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The Alliance Of Her

Inspiration from a Liberal Female Leader
By Margrethe Vestager, Executive Vice-President of the European Commission
I am certain that every one of us has a long list of things we miss due
to the current COVID-19 crisis. One of the things I miss is my meetings
with the participants of the European Women’s Academy. The dynamic of meetings in person, the eye contact, the sense of community
– video meetings cannot replace all that. Being together to share our
experiences as female politicians makes a difference. Therefore, I am
looking forward to reviving physical meetings with the European Women’s Academy participants as soon as it is safe again.
We still have a lot to do when it comes to equal representation of women and men in politics. This is a core value for us as liberals and
social liberals, and to see it achieved in practice is essential. We need
more women in politics on all levels – local, regional, national, European and international. And in all positions. We must use all available
instruments. It can be through legislation, through awareness-raising
campaigns to promote attitudinal change, through political dialogue
and exchange of good practices, like we have been doing in the ALDE
European Women’s Academy. It can range from bringing on-theground support to women running for office to securing a better worklife balance.
The current crisis must not lead to setbacks for female representation
in politics, and that is why the work of the European Women’s Academy
is as important as before.
This crisis has led to big changes in the digital transition that were only
expected to happen gradually. While this digital transition has brought
many positive benefits – including for women – we cannot ignore that
cyber violence disproportionately affects women and girls. The fear of
widespread online sexism - when not direct online bullying or harassment – is still deterring many women from participating in politics.
They fear for themselves or for their families.
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We all have a responsibility to combat this unacceptable and illegal
online violence and abuse against women. We must continue to work
on legislation, on regulation, and on making sure that platforms take
responsibility and share best practices.
We must not give in and accept being bullied out of politics by online
harassment. Each of us must find a way to overcome it. We need a twosided approach where we improve the regulatory framework to combat
online harassment of both men and women, but at the same time each
of us must find safe ways to navigate in the online world that also offers
lots of possibilities for us. Therefore, I am pleased that the European Women’s Academy has been keeping this issue high on the agenda.
Started only in 2016, the ALDE European Women’s Academy has already
established itself as a valuable contributor to the liberal family’s European activities. The Academy contributes to creating a society with
equal opportunities for all. I applaud the new ambition of the program,
reflected most of all in its new name ‘The Alliance Of Her’ and new
strategic vision. I very much look forward to continuing to engage with
alumnae and future participants.

“We still have a lot to do when it
comes to equal representation of
women and men in politics. This is
a core value for us as liberals and
social liberals, and to see it
achieved in practice is essential.”
-Margrethe Vestager, Denmark-
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What We Have Learned
Executive Summary

In Europe, women’s political representation has increased significantly
in the last decade. Currently, the region accounts for the highest number of women in elected office worldwide. This can be attributed to a
large extent by both a change in norms, as well as benchmarks – such
as gender quotas – targeted specifically towards boosting the involvement of women in politics adopted by several governments across
the continent.
However, while some progress has been made, achieving gender
equality seems to be going forward at a snail’s pace. Men continue
to outnumber women in elected positions and those measures which
perhaps have made a difference when it comes to parity, have done
little to improve how women are valued as political leaders and actors. In other words, while we celebrate the increase in number of women elected to political office in Europe, women are still more likely to
be undermined at every stage of their political journey as compared
to their male counterparts.
Moreover, the growth of Internet-based political engagement over
the past decade has increased the scale and intensity of gendered
challenges for women. Female politicians are less visible in the media,
while at the same time more likely to experience online harassment.
Until women are equal in terms of both parity and their ability to engage successfully in politics, European societies will not be living up
to their human rights commitments, nor fully leveraging the social,
economic and political benefits that result when women’s representation, leadership and power is increased.
This research aims to identify the main challenges that European female
liberal leaders still face when it comes to political participation and representation. It further highlights women’s experiences in successfully in overcoming these obstacles, as well as the best practices of ALDE
member parties on this issue. This report also provides a series of recommendations to increase women’s political representation in Europe.
05

Main findings
According to ALDE Party’s Europe-wide online survey on women’s political participation and representation1, female liberal leaders believe
that progress remains slow in women’s access to politics with some
areas being particularly revealing and concerning.
While the respondents believe that Europe would be better off with
more women in leadership positions, most of them report that men
continue to feel threatened by women who gain positions of power
and that successful women are also portrayed disproportionately
more negatively than men by the media. Similar trends are visible
when looking closer at the European regions.
Moreover, European female liberal leaders believe that gender stereotyping is still prevalent and plays a big role in politics. Despite this,
respondents consider that traditionally ‘male’ qualities are not essential to be a successful politician.
When it comes to the experiences from female liberal leaders, the
majority of respondents have been targets of sexism and harassment either from a stranger or from a colleague, online or in person,
both in their public and private lives. The occurrences of online and
offline sexism are similar across Europe, however, female politicians
at the national and European levels report experiencing more sexist
comments online that those at the regional and local levels. Furthermore, around half of all respondents that currently hold elected office
reported that online harassment makes them less likely to remain in
politics.
The respondents identified several challenges to women’s political
participation and representation. Four of these came up frequently, including challenges related to family responsibilities and time
constraints, higher standards for women, a lack of confidence and
1
The ALDE Party conducted a Europe-wide online survey in June and July 2020 collecting information
from European female leaders about women’s political participation and representation, including best
practices, strategies, and personal experiences.
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network support, and the absence of female role models. These
constitute significant barriers to women’s participation.
While there is no one-size-fits-all solution to achieving gender equality,
female leaders across Europe believe that the most desirable measures that could lead to increases in women’s political participation
are: mentoring and training, education, women in politics networks,
money and media visibility.

•

Train, empower and connect: mentoring programmes and women political networks, such as ALDE Party’s EWA programme,
are essential to attract female candidates and equip them with
the right skills to achieve their political goals. More investment
and support for these initiatives should be made a part of gender
equality strategies.

