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Abstract 

Women continue to be underrepresented in politics, even in countries with relatively 

high gender equality such as within the borders of Europe. A major contributor to this 

underrepresentation is that women have lower political ambition than men, i.e., women are 

less interested in and willing to become political candidates. Moreover, the political domain 

remains highly masculinised, undervaluing the issues that disproportionately impact women 

and undervaluing feminine leadership traits. Both men and women in politics are part of 

perpetuating the stereotypical and limited image of what politics is and what politicians 

should do. Women’s descriptive (numeric), symbolic and substantive political representation 

are therefore harmed by supply-side factors. In this thesis, supply-side refers to those factors 

that impact the choices of potential political candidates and actual political candidates in 

ways that limit the quantity and quality of women’s political representation. This thesis tests 

the potential impact of media discrimination against women on the supply-side of women’s 

political representation. Media discrimination in political news includes underreporting on 

women, using stereotypical gender portrayals, disproportionately criticising female 

politicians and objectifying women. While the literature gives reason to expect both 

politically activating and deactivating effects of discrimination exposure on women, there are 

extremely few studies testing potential media effects on men and women’s political ambition. 

Likewise, there are extremely few studies testing whether gendered campaign environments 

impact the way future candidates choose to behave within the political domain. Using data 

from two experimental studies and content analyses, this thesis highlights both the resilience 

of women in the face of media discrimination, and simultaneously the way media 

discrimination hinders progress towards putting femininity on an equal footing with 

masculinity in the political domain.   
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1 Introduction 

In Europe, women consume significantly less news media than men (Benesch 2012). 

For example, on average in Italy, France, Germany, the UK and Spain, 52% of men but only 

37% of women are in the habit of reading online newspapers (Fortunati et al. 2014). The 

gender gap in news consumption is a serious issue, given that reading newspapers is a central 

avenue for learning about politics and can even level out the playing field between educated 

and non-educated individuals’ political knowledge (Fraile 2011). Women’s own stated 

reasons for disliking news media commonly centre around what has been called the ‘news-is-

for-men’ perception (Toff and Palmer 2019): women express that keeping up with the news 

is more for men than for themselves. On the surface, this gendered news avoidance 

phenomenon makes women seem disinterested in the economic, social and political 

environment around them. But a closer look at political news provides a different explanation 

as to why women may feel disconnected from the world of news media. 

Gender inequality in the news remains a global issue, despite efforts on the local, 

national and international levels to prioritise and decrease discriminatory practices of media 

(Djerf-Pierre and Edström 2020). It appears more rational to dislike and even avoid reading 

the news when doing so entails seeing stereotypical (Campus 2013), disproportionately 

criticised (Van der Pas and Aaldering 2020) depictions of members of your group, or indeed 

that your group is severely underreported on (GMMP 2020). Yet the consequences of media 

discrimination may run well beyond making women dislike reading the news. Media 

discrimination could also impact women’s political representation in various ways, as this 

thesis will argue. 

The majority of previous research into media effects on women’s political 

representation have been limited to the ways in which voters’ (and sometimes parties’) 

demand for female representatives is impacted by the media (cf. Carson et al. 2019; Dolan 

2014; Brooks 2013; Schlehofer et al. 2011; Kahn and Goldenberg 1991). For example, Bauer 

(2015) finds that voters only use gender stereotypes when evaluating candidates if the 

campaign media has highlighted gender stereotypes. Very few studies have considered 

supply-side effects of media discrimination. Yet, there are reasons to suspect that female 

politicians and potential female candidates themselves could be affected by media 

discrimination (Pruysers and Blais 2017; Lawless 2009). Those studies that have considered 
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supply-side effects, specifically considering whether women’s ambition to enter politics 

could be impacted by media discrimination, have found positive (Moore 2005), negative 

(Haraldsson and Wängnerud 2019) or non-significant (Pruysers et al. 2020) effects. The field 

therefore suffers from both the sparsity of studies and the fact that media discrimination may 

have both politically activating and deactivating effects on women that are as of yet 

insufficiently understood. In this thesis, I use the phrase ‘political activation’ to describe how 

individuals are motivated to enter or engage with politics in different ways, in a manner that 

is responsive to their environment. Under what conditions does media discrimination impact 

(men and) women’s political ambition? Does media discrimination impact the way politicians 

present themselves and their policy preferences? And are some forms of discrimination in 

media more impactful than others? These are the underlying questions of this thesis in order 

to understand how the media environment could shape the supply-side of women’s political 

representation. 

Women’s political representation refers to several inter-related forms of 

representation (Celis and Childs 2020), including descriptive, symbolic and substantive. 

Hannah Pitkin (1967) in particular inspired research on the ways in which women’s numeric 

presence in politics (descriptive representation) impacts not only the symbolic associations 

between ‘women’ and ‘politics’, but also the substantive, policy outcomes relating to 

women’s interests. For all three of these forms of representation, women’s own motivation to 

enter politics and goals within the domain of politics are of central importance. By 

perpetuating gender stereotypes and diminishing women’s capabilities in politics, media can 

act as a “difference engine” (Djerf-Pierre 2011) that leads women away from politics or that 

limits their political behaviours to those that most closely resemble socially acceptable 

pursuits for women. Yet, women may also be more motivated to prove women’s competence 

and to reassert their needs when media appears to limit their freedom (Fedi and Rollero 

2016).  

Women’s willingness to enter politics, their choices regarding how to present 

themselves in the political domain and their policy preferences may all be affected by the 

media discrimination they are exposed to in their daily lives. In this thesis, I explore media 

discrimination effects on the supply-side of women’s political representation using content 

analysis and experimental data collected in Italy and Sweden. Theory is drawn from social 

and political psychology, communication studies, leadership studies and sociology, to 

combine insights regarding motivating and demotivating effects of discrimination. This thesis 

has three goals: Firstly, to contribute to the media, gender and politics literature by 
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addressing how media discrimination impacts women’s potential entry into politics and the 

gendered behaviour of politicians. Secondly, to add more empirical research conducted 

within the European context, an area of the world that is sometimes assumed to have 

advanced beyond the gendered political issues in its more-studied counterpart, North 

America. Thirdly, to explore the nuances of women’s resilience in the face of discrimination 

plastered over their newspapers and online newsfeeds. 

Chapter 2, published in Political Research Quarterly, provides a first glimpse into the 

effect of media discrimination on the political ambition gender gap in one European context: 

Italy. Political ambition is the interest and willingness of individuals to enter politics, and a 

rich North American-dominated literature has found that women are less politically ambitious 

than men (cf. Bonneau and Kanthak 2020; Pruysers and Blais 2018; Lawless and Fox 2010; 

Fox and Lawless 2014). Using a laboratory experiment, I find that exposure to media 

discrimination increased women’s political ambition, both in terms of their stated interest in 

being politicians in the group task of the experiment, and their likelihood of actually choosing 

the political role over a non-political role. Men, instead, had lower political ambition when 

media discrimination occurred. Media discrimination may, therefore, decrease the political 

ambition gender gap, partially by women’s reactance against media discrimination and 

partially by men’s political aversion when the political domain appears negatively (despite 

media discrimination targeting only women). The chapter illuminates that, at least in the 

short-term and in the context studied, women’s political engagement can be activated by 

media discrimination. Although women showed resilience against media discrimination when 

it came to running for election, the findings of this chapter raised new questions, such as, did 

the discrimination lead to common responses relating to threat and avoidance (Steele 1997) in 

other ways? 

If women change their political behaviour because of media discrimination, this could 

suggest a threat response of self-policing to avoid gendered sanctions in the political domain. 

Chapter 3 tries to address this question by considering whether media discrimination impacts 

the behavioural choices of political candidates, and therefore the symbolic image of gender in 

the political domain, as well as the substantive preferences of politicians. The empirical 

analysis uses text responses written by lab participants from the same experiment as in 

Chapter 2, to understand whether the media treatment impacted gendered self-presentation. In 

other words, whether media discrimination affected men or women’s feminine rhetoric 

(references to traditionally female policy issues, ambivalent tone, collective references) or 

masculine rhetoric (traditionally male policy issues, aggressive tone, individual references). 
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While men’s rhetoric was almost unaffected, women’s feminine and masculine rhetoric was 

impacted by the media in a manner that supports the ‘double bind’ (Bauer and Santia 2021; 

Winfrey and Schnoebelen 2019) of women in politics. Women, but not men, felt more 

pressure to highlight both their masculinity and femininity when the media environment was 

gendered, compared to when they had been exposed to gender neutral media. Not only does 

this suggest a disproportional burden on women to adjust their self-presentation when media 

discrimination occurs, it also means that the image women present in politics and the issues 

they choose to highlight may be impacted by the media. Chapters 2 and 3 therefore show that 

media discrimination can lead to women’s increased ambition but also increased self-policing 

of gendered self-presentation. Could the type of media discrimination women are exposed to 

make a difference for the type of reaction women have to the discrimination? 

Chapters 4 and 5 examine this question through a mixed method approach of content 

analysis and a comparative online experiment conducted in Italy and Sweden. Firstly, 

Chapter 4 provides a mixed qualitative and quantitative content analysis of media 

discrimination in Italy and Sweden that provides a snapshot of the current state of media 

discrimination in these two countries. In particular, the analysis isolates subtle (benevolent) 

from blatant (hostile) forms of media discrimination, in order to inform the media treatments 

used in the experiment of Chapter 5. The experimental study of Chapter 5 focuses on women 

only, to explore in more depth their political ambition in the face of media discrimination that 

is either benevolent or hostile. In the online experiment, it was tested and found that only 

hostile media discrimination leads to women’s increased political ambition. However, the 

activating effect of hostile media was limited to certain women: left-leaning women in 

Sweden and right-leaning women in Italy. Times of particularly hostile media treatment of 

women could therefore lead women of different ideological leanings to be more easily 

recruited as candidates, with variation across countries. There was, however, no support for 

more subtle forms of discrimination leading to threat and avoidance responses that would 

decrease women’s political ambition. 

In the remainder of this introductory chapter, I first give a brief overview of women’s 

political representation and the interaction between media, gender and politics in the 

European context. I then define media discrimination, motivate the use of experimental data 

for the thesis’ purpose of understanding media discrimination effects on women’s political 

representation, and finally present the experimental designs. 
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1.1 Women’s political representation 
1.1.1 Persistent underrepresentation 

Women make up 26% of parliamentarians around the world and 31% in Europe (IPU 

2021a). Scholarship from the 1940s and 1950s identified gendered constraints to women’s 

political entry that remain to this day. Despite women’s suffrage, many countries appear to 

plateau in the share of women represented in politics because legal equality is not 

“accompanied by real equality” (Duverger 1955, p.7), that is, gender norms continue to 

favour men taking space in politics over women (Schneider and Bos 2019). Moreover, the 

idea of what a politician is and should be is based on ideals of traditionally male traits. 

According to Lasswell (1948), the ‘political personality’ is competitive, self-assured and 

seeks power over all other things, and therefore: “Predictions can be made of the political 

expectancy of groups selected by sex” (p.37). Those 1940’s gender roles have a lasting 

legacy: Women today continue to be less competitive (Preece and Stoddard 2015), less likely 

to feel qualified for office (Lawless and Fox 2010) and less likely to believe voters will vote 

for them (Dahl and Nyrup 2021). The incongruity between the female gender role and the 

political leadership role (Eagly and Karau 2002) is therefore likely to continue to prevent 

women from entering electoral politics. 

Importantly, ‘women’s poverty of representation’ (Celis and Childs 2020) is about 

more than women’s numeric underrepresentation in political decision-making bodies. It is 

also about the undervaluing of femininity in politics. For example, both male and female 

politicians tend to overemphasise traditionally masculine goals and traits and de-emphasize 

feminine goals and traits (Conroy and Green 2020). In order for women to be well 

represented, they must also feel that politics is equally responsive to their needs and that 

female politicians are taken as seriously as male politicians (Verge et al. 2015). In their 

assessment of women’s political underrepresentation, Celis and Childs (2020) highlight the 

interconnectedness of all forms of political representation, and the inability to consider 

women well represented in politics by focusing only on one avenue of representation. 

Women’s limited political power must therefore be seen simultaneously in terms of their 

lower numeric presence, the lower importance given to those issues that disproportionately 

affect women and the greater difficulty of women to see themselves reflected in their 

policymakers. While Celis and Childs’ work also highlights the necessity of not seeing 

women as a homogenous group (an issue explored further in Chapter 5 of this thesis), the 

literature does indicate that the low supply of women into politics is among the strongest 
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determinants to women’s political underrepresentation (Lawless and Fox 2010; Sweet- 

Cushman 2014). 

1.1.2 Media and the supply-side of political representation 
Rational choice perspectives have, until relatively recently, dominated the literature 

on candidate emergence and political ambition – the reasons behind why individuals choose 

to enter electoral competition or not. Schlesinger (1966) introduced the concept of political 

ambition as one which describes how individuals’ thirst for power propels them towards 

reaching higher political office. According to Schlesinger, all potential candidates weigh the 

costs of running against the chances of success, and decide to run if the chance of success and 

the utility they would gain from political office are high enough.  

The rational choice perspective has been informative in terms of primarily 

understanding the problem of men and women’s different political resources, and therefore 

why women may have less ability and willingness to become candidates. Women’s greater 

domestic burdens (childcare, elderly care, home upkeep) leave them with less time, money 

and energy for politics (Silbermann 2015; Williams 2008). This resource deprivation, 

combined with gendered socialisation, contributes to women’s lower political interest and 

knowledge and therefore leave them less likely to engage with politics (Thomas 2012). 

However, the literature has recently shifted towards acknowledging that some groups are less 

likely to ever consider becoming candidates in the first place, rather than a pure cost-benefit 

analysis that is calculated in the same way for everyone (Shah 2014; Lawless and Fox 2010). 

In other words, running for election must first be something that enters the realm of 

possibility, before one can consider the potential costs and benefits involved with running. 

One reason women may be less politically ambitious, and face more constraints once 

they do enter the political domain, is the lower visibility of women in the political domain. 

When more women are seen running for election, this leads to a domino effect of other 

female candidates emerging (Wolbrecht and Campbell 2007). For example, Gilardi’s (2015) 

cross-time analysis from the time of women’s suffrage in Switzerland shows that new female 

candidates in one municipality lead to an increase in female candidates in the following years 

in neighbouring municipalities. Role models are important, and media is a major vehicle for 

role models to be seen (Campbell and Wolbrecht 2006). Unfortunately, globally and in 

Europe, ‘politics and government’ is the topic where women are most underrepresented in 

news media – only 20% of people discussed in political news stories globally and 22% in 

Europe were women in 2020 (GMMP 2020, p.22). The underrepresentation of women in 
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news media correlates with less female candidates in the next election (Haraldsson and 

Wängnerud 2019). Media’s underreporting on women in politics may therefore contribute to 

women’s low political activation because of a lack of role models and normalisation of 

femininity in politics. 

Even when women are shown in media, female role models are often not portrayed in 

particularly aspirational ways. Media typically uses stereotypical gender role portrayals, such 

as women in domestic roles and men in leadership roles, which decreases women’s 

leadership aspirations (Simon and Hoyt 2012). Media contributes to women disassociating 

from politics in general, for example by fixating on gendered critiques female politicians face 

(Wright and Holland 2014). On the other hand, political mobilisation around women’s issues 

can be sparked by gender discrimination (Campbell and Wolbrecht 2020; Castle et al. 2018), 

which can motivate women’s political engagement (Moore 2005). The interplay between 

media, gender and politics is therefore complicated, with both possibilities of activating and 

deactivating effects. Furthermore, the majority of literature is based in North America, 

leading to questions regarding whether the same political gender gaps, stereotypes and media 

discrimination exist in Europe. 

1.2 Media, gender and politics in Europe 
While the majority of research on the interaction of media, gender and politics has 

been conducted in North America, scholarship based in Europe has shown the continued 

relevance of gender, media and politics research in this part of the world. Though the 

questions relating to media effects on women’s political representation specifically are 

particularly understudied in Europe, the need for exploring these questions in the European 

context are suggested by a) the similarity in political gender gaps found in North America 

and Europe, b) the strength of political gender stereotypes in Europe and c) the lack of 

effective EU- and national-level action against media discrimination. 

Firstly, the same political gender gaps (such as in political interest, knowledge and 

self-efficacy) found in the North American-dominated literature (cf. Crowder-Meyer 2020; 

Jerit and Barabas 2017; Thomas 2012) are also found in Europe. A cross-European study of 

political interest shows that on average, women’s self-reported political interest is 16% lower 

than men’s (Fraile and Gomez 2017). The gender gap in political knowledge starts already in 

childhood across European countries (Pereira et al. 2015). Moreover, in a Danish study, 

women’s perception of how qualified they were to run for office and their belief in their 

potential chance of winning was significantly lower than men’s (Dahl and Nyrup 2021) – 
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even in the European countries with highest political representation of women, political 

gender gaps remain. Though studies on political ambition specifically continue to be rare in 

Europe, European studies suggest that men have greater political ambition than women in for 

example Norway (Kolltveit 2021), Germany (Pfanzelt and Spies 2019) and the UK (Allen 

and Cutts 2020). Clearly, the same political gender gaps that limit women’s political 

representation in North America are also a cause for concern in Europe. 

Secondly, political gender stereotypes continue to limit the association between 

‘women’ and ‘politics’ in Europe. Women in the US and Canada are limited in politics due to 

the stereotypic association of politics with men and masculinity (Conroy and Green 2020; 

Schneider and Bos 2019). But also in Europe, men and women both define the concept of 

politics as male-coded. For example, when asked to decide whether a list of topics are 

political or not, both men and women in Spain were more likely to rate traditionally 

masculine issues (e.g. employment) as political and traditionally feminine issues (e.g. the 

morning after pill) as non-political (Ferrín et al. 2020). These stereotypical associations limit 

those women who choose to enter politics; compared to Sweden, where male and female 

members of parliament (MPs) can more easily have children and a political career, female 

MPs in Spain were more likely to forgo children than their male counterparts because of the 

presumed difficulty to balance family and politics as a woman (Galais et al. 2016). Though 

intra-European variation is substantial, stereotypes around what politics is and who should be 

seen ‘doing’ politics remain gendered even in the more egalitarian European societies, 

leading to for example lower interaction between journalists and female MPs compared to 

male MPs in Sweden and Norway (Aalberg and Strömbäck 2011).  

Finally, European research continues to be necessary as media discrimination is likely 

to remain a problem in Europe for the foreseeable future. Alarmingly, the 2020 report on 

gender inequalities by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) reports that 

there is a backlash against gender equality in several countries, including within Europe, and 

the report pinpoints the media as one actor guiding these social norms of gender inequality. 

In the report, the UNDP (2020) shows that Sweden is the country where both men and 

women are most likely to have more rather than less gender biased views compared to the 

previous decade. Although the EU has committed itself to both increasing women’s decision-

making power in media and decreasing gender discriminatory content, EU gender equality 

policies do not prioritise media and do not have practical guidelines for improving gender 

equality in content (Edström 2015). While leaders across the world agreed on the need to 

eliminate gender discrimination in media as early as the 1995 Beijing Declaration and 
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Platform for Action, action has been slow and one of the most significant research gaps is the 

political and societal consequence of gender unequal media (Djerf-Pierre and Edström 2020). 

1.3 Media discrimination 
Before the methodological note, I here elaborate on the concept of media 

discrimination introduced earlier in this chapter. Discrimination is “when people are treated 

less favourably than other people are in a comparable situation only because they belong, or 

are perceived to belong to a certain group or category of people” (Council of Europe 2017). 

Media that behaves differently towards different groups due to prejudiced beliefs are 

discriminating (Baldwin 2017). I therefore define media discrimination as unequal media 

depiction of individuals depending on their (perceived) group belonging. ‘Media 

discrimination’ is intended as an umbrella term to incorporate many of the multifaceted ways 

in which media treats women unequally; or, as a shorthand for potentially harmful media 

practices relevant for women’s political activation.  

Media discrimination therefore includes aspects of media practices such as 

underreporting on women, stereotyping, attaching double standards to male and female 

politicians acting the same way, and more. This broad conceptualisation allows for some 

qualitative differentiation of different types of discrimination in Chapters 4 and 5, wherein 

more blatant forms of discrimination are separated from more subtle forms. Many other 

interrelated concepts (such as prejudice and bias) could have been chosen instead. However, I 

conceptualise media discrimination as a behavioural choice of media creators, to emphasise 

the focus on the effects of discriminatory media on consumers, rather than on the reasons for 

discriminatory behaviour by media. This decision is prompted by understanding 

discrimination as behavioural bias or prejudice, in line with Fiske (1998, p.357): 

“stereotyping is taken as the most cognitive component, prejudice as the most affective 

component, and discrimination as the most behavioural component of category-based 

reactions – that is, reactions to people from groups perceived to differ significantly from 

one’s own”. 

While the term is broad enough to include many, diverse types of media behaviours, it 

does not encompass all those media behaviours that may be harmful to women’s political 

activation. For example, Foos and Gilardi (2020) argue that exposure to female politicians 

might highlight the gendered difficulties women in politics face, and therefore could increase 

young women’s doubts about entering politics. Likewise, news stories that accurately report 

on these difficulties could be harmful to women’s political activation. I choose not to focus 
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on these types of media behaviours – which in effect respect the choices of female politicians 

in how to present themselves – primarily because they reflect honest reporting rather than 

media behaviour that would be desirable to change. However, the harm in these types of 

behaviours are touched upon in Chapter 3, wherein the potential symbolic effects of the self-

presentation of female politicians are reflected on. Moreover, not included in my 

conceptualisation (despite the clear potential for harming women’s political activation) is the 

gender inequality in freedom of expression that is of growing concern globally. For example, 

Khan (2021) highlights how the pervasive violence against female journalists and gendered 

disinformation are among the many practices that risk censoring women’s freedom of 

expression. While it is certainly desirable to change these types of behaviours, they do not 

fall under my conceptualisation of ‘media discrimination’ due to the influence of state 

oppression and individual citizens, as well as media. 

Not only does my terminology of ‘media discrimination’ exclude important media 

behaviours worthy of further exploration elsewhere, it also includes certain behaviours that 

are not legally considered discriminatory; most importantly, stereotyping. However, the link 

between stereotyping and discrimination is recognised both in Europe and globally. Article 5 

of the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination states 

that “Parties shall take all appropriate measures: (a) To modify the social and cultural 

patterns of conduct of men and women, with a view to achieving the elimination of 

prejudices and customary and all other practices which are based on the idea of the inferiority 

or the superiority of either of the sexes or on stereotyped roles for men and women” (UN 

General Assembly 1979, p.3). Article 12 of the Council of Europe Convention on preventing 

and combating violence against women and domestic violence states that “Parties shall take 

the necessary measures to promote changes in the social and cultural patterns of behaviour of 

women and men with a view to eradicating prejudices, customs, traditions and all other 

practices which are based on the idea of the inferiority of women or on stereotyped roles for 

women and men” (Council of Europe 2011, p.8). My conceptualisation of media 

discrimination therefore includes stereotyping and similar media behaviours that are 

recognised as leading to or enabling discrimination, even if they are not legally considered 

discrimination in and of themselves. 

The chosen conceptualisation of media discrimination is therefore not all-inclusive of 

all the ways in which media impacts the supply-side of women’s political representation, in 

particular their political ambition. However, it serves the purpose of a) highlighting many of 

the most important and pervasive media practices that are discriminatory (or that enable 
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discrimination) and b) focusing on media practices that could be adapted to promote gender 

equality without infringing on media freedom.  

1.4 Methodology 
In this thesis, besides content analysis, experimental methodology – through a 

laboratory experiment and an online experiment – is key. Below, I devote a few words to 

comment on the use of experimental methods in social science more broadly and the use of 

media exposure treatments, to explain the suitability of experimental methods to the research 

questions of this thesis. The empirical chapters explain in detail the designs of the 

experiments used in this thesis, which will therefore only briefly be outlined in this 

introductory chapter, to highlight the differences between the two designs. 

1.4.1 Social science experiments 
Experimental methodology has been on the rise in social sciences in conjunction with 

an increase in social sciences addressing non-observational questions relating to “causal 

identification and the goal to advance an empirically grounded understanding of the 

mechanisms underlying human behavior” (Gereke and Gërxhani 2019). While many other 

ways of establishing causality exist, the control and randomization enabled by experimental 

methods are a particularly valuable tool. Controlling environment cues makes experimental 

research well suited to studying media effects (Ramasubramanian and Murphy 2014). By 

randomly assigning participants to be exposed to different sets of media articles, it can be 

compared whether the outcomes of groups exposed to one set of media articles differ from 

those exposed to another set. Randomisation of treatment assignment ensures that it is the 

treatment, i.e. the media exposure, that led to a difference in outcome, rather than those 

individuals exposed to one treatment being different from those individuals exposed to 

another treatment. In this way, experiments allow for both looking at causal effects and for 

carefully controlling the type of media exposure. Isolating the effect of real-world media 

discrimination exposure from all other media an individual is exposed to in their daily lives 

may not be possible outside of an experimental setting. While media exposure in an 

experimental setting does not typically allow for testing long-term media effects (though 

there are exceptions, e.g. Knobloch-Westerwick et al. 2014), the experimental method gives 

causal information about media effects in the short-term. Understanding whether media 

causes changes in political ambition and other political behaviours is of central importance to 

the questions of this thesis. 
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Despite the added value of experimental research, one resounding criticism has 

remained among the social science community: what about external validity? Gërxhani and 

Miller (2021) explain how social scientists over the years have questioned whether results of 

experimental studies represent the ‘real-world’ behaviour of individuals, despite evidence 

that behaviour in experimental settings often reflect behaviour in natural settings. The 

criticism stems from experimental designs simplifying complicated situations to their core 

elements. In this thesis, for example, a primary dependent variable is political ambition. In 

the experiments, participants are asked to imagine they are faced with an upcoming election, 

and to choose whether they would like to be a political candidate in this election. In the real 

world, many gendered deterrents to political ambition are not present in this hypothetical 

election. Women, for example, have been found to be less politically ambitious the further 

the distance is that they would have to travel to office once elected (Silbermann 2015) – a 

factor that was not reflected in the experiments. Not being able to take all factors into account 

in the experimental setting means that although 24% of women in the second experiment of 

this thesis chose the political role, 24% of women in the ‘real-world’ will not become 

political candidates at some point in their life. However, the purpose of the experiment was 

not to determine the percentage of women that have political ambition. Rather, the purpose 

was to understand whether or not media discrimination impacts women’s political ambition: 

whether the level of ambition was lower or higher in different treatment conditions, when all 

other factors remained the same.  

The aim of theory-driven experiments, such as those within this thesis, is to validate 

theoretical claims in order to better understand what drives human behaviour (Gërxhani and 

Miller 2021). Therefore, through isolating the effect of media discrimination in the two 

experiments of the thesis, I test theoretical arguments about possible positive and negative 

effects of media on women’s political representation that may not be visible using other 

methods. Future research is needed using a variety of methodological tools to explore the 

questions addressed in this thesis through other means, taking more factors into 

consideration. Yet, this does not detract from the fact that the experimental method gives 

important information about whether or not, and in what direction, media discrimination can 

impact women’s political representation through the avenues explored in these chapters. 

1.4.2 Media exposure treatments 
Media discrimination exposure impacts individuals because media informs our way of 

thinking about the world and the people in it. Consumers of media identify with the people 
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represented in media and take this media as an indicator of social reality – what Gerbner 

(1998) coined as ‘cultivation theory’. Chong and Druckman (2007) show that when exposed 

to mediated information about a political object such as a candidate, this changes how we feel 

about that object and, even when the cue is gone and we no longer remember the information, 

the change in sentiment towards that object remains. As a consequence, when exposed to 

media discrimination targeting an individual, media consumers not only have changed 

feelings regarding the specific target of discrimination but also have changed beliefs about 

the group the individual belongs to (Ramasubramanian and Murphy 2014). When exposed to 

discrimination targeting a member of one’s own group, effects on well-being are similar to 

when one is directly targeted (Bradley-Geist et al. 2015). It then stands to reason that media 

containing stereotypes and other forms of discrimination will impact the cognition and 

decision-making of media consumers, i.e., potential future political candidates. 

These cognitive effects of media can be either back-of-mind (subconscious) or front-

of-mind (conscious) (Ramasubramanian and Murphy 2014). For the former, individuals are 

not actively processing the discriminatory information, but still it changes individuals’ 

working self-concept. The working self-concept refers to our image of ourselves at any given 

time, which is affected by situational cues (such as media) that can reinforce or reroute 

cultural prescriptions (Knobloch-Westerwick et al. 2014); for example, making women less 

likely to personally identify with the political domain because of how the media limits the 

association between women and politics. For the latter type of effect, conscious media 

effects, individuals instead actively process that the media is being discriminatory. Perceiving 

discrimination can lead to either feeling vulnerable and withdrawing from the domain where 

one expects to face discrimination, or feeling reactance and being more motivated to engage 

with the domain to reinforce one’s own sense of control and competence (Hoyt et al. 2010). 

By measuring dependent variables of interest shortly after the media exposure, experimental 

studies allow for testing the immediate effect of exposure to one type of media compared to 

another (Ramasubramanian and Murphy 2014), wherein both conscious and subconscious 

effects can occur. 

In the thesis, the type of media exposure has been heavily influenced by the work of 

Kim Fridkin Kahn (1992, 1996). Kahn began with content analyses of campaign coverage of 

political candidates for state-wide office, investigating in detail the type and degree of 

coverage that newspapers devoted to male versus female candidates. Using the results of the 

content analyses, Kahn then designed the media exposure within her experiment. By creating 

articles that are informed by systematic differences in coverage of male and female 
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candidates, Kahn was able to show whether the differential media coverage of male and 

female candidates (rather than pre-existing beliefs about male and female candidates) 

affected participants’ evaluations of candidates. Similarly, my goal has been to determine 

whether discrimination against women in political news media affects women’s political 

representation by impacting (men and) women’s motivation to enter politics and their beliefs 

about how they should behave in the political domain. Through editing media articles to 

feature discrimination or not, or indeed to alter the type of discrimination, the thesis uses 

media discrimination treatments to understand how potential future candidates might be 

impacted by the media’s gender unequal portrayal of the political domain. 

1.4.3 Experimental designs 
Both experiments conducted for this thesis received ethical approval from the Ethics 

Committee of the European University Institute. Only the second experiment was pre-

registered1. Ethical approval and pre-registration help to ensure that experimental designs do 

not cause harm to research participants, and that researchers specify beforehand the 

hypotheses they aim to test with their data (as well as how they aim to do so). Before running 

each of the two experiments, I conducted power analyses that aim to ensure a large enough 

sample size is chosen to be confident that any statistically significant effects found are indeed 

significant; i.e., that the design is sufficiently powered. These power calculations can be 

found in the appendices – in Appendix 2 for the laboratory experiment and Appendix 4B for 

the online experiment. As there were few experimental studies prior to running my 

experiments that tested media exposure effects on political ambition, the experiments of this 

thesis had few pre-existing effect sizes to base the power calculations on. Although the 

designs were therefore sufficiently powered according to these calculations, as noted also in 

the conclusion chapter, the results in this thesis should be confirmed in future studies. 

