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Abstract 

In Italy, as well as in many European Countries, women are less represented than men 

in political institutions. After a discussion of the reasons for this situation in general, the 

article aims to see what happens when it comes to basic institutions in local govern-

ment. We shall focus on the case of the Consigli di circoscrizione, district councils since 

the late seventies directly elected by citizens in the major Italian cities, less important in 

terms of power and visibility in comparison with other institutions at national or region-

al level. First, relying on recent data about a sample of nine cities, we shall try to inves-

tigate whether there are elements in favour of the hypothesis setting an inverse relation 

between level of power and female representation, according to which there should be a 

higher rate of elected women in district councils than, for instance, in city councils or in 

regional assemblies. Second, drawing from the results of a quantitative research carried 

out in 2010 on the decentralization system in the city of Genoa, where a special type of 

Cdc called Municipi have been set up, the article is set to describe the main features of 

the socio-graphic and political profiles of women elected in these local institutions. 

 

Keywords: women's political participation and representation, local government, Italy. 
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1. Introduction
1
 

 

In Italy, as well as in many European Countries, women are less represented than men 

in political institutions, but the imbalance here looks particularly serious, at risk of af-

fecting the quality of democracy itself. Moreover, since the Country is doing poorly also 

with regard to many other indicators of gender equality, this low rate of political repre-

sentation can be identified among those processes of “vertical gender segregation” still 

going on, keeping women out of all the places in which relevant decisions are made in 

many dimensions of social life. 

Considering female institutional representation in Italy, however, a distinction must be 

made between the parliamentary level, on the one hand, and regional and local govern-

ments, on the other. 

At the last national election, held in February 2013, the percentage of women elected 

in the Camera dei Deputati has reached 31%
2
, showing a significant progress in the 

course of the last decade. With reference to national Parliaments, data place now Italy in 

34
th

 position in a ranking of 146
3
, while world average female representation is about 

21%. Election rates of women in the current legislature evidence a leap forward from 

21% and 52
nd

 position in the previous one as well as from 17% and 61
st
 position in the 

legislature started in 2006 – not to mention the 11% and 88
th

 position in 2001. 

On the contrary, women’s representation remains low or shows a slower increase in 

the 20 regional assemblies, where female councillors are about 13%, and in the councils 

of the major Italian cities, where they are slightly more than 14%. At both levels, since 

they are not directly elected but nominated by the president or by the mayor, women’s 

representation in the boards is definitely higher, about 24% in the Municipalities
4
. If we 

shift our focus, however, from the assemblies to the most powerful positions, the situa-

                                                           
1
 This article is a development of the paper Women and political participation in district councils: a re-

search on the Municipalities of the comune of Genoa, presented to the 2
nd

 Pidop International Multidisci-

plinary Conference on “Political and Civic Participation”, University of Surrey (Guildford, UK), April 

16-17, 2012. 
2
 Source: www.camera.it, June 2013. 

3
 Data for Single or Lower House updated at April 1

st
, 2013. Source: www.ipu.org. 

4
 Source: http://amministratori.interno.it/AmmStat.htm, as in May 2013. 

http://www.camera.it/
http://www.ipu.org/
http://amministratori.interno.it/AmmStat.htm
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tion turns even worse. In local government offices, for instance, women are just about 

10% of mayors and about 8% of presidents of the Provinces (Sartori 2009, 201-204). 

As we stick to the composition of the assemblies, even if official data do not always 

confirm it
5
, it is general opinion that – at least up to now – women are more represented 

in local government institutions, notably in smaller cities, because of some reasons we 

shall show further forward. Sarlo and Zajczyk (2012, 7), quoting from a research carried 

out by the Association of Italian Municipalities (Cittalia Anci 2012), indicate that the 

number of women elected at communal level is about 18%, higher than those elected in 

the assemblies of the Provinces (14%) and of the Regions (12%). According to the same 

study, the presence of women is characterized by an inverse relation with the demo-

graphic dimension of the Municipalities, and therefore with their relevance and visibil-

ity: more than 90% of politically engaged women operate in Municipalities up to 20,000 

inhabitants, while only 0.4% are in charge of political responsibilities in cities which 

population is more than 250,000. This trend is confirmed by data provided by the Minis-

tero dell’interno. According to the Home Office
6
, female councillors are 22% in the 

Municipalities up to 15,000 inhabitants and 14% in the local institutions with a higher 

population. 

