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Equality and representation are founding principles for 
contemporary democracies. Yet, notwithstanding the increasing 
adoption, in recent years, of different measures targeted at 
reducing the representation gap, exclusionary dynamics in politics 
persist, with crucial consequences for the quality of political 
decision-making. This brief fulfils two main objectives: first, 
building from original research, it makes a case for the advantages 
of fostering an inclusive model of leadership in politics, and it 
proposes a way to achieve this result by targeting the behaviour 
and organisational culture of political “gate-keepers” – political 
parties and experienced male politicians; second, it presents 
the training curriculum of the Inclusive Leadership Initiative (ILI), 
whose aim is to provide useful and innovative contents and skills to 
male politicians to overcome the exclusive dynamics of traditional 
conceptions of authoritativeness, power and leadership across 
the political sphere. The different modules of the ILI curriculum 
presented here are based on the results of original research and a 
pilot study both held in 2021.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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1. INTRODUCTION
1.1 Nowhere is equality as far away as in 
politics

The first decades of the 21st century have 
seen the emergence of some female 
political leaders and a few top politicians 
with minority backgrounds heading political 
parties, and governing institutions at different 
levels of governance. Regardless of this 
advancement, and the less negligible increase 
in women descriptive representation in 
elected legislatures, we are far from observing 
a general or stable trend towards a more 
inclusive leadership. Beside these figures 
showing how women are getting their way into 
political institutions and leadership positions, 
we cannot overlook how the political field 
remains a male-dominated one. While hints 
of this domination are everywhere, it unfolds 
more blatantly in cases of openly discriminatory 
behaviours against women in politics. As an 
example, we remember the episodes that 
went down in history as “Sofagate” one and 
two, where the incumbent president of the 
European Commission, Ursula von Der Leyen, 
suffered openly discriminatory behaviours 
during top-level diplomatic meetings. These 
episodes show the urgent need to reflect upon 
exclusionary practices in contemporary politics.

In the absence of comparative data on the 
ethnic or racial background of leaders, what we 
know is that politics is by far the field with the 
least amount of gender equality globally. The 
World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap 
Report 2021 talks of yet another 145,5 years to 
reach parity in representation, with a gap that 
has further increased since the onset of COVID 
pandemic.

Despite various forms of electoral quotas, 
which are nowadays adopted in most countries 
of the world, in some instances also targeting 
representation of minority groups, women 
hold only 15 top executive positions across 
193 states (Figure 1). This global figure is not 
due to countries where dominant religious or 
cultural traditions deprive women of equal 
status. Rather, it is consistent with the share of 

1 For a comprehensive analysis of gender representation in different levels of governance in Italy see the following report: Isernia et al. (2022) Se i numeri 
fanno la forza La rappresentanza di genere nella politica italiana.

heads of government in the European Union, 
five over twenty-seven. Looking at other levels 
of governance, only nine out of fifty US state 
governors and three out of sixteen president-
ministers of German länder are women. In 
Italy, only one of the twenty regions is led 
by a female president. 1 Moving to local 
administrations, again in Italy women make up 
only 14 percent of the country’s 7918 mayors, 
against France’s 20 percent (out of 34,970 
communes) and 9 percent out of 11,000 
Bürgermeister in Germany. The same goes for 
the presidencies and vice-presidencies of most 
elected legislatures, the houses’ leadership 
roles, party secretaries and whips. 

Although the right to equal political 
participation and equality of representation are 
founding pillars of contemporary democracies, 
we still find very little assortment in leading 
position in politics. Conversely, it has been the 
private sector to make a substantial business 
case for diversity in management positions, 
as it placed gender equality, diversity, and 
inclusion in the “S” of the ESG criteria for 
sustainable investments. As a consequence, 
achieving gender equality is much closer in the 
economic sector than in politics, and so is in 
the areas of education, and health. Business 
journals and social psychology have addressed 
at length the transformation of the concept of 
leadership in private management, whereas 
scholarship in political science has not done so 
to the same extent, given the lack of evolutions 
in the conception – and performance thereof – 
of political leadership.

Within business and management literature, 
the concept of “inclusive leadership” describes 
the way in which business leaders adapt to the 
globalisation of markets, and the opening to 
customers from all over the world, including 
emerging markets. With their different needs 
and preferences, these customers require 
organisations active in the economic sector 
to diversify their portfolios and include a 
variety of perspectives in the way they bring 
forward their activities. Leaders with more 
heterogenous backgrounds, in terms of their 
identity and lived experience, and innovative 