•

Engage both men and women in the issue: achieving gender
equality is not just a female issue. Everyone, and men in particular,
should aim to better understand and more actively engage in the
fight to achieve gender equality.

•

Foster real-life women role models and share successful examples:
female role models are a source of inspiration for women and
girls who want to get involved in politics. Their voices should be
amplified at every opportunity to inspire others to follow in their
footsteps.

Overcoming the obstacles
According to ALDE Party’s Europe-wide online survey on women’s political participation and representation , female liberal leaders believe
that progress remains slow in women’s access to politics with some
areas being particularly revealing and concerning.
To overcome these obstacles, the role of political parties is essential.
ALDE Party members have adopted a series of measures to increase
women’s participation and representation in politics. Some of these
measures are initiatives aimed at raising awareness and speaking
out about the issue. Others include a series of mentoring programmes
to empower women and the establishment of women’s political
networks. Moreover, many ALDE member parties have implemented
more concrete policy actions – such as gender quotas – to provide
institutional support to all their female members.
Based on our work with our member parties, the experiences drawn
from the European Women’s Academy programme2 and the insights
of this research, we have identified four crucial steps forward for political parties and other organisations to increase women’s political participation and representation, and ultimately achieve gender equality.
•

07

Prioritise women in your organisation: gender equality must be
seen as both increasing female representation and ensuring women are truly valued as political actors – and doing so must be
made a tangible priority for everyone, including political parties.

A note on the transformation of the European Women’s Academy into ‘The Alliance Of Her’.
The European Women’s Academy (EWA) was established in 2016 to support and empower liberal
women to achieve their political goals. A partnership between the ALDE Party, the European Liberal
Forum and The Friedrich Naumann Foundation, as of 2021 EWA has over 100 alumnae and its success
has led to it being the leading program of its kind in Europe.
On International Women’s Day (8 March) 2021, the EWA became ‘The Alliance Of Her’, reflecting the
programmes ambition to significantly increase the scale and scope of its work to advance gender
equality in European politics, and promote female political leadership.
This is the first report produced for ‘The Alliance Of Her’ and aims to provide a foundation of evidence
and best practices to transform the programme towards greater impact and influence. The report
will however refer to the European Women’s Academy (EWA) when discussing the programme prior
to March 2021.

2
The European Women’s Academy (EWA) was established in 2016 and is Europe’s leading platform for
supporting and empowering liberal women that want to be active in politics. In early 2021, EWA became
‘The Alliance Of Her’ in line with ALDE Party’s ambition to significantly scale the scope and impact of its
work on gender equality in European politics.
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Introduction

developed best practices that serve as models to replicate, many
challenges remain, and more action is needed to ensure that female
liberal leaders are heard.

Today, women are breaking glass ceilings everywhere, in Europe and
across the world. The share of women taking on leadership positions
has considerably increased in the last years. The success of women
political leaders in combatting the pandemic has demonstrated that
to ensure successful policy results and prosperity, we cannot afford to
exclude women from politics and decision-making.

It is our role and responsibility to create long-lasting measures that go
beyond increasing the number of women on the ballot.

Despite these positive results and steps forward, women remain underrepresented in politics and continue to face greater challenges
than men when it comes to political participation and staying in office
after being elected.

This report aims to give a thorough overview of the status of women’s
representation in Europe with special attention to the experiences of
female liberal leaders from the ALDE Party family by providing a series
of steps forward to not only increase the number of women running for
elected office, but also in leadership positions.

This is a problem that all women share and that affects us all.
For many years, there has been a widespread belief that women’s lack
of participation could be explained by a lack of knowledge and resources. Yet, it has become evident that there are more explanations
for this, including the prevailing gender stereotypes in society, limited
institutional support and equality measures and an increase in online
and offline violence against women, which has surged in tandem with
the widespread use of new technologies.
While some measures – including gender quotas – have been put in
place and resulted in positive outcomes, the challenge of ensuring
women’s participation and representation goes beyond electing more
women to public office. In fact, our efforts should be redoubled to prioritise, motivate and empower female leaders, and to involve everyone,
both women and men, in this effort. In the long term, we need to be
able to challenge and change patriarchal norms in society and foster
an inclusive political environment where women are equal in power,
leadership, and decision-making.
To achieve this, more action needs to be taken now.
European liberal parties have shown leadership in fighting for fundamental rights, including women’s rights. While many of them have
09

Achieving this is impossible without actions by political parties and
influential platforms such as the European Women’s Academy, which
supports and empowers liberal women and pushes for achieving
gender equality.

The Alliance of Her Alumnae Advisory Board3:

Bettina
Stark-Watzinger
Germany, FDP

Joanna Burnos

ALDE Individual Member

Diana Topcic
Rosenberg
Croatia, GLAS

Joyce Onstad

United Kingdom, Liberal
Democrats

Emma Murphy

Jasmina Mršo

Ireland, Fianna Fáil

Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Naša Stranka

Madelaine
Jakobsson

Stina Wahlsten

Sweden, Centerpartiet

Finland, Swedish
People’s Party

The Alliance of Her Alumnae Advisory Board is a group of alumnae from the EWA programme that provides advice, feedback and ideas to help grow, strengthen and shape the Alliance OF Her platform. The
board also supports events, activities and networking opportunities for alumnae, our partners and allies.

3
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Why Women Need to be in Politics
More women have attained leadership positions in politics in recent
years, and there is a growing belief across Europe that more women in
leadership and decision-making positions are needed to ensure success for our societies. Yet, we are still far from reaching gender equality in Europe.
There is enough evidence to confirm that diverse organisations perform better and are more successful in meeting their goals – whether
they relate to leading within a specific industry or winning an election
– than those that are not (McKinsey & Company, 2008). Evidence is
also steadily building to show that the more women represented in
leadership and decision-making, the greater the policy outcomes are
likely to be for all of society (ODIHR, 2014).
As European Liberals, we believe that women’s political representation
matters because:
•
•
•

it is a sign of equity and respect for human rights;
it leads to better democracies and to greater responsiveness to
citizens’ needs;
it has enormous impact on issues debated and policies adopted.