In this article, after a discussion of the possible reasons for this very low women’s rep-

resentation in public offices in general, we are set to see what happens when it comes to 

basic political institutions in local government. We shall focus on the case of the Con-

sigli di circoscrizione, district councils since the late Seventies directly elected by citi-

zens in the major Italian cities
7
. Since women’s representation appears to be slightly 

higher in town councils than in other institutions at national or regional level, we shall 

try to investigate whether this is even higher in such local councils, which are much 

closer to citizens and wield in practice very little power
8
. 

                                                           
5
 See, for instance, Sartori (2009, 204). 

6
 Source: http://amministratori.interno.it/AmmStat.htm, as in May 2013. 

7
 These institutions are generally called Consigli di circoscrizione, but in a few cities they are also known 

as Consigli di zona (Milan) or Municipi (Naples and Rome). Here we have shortened Consigli di cir-

coscrizione to Cdc. We refer to them also as to district councils or, only in the case of the city of Genoa, 

as to municipi (municipalities). 
8
 We rely here on data about women’s representation in nine major Italian cities, as found analyzing the 

composition of councils and boards, at both levels of Municipalities and district councils for every city, as 

published in their official websites in May 2013. 

http://amministratori.interno.it/AmmStat.htm
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Finally, drawing also from the results of a quantitative research carried out in 2010 on 

the decentralization system in the city of Genoa
9
 (Massa 2011), where a special type of 

Cdc called municipi have been set up, we aim to describe and comment the socio-

graphic and the political profiles of the women elected in these institutions. 

 

2. Women and political representation in Italy 

 

Italy, as we have seen, is a laggard in comparison with most advanced Countries regard-

ing the presence of women in political institutions. To understand and explain this situa-

tion, it is worth considering all the steps of the process leading from someone’s general 

attitude of interest in politics to the decision to stand as a candidate and, finally, to the 

capacity to succeed in an election. Different questions can be formulated about this pro-

cess, in a gender perspective: 

 Are women as interested in politics and as keen on participating as men? 

 Are women more interested in conventional or non conventional political partic-

ipation? 

 Are they more interested in local than in national politics? 

 When women are interested in politics and keen on participating, why do they 

find it more difficult than men to succeed in an election? 

In this paragraph, we shall deal very shortly with the former couple of questions, later 

to focus on the latter. 

Starting from the discussion of general attitudes towards politics and political partici-

pation, with particular regard to young people, both genders currently show similarities, 

such as low levels of interest and participation (De Luca 2007). As it has been recently 

highlighted (Albanesi et al. 2012), on the one hand, male youth are keener on more tra-

ditional political manifest participation, while girls and young women seem to be char-

acterized by a stronger civic engagement and involvement in consumerism; on the other 

hand, besides these differences, similarities across genders have been found on voting 

attitudes and net participation, because of the so-called “web effect”. 

                                                           
9
 Genoa, the capital city of the Liguria Region, is located in Northern Italy and in 2011 had a population 

of 607,000 inhabitants. 
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Data related to the overall population confirm these attitudes and behaviours. In par-

ticular, they show that almost five out of ten women, compared to just three out of ten 

men, declare to take absolutely no interest in politics, while similar distances are found 

when talking politics or getting information about politics (Sartori 2009, 187). 

Shifting to consider conventional political participation, notably in its institutional di-

mension, the analysis must focus on what happens between the moment of a woman’s 

decision to run as a candidate and the following steps of the electoral procedure: being 

recruited by a party in a list of candidates and being elected to a political position. Such 

analysis is basically aiming to understand which are the constraints, along this path, im-

peding women to enter politics successfully. 

In the traditional literature on the topic, political participation has been matched with 

the concept of socio-economic “centrality” (Milbrath 1965), in that participation grows 

with the “centrality” of an individual’s social position. Limiting our analysis to one of 

the main indicators of social centrality, we see that in the Italian society women’s par-

ticipation in the labour market is very low, once again one of the lowest in Europe, and 

even when they work it is very difficult for them to reach top positions, in private and 

public organizations as well as in the world of professionals.  

