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With Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, a former finance minister of Nigeria, at the head of the World Trade 
Organization, the number of women in power has grown further, even in financial institutions 
like the US Treasury, the International Monetary Fund, and the European Central Bank. In 
politics more widely, the many Scandinavian women politicians, the long tenure of Angela 
Merkel, Jacinda Ardern’s election as well as the top positions of  Roberta Metsola and Ursula 
von Der Leyen within EU institutions would seem to set a trend.  And yet, according to the 
World Economic Forum, politics is globally the least gender equal field when compared to the 
areas of education, health, and even economic participation. Only 18 over 194 top national 
political executive positions are occupied by women and the global share of women legislators is 
around 25 per cent. WEF forecasts that, at the current pace, full equality in politics will not be 
reached before 145.5 years. 

Increasing the number of women in power to improve political representation is, for advanced 
democracies, a goal per se, and an imperative of social justice. A more equal and diverse 
representation is in itself both a sign, and a product, of a more sustainable democratic system. 
Therefore, quota policies have emerged within political institutions earlier than anywhere else 
and are nowadays adopted by most countries in the world.   

Beyond representation, social science literature has started – much later than business 
management and organizational studies - addressing the question of whether having a more 
inclusive political leadership is likely to ensure better policy making, why, and how. Whereas 
existing studies do not speak with a single voice when it comes to detecting differences in the 
style of male and female leaders, most of the literature suggests that socially constructed gender 
stereotypes play a role in defining individual approaches to both decision-making and policy 
preferences. On the one hand, leadership and political authoritativeness are concepts that have 
historically been built around the images of men and associated with a specific conception of 
masculinity. This sees powerful men as those who have the ability to impose decisions on others, 
be it on a personal or geopolitical level. On the other hand, female leaders would tend to be 
more interpersonally oriented, and their lead more democratic, horizontal, and participatory. 
Political science literature also points to the fact that women have specific policy preferences, 
with specific areas of decision-making such as education, health, environment and social affairs, 
which women legislators tend to work on more than men do. Women would prioritise issues 
associated with ‘care’ also in the international sphere, such as international aid, peace, and 
mediation efforts. 

Thus, not only who is in power, but also how they exercise power seem to define the inclusive 
leadership approach, one that pays attention to the ability to deliver policies which take more 
needs into account. In a context of growing socioeconomic inequalities in rich countries and the 
establishment of a new middle class in others; of ageing and demographic bubbles; climate 
change; health crises and human mobility we must then ask whether enhancing gender inclusivity 
in politics also ensures better policymaking.  

If our societies are still as caught in traditional gender roles as the number of incumbent political 
leaders suggest, de-genderising our conceptions of leadership, and let more women lead may be 
two equivalent priorities. 