https://www.weforum.org/reports/global-gender-gap-report-2021/digest
https://www.weforum.org/reports/global-gender-gap-report-2021/digest
https://www.idea.int/data-tools/data/gender-quotas
https://www.idea.int/data-tools/data/gender-quotas
https://interdispoc.unisi.it/system/generic_uploads/uploads/000/000/090/Donne-e-politica_HQ.pdf?1642175337
https://interdispoc.unisi.it/system/generic_uploads/uploads/000/000/090/Donne-e-politica_HQ.pdf?1642175337
https://cawp.rutgers.edu/facts/levels-office/statewide-elective-executive/women-statewide-elective-executive-office-2022
https://www.senato.it/application/xmanager/projects/leg18/attachments/uvi_news/pdfs/000/000/090/Aggiornamenti_sociali._Donne-e-politica-in-70-anni-di-Repubblica.pdf
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2021.pdf
https://hbr.org/2020/03/the-key-to-inclusive-leadership
https://hbr.org/2020/03/the-key-to-inclusive-leadership
https://www.routledge.com/Inclusive-Leadership-The-Essential-Leader-Follower-Relationship/Hollander/p/book/9780415648455
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approaches to decision-making practices, are 
crucial to achieve the goals imposed by market 
globalization. 

Therefore, this brief shows how politics can 
learn from the private sector and reach a more 
gender equal distribution of power. Indeed, 
one of the aims of the ILI training is to show 
that a more inclusive leadership is a desirable 
condition for contemporary politics, both 
normatively and in practice.

1.2 Leadership skills for whom?

The Inclusive Leadership Initiative is based 
on the assumption that the lack of equality in 
political representation is not liable to the lack 
of leadership skills of some, especially women 
and those with an ethnic minority background. 
Rather, we start from the assumption that 
politics in the contemporary Western world 
is structured, likewise society, upon a gender 
order based on the dominance of men and 
on an overall subordination of women. Simply 
put, “politics-as-usual is men’s politics”.2 
Political parties, the main organisations in 
charge of recruiting political personnel and 

2 Connell, R.W. Masculinities. University of California Press. 2005 (2nd ed.) pag. 204.
3 Norris, Pippa, and Joni Lovenduski. Political recruitment: Gender, race and class in the British Parliament. Cambridge University Press, 1995
4 Bjarnegård, Elin. Gender, informal institutions and political recruitment: Explaining male dominance in parliamentary representation. Springer, 2013.
5 Lovenduski, Joni. “Feminizing politics.” Women: A Cultural Review 13.2 (2002): 207-220.

ministering institutional political power in 
democratic systems, reproduce this dominance 
while recruiting their own leadership and 
personnel.3 Some have argued that men are 
actively resisting women’s advance in positions 
of power, as any power-holding elite would do 
in any field, by formally excluding them from 
political activities and by creating recruitment 
schemes that privilege qualifications and 
experiences that are harder for women to 
meet. Others, instead, have focused less on 
the agency of male politicians as a group, and 
argued that, in politics, several unconscious 
biases, micro-actions, rituals, and assumptions 
persist that disadvantage women and other 
outsiders vis a vis men.4 These set of factors 
is the legacy of the organizing principles of 
modern politics. In fact, for a long stretch 
of time politics and its places – such us 
parliaments, ministries, party branches and 
other gatherings – have been wholly male 
domains where men gathered with other men. 
As a result, politics institutionalized the logic of 
appropriateness of those men who populated 
it for a long time, and this deeply embedded 
culture of masculinity pervades politics until 
today.5 

FIGURE 1: NUMBER OF COUNTRIES WHERE DE FACTO HIGHEST POSITION OF EXECU-
TIVE POWER WAS HELD BY A WOMAN FROM 1960 TO 2022 
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Most politicians seem little aware of the 
advantages of greater inclusion in terms 
of quality of policymaking, and indeed the 
social and economic value of enhancing equal 
opportunities is often underrated and referred 
to as a matter of political correctness. Similarly, 
many consider gender equality and inclusivity 
as battles that yield little political and electoral 
reward. In spite of this, available econometric 
data shows the growth of potential of measures 
that address economic and social inequalities 
directly or indirectly, and emerging literature 
documents that inclusive political executives 
adopt such policies and promote sustainability 
more consistently. 6

Our proposal is thus based on addressing 
these shortcomings in the present conception 
and exercise of political leadership through 
peer-to-peer learning, ad-hoc training, policy 
advice and mentoring. However, we do not 
intend to offer this programme to the under-
represented women, but rather to the so-called 
“gate-keepers.” Current research in the field 
has repeatedly pointed to the responsibilities 
of political parties in keeping women at the 
margin of political decision-making. Political 
parties are certainly not free from the influence 
of existing social gendered norms, and this 
influence creates several “double binds” 
for women in politics – in other words, many 
instances in which women cannot comply with 
the rules of appropriateness in politics, without 
infringing social norms.7 In this light, we deem 
the involvement of (male) incumbent politicians 
as crucial to produce changes in what type of 
leadership is legitimised and then reproduced.

This brief presents the original research 
supporting this proposal, and a curriculum and 
toolkit that we plan to offer to mainstream male 
politicians to enhance their ability to foster and 
adapt to inclusive political environments. 