To better understand our case, however, besides this classic concept, we find it useful 

to apply to mainstream professional political activity the explanations of political partic-

ipation provided by Verba et al. (1995) in their Civic Voluntarism Model. Following the 

Authors as they invert the usual question on this topic, we might ask why people do not 

become political activists. Three answers then come to mind: «because they can’t; be-

cause they don’t want to; or because nobody asked. In other words, people may be inac-

tive because they lack resources, because they lack psychological engagement with poli-

tics, or because they are outside of the recruitment networks that bring people into poli-

tics» (ivi, 268). In this perspective, resources – in terms of time, money and civic skills 

– are important but not enough to explain the whole process, since political engagement, 

as an individual predisposition, must be met by institutions able (and effective) to mobi-

lize citizens to political action. 

So, among the main reasons for low women’s representation, one can include the 

scarcity of social resources at their disposal, in terms of relations, power, money and so-
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cial visibility, which they can transform into political resources, to be recruited as can-

didates and then to get elected. They find it more difficult to set up or enter social net-

works relevant for gaining a successful access to the political arena, in a male-

dominated world such as that of party politics
10

. Moreover, the declining relevance of 

traditional political parties and their transformation towards the “cartel party” model 

(Katz and Mair 1995) also involve the decline of their capacity of mediation between 

society and the political system. And it goes without saying that …“when the going gets 

tough, the tough gets going”. 

Nonetheless, if we consider the issue of low women’s representation in public office 

not from the point of view of the political class but from that of the electorate, the fact 

that women themselves do not seem to completely trust female candidates, to the extent 

that they are not keen on voting for them, is also discussed in the literature among its 

reasons
11

. 

Last but not least, when political engagement turns into a professional activity, Italian 

women find it as difficult as staying in the labour market, because of a burden of care 

activities unequally shared in the family, in a Country where the level of social services 

such as child care centres remains poor
12

. 

Being this the state-of-the-art, at least in national and regional politics, we would like 

to test in this article the hypothesis of a higher female representation in the peculiar di-

mension of local government represented by Cdc. These decentralized institutions share 

with local government the fact that, at this level, the presence of elements making fe-

male political participation easier and therefore improving women’s representation in 

public office is supposed: more direct relations with citizens and interest groups; a 

smaller amount of resources needed for electoral campaigns; political output closer to 

real everyday life issues; more opportunities for conciliation of political activity and 

family life. As it has been pointed out, «Local councillors are charged with making de-

cisions about how public money will be spent on a broad range of local services. They 

also share, with national government and other governance institutions, responsibilities 

                                                           
10

 Francescato et al. (2008) refer to these as to “male gate-keeping practices”. Other authors esteem fe-

male presence at about 20% of the top echelons in Italian political parties (Sartori 2009, 205; Sarlo and 

Zajczyk 2012, 7). 
11

 For a different position on this point, see Sala (2008, 98). 
12

 See “situational obstacles” in Francescato et al. (2008). 
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for policies that impact on gender inequalities in the public and private spheres, which 

means that they can affect women’s lives in local communities» (Welsh and Halcli 

2003, 345). 

Moreover, Italian district councils are political institutions with very little power and 

resources in short supply. Therefore, they are not usually targets of a hard electoral 

competition between more “central” political actors. On the contrary, according to an 

aspect of Tarrow’s theory of political opportunity structures (Tarrow 1994), participa-

tion at this level should be as more open as institutions are more decentralized. 

 

3. Administrative decentralization and women’s representation in Ital-

ian major cities 

 

The Consigli di circoscrizione, the lowest tier in the Italian system of local government, 

are a ground for conventional political participation, far from the centre-stage of the po-

litical arena but very interesting to some extent. According to Law 278/1976, which in-

stituted the decentramento comunale (Municipal decentralization), the city administra-

tion can be divided into Circoscrizioni, each of which with an assembly of elected 

councillors and a president, elected by the assembly itself. Cdc, however, have no for-

mal autonomy, as they are part of the city administration, but just devolved power and 

functions. These are in fact very few, since district councils have a consultative more 

than a decisional role. Their main areas of interest are: public places maintenance; local 

cultural events; social services. 

