greatest economic and political influence. According
to a 2009 ICSW phone survey that reached 99 counties,’ the average rate of female appointments across
Planning/Zoning, Adjustment, Compensation,2 and Condemnation Boards and Commissions is 18%. In other
words, women are less than one out of every six decision makers on these county economic policy bodies.

It is hard to find people to serve as it is. How will local governments find enough interested women?

Recruiting women to serve is probably the easiest way to fill local boards and commissions. Females volunteer at
significantly higher rates than do males in lowa (41.4 % of IA women volunteer, compared to 30.6% of men),? and
lowa ranks 7" in the nation in civic volunteering. Women with children under age 18 volunteer at a significantly
higher rate than do women without young children, and women who work volunteer at a significantly higher rate
than those who don’t.* Adult women outnumber adult men in 90 of lowa’s 99 counties.
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Our appointing body “doesn’t see” gender. We appoint the most qualified “person”—no matter who they are.
If local board and commission appointments were indeed based on qualifications of the citizenry, it would be
astounding that so few women are appointed. First, many counties reported having no formal application
process; anecdotally, several told us “it's who you know” that gets one appointed. lowa women have a great
many qualifications for serving, such as having higher rates of both associate’s and bachelor’s attainment than
men. Specific to expertise for boards in the ICSW survey, (excluding absentee ownership) women are
operator/owner or partners for 47% of agricultural land in lowa. Nonetheless, ICSW has proposed exclusion for
boards requiring highly specialized technical expertise, such as Electrical Code.

Gender balance on local boards and commissions is crucial for community development, growing local leaders,
and filling the pipeline with qualified female candidates. Research shows that though women are elected just as
often as men, they are 3 times less likely than men to be asked to run. Serving on local boards and commissions
makes it much more likely that women be included in the list of “who you know.” Gender balance on local boards
and commissions stands to triple the number of women leaders in lowa communities and would equip hundreds
more women to potentially seek more ways to serve lowa in many capacities.

! Time and ICSW staff constraints dictated that only data for counties was collected due to there being fewer counties than
cities and more consistency between types of boards and commissions among counties than cities.

? The roles and definitions of Compensation Boards and Commissions can vary from county to county, but both impact local
economic decisions.
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