Our curriculum focuses, for the time being, on 
inclusivity in terms of gender. This is because 

6 Von Wahl, Angelika. “A ‘women’s revolution from above’? Female leadership, intersectionality, and public policy under the Merkel government.” German 
Politics 20.3 (2011): 392-409.
7 Verge, Tània, and María De la Fuente. “Playing with different cards: Party politics, gender quotas and women’s empowerment.” International Political 
Science Review 35.1 (2014): 67-79.
8 CAWI Survey (1003 respondents) on Italian population selected with gender quotas (50 per cent).
9 We wish to acknowledge the contribution of the Heinrich Boll Stiftung for this part of the research. The survey was administered by the Quorum-YouTrend 
polling company. It gathered, among others, respondents’ attitudes on the desirability of women’s presence in politics, factors hampering political careers and most 
desirable qualities for political leadership. The focus groups served the purpose of gaining an insiders’ perspective on similar issues. It only comprised representatives 
of parties that have formally sustained a gender equality agenda. Verbatim transcriptions have been analysed with the support of MAXQDA 2018 software.

most European countries, where our fieldwork 
takes place, do not collect data on race and 
ethnic origin as they question the legitimacy of 
using such categories in surveys or censuses. 
This hinders our capacity to discern overall 
political participation dynamics for such 
minorities and makes research more difficult. 
We trust, nonetheless, that at least some of 
the proposals gathered in our curriculum, for 
instance insofar as work on implicit bias is 
concerned, could be validated for them in the 
future, through ad hoc research strategies. 

1.3 What our research suggests

The curriculum of the Inclusive Leadership 
Initiative (ILI) is based on the experience 
acquired during a pilot training with politicians 
run in 2021, as well as a study conducted 
between October and December 2021, 
which allowed the ILI team to acquire crucial 
knowledge about perceptions of issues of 
gender equality, access to politics and political 
leadership in the Italian context. 

The study focused on two different groups 
– public opinion and political elites – and 
comprised a survey administered to a thousand 
Italian respondents,8 and two elite focus 
groups with either male or female experienced 
politicians from five different political parties.9 
In what follows, we briefly summarise some of 
the results coming from the study. We report 
public and elites’ perceptions regarding 
hurdles for women in politics, and desirable 
characteristics for political leadership. 

Interestingly, data gathered from the “outside” 
of politics, through the survey, revealed points 
of view that are sometimes conflicting with 
those from the “inside’’. 

First, seven out of ten survey respondents 
agreed on the fact that women encounter 
significant obstacles while accessing politics. 
The most important data, however, is that 
survey respondents – both women and men – 
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consider gender discrimination as the most 
relevant factor hindering women’s political 
careers (see Figure 2). Respondents identify the 
lack of support of political parties for women 
in taking active part in politics as the second 
main reason for their limited involvement 
in leadership. Surprisingly, public opinion 
places only third the difficulty for women 
to reconcile work and care work among the 
main obstacles to women’s political careers.

Moving to the “insider perspective”, women 
and men politicians tend to stress more than 
the general public the difficulty in reconciling 
politics and care responsibilities for women. 
However, a strong disagreement emerges 
regarding the issue of “gender discrimination 
in politics”. Women politicians all pointed 
at the existence of a set of discriminatory 
behaviours, as suspiciousness, questioning of 
their competences by male colleagues, non-
recognition of authority, comments about 
physical appearance. Male respondents, 
instead, generally failed to acknowledge 
the existence of gender discrimination in 
politics, mainly identifying discrimination with 

occurrences of “overt discriminations,” i.e., 
conscious and direct behaviours.

In the broader public, 20 percent of the 
respondents consider economic barriers as 
quite relevant for pursuing a political career. 
The politicians involved in the research, instead, 
minimised the role played by personal economic 
resources, in particular those affiliated with new 
political parties that are characterised by a light 
organisational structure. Both lack of political 

ambition and lack of competence – usual 
suspects in the literature and “conventional 
wisdom” on women’s political participation – 
were not considered very important. Last, 80 
percent of the women respondents – and 70 
percent of males – think it would be better for 
the country if there were more women in the 
national government. They also valued gender 
“descriptive” representation, that is, the fact 
that their gender was adequately represented 
in decision-making bodies.

Moving to the characteristics of leadership, 
we asked the respondents to choose among 
13 different individual characteristics that they 
deemed most important and desirable for 

FIGURE 2: PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS WHO CONSIDER THESE HURDLES VERY 
IMPORTANT FOR WOMEN’S POLITICAL CAREERS

 

Source: Authors’ elaboration from own survey research 



7STG | Policy Papers Issue | 2022/14 | June 2022

political leadership.10 In the same survey, we 
also asked respondents to choose if they felt 
that the same characteristics were truer of men 
or of women.