Within the general legislative frame provided by Law 278/1976 (implemented by Law 

142/1990 and later included in D.Lgs. 267/2000), every city has the faculty to decide 

some features of its decentralization system in the communal statute. The city of Genoa 

has currently an advanced system organized in nine municipi (municipalities), each of 

them with a president and a municipal board with three members (the presence of per-

sons of both sexes must be granted in the board). The 23 councillors and the president 

are directly elected by the residents in the municipal area, while the board is nominated 

by the president and voted by the council. Elections for the municipalities are held to-

gether with those for the mayor and the city council. If the mayor is forced to step 
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down, the city council dissolves and new elections are decided, so that municipal coun-

cils must also be dissolved and get back to the polls. 

The political class elected in district councils, generally speaking, does not consist of 

professional politicians, in terms of engagement as well as in terms of reward. Even if 

some of them, according to the traditional Weberian categories, can “live for politics”, 

nobody is likely to “live off politics”. Differences can however be found between coun-

cillors and presidents or assessors. Rank-and-file councillors usually get a very small at-

tendance fee and have meetings few times a month, so that, to some extent, their activity 

can be considered within the concept of “voluntary political participation” (Verba et al. 

1995). Only the presidents are entitled to get a decent allowance for a full-time com-

mitment. Nonetheless, it must be stressed that the situation varies greatly all over the 

Country. According to the local implementation of national rules, unlike the case of 

Genoa, for instance, there are some cities in which one can make a living off being 

elected as simple district councillor (Brancaccio and Zaccaria 2007; Massa 2011). 

From time to time, notably in periods of public spending review, there is the proposal 

to eliminate district councils, but it never came into practice, at least in the major cities, 

mainly because of parties’ interests in local government. Our opinion is that, even if 

their output is widely seen as ineffective, within the transformation of political organi-

zations towards the “cartel party” model these institutions offer many positions, not 

very powerful but providing political visibility, to reward grassroots militants. In other 

words, district councils can be seen as the bulwarks of parties on the territory, where lo-

cal councillors manage to intermediate between citizens and political institutions, to 

keep the former up-to-date about political issues or to channel their demands to a higher 

government level. Cronyism may sometimes affect these relations. 

Starting to analyse women’s representation in this lower tier of local government, we 

find that in the nine municipi of the city of Genoa female councillors are 25.9%, a high-

er rate than in the city council, where women are just 22.5% (Tables 1-2). In the previ-

ous administration (2007-2012), female councillors were respectively 25.5% in the mu-

nicipi and 18.0% in the city council. 

Currently, eight out of nine presidents are men, while women are 37% of all municipal 

board members. It must be highlighted that this is mainly in compliance with the rule of 
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the city statute requiring the mandatory representation of both sexes in these organs. In 

more detail, in eight of these boards there are two male and one female assessors, and 

only in one there are one man and two women. 

 

Tab. 1 – Gender representation in municipal decentralized institutions (Cdc) 

  Presidents   Councillors  

 Male Female Total Male Female Total 

Turin 90.0 10.0 100.0 78.0 22.0 100.0 

Milan 77.8 22.2 100.0 75.2 24.8 100.0 

Venice 100.0 0.0 100.0 85.1 14.9 100.0 

Genoa 88.9 11.1 100.0 74.1 25.9 100.0 

Florence 100.0 0.0 100.0 69.6 30.4 100.0 

Rome 89.5 10.5 100.0 83.1 16.9 100.0 

Naples 80.0 20.0 100.0 89.4 10.6 100.0 

Bari 100.0 0.0 100.0 86.0 14.0 100.0 

Palermo 87.5 12.5 100.0 92.2 7.8 100.0 

Total 89.4 10.6 100.0 81.3 18.7 100.0 

 

