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Abstract. Studies on youth political participation reveal how engagement levels and
forms differ due to gender, socioeconomic resources, and cultural backgrounds. Three
key aspects are highlighted: first, political inequalities originate in adolescence, shaped
by family political socialization, influencing gender differences, ideology, and ethnic
disparities. Second, youth political engagement is affected by intersectional power
dynamics, including gender and ethnicity. Third, young people face political institu-
tions that are systematically gendered, with rules that have “gendered effects,” and must
navigate male-dominated cultures. This article contributes empirical evidence on the
relationship between political socialization, gender norms, and participation among
late adolescents and young adults, using an intersectional framework. It employs an
Explanatory Sequential Mixed Methods Design. The quantitative phase draws on
Eurobarometer Youth survey and the MAYBE project (a multilevel survey with 2,756
Lombardy students, aged 18-20, from 81 schools and 165 classes). The qualitative
phase consists of 3 focus groups (participants: 7 men, 14 women, 7 with migrant back-
grounds, aged 18-35 in Lombardy), collected by YEP! Youth Equality Participation.
The article emphasizes the need to address gender biases in socialization and politi-
cal practices to foster inclusivity, while highlighting the additional challenges faced by
young women from migratory family backgrounds.

Keywords: political participation, youth, gender norms, political socialisation, second
generation.

1. INTRODUCTION

Studies on youth political participation showed how the levels and forms
of youth engagement differ internally and are shaped by social stratification.

! This article is the result of a collaborative effort among all the authors. The sections were written
as follows:Simona Guglielmi: paragraphs 1, 2.2, 2.3, and 4.2; Veronica Riniolo: paragraph 4.3, the
Conclusions (paragraph 5), and the qualitative phase of paragraph 3 (Data and Methods); Nicola
Maggini: paragraph 4.2.1; Marta Visioli: paragraphs 2.1 and 2.4; Alice Sanarico: paragraph 4.1
and the quantitative phase of paragraph 3.
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Variations in individual experiences, access to socio-
economic resources, and cultural backgrounds contrib-
ute to disparities in political participation (Giugni and
Grasso 2021; Janmaat and Hoskins 2022; Lello and
Bazzoli 2023). Within this framework, scholars high-
lighted three main aspects. Firstly, since influential stud-
ies by Jennings and Niemi (1968) it is well known that
inequalities have deep-rooted origins, extending back to
the formative years of adolescence when the foundations
for long-term beliefs about politics are established. Fam-
ily political socialization affects gender differences in
youth political engagement (Cicognani et al. 2012), polit-
ical ideology (van Ditmars 2023), and ethnic disparities
(Guglielmi and Maggini 2025; Janmaat and Hoskins
2022; Ortensi and Riniolo 2020) through a complex
process of intergenerational transmission (Boonen 2017;
Durmugsoglu et al. 2023; Mayer et al. 2024; van Ditmars
2023) and in interaction with different socializing agents
(Ortensi and Riniolo 2020; Quintelier 2015). Secondly,
youth political engagement is largely influenced by inter-
sectional power dynamics embedded within social hier-
archies, including gender and ethnic belonging (Collins
2021; Gatti et al. 2024; Harris and Roose 2014; Pfanzelt
and Spies 2019). Third, young people who choose to
engage in politics encounter political institutions that
are systematically gendered: «Political opportunities and
outcomes are shaped not only by rules “about gender”
but also by seemingly neutral rules that have “gendered
effects”, due to their interaction with institutions outside
the realm of formal politics» (Lowndes 2020). In addi-
tion, young generations must navigate a prevailing cul-
ture that is often male-dominated and patriarchal, even
in old democracies (Dahlerup and Leijenaar 2013).
Against this background, this article aims to con-
tribute to the existing literature by providing empirical
evidence on the relationship between gender socializa-
tion, gender political norms, ethnic background, and
political participation among young individuals. To bet-
ter investigate challenges related to interactions between
age, gender and ethnic background an intersectional
framework is adopted. The study employs a mixed-meth-
ods sequential explanatory design, combining survey
data with high school students (aged 18 to 19) and focus
groups with young people (aged 18 to 30) with different
levels of political engagement. Original survey data were
collected in Lombardy (Italy), while gender differences
in youth political participation in Italy are described
using secondary analysis of Eurobarometer data. Lom-
bardy serves as a strategic case study in Europe, being
the EU’s second most populous region and high in GDP.
Young people in Lombardy enjoy better educational and
employment opportunities than in the rest of Italy, and
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the region boasts a high female labour force participation
rate of around 60%. Social and civic engagement levels
are also above the national average, especially for women
(Della Bella 2023). Additionally, Lombardy has a signifi-
cant foreign resident population (Maiorino and Terzera
2024), with 1,176,169 foreign citizens making up 11.8% of
the total population. It also hosts the largest number of
students with migrant backgrounds in Italy, accounting
for 24% of such students nationwide (MIM, Ministero
dell’Istruzione e del Merito 2024). However, challenges
persist, including high youth unemployment, job insecu-
rity, and limited social mobility, reflecting Italy’s overall
“youth-unfriendly” environment (Colombo and Rebughi-
ni 2024). The restrictive citizenship law based on jus san-
guinis further complicates matters for young immigrant
descendants. To address these issues, Lombardy has
enacted Regional Law No. 4, a comprehensive framework
law focused on youth, which allocates 10 million euros
over three years to promote social and political inclusion,
in line with the Youth Strategy 2019-2027.