Women’s representation in politics also matters because it increases
the number of female role models for young women and girls and for
those thinking about taking the first step to participate politically.
Moreover, more women in politics, particularly at the leadership level, creates space for bringing about change in societies and therefore has a potentially catalysing effect for advancing gender equality
more broadly.
In sum, we need women in politics as it contributes to increased women’s political participation, and therefore makes our democracies
stronger and just, as well as more open and prosperous.
11

“For me, a better democracy is a
democracy where women do not
only have the right to vote and to
elect but to be elected.”
-Michelle Bachelet, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights-
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The Status Quo in Europe

Figure 1

Women represent more than half of the global a population however their participation in politics remains marginal. Women’s political
participation and representation includes ensuring their right to vote,
as well as their right to participate in political leadership and to make
decisions. This study addresses the challenges that women face in
getting elected to public office, despite this being a fundamental right.
Currently, Europe as a region accounts for the highest number of women in politics worldwide. Yet, men continue to outnumber women in
this sphere: in 2020, only three of the 27 EU Member States were led
by women. When it comes to national parliaments in Europe, women
made up only 28,6 per cent of all elected representatives. In 2017, only
18 per cent of government ministerial positions worldwide were held
by women with the most common portfolios being Social Affairs, Family, Youth, or Environment (UN Women, 2019) while men are vastly
over-represented in areas such as Finance, Trade and Foreign Affairs.
When it comes to the leadership of political parties, men still dominate
most of these positions. In November 2019, women accounted for less
than one in five leaders of major political parties across the EU. Within
the European liberal family, there is a higher proportion of female party
leaders (26 out of 70 ALDE Party member parties) compared to other
EU political families. Nonetheless, executive boards of ALDE member
parties remain gender-imbalanced and male-dominated (Figure 1).

Source: Desk research and ALDE Member Party Feedback (September 2020)
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Political communication is another area in which women are poorly
represented. Women politicians are less visible in the media than their
male peers and, in some cases, they are disproportionately subjected
to negative treatment which reflects gender stereotypes (UN Women,
2020). Behavioural research suggests that this issue can reinforce and
perpetuate harmful gender stereotypes that prevail in our societies
(Rattan, Chilazi, Georgeac, Bohnet, 2019).
The growth of Internet-based political engagement over the past decade has also brought up additional gendered challenges for women.
According to the European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE), 5 per
cent of adult women in the EU have experienced some form of online
harassment (EIGE, Gender Equality Index 2020 — Digitalisation and the
future of work, 2020).
While useful for political engagement and online campaigning, modern and digital methods of communication such as social media
and emails have provided an unconstrained and unprecedented
basis to attack women who are active in politics. Relevant data has
shown that the likelihood of online harassment increases for women in
political leadership positions. Moreover, female politicians tend to be
more harshly judged than their male peers (Taylor, 2018).
Insufficient progress has been made over the last years
Established and growing evidence confirms that women’s participation and representation in politics has improved in the last years. At
the beginning of the 21st century, almost every country in the world
had granted women the right to vote and to stand for office (Masad,
2020). Moreover, there are more women in top executive positions,
the number of female Prime Ministers and Ministers in Europe has increased, and the number of female parliamentarians has grown by
almost 15 per cent compared to two decades ago (UN Women, 2019).

Source: Desk research and ALDE Member Party Feedback (September 2020)
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Crucially, women’s representation has increased significantly in those
countries where special measures to encourage gender equality have
been adopted. Internationally, norms and standards (e.g. gender quotas or an insurance system for both parents) have been implemented
in the workforce. This has also made a huge difference for women’s representation in political life.
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From 2004 to 2019 across Europe, the share of women parliamentarians in countries with imposed gender quotas has almost doubled,
from 18 per cent to 34 per cent (EIGE, Statistical brief: gender balance
in politics, 2020). Increases were particularly strong in countries where
legislative quotas have been introduced. For instance, France recorded its highest growth of women legislators, following the adoption
of legislation to support gender parity in elected offices.
Indeed, while progress has been made, it is slow, and based on the
current trend, achieving gender equality4 seems to be going forward
at a snail’s pace. In fact, the lack of progress in increasing women’s
representation in politics is the worst performing indicator within the
United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goal 5 ‘Achieve gender
equality’ (Equal Measures 2030, 2019).
Several governments across Europe, such as Belgium, Croatia, Denmark
and Romania, have adopted legislation introducing the establishment
of norms and benchmarks to boost the involvement of women in politics. In some countries, such as Belgium, Italy and Luxembourg, political parties have opted to introduce voluntary or legislative quotas. But
while these measures have proven to statistically work when it comes
to increasing the number of women participating in politics, they fail to
empower women and reach meaningful equality.
Indeed, parity is not the same as equality. Research shows that quotas have contributed to achieve parity, however, gender equality
means that women are valued as much as their male peers, not just
be equal in numbers. It remains a political question whether quotas
can achieve the latter.

The European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE) defines gender equality as “equal rights, responsibilities
and opportunities of women and men and girls and boys.”