Tab. 2 – Gender representation in boards and city councils at municipal level 

  Assessors   Councillors  

 Male Female Total Male Female Total 

Turin 54.5 45.5 100.0 75.0 25.0 100.0 

Milan 50.0 50.0 100.0 77.1 22.9 100.0 

Venice 75.0 25.0 100.0 93.5 6.5 100.0 

Genoa 45.5 54.5 100.0 77.5 22.5 100.0 

Florence 37.5 62.5 100.0 76.6 23.4 100.0 

Rome 58.3 41.7 100.0 93.3 6.7 100.0 

Naples 66.7 33.3 100.0 89.8 10.2 100.0 

Bari 75.0 25.0 100.0 93.5 6.5 100.0 

Palermo 70.0 30.0 100.0 80.0 20.0 100.0 

Total 60.0 40.0 100.0 84.5 15.5 100.0 
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Data for the main city of the Liguria Region can be compared with those related to a 

sample of eight other major cities from Northern, Central, and Southern Italy
13

. Overall 

figures confirm the findings from Genoa. At national level, female presence in Cdc is at 

19% while it is at 15.5% in the city councils. It is higher in the decentralized institutions 

of all cities, except Turin and Palermo. 

Within our sample, the highest female representation in Cdc is found in Florence at 

30%, the lowest in Palermo at 8%. 

With regard to city councils, the highest rate of female councillors is in Turin (25.0%), 

with Florence close behind (23.4%), while in Venice, Rome and Bari women are just 

about 6.5% of the assembly. 

The situation looks different in city boards, with an average female representation of 

40%. It must be stressed however that, while members of city councils are elected by 

citizens, after a competition with other (male and female) candidates, members of city 

boards are directly appointed by the mayor. Moreover, in some cases a push towards a 

broader women’s representation in these boards has come from Regional Administrative 

Court decisions, forcing the mayor to better balance the composition by gender when 

female assessors have been judged too few – as happened in Rome in 2011
14

. 

 

4. Socio-graphic and political profiles of women elected in Genoese 

Municipalities 

 

Let us focus now on the socio-graphic and political profiles of women elected in Geno-

ese municipalities, drawing from the results of a survey carried out on a sample of 144 

out of 216 people elected in these institutions, stratified by three variables: municipality, 

list of election and gender
15

. The overall sample therefore comprises 61 elected in cen-

tre-right parties and 83 in the centre-left or, in other terms, 103 men and 41 women 

(Tab. 3). Women result more active in centre-left parties then in the centre-right (34.9% 

vs. 19.7%). 

                                                           
13

 Updated at May 2013 (before local election in Rome). 
14

 See, for instance, Cerroni (2012). 
15

 More details on the methodology of the research can be found in Massa (2011, 111-122). 
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Tab. 3 – Coalition per gender 

 Centre-right Centre-left Total 

Male 80.3 65.1 71.5 

Female 19.7 34.9 28.5 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 

Men are more represented in the age class 18-44, women in the 55-64 band (Tab. 4). 

This is in line with what we can read in literature about the fact that active political par-

ticipation is higher when individuals have already achieved important steps in the fami-

ly and work dimensions of life. In our case, we might say that women are more likely to 

get involved in politics as soon as they have fewer family responsibilities. With regard 

to this last aspect we can see that, among women, pensioners and housekeepers are 

slightly more represented (Tab. 5). 

 

Tab. 4 – Age 

 Male Female Total 

18 – 24 years 2.9 0.0 2.1 

25 – 34 years 15.5 7.3 13.2 

35 – 44 years 17.5 14.6 16.7 

45 – 54 years 27.2 26.8 27.0 

55 – 64 years 26.2 41.5 30.6 

65 years and over 10.7 9.8 10.4 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 

Tab. 5 – Occupational status 

 Male Female Total 

Employed 75.7 61.0 71.5 

Pensioner 18.4 24.4 20.1 

Housekeeper 0.0 12.2 3.5 

Student 4.9 2.4 4.2 

Unemployed 1.0 00.0 0.7 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 
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To complete the commentary on basic personal information about councillors elected 

in these municipalities, we can add that women are also slightly more educated than 

men, since among them those with secondary school and university degree are more 

represented (Tab. 6). 