Honesty, being hardworking, humbleness, 
ambition, eloquence, and creativity are the 
resulting top-six desirable characteristics for 
leadership. These results bring some original 
nuances in the way we perceive political 
leadership. Some of these features - such 
as eloquence and ambition – are usually 
associated with the concept of political 
leadership and authoritativeness while others 
– such as honesty, humbleness, creativity 
– do not fit into the stereotypical ideal of 
political leadership.11 Interestingly, as shown 
in Figure 3, these traits are deemed to belong 
more commonly to women rather than men. 
In other words, women are thought of as 
holding characteristics that make them more 
appropriate leaders than men, while men 
are still mostly associated with traits (such as 
assertiveness, stubbornness, arrogance) that 
are not considered any longer “desirable” 
for political leadership. While confirming the 
persistence of socially constructed gender 

10 Assertiveness, compassion, ambition, emotionality, eloquence, aggression, arrogance, humbleness, honesty, caring, creativity, hardworking, stubborn-
ness.
11 We do acknowledge that these characteristics are slightly influenced by the political context in which the survey was filed. In fact, anti-corruption and 
anti-elites claims are very salient in the Italian political debate

stereotypes – women are, all in all, mainly 
associated with femininity traits and men 
with masculinity traits – this result highlights 
changes in the perception of desirable 
leadership characteristics, which open for new 
and inclusive forms of leadership. 

The difference between the general public’s 
perspective on leadership and that of the 
insiders is amongst the most revealing results 
of our study, and we will come back to this in 
conclusion. 

To conclude, the aim of the research was to 
attribute a solid, empirical and evidence-
oriented basis to the training. We are aware 
of certain limitations of our study. First, the 
geographical scope of this survey was limited 
to Italy, and therefore its results are tied to 
the Italian context and are not necessarily 
generalizable to other countries and political 
contexts. Secondly, it is important to consider 
the historical post-pandemic time in which the 
survey has been conducted, which might have 
influenced its results. Indeed, the choice of the 
above-mentioned leadership traits might have 
been more or less directly influenced by the 
particular volatility of Italian politics in recent 

FIGURE 3: TOP-SIX LEADERSHIP TRAITS AND THEIR ASSOCIATION WITH MEN OR WOMEN

 

Source: Authors’ elaboration from own survey research 
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years, as well as by the current pandemic and 
the debate around the leadership traits that 
are most desirable in times of emergency and 
crisis. Additionally, one finding of this survey 
that dissonates with other research on the 
topic is the fact that the burden of care work 
was not perceived as a major obstacle to 
female political participation. Again, this might 
be related to the context of Italian society (and 
many others), in which the extra burden of 
domestic work borne by women is so deeply 
institutionalized as a pillar of society that it is 
not seen as a barrier to political participation, 
although it very often is. Similarly, this outcome 
might be the result of a tendency of households 
to outsource domestic work to a paid, third 
worker, which makes the burden of care work 
for women less visible. Finally, one more point 
to take into consideration is whether there was 
a degree of social desirability response bias in 
the way in which respondents answered the 
survey, as it is not often the case that men and 
women conceive the issue of gender equality 
in such an aligned way.

2. THE TRAINING CURRICULUM 
The ILI curriculum has its roots in the findings 
described above, which are partly innovative, 
partly confirmatory of existing research, and 
in the feedback received while discussing 
the forthcoming initiative with experts and 
practitioners in the field of gender and 
politics during 2020 and 2021. In particular, 
we would also like to acknowledge/point out 
some parallelism with initiatives like the ILO 
Gender Academy in-person training and the 
National Democratic Institute’s Men, Power 
and Politics 2020 guidance. The convergence 
of both our diagnosis about the persistence of 
women’s absence from leadership positions, 
and our proposed plan of actions with those 
adopted in these prestigious initiatives, gave 
us confidence that the curriculum could be 
offered to European politicians beyond Italy, 
building on the lessons learned of our 2021 
Rome-based pilot.

The objective of our proposed training is not 
limited to increasing the number of women in 
political positions. Rather we aim to create a 

12 As evidence of formal commitment to gender equality we make reference to mentions of gender equality within parties’ statutes, manifestos and political 
programs.

space for new forms of leadership which could 
make our decision-making more inclusive and 
effective. Indeed, as politics is finally about the 
allocation of power and resources, including 
and giving voice to girls and women is a 
matter of resilience and sustainability. Beyond 
democratic integrity, a sustainable democracy 
is based on a peaceful and fair competition for 
power.