The article is structured as follows: the next sec-
tion presents the theoretical framework underpinning the
mixed-methods research design and its arguments. Sec-
tion 3 outlines the data and methodology employed in the
study. Section 4 focuses on the empirical analysis, begin-
ning with quantitative data followed by qualitative insights.
The chapter concludes with a brief discussion of the main
findings, highlighting the importance of addressing gen-
der biases in socialisation processes, schools and every-
day political practices to foster a more inclusive political
environment. By adopting an intersectional approach, the
study also emphasises the additional challenges faced by
young women from diverse ethnic backgrounds.

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Gender and ethnic inequalities in youth political
participation show specific patterns of opportunities
and obstacles. Furthermore, understanding sources and
mechanisms of discrimination in political participation
becomes more complex when the factors of age, gender
and migrant background intersect (Matos et al. 2023).

2.1 Ethnic and Gender discrimination in political spaces

Regarding ethnic background, several studies have
illustrated the exclusion of subjects with a migrant ori-
gin in political spaces: for example, Verba and colleagues
(Verba et al. 1995) show in their seminal research that
both Latinos and Black people usually participate less
in politics than white people. More in-depth, Crowley
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(2001) highlights the existence of an ethnic problem
within Western democracies due to marginalization
of people with a migrant background; but, even if the
term “ethnic minority” is commonly used, in each state
it implies a different history about political debate and
consequently participation. Moreover, as some schol-
ars have proved, the level of exclusion depends both on
the type of political participation and the age cohort
(Quintelier 2009). In Italy, specifically, many children of
migrants are excluded from formal political spaces due
to the lack of citizenship, even if they can make their
own political choices (Daher and Nicolosi 2023): this
leads them to feel underrepresented and to develop alter-
native forms of activism (Farini 2019; Riniolo 2023).

Regarding gender inequalities, among others Bell-
uati (2021) sheds light on women’s under-representation
within the political sphere, which is mainly caused by
the permanence of a masculinist culture, power imbal-
ances, and the reproduction of unequal cultural mod-
els in the media. Another recent study by Grasso and
Smith (2022) analyzed the political participation of
young men and women in eight EU countries, showing
that young women are less active than young men in
traditional politics, but they are more engaged in other
kinds of activism. Therefore, it is necessary to also con-
sider unconventional political participation when study-
ing youth engagement in political spaces (Lavizzari and
Portos 2021). Here too, however, there are distinctions.
Exclusion from political spaces based on gender and
ethnic background is affected by additional elements,
including the political interest of individuals, opportuni-
ties, education and family resources.