Figure 1.1 provides a simplified diagram of the stages for both the laboratory 

experiment and the online experiment. In both, participants are asked to imagine that they are 

citizens of a community where there will soon be an election. They will learn something 

about this hypothetical community by reading news media articles (the media exposure that 

varies by treatment), and then choose whether to be a politician or not in the election. The 

set-ups are therefore similar, allowing for easy comparison of results between the two 

experiments. However, there are many ways in which the experiments differ, including the 

 
 
1 https://osf.io/j52m3 
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task of a politician in the experiments: politicians in the laboratory experiment write an 

election promise that their group votes on, while politicians in the online experiment evaluate 

policy issues and leadership characteristics (these tasks are explained and motivated fully in 

Lab experiment 

Introduction 
Hypothetical community that will 
soon have an election. 
Working (anonymously) in group 
of 15. 

Demographic questions 
To find out participants’ gender. 
Treatment: Gender known or not 

Media exposure 
Treatment: Exposed to media that 
is gender neutral, discriminatory 
or counter-discriminatory 

Choose role for group task 
Rank 3 roles in order of how 
much want to perform this role. 
Rate level of interest per role.  

Social 
expert 

Economic 
expert 

Politician 

Vote for 1 politician in group  

Survey questions 

Gender known 
Choose a name to 
be called in group 
(e.g. Maria, Carlo). 

Gender unknown 
Assigned a number 
to be called in 
group. 

Online experiment 

Introduction 
Hypothetical community that 
will soon have an election. 
Working independently. 
Treatment: Country participant 
is in (i.e., participants are from 
the feminine culture, Sweden,  or 
the masculine culture, Italy) 

Media exposure 
Treatment: Exposed to media that 
is gender neutral, benevolent or 
hostile 

Choose role for individual task 
Choose one of two roles to take. 
Rate level of interest per role. 

Politician Voter 

Survey questions 

Figure 1.1 Experimental designs 
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Chapters 2, 3 and 5). A few other key ways in which the two experimental designs differ are 

explained below. 

Firstly, only the laboratory experiment involves (anonymous) group work. This is to 

enable testing not only media effects, but media effects that may differ depending on gender 

salience. In other words, media may impact both an individual’s gendered beliefs (first-order) 

and an individual’s assumptions about other people’s gendered beliefs (third-order). Gender 

salience is varied through whether or not participants are made aware that their group will 

know their gender (versus their group having no way to know their gender). Participant 

gender is asked at the start of the laboratory experiment and subsequently, only participants 

in the gender-known groups are asked to pick a name out of a list of male or female names 

(matching their gender) to be known by in the group work. In the online experiment, there is 

less focus on distinguishing whether media effects on behaviour are due to one’s own 

changed beliefs about appropriate behaviour or due to anticipating others’ changed reactions. 

Instead, the focus is on understanding cultural and group identification differences in media 

effects. The second major difference in designs is therefore that the laboratory experiment 

samples from only one population, while the online experiment samples from two 

populations: one in a feminine culture, Sweden, and one in a masculine culture, Italy.  

A third important difference between the designs is the media treatment. Both 

experiments involve exposing participants to a series of media articles, that take one of three 

conditions. In both experiments, the ‘control’ media condition is one in which participants 

read articles that are gender neutral (as much as possible, see the methodology sections in 

Chapter 2 and Chapter 5 for exact specifications of the media conditions). In the laboratory 

experiment, the remaining media conditions distinguish between media that is discriminatory 

and media that is counter-discriminatory. In the online experiment, the remaining media 

conditions instead differentiate two types of media discrimination: that which is benevolent 

in tone, versus hostile in tone. The thesis therefore investigates both the potential for counter-

discriminatory media to lead to positive effects on women’s political activation, as well as 

testing whether discriminatory media has different effects depending on the tone of 

discrimination. 

  

 



 

2 Media discrimination and gender 
differences in political ambition in a 
laboratory experiment2 

2.1 Introduction 
Women in politics are often shown via a gendered lens in media; for example, female 

politicians are underreported on and are more likely to have their political abilities questioned 

(Van der Pas and Aaldering 2020). Some literature suggests this gendered coverage will 

impact how voters evaluate women in politics and therefore decrease the demand for female 

politicians (Bauer 2015; Heldman and Wade 2011; Kahn 1992). The results are ambiguous as 

other studies find demand is not impacted by media (Dolan 2014; Hayes 2011). Yet, almost 

no studies have considered whether media depiction of women could impact the supply side 

of women’s political representation.  

It is well established that a gender gap in political ambition is one significant cause of 

women’s lower political representation (Kanthak and Woon 2015; Lawless and Fox 2010; 

Moore 2005). Political ambition refers to the initial interest an individual has in pursuing a 

political career (nascent political ambition), which may or may not eventually lead to taking 

steps to enter political competition (expressive political ambition) (Lawless and Fox 2010). 

The idea that women’s lower political ambition compared to men’s is caused by their own 

deficiencies in confidence or skills has been recently criticised as a misinterpretation of the 

political ambition gender gap (Piscopo 2019). Following this line of thinking, this study 

investigates whether there is an influence of media discrimination on men and women’s 

political ambition, which could impact the gender gap. Media discrimination is here defined 

as the unequal media depiction of individuals based on (perceived) group belonging.  

Some political ambition experts have suggested that media’s depiction of women 

could play a role in the gender gap in political ambition (Lawless 2009; Pruysers and Blais 

2017), but only one study has tested this relationship directly: Pruysers, Thomas and Blais 

(2020) test how gendered media coverage impacts men and women’s political ambition in an 

 
 
2 The published version of this chapter is Haraldsson (2021) 
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online experiment, finding that exposure to media that sexualises female candidates or over-

emphasises female candidates’ family role does not impact women’s political ambition, but 

men’s political ambition is sufficiently decreased by sexualised portrayal of male candidates 

to close the gender gap in this condition.  

However, other studies provide evidence that suggests media discrimination could 

impact women’s political ambition, positively or negatively. Simon and Hoyt (2012) find that 

exposure to gender stereotypical media images makes women have negative self-perception 

of their leadership ability, in turn causing them to have lower leadership aspirations, while 

Haraldsson and Wängnerud (2019) find that the underrepresentation of women in news 

media correlates with women’s lower political ambition in the following election. Yet, survey 

data of political activists by Moore (2005) finds that women who have personally 

experienced sex discrimination have higher political ambition than women who have not.  

In this study, competing hypotheses for how media discrimination may impact the 

gender gap in political ambition through differentially affecting men and women are tested in 

a lab experiment among young people in Italy. Italy is a novel case to study political 

ambition, and contributes to the literature not only by expanding the geographic knowledge 

of the political ambition gender gap but also due to the unique interactions of gender, media 

and politics in the country. Italy has experienced a complicated legacy of Berlusconi, gender 

bias and corruption in media and politics (Belluati 2020; Durante et al. 2019), but also a 

recent surge in the number of women in political representation from 21% in 2008 to 36% in 

2018 (IPU 2021b). As noted by Pfanzelt and Spies (2019), political participation gender gap 

studies are highly concentrated in North America and among adult populations, despite the 

fact that the gender gaps emerge at young ages and may exist also in country contexts where 

women have a higher share of political representation. This study thereby contributes to the 

lack of studies on media discrimination and political ambition generally, while also 

presenting a novel context to study the political ambition gender gap.  

The results provide support for the notion that women may become politically 

activated by exposure to media discrimination, increasing their political ambition. Men, 

instead, may become more politically averse following media discrimination. The difference 

in results for nascent and expressive political ambition, and the social relevance of the results, 

is discussed.  
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2.2 Political Ambition Gender Gap  
The literature has considered many factors that lead to the gender gap in political 

ambition. Gender socialisation makes men more likely to consider politics a viable career 

choice, for example, because parents discuss politics more with boys than girls (Lawless and 

Fox 2013). Women are more likely to believe they do not have political qualifications or 

competence, and this gender gap is not responsive to women’s increased educational and 

professional attainments (Thomas 2012). Women often have greater care and family 

responsibilities than men, making it more difficult to invest time in entering politics 

(Silbermann 2015). Moreover, women often have less money, which is needed to launch a 

campaign (Williams 2008). However, even studies considering political gender gaps at young 

ages in relatively gender egalitarian societies like Denmark and Germany (Dahl and Nyrup 

2021; Pfanzelt and Spies 2019), where gender socialisation is less severe and before such 

familial and economic gender differences emerge, find that political gender gaps are 

significant.  

The importance of media to the political ambition gender gap is suggested in the 

literature firstly due to studies finding that the gap is impacted by stereotyping. Although 

there are feminine and masculine aspects of political stereotypes, masculine stereotypes are 

seen as more valuable (Bauer 2017). Pruysers and Blais (2017) find that priming participants 

with the message that women are less capable in politics decreases women’s political 

ambition. Holman and Schneider (2018) consider how race and gender interact to create 

different expectations of being stereotyped in politics, finding that framing women’s political 

underrepresentation as due to women’s unwillingness to enter politics decreases Asian and 

White women’s political ambition, while framing it as due to voter bias decreases Black 

women’s political ambition.  

Secondly, as media affects perceptions of social groups’ relative status (Carter and 

Steiner 2004), media should also matter for the political ambition gender gap due to how 

perception of voter gender bias impacts political ambition. Women often have the perception 

that there are barriers to entry that make it more difficult for women to enter politics than for 

men, as found, for example, in a study on political ambition in Pakistan (Rincker, Aslam and 

Isani 2017). Women also perceive electoral risk to be higher than men (Sweet-Cushman 

2014). These perception problems are persistent: in their Swiss study, Foos and Gilardi 

(2020) show that in-person exposure to female politicians does not increase young women’s 

political ambition. There is evidence also to suggest that both stereotypical and counter- 
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stereotypical female political role models can increase women’s political ambition (Sweet-

Cushman 2019), suggesting women are susceptive to cues about how their gender might 

impact how they would be perceived in politics.  

While the political ambition gender gap literature therefore points to the potential role 

of media, this role has seldom been studied. Yet the importance of stereotypes and gender 

bias perceptions suggest media could influence men and women’s political ambition via 

expectations of (a) their own suitability to the political domain and (b) voter bias. Combining 

insights from social and political psychology, leadership studies, media studies and 

sociology, this study tests how media may impact the political ambition gender gap, for 

different reasons depending on gender salience.  

2.3 Gender Salience  
Gender salience, or the observability of gender as a categorisation dimension (Bigler 

and Liben 2007), is relevant to the political ambition gender gap for two reasons. Firstly, 

when gender is salient, the competitiveness gender gap may increase. Several studies argue 

that women are more competition averse than men, and because politics is highly competitive 

by nature, women have lower political ambition (Kanthak and Woon 2015; Preece and 

Stoddard 2015; Schneider et al. 2016). When gender is salient, expectations of acceptable 

behaviour for men and women become part of the ‘rules of the game’, and lead to behaving 

in gender consistent ways (Ridgeway and Correll 2004). Brandts, Gërxhani and Schram 

(2020) find that while women’s preference for status ranking (a defining characteristic of 

competition) is unchanged regardless of whether the person ranking them is male or female, 

men’s preference is higher if the person ranking them is male. In elections, then, competition 

might both decrease women’s and increase men’s political ambition.  

Secondly, gender salience matters because political ambition may be impacted by the 

expectation of gender bias. Women’s leadership ambition is decreased when women expect 

gendered sanctions in the leadership domain (Fisk and Overton 2019), and the perception that 

gender bias in the political system limits women’s chances of success is widespread (Dolan 

and Hansen 2018), with women believing their chances are low even in egalitarian countries 

like Denmark (Dahl and Nyrup 2021). Only when gender is observable would women expect 

others may be biased against them due to their gender, and therefore, women’s political 

ambition may be lower because of gender salience. Potential media effects on political 

ambition may, then, be more easily studied when considering gender salience because 
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exposure to discriminatory media could impact men and women’s own beliefs about gender 

as well as their expectations of gender bias.  

2.4 Media Discrimination  
Media discrimination against women includes being ignored or underrepresented 

(GMMP 2015), portrayed stereotypically (Simon and Hoyt 2013) and objectified (Funk and 

Coker 2016). In European countries in 2021, the share of women with seats in parliament is 

31% (IPU 2021a). This underrepresentation in politics is mirrored in media, with the 

European media monitoring project WIME (Ross and Padovani 2016) finding that just 16% 

of politicians portrayed in non-fiction media were women, making ‘politician’ the role that 

women are least likely to be shown in. Yet, media is not only mirroring women’s low 

political representation but also under-reporting on women (Shor, van de Rijt and Fotouhi 

2019), as well as creating stereotypical portrayals.  

Content analyses of media provide evidence of the patterns of gender discrimination. 

Studying media depiction of female prime ministerial candidates in Canada, New Zealand 

and Australia has shown that media highlights female candidates’ gender when discussing 

their flaws; that their family status and appearance are a focus and that narratives around 

female candidates often invoke melodramatic fable undertones that deride female candidates 

for their gender non-conforming traits (Trimble 2017). The media moreover frames female 

politicians as lacking stamina and strength and has a tendency of widely circulating gendered 

criticisms male candidates make against female candidates (Conroy 2018). Van der Pas and 

Aaldering (2020) compare media coverage of women across electoral systems and find that 

PR systems in particular underreport on women, and although tone of coverage is equally 

positive, female candidates’ viability is questioned more than men’s and women are less 

likely to be quoted.  

However, there are studies in both Europe and North America finding that media 

coverage is not discriminatory (Murphy and Rek 2019; Lavery 2013) or that primarily female 

candidates from racial minority groups are discriminated against (Gershon 2012). Other 

research suggests party bias, more than media bias, is responsible for biased coverage 

(Lühiste and Banducci 2016). The majority of studies investigating gender discrimination in 

political news coverage focuses on the period just before an election. Global (GMMP 2015) 

and European (Ross and Padovani 2016) analyses that are not focused on election-time 

coverage find the same patterns of media discrimination that have been commonplace in the 

literature. Therefore, it is likely that media discrimination against women in politics 
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continues to be prevalent, but may be less frequent in the weeks preceding an election due to 

the growing professionalization of campaign media (Iyengar 2015). Yet, potential media 

effects on political ambition are not restricted to campaign coverage. Political news media at 

any time may contribute to individuals’ understanding of politics and whether they could see 

themselves stepping into the political domain. Three competing hypotheses on how media 

discrimination may impact the political ambition gender gap are presented.  

2.4.1 Political Competence and Suitability Beliefs  
First-order beliefs are a person’s own judgements about competence (Correll et al. 

2017), in this context: their belief about their own potential ability in politics. Exposure to 

gender discrimination in media can impact views of appropriate gender roles (Gallagher 

2014). In particular, media discrimination may increase role incongruity of women with the 

political role, or the feeling that the social roles appropriate for women are not congruent 

with high status, traditionally male roles (Eagly and Karau 2002).  

Through these processes, media discrimination may lead women to be less likely to 

believe they would be competent in politics, reducing women’s internal political efficacy 

(Lawless and Fox 2010) and, thereby, their ambition. Through the same processes, men 

might instead see media discrimination against women as a sign of their own suitability, 

increasing men’s political ambition. For example, Correll (2004) exposes men to the belief 

that men are better at a task and finds that this makes men more likely to say they are 

interested in careers that require high skills in this task than if they were told gender did not 

predict task ability.  

The potential effect of media discrimination on political competence and suitability 

beliefs is unrelated to gender salience. What matters is how men and women’s own beliefs 

are impacted by media discrimination, rather than how they anticipate voter’s evaluation of 

them due to their gender. Therefore, if individuals’ own beliefs are impacted, media 

discrimination will increase the political ambition gap regardless of gender salience.  

H1: Media discrimination decreases women’s political ambition and increases men’s 

political ambition, regardless of gender salience.  

2.4.2 Voter Gender Bias Beliefs  
Yet, media discrimination could also impact third-order inferences or how a person 

believes most other people evaluate groups’ competence (Correll et al. 2017). Women’s 

anticipation of how their gender will impact others’ evaluations of them becomes more 

relevant to their decision-making as a result of media discrimination (Conroy et al. 2015). 
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Media discrimination informs (and reminds) women of the stereotypes held against them. 

This in turn impacts their perception of how effective they could be in politics, not because 

they believe they are not competent, but because they believe others will not recognise their 

competence, and a feeling of stereotype threat reduces their motivation to engage in the 

domain (politics) where they expect others will evaluate them negatively due to their gender 

(Steele 1997).  

Women who believe their gender is a barrier to them due to media discrimination may 

therefore be less likely to act on political ambition than in an environment free of media 

discrimination. Moreover, when media has discriminated according to stereotypes portraying 

men as more competent in politics than women, men may expect voters to prefer male 

candidates. In this way, expectation of voter gender bias should lead men to expect an 

electoral advantage and women a disadvantage, increasing the gender gap in political 

ambition. Gender salience is central to these beliefs, as only when gender is observable will 

men and women expect their gender to impact voter evaluations.  

H2: Media discrimination decreases women’s political ambition and increases men’s 

political ambition, only if gender is salient.  

2.4.3 Positive Challenge and Reactance Effects  
Although the literature overall finds women’s motivation is negatively impacted by 

gender discrimination, there are exceptions. For example, discrimination increasing women’s 

intention to engage in collective action (Becker and Wright 2011), their leadership ambition 

(Fedi and Rollero 2016) and even some women’s political ambition (Holman and Schneider 

2018).  

Stereotype reactance and positive challenge effects following gender discrimination 

can cause women to perform better and be more engaged in gender incongruent roles. Hoyt et 

al. (2010) find that women in their experiment on leadership self-appraisal could overcome a 

single stereotype threat activation via experiencing reactance or a desire to prove the 

stereotype wrong. Derks et al. (2011) show that when women are faced with a negative 

stereotype about women and then asked to perform in a stereotype-relevant domain, women 

are positively challenged to perform well rather than disengaging due to threat. Even losing 

an election and determining that this is due to external forces can motivate women to run 

again, in the face of sometimes very difficult campaign environments (Dolan and Shah 2020). 

Similarly, Campbell and Wolbrecht (2020) find that young Democratic women, following the 

sexist coverage of Hillary Clinton in the 2016 election, were more disillusioned with politics 
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but had stronger intentions to engage in political protest: “grievance can be the spark that 

helps ignite the flame of political engagement” (p.22).  

Reactance and positive challenge effects relate to both first-order (internal 

motivation) and third-order (proving others wrong) inferences, and therefore may occur both 

when gender is salient and not salient. However, both effects rely on membership in the 

group that is discriminated against, as only then will you be motivated to prove that you (as a 

member of the group) do not conform to stereotypes or feel motivated to act on behalf of 

your group. Therefore, men will not experience reactance or positive challenge.  

H3: Media discrimination increases women’s political ambition but does not impact 

men’s political ambition, regardless of gender salience.  

2.4.4 Media Counter-Discrimination  
Some media are making conscious efforts to reduce and condemn discrimination and 

have gender equity in coverage (Edström and Mølster 2014). Counter-discrimination in 

media might weaken traditional gender roles, thereby allowing both women and men to 

pursue career options outside of traditionally female or male domains (i.e. while women 

might be encouraged towards politics, men might forgo politics in favour of female-coded 

roles). Moreover, media counter-discrimination might reduce women’s belief that women 

will garner less votes in elections and make men less concerned about avoiding female-coded 

roles out of fear of backlash.  

H4: Media counter-discrimination increases women’s political ambition and 

decreases men’s political ambition, regardless of gender salience.  

2.5 The Italian Case  
As in North America, politics is highly masculinised in Italy (Belluati, Piccio and 

Sampugnaro 2020; Campus 2010). No previous studies on the political ambition gender gap 

have been conducted in the Italian context (to the author’s knowledge). However, Stefani et 

al. (2021) found that, as in the literature at large, Italian women are less likely to participate 

in traditional forms of political engagement than men, but more likely to engage in online 

participation. Sartori, Tuorto and Ghigi (2017) moreover found firstly that the gender gap in 

participation (e.g. attending political meetings) was similar in Italy to the literature, and 

secondly that marriage, children and division of domestic duties impacted the Italian gender 

gap as expected by the North American-dominated literature. Quaranta’s (2016) study 

focusing on changing gender roles throughout the life-cycle likewise found that the Italian 

case confirms the structural and cultural barriers to women’s political participation.  
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Italy does, however, have some unique characteristics. After the 2013 election, when 

one party adopted an effective gender quota (Pansardi and Vercesi 2017), Italy disrupted a 

legacy of machismo by adopting national gender quotas for party lists, dramatically 

increasing the share of women elected in a short period of time (IPU 2021b). However, media 

coverage of political women continues to undermine their capabilities (Belluati 2020). The 

increase in women’s electoral presence has therefore largely failed to neutralise political 

masculinisation (Belluati et al. 2020), suggesting the hostile environment for women remains 

despite the increase in women elected. How men and women’s political ambition may be 

impacted by media in Italy can therefore shed light on how individuals relate to politics in 

contexts where the relationship between politics and gender are in flux.  

2.6 Method  
In order to study the impact of media on political ambition, a 2x3 factorial design 

experiment was used. Participants (interacting anonymously) were asked to imagine they are 

in a hypothetical community that will soon have an election. Before choosing what role to 

take in the election, participants read media articles to learn about the community. Youth 

unemployment policy was chosen as the topic of the election, as it contains masculine and 

feminine associations: youth and social policy is feminine coded while employment policy is 

masculine coded (Huddy and Terkilsen 1993). Context is given by calling the group task a 

campaign and election, where voting will occur to elect a politician. Alekseev, Charness and 

Gneezy (2017) review experiments with and without context, finding that when context is not 

given, participants are likely to infer their own assumptions. Moreover, they recommend 

context be used when this is important theoretically; when domain stereotypes are under 

study, context cues are therefore useful.  

2.6.1 Participants  
The experiment was run in the BLESS laboratory at Bologna University in May 2019. 

26 sessions were run with fifteen participants per session. There were 388 observations3. 

Participants were students at Bologna University recruited by the lab on a voluntary basis. 

About 70% of Italian legislators have a university degree (Merlo et al. 2009), so although a 

 
 
3 In one session, not enough participants showed up. Therefore, two experimenters artificially 
played as two group members and those two observations were removed before analysis, 
leading to 388 observations. This session was one where gender was unknown. Therefore, I 
do not expect the participants in this session to have been affected. 
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student population is not representative of the general population, it is appropriate for a study 

about emerging political ambition. Equally many men and women were recruited from any 

department. The average age of participants was 23.4 years. The experiment was designed 

using oTree (Chen, Schonger and Wickens 2016). Participants read and signed a consent 

form, thereafter, instructions were read out loud and on participants’ computer screens. The 

average earnings were EUR 13.75, including EUR 5 show-up fee. Participation took an 

average of 1 h 20 min.  

2.6.2 Treatments  
Randomisation occurred at the session level: each group of 15 was randomly assigned 

a treatment condition. The first treatment is gender salience, as voter bias beliefs (H2) are 

hypothesised to only impact political ambition when gender is salient. Gender salience was 

varied by including a treatment such that half of participants are in groups where everyone is 

made aware of the gender of their group members and know that their group members will 

know their gender, while the other half are in groups where gender is entirely unknown.  

The second treatment is media exposure. In all media treatments, participants were 

shown five news articles of 150-200 words, c.15 min of media exposure. This set-up was 

chosen to be similar to other media exposure experiments (e.g. Halliwell, Malson and 

Tischner 2011; Simon and Hoyt 2013). The exposure was designed as an online newspaper 

and includes images with vague captions (the captions do not change between treatments, 

though the images do).  

Treatment criteria was created in a similar fashion as the formative study by Kahn 

(1992), where prototypic articles are created, identifying information is removed, and then, 

versions of the articles are altered to fit common patterns in media discrimination discussed 

in the theory section. I used articles from the most widely read online newspapers in the UK 

(The Sun) and Sweden (Aftonbladet), edited them to the desired length and removed national 

identifiers such as names, with the goal of creating realistic articles that nevertheless would 

have no previous connotations for the participants.  

There are three media conditions. In the discriminatory condition, there is an under-

representation of women as experts and politicians. Each news article and image fulfils at 

least one (and does not contradict any) of the following:  

- Men in political roles are made to seem competent. For example: political men are 

looked to as experts.  
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- Women in political roles are made to seem incompetent. For example: political 

women are sexualised, addressed by first name or Miss/Mrs, mocked, the ideas or 

opinions of political women are questioned.  

- The articles and images show stereotypical representations of men and women both 

within and outside the political role.  

In the counter-discriminatory condition, there is a slight over-representation of 

women as experts and politicians. Each news article and image fulfils at least one (and does 

not contradict any) of the following:  

- Gender discrimination is called out and positive developments relating to gender 

equality highlighted.  

- The articles and images show counter-stereotypical, non-traditional representations of 

men and women both within and outside the political role.  

In the neutral condition, men and women are not discussed, nor are men and women 

shown in images. Obviously gendered messages and images are not included. Just as the 

gender unknown treatment does not reflect a natural electoral environment, the neutral media 

treatment is not meant to reflect media in the real world (which is not neutral), but is a 

benchmark to isolate how media discrimination and counter-discrimination impacted political 

ambition in the study. Pre-testing was conducted to determine that the media treatments were 

sufficiently different, by showing coders a random selection of articles and asking them to 

classify which of the treatments they believe each article fit into. An example of the media 

exposure can be seen in Appendix 1.  

2.6.3 Detailed Run-Through of Experiment  
First, participants were asked to answer demographic questions in order to collect 

participants’ gender. Immediately following the demographic questions, participants in the 

gender known treatment are asked to pick a name that will be used to identify them in the 

upcoming group task. They do this by picking a name out of three options given; female 

participants are given a list of three female names and male participants a list of three male 

names. These were chosen from the list of 50 most common male and female names in Italy 

(Istituto Nazionale di Statistica 2018), and pre-testing confirmed that the Italian names were 

immediately recognisable as male or female by five Italian coders. Participants in the gender 

unknown treatment are not asked to pick a name to be identified by and instead move directly 

from the demographic questions to the next stage.  
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In the media stage (stage 2), participants were asked to read and answer questions 

about five news articles on the subject of unemployment: the media treatment. Participants 

knew that they would earn money for correctly answering the questions about the media, as 

an incentive to pay attention.  

Next, participants were asked to choose whether they want to be a social expert, 

economic expert or politician (stage 3) in a group task called a campaign. Social experts 

receive statements expressing ordinary citizens’ opinions about youth unemployment and 

summarise these in a text. Economic experts receive statistics on youth unemployment and 

analyse these in a text. One text from a social expert and one from an economic expert is 

chosen randomly by the computer program to be shown to politicians. Politicians are asked to 

use the information to write an election promise. The campaign (stage 4) is therefore 

designed to be a group task with one feminine coded role (social expert), one masculine 

coded role (economic expert) and the political role, which is the role of interest for political 

ambition.  

To make sure that participants did not pick a role based on monetary incentives 

instead of ambition, each role has equal pay-off opportunity. In each session of fifteen 

participants, the program uses participants’ ranking of preference for roles to assign five 

participants in each role. One participant in each role earns a bonus. For the social and 

economic experts, the bonus goes to the experts who are randomly chosen to have their texts 

shown. For the politicians, the bonus goes to the politician who gains most votes in the 

election. Politicians’ payment is therefore based on the election, so that political ambition is 

not simply a measure of political interest but also willingness to compete in elections, an 

integral part of politics.  

Next, all participants voted for the election promise they liked best (stage 5), and 

those who voted for the politician with most votes get an additional bonus payment (to ensure 

voting is not done randomly). Finally, participants answered some questions in a post-

experimental survey (stage 6) before being individually paid as they left the computer lab.  

Nascent Political Ambition. Participants are asked to indicate, for each of the three 

roles, how interested they are in each role on a scale from 0 to 10. Their interest in the 

political role determines nascent political ambition. In logit models, nascent political 

ambition is coded as a binary variable, where 0 means the participant indicated their interest 

was below or equal to the midpoint of the scale, and 1 means the participant indicated their 

interest was above the midpoint of the scale.  



Chapter 2  Media and gender difference in political ambition 
 

 29 

Expressive Political Ambition. In the group task, participants chose whether to be 

politicians, social experts or economic experts by ranking their preference for each role (1, 2 

or 3)4: this is the expressive political ambition measure, as participants know that the ranking 

will be used to allocate them a role. This reflects the real-life costs of entering politics as 

much as possible, since the politician task means having to be judged against political 

opponents and having to reveal your personal beliefs in the election promise: competition and 

discomfort with the personal and self-promoting nature of campaigning are among the 

gendered costs of elections (Pate and Fox 2018; Conroy and Green 2020). Therefore, while 

the study certainly is not wholly realistic to real-world elections, the main task includes some 

of the most important gendered aspects of real elections. Expressive political ambition is 

recoded in the analysis so that 1 represents low ambition and 3 represents high ambition, so 

that higher values of both measures mean higher political ambition. In logit models, 

expressive political ambition is coded as 0 if the participant’s first choice was not the political 

role and 1 if the participant’s first choice was the political role. Other variables were 

collected as controls in the post-experimental survey, shown in Appendix 1.  

2.7 Results  
2.7.1 Summary of Data  

Results were analysed using the program R (R Core Team 2013; Hlavac 2018; 

Kassambara 2019). Table 2.i in Appendix 2 shows the mean and standard deviation of age, 

education and gender in each treatment group. The average age was significantly higher in 

one treatment group due to two outliers. Robustness checks, found in Appendix 2, were made 

with these two observations removed. No significant differences in results emerged.  

Table 2.ii in Appendix 2 provides a summary of the main variables. As the variables 

are not normally distributed and participant numbers per treatment not balanced, the 

nonparametric Kruskal Wallis test was used for significance testing. Binary versions of the 

dependent variables were also modelled in logistic regression, to more easily show whether 

media effects occurred and differed by gender, controlling for whether participants 

recognised media discrimination or not, and whether the participant studies politics or not. 

Appendix 2 includes ordered logit models for the original coding of variables. The results in 

ordered logit models were consistent with the results presented here.  

 
 
4 Because there must be five participants per role, participants were not guaranteed their first 
role choice (which participants were made aware of). 
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2.7.2 Competing Media Discrimination Hypotheses  
Competence and Suitability Beliefs. Did men and women’s political ambition 

respond to media discrimination in a manner that indicates their competence and suitability 

beliefs were affected? H1 predicted a negative effect of the media discrimination treatment 

for women and a positive effect for men, regardless of gender salience. H1 will be supported 

if the gender gap in political ambition was larger in the media discrimination condition than 
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Figure 2.1 Political ambition gender gaps within media treatment. Political ambition differences between media 
treatments, within gender: Women's nascent political ambition p-value=0.171. Women's expressive political 
ambition p-value=0.018. Men's nascent political ambition p-value=0.033. Men's expressive political ambition p-
value=0.034. 
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the neutral condition. Figure 2.1 shows the mean political ambition by media treatment, with 

p-values at the top of bar charts representing the gender gap within media treatment, 

including error bars denoting 95% confidence intervals. Underneath the figure, p-values 

within gender, between media treatments, are reported. When a significant difference 

between media treatments is found, post hoc Dunn tests are conducted to determine which 

groups significantly differ. These Dunn tests are summarised in Appendix 2.  