4
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“Despite being and working in
a party for 15 years, I had to rise to
the top through women’s
quota because men were always
given advantage.”
-Karolina Juzbašić, Croatia-

Women in Politics Today (2020)

ALDE Party
Renew Europe

Women in leadership positions

Women violence

14%

16%

30%

30,10% 39,5%

15%

29%

Heads of
government

Heads of
State

Ministers
(EU-27)

Members Members of
of National European
Parliaments Parliament

Mayors

Local
Government

3
women in EU have
in experienced workplace sexual
5 harassment or violence
3
women in top management
in positions have experienced
4 sexual harassment

Women cyber-violence
22.5%
ALDE Ministers

leading major
political parties
in the EU

Renew Europe MEPs

37%
leading ALDE
member
parties

Gender quotas
32 countries in Europe have voluntary political party quotas
17 countries in Europe have legislated candidate quotas
Sources:
•
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2019/women-in-politics-2019-map-en.pdf?la=en&vs=3303
•
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2019/635543/EPRS_BRI(2019)635543_EN.pdf
Gender quotas source:
•
https://www.idea.int/data-tools/data/gender-quotas/database
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3
women in qualified professions or
in senior management jobs have
4 experienced sexual harassment
3 women employed in the service
in sector have experienced sexual
5 harassment

43,9%

Women in party leadership

18%

Europe

14%
women in the EU
have experienced
cyber stalking

Minorities

11%
women in the EU have
experienced cyber
harassment

50%
women have suffered
a type of mental health
disorder as a result of
cyberviolence and hate
speech online

3%
the total elected
MEPs are women
of colour
Sources:
•
https://www.ipu.org/resources/publications/issue-briefs/2016-10/sexism-harassment-and-violence-against-women-parliamentarians
•
https://www.womenlobby.org/IMG/pdf/facsheet_violence_against_women_and_girls_in_europe_2017_website.pdf
•
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2018/604979/IPOL_STU(2018)604979_EN.pdf
•
https://www.theparliamentmagazine.eu/news/article/six-in-ten-women-in-eu-hit-by-workplace-sexual-harassment-or-violence)

20

The Alliance Of Her

Obstacles to women’s political participation
A number of different factors account for the underrepresentation of
women in politics: gender stereotypes and norms, different expectations for women compared to men, lack of female leaders and role
models in political parties around Europe, or even harassment and
assault. Women’s political participation is deeply entrenched in many
cultural, political, economic and ideological constraints that can be
specific to some countries and regions.
For the purposes of this research, the series of obstacles are limited to
the right of women to participate in elections. It is reflected on from the
perspective of three main themes: structural and institutional, sociological and cultural, as well as psychological and motivational.
Structural and institutional
Structural obstacles refer to the limitations to electoral participation
that are systematically rooted in the fabric of society, including the
socio-economic status of women. Institutional obstacles refer to the
lack of willingness and efforts by governments (and political parties)
to widen women’s representation and bring long-term change.
These types of barriers include, among others, a lack of institutional
support and measures to promote equality by candidates’ own political parties (e.g. too restricted selection processes for candidates),
an absence of gender equality policies or legal regulatory frameworks
(e.g. quotas or measures to include minority groups), limited access
to media coverage, unequal access to education, a lack of financial
resources and poverty, lack of transparency in selection procedures
and lack of experience required to be involved in the political arena.

21
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Sociological and cultural

“It can’t be underlined enough
what a negative impact the way
women politicians on all levels
are treated both by media and
society (hateful comments, online
harassment, etc.) has on the will
of young women to even consider
running for any level of office.”
-Danica Vihinen, Finland-

Sociological and cultural obstacles refer to the attitudes towards women in leadership roles and their access to elected office. These types
of barriers include religious fundamentalism and traditional norms,
the prevailing gender stereotypes regarding the role of women in society (e.g. lack of toughness to fit the role), direct or indirect discrimination against women, online harassment, the lack of social readiness
to have women in high positions or in elected office, and the absence
of female role models, among others.
These barriers strongly echo the cultural patterns and predetermined
social roles of women in our societies. Research has repeatedly shown
that a patriarchal model of political life where all norms, values and
lifestyles are set by men remains entrenched in all societies (International IDEA, 2005). As a result, women are expected to fulfil more
‘traditional’ roles such as household responsibilities and caregiving, or
to embody masculine attributes and ideals in order to be elected to
political office.
Psychological and motivational
Psychological and motivational obstacles refer to the personal limitations that women may experience when participating in politics. These
include the absence of self-confidence, motivation, and dedication,
family responsibilities and time constraints, weak support from their
personal network, lack of awareness about how to run for office and
the absence of rewards for holding office. Violence and potential exposure to harassment are also part of these obstacles.
Often, women are targets of unwanted intrusions into their private lives when planning to run for public office, which discourages them
from engaging in the political sphere. Many other women believe that
politics is not the tool needed to achieve gender equality – convinced
perhaps that women should learn to ‘play the game’ rather than complain about the rules.
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What Female Liberal Leaders across Europe think

“When I started, people said I was
too young, that it wasn’t the time
for a woman. I also had no party
behind me and I self-financed my
campaign. The campaign against
me was ugly, with personal
attacks. Yet I won and became
the first female Mayor of my city.”

5

-Jasna Gabrič, Slovenia-

One hundred and eighty-nine European liberal women – most of them
affiliated to an ALDE member party – from 31 countries6 participated in
a Europe-wide online survey conducted by the ALDE Party in June and
July 2020. The pool of respondents includes female leaders working in
the public sector and in governmental positions (60 per cent), in the
private sector (22 per cent) and in the civil society (5 per cent). The
majority of those surveyed (76 per cent) are holding or have held an
elected position at any level, and half of them have held office at the
local level. Moreover, 64 per cent of the respondents have held a top
leadership position in their own political party.
The purpose of the survey was to collect information from European
female leaders about women’s political participation and representation, including best practices, strategies, and personal experiences.
While not representative, the following findings provide a reliable indication of the perceptions currently held by female liberal leaders
across Europe.
Women in Politics Today
Responding to the current status quo of women’s political participation in Europe, there is a wide perception among female leaders that
despite some progress, there is still room for improvement to achieve
gender equality on the continent. More than 60 per cent of respondents believe progress is slow, stalling or trending backward. While almost half of the respondents agree that progress has been made at
a slow speed, a third of the respondents consider that the progress
made so far is good (Figure 2).

Quote extracted from the following article: https://reneweurope-cor.eu/empoweringwomen/
Armenia, Austria, Belgium, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland,
Georgia, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway, North Macedonia,
Poland, Romania, Russia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Ukraine, and United Kingdom.