2.2 The key role of political socialisation

Since influential studies by Jennings and Niemi
(1968), the literature consistently shows that people tend
to form predispositions towards politics during adoles-
cence and early adulthood. These formative years, often
called the «impressionable years» (Dinas 2010), are char-
acterized by increased cognitive openness and receptive-
ness to social influences, making it a crucial period for
developing long-lasting political attitudes and inequali-
ties. Social class, gender, and migratory background still
impact youth political socialisation, despite it becoming
more individualized, and influenced by a broader range
of agents beyond family, including schools, peers, media,
and digital platforms (Dalton 2016). Peer/classroom cli-
mate can influence political attitudes through shared
discussions, habits and practices (Barber et al. 2021;
Hoskins and Janmaat 2019). More in general, schools
and educational institutions significantly contribute by

providing civic education and opportunities for politi-
cal engagement (Campbell 2008; 2019), often offering a
“compensation effect” (Deimel et al. 2021; Hoskins and
Janmaat 2019; Neundorf et al. 2016) for missing or poor
parental political socialisation. Young people from high-
er socio-economic backgrounds typically have greater
access to socialisation agents, such as high-quality edu-
cational institutions, extracurricular activities, and digi-
tal resources impacting civic and political development
(Giugni and Grasso 2021; Janmaat and Hoskins 2022;
Jungkunz and Marx 2024). Children of immigrants
often face the dual challenges of having both a foreign
(Gatti et al. 2024 for the Italian case; Stefani et al. 2021)
and lower socio-economic background. In addition, the
lower levels of political engagement among immigrant
parents (Ortensi and Riniolo 2021; Terriquez and Kwon
2015; Dinesen and Andersen 2022) can have a detri-
mental effect on their political engagement (Guglielmi
and Maggini 2025). Regarding gender inequalities, boys
and girls are often exposed to different expectations and
opportunities for political engagement. Both family and
educational institutions play significant roles in perpetu-
ating this gendered socialisation process. For example,
some studies indicate that parents are more likely to dis-
cuss politics or legitimate political ambition with their
sons than with their daughters, and schools frequent-
ly fail to address gender biases in political education
(Cicognani et al. 2012; Fox and Lawless 2014; Pensiero
and Janmaat 2024).

2.3 How masculine norms shape political spaces and rep-
resentation

In this context, scholars emphasize the need to shift
the focus away from women’s disadvantages and instead
examine the advantages men hold in politics, particu-
larly how norms of masculinity shape gendered political
representation (Bjarnegard and Murray 2018; Galea and
Gaweda 2018). Despite the resilience of patriarchal struc-
tures, emerging forms of “softer” political masculinities
appear to challenge traditional notions of male domi-
nance (Myrttinen 2019).

Additionally, numerous studies have uncovered spe-
cific micro-mechanisms embedded in everyday politi-
cal practices that perpetuate male dominance while
discouraging female participation. These include prac-
tices such as unequal turn-taking/imbalanced speak-
ing time, role assignment, and gendered perceptions of
competence and experience. In political meetings and
debates, men frequently dominate discussions, speak-
ing for longer periods and interrupting women more
often, thereby controlling the flow of conversation. This
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dynamic - often labelled as «the silent sex» (Karpow-
itz and Mendelberg 2014) - not only sidelines women’s
contributions but also reinforces the perception that men
are inherently more knowledgeable and authoritative
in political contexts, both online and offline (Chen and
Han 2024). Women in political organizations are often
relegated to roles that align with stereotypical gender
expectations, such as administrative duties, note-taking,
or event planning, rather than positions of influence or
decision-making. In addition, they tend/are asked to spe-
cialize in issues perceived as more suitable for females,
e.g., education, social policies (Blumenau 2021; Curini
et al. 2023). Such role allocations limit women’s oppor-
tunities and ambition to gain leadership experience and
visibility in the political competition, often interpreted
as women’s election aversion (Kanthak and Woon 2015).
Moreover, women face a higher threshold for proving
their competence and experience. Research shows that
voters are more likely to scrutinize female candidates
harshly, whereas men are less affected by such concerns
(Cella and Manzoni 2023; Ditonto 2017). The perception
that women lack experience or knowledge in politics can
deter them from pursuing leadership positions or taking
initiative. This belief is often internalized, especially by
younger women, leading them to undervalue their abili-
ties and opt out of political participation (Fox and Law-
less 2011).