 
Table 2.1 Political ambition logit models 
 Dependent variable: 
 Nascent Expressive 
 Unknown Known Unknown Known 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

Media treatment: discrimination -2.461** -0.047 -1.207 -0.391 
 (0.862) (0.606) (0.702) (0.567) 

Media treatment: counter-discrimination -1.244 1.269 -0.266 0.485 
 (0.882) (0.747) (0.602) (0.523) 

Gender: female -2.502** -1.061 -0.913 -3.115** 
 (0.816) (0.568) (0.594) (1.104) 

Discrimination recognised 0.049 -0.055 0.188 0.061 
 (0.413) (0.403) (0.475) (0.415) 

Studies politics 0.252 0.753 0.542 1.447** 
 (0.655) (0.597) (0.605) (0.544) 

Media disc x Female 3.376*** 0.588 0.942 2.705* 
 (0.986) (0.767) (0.901) (1.227) 

Media counter x Female 1.313 -0.935 -0.172 1.162 
 (1.002) (0.891) (0.873) (1.238) 

Constant 2.160* 0.307 -1.022 -1.993** 
 (1.030) (0.764) (0.795) (0.700) 

Observations 177 208 177 208 
Log Likelihood -105.438 -118.935 -92.749 -104.673 
Akaike Inf. Crit. 226.876 253.870 201.497 225.345 

Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 
 

In the neutral and counter-discrimination media treatments, men’s nascent and 

expressive political ambition was significantly higher than women’s. However, in the media 

discrimination treatment, the gender gap was not significant. Women’s nascent political 

ambition was not significantly impacted by media treatment (p-value = 0.171), but women’s 
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expressive political ambition was significantly impacted (p-value = 0.018), which Dunn tests 

confirm is due to the difference between neutral and discrimination treatments. Men’s 

nascent (p-value = 0.033) and expressive (p-value = 0.034) political ambition were both 

impacted by media; however, this was due to the difference between discrimination and 

counter-discrimination treatments. H1 is therefore not supported: not only did the gender gap 

in both political ambition measures close in the media discrimination condition compared to 

the neutral condition, but women’s expressive political ambition significantly increased. 

 

Voter Gender Bias Beliefs. H2 predicted media discrimination would have a 

negative effect on women and positive effect on men only if gender of group members was 

known. H2 will be supported if media discrimination had no effect on political ambition 

when gender of group members was unknown, but effects in the expected direction when 

gender was known. Figure 2.2 shows the coefficient plots corresponding to binary logit 

models in Table 2.1, first for nascent and then expressive political ambition. Coefficients in 

blue represent models for participants whose gender was not known to their group members, 

while coefficients in pink represent participants whose gender was known. Confidence 

intervals reflect two standard deviations. 

Men’s nascent political ambition was negatively impacted by the media 

discrimination treatment only if their gender was unknown. When their group knew their 

gender, men’s nascent political ambition was unaltered between the neutral and media 

discrimination conditions. Rather than a positive effect of media discrimination only if 
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gender was known, men’s nascent political ambition exhibited a negative effect only if 

gender was unknown. Media discrimination had no effect on men’s expressive political 

ambition regardless of gender salience. Moreover, women were not negatively impacted by 

media discrimination, either when gender was known or unknown. Neither nascent nor 

expressive political ambition exhibited a negative interaction between participant gender and 

the media discrimination treatment in any models. Therefore, the data do not provide 

evidence for H1 or H2: media discrimination did not lead to women feeling less and men 

feeling more competent in the political domain, nor to women expecting more voter bias and 

men more voter support.  

Positive Challenge and Reactance. H3 predicted a positive effect of media 

discrimination on women’s political ambition and no effect on men, regardless of gender 

salience. H3 will be supported if the gender gap in political ambition decreases in the media 

discrimination condition and if this change is caused by an increase in women’s political 

ambition. H3 is supported by the data, with some limitations. Figure 2.1 showed that the 

gender gap in both nascent and expressive political ambition closed in the media 

discrimination condition. As the Kruskal Wallis tests showed, without taking gender salience 

into account, men’s political ambition was unchanged between the neutral and media 

discrimination conditions but only women’s expressive political ambition was overall 

significantly higher in the media discrimination condition. Figure 2.2, which separately 

modelled political ambition among participants whose gender was known and unknown, 

showed the somewhat complicated relationship between media discrimination and women’s 

political ambition. Media discrimination had a positive effect on women’s nascent political 

ambition only if their gender was unknown to their group and had a positive effect on 

women’s expressive political ambition only if their gender was known to their group. 

Therefore, women’s political ambition was increased by the media discrimination treatment 

both when gender was known and unknown, though effects varied by political ambition 

measure. In the ordered logit models, Table 2.iii in Appendix 2, women’s expressive political 

ambition was increased in the media discrimination treatment both when gender was known 

and unknown. This result suggests that even if women whose gender was unknown to their 

group did not select the political role as their first choice more often in the media 

discrimination treatment (as suggested by the binary logit models), they may still have been 

more likely to select the political role as their second choice (as suggested by the ordered 

logit models and the means presented in Figure 2.1).  
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H3 is therefore supported by the data. Women, and only women, appeared to 

experience a positive challenge or reactance effect. Still, media discrimination did not always 

increase women’s political ambition. Moreover, H3 did not predict the negative effect of 

media discrimination on men’s nascent political ambition if their gender was unknown.  

2.7.3 Media Counter-Discrimination 
H4 predicted that media counter-discrimination would increase women’s political 

ambition and decrease men’s political ambition, regardless of gender salience. H4 will be 

supported if the gender gap decreased in the counter-discrimination condition compared to 

the neutral media condition, due to both men’s decreased ambition and women’s increased. 

The gender gap, as seen in Figure 2.1 and the Kruskal Wallis tests, remained unchanged 

between neutral and counter-discrimination conditions. Moreover, the models suggest that 

counter-discriminatory media had no significant effect compared to neutral media on men or 

women either overall, among participants whose gender was known to group members or 

among participants whose gender was unknown. H4 is therefore not supported. That men’s 

political ambition was significantly higher in the counter-discrimination treatment compared 

to the discrimination treatment, as revealed by Figure 2.1 and accompanying Dunn tests, was 

entirely unpredicted by the hypotheses.  

2.8 Discussion  
In this experiment, women became more motivated to be a politician in the 

experimental task when they had been exposed to media discrimination, supporting literature 

that has shown a potential for gender discrimination to ignite women’s political ambition 

(Moore 2005). However, this was only significant overall for the expressive political 

ambition measure (behavioural measure of choosing the political role), as nascent ambition 

(interest in the political role) was only increased when gender was not salient. The reactance 

and positive challenge effects may therefore have impacted these two different forms of 

political ambition for different reasons. While only internal motivation to change the political 

status quo appeared to affect the earliest stage of ambition, both this internal motivation and a 

desire to prove women’s capabilities appeared influential in making women actually choose 

to become a candidate in the election task. As discussed by Piscopo (2019), women are 

acutely aware of the barriers that face them should they enter politics, making low political 

ambition a rational response to understanding the masculinised system of politics. The low 

political ambition of women in the neutral media conditions may reflect the baseline level of 

misgivings women have about how their gender impedes them in politics. When media 
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discrimination had occurred and gender was salient, however, it is possible that women self-

sacrificed by entering politics despite these misgivings, as they felt a need to act on behalf of 

women, or to prove women’s value. In other words, women’s reactance or positive challenge 

effects may have been driven partially out of motivation to prove women’s ability, despite 

women’s nascent interest in entering politics not increasing in this condition.  

Men, on the other hand, were negatively impacted by media discrimination, which 

was not predicted. Pruysers and Blais (2017) find that both men and women have lower 

political ambition when exposed to stereotype threat than in the no-threat condition, despite 

the stereotype threat in their experiment being a text summarising research that women are 

less capable in politics. They theorise that this is due to an ‘overall dampening effect’, 

resulting from the threat condition making both men and women feel that politics is a 

negative domain and therefore making them averse to politics. Fox and Lawless (2011) show 

that when a person’s level of political cynicism increases, their political ambition decreases, 

further supporting the idea of a dampening effect. Instead of taking media discrimination as a 

sign of men’s competence in politics, media discrimination in this experiment may have led 

to negative feelings surrounding politics and a sense that men would not like to engage in this 

domain – supported by the fact that men’s nascent ambition, relating more to internal 

motivation than rational choice, was more strongly affected by media discrimination than 

expressive ambition. Participants were able to explain in their own words why they did or did 

not choose the political role in the post-experiment survey. The following examples from 

male participants in the media discrimination treatment as to why they did not choose the 

political role support the dampening effect:  

- “I did not choose the task of the politician just because often being political requires 

moral and social compromises that I would probably not want to go down” 

- “I do not like politics in general and in particular the figure of today’s politician”  

The results relating to the media counter-discrimination treatment showed that 

political ambition gender gaps were not lessened in this condition compared to neutral media. 

Perhaps rather than motivating women, the counter-discrimination media portrayed women 

as so competent that female participants felt they were not good enough in comparison: the 

upward social comparison effect (Hoyt and Stefanie 2011). The following examples of 

women in the media counter-discrimination treatment resemble upward social comparison:  

- “I do not feel I have particular oratory skills or charisma” 

- “I am particularly insecure, I am afraid of others' opinions, so I often prefer not to 

express myself for fear of being judged”  
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Women in other media treatments also expressed concerns about their ability. Indeed, 

regardless of treatment, women in this experiment believed that gender barriers in the 

political domain are stacked against them. In the post-experiment survey, 76% of women 

agreed that “most people are less likely to vote for women than men”, and 72% of women 

agreed that “most people don’t think women are equally competent in high power positions 

like politics”. Media treatment had no impact on women’s agreement with either statement 

(voting: p-value = 0.189; competency: p-value = 0.686). Participants in this study therefore 

reflect the gender bias perceptions of women in other European (Dahl and Nyrup 2021) and 

American (Dolan and Hansen 2018) studies. Clearly, then, women’s beliefs about voter 

gender bias were strong even when media discrimination had not occurred, and counter-

discriminatory media did not encourage women to engage in politics.  

Whether reactance and positive challenge effects for women and a dampening effect 

for men are what caused the changes in political ambition or not, the result was to near 

eliminate the political ambition gender gap when media discrimination had occurred. 

Pruysers, Thomas and Blais (2020) similarly find that the political ambition gender gap can 

be closed by media discrimination. In their case, this is because of men’s low political 

ambition when men have been discriminated against, while women’s political ambition is not 

impacted. In the current experiment, it is instead a combination of men’s low political 

ambition and women’s high political ambition when women were discriminated against that 

closed the gap.  

What do these results suggest regarding media discrimination and the political 

ambition gender gap outside of the experimental setting? Firstly, there is reason to believe the 

results could be driven by a short term media effect that could be crowded out in the long 

term. Gidengil and Everitt (2006) study how negative media coverage of Canada’s 1993 

female prime ministerial candidate impacted evaluations of her and find that a negative effect 

only appeared after two or more days of consistent negative coverage. Moreover, Hoyt et al. 

(2010) find that stereotype reactance only occurs with a single stereotype threat, but that 

multiple threats take away the reactance effect. With sustained media discrimination over 

time, reactance or positive challenge may therefore be less likely. Efforts to engage women in 

politics may be most successful in the immediate aftermath of blatant discriminatory media 

(Campbell and Wolbrecht 2020), rather than media discrimination in the long-term being 

motivational.  

Secondly, the results may be context-specific to the case studied: young people in 

Italy. As discussed, Italy has recently seen a dramatic rise in the number of women elected, 
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yet media and political stereotypes continue to be heavily masculinised (IPU 2021b; Belluati 

2020). Recent politically mobilising events such as the #MeToo movement (Castle et al. 

2020) may contribute to making young people more aware of and averse to gender 

discrimination. It is therefore possible that young people in Italy today are particularly literate 

in de-constructing media discrimination due to its continued prevalence and are galvanised 

by the political efforts to bring more women into political representation. Perhaps the results 

of this experiment reflect this cultural time of change.  

A limitation of the study is therefore the uncertainty of whether the effects found are 

context-specific and short-term. Another limitation is a relatively small sample size split into 

multiple treatment combinations. A larger sample would have allowed for additional analyses 

with more control variables included. Despite these limitations, the study provides evidence 

suggesting that the gender gap in political ambition exists among young people in Italy. 

Moreover, at least in the short term and in the context under investigation, the political 

ambition gender gap can be closed by media discrimination, potentially due to women’s 

reactance and men’s aversion.  

2.9 Conclusion  
This experiment provides some tentative reasons for expecting that women’s initial 

interest and first steps towards political ambition may not be hampered by media 

discrimination. Instead, there could be circumstances under which women feel positively 

challenged to engage in politics or experience stereotype reactance in response to media 

discrimination, which could create particularly powerful moments for recruitment of female 

candidates. The results suggested that men, instead, may be less interested in entering politics 

when media discrimination reminds them of the negativity surrounding the political domain, 

even if this negativity targets women rather than men.  

This experiment, among the small but growing number of political ambition gender 

gap studies in a European country, tentatively suggests that the political ambition gender gap 

in the European context might be similar to the gap studied extensively in the North 

American context, but the results regarding how media discrimination impacts this gap 

require further study. Similar to how female political role models can be both motivating and 

demotivating, and how stereotypical versus counter-stereotypical female role models may 

motivate women for different reasons (Sweet-Cushman 2019), it may be that media 

discrimination can lead to a variety of effects that positively or negatively impact women’s 

political ambition and the political ambition gender gap. Further research is needed in 
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particular to untangle when precisely one can expect women to react against media 

discrimination and if some forms of media discrimination might instead lead to role 

incongruity and stereotype threat that decrease women’s political ambition. Moreover, more 

research is needed to understand why nascent and expressive political ambition may respond 

differently to media discrimination and whether internal motivation and voter bias 

perceptions are equally impacted by media. Finally, future studies might consider whether, 

even if women’s political ambition is not negatively impacted, media discrimination might 

create problems for women’s self-esteem, political efficacy and motivation to remain in 

politics.  

 

 



 

3 Don’t blame the candidate? A text 
analysis of men and women’s gendered 
political self-presentation in a lab 
experiment 

3.1 Introduction 
High-profile politicians are frequently the subject of studies analysing not only how 

male and female politicians come across differently to voters, but also how much this 

difference is due to gendered strategies (e.g. Albalat-Mascarell and Carrio-Pastor 2019; 

Meeks 2016; Banwart 2016). Gendered strategies here refers to candidates’ altering their 

feminine and masculine self-presentation to appeal to voters. Studies of gender difference in 

political communication often analyse how male and female politicians are reported on in 

media, or what they say in legislature where politicians speak on behalf of their party (e.g. 

Kanwal and García 2019; Bäck and Debus 2018; Xydias 2008). However, parties play a role 

in determining how candidates come across to voters (Dittmar 2015) and media selectively 

portrays male and female candidates differently (Van der Pas and Aaldering 2020). It is 

therefore difficult to determine whether politicians’ own decision-making, as opposed to 

external explanations relating to party influence or media that filters the presentation of 

politicians, is responsible for the gender difference observed. This question is particularly 

important for analyses of first-time or low-profile candidates who are not groomed by party 

professionals to the degree high-profile candidates are, and may therefore be more 

susceptible to cues from their environment about how to present themselves to voters. 

The primary explanation for gender differences in self-presentation that focus on 

internal factors, relating to candidates themselves, is that people are socialised into different 

gender roles that impact the type of communication they find appropriate (Schneider and Bos 

2019). Despite their socialised gender roles, studies also suggest candidates may engage in 

gendered strategies (Bauer and Santia 2021; Ross et al. 2019; Wagner et al. 2017). However, 

external explanations may account for some of the gendered strategies in this literature, for 

example when analysing speeches of high-profile candidates (Kanwal and García 2019; 

Banwart 2006). Such communication acts may reflect strategic choices of parties rather than 
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candidates themselves. When studies analyse communication that comes directly from 

politicians, this has given valuable insight into static differences in how male and female 

candidates present themselves (e.g. Ross et al. 2019; Lee and Lim 2016; Banwart and 

Winfrey 2013). Yet these studies, with the exception of Meeks (2019) and Bauer and Santia 

(2021), have not investigated the ways in which candidates adapt their gendered strategies in 

response to electoral environment; these two studies show that past electoral experiences of 

candidates and the salience of political issues in campaigns matter for self-presentation. What 

other aspects of electoral environment might impact gendered strategies of candidates? The 

literature has examined how candidate gender impacts their self-presentation choices, but 

very rarely how these choices might respond dynamically to the electoral environment.  

Do male and female political candidates alter their gendered self-presentation (their 

use of feminine and masculine rhetoric styles) in response to gendered elements of electoral 

environment, absent pressure from external parties to do so?  If so, in what way do gendered 

elements of electoral environment impact self-presentation? Two such gendered elements of 

campaigns, which have not previously been examined, are the focus herein: gender salience 

and gendered media. Candidates may believe that voters have different beliefs about how 

men and women should behave in politics, or about men and women’s competence in 

politics. Because gender is salient in elections, candidates may choose to behave in ways that 

fit with these voter expectations or that counteract these voter expectations of gender roles, 

thereby presenting themselves differently because of gender salience. Moreover, media is a 

powerful vehicle for portraying stereotypes and may likewise lead candidates to have more or 

less gender stereotypical self-presentation in response. 

In order to examine how environment could affect gendered self-presentation, this 

chapter analyses potential differences in the self-presentation of individuals from the same 

lab experiment as in Chapter 2. Those participants who chose to be political candidates in the 

experiment wrote an election promise to voters, and these written election promises are 

analysed in the current study. The potential impact of gender salience (making gender of 

candidates observable or not) and gendered media (media that is gender discriminatory or 

gender counter-discriminatory, compared to being gender neutral) on candidates’ use of 

gendered strategies in self-presentation was tested. Participants in the role of candidates were 

able to present themselves to voters without the influence of parties and without their 

presentation being filtered via media. Therefore, external effects of media selecting what 

aspects of candidates to report on, and of parties in advising candidates to present themselves 

differently, have been removed from the equation. 
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Small differences in men and women’s self-presentation to voters were found in the 

study, and gendered elements of electoral environments impacted the use of gendered 

rhetoric. Women disproportionately altered their self-presentation in response to the gendered 

cues in the experiment. The results support the double bind: women needing to present 

themselves as both feminine, to be seen as socially acceptable, and simultaneously masculine, 

to be seen as politically competent (Bauer and Santia 2021; Winfrey and Schnoebelen 2019). 

A pessimistic reading of the results suggests that from their very first entry into the political 

arena, women may be devoting their time and energy resources towards navigating gendered 

terrains in ways that men are not. A more optimistic reading of the results instead implies that 

the disproportionate burden on women to adjust their self-presentation could be alleviated by 

changing cues in the electoral environment, as environment is at least partially responsible 

for this burden. 

The next section will examine the most common gender differences between male 

and female candidates in the literature, as well as internal and external explanations for these 

differences. Then, hypotheses regarding how gendered strategies could be impacted by 

gender salience and gendered media will be presented. The method of the text analysis is 

described. To avoid repetition, the experimental design explained in the previous chapter is 

only briefly summarised here, providing an explanation of why the study uses lab participants 

rather than real politicians. The results are followed by a discussion and conclusions, 

highlighting the implications of women’s greater use of gendered strategies compared to 

men. 

3.2 Differences between male and female politicians’ self-presentation 
Whether in written or spoken form, gender differences in self-presentation and other 

forms of communication can be observed in how much politicians say, what they focus on 

and how they address the electorate. Firstly, women take the floor less in legislative debates 

and speak for a shorter time than men (Bäck and Debus 2018; Kathlene 1994). However, in 

their Twitter-based study, Ross et al. (2019) find that this tendency may be impacted by 

party: while Conservative female politicians tweeted less than Conservative male politicians, 

the same was not true among Labour politicians. In their study comparing how much women 

speak in several European legislatures, Bäck and Debus (2018) highlight that the reason 

women typically are found to speak less is because taking up space in politics is incongruent 

with the traditional female gender role – another explanation for women taking up less space 

in political discussion is that, particularly within environments where women receive little 
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affirmation, “men and women tend to enter the room with different levels of expected 

influence” (Karpowitz and Mendelberg 2014, p.1). 

Secondly, a candidate’s gender can impact what kind of issues they discuss. Xydias 

(2008) analyses how much German parliamentarians debate women’s issues in the 

Bundestag. She finds that female parliamentarians make more references to feminist and 

women’s issues than men. Catalano (2009) finds that female legislators in the UK are more 

likely to bring up traditionally feminine or ‘soft’ policy issues, such as mental health, in the 

House of Commons. Female policy refers to, for example, gender equality, childcare, 

environmentalism, welfare and youth policy, while male policy refers to, for example, 

science, technology, domestic and foreign relations, economy and military (Meeks 2019; 

Bäck and Debus 2018; Evans and Clark 2015).  

Thirdly, gender impacts whether candidates talk to the electorate in a communal or 

individualistic manner (Conroy and Green 2020). Meeks (2016) finds that female politicians 

are more interactive than male politicians on social media, measured primarily through their 

mentions of other Twitter accounts and replying to other users. Albalat-Mascarell and Carrio-

Pastor (2019) find that Trump made more self-mentions in the 2016 US presidential 

campaign than Clinton did. This is in line with feminine political discourse being more 

inclusive and relational than masculine political discourse (Blankenship and Robson 1995). 

Finally, candidate gender has been found to impact the tone of rhetoric used. In a 

comprehensive study of different forms of political communication, aggressive (competitive, 

dominating) language was more likely to be used by male politicians while ambivalent (self-

doubting, uncertain) language was more likely to be used by female politicians (Bligh and 

Kohles 2008). Likewise, Hargrave and Langengen (2020) find that female legislators use less 

adversarial language than male legislators. 

3.2.1 Internal explanations of gender difference 
One influential explanation for gender difference between male and female political 

self-presentation is found in social role theory (SRT, Eagly 1987): as individuals are 

socialised, they learn the gender behaviours that societal norms dictate for their gender and 

act accordingly. Social norms become internalised by men and women, leading to differences 

in how male and female politicians present themselves. Schneider and Bos (2019) use SRT to 

examine how men and women enter the political domain with different learned behaviours 

and motivations. They explain how the different social roles men and women take in society 

lead to gendered traits, in particular that women are communal while men are agentic. These 
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gendered traits strengthen the role congruity of women with communal roles, and men with 

agentic roles, leading men and women to be motivated to pursue the goals that align with 

their gender role. Women who engage in politics therefore do so with different goal 

motivations than men, leading to gender difference in self-presentation because of 

internalised gender roles. While explaining static difference between men and women’s self-

presentation, SRT does not account for the ways in which self-presentation could be adjusted 

for strategic reasons. 

3.2.2 External explanations of gender difference 
 There are also explanations highlighting how external actors, in particular political 

parties and media, can act in ways that may artificially inflate observed gender differences in 

self-presentation. A global meta-analysis of media’s portrayal of politicians shows that media 

continues to present male and female politicians differently (Van der Pas and Aaldering 

2020). Moreover, as demonstrated by Yates (2019), media may apply gendered narratives 

even when this does not accurately reflect politicians’ behaviour. Yates highlights how 

stereotypes around femininity and emotionality were apparent in media discussions of 

Theresa May’s suitability as prime minister, despite her behaviour largely being unemotional. 

When this lack of emotionality was noted by media, Yates explains how May was chastised 

in ways a male politician would not have been. If a male and female candidate present 

themselves in a similar fashion, then, this does not imply that they will be presented in the 

same way when their messages are filtered through media.  

Political parties can also externally influence candidates’ presentation to voters. 

Lühiste and Banducci (2016) measure how much the gender difference in coverage of 

candidates to the European Parliament is caused by media selectivity versus by party 

decision-making. They find that underrepresentation of women in news media is caused 

firstly by parties not putting forward women in viable positions, meaning that the candidates 

with a chance of winning (those more interesting to media) are men. Parties may also 

influence politicians’ presentation more directly: party consultants and campaign 

professionals tend to believe voters hold strong gender stereotypes, and therefore develop 

different campaign strategies for male and female candidates to adhere to gender norms 

(Dittmar 2015). Parties thereby inflate gender difference in candidate self-presentation 

through gate-keeping and gendered advice to candidates. 
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3.3 Gendered strategies of candidates 
There are studies that instead consider how gendered self-presentation can be engaged 

in for strategic reasons (e.g. Bauer and Santia 2021; Ross et al. 2019; Wagner et al. 2017). 

This literature has focused on women’s competing pressure to both adhere to voters’ sense of 

appropriate behaviour for women, while simultaneously signalling their political competence 

through masculine behaviour: the double bind. Winfrey and Schnoebelen (2019) review 133 

studies on gender differences in American political communication and find that one strategy 

to overcome the double bind is for female candidates to develop a feminine political 

communication style characterised by, among other things, inclusivity and relationships. 

Another strategy to overcome the double bind is to portray both feminine and masculine 

traits, as found in a study of Hillary Clinton’s 2016 campaign speeches: the frames of family 

and fighting are intermingled, to signal her gender identity while also engaging in aggression 

rhetoric (Kanwal and Garcia 2019). 

One limitation in this literature is the dearth of empirical investigation into how 

gendered elements of campaigns impact use of gendered strategies. In other words, whether 

candidates alter their feminine and masculine self-presentation based not only on their gender 

but also on campaign-specific factors. In the few studies that have considered context, 

gendered effects have been found. Firstly, Meeks (2019) studies how a male and female 

politician adapted their self-presentation on Twitter between mixed-gender elections. Meeks 

notes how the female politician shifted from a predominantly masculine self-presentation in 

the first election to a mixed masculine and feminine self-presentation in the second election. 

Secondly, Bauer and Santia (2021) find that female candidates adjust their feminine and 

masculine trait presentation in campaign ads to overcome the double bind via ‘trait 

balancing’. They argue that trait balancing responds to electoral environment for example 

because women emphasise feminine traits more when feminine issues have been prominent 

in the lead-up to the campaign. These studies give reason to expect that gendered strategies 

are updated based on gendered elements of the campaign. The current study contributes by 

investigating whether gender salience and gendered media may likewise contribute to 

gendered strategies. 

A second limitation of the gendered strategies literature is that studies have not 

isolated the role candidates themselves play in deciding on gendered strategies. The gendered 

strategies literature typically infers candidate strategies based on content analyses of 

communication that may be heavily influenced by party strategizing, such as speeches of 
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high-profile candidates or parliamentary debate. When speaking on behalf of their party 

rather than themselves, candidates may adapt language reflecting their party’s values, 

including the gendered rhetoric commonplace within their party. Yet, as found by Ross et 

al.’s (2019) analysis of Tweets, candidates may alter their tone and issue discussions 

according to their “personal interest”, sometimes deviating from party and gender 

expectations. Ross et al. thereby show that candidates’ self-chosen strategies may be different 

from party-influenced strategies.  

Therefore, it is important to isolate factors that might lead candidates themselves to 

change their gendered self-presentation. Two such factors are the salience of gender during 

campaigns and the prevalence of gendered media. As argued below, these gendered elements 

of campaign environments might strengthen men’s masculine self-presentation, but the 

double bind for women in politics means that their strategic choices may be more 

complicated. 

3.3.1 Gender salience 
Ridgeway and Correll (2004)’s concept of social relational contexts applied to the 

analysis of political behaviour suggests gender differences emerge as a result of gender 

salience. Social relational contexts are “any situation in which individuals define themselves 

in relation to others in order to act” (Ridgeway and Correll 2004, p.511). When individuals in 

a social relational context differ by gender or expect to be evaluated by others who can 

observe their gender, shared cultural beliefs about gender roles are activated. Gender is 

salient, or observable, in campaigns because candidates compete against other candidates of 

different genders. Even in low-information elections, candidate gender can be observed by 

voters when they see candidate names or pictures, leading voters to use gender as a cue for 

interpreting candidates (Crowder-Meyer et al. 2019). Candidates may, in turn, enter 

campaigns expecting voters to use shared cultural beliefs about gender roles to evaluate male 

and female candidates differently. To illustrate: social role theory, discussed earlier, explains 

why male candidates have more traditionally masculine goals and therefore discuss 

masculine policy issues more than feminine ones. However, gender salience in elections may 

exacerbate male candidates’ focus on masculine policy issues, because they expect voters to 

respond better to male candidates that have ownership of masculine policy issues. Candidates 

may then be more likely to present themselves consistently with their socially proscribed 

gender roles to appeal to voters because of gender salience, rather than acting purely 

according to their own preferences for gendered self-presentation according to internalised 
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social gender roles. Self-presentation of female and male candidates would therefore include, 

respectively, more feminine or more masculine rhetoric than would be the case if gender 

were not salient. 

H1a: Gender salience will increase feminine self-presentation of women and increase 

masculine self-presentation of men. 

However, due to the stereotypic association of politics with masculinity, candidates 

may expect voters to believe that women, or any candidate acting in a feminine way, are less 

competent in the political domain (Conroy and Green 2020). To offset voters’ stereotype that 

women are less competent in politics, women may present in more masculine terms than their 

true preference. Knowing the sex of a candidate is what makes voters able to activate 

different standards for men and women (Bauer 2020). A strategy of women’s increased 

masculine self-presentation is therefore likely to be engaged in because of gender salience. 

Rather than gender salience making men present more masculine and women more feminine, 

it is also possible that both men and women may present in more masculine terms due to the 

salience of gender in electoral campaigns. 

H1b: Gender salience will increase masculine self-presentation of both male and 

female candidates. 

3.3.2 Gendered media 
A second gendered element of campaigns that is likely to impact candidate self-

presentation is media. Candidates may seek cues from the media about how they should 

present themselves, based on how political men and women are portrayed in media. Political 

news media discriminates by making gender a central aspect of coverage only when female 

politicians are being portrayed (Ross et al. 2013), focusing on the appearance and personal 

life of female politicians more than male politicians (Van der Pas and Aaldering 2020) and 

through other forms of sometimes overt discrimination (Conroy et al. 2015). Gender 

stereotyping within campaign media activates gender stereotype beliefs of voters (Bauer 

2015): voters who may otherwise not have used gender stereotyping in their interpretation of 

candidates become more likely to do this when media has portrayed gender stereotypes. To 

the extent that potential candidates themselves also experience such a stereotype activation, 

candidates may become more likely to act according to their gender stereotypical roles after 

discriminatory media exposure. 

On the other hand, there are examples of media engaging in counter-discriminatory 

measures such as news articles condemning sexist treatment of female politicians (e.g. 
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Malkin 2017) and pointing to female leaders as examples of the necessity of traditionally 

feminine attributes such as compassion in politics (e.g. Lester 2019). Exposure to counter-

stereotypical women has been found to increase women’s counter-stereotypical gender 

beliefs (Simon and Hoyt 2012). Exposure to counter-stereotypical women (or men) allows 

women (men) to feel comfortable displaying traits associated with other genders (Olsson and 

Martiny 2018). Media counter-discrimination in political news may thereby allow both men 

and women to feel less pressure to present themselves according to traditional gender roles. 

Candidates’ strategies regarding gendered self-presentation may therefore be impacted by 

gendered media, in opposite directions depending on whether media is discriminatory or 

counter-discriminatory. 

H2a: Media discrimination will increase feminine self-presentation of women and 

increase masculine self-presentation of men. 

H3a: Media counter-discrimination will increase masculine self-presentation of 

women and increase feminine self-presentation of men. 

However, media discrimination may lead women as well as men to strategically 

choose more masculine self-presentation, instead of pressuring women to adhere to socially 

acceptable behaviours for women. Media discrimination may increase the perception that 

politics is a masculine domain requiring masculine characteristics regardless of candidate 

gender (Van der Pas and Aaldering 2020). In response to perceiving (via media) that there is 

a femininity bias in politics, women may choose to present in more aggressive and masculine 

ways to convey political strength (Gidengil and Everitt 2003). Media counter-discrimination, 

through providing female political role models that normalise femininity in politics, may 

instead suggest that feminine traits are also valued in politics (Kerevel and Atkeson 2015). 