2.1 Target group and recruitment

The target group of the Inclusive Leadership 
Initiative is mid-career male politicians affiliated 
to European political parties or national parties 
that formally support gender equality.12 A certain 
degree of homogeneity among participants 
is functional to the effectiveness of group 
dynamics, thus we avoid including gender 
equality-critical actors or end-of-career or top-
tier politicians, with whom the seminar may 
have less resonance and who risk endangering 
group cohesiveness. The choice of focusing on 
male targets is driven by the awareness that 
gender equality in politics cannot simply be 
achieved by empowering women. To change 
politics’ gendered power structures, we need 
to include men in the process of reaching 
political inclusion and, within men, we must 
not only speak to the ones who are already 
aligned with our values, but to the ones who 
are not, and who are potentially the main 
gatekeepers. This is instrumental to change 
the way in which politics is conceived and 
exercised. In particular, the decision to choose 
the new generation of politicians is justified by 
the fact that senior leaders of political parties 
are often very focused on – and concerned with 
– party’s image management and reputational 
protection, and therefore any kind of reflection 
on the problematic aspects and dynamics of a 
(gendered) party culture might be difficult to 
take place in their presence. For most of the 
training programme, the group is formed of 
about 12 to 15 male participants. 

Initially, we considered including mixed 
sessions, in which women would testify of 
their feelings and reactions vis-à-vis gendered 
political dynamics. However, leading experts 
and practitioners pointed at potential 

https://www.ilo.org/gender/Events/WCMS_156400/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/gender/Events/WCMS_156400/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ndi.org/men-power-and-politics
https://www.ndi.org/men-power-and-politics
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shortcomings emerging from a mixed set-up. 
Women politicians can feel uncomfortable to 
share their experience of traumatic or hidden 
discriminatory experiences in politics in what 
they could consider a non-safe space, given 
the presence of male politicians to whom they 
are not necessarily connected by friendship or 
working relationships. The lack of established 
ties and trust can compromise the success of 
the activity. 

Therefore, one alternative way to engage male 
politicians in understanding women’s struggles 
and lived experience in political environments 
is to assign them the “homework” of discussing 
this topic with one or more female colleagues 
ahead of the training. This way, male politicians 
are exposed to the dynamics that are widely 
perceived as discriminatory and typical of 
political environments, but female politicians 
are only called upon to share their experiences 
with a colleague who they know and trust. I 
addition, the trainer will provide participants 
with a checklist of scenarios in which women 
are marginalized, mistreated and discriminated 
against within parties and institutions. During 
the experiential session participants will be 
asked to discuss whether they have never 
found themselves in those same situations. This 
exercise is of paramount importance because 
most men are usually aware of the most blatant 
situations of discrimination but, as emerged in 
our own research, they tend to not consider 
as such less explicit forms of discrimination and 
micro-aggression that, however, take place on 
a daily basis. 

The participant recruitment strategy is 
one part of the initiative deserving special 
attention for two reasons. The first reason is the 
importance of a group setting. Inter-personal 
dynamics emerging from the interaction 
between participants are a fundamental 
element of the learning approach of the 
ILI training. In particular, as noticed during 
the pilot project, the participation of other 
politicians who were already sensitised to 
gender equality issues had a virtuous effect 
in the group as a whole, because it provided 
discursive instruments and perspectives to 
other participants to take active part in the 

debate. Regarding certain issues we even 
witnessed the group reaching a new consensus 
– for example, about what constitutes a case of 
gender-based discrimination.

The second reason is related to the generally 
lukewarm interest of male politicians in gender 
equality issues. To overcome recruitment 
difficulties potentially arising from the 
abovementioned indifference we count on 
the following incentives. First, our first training 
edition is free of charge, as both the research 
and its implementation have been funded by 
philanthropic entities. We aim that the quality 
of the programme will resonate within parties 
and founders that could be able promote the 
programme again. Second, the training yields 
practical insights, data and piece of information 
that politicians can use in their daily activity, 
like arguments about quotas, gender sensitive 
language, notions of gender impact assessment 
and budgeting, which have nowadays been 
included in all EU programmes. To make our 
target participants more receptive, we stress 
the electoral gains deriving from a closer 
personal focus on inclusivity and diversity, 
at the same time highlighting the political 
downsides of unfamiliarity with gender equality 
issues. Reference to actual cases of clumsy and 
inappropriate interventions by political leaders 
on these issues will exemplify the drawbacks. 

To summarise, the training aims at producing 
change on three levels: individual change, 
institutional change, and sociocultural change. 
By sensitising male politicians on the issue 
of gender equality in politics, we first aim at 
changing their individual values and objectives, 
which will then be reflected in their way of doing 
politics, hence leading to institutional and 
sociocultural change. These steps are reflected 
in the structure of the modules included in our 
curriculum, to which we dedicate the following 
session.

2.2 The training modules

Our training is ideally delivered in presence, 
over two consecutive days, to intensify 
group dynamics and the trust and comfort 
needed to debate about gender, stereotypes 
and leadership traits in politics. Moreover, 



10STG | Policy Papers Issue | 2022/14 | June 2022

situational exercises and simulations included 
in the training are possible through in person 
attendance only. The curriculum is divided 
into two main areas, skills development and 
competence building, and several modules, 
each taught by a professional trainer. Experiential 
sessions, including simulations and situational 
testing, follow more traditional seminars and  
debates. In addition, each session includes 
one moderator, who guides the discussion and 
stimulates active participation. Moderators are 
to be familiar with the curriculum and the topic 
covered in each session. They complete the 
instructors’ team in terms of gender balance 
and help paying close attention to identifying 
whether gendered micro-power dynamics 
emerge. The inclusion of several male trainers 
is dictated by the objective consideration that, 
as noted during a High-level Policy Dialogue13 
held in March 2022, “there are some concepts 
that men would understand and embrace more 
effectively if it is a male trainer who explains 
them”. While it is important to reflect on 
whether and to what extent we are willing to 
cede leading roles to men within this training, 
their presence can potentially influence its 
outcomes. 