2.4 Age, gender and ethnic political discrimination: an
intersectional approach

As mentioned earlier, numerous factors contribute to
explaining the barriers and obstacles young women face
in accessing and participating in political spaces. Under-
standing the interaction of these factors through an
intersectional lens may provide deeper insights. The the-
oretical approach of intersectionality was developed in
the field of Critical Race Theory (CRT), which analysed
gender, sexuality, colourism, race and class concerning
migrants’ experiences (Delgado et al. 2023). Within this
frame, in 1989 Kimberlé W. Crenshaw coined the theory
of intersectionality in the legal field, as she realized that
Black women in the United States suffered intersectional
discriminations due to the intersection of multiple fac-
tors, in this case, gender and race as a social construc-
tion (Crenshaw 1991). This theory was central to social
justice projects: A. J. Cooper (1892), bell hooks (1981),
A. Davis (1982), N. Yuval-Davis (2006) and F. Anthias
(2020) further elaborated intersectional knowledge pro-
jects able to fight both sexism and racism. As P. H. Col-
lins (2015) clarifies, intersectionality consists of three
interdependent dimensions: it is a field of study; an ana-
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lytical strategy to better understand social phenomena;
and a critical praxis guiding social justice projects.

From the analytical perspective, intersectional
frameworks allow us to better understand social move-
ments, and individual activism, as well as to rethink
exclusion and other problems. Related to this, I. Wells-
Barnett (1982) produced intersectional analyses of lynch-
ing starting from her activism, which was based on the
experiences of exclusion suffered by Afro-American
women (Collins 2022). Some studies have shown how
the intersection of structural factors causes the exclu-
sion of certain individuals, including women, LGBTQ+
people, etc., from social and political spaces. For exam-
ple, N. E. Brown (2014) analysed how gender and race
influence the participation of minority women in Ameri-
can politics, compared to white women. Additionally,
T. Chiappelli (2016) explored the situation of women
with a migrant background in Italy between exclusion
and active participation in different fields, including
the political domain. This research revealed that Ital-
ian policy lacks a framework that considers gender and
migrant background factors in the promotion of sub-
jects’ participation. Moreover, both laws and practices
sensitive to gender and migrant background are lacking
in politics, with the consequence that they often contrib-
ute to the reiteration of inequalities and the stigmatiza-
tion of these women (Ibidem). Finally, intersectionality
as a critical praxis refers to how social actors, such as
activists, adopt intersectionality to realize effective social
justice projects. Indeed, the marginalized status of black
and migrant women can become a “strength” when they
make it the focus of their activism for greater equity
(Broad 2017).

Intersectionality holds dual value as an interpreta-
tive lens in our research: it enables us to examine how
the intersection of gender and migrant background
functions as a mechanism of both women’s activation
and exclusion from political spaces.

3. DATA AND METHOD

Our research employs Explanatory Sequential Mixed
Methods Design (Amaturo and Punziano 2016; Creswell
and Plano Clark 2011) combining diverse techniques.
It begins with the analysis of survey data to investigate
gender and ethnic differences in youth political partici-
pation and assess the impact of gender political norms,
as well as the role of educational institutions and fam-
ily. This quantitative analysis informed and was subse-
quently complemented by three focus groups designed
to explore specific aspects of how gender and migration
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background may hinder access to, or influence forms of,
political participation. This mixed methods approach
aims to integrate numerical data with personal narra-
tives, thereby enhancing the understanding of young
women’s engagement in politics and exploring specific
aspects of how gender and migration background can
shape or limit access to political participation, as well
as influence the ways individuals engage politically.
The first quantitative phase is based on two sources of
data: data from the Flash Eurobarometer n. 2574 (Euro-
pean Youth Survey 2021) and original survey data taken
from the MAYBE - Moving into Adulthood in uncer-
tain times: Youth Beliefs, future Expectations, and life
choices between changing social values and local policy
initiatives (University of Milan, financed by the Cariplo
Foundation). European Youth Survey 2021 interviewed
a sample of 17953 young people aged 18 to 30 residents
in each of the 27 Member States (age mean=23.8; 50.3%
females) of which 1498 were from Italy. Among others,
these data shed light on the various forms of youth polit-
ical and social participation, revealing interesting gender
dynamics across Europe and within Italy. The MAYBE
project interviewed 2,756 fifth-year students aged 18-20
in Lombardy between February 2023 and March 2024,
employing a probabilistic multistage sampling design (81
schools, 165 classes). The survey was self-administered
during school hours in schools’ computer labs. The study
was approved by the Ethics Committee of the Univer-
sity of Milan. The survey measures, among other top-
ics, political engagement, participation, and attitudes
towards gender roles in politics. Data are analysed using
an intersectional framework to examine the interactions
between gender and ethnic background.