Therefore, rather than increasing gender difference in self-presentation, media discrimination 

may lead both male and female candidates to present more masculine, while counter-

discrimination has the opposite effect. 

H2b: Media discrimination will increase masculine self-presentation of both men and 

women. 

H3b: Media counter-discrimination will decrease masculine self-presentation of both 

men and women. 

Media and salience may, moreover, interact. Gender salience in elections means that 

gendered media not only could impact candidates’ own gender role beliefs, but also 

candidates’ expectations of voters’ gender beliefs. In other words, any effect of media 

discrimination or counter-discrimination on self-presentation could be due to candidates 
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using the media as an indicator of how male and female candidates ought to behave 

according to voter standards, rather than because the media activated candidates’ own gender 

stereotypical beliefs. If media impacts candidates’ self-presentation due to changing 

candidates’ beliefs about voter stereotyping rather than activating candidates’ own stereotype 

beliefs, media effects should appear only when gender is salient. 

H4: Media effects on self-presentation will occur only when gender is salient. 

The mechanisms behind these hypotheses are summarised in Table 3.1. At the core, 

the hypotheses proffer two competing predictions: either gendered elements of campaigns 

lead to more masculine self-presentation of both men and women, or gendered elements of 

campaigns lead men and women to choose self-presentation more in line with their traditional 

gender traits. The exception being counter-discriminatory media, which is expected to disrupt 

the status quo: either decrease masculinity overall or decrease adherence to traditional gender 

traits. Whether adherence to traditional gender traits or masculinity overall is affected is 

determined by whether environmental cues impact primarily expectations of appropriate 

gender behaviour or instead stereotyped beliefs about femininity in politics. 

Table 3.1 Summary of mechanisms behind hypotheses 

 Environmental cues activate 
expectations of appropriate gender 
behaviour 

Environmental cues activate 
stereotypes about femininity in 
politics 

Beliefs about 
other people’s 

beliefs are 
impacted 

H1a: gender known leads to 
• Men:  masculine 
• Women:  feminine 
 
H4: discrimination * gender known 
leads to 
• Men:  masculine 
• Women:  feminine 
 
H4: counter-disc. * gender known 
leads to 
• Men:  feminine 
• Women:  masculine 

H1b: gender known leads to 
• Men and women:  masculine 
 
 
H4: discrimination * gender known 
leads to 
• Men and women:  masculine 
 
 
H4: counter-disc.* gender known 
leads to 
• Men and women: ¯ masculine 
 

Own beliefs 
are impacted 

H2a: discrimination leads to 
• Men:  masculine 
• Women:  feminine 
 
H3a: counter-discrimination leads to 
• Men:  feminine 
• Women:  masculine 
 
H4: media * gender unknown leads to 
• No effect 

H2b: discrimination leads to 
• Men and women:  masculine 
 
 
H3b: counter-discrimination leads to 
• Men and women: ¯ masculine 
 
 
H4: media * gender unknown leads to 
• No effect 
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3.4 Method 
To test the hypotheses, a text analysis was conducted on the election promises written 

by male and female participants in an election group task in a lab experiment. Although 

actual politicians may be different from lab participants in their use of gendered strategies, 

studying individuals who are already in the political pipeline would mean party and 

consultant effects could not be removed from the equation, thus candidates’ internally 

motivated gendered strategies could not be measured in isolation. Analysing self-presentation 

of participants in a lab experiment also allows for manipulating the electoral environment to 

determine how environmental factors, all other things equal, may impact men and women 

differently. Moreover, the participants analysed are those who, in a ‘community task’, were 

given the option of engaging in non-political tasks but chose instead to be ‘politicians’ who 

would write an ‘election promise’ to be voted on by ‘voters’. Framing the experiment in these 

political terms brings participants’ as close as possible to the frame of mind of a real 

candidate presenting themselves to voters. First, I provide a brief reminder of the design of 

the lab experiment. This is followed by the method of the content analysis.  

3.4.1 Lab experiment 
The experiment is described in the previous chapter (see section 2.6). To summarise, 

participants were asked to read articles about a hypothetical community, and then choose 

what role to take in an election in this community. There were three possible roles: economic 

experts, social experts and politicians. Politicians’ role was to write election promises that 

would be voted on during their group’s election. Participants ranked their preference for 

which role they would like to take on. As many people as possible were given their first 

choice of role. However, some people might have been assigned to a role that was not their 

first choice. 

Treatment 1: The media articles that a participant was shown differed depending on 

which treatment the participant was in. The same five prototype articles were used, but these 

were edited to fit a desired treatment category. In the ‘neutral’ treatment, there was no 

mention of gender in the media articles. In the ‘discrimination’ treatment, gender 

stereotyping, objectifying images of women, underrepresentation of women in high status 

roles and other common forms of media discrimination occurred. In the ‘counter-

discrimination’ treatment, there was a slight overrepresentation of women in high status 

roles, there were positive mentions of gender equality as a worthy goal and men and women 
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were shown in counter-stereotypical roles in images. An example of the media treatment can 

be seen in Appendix 1. 

Treatment 2: Gender salience was varied by having half of the groups be randomly 

assigned to be aware of one another’s gender and half of the groups not be aware of one 

another’s gender. In the ‘gender known’ condition, participants were asked to pick a name 

(which matched their gender) to be known by during the experiment. In the ‘gender 

unknown’ condition, participants were simply given a number to identify them. Participants 

were made aware that group members would know their gender by explaining that, for 

example, election promises would be presented to voters as being written by ‘Maria’ or 

‘Leonardo’ (i.e., the name a participant had chosen for the duration of the experiment), or in 

the ‘gender unknown’ condition, that election promises would be presented as written by 

‘Politician 1’, ‘Politician 2’, etc. Therefore, only candidates in the ‘gender known’ condition 

knew that they could be judged by voters according to their gender, though they did not know 

the gender composition of their group5. 

3.4.2 Text analysis of politicians’ election promises 
To measure feminine and masculine self-presentation of participants, the election 

promises of all those participants who were assigned the role of politician in the lab 

experiment, Npoliticians=126, were analysed. Feminine self-presentation is measured by 

participants’ use of words and phrases that relate to feminine rhetoric styles, as identified by 

the literature review (Bäck and Debus 2018; Krook and O’Brien 2012; Meeks 2019; Coffé 

2013; Bligh and Kohles 2008): female policy references, ambivalent tone and collective 

references. Masculine self-presentation is measured by masculine rhetoric styles: male policy 

references, aggressive tone and individual references. However, as the literature review also 

identified that male candidates tend to speak more, a secondary measure of gendered self-

presentation is the length of election promises that participants wrote. If candidates write 

longer election promises in a treatment condition compared to the control, this indicates more 

masculine self-presentation, while shorter election promises indicates more feminine self-

presentation. 

 
 
5 There were always two groups undertaking the experiment at a time (i.e., 30 participants in 
the room), and during all sessions, the gender breakdown of participants never exceeded two 
thirds of one gender. Participants therefore did not know the gender composition of their 
group of 15, but could reasonably expect both men and women to be members of their group. 
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The method for coding the election promises was dictionary-based: a coding scheme 

was developed for each of the six categories of interest (female policy issues, male policy 

issues, ambivalence, aggression, collective and individual references). Each instance of a 

word belonging to one of these categories within the election promises was counted. The 

election promises were translated from Italian to English using an automatic online 

translation service. Although nuance in language is lost through such translation, experts 

suggest that dictionary-based text analyses (where the appearance of words fitting 

predetermined categories is counted) do not suffer from the use of automatic translation. For 

example, de Vries et al. (2018) find that there are only minor differences in the analysis of 

texts translated by professional EU translators compared to those automatically translated 

using ‘Google translate’.  

The dictionary’s coding scheme for the six categories of interest was based on 

dictionaries used in previous literature. This method is particularly useful for comparing 

whether gender differences in self-presentation observed in the literature will be found in the 

current study, where only participants’ own gendered strategies account for differences 

between treatment conditions. As done by Bligh and Kohles (2008), the categories 

‘ambivalence’, ‘aggression’ and ‘individual’ were coded for using the comprehensive 

dictionaries developed by Diction, a programme for dictionary-based analysis of political 

discourse. The masculine and feminine policy references dictionary by Meeks (2019) was 

used, but was adapted to be more suitable to the Italian policy debate as determined by the 

Italian codebook under the Comparative Agendas Project (Borghetto et al. 2019). The 

literature uses many ways of measuring collective references (communal language, mentions 

of other people, using collective pronouns). As the measure of ‘individual’ uses self-

reference in terms of pronouns, the most complementary measure of collective references is 

how much participants used collective pronouns. Therefore, collective references were 

measured via the ‘our’ category dictionary of the Harvard General Inquirer (Stone et al. 

1968)6. Excerpts of the dictionary terms can be seen in Appendix 3. Examples of phrases 

from the election promises for each of the six categories is shown in Table 3.2. 

 
 
6 The collective-individual distinction used in this study is similar to the communal-agentic 
distinction of Conroy and Green (2020). The full dictionary used by Conroy and Green was 
applied to the election promises as an additional analysis. The share of words fitting the 
communal-agentic dictionary were few (0.2% for agentic and 0.1% for communal on 
average) and neither an overall difference between male and female participants, nor 
treatment effects, impacted use of agentic or communal language. 
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Table 3.2 Examples from the election promises 

Feminine rhetoric Masculine rhetoric 
Female policy reference: 
 “Every area needs new forces, social 
assistance, technology, the environment, 
education, as well as art and 
entertainment. We start from small 
communities to build a new country” 

Male policy reference: 
“The current government has not yet taken 
account of the phenomenon of automation 
which will increasingly restrict the field of 
manual labor” 

Ambivalence: 

“In my opinion we should try to 
encourage young people into specific 
sectors through the use of state-funded 
specialized seminars” 

Aggression: 
 “Stopping the brain drain and creating a real 
fight against tax evasion and precariousness 
are essential and first-rate actions on the 
government's agenda” 

Collective: 
“We must act, friends of the community, 
and we must do it immediately” 

Individual: 
“If I am elected, I will make sure that each of 
the following proposals is implemented” 

After cleaning the data by removing punctuation, numbers and symbols, the 

dictionary was run on the texts (Nwords=13,055) to create six variables for the share of all 

words in an election promise that fit each category of feminine and masculine political 

rhetoric style. This was done using the quanteda package (Benoit et al. 2018) in R (R Core 

Team 2013). Because the text corpus was relatively small, it was feasible to validate the 

dictionary through a careful reading of the entire text. The validation process was similar to 

that of Meeks (2019): instances of a dictionary term appearing in the text was checked to 

ensure that the term had the correct meaning associated with the dictionary category. When 

this was not the case, the term was removed from the dictionary (e.g., the word ‘order’ in the 

aggression category of the dictionary was used exclusively in the phrase ‘in order to’ within 

the text, and therefore was removed from the aggression category of the dictionary). When 

relevant terms referring to dictionary categories were identified that were not part of the 

dictionary, these were added (e.g., the word ‘union’ was added to the category male policy 

references, as it was used exclusively to refer to labour unions in the text). More information 

on the validation procedure can be found in Appendix 3. 

A feminine rhetoric variable measures the share of words in election promises that fit 

the three feminine categories combined, and a masculine rhetoric variable for the three 

masculine categories. By subtracting the masculine rhetoric variable from the feminine 

rhetoric variable, the variable gendered rhetoric measures whether participants used more 

feminine (positive values) or more masculine (negative values) rhetoric overall. Text length is 

a variable measuring the total length of election promises in words, ranging from 51 to 154 

words (113.8 average).  
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3.5 Results 
OLS models were used to determine whether treatments impacted participants’ use of 

feminine rhetoric, masculine rhetoric or text length. The reference categories in the models 

are ‘gender unknown’ for salience and ‘neutral’ for media. Important to note is that some of 

the effects found and reported on are significant only at the p<0.1 rather than p<0.05 level, 

and generally the effects found are substantively small. 

An overview of the treatment effects suggests that gendered environmental cues did 

impact gendered strategies, but primarily for women. Figure 3.1 shows the mean and 

standard error of the gendered rhetoric variable between treatment conditions, with a value of 

zero indicating no difference in use of masculine and feminine rhetoric. As the figure shows, 

the difference between men and women’s gendered self-presentation varied by treatment. In 

the control condition, where media was gender neutral and participants were not aware of one 

another’s gender, the baseline difference in gendered rhetoric between men and women can 

be seen: men used more masculine than feminine rhetoric, while women used more feminine 

than masculine rhetoric. When gendered campaign elements were introduced, men continued 

to use more masculine than feminine rhetoric, though the difference was close to zero in most 

treatment combinations. Women instead responded to the treatments in a more nuanced 

manner. Figure 3.1 therefore points to the fact that women strategically adjusted their self-

presentation according to electoral environment more than men.  

Gender unknown Gender known

neutral counter disc neutral counter disc
−0.06

−0.04

−0.02

0.00

0.02

0.04

Media treatment

G
en

de
re

d 
rh

et
or

ic

Gender Male Female

Figure 3.1 Gendered rhetoric use overall 
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Table 3.3 Salience effect on self-presentation 
 Dependent variable: 

 Women Men 
 Feminine Masculine Length Feminine Masculine Length 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Gender known 0.004 0.01 -3.84 0.0001 -0.005 -7.14 
 (0.01) (0.01) (5.59) (0.01) (0.01) (5.93) 

Constant 0.09**** 0.08**** 118.08**** 0.08**** 0.10**** 116.17**** 
 (0.01) (0.01) (4.06) (0.01) (0.01) (4.50) 

Observations 55 55 55 71 71 71 
R2 0.01 0.03 0.01 0.0000 0.01 0.02 
Adjusted R2 -0.01 0.02 -0.01 -0.01 -0.01 0.01 
Residual Std. 
Error 

0.03 (df = 
53) 

0.03 (df = 
53) 

20.71 (df = 
53) 

0.03 (df = 
69) 

0.03 (df = 
69) 

24.67 (df = 
69) 

F Statistic 0.28 (df = 
1; 53) 

1.90 (df = 1; 
53) 

0.47 (df = 
1; 53) 

0.0001 (df = 
1; 69) 

0.41 (df = 1; 
69) 

1.45 (df = 
1; 69) 

Note: *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01 

 

Did gender salience have an effect on self-presentation? As visualised in Figure 3.1, 

both men and women appeared to respond to the gender salience treatment by adjusting their 

overall gendered rhetoric. However, OLS models reveal that salience treatment alone did not 

lead to statistically significant differences in men or women’s election promises. As seen in 

Table 3.3, there was no effect of gender salience on male or female participants’ use of 

feminine rhetoric, masculine rhetoric or text length. As seen in plot b of Figure 3.2, men used 

more masculine rhetoric than women when gender was unknown, but a non-significant 

increase in women’s use of masculine rhetoric closed this gender gap in the gender known 
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condition. There is no support for H1a or b, that gender salience would affect self-

presentation of men and women, as salience did not significantly impact self-presentation 

even if a gender gap in masculine rhetoric use closed when gender was known compared to 

unknown. 

Table 3.4 Media effect on self-presentation 
 Dependent variable: 

 Women Men 
 Feminine Masculine Length Feminine Masculine Length 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Counter 0.01 -0.0005 4.64 -0.005 -0.01 -2.83 
 (0.01) (0.01) (7.21) (0.01) (0.01) (7.29) 

Disc 0.02** 0.01 -3.76 0.003 0.001 0.66 
 (0.01) (0.01) (6.80) (0.01) (0.01) (7.56) 

Constant 0.08**** 0.08**** 116.12**** 0.09**** 0.10**** 112.90**** 
 (0.01) (0.01) (5.17) (0.01) (0.01) (5.47) 

Observations 55 55 55 71 71 71 
R2 0.07 0.06 0.03 0.01 0.01 0.004 
Adjusted R2 0.04 0.02 -0.01 -0.02 -0.02 -0.03 
Residual Std. 
Error 

0.03 (df = 
52) 

0.03 (df = 
52) 

20.69 (df = 
52) 

0.03 (df = 
68) 

0.03 (df = 
68) 

25.06 (df = 
68) 

F Statistic 2.04 (df = 
2; 52) 

1.69 (df = 2; 
52) 

0.79 (df = 
2; 52) 

0.46 (df = 
2; 68) 

0.35 (df = 2; 
68) 

0.14 (df = 
2; 68) 

Note: *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01 
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Table 3.4, and Figure 3.3, instead show the media effect on men and women’s self-

presentation. While men’s self-presentation did not differ between media conditions, women 

used significantly more feminine rhetoric in the media discrimination condition compared to 

the neutral media condition. H2a, which predicted that media discrimination would increase 

women’s feminine self-presentation and men’s masculine self-presentation, was therefore 

supported in the case of women, but not men. Neither hypothesis regarding counter-

discrimination was supported, as there was no significant impact of the media counter-

discrimination condition on either men or women’s self-presentation. 

Finally, Table 3.5 and Figure 3.4 show the interactive effect of salience and media 

treatments on men and women’s self-presentation. When considering the potential interaction 

of the two treatments, it is revealed that gender salience moderates media effects for men and 

women in different ways. However, only the interactive effect on use of masculine rhetoric 

was significant at the p<0.05 level. To interpret the significant interaction, the darker bars in 

plot b of Figure 3.4 show how women’s masculine rhetoric responded to the counter-

discrimination treatment differently, depending on whether gender was known or not. When 

gender was unknown, there is no significant difference in women’s masculine rhetoric 

between the neutral and counter-discrimination conditions. When gender was known, instead, 

the difference between neutral and counter-discrimination treatments is sizeable and 

negative: only when gender was known did women decrease their masculine self-presentation 

due to counter-discriminatory media. This provides some support for H4, as media effects on 

women’s masculine self-presentation occurred only when gender was salient. 

Table 3.5 and Figure 3.4 also show two additional interactive effects on women’s 

self-presentation that provide support for H4, but are only significant at the p<0.1 level. 

Firstly, as seen in plot a of Figure 3.4, women’s feminine rhetoric was not impacted by 

counter-discriminatory media in the gender unknown condition, but in the gender known 

condition, women’s feminine rhetoric was marginally greater when media was counter-

discriminatory compared to neutral. Secondly, as seen in plot c of Figure 3.4, women wrote 

marginally shorter election promises when media was discriminatory and their gender was 

known to their group members, but there was no difference in text length between media 

conditions if gender was unknown. 

For men, there was only an interactive effect of the treatments on use of masculine 

rhetoric. Men whose gender was unknown to their group used significantly less masculine 

rhetoric in the counter-discrimination condition compared to the neutral condition. However, 

within the counter-discrimination condition, men used marginally more masculine rhetoric if 
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their gender was known compared to unknown. For men, then, H4 is not supported, because 

the media effect that was significant when gender was unknown did not occur when gender 

was known. 

Table 3.5 Interactive effect on self-presentation 
 Dependent variable: 

 Women Men 
 Feminine Masculine Length Feminine Masculine Length 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Gender known -0.02 0.02 9.71 -0.001 -0.03** -9.47 
 (0.01) (0.01) (11.09) (0.01) (0.01) (12.06) 

Counter -0.002 0.02 8.19 -0.01 -0.03** -0.67 
 (0.01) (0.01) (9.94) (0.01) (0.02) (12.48) 

Disc 0.01 -0.001 9.03 0.01 -0.02 -8.08 
 (0.01) (0.01) (9.56) (0.01) (0.02) (12.48) 

Known x 
Counter 0.03* -0.04** -10.59 0.01 0.04** -6.60 

 (0.02) (0.02) (15.03) (0.02) (0.02) (15.46) 
Known x Disc 0.03 0.02 -25.05* -0.01 0.02 13.61 

 (0.02) (0.02) (14.36) (0.02) (0.02) (15.94) 
Constant 0.09**** 0.07**** 113.09**** 0.09**** 0.12**** 119.67**** 

 (0.01) (0.01) (6.20) (0.01) (0.01) (10.19) 

Observations 55 55 55 71 71 71 
R2 0.13 0.25 0.10 0.03 0.08 0.06 
Adjusted R2 0.04 0.17 0.004 -0.04 0.01 -0.02 
Residual Std. 
Error 

0.03 (df = 
49) 

0.03 (df = 
49) 

20.57 (df = 
49) 

0.03 (df = 
65) 

0.03 (df = 
65) 

24.96 (df = 
65) 

F Statistic 1.51 (df = 
5; 49) 

3.19** (df = 
5; 49) 

1.04 (df = 
5; 49) 

0.47 (df = 
5; 65) 

1.19 (df = 5; 
65) 

0.76 (df = 
5; 65) 

Note: *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01 
 

As the sample size is rather small for interactions to be added to the models, I also 

conducted pairwise t-tests with the Benjamini and Hochberg (1995) correction for multiple 

testing. These tests revealed no statistically significant difference in men’s use of feminine 

rhetoric, masculine rhetoric or length of election promises. For women, the t-tests revealed no 

significant differences between media treatments when gender was not known, but media 

impacted use of feminine rhetoric (marginally) and masculine rhetoric when gender was 

known. Specifically, women’s use of feminine rhetoric in the neutral media treatment was 
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marginally different compared to the counter-discrimination treatment (p=0.077) and the 

discrimination treatment (p=0.063), while women’s use of masculine rhetoric was 

significantly different in the counter-discrimination treatment compared to the discrimination 

treatment (p=0.007). The pairwise t-tests, corrected for multiple testing, therefore also 

provide some evidence in support of H4 for women, but not men.  

 

 

To summarise the evidence relating to H4, only women’s response to the interaction 

of the two treatments supports the hypothesis. The only media effect for men (the effect of 

counter-discrimination on masculine rhetoric use) occurred only if gender was unknown – 

not even this effect was significant in pairwise t-tests. When women knew that the voters in 
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their group would be unaware of their gender, women’s self-presentation varied little 

between media conditions. When women instead knew that voters could judge them based on 

gender, counter-discriminatory media both decreased women’s masculine rhetoric and 

increased their feminine rhetoric, while discriminatory media decreased the total length of 

their election promises. 

3.6 Discussion and conclusions 
Do candidates themselves adapt their feminine and masculine self-presentation based 

on gendered cues in the electoral environment? This chapter addressed this question via a 

content analysis of election promises written by male and female participants acting as 

political candidates in an experimentally controlled environment. The purpose was to 

determine whether differences in masculine and feminine self-presentation (male/female 

policy references, ambivalent/aggressive tone, collective/individual language, length of 

election promises written) would emerge based only on candidates’ own gendered strategies, 

even without the influence of parties or filtering of media. Moreover, to determine whether 

such gendered candidate strategies would be used because of expectations of voter bias (the 

gender salience treatment) or because of gender stereotyping within the campaign (the media 

treatment). 

Participants did appear to strategically alter their self-presentation in response to 

gender salience and gendered media. The effects of these two treatments were interactive. For 

men, treatment effects were minimal but suggest that the pressure on men to present 

themselves as masculine is at least partially a result of men’s expectation of gender 

stereotyping by voters. The tendency of male political candidates to discuss traditionally 

masculine policy issues, have a more aggressive tone and make more self-references (Meeks 

2019; Albalat-Mascarell and Carrio-Pastor 2019; Hargrave and Langengen 2020) might 

partially reflect male candidates’ fear of being seen as ‘not man enough’. While men’s 

gendered rhetoric was relatively stable across conditions, the impact on their use of 

masculine rhetoric highlights that candidates of all genders may suffer from gendered 

restrictions in political campaigns. 

For women, the use of gendered strategies in response to electoral environment was 

more clearly evident. While women used less masculine rhetoric than men if voters did not 

know politicians’ gender, this gender gap closed when voters would be able to judge 

candidates by their gender, supporting the notion that women felt the need to overcome a 

femininity bias in politics (Gidengil and Everitt 2003). This was not the case for women who 
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had been exposed to media highlighting gender equality and portraying counter-stereotypical 

role models. Women not only used less masculine but also more feminine rhetoric when their 

gender was known and media was counter-discriminatory. This suggests that counter-

discriminatory media made women feel it was strategically advantageous to engage in more 

feminine and less masculine self-presentation precisely because they anticipated voters would 

respond positively to women presenting themselves as feminine in politics. In other words, 

women’s anticipation of a femininity bias was reversed in groups with counter-discriminatory 

media, where instead women seemed to anticipate a femininity advantage. 

Yet, women in the study did not only increase their feminine self-presentation 

because of the expectation that voters can appreciate femininity in politics. Women also 

increased their use of feminine rhetoric when they had been exposed to demeaning and 

stereotypical media portrayals, and wrote shorter election promises if media was 

discriminatory and their gender was known to their group members. Rather than indicating an 

expectation that voters appreciate femininity in politics, this response may indicate a feeling 

of not wanting to take up space in the political domain (Bäck and Debus 2018), or a fear that 

voters will backlash against female politicians that do not portray themselves as ‘feminine 

enough’ (Yildirim et al 2019; Okimoto and Brescoll 2010). Women were impacted more 

strongly by the media when their gender was known to their group members, suggesting that 

it was primarily their expectation of voter response to women that made them engage in 

gendered strategies, rather than changes in their own beliefs about appropriate self-

presentation for female politicians.  

In this study, then, the environmental effects on women’s gendered strategies were 

considerably more varied compared to effects on men, and suggest a more complicated 

balancing of masculine and feminine self-presentation in the face of gendered media and 

gender salience. Female participants in the experiment carried both the need for signalling 

masculinity and femininity, while men carried only the weight of masculinity. The results 

therefore support the notion that female candidates feel the pressure of a double bind in 

politics (Bauer and Santia 2021; Winfrey and Schnoebelen 2019; Kanwal and Garcia 2019). 

One step further, the study shows that female candidates themselves, without any pressure 

from parties or consultants, may engage in gendered strategies to overcome the double bind, 

even when they are newcomers to the political domain. The overall difference in male and 

female participants’ gendered self-presentation, i.e. their use of feminine and masculine 

rhetoric, was overall relatively small. However, women were more attuned to gendered 

campaign elements and adapted strategically to these.  
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Though this is only one study, the implication of these experimental results is that the 

literature highlighting gendered strategies in candidate self-presentation could be missing 

greater discussion of when candidates themselves might be responsible for these strategies. 

Moreover, that even when male and female candidates appear to present themselves very 

similarly, this does not imply that gendered strategies are not being engaged in. Just like first-

time or low-profile candidates in real elections, participants in the study could rely only on 

their own perception of strategically viable gendered self-presentation. It is therefore possible 

that low-profile female candidates are more likely than male candidates to use cues from the 

environment to determine their gendered self-presentation.  

This disproportionate pressure on women to adapt themselves to their environment 

could lead to an additional burden on women in politics. Beyond the potential effect on 

women in politics, there are also implications for women’s symbolic and substantive political 

representation. Women’s symbolic representation, in terms of citizens’ view of and 

connection with politics, is influenced by the image of female politicians they are exposed to 

(Verge et al. 2020). Conceptualising women’s symbolic representation as “the representation 

of existing power relations” (p.232), Lombardo and Meier (2019) use the example of the 

Spanish defence minister Carme Chacón – who was pictured pregnant while inspecting the 

Spanish troops in 2008 – to highlight that female politicians’ mere presence can weaken 

citizens’ perception of the political realm as masculine, but also that the framing of her 

pregnancy by primarily right-wing commentators created a more stereotyped and hostile 

notion of women’s political incompatibility. Yet, not only media framing but also candidates’ 

own self-presentation could have such symbolic implications. If political news media or 

gender salience makes female candidates present more feminine than they otherwise would, 

this could make the image of women in politics more stereotypical. Alternatively, if 

environmental factors make women present more masculine than they otherwise would, the 

image of women in politics provides less normalisation of femininity in politics. 

Substantively, if the attention paid to female political issues are downplayed for strategic 

reasons, this could result in less policy attention to issues that matter for female citizens. The 

quality of women’s political representation could therefore be impacted by the pressure on 

female politicians to mould their gendered self-presentation to their environment. 

3.6.1 Limitations and possible directions of future research 
This study used university students as participants, which may undermine the external 

validity of the results. Would real politicians have reacted the same way? The purpose of the 
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study was to understand how environment impacts candidates’ self-presentation independent 

of grooming by campaign professionals. Once a person is in the political system, they have 

most likely been exposed to political strategies regarding how men and women should 

behave differently in order to win elections. Moreover, politicians in the real world will likely 

have experienced first-hand the gendered treatment by media, voters and others in the 

political domain. While these factors are important to study, they mean that an initial test of 

individuals posing as candidates, but without outside influence, was necessary to highlight 

the effects studied herein. By making efforts to measure the impact of gender salience in 

mixed-gender elections as well as whether media attention to candidates has been more 

discriminatory or counter-discriminatory, future field studies of gender differences in real 

political candidates’ self-presentation may capture the gendered strategies revealed here. 

A second limitation is that politicians in the experiment wrote only one text each, 

reflecting an election promise. This says little about gendered communication in campaigns 

overall, such as debating, dress and body language. Future research might similarly make 

efforts to investigate whether gendered strategies in a variety of communication acts are 

impacted by candidate response to gendered electoral cues. In particular, investigating 

whether such cues equally affect spoken versus written communication. The literature on 

gendered political rhetoric has investigated both candidate’s written communication via 

social media or personal websites (e.g. Meeks 2019; Niven and Zilber 2001), and spoken 

debate or other political discussion (e.g. Bäck and Debus 2018; Karpowitz and Mendelberg 

2014), and it may be that gendered electoral cues impact one more than (or differently than) 

the other. 

Moreover, only two of the effects on women’s rhetoric, and one effect on men’s 

rhetoric, were significant at the p<0.05 level. The remaining effects reported were significant 

only at the p<0.1 level. Statistically, there is an increased risk of a type 1 error if the 

marginally significant results are seen as indicative of true effects. The results must therefore 

be interpreted cautiously, and taken as a starting point for future studies to investigate how 

gendered campaign elements impact candidates’ gendered strategies. 

Despite the limitations, the study provides a unique opportunity for empirically 

testing men and women’s own reasons for engaging in gendered strategies in political 

communication. Not only highly visible candidates such as party leaders and presidential 

candidates may adapt to gendered campaign elements, but also the less visible candidates that 

make up the majority of elected politicians. Even among first-time candidates, women could 

be disproportionately burdened with the pressure to signal their competence and likeability in 
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the masculine political domain. Women with masculine characteristics are more likely to be 

selected into politics (Oliver and Conroy 2017). Still, political women fear the backlash 

associated with being seen as too masculine and not feminine enough, leading to a double 

bind (Winfrey and Schnoebelen 2019). However, the results of this study suggest that the 

double bind may not be inevitable, but could be partially alleviated through measures such as 

the use of counter-discriminatory messages in media. 
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4 Content analysis of media 
discrimination in Italy and Sweden 

4.1 Introduction 
What does media discrimination look like in Italian and Swedish political news 

media? Inspired by the Global Media Monitoring Project (GMMP), a global effort to code 

women’s presence in news media through analysing selected news sources on one day across 

the world, I performed a small-scale content analysis of three online newspapers in both 

country contexts. This content analysis lays the groundwork for Chapter 5, where an online 

experiment was run in Italy and Sweden. The analysis provides a snapshot of gender 

discrimination in political news stories in the two countries. Following the selection 

procedure of the GMMP, “an ordinary news day” is selected, wherein “the news agenda 

contains the run-of-the-mill mix of stories, everyday articles on politics, economy, social 

issues, crime, etc” (GMMP 2020), though in the current small-scale analysis, only stories on 

politics are the focus. This snapshot-style of selection is not intended to be fully generalisable 

of the gender discrimination in political news media, and instead to provide some helpful 

illustration of real examples of media discrimination in the two countries.  