5

6
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Figure 2

In sum, the respondents believe that Europe would be better off with
more women in leadership positions. However, this has been proven to be difficult as men continue to feel threatened by women in
power positions.
Moreover, an independent and free media – including the Internet and
social media – is seen as a crucial pillar for the functioning of democracies and women’s political success. According to an overwhelming majority of respondents, gender inequalities remain because women continue to be disproportionately and negatively portrayed by the media.
Figure 3

Source: EWA Survey 2020, ALDE Party

Progress continues to be slow in women’s access to the political arena,
and some areas are particularly revealing, as seen below. Female leaders were asked about the situation in their countries through different
statements (Figure 3).
While almost 50 per cent of respondents agree that the situation of
women in terms of political participation and representation is gradually getting better, four out of five women agree that some men still
feel threatened when women hold positions of power. Moreover, about
half of the respondents believe that, across Europe, men are generally
perceived to be naturally more qualified than women to participate in
political life.
Nonetheless, the respondents are highly convinced that Europe needs
more female figures leading European countries.
27

Source: EWA Survey 2020, ALDE Party

The survey results also show similar trends when it comes to European
regions – Eastern, Nordic and Western7 (Figure 4). Female leaders across
Europe believe that men and women are not valued equally, however the
regional picture is much more nuanced. While there seems to be some
progress in the Nordic countries with 30 per cent of the respondents
agreeing that there is equal value between men and women, only 11 per
cent believe this to be true in the Eastern countries, with no respondent
holding this view strongly.
7
The Nordic region includes Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Norway, and Sweden. The Western region includes Austria, Belgium, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Spain, Switzerland, and United Kingdom. The Eastern region includes Armenia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Georgia, Hungary,
Latvia, Lithuania, North Macedonia, Poland, Romania, Russia, Slovakia, Slovenia, and Ukraine.
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“Women are subject to other
standards. If I was late for a
board-meeting, I was considered
as sloppy. My male colleagues
in same age and position were
considered as a busy man...”
-Hanne Roed, Denmark-

Source: EWA Survey 2020, ALDE Party

European female leaders believe that gender stereotyping is still
prevalent and plays a big role in politics. Only 3 per cent of the female
leaders surveyed do not believe that gender stereotyping influences
politics. Looking at the European regions, 85 per cent of respondents
from the Eastern countries consider that gender stereotyping plays a
big role in politics compared to the 8 per cent that do not. This compares with 72 per cent in the Western countries and 59 per cent in the
Nordic countries. (Figure 5)
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Figure 5

“The main challenge is that I don’t
believe in myself. I think I am not
special and that everyone else is
better than me.”
-Eva-Lotta Svensson, Sweden-

Source: EWA Survey 2020, ALDE Party

What makes a good politician?
Research has shown that traditionally, both men and women believe
that stereotypically ‘masculine’ traits such as assertiveness and competence are needed to be a successful politician, which could explain
the concentration of men in top leadership positions (Vial & Napier,
2018).
According to our survey data, the personal traits that female politicians consider most important in politics are leadership8, good communication skills, honesty and intelligence (Figure 6).
In contrast, respondents consider that traditionally ‘male’ qualities,
such as masculinity, ruthlessness and toughness, are not essential to
be a successful politician.
8

Leadership refers to the sense that one is leading effectively and not a particular style of leadership.
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Figure 6

“You need to be twice as good as a
man to run for the same positions
to get credibility.”
-Ellen Österberg, Sweden-

Source: EWA Survey 2020, ALDE Party
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Experiences from Female Liberal Leaders

Figure 7

Female liberal leaders responding to our survey were asked about
their experiences with sexist behaviours in their political life. In this
study, sexism is considered as “the actions or attitudes that discriminate against people based solely on their gender” 9. The attitudes that
were considered include sexist comments (online or in person) from a
stranger, sexist comments (online or in person) inside the workplace
and sexist comments (online or in person) made by a public figure.
In the following findings, it is important to note that the perception of
sexist comments can vary from woman to woman and from region
to region. The fact that women do not recognise some behaviours as
sexist does not mean that these comments are of a less sexist nature.
This also leads to underreported numbers of sexist comments.
According to the survey results, European female leaders have been
targets of sexism and harassment either from a stranger or from a
colleague, online or in person, and both in their public and private
lives.
The majority of respondents have encountered sexism in politics at
least once in their career. Yet, this is not a new phenomenon. Seven
out of ten respondents have encountered sexism in person in the
context of their political work and while almost four out of ten respondents have experienced sexist comments regularly, 30 per cent of
women state they have experienced any sexist comments (Figure 7).

Source: EWA Survey 2020, ALDE Party

9

Definition of sexism by EIGE. Retrieved from: https://eige.europa.eu/thesaurus/terms/1367
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In general, sexism by public figures is a problem across Europe. At
least nine in ten women have seen a public figure – male or female –
at least once make an online sexist comment towards a woman in politics and 36 per cent have experienced it on a regular basis (Figure 8).

“Obstacles came afterwards,
because a lot of the colleagues
from my party branch, surprised
by my performance, started
looking at me as a competitor
hard to defeat, and thus started to
employ all tactics such as online
bullying and labelling.”

Figure 8

-Camelia Crisan, Romania-

Source: EWA Survey 2020, ALDE Party
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Looking at the regions, female leaders from the Eastern countries
seem to have encountered this behaviour more often than their counterparts in the Nordic and Western countries: 77 per cent of women
from the Eastern countries have seen a public figure make an online
sexist remark at least once (Figure 9).