2.2.1 The 2021 Pilot in Italy: lessons learned 
A “beta” version of the ILI curriculum was 
employed in a pilot study held in Rome that 
involved 15 early to mid-career male politicians 
aged 20 to 40. The participants were selected 
from Italian political parties that embrace 
gender equality principles and objectives 
within their statutes or programmes. 

The feedback received after the training were 
positive and confirmed its suitability. In a post-
training evaluation most participants stated that 
the sessions’ content met their expectations, 
their political interest and the objectives 
they set for themselves in the training. From 
a hands-on perspective, participants stated 
that they will be able to apply the skills and 
competences they gained in their political 
action.

The participants attributed a special 
pedagogical effectiveness to the participatory 

13 The High-Level Policy Dialogue “Inclusive Leadership: A Curriculum for Politicians” was hosted at the EUI on the 28th of February and 1st of March 2022. 
More information available at: https://www.eui.eu/events?id=544028

and interactive sessions including interpersonal 
scenarios, situational testing, and simulations. 
Three are the main lessons learned from the 
pilot. First, the importance of the experiential 
training, which is fundamental to raise 
awareness of unconscious biases and quiet 
marginalising behaviour, and to keep the level 
of engagement high. Second, experiential 
modules were particularly powerful in eliciting 
participants’ interest for practical solutions to 
solve inequalities through gender-inclusive 
practises and gender-sensitive policies. All this 
translates into the opportunity to use as many 
participatory schemes as possible, including in 
theoretical sessions, and of presenting more 
concrete examples to show when, how, and 
why discriminatory dynamics take place, how 
they can be solved and, eventually, prevented 
from happening in the first place. Last, the 
pilot highlighted the need for special outreach 
strategies to persuade politicians to attend 
the training and become ambassadors of its 
contents. At the end of the pilot, all participants 
were offered an ad-hoc made glossary of 
gender sensitive terminology for politics and a 
proud-to-wear facemask with gender inclusive 
symbology. 

2.2.2 Module 1: Introduction, Inclusive 
leadership styles for sustainable governance

The opening module of the training analyses 
and compares different leadership styles, 
with a focus on shifting from a transactional 
to transformational and inclusive leadership 
paradigm. In addition to outlining the bases 
of leadership theory from the point of view 
of social psychology and organizational 
theory, the session will engage participants in 
distinguishing between different leadership 
styles among those exercised by themselves, 
their peers, or principals.

Our own research findings will also be 
presented to validate the argument that while 
parties tend to reproduce traditional power 
structures and sponsor transactional leadership 
styles, the set of political leadership skills 
considered most desirable by public opinion 
has evolved and tend to match what are 

https://www.eui.eu/events?id=544028
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executives? Is there any evidence that political 
organizations work differently, and better, if 
their gender balance is improved? This training 
module presents the available evidence on the 
connection between who decides and their 
policy output.

Public policy and econometrics are at the 
centre of the first module. Here trainers show 
studies that cross-reference data about men 
and women decision makers with the set of 
policies and spending decisions adopted at 
different levels of governance. This module 
describes how to read the policy cycle 
adopting a gender inclusive lens. It points 
especially at sectors of policy where a gender-
based analysis is less intuitive but crucial in 
present times, like digital and energy policy. 
The session concludes discussing how to make 
available empirical and econometric evidence 
of the social, political, and economic effects of 
diversifying representation. 

2.2.4 Module 3: Bias awareness and 
personality traits in politics

The second module consists of an experiential 
session that aims at increasing participants’ 
awareness of gender-based opportunities, 
negative implications of traditional gender 
roles, and stereotypes from a personal point of 
view, as well as in political or public contexts. 
Importantly, the session stresses the negative 
consequences of such stereotypes for men 
themselves. This is achieved through practical 
examples, participatory exercises, role play, 
and the innovative techniques of experiential 
theatre. In addition to reflections and exercises 
on self-definition and regular interpersonal 
relations, the session focuses especially on 
political environments. In the 2021 pilot, for 
instance, trainers used the “Sofagate” episode 
– the diplomatic accident involving the 
President of the European Commission, Ursula 
von der Leyen, and Turkish President Erdoğan 
– and asked each participant to enact a solution 
that would re-establish gender equality in that 
setting. 