The sources were chosen among the most read online news sources in each country. 

The selected publications were: Il Fatto Quotidiano, Il Sole 24 Ore and la Repubblica from 

Italy and Aftonbladet, Dagens Nyheter and Expressen from Sweden. The top ten stories in the 

‘politics’ headings on 03/09/2020 were downloaded from each source (60 articles7 in total) 

and hand-coded according to a predefined schema. 

The schema included certain variables from the GMMP coding (GMMP 2020) 

relating to the story itself, as well as relating to each news subject (people written about in the 

story). GMMP story variables were: main topic of story, whether or not the story was about a 

women, about gender equality or challenging gender stereotypes. GMMP news subject 

variables were: gender, age, occupation, if they are quoted directly and if they are 

photographed. Besides providing a snapshot of gender discrimination in the two countries, 

the purpose of the content analysis was also to inform the creation of media articles for the 

 
 
7 A zip-file of all 60 articles are available upon request. 
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online experiment in Chapter 5, wherein there is a distinction between benevolent and hostile 

forms of discrimination. Therefore, a qualitative coding included looking for discriminatory 

segments of the articles that were either subtle and positive in feeling tone (benevolent) or 

blatant and negative in feeling tone (hostile), as will be explained in further detail below. 

The content analysis revealed that, within the 60 political news articles selected, only 

12 had a female politician as a topic. No article was about gender equality, and only one 

clearly challenged gender stereotypes: an Italian article wherein the Italian president paid 

tribute to a female trailblazer in education policy (re98). Gender was therefore not a 

particularly central topic in the news, and political news stories tended to focus on male 

politicians. 

 
Table 4.1 Number of male and female news subjects across categories (in parentheses, as a % of 

all subjects in the column) 

 Total Sweden Italy 
 Female Male Female Male Female Male 
News subjects 58  147 26 42 32 105 
News subjects 
in politics or 
government 
occupation 

49 (84%) 132 (90%) 21 (81%) 30 (71%) 28 (88%) 102 (97%) 

News subjects 
directly 
quoted 

27 (47%) 51 (35%) 14 (54%) 16 (38% 13 (41%) 35 (33%) 

News subjects 
photographed 

16 (28%) 24 (16%) 11 (42%) 7 (17%) 5 (16%) 17 (16%) 

 

There were a total of 205 news subjects (all those people discussed in the news 

articles, excluding those who are mentioned only in a list), of which 28% were women. This 

underrepresentation of women in political news stories was stronger in Italy than in Sweden: 

38% of news subjects were women in Sweden and 23% in Italy. The GMMP (2020) reported 

24% female news subjects in Italian news media and 38% in Swedish news media in 2020, 

suggesting that the selected articles fit the pattern of women’s presence in political news 

generally in the two countries. Table 4.1 provides the number of news subjects by gender and 

country. Not included in the table is age, as the majority of news subjects’ age could not be 

determined. For those whose age was evident (either stated in the text, clearly visible in a 

 
 
8 Each article analysed is noted by an abbreviation for the newspaper and a number (re9 is the 
9th article analysed from la Repubblica). 
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photograph or because the subject was a well-known person whose age could be found 

online), women were younger than men. Of the 17 women whose age could be determined, 

14 were under the age of 50 and only 3 were above. Of the 24 men whose age could be 

determined, 10 were under the age of 50 and 14 were above. 

The majority of news subjects were politicians or high ranking government 

employees – 84% of female news subjects were politicians (81% in Sweden and 88% in 

Italy), while 90% of male news subjects were politicians (71% in Sweden and 97% in Italy). 

Interestingly, female news subjects were more likely to be quoted than male news subjects – 

47% of women were quoted (54% in Sweden and 41% in Italy), while 35% of men were 

quoted (38% in Sweden and 33% in Italy), though in absolute numbers, men still accounted 

for a larger number of quoted news subjects. Potentially, journalists included more quotations 

from the female news subjects they reported on, in an effort to counteract the fact that women 

made up a lower share of news subjects than men – reflecting genuine effort of some 

newsmakers to improve gender equality in coverage (Edström and Mølster 2014). Sweden, 

but not Italy, confirms the finding that women are more likely to be photographed when they 

are news subjects than men (GMMP 2015). 28% of women were photographed (42% in 

Sweden and 16% in Italy), while 16% of men were photographed (17% in Sweden and 16% 

in Italy). 

Overall, an overwhelming use of horse race coverage was present in both countries’ 

coverage of politics and in particular of male politicians. A tendency to describe politics in 

general in masculine terms occurred in a majority of the sixty articles. For example, referring 

to a male politician’s supporters as his fans, winning an election as a conquest, that someone 

is playing his cards right and other war and sport metaphors (including dn2, dn4, so3, so4, 

so8, so9, fa3, fa4, re1, re4, re8) is part of horserace coverage that is established to harm 

perceptions of female politicians’ legitimacy. While horserace coverage was also used in 

stories about female politicians, this common rhetorical tool for depicting politics clearly 

favoured male politicians’ coverage. 

Glick and Fiske (1996) outline how benevolent and hostile gender discrimination 

share three common components, but that the expression of these components vary between 

benevolent and hostile discrimination. I will use the definitions by Glick and Fiske while 

examining the benevolent and hostile discrimination within the political news stories in what 

follows. Quotes from articles are translated from Italian and Swedish. 
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4.2 Paternalism 
The first component is paternalism (Glick and Fiske 1996). Benevolent paternalism is 

protective, wherein “women are to be loved, cherished and protected” by men, who should be 

“provider and protector” (p.493). Hostile paternalism is instead dominative, wherein women 

are not “fully competent adults, legitimizing the need for a superordinate male figure” 

(p.493). 

Benevolent paternalism in the sample was seen in three ways. Firstly, women are 

portrayed as requiring more protection in society. The Italian minister Lucia Azzolina is 

protected by her party members and members of cooperation parties who assure her she has 

‘all our support’ from ‘gratuitous judgements’ made against her in ‘the latest attack’ (fa10). 

Several people are quoted in the article, giving the impression of coming to her rescue after a 

male politician has claimed Azzolina’s contribution is “insufficient”, while Azzolina is 

photographed for the article but she herself is not quoted. Normal political criticism from an 

opposing party is made to seem indignant when targeting a female politician, casting doubt 

on women’s political competence. Secondly, women are congratulated for doing a good job 

in vague terms, what Scotto di Carlo (2020) identifies also in Trump’s benevolent tweets, 

where a male authority acts as a guarantor of women’s competency. In an article about the 

Swedish party leader Annie Lööf, the reporter begins by explaining: “At the end of 

November, one of Sweden’s most talented party leaders abruptly left the political scene. 

While a possible government crisis was blowing up, Annie Lööf was fighting for her life and 

that of the little baby she was carrying” (dn10). In another example, when a female politician 

makes a statement regarding educational policy the reporter says that she “explained” it, and 

in the following sentence a male politician “confirms” the statement she made (so5). Thirdly, 

male politicians are raised to the status of fathers of the motherland. For example, 

“[governor] Zaia has always been a leader much appreciated by the Venetians. He is true heir 

of the Christian Democratic tradition, created through moderation and attention to the 

territory” (so8). 

Hostile paternalism, on the other hand, took the form of downplaying female 

politician’s authority and capability outright. For example, in one instance it is claimed that if 

a female party leader’s plans go through, it will be because the male leader of a different 

party will be in the background pulling the strings (af3). One of the several articles describing 

a female party leader’s pregnancy questions her competence, claiming that “much has 

changed personally and in the world since she went on maternity leave, but her message 
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hasn’t updated” (ex1). In another article, a female candidate is referred to as belonging to the 

male party leader, while this does not occur for male candidates discussed in the same article: 

“If his Susanna Ceccardi were to make it, ...” (so3). A final noteworthy example is an article 

wherein the journalist undermines a female party leader’s authority. After a quote from the 

female leader about her idea of what a good party leader should be, the journalist states that 

“Party leaders do not decide the direction of their party alone” (dn10). 

4.3 Gender differentiation 
The second component is gender differentiation (Glick and Fiske 1996). In 

benevolent form, differentiation between men and women’s capabilities is complementary, 

normalising and justifying a division of labour, traits and roles based on gender. In hostile 

form, differentiation is instead competitive, justifying male power through highlighting their 

superior abilities and suitability to powerful domains. 

Benevolent gender differentiation is portrayed in two primary ways in the articles. 

Firstly, a tendency to highlight feminine ways of thinking, leading and prioritising for female 

politicians and masculine ways for male politicians. For example, praising “female 

creativity” (re9) in policy-making, reporters asking female politicians to explain their feelings 

(dn4, re10), while reporters evaluate men’s strategic reasoning for political behaviour (so3). 

Secondly, concentrating references to and quotes from female politicians when the policy 

issue discussed is feminine (education, welfare, care work) and on male politicians if the 

policy issue is masculine (economy, defence, science and technology) (re2, so5). Such 

differentiation limits the view of both male and female politicians, by portraying their areas 

of political competence as separate. Moreover, as previous chapters have discussed, 

traditionally feminine policy issues and leadership traits are typically seen as less vital in the 

political domain, and therefore the differentiation is likely to be more harmful to women in 

politics than men. 

Hostile gender differentiation is used as a way to cast doubt on female politicians’ 

competence and strength. It is portrayed, for example, that a female party leader does not 

have the stamina to do both internal party politics and representative politics, that she is not 

able to fight for her party and that she is not able to grasp political realities (dn6). When a 

female party leader is involved in government talks, it is stated that “the bickering must be set 

aside” (dn10) – a stark contrast to male party leaders being referenced to needing to lay down 

their weapons (dn4) in a another article from the same newspaper, a significantly more 

powerful wordplay. When a female party leader proposes a policy change, it is referred to as 
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something she “decided to come up with this weekend” and is outright called “a really bad 

idea” and “nonsense” by the reporter (af3). Another article accuses a female politician of 

having weak policy on crime, claiming her proposal needs “sharper teeth” (ex4). Moreover, 

double standards wherein women are judged more harshly than men for the same behaviour 

occurred in the sample. For example, double standards are seen in an article wherein female 

politicians changing party are mocked and scolded more harshly than male politicians doing 

the same thing: women are called young, from the world of volunteering (i.e., not politically 

experienced), on a slalom course and taking “first place among the change-shirts” (fa7). 

4.4 Heterosexuality 
The third and final component is heterosexuality (Glick and Fiske 1996). Not only are 

women objects of attraction and intimacy (benevolent), they are also feared due to the 

potential that women will use their sexuality and charm to steal power from men, leading to a 

need to dominate women (hostile). 

As noted also in the study of benevolent sexism of Trump’s online treatment of 

women (Scotto di Carlo 2020), there are surprisingly few mentions in the political news 

sample of women’s appearance or the co-dependency of heteronormativity. Exceptions are an 

opinion piece on the political ramifications of the gone era in Sweden when all cooking was 

done at home rather than being outsourced (i.e., when women were home to provide loving 

home cooked meals) (af1) and an interview with one of the “ladies of Italian song” turned 

politician, whose glamourized portrayal includes flirtatiously asking which of the male 

political leaders she likes most and generally mixing her political opinions with her personal 

opinions (re10). Instead of appearing in the text, images are the main expression of 

benevolent heterosexuality. Women are more likely to be photographed from further away so 

that more of their bodies are in view, while men are more likely to be photographed with only 

their shoulders or top half of their torso in view– in one article, a series of fashion shoot-style 

photos of a female politician in a pink suit are included (dn4). Women are more likely to be 

photographed in casual clothing and non-professional environments, smiling or mid-speech. 

Men, in contrast, are almost always in suits or button-up shirts and with neutral or serious 

expressions, often with a microphone, at a podium or simply a close-up photo of their face. In 

general, women in the Swedish articles were significantly more likely to be photographed at 

all than men. The lower face-to-body ratio in photos of women compared to men has been 

shown to be interpreted by viewers as women having lower cognitive abilities (Konrath et al. 
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2012). The overall result is to portray female politicians in a friendlier, less threatening and 

lower status manner compared to their male counterparts. 

Degrading or derogatory comments of a sexualised manner are not common in the 

articles, pointing to the increased professionalization of news media and perhaps in 

particular, political news. However, there is one instance from each country that seems to fit 

hostile heterosexuality. In Sweden, one of the articles criticising a female politician includes 

a picture of her open-mouthed face with the caption “The finance minister has many holes to 

put away money in” (dn8). Although it is unclear whether the intention was to be vulgar, the 

caption and picture together give the impression of suggesting not only that the finance 

minister is frivolous about state money, perhaps even to the extent of not being transparent 

about state money allocation, but also the derogatory allusion to the female body is easily 

derived. In Italy, hostile heterosexuality occurs when a reporter parallels one male politician 

leaving his party in favour of that headed by a female party leader as undergoing a divorce 

(fa7). Hostile heterosexual intimacy is largely an expression of male fear of women using 

their sexuality to gain power over men, therefore mocking men for joining a woman’s party 

by conflating it to a new romantic relationship is a clear case of this form of hostile 

discrimination. 

4.5 Other 
Certain subtle or positive feeling-tone elements were evident in the articles, despite 

not fitting the above three components of benevolent discrimination from Glick and Fiske. 

Firstly, female politicians’ competence was sometimes undermined in ways that were quite 

covert. For example, reporters claiming that female politicians’ statements are unclear 

without providing the supposedly unclear statement (dn9). In one instance, a retired female 

politician claims she wishes to vote for a woman and, in reference to the specific woman she 

intends to vote for, says she “is not exactly bad” (re10). Secondly, male politicians’ success 

was sometimes framed as due to his innate ability in a way that did not occur for female 

politicians. For example, attributing success to personality and magnetism of a male 

candidate (so6). 

One additional element of blatant, negative feeling-tone content also appeared in the 

articles: attributing perceived shortcomings of a party on the party leader when the leader is 

female, but to the party as a whole when the leader is male. The strongest example is the 

ganging up against a female party leader that is already stepping down, as a way to 

delegitimise her, with the reporter claiming for example that among her own party members 
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“the hopes are high that whoever replaces her will succeed better” and conveying the 

message that although party members publicly make positive statements about her, behind 

the scenes they criticise her (dn6). Another example of this occurs when one article proclaims 

that “the Moderate party and Annie Lööf [cooperating together] would be really bad” (af3), 

in other words, it would be really bad for one party to work with their long time coalition 

party now that it is headed by the female party leader Annie Lööf. 

4.6 Conclusion: Discriminatory media from North to South 
This analysis indicated discriminatory content only according to a small-scale coding 

schema, and with the qualitative aspect focusing only on differentiating more subtle from 

more blatant discrimination. Yet, it provides useful information regarding how media 

discrimination can appear in these two European countries. Firstly, that the discrimination 

was rather similar in both countries. In the oft assumed ‘gender-forward’ country of Sweden, 

where several parties have female leaders, and in the oft assumed ‘gender-backwards’ 

country of Italy, there is an underrepresentation of women, gender stereotyping in political 

stories is clearly evident and women’s political competence is questioned. Therefore, media 

discriminates similarly in the two countries, even though the cultural differences give reason 

to expect different reactions to media discrimination in Italy and Sweden, as the next chapter 

will explore. Secondly, that paternalism and gender differentiation were more common than 

heterosexuality. While studies on gender discrimination in political news have often 

highlighted sexualisation (e.g. Pruysers et al. 2020; Heldman and Wade 2011), the ways 

women are subordinated in terms of their competence and suitability may be more common 

in the European contexts of both Sweden and Italy. Finally, that the media, despite European 

efforts to minimise gender inequality, still has a long way to go before depictions of men and 

women are on an equal ground (Djerf-Pierre and Edström 2020). 

 



 

5 When does media discrimination 
increase women’s political ambition? A 
comparative experimental study in 
Sweden and Italy 

5.1 Introduction 
As reported in Chapter 2, media discrimination can have an activating effect on 

women’s political ambition. However, individuals’ likelihood of responding positively (e.g., 

with leadership motivation) to discrimination is influenced by context as well as personal 

characteristics (Richman and Leary 2009). By focusing on women only, this chapter digs 

further into when women’s political ambition is impacted by media discrimination, either 

negatively or positively. Considering both contextual and personal variables, the chapter 

therefore aims to establish what factors contribute to the possibility of women showing 

resilience against media discrimination, and when such resilience is less likely. 

Women’s suppressed political ambition starts in late childhood and worsens in 

adolescence (Fox and Lawless 2014), and is responsive to how politics is framed (Bonneau 

and Kanthak 2020; Holman and Schneider 2018). It is therefore relevant to consider how 

women’s political ambition may respond to media discrimination. When individuals are 

exposed to gender discriminatory content but do not perceive it as discriminatory, they are 

more susceptible to agree with the discriminatory content (Becker and Wright 2011) and act 

according to traditional gender roles. Women might therefore have lower political ambition 

when exposed to discrimination they do not perceive as discriminatory. One important 

determinant of perceiving discrimination is whether tone of discrimination is hostile (blatant 

and negative in feeling tone) or benevolent (subtle and positive in feeling tone) (Glick and 

Fiske 1996).  

Hostile discrimination may lead to increased political ambition for two different 

reasons. The first I call the ‘queen bee’9 explanation as it is based largely on the queen bee 

 
 
9 Importantly, the social psychology concept of queen bees is not the same as the idea of a 
queen bee being the one female leader in a matriarchal society. See section 5.3. 
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effect (Derks, Van Laar et al. 2011). When queen bees perceive discrimination against 

women, their reaction is individual mobility: distancing from their discriminated group 

identity (women) and pursuing masculine domains to improve their individual situation. 

Hostile media discrimination thereby increases political ambition and decreases gender 

identification of queen bees. The second I call the ‘activist’ explanation as it is based largely 

on collective action motivations (van Zomeren et al. 2018). When activists perceive 

discrimination against women, their priority is group rather than individual mobility: a sense 

of injustice leads to a desire to act as a group against the unfair treatment, and pursuing 

political means to achieve a better situation for women. Hostile media discrimination 

therefore increases political ambition and feminist identification of activists. Importantly, 

gender identification and feminist identification measure two separate things. The content of 

gender identification entails feeling similar to other women, while the content of feminist 

identification entails feeling a strong desire for gender equality (Leicht et al. 2017). 

Therefore, women who are strongly gender identified tend to be more susceptible to 

stereotypes and have lower leadership aspirations after stereotype exposure, while women 

who are strongly feminist identified tend to have higher leadership aspirations after 

stereotype exposure (Leicht et al. 2017). 

When discrimination is hostile and therefore recognizable as discrimination, what 

determines whether a queen bee or activist effect emerges? I argue that cultural masculinity 

versus femininity may be a contributor. Masculine cultures are characterized by competition 

and individual achievement, while feminine cultures are characterized by cooperation and 

solidarity (Beugelsdijk and Welzel 2018). These distinct cultural norms clearly outline a 

more individualistic worldview versus a more egalitarian worldview. In line with cultural 

norms in their environment, women may be more likely to have the individual-based queen 

bee response in masculine cultures, while in feminine cultures, women may instead be more 

likely to have the group-based activist response. 

This study tests the impact of media discrimination exposure on political ambition 

and group identification (both gender and feminist), determining if there is a differential 

effect depending on tone of discrimination and culture. An online experiment was run in a 

highly feminine, Sweden, and a highly masculine, Italy, country context. Female participants 

were 1) exposed to hostile discrimination, benevolent discrimination, or gender neutral media 

articles; 2) chose whether to be politicians or voters in a task; and 3) answered survey 

questions measuring their group identification. The findings do not support an overall 

negative effect of benevolent media on political ambition, nor an overall positive effect of 
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hostile media. Moreover, gender identification and feminist identification, relating to queen 

bee and activist responses, were not impacted by hostile media. However, the expected 

positive effect of hostile media discrimination on political ambition did occur among left-

leaning women in the feminine culture, and right-leaning women in the masculine culture. 

Not only cultural masculinity, but also personally held ideological views relating to 

individualistic versus egalitarian worldviews appeared to impact whether or not hostile media 

discrimination increased women’s political ambition. 

The study contributes to the understanding of how women interpret the media 

environment in shaping their own relationship to the political domain. It applies the concept 

of ambivalent sexism, which is of growing interest in gender and politics studies (e.g. Barnes 

et al. 2020; Scotto di Carlo 2020; Cassese and Holman 2018), to the question of the political 

ambition gender gap. Finally, as the experiment is conducted in two European countries, the 

study allows for a comparative study of how media, cultural masculinity, and ideology jointly 

influence women’s political ambition. After reviewing the literature and presenting 

hypotheses, the method of the study is described. The results are presented, and the 

discussion examines the potential for hostile media discrimination to impact the descriptive 

and substantive representation of women by left versus right parties differently across 

national contexts.   

5.2 Benevolent versus hostile media discrimination 
Media discrimination can take a variety of forms. Firstly, news stories in general and 

political news stories in particular underreport on women (GMMP 2020; Haraldsson and 

Wängnerud 2019). Secondly, news stories portray men and women in stereotypical ways 

(Ross and Carter 2011). Thirdly, female politicians are portrayed more negatively and their 

competence is questioned to a higher degree than male politicians (Van der Pas and 

Aaldering 2020). However, a crucial distinction is whether media discrimination is 

benevolent or hostile in tone. 

Glick and Fiske’s (1996) highly influential ambivalent sexism inventory explains how 

gender discrimination can take two distinct forms, which lead to different outcomes. The first 

is hostile discrimination: discrimination that is negative in feeling-tone and blatant. The 

second form is benevolent discrimination: discrimination that is positive in feeling-tone and 

comparatively subtle. The previous chapter performed a content analysis of Italian and 

Swedish news media to provide a snapshot of benevolent and hostile media discrimination in 

the two cases. An example of hostile discrimination from this analysis is an article in which 
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the writer speculates that a male politician is the mastermind behind the decision-making of a 

Swedish female party leader, claiming that he is “pulling the strings” behind the scenes. An 

example of benevolent discrimination from this analysis is an article in which the political 

inputs of an Italian female politician are complimented as showcasing her “female 

creativity”. 

Although it continues to be prevalent, hostile discrimination is not socially acceptable 

and most people are easily able to recognize that it is discrimination (Glick and Fiske 2011). 

Recognition of discrimination allows for critically evaluating discriminatory content, but 

such thought processes are less likely to be triggered when discriminatory content is not 

recognized as such. For example, Dardenne et al. (2007) find that exposure to benevolently 

sexist statements led female participants to have a lower sense of their own competence and 

experiencing mental intrusions (distraction, self-doubt, low self-esteem), which in turn 

impaired their performance in a cognitive task. Hostile sexist statements did not have the 

same effect, as participants were able to detect that the statements were sexist and discount 

their validity. Dardenne et al. therefore warn about the “insidious danger” of benevolent 

sexism specifically.  

Other studies likewise have found that subtle forms of discrimination exposure lead 

women to internalize the gender roles portrayed in subtly discriminatory content, feel 

incompetent in masculine career tracks, and have lower leadership aspirations (Simon and 

Hoyt 2012; Dumont et al. 2010; Moya et al. 2007). Because it is easily recognized as 

discriminatory, hostile discrimination does not lead to such insidious danger. Hostile forms of 

discrimination, instead, have been found to lead to anger-based motivation for collective 

action (Becker and Wright 2011), to feeling positively challenged to engage in non-gender 

congruent behaviours to prove stereotypes don’t apply to oneself (Derks, Scheepers et al. 

2011), or to assimilating to masculine character traits (Derks, Van Laar et al. 2011). It is 

therefore likely that exposure to benevolent discrimination in political news media may lead 

women to feel less competent in, and less compatible with, the masculine domain of politics, 

while hostile discrimination exposure will encourage entering the political domain. 

Insidious danger hypothesis (H1): Women’s political ambition decreases when 

exposed to benevolent media discrimination but increases when exposed to hostile 

media discrimination. 
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5.3 Queen bees and Activists 
The literature provides several reasons why women can be motivated to enter 

masculine domains such as politics when they perceive discrimination against women, as 

they are likely to do when discrimination is hostile in tone. This section will untangle two 

theoretically distinct mechanisms through which this may occur. As explained by Becker and 

Wright (2011), in response to recognizing discrimination, women may feel induced to either 

a) reduce their social disadvantage through “actions designed to improve one’s own personal 

position or treatment and involves actually moving out of or psychologically distancing 

oneself from the disadvantaged ingroup” (p.63), or b) reduce the social disadvantage of their 

group through collective action that, even when taken on an individual level, “is intended to 

serve group rather than individual interests” (p.63). There are therefore two routes through 

which political ambition could be increased in response to recognition of media 

discrimination, one based on individual mobility and one on group mobility. 

The individual mobility route centres on the queen bee phenomenon and gender 

identification. When women (or any discriminated group) respond to discrimination with 

self-group distancing and assimilation to domains traditionally associated with more 

dominant groups, this is known as the queen bee effect (Derks, Ellemers et al. 2011). Self-

group distancing in this case refers to decreasing one’s gender identification, i.e., how central 

gender is to one’s self-definition (Derks, Ellemers et al. 2011). The motivation of queen bees 

is individual mobility through assimilating with higher status groups instead of one’s own, 

and in-group distancing is a strategic choice in response to exposure to gender bias (Derks, 

Van Laar et al. 2011). The queen bee effect therefore suggests that recognition (due to hostile 

tone) of media discrimination may lead women to strategically decrease gender identification 

(i.e., distance from in-group) and, in order to attain individual mobility, be motivated to strive 

for masculine domains. In other words, their political ambition will increase. 

The group mobility route instead centres on the rejection-identification model, 

collective action and feminist identification. The widely used rejection-identification model 

(Branscombe et al. 1999) explains that when an individual believes the dominant group in 

society discriminates against their own group, the individual can alleviate the negative effects 

of this discrimination on their own well-being through strong group identification. Van 

Zomeren et al. (2018) explain that collective action, or “any action that individuals undertake 

as group members to pursue group goals such as social change” (p.122) is likely to occur 

when a person is strongly identified with their social groups’ politicized identity and feels 
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anger in response to discrimination. Feminist identification is “a politicized identity 

dimension reflecting attitudes toward the social position of the group: what does it mean to be 

a woman in terms of disadvantage, inequality, and relative status?” (van Breen et al. 2017, 

p.1). Feminist identification, in turn, has been found to increase motivation to engage in 

leadership roles (Leicht et al. 2017). The group-protection route therefore suggests that in 

response to recognition of discrimination, women may cope through increased feminist 

identification, anger, and motivation to engage in collective action. This is likely to increase 

political ambition if entering politics is seen as an opportunity to change the social position of 

women as a group (Duncan 1999), i.e. leading to activist rather than queen bee motivations. 

Therefore, the type of group identification response (decreased gender identification 

or increased feminist identification) is expected to be highly relevant in explaining why 

political ambition of women may increase following hostile media discrimination. The queen 

bee route suggests that, in response to the recognition of discrimination, women strategically 

self-distance from women as a group and have lower gender identification. The activist route 

instead suggests that recognizing discrimination leads to anger and increased politicized 

group identification, i.e. feminist identification. But what may explain whether queen bees or 

activists emerge following hostile discrimination? 

5.3.1 Cultural masculinity and femininity 
Cultural masculinity versus femininity refers to whether norms within a national 

culture are geared towards “an emphasis on caring for others, solidarity, and cooperation 

(Femininity), as opposed to achievement, success, and competition (Masculinity)” 

(Beugelsdijk and Welzel 2018, p.1473). Despite the emphasis on gender equality within 

feminine cultures, political ambition of women is still low in such cultures; for example, 

Kolltveit (2021) shows that despite decades of female political role models and gender 

equality high on the political agenda, women in Norway are less politically ambitious than 

men. Masculinity versus femininity has, however, been linked to progressive political 

ambition by Galais et al. (2016), who consider how women’s political ambition develops 

over time in Sweden and Spain. They argue that progressive political ambition (likelihood of 

staying in politics) is impacted by the cultural differences in Spain and Sweden, specifically 

by the fact that there is a more gender egalitarian attitude and less distinction between 

appropriate gender roles for men and women in Sweden. Because feminine cultures are 

characterized by egalitarianism and solidarity, there may be a stronger likelihood of group-

based responses to perceiving discrimination than in masculine cultures, characterized by 
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individual achievement and competition. Moreover, collective action can be motivated not 

only by a desire to change the status quo, but also to maintain cultural values – i.e., system-

supporting collective action (Osborne et al. 2019). An activist response to hostile media 

discrimination is therefore more likely in a feminine culture, where blatant discrimination can 

be acted against and egalitarian values defended through the political domain. 

The queen bee effect has instead been found to emerge specifically in masculine 

organizational cultures, where female gender traits are systematically devalued (Derks, 

Ellemers et al. 2011). Though organizational culture and national culture are certainly not the 

same, extrapolating the queen bee literature from the organizational to national level suggests 

that a queen bee response is more likely in masculine than in feminine cultures. When 

women recognize gender discrimination in media (due to hostile tone), cultural masculinity 

versus femininity may therefore contribute to explaining what type of effect occurs. 

Specifically, I expect that masculine cultures encourage a ‘queen bee’ response to hostile 

media discrimination, which will lead to decreased gender identification. Feminine cultures 

instead will encourage an ‘activist’ response to hostile media discrimination, which will lead 

to increased feminist identification. 

Queen bee hypothesis (H2): Hostile media discrimination decreases gender 

identification, particularly in masculine cultures. 

Activist hypothesis (H3): Hostile media discrimination increases feminist 

identification, particularly in feminine cultures. 

5.4 Method 
To test the hypotheses, an online experiment was run in a feminine and masculine 

cultural context, where the female participants’ political ambition, gender identification and 

feminist identification were measured following different types of media exposure. As 

reported in Chapter 4, the online experiment was preceded by a small-scale content analysis 

of Swedish and Italian political news media, which was conducted to identify patterns of 

benevolent and hostile media discrimination in the two countries. These patterns informed the 

creation of media treatments for the online experiment. As a result, a 3 (media: benevolent 

discrimination, hostile discrimination, control) x 2 (culture: Sweden, Italy) online 

experimental design was run to test the hypotheses. 

5.4.1 Content analysis and experimental media treatment  
Although media exposure in the experiment would have particularly high external 

validity if real media articles were shown to participants, real articles would induce noisy 
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data due to participants’ preconceived notions of the specific people, parties, policies, or 

events presented in the media. For example, when testing the effect of real ads from Hillary 

Clinton’s 2016 campaign, female participants who stated they support Clinton had an 

increase in political ambition while those who stated they do not support her had a decrease 

in political ambition (Bonneau and Kanthak 2020). Therefore, artificial articles similar to 

real-world media were constructed for the study based on the content analysis, seen in 

Chapter 4. To summarise, the analysis found similar patterns of discrimination in the articles 

analysed from both countries: 

- an underrepresentation of women;  

- an overwhelming reliance on horse-race coverage (politics-as-a-game, masculinized 

language), in particular when discussing male politicians;  

- benevolent discrimination occurred most commonly via male politicians appearing as 

protectors of female politicians, drawing attention to female politicians’ hard work 

rather than ability (except in feminine policy areas such as education) and fixating on 

female politicians’ emotions;  

- hostile discrimination occurred most commonly via questioning female politicians’ 

ability to be effective leaders and their competence to play the game of politics, and 

portraying female politicians as manipulative.  