 

Tab. 6 – Education 

 Male Female Total 

None / Primary 1.0 2.4 1.4 

Secondary (lower) 16.5 7.3 13.9 

Secondary (higher) 48.5 53.7 50.0 

University 34.0 36.6 34.7 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 

Both male and female councillors have currently the same level of participation in po-

litical parties, about 82.0%, but among men those who are not party members now but 

have been in the past is 12.6%, against only 2.4% among women (Tab. 7). 

Differences also arise with regard to party leadership (Tab. 8). Four out of 10 male 

councillors have now directive responsibilities in political parties, against just one out of 

four women. In this case, the percentage of women not active now but in the past is 

slightly higher than men’s. Moreover, among female councillors, 51.2% have never had 

directive roles, against 41.7% of men. 

 

Tab. 7 – Political party membership 

 Male Female Total 

Yes, currently 81.6 82.9 82.0 

Not now, yes in the past 12.6 2.5 9.7 

No, never 5.8 14.6 8.3 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 

Tab. 8 – Directive responsibilities in political parties 

 Male Female Total 

Yes, currently 39.8 24.4 35.4 
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Not now, yes in the past 18.5 24.4 20.2 

No, never 41.7 51.2 44.4 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 

The rate of councillors who are or were members of trade unions, currently as well as 

only in the past, is higher among men than among women (Tab. 9). Membership of as-

sociations is currently the same for both sexes, about 76.0% (Tab. 10). While one out of 

ten male councillors were members in the past and are not any more, no female council-

lors result to be in such a condition. 

 

Tab. 9 – Trade union membership 

 Male Female Total 

Yes, currently 36.9 31.7 35.4 

Not now, yes in the past 18.4 14.6 17.4 

No, never 44.7 53.7 47.2 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 

Tab. 10 – Association membership 

 Male Female Total 

Yes, currently 76.7 75.6 76.4 

Not now, yes in the past 9.7 0.0 6.9 

No, never 13.6 24.4 16.7 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 

The only organizations in which women seem more involved than men are local pro-

test groups, active in city districts (Tab. 11). This is a kind of overlapping membership, 

an indicator of both institutional and non-institutional participation. 

 

Tab. 11 – Local pressure groups membership 

 Male Female Total 

Yes, currently 17.5 19.5 18.1 

Not now, yes in the past 11.7 17.1 13.2 

No, never 70.8 63.4 68.7 
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Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 

Among female councillors, 19.5% have declared that they also participate in such non 

formal groups, against 17.5% among males. The percentage of those who have taken 

part in the past and do not any more among women is higher than among men: 17.1% 

against 11.7%. 

A third, and last, group of data refers to the councillors’ political past experience and 

current activity. The survey has investigated whether in the past they have already been 

elected in political institutions (Tab. 12). On the one hand, experience in district coun-

cils seems to be similar for both sexes, since 39.8% of male and 36.6% of female mu-

nicipal councillors were elected in previous Cdc. On the other hand, while 7.8% of 

males also had political experience in the city council (and a mere 1% also in the Prov-

ince assembly), only 2.4% of females did the same. 

 

Tab. 12 – Previous experience in other elected political institutions 

 Male Female Total 

 Yes No Tot. Yes No Tot. Yes No Tot. 

District 39.8 60.2 100.0 36.6 63.4 100.0 38.9 61.1 100.0 

City 7.8 92.2 100.0 2.4 97.6 100.0 6.3 93.7 100.0 

Province 1.0 99.0 100.0 0.0 100.0 100.0 0.7 99.3 100.0 

Region 0.0 100.0 100.0 0.0 100.0 100.0 0.0 100.0 100.0 

 

Looking at the near future, women are more likely to stand as candidates at the same 

level, men more at a higher level, which means basically to run for the city council 

(Tab. 13). It is worth stressing that one in four incumbent district councillors declare 

that their political career will be over at the end of the current administrative cycle and 

that 36.8% of the overall councillors do not yet know what they will do. 