Additionally, the aim of this session is to create a 
space to reflect on the participants’ own agency 
to prevent discrimination from happening and 

group environment where they are mobilized 
and encouraged to act within their political 
parties and where they can positively influence 
each other through peer support. Indeed, in 
the skills-building module, it is important to 
not only address and improve individual skills 
but rather focus on the collective skills that 
male politicians, as a group, can collectively 
and actively use to challenge traditional 
conceptions of authoritativeness within their 
political parties, while supporting each other 
and listening to women’s views. On this note, 
as emerged in the High-Level Policy Dialogue, 
this session will point to male leaders who tried 
to – and succeeded in – creating an inclusive 
environment within their political parties, as it 
would be useful for the participants to identify 
some role models. 

2.2.5 Module 4: Means to promote gender 
inclusivity and the meritocracy vs quota 
debate

The third module focuses on the legal and 
institutional means to enhance gender 
equality in politics. The trainer illustrates 
competing arguments in favour or against 
electoral and party quota systems and other 
institutional machinery to diversify political 
leadership, for instance gender conditionality 
in the disbursement of party funding. Based 
on existing research, the effects of these top-
down policy measures in making leadership 
more inclusive are compared to the effects of 
awareness raising initiatives and skills training 
programmes, like the Inclusive Leadership 
Initiative. 

In this session, the participants will learn 
about the main instruments to increase female 
political participation in politics, their different 
rationales and scope of application, their target 
of intervention as well as their shortcomings. 
Moreover, participants will receive practical 
advice on how to overcome usual flaws in 
policy design, as well as on debates about 
quota measures.

2.2.6 Module 5: Gender and diversity in 
electoral campaigns 

This session addresses strategies to take 
electoral and political reward from being 
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an outspoken advocate for inclusivity and 
equality, effective campaigning, and gender-
based differences in traditional and online 
media coverage of electoral campaigns. 
The core of this module is a skills training 
exercise, in which participants develop 
strategies and vocabulary to communicate 
their support for female colleagues in political, 
televised, and social media settings, trying 
to avoid being patronizing, but intervening 
effectively to foster inclusivity and equal 
consideration among their peers. Resorting 
again to experiential theatre, participants are 
engaged in exercises where they voice their 
support or their hostility towards the equality 
machinery or to specific targets and situations. 
Participants review these contributions in 
group and discuss their effectiveness. In our 
pilot experience, participants noticed the 
extent to which they were able to formulate 
better arguments against equality than for it. 
This result stimulated them to engage in more 
exercises. 

A shorter section of the module focuses on bias 
and stereotypes within electoral campaigns 
and political communication more broadly. The 
main exercise is to analyse the way in which 
women are represented in political campaigns, 
on social media, and in TV programmes, and 
reflect on what messages are passed to public 
opinion, and to male peers. The is to show the 
implications of gendered representation of 
roles and personal characteristics on women’s 
political career and credibility. 

2.2.7 Module 6: Femonationalism and 
gender backlash

Beyond the core curriculum, we intend to 
engage the participants in a free-setting 
discussion around a salient issue in the political 
gender equality debate, focusing on two main 
questions:

1. Why are there more female leaders among 
conservative and right-wing parties?

2. Why women leaders thrive in far-right 
parties that support an open anti-feminist 
agenda? 

During this session, the participants will learn 
strategies to counter a reactionary agenda 

promoted by women leaders themselves.

2.2.8 Experiential modules and case study

Across the training, the participants will be 
engaged in experiential learning to simulate 
real-life, practical circumstances in which they 
might need the competences acquired through 
this training. Additionally, the final session 
of the workshop is dedicated to elaborating 
a blueprint for actions to be undertaken 
by the participants individually and their 
parties collectively. The trainers will guide 
participants into the elaboration of individual 
and party action plans and propose a system of 
mentorship and peer review for the first phase 
of implementation of such plans. 

2.2.9 Training follow-up

Any training programme creates an 
engagement group and bonds between 
trainees and instructors. In the framework of 
the Inclusive Leadership Initiative, we intend 
to take advantage of those connections to 
follow up the training activities, offering 
future mentoring sessions and practical tools. 
Participants who engage in this training 
programme are likely to try putting theory (and 
exercises) into practice in the near future, and it 
is possible that they will experience drawbacks 
or criticism for that. As a follow-up to the 
training, we intend to offer to the participants 
the possibility to resort to organizers and 
instructors as advisors for a limited amount 
of time. Diversity and gender advisors exist 
within some male-dominated settings and 
professions, for instance at NATO or in the 
Swedish military, not to mention the world of 
business where the chief diversity officer is an 
established corporate figure. Political parties 
and groups usually have personnel specialised 
in equality and diversity issues. However, the 
work of the latter is more frequently related 
to policy-making, and it is seldom applied 
to address individual or collective political 
behaviours, as well as intra-party dynamics. 
Our intention, instead, is to help trainees solve 
practical situations or arguments where ad-hoc 
expertise – i.e., going beyond what a person 
of colour or a female colleague may suggest – 
can come to use.

https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_101372.htm
https://www.government.se/press-releases/2018/01/the-government-of-sweden-tasks-the-armed-forces-to-support-the-united-nations-with-gender-competence/
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The end of the training is also marked by the 
delivery of a Glossary of Inclusive Language 
where we provide definitions for the most 
contentious terms and concepts arising in 
political discourse today, such as quotas 
vs. meritocracy, equality for men, micro-
aggression, feminism vs. machoism, indirect 
discrimination, gender identity.