To deepen the understanding of the interplay
between youth, gender, and ethnic background in politi-
cal spaces, three focus groups (FGs) were conducted as
part of the YEP! (Youth Equality Participation) project.
YEP! was financed by Cariplo Foundation?. More specifi-
cally, the focus groups aimed to examine the internaliza-
tion of gender and ethnic stereotypes, the barriers these
groups face in the political arena, and potential strate-
gies for overcoming these challenges. In total, 21 young
people aged 18-30 participated in the focus groups,
which were conducted both in person (2 focus groups)
and online (1 focus group), based on the following cri-
teria. The first focus group consisted of young people

2The YEP project was conceived as a continuation of the MAYBE ini-
tiative, with a specific focus on inequalities in youth political partici-
pation. The YEP project is implemented by a consortium made up of
academia (University of Milan - lead partner, Universita Cattolica del
Sacro Cuore), civil society (CONNGI, Coordinamento Nazionale Nuove
Generazioni di Italiani) and social enterprises (Consorzio Comunita
Brianza).

aged 18-30, selected based on their predominant mode
of political participation — whether online (e.g., through
social media or other platforms) or in person (e.g.,
through political parties, trade unions, or institutional
roles). The second focus group was organized by age,
with very young participants aged 18-23 who had vary-
ing levels of political engagement or interest. Their activ-
ities ranged from membership in student associations
and participation in public demonstrations to founding
civic lists, membership in political parties, and serving
as city council members or policy advisors for munici-
palities. The third focus group included young women
activists aged 18-30 (criteria: gender) who were actively
engaged in diverse political activities. The focus here
was on the role of gender in political engagement, both
in institutionalized and informal forms of participation.
In total, 7 young men and 14 young women participat-
ed. The groups included young people with or without
migrant backgrounds (7 with migrant backgrounds and
14 without). The majority were university students, one
was attending a vocational school, and a minority were
balancing studies with work. Only a few were solely
employed. All focus groups were recorded and tran-
scribed. All participants provided informed consent to
participate in the research.

4. FINDINGS

4.1 Gender and age differences in youth political participa-
tion in Italy: Evidence from the European Youth Survey

The European Parliament Youth Survey (2021) sheds
light on interesting gender dynamics across Europe and
within Italy. These data, based on large youth samples?
that allow for comparisons across age groups, provide
valuable context for interpreting the findings from the
original survey on students in Lombardy. Given the non-
probabilistic nature of the sample, the findings should be
interpreted with caution. However, they provide valuable
insights into various forms of political participation and
activism, as well as the frequency of political discussions
within families and peer groups. Regarding traditional
forms of political participation, such as voting in local,
national, or European elections, young women are more