Article snippets were edited and combined to create the media exposure treatment for 

the experiment. Regardless of whether the media treatment was benevolent or hostile, 

participants were shown one article comparing two leaders’ chances of winning, one article 

discussing a proposed policy change and one article discussing a politician returning to 

politics, since these were existing storylines revealed by the content analysis. In the control 

condition, there was no mention of individual people but only of political parties, to avoid 

activating stereotypes relating to women in politics. One Italian version and one Swedish 

version of articles was created, including changing names to be easily recognizable as male 

or female names in the country, based on national registries of most common names. 

Appendix 4.C includes the English translation of all media conditions, while Appendix 4.D 

provides the survey questions participants were asked to answer. 

5.4.2 Stages of the online experiment 
After the consent form, participants in the online experiment were asked to take part 

in two tasks. 
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First, the “community task”. In this task, participants were asked to imagine they are 

citizens in a community that will soon have an election. They were told they will learn about 

this community by reading news articles (which varied by media treatment) from the 

community. They read three articles, and were encouraged to read carefully by including a 

question about the content of each article after they finish reading it. A manipulation check 

was included to ensure that only participants who paid attention to the media treatment were 

included in analysis: as each media article was between 100-150 words long, participants’ 

time spent reading each article was measured, and any participant who spent on average less 

than 10 seconds per article was excluded from analysis.  

After the media, participants were told they can be a political candidate or a voter in 

the election, and that both roles require equal effort and time. Political ambition is measured 

both as whether or not participants choose the political role and their stated interest in the 

political role. Importantly, no level of office was specified, in order to not artificially inflate 

or deflate political ambition which may differ by level of office (e.g. Sweet-Cushman 2018), 

and instead get a general sense of political ambition. Politicians’ behaviour in the election 

task are intended to give further information regarding the collective action versus queen bee 

intentions of those participants who choose to enter politics in the experiment: part of the 

collective action response is to prioritize women’s issues, and part of the queen bee response 

is to take on more masculine traits. To this end, political candidates answered two questions. 

Firstly, they ranked eight political issues in order of importance, wherein four issues are 

traditionally female coded (women’s rights, health, education, environment) and four male 

coded (economy, international relations, science, security) (Anzia and Bernhard 2022; Krook 

and O’Brien 2012) – see section 3.2 in Chapter 3 for greater discussion of male and female 

coded policy issues. Secondly, they rated on a scale from 1 to 7 how much they would 

present themselves according to masculine (charismatic, dedicated, determined, intelligent) 

and feminine (caring, compassionate, sensitive, understanding) leadership traits – the specific 

traits are those masculine and feminine leadership traits as in the study by Derks, Van Laar et 

al (2011). The notion of certain leadership traits being more masculine while others are more 

feminine is found not only in the queen bee literature but generally in the leadership 

stereotype literature, wherein the character traits associated with agency are stereotyped as 

masculine while those associated with communality are stereotyped as feminine (e.g. Bauer 

2017; Koenig et al. 2011; Scott and Brown 2006). As this study focuses on political ambition, 
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the political behaviour of those participants who choose to be politicians10 in the election are 

not central to the hypotheses, but Table 4.i in Appendix 4.A shows the treatment effects on a) 

the average ranking of the four female coded issues, b) the ranking of women’s rights 

specifically and c) the average rating of the four masculine leader traits. 

After the community task (the media exposure and election), the second task was to 

fill out a survey, where gender identification, feminist identification, and other variables of 

interest (listed below) were measured. In the months leading up to the planned survey date, 

there was a wave of unexpectedly positive news coverage of female political leaders, with 

headlines such as: “Female-led countries handled coronavirus better, study suggests” 

(Henley, 2020) in the UK; “Coronavirus, what if women (in government) defended 

themselves better? From Merkel to Jacinda, the lessons of seven leaders” (translated, Soave 

2020) in Italy; “Have female leaders succeeded better than male leaders in handling corona?” 

(translated, Lund 2020) in Sweden. To understand whether participants may have been 

impacted by such stories, an additional control variable of interest was whether or not 

participants had been exposed to news or social media stories comparing male and female 

world leaders and their handling of Covid-19. The final three questions of the survey measure 

participants’ perception of whether or not the media they were shown in the start of the study 

was discriminatory, before they were debriefed. 

5.4.3 Variables of interest 
All variables, unless otherwise stated, were measured on seven point scales from 1 

(absolutely not/not at all) to 7 (absolutely yes/very much), as is common in the political 

ambition literature. 

Dependent variables. There are two sets of dependent variables: political ambition 

and group identification. Political ambition has two primary measures, and one secondary 

measure. Firstly, the variable interest measures participants’ stated interest in being a 

political candidate in the election task. This 7-point variable was transformed to a binary 

variable due to the left-skew of the distribution (as done also by e.g. Crowder-Meyer 2020; 

Blais et al. 2019), separating all those participants who chose the lowest point on the scale (1) 

from participants who indicated any interest at all (2-7). Secondly, the binary variable choice 

measures whether participants chose to be political candidates or not. An additional measure 

 
 
10 Voters also answer two questions. Firstly, they rank political issues in order of importance. 
Secondly, they are given two female candidate profiles (one with masculine leader traits and 
one with feminine leader traits) and must choose which to vote for. 
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of political ambition is an index variable measuring nascent political ambition as typically 

done in survey questions, in order to use a more standard measure of political ambition from 

the literature. The index variable measures participants’ average rating of three items 

paraphrased from Lawless and Fox (2010) and Schneider et al. (2015): “I have thought 

seriously about running for office”, “I would like to run for office at some point in the 

future”, and “It is likely that I would run for office at some point in the future”. 

Dependent variables also include the two group identification variables. Gender and 

feminist identification relate to the expected difference in how women in Sweden and Italy 

will react to hostile media discrimination. This study uses the four-item measure of gender 

identification and four-item measure of feminist identification used by van Breen et al. 

(2017), as they found that the measures were not highly correlated and therefore provide 

strongly distinct measures of gender identification and feminist identification within a study. 

For first “women” and then “feminists”, participants were asked to answer the following 

items: “I identify with [women/feminists]; I have strong ties with [women/feminists]; 

[Womanhood/Feminism] is an important part of my self-image; Being a [woman/feminist] is 

an important part of how I see myself” (van Breen et al. 2017, p.3). 

Main independent variables. The media treatment described in detail above is the 

first independent variable: participants were randomly assigned to be exposed to media that 

was either benevolent, hostile or gender neutral. The second independent variable is cultural 

masculinity versus femininity, which varies between the two countries the study ran in. The 

two countries selected for study were Sweden and Italy. These countries vary dramatically on 

one of the widely recognized masculinity/femininity scales: on the Hofstede 0-100 cultural 

masculinity scale, Sweden scores 5 and Italy 70 (Hofstede Insights 2020). This cultural 

difference reveals itself for example in the most recent World Values Survey data wherein 

19% of Italians but only 5% of Swedes agree or strongly agree that men make better political 

leaders than women do (WVS 2020). Despite this, both countries have above EU-average 

shares of women represented in politics: EU=30%, Italy=36%, Sweden=47% (IPU 2021a). 

They are therefore interesting comparisons, as women clearly are able to access politics in 

both countries, despite evident differences in how women and femininity are valued in the 

two cultures. 

Control variables. The following standard demographic control variables were 

included based on their relevance in the political ambition gender gap literature (e.g. 

Crowder-Meyer 2020; Bonneau and Kanthak 2020; Lawless and Fox 2010). Participants’ 

age, ethnicity, level of education (a binary variable indicating whether or not the participant 
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has an education beyond high school), and left-right ideological placement were measured in 

the survey portion of the study, after measures of identification with gender and feminism. 

The wording of the ethnicity question was adapted from one of the recommendations of the 

Institute for Futures Studies pilot study on Afrophobia in Sweden (Håkansson Bolve et al. 

2017), in order to ensure participants understand what is meant by ethnicity in this study and 

are free to report their ethnicity/ethnicities in their own words. Ethnicity categories were 

hand-coded from these open-ended responses in a categorical variable that indicates whether 

the participant said they belonged to 1) a majority cultural or ethnic group in the country 

(Sweden: Swedish, Nordic, Scandinavian, European, Christian, White, Caucasian; Italy: 

Italian, Mediterranean, European, Catholic, Christian, White, Caucasian), 2) a minority or 

mixed culture/ethnicity, or 3) gave a different answer (e.g., chose not to answer, said “I don’t 

know” or similar). Finally, a binary variable measures whether or not participants indicated 

that they had “seen news stories or social media posts comparing how male and female world 

leaders have handled the corona crisis differently”. 

Manipulation checks. The analysis includes two manipulation checks: anger and 

perception of discrimination. Firstly, anger is of interest as it relates to collective action: 

hostile media discrimination should increase anger only in the feminine country, where a 

collective action motivation is hypothesized to occur. Immediately following the media 

exposure, participants were asked to indicate how they felt while reading the news articles by 

rating how much they felt each of six emotions listed, including anger.  

Secondly, to measure if hostile but not benevolent discrimination led to a perception 

of discrimination among participants (the underlying assumption of the study), participants 

were asked at the end of the study to answer three questions that “refer to the articles you saw 

at the start of this study”, before being debriefed: 1) “Did you feel that the articles you were 

shown in this study portrayed men and women equally?” (reverse-coded); 2) “Did you feel 

that the articles you were shown in this study discriminated against women?”; 3) “Did you 

feel offended by the content of the articles you were shown?”. A weakness of this measure of 

discrimination perception is that these questions may result in socially desirable answers: 

participants may report higher scores to appear more egalitarian. This may lead to higher 

discrimination perception scores than the true level, but still give valuable information 

regarding differences between media treatments.  
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5.4.4 Participants 
Women aged 18 and over were recruited to participate in the experiment in Sweden 

and Italy via the online survey company Lucid (luc.id), which has been found to recruit 

representative samples that are suitable for testing social scientific theories (Coppock and 

McClellan 2019). Lucid recruited nationally representative participants (though limited to 

women and aged 18 or older) in the two countries via their marketplace suppliers (most 

commonly double opt-in panels), who were paid up to 1.9 euros in Italy and 2.4 euros in 

Sweden for completing the study11. Observations were excluded from analysis based on: 

male respondents, respondents taking less than 5 minutes for the entire survey, respondents 

straight-lining at all opportunities in the survey to do so and respondents who spent on 

average less than 10 seconds per media article. In total, 1,877 responses were collected and 

301 observations were removed for failing criteria for analysis. Moreover, 3 participants 

reported an age under 18 years old, despite the survey only being sent to adults of 18 years or 

older. These three participants were excluded. In total, there are 1,573 valid observations: 828 

from Sweden12 and 745 from Italy. 

Though only female participants were recruited, some participants indicated in the 

survey that their gender was male and 8 respondents indicated that their gender was other 

than male or female. Participants were given the option of writing their correct gender if they 

so wanted, and the two respondents who chose to do this indicated that their gender was non-

binary. Though male respondents were excluded from analysis, the 8 participants indicating a 

gender other than male or female were included in the otherwise all-female analysis. 

Table 4.ii in Appendix 4.A indicates the age, education, ethnicity and ideology of 

participants by country and in each subgroup. Though there was no significant difference 

between treatment groups in education, ethnicity, or ideology, there was a significant age 

difference between Sweden and Italy (F[1,1567]=6.907, p=0.009), with Italians being older 

than Swedes: average age was 40 years in Italy and 38 in Sweden. Although the analyses 

control for age, it is not possible to rule out unaccounted for correlations between age and 

unobservable variables that could vary by country. About half of participants had more than a 

high school education: 47% in Italy and 52% in Sweden. In Italy, 88% of participants 

 
 
11 Lucid suppliers decide whether to use the entire cost-per-incidence (1.9 euros in Italy and 
2.4 in Sweden) as incentive for the participants; each participant has already registered and 
accepted the terms of use of the panel they are recruited through. 
12 The over-recruitment from Sweden resulted from an initially slow collection of data from 
Swedish respondents prompting the survey provider to distribute the survey more widely. 
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indicated belonging to the majority culture/ethnicity of their country, compared to 86% in 

Sweden. The mean placement on an ideological spectrum from 1 (left) to 7 (right) was 4.0 in 

Italy and 3.9 in Sweden. 

In the experiment, 61% of Italian participants and 38% of Swedish participants 

indicated that they had been exposed to covid-19 stories on female leadership. The fact that 

Italians had greater awareness of the stories could be a result of Italy’s more severe 

experience of covid-19 at the time, potentially leading to greater attention to covid-19 related 

stories. Participants did not vary between media treatments in stating that they had been 

exposed to such news stories (X2(2, N=1570)=0.13, p=0.938). Treatment assignment 

therefore did not impact participants’ stated exposure to such stories. 

5.5 Results 
All models control for demographic variables (age, education, ethnicity, ideology) as 

well as whether or not participants had seen covid-19 news comparing male and female 

world leaders. For binary dependent variables, binomial logit models were used, while for 

continuous variables, linear OLS models were used. 

5.5.1 Manipulation check: perception of discrimination and anger 
A manipulation check was conducted to determine whether, as expected, the hostile 

treatment was perceived as more discriminatory than the control and benevolent treatment, 

and whether the hostile treatment led to anger in Sweden but not in Italy. Figure 5.1 plots the 

marginal effect plots for how media treatment and country impacted participants’ rating of 

the media in the study as being (a) unequal, (b) discriminatory, (c) offensive, and (d) how 

angry they reported feeling immediately after media exposure. Table 4.iii in Appendix 4.A 

shows regression models for these four media perception variables with control variables 

added to the models. 

The first three plots show that Swedes and Italians both considered the media to be 

more unequal, discriminatory, and offensive when there was hostile discrimination compared 

to the control. The fourth plot shows that only Swedes experienced more anger in the hostile 

treatment compared to the control, supporting the notion that anger was only activated in the 

culture where hostile discrimination should lead to collective action motivation. The fact that 

Swedes rated the hostile media treatment as more discriminatory and offensive than Italians 

could be because queen bees are likely to deny the existence of gender discrimination, even 

when it is very obvious (Derks, Van Laar et al. 2011) – Italians but not Swedes were 

expected to have a queen bee response. Considering next the benevolent media treatment, it 
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can be seen that benevolent media was considered to be more gender unequal, discriminatory 

and offensive than the control. The intention of the benevolent treatment was to be subtle and 

not recognizable as discrimination, which was clearly not the case, even if hostile 

discrimination was more easily perceived as such than benevolent discrimination. 

 

Table 4.iii in Appendix 4.A reveals statistically significant effects of control variables 

on discrimination perception and anger, regardless of media treatment. For example, though 

rating of offensiveness was not impacted by ideology, left-leaning participants rated the 

media as more gender unequal and discriminatory overall, while right-leaning participants 

expressed more anger overall. Perception of discrimination and anger were not simply 

affected by the type of media participants were exposed to in the experiment, but rather 
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participants’ recognition of discrimination was affected by (among other things) ideological 

differences.  

While the manipulation checks reveal that the hostile treatment had the intended 

effect, the same was not true of the benevolent treatment. Benevolent discrimination was 

perceived as more discriminatory than the control, which suggests the “insidious danger” of 

benevolent discrimination may not be observed in this study. 

5.5.2 Political ambition 
Overall, the average level of interest in politics was 3.04 (on a scale from 1 to 7) and 

24.2% of participants chose the political candidate role. The first two models in Table 5.1 

show the effect of media treatment on the two primary political ambition variables: choice 

and interest. Figure 5.2 visualizes the effect of media treatment in marginal effect plots. 

Neither hostile nor benevolent media treatments led to statistically significant impact 

on the choice or interest measures of political ambition in Italy or Sweden, compared to the 

gender neutral media condition (i.e., the control). In other words, media discrimination did 

not affect political ambition. Moreover, there was no media treatment effect on political 

ambition when considering a possible interaction of media and country, as seen in Table 4.iv 

in Appendix 4.A. Despite the two primary political ambition measures showing no effect, the 

nascent political ambition index variable was used as a secondary political ambition measure, 

seen in the third model in Table 5.1 and third plot of Figure 5.2. The hostile media condition 

significantly increased nascent political ambition compared to the control, while nascent 

political ambition in the benevolent condition did not differ from the control.  

Hypothesis 1, which suggested that benevolent media discrimination would 

negatively impact women’s political ambition while hostile media discrimination would 

positively impact political ambition, is overall not supported. Although the measure of 

potential future political ambition showed the expected effect of hostile media discrimination, 

there was no support for the “insidious danger” of benevolent discrimination and the two 

primary measures of political ambition were not impacted by hostile or benevolent media 

discrimination. These results suggest that the media treatments did not lead to a visible 

behavioural response from participants, as the media did not impact their interest or decision 

to become candidates in the hypothetical election within the experiment. Nevertheless, the 

more traditional measure of political ambition from survey data, relating to potential political 

ambition for future elections, was positively impacted by the hostile treatment. The lack of 

any negative effect of the benevolent treatment on even this political ambition measure may 
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Table 5.1 Political ambition and group identification 
 Dependent variable: 
 Choice Interest Nascent PA Gender ID Feminist ID 
 logistic logistic OLS OLS OLS 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Hostile -0.01 0.10 0.22* -0.03 0.09 
 (0.15) (0.13) (0.11) (0.10) (0.16) 

Benevolent 0.03 0.14 0.09 0.06 0.05 
 (0.15) (0.13) (0.11) (0.10) (0.16) 

Sweden    -0.21* -0.04 
    (0.10) (0.16) 

Age -0.01* -0.02*** -0.004 -0.002 -0.02*** 
 (0.005) (0.004) (0.003) (0.002) (0.003) 

Education 0.11 0.47*** 0.42*** -0.01 0.29** 
 (0.12) (0.11) (0.09) (0.05) (0.09) 

Minority ethnicity 0.52* 0.60** 0.55*** 0.18 0.19 
 (0.21) (0.22) (0.16) (0.10) (0.17) 

Other ethnicity 0.11 0.16 0.65*** -0.33** 0.10 
 (0.26) (0.24) (0.19) (0.12) (0.19) 

Ideology 0.12*** 0.09** 0.19*** 0.05** -0.24*** 
 (0.04) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) 

Seen covid news 0.49*** 0.36*** 0.56*** 0.29*** 0.41*** 
 (0.12) (0.11) (0.09) (0.06) (0.09) 

Hostile x Sweden    0.02 -0.08 
    (0.13) (0.21) 

Benevolent x 
Sweden 

   -0.14 0.06 
    (0.13) (0.21) 

Constant -1.64*** 0.25 1.11*** 5.62*** 5.24*** 
 (0.26) (0.22) (0.18) (0.13) (0.21) 

Observations 1,573 1,573 1,573 1,573 1,573 
R2   0.09 0.05 0.10 
Adjusted R2   0.09 0.04 0.09 
Log Likelihood -849.64 -1,016.31    

Akaike Inf. Crit. 1,717.29 2,050.62    

Resid. Std. Error   1.69 (df = 1564) 1.07 (df = 1561) 1.71 (df = 1561) 

F Statistic   19.42*** (df = 8; 
1564) 

7.68*** (df = 11; 
1561) 

15.91*** (df = 11; 
1561) 

Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 
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be explained, as previously noted, by the fact that participants were able to perceive 

discrimination in even this subtle form. 

5.5.3 Gender and feminist identification 
Hypotheses 2 and 3 suggested that media discrimination would decrease gender 

identification, particularly in the masculine country Italy, and increase feminist identification, 

particularly in the feminine country Sweden. Figure 5.3, corresponding to the final two 

models of Table 5.1, shows the marginal effects plots for media treatment on gender 

identification and feminist identification.  

Media treatment had no significant effect on either identification variable. Gender 

identification was significantly higher in Italy than in Sweden overall. Masculine cultures 

have more rigid gender roles (Galais et al. 2016), and therefore it is as expected for the 

baseline level of gender identification to be greater in Italy than in Sweden. However, it was 

hypothesized that the hostile treatment would lead to a queen bee effect in Italy, i.e. decrease 

gender identification, which did not occur. Likewise, the hostile treatment did not lead to the 
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expected collective action response of increased politicized group identification, i.e. feminist 

identification, in the feminine culture Sweden.  

Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 3 were therefore not supported. The lack of group 

identification response may suggest that the hostile media treatment did not trigger coping 

strategies along the two expected group identification reactions, even though participants 

easily perceived that the hostile treatment was discriminatory. Rather, participants’ response 

to the hostile treatment may have been based on other beliefs and values, unrelated to their 

gender or feminist identification. 

5.5.4 Election-task choices of politicians 
While this chapter is about political ambition of women, I briefly discuss the election-

task choices of those participants who chose to be politicians. Table 4.i in Appendix 4.A 

shows treatment effects on politicians’ average ranking of female coded political issues, their 

ranking of women’s rights specifically, and finally their average adherence to masculine 

leadership traits. Neither hostile nor benevolent media impacted politicians’ issue rankings or 

masculine leader traits. However, Swedish politicians overall adhered less to masculine 

leader traits, and right-leaning participants adhered more to masculine leader traits. 

Moreover, left-leaning and younger participants ranked women’s issues generally and 

women’s rights specifically as more important than right-leaning, older participants. Media 

treatment therefore had no impact on the political behaviour of participants who chose to be 

politicians in the election, but the ‘collective action’ intention of focusing on female issues 

was stronger among left-leaning participants, while the ‘queen bee’ intention of adhering 

more to masculine leader traits was stronger among right-leaning participants and weaker 

among Swedish participants. 

5.6 Exploratory analysis of ideology: could ideology moderate the 
impact of hostile media on political ambition? 

So far in my theoretical and empirical analysis of women’s political ambition, I have 

focused on heterogeneity among female participants according to their group identification 

based on gender or feminism. In this section, I consider instead whether heterogeneity 

according to their ideology might moderate the effect of hostile media discrimination on 

women’s political ambition in the masculine Italian culture and in the feminine Swedish 

culture. 

This exploration is based on the literature suggesting that ideological differences 

impact discrimination recognition, and political engagement following discrimination. 
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Bankert (2020) uses both survey and experimental data to measure the impact of personally 

experiencing gender discrimination on women’s political engagement. She finds that while 

gender discrimination has no impact on conservative women’s political engagement, liberal 

women’s experience with gender discrimination increases their political engagement. 

Moreover, Major et al. (2002) find that women who support individualistic ideologies are less 

likely to attribute poor treatment from men to discrimination, making collective action 

responses less likely. Indeed, women from right-leaning parties are less likely than women 

from left-leaning parties to focus on gender, diversity and other group-related goals 

(McDonald et al. 2020; O’Brien 2018), suggesting ideological difference may account for 

whether women have a more self- or group-based motivation in politics. Therefore, rather 

than mediating effects of group identification, there is a possibility of moderating effects of 

ideology: left-leaning women may be more likely to have ambition via the “activist” effect, 

while right-leaning women may be more likely have ambition via the “queen bee” effect. 

Comparative studies have long highlighted the matching values of more egalitarian 

culture and left-leaning parties, and the values of more conservative culture and right-leaning 

parties (e.g. Inglehart and Norris 2003). Ideological differences between women, in 

combination with cultural masculinity versus femininity, may determine whether an 

individual or group-based response to hostile media discrimination is taken. In other words, 

there may be a stronger effect of hostile media discrimination on political ambition if both the 

national culture and personally held beliefs of an individual support one type of response 

versus another. This is why I present here an exploratory analysis of the potential moderating 

role of both ideology and country on the effect of hostile media discrimination on women’s 

political ambition. 

The possible interaction of media treatment, country and ideology on political 

ambition variables is shown in Table 5.2 and Figure 5.4 below. For ease of interpretation of 

the three-way interactions, the figure plots separate estimations for participants indicating the 

most left-leaning ideological position (1) and the most right-leaning ideological position (7).  

Considering first the two primary political ambition variables (interest and choice), 

the three-way interaction revealed no main effect of media treatment, country or ideology. 

There was, however, an interactive effect on choice. As seen in plot (a) of Figure 5.4, there 

was no difference between Italian and Swedish participants’ likelihood of choosing the 

political role in the control and benevolent media treatments. Yet, in the hostile media 

treatment, it can be seen that left-leaning Swedish women were more likely to choose the  
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Table 5.2 Media, country and ideology effect on political ambition 
Dependent variable: Choice Interest Nascent PA 

 logistic logistic OLS 
 (1) (2) (3) 

Hostile -0.94 0.35 -0.39 
 (0.64) (0.50) (0.40) 

Benevolent -0.14 0.12 -0.08 
 (0.59) (0.48) (0.39) 

Sweden 0.50 0.76 0.11 
 (0.55) (0.47) (0.38) 

Ideology 0.10 0.16 0.17* 
 (0.10) (0.08) (0.07) 

Age -0.01 -0.02*** -0.004 
 (0.005) (0.004) (0.003) 

Education 0.12 0.46*** 0.44*** 
 (0.12) (0.11) (0.09) 

Minority ethnicity 0.44* 0.56* 0.54** 
 (0.21) (0.23) (0.16) 

Other ethnicity 0.13 0.17 0.65*** 
 (0.26) (0.24) (0.19) 

Seen covid news 0.57*** 0.43*** 0.53*** 
 (0.13) (0.11) (0.09) 

Hostile x Sweden 1.40 -0.30 0.71 
 (0.80) (0.66) (0.53) 

Benevolent x Sweden -0.01 -0.07 -0.03 
 (0.78) (0.66) (0.53) 

Hostile x Ideology 0.25 -0.04 0.18 
 (0.14) (0.11) (0.09) 

Benevolent x Ideology 0.06 0.01 0.03 
 (0.13) (0.11) (0.09) 

Sweden x Ideology 0.0005 -0.12 -0.04 
 (0.13) (0.11) (0.09) 

Hostile x Sweden x Ideology -0.42* 0.04 -0.23 
 (0.18) (0.15) (0.12) 

Benevolent x Sweden x Ideology -0.03 0.002 0.03 
 (0.17) (0.16) (0.12) 

Constant -1.93*** -0.23 1.20*** 
 (0.47) (0.39) (0.32) 

Observations 1,573 1,573 1,573 
R2   0.10 
Adjusted R2   0.09 
Log Likelihood -839.42 -1,012.27  
Akaike Inf. Crit. 1,712.85 2,058.55  
Residual Std. Error   1.69 (df = 1556) 
F Statistic   10.72*** (df = 16; 1556) 
Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 
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political role than left-leaning Italian women, while plot (b) shows right-leaning Italian 

women were more likely to choose the political role than right-leaning Swedish women. 

While treatment effects on the choice measure of political ambition were small, the 

statistically significant interaction supports the notion that hostile media discrimination led to 

a possible activist effect on political ambition among left-leaning women in the feminine 

culture, and a possible queen bee effect on political ambition among right-leaning women in 

the masculine culture. There was, however, no statistically significant interaction between 

ideology, media treatment and country on participants’ interest in the political role. 

 

 

Considering next the third measure of political ambition, the 3-item index variable 

measuring nascent political ambition, there was a significant main effect of ideology: more 

right-leaning women had higher nascent political ambition, which is in line with Kolltveit 

(2021) finding that left party membership led to lower political ambition among young 

people in Norway. While not significant, plot (c) of Figure 5.4 moreover points to a similar 
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trend as the choice measure of political ambition among right-leaning participants: Italian, 

but not Swedish, right-leaning women appeared to be more politically ambitious following 

hostile media discrimination. 

Therefore, only among women whose ideological position was in line with the 

dominant cultural beliefs (i.e., left-leaning women in Sweden and right-leaning women in 

Italy), there was some support for the hypothesized queen bee and activist effects on political 

ambition. 

5.7 Discussion 
This chapter examined whether media discrimination that is benevolent in tone might 

be demotivating for women’s political ambition, while hostile media discrimination might 

provoke women into entering politics either out of an anger-based, collective action 

motivated effect in a feminine culture, or out of a self-protection, self-group distancing effect 

in a masculine culture. Women from Sweden, the feminine culture, and Italy, the masculine 

culture, were exposed to a media treatment in an online experiment, before their political 

ambition and identification with gender and feminism were measured.  

In both countries, there was stronger recognition of media as being gender unequal, 

discriminatory, and offensive in the hostile treatment compared to a control condition or 

when media discrimination was benevolent in tone. The hostile treatment therefore led to the 

intended perception of discrimination by participants. However, the hostile media treatment 

did not overall impact political ambition, except for an index variable of nascent political 

ambition wherein hostile media discrimination increased ambition. This nascent political 

ambition variable measures participants’ potential future political ambition (Lawless and Fox 

2010), while the primary political ambition variables that were not affected by the hostile 

treatment instead measure immediate reactions, relating to the election within the experiment. 

Hostile media discrimination therefore may have sparked some reaction among participants, 

but not enough to push them towards the political stage in the moment. As will be discussed 

more below, the hostile media treatment may have led to such a push among certain subsets 

of participants.  

Benevolent media discrimination, however, did not lead to the expected decrease in 

political ambition by any of the three measures, perhaps because the “insidious danger” 

(Dardenne et al. 2007) of benevolent discrimination lies in individuals’ inability to detect that 

it is discriminatory. In the current study, participants rated the benevolent media treatment as 

significantly more unequal, discriminatory and offensive than the control treatment, and 
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therefore participants were unlikely to be affected in a subconscious manner. Because the 

benevolent treatment failed to be sufficiently subtle, the main difference between the hostile 

and benevolent treatments was the difference in feeling-tone, which was positive in the 

benevolent treatment and negative in the hostile treatment. As the benevolent treatment had 

no positive effect on any political ambition variable (overall or among subsets of 

participants), this suggests that the negative feeling-tone of the hostile treatment, rather than 

the blatancy, may have been the primary driver of the hostile treatment effects found. 

While the hypotheses of the study were not overall supported, the results do suggest 

that hostile media discrimination can increase some women’s political ambition, though the 

results do not support the notion that this was due to changes in identification with gender or 

feminism. Changed identification with gender or feminism was expected to explain whether 

an individual- or group-based response occurred, in other words, whether hostile media 

discrimination led to activist or queen bee effects. The lack of impact on gender and feminist 

identification could be due to these identifications being too stable to be impacted, even short 

term, by a single media exposure treatment. It is possible that only cumulative discrimination 

exposure over time could affect gender and feminist identification. 

There are reasons to believe that participants did experience activist and queen bee 

motivations when media discrimination was hostile. However, the activist and queen bee 

effects appeared to be linked to pre-existing differences in political ideology instead of being 

linked to treatment effects on group identification. In other words, rather than group 

identification based on gender and feminism being relevant to women’s response to hostile 

media discrimination in this study, it is possible that ideological differences between women 

were greater driving forces. 

The activist effect, referring to the collective action literature, assumed that women in 

the feminine culture would experience anger as a result of recognizing hostile media 

discrimination as being discriminatory – indeed, only Swedish women had greater anger in 

the hostile treatment. Due to the egalitarian norms of feminine cultures, women in Sweden 

were expected to have a group-based response to hostile discrimination: an increase in 

politicized group identification, i.e. feminist identification, and a desire to enter politics as a 

form of collective action. However, there was no overall effect of hostile media on feminist 

identification and only left-leaning women in Sweden had increased political ambition 

following the hostile treatment. This does not mean a collective action response did not 

occur. Gender discrimination contradicts both left-leaning ideological values (Rooduijn et al. 