Figure 9

Source: EWA Survey 2020, ALDE Party

Erin McGreehan
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Moreover, our survey demonstrates that online and offline sexist behaviours towards women are very prevalent in Europe. 70 per cent
of women have received an online or an offline sexist comment from
a stranger. However, sexist comments seem to occur less frequently
offline than online (Figure 10).
Figure 10

“I ran for the parliament when my
son was 1,5 years old and was told
online a lot that I should stay home
and be a good mom instead of
this politics thing I was doing.”
-Māra Laizāne, Latvia-

Source: EWA Survey 2020, ALDE Party
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Furthermore, while the Internet has created new opportunities for women to engage politically, it has also created new ground for online
harassment targeted at women holding political office.
In contrast to women holding an elected position at the regional or local levels, national or European politicians report experiencing more
sexist comments online from a stranger due to their political work,
with 26 per cent of elected liberal women at the national and European levels having received these comments very regularly. Elected
women at the regional and local levels not only receive less online
harassment, but 41 per cent claim to never have received any online
sexist comments from a stranger. One of the several factors that can
explain this is the higher voluntary or unvoluntary exposure that national and European level politicians have to modern, digital technology
(Figure 11).
Figure 11

Joanna Burnos

Source: EWA Survey 2020, ALDE Party
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Our research demonstrates that online harassment towards women has become a widespread problem and is more frequent and
intense than that experienced by their male peers. This type of harassment has a real impact on whether women stay in politics or
are able to participate in politics in the first place.
When asking European female leaders if online harassment and negativity would have an influence in their decision to participate in politics, both elected and unelected respondents agreed that such behaviours have an influence on their choices. Moreover, around half of
all respondents that are currently in elected office reported that online harassment makes them less likely to remain in politics. About 45
per cent of respondents not in elected office said online harassment
made them less likely to run in the future (Figure 12).
Figure 12

“There are many instances of
online and in person harassment
that I had to face and unfortunately,
I think there is no ready-made
recipe to deal with them. The only
solution is to keep going and make
even more efforts to reach
my political goals”
-Ramona Strugariu, Romania-

Source: EWA Survey 2020, ALDE Party
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Top Four Challenges to Women’s Political Participation
This research indicates that European liberal women widely believe
that there should be more women in the political arena and that women continue to be underrepresented due to the numerous challenges they face when running for political positions.
The respondents identified several challenges to women’s political
participation and representation. Four of these came up frequently, including challenges related to family responsibilities and time
constraints, higher standards for women, the lack of confidence and
network support, and the absence of female role models. These constitute significant barriers to women’s participation.
In conclusion, the top four challenges that women face when running
for political office are:
1.

Family and work choices: together with time constraints, women
are expected to stay home and commit to family obligations (motivational/psychological obstacle)

2. Higher standards: women experience higher demands than men
when running for office (cultural/sociological obstacle)
3. Confidence: the lack of self-confidence and weak support from
networks (motivational/psychological obstacle)
4. Role models: the lack of female role models and mentors that
serve as inspiration (motivational/psychological obstacle)
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Figure 13

“During the past year I have been
home with my daughter and had
to leave my fulltime job. I also have
no possibility to take time off from
my political job. For every woman
in politics this is a problem.”
-Anna Ginstmark, Sweden-

Source: EWA Survey 2020, ALDE Party

According to our survey respondents, motivational and psychological
obstacles seem to play a more prominent role in their political participation. It is noteworthy, however, that the second most prevalent
challenge relates to cultural barriers, while institutional and structural
barriers such as the absence of quotas or a legal framework to ensure
participation does seem to be considered less of a challenge. This can
be related to the fact that while introducing legal frameworks is effective in raising the number of women in candidate lists, they do not truly
empower women.
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Top Four Measures to increase Women’s Political Participation

“I discovered that it is so much
more difficult to be elected as a
woman than as a man. Women
still often adjust their career plans
and goals when they become
mothers, sometimes because they
choose to do so with conviction,
but already too often because this
turns out to be the only solution or
because their environment
expects this from them.”
10

There is no one-size-fits-all solution to achieving gender equality.
However, in general, female leaders across Europe believe that the
most desirable measures that could lead to increases in women’s political participation are:
1.

Mentoring and training: political mentoring and training programmes for candidates

2. Education: education programmes aimed at young women and
girls
3. Women in politics networks: the establishment and strengthening
of these networks within the political parties
4. Money and media visibility: ensuring equal access to economic
resources and media
Of these measures, the first three offer a solution to the motivational and
psychological obstacles that were most prevalent for the respondents of
our survey. While political mentoring and training programmes can equip
women with soft skills to increase their self-confidence and knowledge
on how to run for office, women in politics networks constitute a good
opportunity to increase the contact with female role models.

-Eva De Bleeker, Belgium-

10

Quote extracted from interview: https://www.nieuwsblad.be/cnt/blmva_02403096
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Figure 14

Source: EWA Survey 2020, ALDE Party
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According to the respondents, more structural and institutional support is needed to overcome the challenge of underrepresentation. Political parties have to step up in providing this type of support as they
are the primary source for women wanting to engage politically, and,
therefore, their practices and policies will have a big impact on women’s political participation.
Political parties can provide structural and institutional support by
establishing political mentoring and training programmes tailored
to women who want to get politically engaged; setting up education
programmes that target young women and girls (e.g. going to schools
and encouraging women to participate in the political life) and by establishing Women’s Networks as an arena for exchanging ideas, supporting peers, and networking.
It is worth noting that, according to the respondents, the introduction
of gender quota systems is not considered a useful strategy to combat the underrepresentation of women in politics. This result may not
be due to a belief that they are ineffective in their own right but rather,
the respondents might be uncomfortable with quotas being widely
seen as the only tool to promote gender equality. However, more research and interviews are needed to better understand why liberal
female leaders do not believe a gender quota system is considered
the answer to these challenges.
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Overcoming the obstacles

parties are working within their own organisations to raise awareness
about persisting gender inequality and create solutions to foster a
cultural shift toward a more inclusive and diverse political environment.

Across Europe, views vary on what measures are needed to improve
women’s political participation and representation. Political parties
are key tools for promoting and nurturing women’s participation in
politics, given that these organisations manage the recruitment and
selection of candidates for elections, determine national policy agendas and are the intermediaries between voters and elected officials.