3 All interviews were carried via Computer-Assisted Web Interview-
ing (CAWI), using Ipsos online panels and their partner network.
Respondents were selected from online access panels, groups of pre-
recruited individuals who have agreed to take part in research. Sam-
pling quotas were set based on age (16-18 year-olds, 29-24 year-olds,
25-30 year-olds), gender and geographic region (NUTS1, NUTS2
or NUTS 3, depending on the size of the country and the number of
NUTS regions). (European Parliament Youth Survey 2021: 66)
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active than young men. This is particularly evident in
Italy, where 61.1% of young women reported voting at
least once, compared to 47.0% of young men - a more
significant gender gap than the European average (54.0%
of women vs. 45.3% of men). Beyond voting, young
women are also more engaged in certain forms of activ-
ism, such as signing petitions, whether online or offline,
with 50.7% of European women and 41.2% of Italian
women participating, compared to 36.1% of European
men and 29.8% of Italian men* In Italy, young women
are more likely than men to participate in street pro-
tests or demonstrations (29.7% vs. 24.6% of men) and,
to a lesser extent, in Europe as well (23% vs. 20.4% of
men). However, it is worth noting that participation in
street protests among Italian women decreases with age:
39.7% of women aged 15 to 20 participated, compared to
30.6% of those aged 21 to 25, and 24.1% in the 26-30 age
group, where the dual burden of work and family life is
a particular constraint. In contrast, men’s participation
in street protests is lower overall and remains relatively
stable across age groups (26.4% for ages 15-20; 23.3%
for ages 21-25; 24.3% for ages 26-30). Young women
are also more somewhat likely to express their politi-
cal and social views online or on social media, both in
Europe (27.3% of women vs. 25.6% of men) and particu-
larly in Ttaly (34.3% of women vs. 29.7% of men). This
trend extends to using hashtags or changing profile
pictures to show support for political or social issues
(25.2% of women vs. 18.9% of men in Italy, and 23.5%
vs. 18.5% of men in Europe). Regarding age differences
in online participation, young Italian women aged 15 to
20 reported posting opinions online at a rate of 36.5%,
which remains stable in the 21 to 25 age group (36.6%)
but decreases to 30.6% in the 26 to 30 age group. In con-
trast, men show an increasing trend in online posting
with age: 23.2% for ages 15 to 20, 30.1% for ages 21 to
25, and 34.4% for ages 26 to 30. Finally, data highlights
the gender gap in one of the most important political
socialisation mechanisms, discussing political and social
issues with family and friends. Notably, in the 15 to 20
age group in Italy, a higher percentage of females never
engage in these discussions compared to males (19.0% of
women vs. 9.1% of men), and this trend persists in the
26 to 30 group (8.6% vs. 4.8%). However, in the 21 to
25 age group, gender differences tend to disappear and
a slightly higher percentage of males avoid these discus-
sions (10.8% vs. 12.5%)).

* A multivariate analysis done on the pooled Europaren sample confirm
the gender gap, even controlling for other variables such as age, parents’
and respondents’ education, political discussion, social class (available
on request).
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4.2 Gender norms, socialization and political engagement:
evidence from a student survey in Lombardy

Building on this general framework, we can now
turn to the Lombardy context, focusing specifically on
mechanisms underlying gender and ethnic differences
in political participation among students in their final
year of secondary school. First, it is worth stressing that
data collected among high school students in Lombardy
reflect both entrenched gender norms and the strong
opposition among female respondents. This suggests a
potential shift in perceptions among younger generations
and challenges traditional views of political leadership.
Indeed, gender differences in opinions on the statement
“Men make better politicians than women” are consist-
ent across all family background groups (Fig.1). A large
majority of female respondents — Italian (79.7%), Mixed
(72.5%), and Foreign (71.1%) - strongly disagreed with
the statement. By contrast, this high level of disagree-
ment is shared by significantly fewer male respondents,
especially among students with a foreign background,
Italians (25.6%), Mixed (28.7%), and Foreign (14.3%).

Building on this general picture and aiming to bet-
ter understand the relationships between gender, ethnic/
migratory background, gender political norms, politi-
cal socialisation and youth political attitudes and par-
ticipation, we employed a multilevel model. This model
accounts for individual-level and group-level variations,
which is crucial when dealing with hierarchical data
structures such as individuals nested within schools and,
in turn, nested within municipalities.

The dependent variables are two additive indices,
based on previous factor analysis:

- Political Engagement Index: level of political interest
(1-4 scale), party closeness (0= close to no party; 1=
close to a party) and left-right self-placement (0= not
self-placed on the left-right scale; 1= self-placed on
the same scale).

- Non-Electoral Political Participation Index: this
index is operationalized through the frequency of
posts or comments, news, or videos related to poli-
tics on online social networks (never, rarely, some-
times, often) and by the question: “In the last 12
months, have you participated in a demonstration/
protest?” (multiple times, once or twice at most, nev-
er happened).

Gender and Family migratory background were
operationalized as follows:
- Gender: categorized as male (1510) or female (1226);
30 students who categorized themselves as “other”
were not included in the analysis.
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B Strongly disagree

Female foreign (N=172)
Female mixed (N=93)
Female Italian (N=956)
Male foreign (IN=226)
Male mixed (N=113)

Male Ttalian (N=1163)

B Disagree

Agree Strongly agree Don't know

139 5.0

14.6 5.6 159

20% 30%

10%

0%

40%

50% 60% 70% 80% 90%  100%

Figure 1. Agreement on the statement “Men make better politicians than women” by gender and family background. Source: Original

authors’ elaboration based on the MAYBE dataset.