Analysing the councillors’ current political activity, we can try to sketch their network 

of relationships. It is therefore possible to see that women have fewer contacts with rep-

resentatives of their own party as well as of other parties. The same happens for contacts 

with administrators in the city council or in institutions at higher levels. Nevertheless, 

they appear to be as involved as men in contacts with citizens 
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Tab. 13 – Attitude towards future candidacies 

 Male Female Total 

Yes, Municipality 12.6 19.5 14.6 

Yes, other institutions 26.2 12.2 22.2 

No 26.2 26.8 26.4 

Do not know 35.0 41.5 36.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 

It is then no surprise that, when asked about what is more important to be elected, 

whether the support from their own party or the confidence of the voters, among male 

councillors 6.6% rely on the former and 89.3% on the latter, while among females only 

2.4% trust the party and 97.6% commit themselves to their electorate’s confidence (Tab. 

14). 

 

Tab. 14 – What matters more to be elected 

 Male Female Total 

Support from the party 6.8 2.4 5.6 

Electors’ confidence 89.3 97.6 91.6 

Do not know / answer 3.9 0.0 2.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 

5. Conclusions 

 

We have focused here on women’s representation in the different institutional levels of 

the Italian political system, with particular regard to local government. Dealing with this 

dimension of conventional political participation, consisting in standing as a candidate 

and being elected in political assemblies, we have tried to verify whether, in decentral-

ized institutions of local government, a low level of power is accompanied by a greater 

openness towards female participation. 

A first point to discuss, however, deals with the results of the last national elections 

for Parliament, which seem to challenge our main hypothesis. In February 2013, women 

were about three out of 10 elected in the Lower House, almost double the female coun-
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cillors in the cities of our sample and even more than female district councillors. It will 

be very interesting to check at the next elections whether this relatively high women’s 

representation rate, ten points more than the 21% of the previous polls, is part of an up-

ward trend or just a positive exception. A decisive contribution to this result has come 

from the performance of parties such as the Partito Democratico, electing 38% of wom-

en among its MPs, and the Movimento 5 Stelle, where the women elected were 34%. In 

the frame of an electoral law
16

 based on blocked lists, our opinion is that the perfor-

mance of PD is due mainly to the high number of female candidates, successful in the 

internal primary elections for the preparation of the lists, while the movement led by the 

former comedian Beppe Grillo – the real novelty in this election – is characterized by 

core activists socialized to politics not in traditional ways but using the Internet and so-

cial media, where gender differences tend to blur. 

Considering now the local government level, with regard to the city of Genoa data 

from our research show that women’s representation in district councils is higher than in 

the city council and in regional councils as well. The same happens in most other major 

Italian cities, very often with lower figures than in the Ligurian capital city. 

Female representation in local districts of Northern cities is higher than in those in the 

South. Even if this could be an interesting starting point for further research, we would 

like just to notice here that it is higher in the regions with a strong tradition in civic par-

ticipation
17

 and lower where, because of a difficult economic and occupational situation, 

political positions at this basic level are also considered valuable. 

Coming to the very conclusion, even if we can confirm that at this level political par-

ticipation is a little bit more open, the situation is very far from a more equal representa-

tion of both sexes in local government public office. Moreover, here too men are suc-

cessful in occupying the most powerful positions: we have counted slightly more than 

one out of 10 women as presidents in the decentralized institutions of the cities of our 

sample (Tab. 1). 

We can also add that, even if in the district councils the level of power and the con-

tents of political activity can be considered different from those typical of institutions at 

                                                           
16

 Law 270/2005. 
17

 See, for instance, the classic work by Putnam (1993) and, more recently, La Valle (2006). 
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higher levels, the modalities of access and the ways of building up political support are 

similar. Data from our research related to district councillors’ party membership and 

leadership, for instance, as well as those referred to political experience and current ac-

tivity, have shown evidence of a lesser involvement of women in networks useful to 

support their candidacy. 

Changing the perspective from a bottom-up to a top-down point of view, we might al-

so consider that senior politicians, elected in other more important institutions or even 

party leaders, also need to build a supporting network including grassroots militants. 

They can therefore judge male district councillors more reliable than females in order to 

“control” the territory. 

So, even assuming that the lower tier of local government, such as the Italian Consigli 

di circoscrizione, is a dimension of politics in which more women could enter, at the 

moment it is not a dimension which men are set to give up. 
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