ALDE Party member Naša Stranka (Bosnia and Herzegovina) has
launched its ‘Initiative 50%’ that consists of organised educational
sessions for women interested in politics, while Momentum (Hungary)
has started a grassroots initiative dedicated to collecting best practices, organising debates and discussing women’s participation in politics for party members.

European Liberals are working on many levels to build a fair, free and
open society in which men and women are equal in power, leadership
and decision-making. That is why in 2016, the ALDE Party, in collaboration with the Friedrich Naumann Foundation (FNF) and the European
Liberal Forum (ELF), launched its European Women’s Academy (EWA),
aimed at promoting gender equality in politics and in decision-making
by empowering women who want to become active and engaged in
liberal politics. Currently, it is Europe’s leading platform of its kind. In
2021, EWA will transition to become The Alliance Of Her, a significantly
expanded platform for advancing and empowering women in politics.

In addition, during large-scale internal meetings, Centerpartiet (Sweden) conducts a survey of all female participants to assess any potential harassment or discrimination they might have experienced.

The conclusions of this report provide The Alliance Of Her with a blueprint for action, indicating where additional efforts that go beyond the
scope of EWA are most needed and where they will have the most
impact.
ALDE member parties are working to get more women in politics
Political parties have a major impact on women’s political participation. ALDE member parties have been working to support more women
in politics to reflect the full diversity of our societies and to achieve
a gender-balanced political arena. This section gives an overview of
some of the best practices of ALDE member parties to increase the
participation of women in politics.
Raising awareness and speaking out about the issue
Raising awareness of the problem is one of the first steps to overcome
the challenges women face when participating in politics. ALDE member
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Establishing mentoring programmes
Research has underlined the need for political parties to provide
mechanisms such as training and mentoring programmes that can
drive positive action in promoting women in politics (Maguire, 2018).
The aim of these programmes is to continuously support and train
women and to equip them with the necessary skills and knowledge to
participate in politics.
Several ALDE member parties have established mentoring and training
programmes for female politicians within their parties. In Austria, NEOS
has established a series of training programmes with the goal of empowering women and training them in their paths towards getting elected and taking on leadership positions. Moreover, inspired by the ALDE
Party’s European Women’s Academy, the Hungarian Liberal Foundation
Indítsuk Be Magyarországot has launched its own Women’s Academy
called Horizont Női Politikusképző, which aims to find and develop women not yet in politics and create ‘local female heroes’ across Hungary
through a programme of mentoring and empowerment.
Women political networks
Women political networks aim to be ‘barrier breakers’ and complementary measures to increase women’s participation and representation in
politics. These networks play an essential role in promoting women in
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politics, fostering dialogue in the legislative process and shaping women’s leadership.
In the liberal family, one-third of ALDE member parties have a Women’s
Political Network. For instance, in the Netherlands, D66 launched their Els
Borst Network in 2015, with the purpose of inspiring and empowering women in politics. Every year, an Annual Network event to exchange ideas
takes place and recently, the network started building local networks
to organise activities in each Dutch region. In Germany, the Liberale
Frauen (Liberal Women) network associated with the Freie Demokratische Partei (FDP) was created to strengthen the influence of liberal
women in politics by providing support, qualifications, and networking
opportunities for its members.
Introducing institutional support
The role of political parties as the main gatekeepers and boosters of
women’s political participation cannot be highlighted enough. Increasing the number of women in leadership positions and establishing
gender-related benchmarks can contribute to eliminating the barriers
women face when it comes to accessing politics.
In the European liberal family, 26 out of 72 political parties have a woman holding the reins of the organisation. In some parties, such as Naša
Stranka (Bosnia and Herzegovina), Keskusta (Finland) or ANO 2011
(Czech Republic), the party executive boards are also gender balanced.
Some ALDE member parties have put concrete actions into practice to
include more women in their own organisations. For instance, Centerpartiet (Sweden) has established an Inclusivity Board to promote the
election of women in the party’s internal bodies. In Estonia, Reformierakond’s female leader Kaja Kallas personally pushes women to take up
half of the political positions. Latvijas Attīstībai (Latvia) proactively asks
women to participate and take on leadership roles.
Moreover, other parties have opted to introduce stricter measures to
amplify female representation. In Switzerland, the Green Liberal Party
has a 50 per cent quota through a zebra-system – alternating between
men and women – for their electoral lists and in Italy, Piú Europa’s party statutes11 include a 30 per cent provision for representation of any
gender for national and territorial bodies. Following this rule, the party’s
executive board has 12 women out of 32 members.
11

Piú Europa Statutes, retrieved from: https://piueuropa.eu/statuto/
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“Quotas are a temporary solution,
but not a long-term solution.”
-Jasmina Mršo, Bosnia and Herzegovina-
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Experiences from Female Liberal Leaders
Despite the numerous challenges to political participation and representation women still face, many liberal women have overcome these
obstacles and benefitted their societies in a range of ways. Featured
below are just a few of their many success stories.
Motivational and psychological barriers form one of the key deciding
factors behind a woman’s decision to – or not to – take part in politics.
Yoko Alender from Estonia is an EWA Alumna and Member of the Estonian Parliament. She conquered her psychological and motivational
obstacles by speaking out about her situation and her ambitions. This
is her story:

“Throughout my political career I was always

happy with the positions I was assigned and
offered by the party. I knew I could manage
the hardest tasks and I never really asked
for anything, but this led to a severe burnout. The last time I was elected I spoke out
and asked for the vice chair seat I wanted.
In the end, I did get it and I enjoy it. The fact
that I spoke up added to how my work and
my position in the team is valued.