Moreover, we intend to build an active network 
of former trainees committed to disseminate 
the values as well as the practical tools 
delivered in the training. To do so, we plan 
to advertise their participation in the training 
with inasmuch emphasis as possible on social 
and traditional media. It might be useful to 
introduce a certificate of participation that 
would give political representatives an incentive 
to participate in the training and, possibly, 
to incentivise them to become role models 
themselves. This is because, in general, along 
with the electoral and public gains brought by 
gender equality, it is also important to stress 
the positive legacy that inclusive politicians 
can leave at the end of their career. 

Last, we want to enable our participants to 
build up political capital out of their active 
participation in the Inclusive Leadership 
Initiative and become its proud ambassadors. 
In the context of the project “Inclusive 
Leadership for Sustainable Governance” 
we are planning to devise an instrument to 
measure the concrete impact of the training 
over time and to encourage the participants to 
transpose the competences acquired through 
the training in their political behaviours. It is in 
this light, for example, that we ask participants 
to come up with the individual action plan, in 
which they can reflect what a politician can do 
concretely to change his political behaviour 
and measure how to make it more inclusive. 

On a medium-term perspective, our aim is 
to continue offering the training to more 
political parties and institutions supporting an 
inclusive political approach, expanding in the 
future the focus of our work from inclusion on 
ground of gender to work favouring access to 
political leadership of representatives of racial 

14 Celis, Karen, and Joni Lovenduski. “Power struggles: gender equality in political representation.” European Journal of Politics and Gender 1.1-2 (2018): 
149-166.
15              Campus, Donatella. Women political leaders and the media. Springer, 2013. 

and ethnic minorities, and people affected 
by discrimination based on other protected 
grounds.

3. CONCLUSION: WHY INCLUSIVE 
LEADERSHIP NOW? 

Leadership and authoritativeness are concepts 
that have historically been associated with 
a specific conception of power. This sees 
powerful persons as those who can impose 
decisions on others, be it on a personal or 
geopolitical level. Leadership studies do not 
speak with a single voice when it comes to 
detecting differences in the style of male and 
female leaders. And yet, most of the literature 
suggests that socially constructed gender roles 
are extremely influential in defining individual 
approaches to both decision-making and 
policy preferences.

Female leaders, in particular, would tend to be 
more interpersonally oriented, and their lead 
more democratic, horizontal, and participatory. 
Inclusive leadership, therefore, concerns not 
exclusively who is in power, but also how 
they exercise power. It is a style of setting 
directions and influencing others, where 
feedback and opinions are actively sought for 
in a collaborative way that pays attention to 
treating different situations differently, where 
cultural intelligence and awareness of talents 
and biases count as much as the commitment 
to deliver. Our results indicate that the 
traditional conception of political leadership 
may be shifting for the public opinion and that 
political elites are more conservatives than the 
general public regarding the traits they keep 
associating with political authoritativeness. 
From this perspective, a defensive attitude vis-
à-vis “different” female or diverse competitors 
and the keen reproduction of exclusive and 
discouraging behaviours in politics finds an 
explanation.14 This also corroborates the 
finding of those who say that most of the few 
women leaders who made it so far did so 
because they conformed to the social norms 
that are specific of politics152

Further to this, an established corpus of 
political science literature points to the fact 

https://www.iknowpolitics.org/sites/default/files/wfd_giwl_women_political_leaders_july_2020.pdf
https://www.iknowpolitics.org/sites/default/files/wfd_giwl_women_political_leaders_july_2020.pdf
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that women are supposed to have specific policy preferences that have to do with areas such 
as education, health, environment and social affairs. One obvious reason explaining such 
preferences are millennia of women’s roles being associated with care work, of persons or of the 
natural environment enabling their wellbeing. Women have also traditionally been co-opted for 
political roles in those fields, as they are usually considered less important than economics or 
defence.

In a context, like the present one, where fragilities need to be taken into account increasingly 
and citizens are to be convinced that we need to move towards a sustainable living paradigm, 
an inclusive approach may grant more attention to the different situations generated by growing 
socioeconomic inequalities in rich countries and the establishment of a new middle class in 
others; of ageing and demographic bubbles; climate change; health crises and human mobility.

With the above, we by no means imply that men cannot exercise inclusive leadership. But if our 
societies are still as caught in traditional gender roles as it seems they are, political parties may all 
have to strive to de-gender our conceptions of leadership, and in the meantime let more women 
lead.
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