2017) and the values of a feminine culture (Nelson et al. 2006). Therefore, it is possible that a 
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collective action response was triggered among left-leaning women in Sweden because of the 

transgression against their ideologically and culturally supported egalitarian norms. Though 

politicized group identification is part of the collective action model (van Zomeren et al. 

2018), it is possible that in this case, group identification was activated not necessarily via 

feminist identification, but rather via political beliefs and cultural values. 

Likewise, right-leaning ideology, rather than decreased gender identification, may 

have contributed to the queen bee effect in this study. Girerd and Bonnot (2020) find that 

neoliberal views (prioritising of competition and liberty over solidarity) decrease collective 

action intentions of women and increase their system justifying beliefs. Neoliberal views are 

in line with both right-leaning ideology and cultural masculinity (Beugelsdijk and Welzel 

2018; Rooduijn et al. 2017). Therefore, the ideological and cultural views of right-leaning 

women in Italy may have led to a queen bee response, despite gender identification not being 

impacted. The system justifying response of denying even blatant discrimination is supported 

by the fact that right-leaning Italian women were less likely to say that the hostile treatment 

in this experiment was discriminatory. Self-group distancing is an important part of the queen 

bee phenomenon (Derks, Ellemers et al. 2011). Despite the lack of significant decrease in 

gender identification, the queen bee response is partially supported by the fact that the hostile 

media treatment increased political ambition among the participants most likely to have an 

individual-mobility response (those who were both right-leaning and belonged to the 

masculine culture). 

It is therefore possible that when one’s personal ideological leaning is in line with the 

dominant culture, this may provide a combined positive effect on political ambition following 

hostile media discrimination, which does not occur without such an alignment of cultural and 

personal belief systems. This study therefore points to the necessity of not analysing women 

as a homogenous group. Celis and Childs (2020) criticise the assumption that the group 

‘women’ all want the same things, and the tendency to ignore the intersecting identities of 

individuals wherein gender plays only one part. In this study, even though women in the 

feminine culture overall experienced more anger following hostile media, only left-leaning 

women appeared to translate this anger into political ambition. Moreover, while right-leaning 

women generally had greater political ambition in the study, hostile media discrimination 

increased political ambition only for Italian right-leaning women. Without taking both 

ideological and cultural variety into consideration, the analyses would not reveal the potential 

media effects on political ambition that the exploratory analysis uncovered. 
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While exploratory, the ideology analysis in this study gives reason to believe that 

when political news media is more hostile to women, the effects on descriptive and 

substantive representation of women may lean more to the right in masculine cultures and 

more to the left in feminine cultures. In feminine cultures, such media may be more likely to 

mobilise women to become candidates within left-leaning parties, while masculine cultures 

instead may see more female candidates mobilising for right-leaning parties. Though parties 

themselves maintain significant control in determining which female candidates become 

representatives (Ruf 2021), nonetheless the pool of women that parties can select from is still 

determined by which women develop political ambition. Therefore, descriptive 

representation of women (the number of women in politics) may increase on opposite sides 

of the ideological scale in feminine and masculine cultures. Female representatives often take 

the lead in representing women’s issues in parliaments (Wängnerud 2009), i.e. the 

substantive representation of women is often left to female representatives. Right-leaning and 

left-leaning parties typically have different approaches to representing women’s interests in 

policy-making (Caul 1999; Keith and Verge 2018). More female representatives on the left 

but not on the right side of the ideological scale (or vice versa) therefore could skew policy-

making on women’s issues to the left (or to the right). A differential effect of hostile media 

discrimination on left- and right-leaning women’s political activation may thereby lead to 

more conservative approaches to women’s issues in masculine cultures and more egalitarian 

approaches to women’s issues in feminine cultures. 

As the experiment ran in 2020, the unusually positive news coverage of female world 

leaders’ handling of the covid-19 pandemic may have impacted the results. This positive 

coverage of female leaders is all the more striking, given that global analyses suggest women 

remained severely underreported on in general covid-19 related news in 2020 (Kassova 

2020). Participants who stated that they had read stories on female leadership during covid-

19 were more angry and perceived the media in the experiment to be more discriminatory and 

offensive, regardless of media treatment. They also had greater political ambition, by all three 

measures, and greater group identification (both gender and feminist) than participants who 

had not seen stories on female leadership during covid-19. It may be that women who are 

more ambitious, gender identified and/or feminist identified are more likely to seek out 

stories on female leadership, even during a pandemic. It is also possible that, among all the 

myriad negative effects of covid-19 on gender equality (European Commission 2021), covid-

19 led to a positive role model effect (at least for news-reading women) via the media’s focus 

on female political leadership during the global pandemic. 
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Several limitations of the study should be noted, which also suggest future directions 

of study. Firstly, as hinted above, the media treatment may have been interpreted differently 

due to the global context of the covid-19 pandemic. Both benevolent and hostile 

discrimination targeting women in politics may have been seen in a different light than they 

would have been before media portrayed female political leadership as genuinely necessary 

for several months. Secondly, the potential interactive effect of ideology on political ambition 

depended on an exploratory analysis, rather than the study being designed with this analysis 

in mind. This not only means that the ideological measure is limited (one survey item only), 

but also that future confirmatory studies should investigate whether the effect is stable and 

whether instead party identification could be more influential than ideology. Thirdly, the 

benevolent media treatment was detected as discriminatory by an unexpectedly large portion 

of respondents. This suggests the treatment was not subtle enough to lead to the intended 

subconscious effect of benevolent discrimination. Finally, the current study did not ask 

participants about their personal experience with gender discrimination. However, recent 

literature suggests that participants’ stated personal experience with discrimination and 

discrimination exposure treatments in experiments can interact in determining whether 

participants respond to discrimination with an individual or group mobility motivation 

(Saleem and Ramasubramanian 2019).  

5.8 Conclusion 
As stated by Scott and Collins (2020) in their study on how anger and fear impact the 

political ambition of Black candidates in the US: “While the literature has provided 

explanations for the reasons why potential candidates do not seek political office ..., we are 

still learning the reasons why they do” (p.407). In this comparative experimental study, 

different reasons why hostile media discrimination could increase women’s political ambition 

were studied. The study’s hypotheses were largely unsupported: benevolent media 

discrimination did not demotivate while hostile media discrimination did not motivate 

entering politics. The expected positive effect of hostile discrimination on political ambition 

was seen using only one out of three political ambition variables. Yet, an examination of 

potential group differences suggests that hostile media discrimination increases political 

ambition of right-leaning women in masculine cultures, and left-leaning women in feminine 

cultures.  

The primary contribution of the analyses in this chapter has been to test the limits of 

the positive effect of media discrimination on women’s political ambition, providing useful 
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starting points for future studies. In particular, the chapter suggests that women’s political 

ambition is impacted by media under certain conditions, and that future research may reveal 

more about the potential impact of hostile media discrimination on women’s descriptive and 

substantive representation by focusing on ideological as well as cultural difference. By 

considering heterogeneity among women, media effects on their political activation may be 

more fully understood. Moreover, the results suggest that the wave of positive news 

surrounding female political leadership during covid-19 may be another media effect worthy 

of future study within women’s political ambition literature. 

  



 

6 Conclusion 

In news media in 2020, women made up just 25% of all who were seen, heard or read 

about globally (GMMP 2020), an increase of one percentage point from five years previously 

(GMMP 2015). Simultaneously in another realm of representation, women made up 26% of 

members of parliament in the world in 2020 (IPU 2020), an increase from 23% five years 

previously (IPU 2015). While the extreme similarity in women’s numeric presence in news 

media and political decision-making is likely anecdotal, women’s representation in media 

and in politics are hardly unrelated. Both signal the continued undervaluing of women and 

femininity, and the resistance against changing the status quo even in today’s world. As long 

as women in politics are underrepresented – in terms of numeric presence, the symbolic 

associations between politics and gender and the substantive efforts of politicians to act on 

women’s interests – women will be unable to attain true, tangible political equality. 

Understanding the ways media discrimination might impact women’s political representation 

can therefore help determine whether media discrimination hurts democracies, or instead 

under what circumstances women react with resilience and use discrimination as fuel for 

political activation. 

Using content analysis and experimental data, this thesis has tested both possible 

activating and deactivating effects of media discrimination on the supply-side of women’s 

political representation. The first two empirical chapters used Italy as a case and allowed for 

comparing media effects on men and women, while the latter two chapters instead focused 

only on women but compared media effects between two cases: Italy and Sweden. The main 

focus has been understanding whether, and in what direction, media could impact individuals 

in ways that motivate their desire to enter politics. By considering the heterogeneity of 

women and by looking also at media effects on gendered self-presentation, the thesis has also 

addressed questions relating to how media discrimination might impact symbolic and 

substantive representation of women, rather than only descriptive.  

The main finding of Chapter 2 was that the political ambition gender gap can be 

closed by media discrimination, partially due to women’s reactance against media 

discrimination and partially due to men’s political aversion after reading stories that highlight 

the unpleasantness of the political domain. Yet despite a politically activating effect of media 

discrimination on women’s political ambition, Chapter 3 highlights that women are not 
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undamaged by media discrimination. The chapter showed that women, but not men, felt the 

pressure to adapt their feminine and masculine political self-presentation more strongly due 

to the gendered elements of campaigns. Moreover, Chapters 4 and 5 showed that the positive 

effect of media discrimination on women’s political ambition may be highly context specific. 

In the comparative study, media discrimination that was benevolent had no effect on political 

ambition, and media discrimination that was hostile only increased political ambition among 

left-leaning women in Sweden and right-leaning women in Italy.  

The effects on political ambition across the two experiments can be summarised as 

follows. No negative effects of media discrimination on women’s political ambition were 

found in the experiments, though the potentially negative effect of benevolent (and therefore 

hard-to-detect) media discrimination may not have been found because the benevolent 

treatment in the online experiment failed to be sufficiently subtle. Several positive effects of 

media discrimination were found. Women were more likely to choose the political role after 

media discrimination, in particular 1) if there was stronger motivation to prove to others that 

women belong in politics (i.e., because gender is salient) and 2) for hostile discrimination 

only, if women’s personally-held ideological values were in line with the culturally-dominant 

values (i.e., left-leaning women in the feminine culture, Sweden, and right-leaning women in 

the masculine culture, Italy). Women were also more likely to report interest in the political 

role after media discrimination, but only if voter bias beliefs were not activated (i.e., because 

gender was not salient) – interest also increased after hostile discrimination when interest was 

measured as potential future interest in becoming a candidate. 

The results within the thesis as a whole therefore suggest both activating and 

deactivating effects of media discrimination on women’s political representation. While 

descriptive representation of women might increase in some cases, media discrimination is 

unlikely to challenge politicians’ adherence to gender stereotypes that limit the symbolic 

representation of women nor lead to concrete mobilisation around women’s issues. 

*** 

The conversations within the scholarly debate that the thesis adds to can be organised 

according to what the results imply for descriptive, symbolic and substantive political 

representation of women. 

Chapters 2 and 5 both provide evidence that, at least in certain contexts, descriptive 

representation of women could be increased by media discrimination because of positive 

effects on women’s political ambition, which should lead to more female candidates. I 

certainly do not argue that media discrimination is a good thing. Indeed, as the discussion in 
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Chapter 2 highlighted, the positive effect on women’s political ambition is most likely a short 

term reactionary effect. The reactance effect that motivates political ambition after media 

discrimination may wear off over time, due to both the effect being strongest in the 

immediate aftermath of a discriminatory event and due to threat responses to discrimination 

(which are politically deactivating) being additive and thereby strengthening over time. 

Positive effects on political ambition were moreover greater for women’s likelihood of 

choosing the political role in the experimental settings, compared to positive effects on 

women’s interest in the political role. Choosing the political role, the behavioural measure, 

has a more direct impact on descriptive representation than interest does. However, political 

ambition experts suggest the gender gap in considering entering politics is larger than the 

gender gap in choosing to run for election among those who have any nascent ambition at all 

(Fox and Lawless 2011). The momentum that women feel following (hostile) media 

discrimination may make them one-time candidates, but it is not clear that it will lead to a 

sustainable increase in political ambition over the long term. Therefore, the main message 

regarding women’s descriptive representation that the thesis offers, is aimed at parties and 

political recruiters. The silver lining of media discrimination lies in the potentially increased 

opportunity for recruiters to capitalise on women’s political activation while the 

discriminatory rhetoric is ongoing. 

The conclusions relating to symbolic representation lead to less optimism regarding 

media discrimination. The average citizen’s view of politics, and in particular women in 

politics, is likely to be more gendered due to media discrimination. Chapter 3 showed that 

media discrimination had an unequal effect on men and women: female participants, but not 

male participants, felt pressure to strategically adapt both masculine political rhetoric and 

feminine political rhetoric in their self-presentation to voters. This was particularly the case 

when voters in their group were aware of their gender. In other words, women felt it was 

necessary to overcome expected voter bias against women by showing both their feminine 

and masculine competence. One positive note of Chapter 3, however, was that counter-

discriminatory media exposure appeared to reduce women’s expectation of voter gender bias. 

Overall, when voters knew the politicians’ gender, female politicians adjusted their gendered 

rhetoric in a way they did not do when voters were unaware of their gender. However, when 

exposed to counter-discriminatory media, female politicians used less masculine rhetoric 

when their gender was known. Counter-discriminatory media could therefore reduce the 

pressure of the ‘double bind’ on women to prove both their masculine competence and their 

adherence to feminine traits. Counter-discriminatory media may lead to a more balanced 
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representation of femininity and masculinity by political actors, improving the symbolic 

representation of women. 

Finally, substantive representation of women, like symbolic representation, may be 

negatively affected by media discrimination, as the self-presentation measures in Chapter 3 

also include how much politicians speak about traditionally male versus female policy issues. 

Moreover, as seen in Chapter 5, left- and right-leaning women may be politically activated by 

media discrimination under different cultural contexts. As female representatives often 

engage with women’s issues more than their male counterparts, substantive representation of 

women’s issues may become more differentiated across cultures as a result of media 

discrimination’s different effect on left versus right leaning women. Left-leaning stances on 

women’s issues might be bolstered more in feminine cultures, while right-leaning stances on 

women’s issues may be bolstered more in masculine cultures. In line with the latest discourse 

in women’s political representation (cf. Celis and Childs 2020), it must be acknowledged that 

more traditional, conservative stances on women’s issues are not normatively bad even if 

they appear to limit women’s progress, considering that these reflect the genuine interest of 

right-leaning women. Therefore, the main message of the thesis relating to substantive 

representation is that media could impact how much, and through what ideological lens, 

women’s issues are discussed and acted on by politicians. 

Other contributions of the thesis, beyond the main conclusions outlined above, relate 

to three distinctive characteristics of the experimental data collected. Firstly, the thesis has 

focused on media effects on individuals as potential future candidates. The literature on 

media, gender and politics has often highlighted voter choices and party preferences, rather 

than the political activation of citizens. This thesis instead considered media effects on the 

autonomous decision-making of potential future candidates, i.e. their strategic view of 

possible and desirable political choices, as well as more subconscious changes in their view 

of the appropriate gender roles in relation to politics. As highlighted by Piscopo and Kenny 

(2020), there is a danger in political ambition gender gap research, in particular, of putting 

the onus on women to be more ambitious, rather than investing in de-gendering recruitment 

processes, pipelines to politics and other structures that limit the supply-side (see also 

Thomsen and King 2020). By highlighting how media leads to politically activating and 

deactivating effects, this thesis adds to the literature showing that the supply-side of women’s 

representation is not limited by women themselves, but by environmental structures. 

A second distinctive characteristic of the data collected for this thesis is that it has 

included comparisons a) between men and women and b) between two European contexts. 
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This provides interesting insights that would not have been possible when studying only 

women or not allowing cross-cultural comparison. One of these insights is the finding that 

male participants were more likely to feel put-off from politics after exposure to media 

discrimination that targeted women. Though men’s self-presentation did not reveal much 

variation between media treatments, media discrimination was harmful to men in terms of 

their political ambition. In other words, both men and women could stand to gain political 

confidence and enthusiasm, in different ways, from reducing the level of media 

discrimination. Another insight, relating instead to the comparison of Sweden and Italy, was 

gleaned from Chapter 4: the content analysis of media discrimination in these two contexts. 

The analysis suggested levels of discrimination are similar in these two countries, despite the 

fact that gender norms in the countries are rather different. Further, that both Italian and 

Swedish news media (when analysing ‘everyday’ political coverage rather than election-time 

coverage) featured hostile forms of discrimination. It seems, therefore, that even countries 

that might be expected to have advanced beyond discriminatory coverage of gender in 

politics, have a long way to go. 

Thirdly, the data provide an opportunity to pinpoint a potential, future role model 

effect on political ambition caused by the covid-19 pandemic. The timing of the online 

experiment used in Chapter 5 coincided with media coverage of covid-19 that was 

overwhelmingly positive regarding female political leaders (as highlighted in headline 

examples in the chapter). Participants’ stated exposure to covid-19 stories on political 

leadership correlated with increased recognition of media discrimination, identification with 

feminism and with women as a group, and most importantly, with political ambition. It is 

beyond the scope of the thesis to theorise on and test hypotheses about whether or not the 

positive correlations can be said to indicate mediated role model effects. Yet, it is worth 

noting that covid-19 may have been politically inspiring for young women, a topic that is 

certainly worthy of future investigations. 

*** 

Despite the contributions of the thesis, there are several limitations that must be 

discussed. The first set of limitations relate to the stability of effects reported. The media 

treatments in this experiment measure the immediate response to media discrimination, 

which (as discussed in Chapter 2) may be different from long term effects; in particular, 

reactance may occur in the short-term and, without being acted on in the short-term, 

reactance may fade over time. In other words, women whose ambition is increased by media 

discrimination may only sustain that increased ambition if they begin taking steps to enter 
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politics right away. Moreover, in Chapter 3, the discussion included results that were only 

significant at the p<0.1 level and in Chapter 5, part of the results were based on exploratory 

rather than pre-planned analysis. This was done because of the novelty of the questions being 

addressed. The limitations relating to the stability of effects found suggest the need for future 

confirmatory studies. 

The second set of limitations relate to the limited view of gender and intersectionality 

that the thesis takes. Gender is not a binary, and gender does not operate in isolation from 

other social identities that all individuals encompass. This means firstly that the media 

discrimination treatments focusing only on gender discrimination do not account for how 

intersecting identities affect the type and severity of discrimination in media. For example, 

women belonging to older age groups are even more underreported on by the media than 

their younger counterparts (Edström 2018). The analysis in this thesis which did take 

heterogeneity of women into account (by considering political ideology) did reveal that 

media effects on women’s political ambition varied by ideology – an indication that future 

research should investigate intersectionality in media effects. Secondly, it means that the 

effects of gendered discrimination on individuals who do not fit the binary have been 

completely ignored in the thesis. Vignette studies with large sample sizes may be able to 

improve the knowledge of media discrimination effects based not only on binary gender. 

The third set of limitations relate to the type of media chosen for the media exposure: 

online news articles that mixed different forms of media discrimination (i.e., underreporting, 

stereotyping, gendered criticism) – though the online experiment separately tested effects of 

media discrimination that was benevolent versus hostile in tone. However, different sources 

of media have been found to impact media effects; for example, Ferrín et al. (2019) find that 

infotainment TV leads to increased learning about new political parties in the 2015 Spanish 

election, compared to newspapers and traditional TV news channels. Had the experiments 

included social media newsfeeds, television snippets, or other forms of media, the effects 

may have been different. Moreover, the benevolent media treatment in the online experiment 

failed to be sufficiently subtle. A treatment that simply underreported on women in political 

news media may have been sufficient to trigger the intended ‘insidious danger’ of subtle 

discrimination, without risking participants being consciously aware of discrimination. Once 

more, these limitations suggest the need for more research, using a variety of sources, 

severity and form of discrimination in media, to understand in more depth the potential 

effects on women’s political representation. 

*** 



Chapter 6  Conclusion 
 

 107 

By providing unique mixed-method (content analysis and experimental) data in 

European contexts, this thesis has shown evidence of relationships between media, gender 

and politics that gives reason to believe that media effects on the supply-side of women’s 

political representation are worthy of more scholarly attention. The main conclusions of the 

thesis are that women can show resilience against media discrimination. Women can be 

motived, at least in the immediate aftermath of media discrimination, to take on the strenuous 

role of political candidate. Women are not, however, entirely unscathed by the negative 

effects of discrimination exposure. Women in politics may take cues from the gendered 

elements of campaigns, including discriminatory media, to a much larger degree than men. 

Although the thesis therefore points to (some) women’s reactance in the face of media 

discrimination against women in political news, it also points to the way media 

discrimination perpetuates gendered restraints against women in the political domain. 
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Appendix 1. Media exposure examples and survey questions 
from laboratory experiment (Chapters 2 and 3) 

 
Below is how the first media article and the corresponding questions looked, depending on 
the treatment a participant was in. Images are public domain images from pxphere.com.  
 

 
Appendix Figure 1.i Neutral treatment example 
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Appendix Figure 1.ii Discrimination treatment example 
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Appendix Figure 1.iii Counter-discrimination treatment example 
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Question 1 – [This is the wording of question 1 if the participant chose the political role 
as first choice. Each answer option given radio buttons for 6-scale ‘strong disagree’ to 
‘strong agree’. For ‘other’, participants can fill in their own reasoning.] 
You chose politician as your first choice of role today. Please rate your level of agreement 
with the following statements. 

- I chose the political task because I thought I would be very good at it 
- I chose the political task because I thought it seemed like the easiest role 
- I chose the political task because I thought people were likely to vote for me 
- I chose the political task because I thought it seemed the most interesting or  
- enjoyable of the three options 

If you had another motivation, please explain. [Empty textbox provided] 
 
Question 1 – [This is the wording of question 1 if the participant did not choose the 
political role as first choice] 
You chose to be an economic or social expert, rather than politician, as your first choice of 
role today. Please rate your level of agreement with the following statements. 

- I did not choose the political task because I did not think I would be very good at it 
- I did not choose the political task because I thought the role I chose instead seemed 

easier 
- I did not choose the political task because I don’t think people would be likely to vote 

for me 
- I did not choose the political task because I thought it seemed less interesting or 

enjoyable than the task I did choose 
If you had another motivation, please explain. [Empty textbox provided] 
 
Question 2 
Choose all the characteristics below which you would say describe a good politician. 
 
[Given a list of the following characteristics, asked to indicate yes/no] 
- aggressive 
- assertive 
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- compassionate 
- competitive 
- self-assured/confident 
- defends their beliefs 
- dominant 
- kind/gentle  
- independent  
- sensitive to the needs of others  
- sympathetic/understanding  
- vulnerable  
- warm  
- willing to take risks  
 
Question 3 
For each characteristic below, please rate from 0 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) how 
much you agree that the characteristic describes you. 
 
[The same characteristics as in question 2 are provided] 
 
Question 4 
Of the careers listed below, please indicate which ones you would potentially be interested in 
pursuing in the future. 
 
[Given the following list of careers, asked to indicate yes/no for each] 
- Local politician 
- Economist 
- Member of parliament 
- Business owner 
- Lawyer 
- School principal 
- Nurse 
- Office administrator 
 
Question 5 
These items describe different aspects of identity. Please read each item carefully and 
consider how it applies to you. 

- My race or ethnic background 
- My religion 
- My sex or my gender 
- My occupational choice and career plans 
- My commitments on political issues or my political activities 

 
[Given the options: 
- Not important to my sense of who I am 
- Somewhat important to my sense of who I am 
- Very important to my sense of who I am] 
 
Question 6 
Thinking of the media articles you were shown today, please rate from 0 (strongly disagree) 
to 5 (strongly agree) how much you agree with the following statements. 
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- The articles helped me understand youth unemployment. 
- I felt that some of the samples (text or ads) were of better journalistic or entertainment 

quality than others. 
- I felt that some of the samples (text or ads) did not treat men and women the same, in the 

way that they described or presented people. 
 
Question 7 
Please indicate how many days in a normal week you use the following 
 
[Scale: never/almost never, 1-2 days a week, 3-4 days a week, 5-6 days a week, every day] 
- Read/watch/listen to political news 
- Read/watch/listen to celebrity or fashion news 
- Read/watch/listen to sports news 
- Watch documentaries (series or films) 
- Watch romantic comedies (series or films) 
- Use Twitter, Facebook, Instagram or similar 
- Play video games 
 
Question 8 
Please rate your agreement from 0 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) with the following 
statements, which ask about how you think most people (not you personally) feel or act. 
- Most people believe that women are not as capable as men are in high power roles like 

politics. 
- People are less likely to vote for a female candidate than a male candidate, even if they 

have the same skills and abilities. 
 
Question 9 
Which of the following best describes your primary field of study? 

- Anthropology 
- Arts 
- Business 
- Computer sciences 
- Economics 
- Education 
- Geography 
- History 
- Interdisciplinary studies 
- Journalism 
- Law 
- Linguistics 
- Mathematics 
- Medicine 
- Natural sciences 
- Philosophy 
- Political science 
- Public administration 
- Psychology 
- Religion 
- Sociology 
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Appendix 2. Tables, robustness checks and Dunn tests for 
Chapter 2 – Media discrimination and gender differences in 
political ambition in a laboratory experiment 

 
Tables 
 

Appendix Table 2.i Treatment groups* 

 
*Gender (1=male, 2=female); Age (in years); Education (1=less than one year of university 
completed, 2=one year, 3=two years, 4=three or more years) 
 

Appendix Table 2.ii Summary statistics 
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Appendix Table 2.iii Political ambition ordered logit models 
 Dependent variable: 
 Nascent Expressive 
 Unknown Known Unknown Known 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

Media treatment: discrimination 0.251** 0.908 0.394 0.757 
 (0.514) (0.461) (0.564) (0.501) 

Media treatment: counter-discrimination 0.772 1.644 0.980 1.860 
 (0.492) (0.448) (0.543) (0.492) 

Gender: female 0.291** 0.370* 0.389 0.201** 
 (0.465) (0.465) (0.514) (0.508) 

Discrimination recognised 1.153 1.030 0.976 0.821 
 (0.343) (0.308) (0.373) (0.328) 

Studies politics 1.151 2.741* 1.866 2.860* 
 (0.465) (0.430) (0.517) (0.473) 

Media disc x Female 5.889** 1.713 4.501* 5.078* 
 (0.662) (0.621) (0.712) (0.675) 

Media counter x Female 1.200 0.799 0.815 1.077 
 (0.656) (0.617) (0.710) (0.666) 

Observations 177 208 177 208 

Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 
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Robustness check 
 
The following figure and tables are analyses where the two age outliers have been removed. 
As can be seen, no significant differences in results occur. 
 

 
Appendix Figure 2.i Women's nascent political ambition: p-value=0.159. Women's expressive political 
ambition: p-value=0.015. Men's nascent political ambition: p-value=0.027. Men's expressive political ambition: 
p-value=0.042. 
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Appendix Table 2.iv Political ambition logit models without age outliers 
 Dependent variable: 
 Nascent Expressive 
 Unknown Known Unknown Known 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

Media treatment: discrimination -2.448** -0.047 -1.280 -0.391 
 (0.863) (0.606) (0.708) (0.567) 

Media treatment: counter-discrimination -1.056 1.269 -0.428 0.485 
 (0.901) (0.747) (0.618) (0.523) 

Gender: female -2.501** -1.061 -0.925 -3.115** 
 (0.816) (0.568) (0.595) (1.104) 

Discrimination recognised 0.026 -0.055 0.310 0.061 
 (0.418) (0.403) (0.486) (0.415) 

Studies politics 0.238 0.753 0.577 1.447** 
 (0.659) (0.597) (0.605) (0.544) 

Media disc x Female 3.382*** 0.588 0.919 2.705* 
 (0.986) (0.767) (0.901) (1.227) 

Media counter x Female 1.067 -0.935 -0.255 1.162 
 (1.021) (0.891) (0.910) (1.238) 

Constant 2.177* 0.307 -1.066 -1.993** 
 (1.033) (0.764) (0.796) (0.700) 

Observations 175 208 175 208 
Log Likelihood -103.210 -118.935 -89.466 -104.673 
Akaike Inf. Crit. 222.421 253.870 194.931 225.345 

Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 
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Appendix Table 2.v Political ambition ordered logit models without age outliers 
 Dependent variable: 
 Nascent Expressive 
 Unknown Known Unknown Known 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

Media treatment: discrimination 0.250** 0.908 0.375 0.757 
 (0.515) (0.461) (0.567) (0.501) 

Media treatment: counter-discrimination 0.831 1.644 0.874 1.860 
 (0.499) (0.448) (0.550) (0.492) 

Gender: female 0.290** 0.370* 0.382 0.201** 
 (0.466) (0.465) (0.516) (0.508) 

Discrimination recognised 1.157 1.030 1.044 0.821 
 (0.344) (0.308) (0.375) (0.328) 

Studies politics 1.140 2.741* 1.917 2.860* 
 (0.465) (0.430) (0.519) (0.473) 

Media disc x Female 5.900** 1.713 4.497* 5.078* 
 (0.663) (0.621) (0.714) (0.675) 

Media counter x Female 1.033 0.799 0.819 1.077 
 (0.662) (0.617) (0.717) (0.666) 

Observations 175 208 175 208 

Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 
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Dunn tests 
Dunn Tests report the p-values adjusted using the Benjamini-Hochberg method. 
 
 

Appendix Table 2.vi Dunn table corresponding to women’s expressive political ambition in Figure 
2.1 

 Comparison Z P.unadj P.adj 
1 Counter V Disc -2.054 0.040 0.060 
2 Counter V Neutral 0.737 0.461 0.461 
3 Disc V Neutral 2.714 0.007 0.020 

 
 

Appendix Table 2.vii Dunn table corresponding to men’s nascent political ambition in Figure 2.1 
 Comparison Z P.unadj P.adj 
1 Counter V Disc 2.498 0.012 0.037 
2 Counter V Neutral 0.570 0.569 0.569 
3 Disc V Neutral -1.825 0.068 0.102 

 
 
Appendix Table 2.viii Dunn table corresponding to men’s expressive political ambition in Figure 2.1 
 Comparison Z P.unadj P.adj 
1 Counter V Disc 2.561 0.010 0.031 
2 Counter V Neutral 0.861 0.389 0.389 
3 Disc V Neutral -1.590 0.112 0.168 
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Power calculation for laboratory experiment 
The power calculation was based on the treatment effect in the stereotype threat experiment 
of Pruysers and Blais (2017); at the time of designing the experiment, this was the closest to a 
media effects experiment on political ambition that was found. Pruysers and Blais (2017) 
report that 49.5% of women across conditions placed politics in their top 5 career choices, but 
that twice as many women in the nonthreat condition did so compared to women in the 
stereotype threat condition. Using the power calculator by Alexander Coppock (link below), I 
therefore estimated a hypothetical treatment effect of (+ or -) 0.35 percentage points with 
alpha=0.05 and power target=0.8. The calculation suggested a sample size of c.60. However, 
my experiment effectively consists of 12 groups (3 media conditions, 2 salience conditions, 2 
genders), rather than 2 groups only. Therefore, I considered c.30 participants per group and 
360 participants in total to be an appropriate sample size. 
 