”

Support from a close network, such as family and friends, has proven
to be crucial when it comes to encouraging women to participate in
politics. Carmen Rietdijk from the Netherlands is a local councillor in
Utrecht. Her story highlights the importance of male allies:

“When I was elected, I had to give up my

seat because my partner had just become
ill. I had to stay home in the evenings and
on the weekends to take care of our daughter. A few months later my partner had recovered, and I had an unexpected second
chance at a seat, which I accepted. The
combination of parenting, work and politics
would not have been possible if not for the
support of my partner.
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”

Srbuhi Grigoryan from Armenia is a Member of the National Assembly of the Republic of Armenia. This is her experience about breaking
gender stereotypes in her country and obstacles in her political party
to be elected:

“In 2012, I was elected a member of the Council of Elders,
breaking many stereotypes. Unlike other women, I had a
plan, I met with the residents, I used all the resources of the
media. In 2015, I became a party member when everyone
avoided becoming a party member. In 2018, I was nominated by my political party and was elected a deputy of the
National Assembly of the Republic of Armenia. Now that I am
in the National Assembly, I break stereotypes every day with
my activities.

”

Māra Laizāne is a Member of the Latvian Parliament and the Secretary
General of Kustība Par! When running for office, she faced the challenges of negative gender stereotypes and family expectations, which
she used as part of her campaign. This is her story:

“I ran for parliament when my son was 1,5

years old. I often received only comments
to stay home and be a good mom instead
of doing politics, so I used that as an opportunity to talk with the voters about this
issue. While it was annoying to some, these
comments turned out to be good conversations on issues that voters cared for: how
to balance home and work life, how to be a
young mother who is returning to workforce,
and how there are multiple roles in everyone’s lives…

”
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Four steps forward
While women’s political participation and representation has increased in Europe over the last years, we are still far from the finish line.
Political parties play a crucial role in the matter, as they are the primary vehicles for boosting and fostering the participation of women
in politics, thanks to their direct impact on power structures as well as
on policy- and decision-making. This can have a catalysing effect in
terms of advancing gender equality more broadly.
ALDE Party and its partners remain committed to increasing women’s
participation and representation in Europe. As a next step, we have
put together a list of recommendations for political parties and other
organisations with the aim of increasing women’s representation in
Europe, and ultimately achieve gender equality. These recommendations are based on our work with member parties, the experiences
drawn from the EWA programme and the insights of this research.
Prioritise women in your organisation
To eliminate the barriers to women’s political participation, women
and the fight for gender equality must be made a tangible priority.
Political parties must strengthen their political will to achieve change
by establishing a long-term strategy that increases the engagement
and participation of women in every aspect of political life. This also
includes considering intersectionality to ensure women in all their diversity are represented.
There are different ways to do this, one of which is institutional support.
At the level of political parties, some actions – such as introducing internal mechanisms to promote diversity and inclusivity, allocating significant financial support to female candidates, and having the issue
of equality as a permanent agenda point at party congresses – are
concrete steps to increase the number of women in politics.
Moreover, putting women in leadership positions and proactively recruiting more women has proved to be a way to attract and empower
other female politicians. . Yet, a follow-up system must be in place so
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that women are able to take on and succeed in leadership and decision-making positions, and ultimately be truly heard.
Train, empower and connect
As demonstrated by our survey, training programmes have been beneficial for those who have taken part in them. Offering trainings and
developing mentoring programmes is essential not only to attract female candidates, but to equip them with the right skills to achieve their
political goals. These programmes are not limited in scope, but must
aim to develop personal and professional skills and empower each
participant.
Moreover, by establishing and strengthening women political networks,
political parties can create platforms to not only discuss gender equality issues, but to exchange experiences and connect with other inspirational women. In the long-term, these networks must aim at influencing
the political debate.
Engage both men and women on this issue
Achieving gender equality must not be a mission for women only. In fact,
it is a societal responsibility. Everyone, and men in particular, should understand and actively engage in the fight. Gender equality is neither
about women taking leadership roles from men, nor women adopting
stereotypically ‘masculine’ attributes in order to become successful politicians.
The active role of men can take many different forms, including mentoring, advocacy and campaigning, but also sharing family responsibilities. However, education is the most powerful tool to combat prevailing stereotypes and create a culture that fosters true equality and
empowerment.
Foster real-life women role models and share successful examples
Women inspire other women – it is a fact. Powerful female political leaders not only influence the policy discourse, but act as a source of inspiration for other women and girls who want to pursue a political career.
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Female role models are essential to break motivational and psychological barriers, as they provide a permission structure and a pathway for
other women to emulate.
This is yet another reason why political parties should work even harder
to identify talented women as potential candidates and future leaders.
As a bridge between voters and elected officials, political parties should
encourage and support their female leaders to be role models and generate more political engagement. Moreover, these organisations can
serve as arenas for exchanging experiences and best practices that
celebrate the achievements of female leaders.

You don’t have to be a woman
to be a feminist. I want men
to be involved in this issue.
I consider myself a feminist
because I stand up for equal
rights for women and men.”
12

-Alexander De Croo, Prime Minister of Belgium-

12

Quote extracted from interview: https://www.shedecides.com/champions/hon-minister-alexander-de-croo/
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Methodology and Limitations
This report is based on quantitative and qualitative data provided by
European Liberal female leaders and ALDE member parties as well as
the ALDE Party’s own research on the issue.
For the purposes of this research, the ALDE Party conducted a Europe-wide online survey in June and July 2020 collecting information
from European female leaders about women’s political participation
and representation, including best practices, strategies, and personal
experiences.
The survey was limited to female leaders that currently hold a political
position at the national, regional, local or European levels; party leaders from ALDE member parties; alumnae of the European Women’s
Academy programme, and liberal women who have previously run for
office even if not elected.
One hundred and eighty-nine European women from 31 countries,
most of them from ALDE member parties, took part in the survey and
shared their personal experiences on the issue.
The steps forward presented as a conclusion of this report are focused
on the best practices from ALDE member parties as well as lessons
learned from the annual sessions of the European Women’s Academy.
Nonetheless, there are some limitations to this research.
On one hand, the report does not account for all the existing barriers
to women’s political participation and representation but rather provides a selection based on desk research. On the other hand, the report
focuses only on experiences from female liberal leaders in Europe and,
more specifically, on the challenge of political representation, not the
challenge of maintaining office once elected.
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