 
Source: https://egap.shinyapps.io/Power_Calculator/  
 
Ex-post 
At time of designing the experiments of this thesis, I was not aware of a different way to 
calculate power for factorial designs. To ex-post calculate the power in a more appropriate 
manner for factorial designs, I used the pwr.f2.test function in the pwr package in R 
(Champely et al. 2020), which calculates effect size when given the number of coefficients in 
the model and the desired power and alpha. As my models included 7 coefficients (not 
including the constant), and the literature gives reason to expect at least a medium Cohen’s d 
effect size (effect size 0.15), with the same alpha (0.05) and power (0.8) as the a priori 
calculations, the function gives the denominator degrees of freedom value of 95. By adding 
the denominator degrees of freedom and number of covariates in the model including the 
intercept, the necessary sample size for the desired power is N=103. As the actual sample size 
was well above this level (N=388), the design can be considered sufficiently powered.  
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Appendix 3. Dictionary excepts and validation procedure for 
Chapter 3 – Don’t blame the candidate? A text analysis of men 
and women’s gendered political self-presentation in a lab 
experiment 

 
The following shows ten examples of words coded for within each of the six categories of the 
dictionary. The words are often truncated, meaning that words with different endings will be 
included in the count. For example, *equalit* will code for the words equality, inequality, 
equalities, etc. 
 

Appendix Table 3.i Dictionary excerpt 
FEMALE POLICY 

*Equalit*, cultur*, educat*, environment*, family, health*, local, poverty, women*, youth 
MALE POLICY 

Automat*, bank*, business*, countr*, techn*, research*, hiring,  international*, law, trade 

AMBIVALENCE 
Aim, almost, but, could, doubt*, guess*, if, maybe, perhaps, seem* 

AGGRESSION 
Abolish*, attack*, challeng*, compet*, conflict*, defend*, eliminat*, fight*, oppose*, 
react* 

COLLECTIVE 

Let’s, our, ours, oursel*, us, we, we’* 
INDIVIDUAL 

I, I’*, me, mine, my, myself 
 
The validation procedure used is similar to that by Meeks (2019), who kindly allowed me to 
use (and adapt) her policy issue dictionary. Meeks’ describes her iterative validation 
procedure, wherein: 1) the dictionary categories are created; 2) words and phrases are added 
to the categories that reflect the context, informed by a reading of the text; 3) keyword-in-
context (KWIC) searches are used for each of the dictionary terms identified in the text, to 
determine whether the correct meaning of dictionary terms are reflected in the usage of these 
words in the text; 4) the dictionary is revised to reflect the KWIC results. Steps 3 and 4 were 
repeated as needed.  
 
Because of the small corpus of text from participants in my experiment, I chose to identify 
each individual appearance of a dictionary term in the text, and to subsequently delete those 
dictionary terms that clearly do not capture the intended meaning (for example, the word 
‘order’ in the aggression category of the dictionary was used exclusively in the phrase ‘in 
order to’ within the text, and therefore was removed from the aggression category of the 
dictionary). Moreover, I added those words that, as in steps 2 and 4 of Meeks’ procedure, 
captured the meaning of the dictionary categories but were not yet part of the dictionary 
terms (for example, the word ‘union’ was added to male policy references, as it was used 
exclusively to refer to labour unions in the text). In effect, I read each election promise, with 
all appearances of dictionary terms in the election promise highlighted, to determine if the 
dictionary was appropriately capturing the six categories (female policy issues, male policy 
issues, ambivalence, aggression, individual and collective references). 
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All the words/phrases that I removed or added to the dictionary are seen in the two tables 
below (one for terms to remove, one for terms to add), as well as an example from the text for 
each term and a brief justification of the decision made.  
 
 

Appendix Table 3.ii Terms removed from dictionary 
Term (category in 
dictionary) 

Example Justification 

About 
(ambivalence) 

in general What I care | 
about | is above all the 
incentive 

In all cases, the word was used as in 
the example, not as hedging or 
uncertain language  

Girl* (fempol) elected so that every boy | 
girl | over the age of majority 

Clearly not meant to reflect gender 
policy in any of the usages of ‘girl’ 
in the text 

Sense 
(ambivalence) 

the profession in the true | 
sense | of the word 

Never used in ambivalent way, but 
rather for emphasis 

Female* (fempol) workers and future male and 
| female | workers 

Never referencing gender policy 

Flexibility 
(ambivalence) 

implement will aim at 
greater | flexibility | for 
employers with tax relief 

Always refers to type of economic 
policy, not ambivalence 

Import* (malpol) manage to give the right | 
importance | to these two 
issues 

Never in reference to imports, 
instead always as part of the word 
important/importance 

Historic* (fempol) is most affected by the | 
historical | moment we are 
experiencing 

Never refers to historical cultural 
policy, but rather for emphasis 

Conservation* 
(fempol) 

training in the professional 
field in order to enhance the 
conservation and the birth of 
new and strong realities 

Meant to be part of environmental 
conservation, but actually is used 
more for emphasis in the text 

Order (aggression) paid at national level in | 
order | to reduce youth 
unemployment 

Never used in the sense of bringing 
order, always as part of phrase ‘in 
order to’ 

 
 

Appendix Table 3.iii Terms for addition to dictionary 
Term (potential 
category) 

Example Justification 

Union* (malpol) If I am elected the | unions | 
will be required by law 

Always refers to labour policy 

Course_of_study 
(fempol) 

for them offering free training | 
courses | for young people 

Course_of_study always refers to 
educational policy, but ‘course’ is 
sometimes ‘of course’ 

Digital* 
(malpol) 

advertise job offers in both |  
digital  | and paper form 

Always about technology 

Occupation 
(malpol) 

young person should have an |  
occupation  | in our day 

Always about employment policy 
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Enterprise* 
(malpol) 

will finance small and 
medium-sized | enterprises | in 
order to propose industrial 

Always refers to companies, so 
labour policy 

Partner (fempol) job and consequently find a | 
partner | buy a house have 
children 

Used to reference family policy 

Demand 
(malpol) 

the educational offer with the | 
demand | for work 

Always in reference to economic 
policy 

Supply (malpol) facilitate the meeting between | 
supply | and demand 

Always in reference to economic 
policy 

Assistance 
(fempol) 

to foreign markets provide 
social | assistance | to deal with 
alienation 

Always refers to either social 
assistance or similar mental health or 
welfare policy 

*employed 
(malpol) 

training courses for young and 
| unemployed | in collaboration 
with local companies 

Missed in the current employment 
related words (e.g. ‘employee*’, 
‘*employment’) 

Psych* (fempol) social experts say causes 
serious |   psychiatric   | 
disorders and creates anxiety 

Always in reference to psychological 
condition and therefore mental health 

Anxiety 
(fempol) 

related problems such as | 
anxiety | and worry which also 
diminish 

Same as above 

Depress* 
(fempol) 

to see their children 
increasingly | depressed  | and 
unmotivated 

Same as above 

Ital* (malpol) done to further improve the | 
Italian | working situation 

Always refers to national-level 
policy 

Manual (malpol) for both the intellectual and | 
manual | professions 

Labour policy always referenced 

Factory, 
factories 
(malpol) 

we want to create new | 
factories | linked in particular 
to the 

Infrastructure and economic policy 
always referenced 

Europ* (malpol) organize work programs with 
various | European | states to 
allow periods of 

International relations 

Study (fempol) young people the opportunity 
to | study | to ensure a better 
future 

Educational policy 

Aim 
(ambivalence) 

that we will implement will |  
aim  | at greater flexibility 

Hedges the promise (though ‘aims’, 
‘aimed’ or ‘aiming’ typically refer to 
specified targets rather than a hedged 
promise) 

Brain_drain 
(malpol) 

could also avoid the so-called | 
brain | drain accompanied by 
an increase 

Economic policy, international 
policy 

Wage* (malpol) work and an increase in | 
wages | for workers in the most 

Labour policy (the compound 
minimum_wage is already in 
dictionary as female policy) 
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Provinc* 
(fempol) 

the job offers available at | 
provincial | level we will create 

Refers to local level policy 

Social_well-
being, 
collective_well-
being, 
public_well-
being (fempol) 

theme for increasing the 
collective | well-being | of the 
community; this country must 
be public | well-being | both 
from a mental health; that aims 
to implement social | well-
being | and quality of life 

Refers to welfare policy and mental 
health policy (‘well-being’ alone is 
not included as it instead sometimes 
refers to economic well-being) 

Mental (fempol) public well-being both from a |  
mental   | health point of view 

Mental health 

Workforce 
(malpol) 

as far as the basic | workforce | 
is concerned 

Labour policy 

Machine* 
(malpol) 

be replaced by more efficient | 
machines | therefore the 
employees of the 

Economic policy, technology 

Sustainab* 
(fempol) 

calls that promote the 
environmentally |  sustainable   
| development of the 
environment 

Environmental policy  

Cleaning 
(fempol) 

in socially useful activities e.g 
| cleaning | of green areas for 
which 

Environmental policy 

Scholarship* 
(fempol) 

In addition the strengthening 
of student | scholarships | is a 
priority in order to be 

Education and social policy 

Construct* 
(malpol) 

therefore be given to the | 
construction | of new 
infrastructures 

Infrastructural policy 
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Appendix 4. All appendix material for Chapter 5 – When and 
why does media discrimination increase women’s political 
ambition? A comparative experimental study in Sweden and 
Italy 

 
A: Tables 
 

Appendix Table 4.i Election task outcomes for politicians 
 Dependent variable: 
 Fem. issues Women's rights Masc. traits 
 (1) (2) (3) 

Hostile 0.15 0.66 -0.16 
 (0.16) (0.42) (0.17) 

Benevolent -0.09 0.51 -0.02 
 (0.16) (0.43) (0.17) 

Sweden -0.08 -0.06 -0.33* 
 (0.16) (0.42) (0.17) 

Ideology -0.12*** -0.20** 0.08** 
 (0.02) (0.06) (0.03) 

Age -0.01*** -0.03*** 0.0003 
 (0.003) (0.01) (0.004) 

Education -0.12 -0.05 -0.02 
 (0.09) (0.23) (0.09) 

Minority ethnicity -0.10 0.69 0.04 
 (0.14) (0.37) (0.15) 

Other ethnicity -0.26 -0.10 -0.37 
 (0.18) (0.49) (0.19) 

Seen covid news -0.004 0.35 0.10 
 (0.09) (0.24) (0.10) 

Hostile x Sweden -0.27 -0.26 0.19 
 (0.22) (0.57) (0.23) 

Benevolent x Sweden 0.12 -0.07 -0.09 
 (0.21) (0.56) (0.22) 

Constant 6.23*** 6.17*** 5.64*** 
 (0.22) (0.57) (0.23) 

Observations 381 381 381 
R2 0.12 0.10 0.08 
Adjusted R2 0.09 0.07 0.05 
Residual Std. Error (df = 369) 0.83 2.17 0.86 
F Statistic (df = 11; 369) 4.49*** 3.54*** 2.74** 
Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 
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Appendix Table 4.ii Descriptive table 

 Italy  
(N = 745) 

Sweden 
(N = 828) 

Italy. 
Control 
(N = 238) 

Sweden. 
Control 
(N = 262) 

Italy. 
Hostile 
(N = 254) 

Sweden. 
Hostile 
(N = 284) 

Italy. 
Benevolent 
(N = 253) 

Sweden. 
Benevolent 
(N = 282) 

Age                         
   mean 
±sd 

39.72 ± 
12.67 

37.95 ± 
13.89 

40.42 ± 
13.85 

37.43 ± 
13.90 

38.45 ± 
11.55 

37.30 ± 
13.86 

40.32 ± 
12.54 

39.09 ± 
13.90 

   min 19 18 19 18 19 18 19 18 
   max 80 79 73 79 80 76 76 77 
Education                         
   High 
school or 
lower 

393 
(52.75%) 

401 
(48.43%) 

121 
(50.84%) 

121 
(46.18%) 

137 
(53.94%) 

145 
(51.06%) 

135 
(53.36%) 

135 
(47.87%) 

   Beyond 
high 
school 

352 
(47.25%) 

427 
(51.57%) 

117 
(49.16%) 

141 
(53.82%) 

117 
(46.06%) 

139 
(48.94%) 

118 
(46.64%) 

147 
(52.13%) 

Ethnicity                         
   Majority 
ethnicity 

658 
(88.32%) 

714 
(86.23%) 

215 
(90.34%) 

231 
(88.17%) 

224 
(88.19%) 

241 
(84.86%) 

219 
(86.56%) 

242 
(85.82%) 

   Minority 
ethnicity 

40 
(5.37%) 

77 
(9.30%) 

13 
(5.46%) 

24 
(9.16%) 

13 
(5.12%) 

27 
(9.51%) 

14 
(5.53%) 

26 
(9.22%) 

   Chose 
not to 
disclose or 
other 

47 
(6.31%) 

37 
(4.47%) 

10 
(4.20%) 

7 
(2.67%) 

17 
(6.69%) 

16 
(5.63%) 

20 
(7.91%) 

14 
(4.96%) 

Ideology                         
   mean 
±sd 

4.04 ± 
1.69 

3.89 ± 
1.74 

3.97 ± 
1.64 

3.81 ± 
1.77 

4.17 ± 
1.70 

3.80 ± 
1.73 

3.97 ± 
1.73 

4.06 ± 
1.71 

   min 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
   max 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 
Seen 
covid 
news 

                        

   Yes 
458 
(61.48%) 

315 
(38.04%) 

156 
(65.55%) 

93 
(35.50%) 

149 
(58.66%) 

114 
(40.14%) 

153 
(60.47%) 

108 
(38.30%) 

   No 
287 
(38.52%) 

513 
(61.96%) 

82 
(34.45%) 

169 
(64.50%) 

105 
(41.34%) 

170 
(59.86%) 

100 
(39.53%) 

174 
(61.70%) 
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Appendix Table 4.iii Manipulation check 
 Dependent variable: 

 Media not 
equal 

Media 
discriminated 

Media 
offensive 

Anger 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

Hostile 1.03*** 1.45*** 0.89*** -0.06 
 (0.17) (0.16) (0.15) (0.15) 

Benevolent 0.63*** 0.67*** 0.41** -0.33* 
 (0.17) (0.16) (0.15) (0.15) 

Sweden 0.43* 0.10 0.20 -0.18 
 (0.17) (0.17) (0.15) (0.15) 

Age -0.003 -0.003 -0.01** 0.0005 
 (0.004) (0.004) (0.003) (0.003) 

Education 0.22* 0.42*** 0.38*** 0.37*** 
 (0.09) (0.09) (0.08) (0.08) 

Minority ethnicity 0.03 -0.26 -0.10 0.09 
 (0.18) (0.18) (0.16) (0.16) 

Other ethnicity 0.003 0.11 0.40* 0.37* 
 (0.21) (0.21) (0.18) (0.19) 

Ideology -0.16*** -0.12*** -0.03 0.08** 
 (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) 

Seen covid news 0.02 0.28** 0.23** 0.46*** 
 (0.10) (0.10) (0.09) (0.09) 

Hostile x Sweden -0.37 0.59** 0.32 0.71*** 
 (0.23) (0.23) (0.20) (0.20) 

Benevolent x Sweden -0.21 0.36 0.09 0.38 
 (0.23) (0.23) (0.20) (0.20) 

Constant 3.98*** 2.32*** 1.78*** 1.61*** 
 (0.23) (0.22) (0.20) (0.20) 

Observations 1,573 1,573 1,573 1,573 
R2 0.06 0.17 0.10 0.06 
Adjusted R2 0.06 0.16 0.10 0.05 
Residual Std. Error (df = 
1561) 1.85 1.82 1.62 1.64 

F Statistic (df = 11; 1561) 9.40*** 28.83*** 16.39*** 9.20*** 

Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 
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Appendix Table 4.iv Media and country effect on political ambition 
 Dependent variable: 
 Choice Interest Nascent PA 
 logistic logistic OLS 
 (1) (2) (3) 

Hostile 0.18 0.18 0.35* 
 (0.22) (0.19) (0.15) 

Benevolent 0.11 0.17 0.05 
 (0.22) (0.19) (0.15) 

Sweden 0.51* 0.32 -0.04 
 (0.22) (0.19) (0.15) 

Age -0.01 -0.02*** -0.004 
 (0.005) (0.004) (0.003) 

Education 0.09 0.46*** 0.42*** 
 (0.12) (0.11) (0.09) 

Minority ethnicity 0.48* 0.57* 0.57*** 
 (0.21) (0.23) (0.16) 

Other ethnicity 0.14 0.18 0.65*** 
 (0.26) (0.24) (0.19) 

Ideology 0.13*** 0.09** 0.18*** 
 (0.04) (0.03) (0.03) 

Seen covid news 0.58*** 0.43*** 0.54*** 
 (0.13) (0.11) (0.09) 

Hostile x Sweden -0.35 -0.15 -0.24 
 (0.30) (0.26) (0.21) 

Benevolent x Sweden -0.16 -0.07 0.08 
 (0.30) (0.26) (0.21) 

Constant -2.01*** 0.02 1.16*** 
 (0.30) (0.25) (0.21) 

Observations 1,573 1,573 1,573 
R2   0.09 
Adjusted R2   0.09 
Log Likelihood -845.32 -1,013.78  

Akaike Inf. Crit. 1,714.64 2,051.55  

Residual Std. Error   1.69 (df = 1561) 
F Statistic   14.49*** (df = 11; 1561) 

Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 
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B: Power calculation for online experiment 
The power calculation was based on the treatment effect in the previously run laboratory 
experiment – this allows for considering both interest and choice power calculations.  
 
Choice variable.  
In the lab, 12% of women in the neutral media condition and 22% of women in the media 
discrimination treatment rated politician as their first choice role. For alpha=0.05 and 
power=0.8, the calculation suggests minimum sample size of c.440. As I compare 6 groups (3 
media conditions, 2 countries), total sample size is minimum c.1,320. 
 

 
Source: https://egap.shinyapps.io/Power_Calculator/ 
 
Interest variable.  
In the lab, interest in the political role was calculated on a scale from 0-10 (11 point scale), 
the effect size was c.1 and SD c.3. Transforming this to the 7-point scale in the online 
measure of interest suggests an effect size of 0.64 and SD of 1.9. For alpha=0.05 and 
power=0.8, the calculation is minimum c.280 – smaller than that required for the choice 
measure, which the sample size was therefore informed by. 
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Source: https://egap.shinyapps.io/Power_Calculator/  
 
 
Ex-post 
Just as for the lab experiment, I also conducted an ex-post power calculation with the pwr 
package. The models included at most 16 coefficients (minus the constant). Again using the 
medium Cohen’s d effect size=0.15, alpha=0.05 and power=0.8, the function gives 125 as the 
denominator degrees of freedom value, and therefore N=125+16+1=142. Even for a small 
Cohen’s d effect size (0.02), the function gives denominator degrees of freedom=960, and 
therefore N=977. The actual sample size of N=1,573 is well above this minimum, and 
therefore the design is sufficiently powered. 
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C: Content of media treatment 
Below, an example of what one of the three articles looked like in each of the three 
treatments, both in Italy and in Sweden, is included via screenshots. Then, the text for all 
articles and questions for each article (in all three treatments) are shown in English, where 
names of people or parties are given IDs that were replaced by Italian and Swedish names in 
the actual experiment, depending on a participant’s country. Article 1 is the same in 
benevolent and hostile treatments, as it portrays male politicians in order to not only show 
women in benevolent or hostile discriminatory manner, but also men without such 
discrimination. The question posed to participants after each article is more or less the same 
regardless of treatment, only changing whether it is parties referred to as in the control, or 
politicians as in the two discrimination treatments. 
 

 
Appendix Figure 4.i Italian example of neutral, benevolent and hostile treatment 
 

 
Appendix Figure 4.ii Swedish example of neutral, benevolent and hostile treatment 
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[ARTICLE 1, CONTROL] 
PARTY413 ahead in the polls, but PARTY5 may still win the race  
 
The battle between PARTY4 and PARTY5 will be fought to the very end  
 
Both PARTY4 and PARTY5 are well ahead of the other parties in the polls, and it is now 
clear that one of these two parties will be victorious in the next election. PARTY4 has played 
their cards well, and the party has advanced well beyond what pollsters imagined possible 
after the last election. But the finish line is in view also for PARTY5, who has maintained 
their strong position among voters.  
 
Throughout the campaign, both parties have shown they are not afraid of taking risks. Both 
are strong contenders, and although PARTY4 has the lead at the moment, there is plenty of 
time for PARTY5 to come out on top.  
 
[ARTICLE 1, BENEVOLENT AND HOSTILE] 
MALPOL414 ahead in the polls, but MALPOL5 may still win the race  
  
The battle between MALPOL4 and MALPOL5 will be fought to the very end  
  
Both MALPOL4 and MALPOL5 have led their parties ahead of the others, and it is now 
clear that one of these two men will be victorious in the next election. MALPOL4 has played 
his cards well, and his party has advanced well beyond what pollsters imagined possible after 
the last election. But the finish line is in view also for MALPOL5, who has led his party to 
maintain their strong position among voters.  
  
Throughout the campaign, both candidates have shown they are not afraid of taking risks. 
Both are strong leaders, and although MALPOL4 has the lead at the moment, there is plenty 
of time for MALPOL5 to come out on top.                
 
 
[ARTICLE 1 QUESTION] 
Which party is ahead in the latest polls: PARTY4 or PARTY5? 

• PARTY4  (1)  
• PARTY5  (2)  

Which politician is ahead in the latest polls: MALPOL4 or MALPOL5? 
- MALPOL4  (1)  
- MALPOL5  (2)  

 
 

 
 
13 Party IDs were replaced with vague names such as Rectangle party. Shapes were used for 
party names rather than symbols such as flowers or stars, that are used by actual parties in 
Italy and Sweden. 
14 Individuals’ IDs were replaced with names. MALPOL is short for male politicians; 
BENTAR is short for (female) benevolent discrimination target; HOSTAR is short for 
(female) hostile discrimination target. Examples of names used, in Swedish/Italian, are 
Anders Johansson/Lorenzo Russo and Kristina Holm/Alice Romano. 
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[ARTICLE 2, CONTROL] 
If the government works with PARTY1, things will go badly: their proposal is simply 
missing sharp teeth  
 
PARTY1 proposed policy criticised  
 
Over the weekend, PARTY1 came up with a policy proposal regarding a new plan on youth 
unemployment that will cost 10 billion. It is a really bad idea, and is a reminder of why it 
would be better if PARTY1 was not included in the next coalition.  
 
The policy proposed is similar to policies we have had in the past and those advocated for by 
PARTY2. Now it appears PARTY1 wants to bring this nonsense up again. And in the 
background, PARTY2 will be the one pulling the strings. 
 
When PARTY1 presents their policy plans, there are many holes that money need to be 
stuffed into, but the plan they propose is simply missing sharp teeth. PARTY2 has been a 
strong contender on the political scene. Let’s hope their affiliation with PARTY1 doesn’t 
reflect poorly on them.             
 
[ARTICLE 2, BENEVOLENT] 
Party members defend BENTAR1 against remarks by MALPOL1: “Her proposal is 
simply missing sharp teeth”  
  
BENTAR1 has her party’s full support  
  
Over the weekend, BENTAR1 outlined the party’s policy proposal regarding a new plan on 
youth unemployment that will cost 10 billion. Although some experts have questioned the 
logic behind the new plan, other party members have been quick to offer their support to 
BENTAR1, highlighting her history of caring for the people in her community.  
   
The policy she proposes is similar to policies we have had in the past and MALPOL1 made 
his criticism known. MALPOL2 quickly came to BENTAR1’s defence: “The gratuitous 
judgements made by MALPOL1 completely disregard BENTAR1’s efforts and feelings.” 
MALPOL2 moreover confirmed: “She is doing a good job.” 
  
Only moments after BENTAR1, who is sometimes fondly called the ‘songbird of politics’ 
due to her past career in music, presented the new policy, MALPOL1 made the statement: 
“Her policy is simply missing sharp teeth”. But the big players in her party have come to her 
protection, claiming she has their full support. 
 
 
[ARTICLE 2, HOSTILE] 
If the government works with HOSTAR1, things will go badly: her proposal is simply 
missing sharp teeth  
  
HOSTAR1 has many holes to put away money in  
  
Over the weekend, HOSTAR1 has decided to come up with a policy proposal regarding a 
new plan on youth unemployment that will cost 10 billion. It is a really bad idea, and is a 
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reminder of why it would be better to leave the bickering behind during policy creation and 
allow other party members to take charge.  
   
The policy she proposes is similar to policies we have had in the past and those advocated for 
by MALPOL1. Now it appears HOSTAR1 wants to bring this nonsense up again. And in the 
background, MALPOL1 will be the one pulling the strings. 
  
When HOSTAR1 presents her policy plans, there are many holes that money need to be 
stuffed into, but the plan she proposes is simply missing sharp teeth. MALPOL1 has been a 
strong contender on the political scene. Let’s hope his HOSTAR1[first name only] doesn’t 
reflect poorly on him. 
 
 
[ARTICLE 2 QUESTION] 
How much money would the new plan on youth unemployment cost, which was proposed by 
PARTY1? 

1. 10 million  (1)  
2. 10 billion  (2)  
3. No amount was given  (3)  

How much money would the new plan on youth unemployment cost, which was proposed by 
BENTAR1/HOSTAR1? 

- 10 million  (1)  
- 10 billion  (2)  
- No amount was given  (3)  

 
 
[ARTICLE 3, CONTROL] 
Back after an electoral period in the dark   
 
PARTY7 expected to pass the electoral threshold this election. 
 
PARTY7 is likely to win enough votes to be represented again in the next election, but 
although much has changed in the political scene while they were not in parliament, the 
party’s ideas haven’t changed much.     
 
Their website states that the party will “focus on what’s really important.” Although many of 
their supporters feel the party has come a long way, there is also fear that they will be less 
attractive coalition partners after one electoral period outside of parliament.    
 
[ARTICLE 3, BENEVOLENT] 
A changed BENTAR3 returned from maternity leave: “I want to focus on what’s 
important”   
 
While a possible government crisis was blowing up, BENTAR3 had to focus on the little 
baby she was carrying.     
 
BENTAR3 disappeared from the political scene during her maternity leave. Now, she is back 
and deeply impacted by motherhood. During her time away from politics, many new issues 
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came to the forefront. Her personal experience will make her interest in youth and healthcare 
even more prominent.     
 
“I want to focus on what’s really important,” BENTAR3 told reporters. Party members have 
given warm statements regarding her return to politics, stating that BENTAR3 has “come a 
long way” and is “hard-working with great heart”. 
 
[ARTICLE 3, HOSTILE] 
Back after many months: HOSTAR3 trying to catch up 
 
HOSTAR3 is back to politics after a long maternity leave, and although much has changed in 
the political scene since she disappeared, her ideas haven’t changed much.     
 
HOSTAR3 disappeared from the political scene during her maternity leave. Now, she is back 
physically, but it remains to be seen if she can catch up. During her time away from politics, 
many new issues came to the forefront. Her personal experience may cloud her judgement in 
important policy issues.     
 
“I want to focus on what’s really important,” HOSTAR3 told reporters. Party members have 
given warm statements regarding her return to politics, but there is also fear among some 
colleagues that her new motherhood role means she will be too distracted in the upcoming 
election. 
 
[ARTICLE 3 QUESTION] 
What is an accurate summary of the article? 

1. PARTY7 is likely to pass the electoral threshold this election  (1)  
2. PARTY7 is not likely to pass the electoral threshold this election  (2)  

What is an accurate summary of the article? 
- BENTAR3/HOSTAR3 recently returned from maternity leave  (1)  
- BENTAR3/HOSTAR3 recently wrote a book  (2)  
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D: Survey 
 
 
What is your gender? 

- Male 
- Female 
- Other [empty text box provided, but did not have to be filled in] 

 
Please indicate the extent to which you generally agree with the following statements, from 1 
(not at all) to 7 (very much). 
[Those identifying their gender as female or other were asked their gender identification in 
reference to the group women, while those identifying their gender as male (who later were 
excluded from analysis) were asked their gender identification in reference to the group 
men.] 
 1 (not at 

all) 
2 3 4 5 6 7 (very 

much) 
I identify with women [men].        
I have strong ties with women [men].        
Womanhood [Manhood] is an important 
part of my self-image. 

       

Being a woman [man] is an important part 
of how I see myself. 

       

I identify with feminists.        
I have strong ties with feminists.        
Feminism is an important part of my self-
image. 

       

Being a feminist is an important part of 
how I see myself. 

       

I have thought seriously about running for 
office.  

       

I would like to run for office at some point 
in the future.  

       

It is likely that I would run for office at 
some point in the future.  

       

I believe I possess the character traits 
needed to enter politics.  

       

I think I have the qualifications needed to 
become a political candidate.  

       

I believe I would make a good political 
leader. 

       

I am interested in local politics, i.e., 
politics relating to people’s lives in my 
direct community. 

       

I am interested in national and global 
politics, i.e., politics relating to 
international relations and government. 

       

 
Have you seen news stories or social media posts comparing how male and female world 
leaders have handled the corona crisis differently? 



 

 156 

• Yes 
• No 

 
How much do you agree that female politicians seem to have handled the corona crisis better 
than male politicians? Please rate you level of agreement from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). 
 1 (not at 

all) 
2 3 4 5 6 7 (very 

much) 
Female politicians have handled the crisis 
better. 

       

 
Have you ever run for office before at any level? 
Note: This question does not refer to the Community Task in this study. 

• Yes 
• No 

[If yes:] 
What kind of election were you a candidate in? [Empty text box provided] 
 
On a left-right scale, how would you rate your political ideology? 
 1 (mostly left) 2 3 4 5 6 7 (mostly right) 
Ideology        

 
What is your year of birth? [Empty text box where values had to be between 1920 and 2020] 
 
What is or what are your ethnicities/cultures?  
By ethnicity/culture we mean an ethnic group that shares traditions, language, history, 
country, food culture or religion. Some people feel that they have one or more 
ethnicities/cultures. 
[Empty text box provided, which could not be left blank but had no restrictions on length or 
content of input] 
 
What is the highest level of school you have completed or the highest degree you have 
received? 

• Less than high school degree  (1)  
• High school graduate (high school diploma or equivalent)  (2)  
• Some college but no degree  (3)  
• Undergraduate degree or equivalent  (4)  
• Master's degree  (5)  
• Doctoral degree  (6)  
• Professional degree (JD, MD)  (7)  
• Other  (8)  

 
Please also answer the following questions from 1 (absolutely no) to 7 (absolutely yes). They 
refer to the articles you saw at the start of this study. 
 1 

(absolutely 
no) 

2 3 4 5 6 7 (absolutely 
yes) 
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Did you feel that the articles you were 
shown in this study portrayed men and 
women equally? 

       

Did you feel that the articles you were 
shown in this study discriminated against 
women? 

       

Did you feel offended by the content of 
the articles you were shown? 

       

 
Debrief 
 
Thank you for completing this survey. You answered [correct number of media questions] 
out of 3 questions correctly about the articles. 
 
Before you click ‘finish’, we would like to make you aware that the articles you were shown 
at the start of the survey were different for different respondents, as you and other 
respondents were randomly assigned to see articles that differed in the way women were 
portrayed. The purpose of this was to determine whether people’s ideas about politics and 
political behaviour were in any way impacted by how women were portrayed in the media. 
We make you aware of this fact as a standard debriefing protocol. If you would like more 
information about the purpose or results of the study, or if you would like to be excluded 
from the study, please contact [email address of author]. 
 
Please click 'finish' to end the survey. 
 