- Migratory Background: indicates whether the indi-
vidual has an immigrant background (foreign birth
of both parents, 401), a mixed background (one of
the two parents is born in Italy, 208) or an Italian
background (both parents are Italian, 2135).

To measure the effect of gender political norms, we
considered both individual and classroom levels:

- Students’ Gender Political Norms: The original 1-4
scale measuring agreement with the statement “Men
make better politicians than women” was recorded
as a dummy variable (where 1 = strongly disagree; 0
= all other responses).

- Classroom Gender Political Norms: The aver-
age score of Gender Political Norms within each
respondent’s class.

Regarding early political socialisation measures, we
included family and classmate levels:

- Family Political Discussion: how frequently politi-
cal topics are discussed within the family setting
(measured on a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 means
“There are never arguments/discussions about polit-
ical issues” and 10 means “We very often have argu-
ments/discussions about political issues”).

- Classroom Political Climate: The mean of the politi-
cal engagement and non-electoral participation
indexes within the respondent’s class.

Finally, the control variables are:

- Individual Level: a) Subjective economic well-being
of the family (“Considering all available incomes, is
it easy or difficult for your family to make ends meet
at the end of the month? Very difficult; Difficult;
Easy; Very Easy”); b) Education level of parents,
with the following categories: “low” (both parents
have low education, or one has low education and
the other has upper secondary education), “medium”
(both parents have upper secondary education), and
“high” (both parents have tertiary education, or one
has tertiary education and the other has upper sec-
ondary education).

- School Level: Type of school (Lyceum; Technical;
Vocational).

All non-categorical binary variables have been nor-
malized by adjusting values measured on different scales
to a common scale between 0 and 1 according to the for-
mula: X'= (X-Xmin)/(Xmax-Xmin). In this way, variables
can be analysed on a comparable basis.

4.2.1 Insights from the multi-level model: the pivotal role of
family and classmates

Table 1 presents the results of the final model we
tested (other models, both with and without interac-
tions, are available upon request).

The findings presented in Table 1 reveal significant
insights into the factors influencing political engagement
and participation among youth. First, women exhibit a
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lower level of political engagement compared to men,
with a coeflicient of -0.125, while there is no significant
impact on political participation. In terms of family back-
ground, individuals with a “foreign” background show a
significant decrease in political engagement (-0.076) but
an increase in political participation (+0.054) compared
to their “Italian” counterparts. Interestingly, the interac-
tion between gender and foreign background indicates
that women from this group experience a significant
boost in political engagement (+0.068), as also shown
in Fig.2. As result, the level of political engagement of
females with foreign background does not differ neither
from that of female natives Italians and from men with
foreign background. By contrast, as far as political par-
ticipation, the interaction terms between gender and fam-
ily background categories are not statistically significant,
with only a minimal difference in participation levels
between Italian males and females (Fig. 3).

Consistent with the literature on the key role of early
political socialisation by family and peers, the data show
that active political discussions within the family correlate
strongly with both political engagement (+0.255) and par-
ticipation (+0.165). Simultaneously, high levels of politi-
cal involvement in the classroom are associated with sub-
stantial increases in both students’ political engagement
(+0.391) and participation (+0.201). Furthermore, the ste-
reotype that “Men are better politicians than women” posi-
tively influences political engagement for those who strong-
ly disagree with it (+0.031). Additionally, the Class Gender
Political Norms variable, which reflects the average number
of students in a class who strongly disagree with the notion
that men are better politicians than women, positively
influences political engagement (+0.069) but not political
participation. While both effects are modest, the sustained
statistical significance of political gender norms at both
individual and group levels - even after controlling for oth-
er key factors influencing youth political engagement - sug-
gests that an environment challenging traditional gender
norms can enhance political engagement among students.

As regards random effects of the multilevel mod-
els, the results suggest that there is no significant vari-
ability in political engagement across schools, indicating
that school characteristics do not substantially influence
students’ political attitudes/behaviour, once the type of
school is considered. Similarly, there is no significant
variability at the municipal level.

To conclude, it is worth pointing out that all tested
interactions between gender, family migratory back-
ground and key variables of interest — such as gender
political norms, family political socialisation, and class
political involvement - are not significant (analysis avail-
able on request), indicating that at this stage of life, the
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Figure 2. Political engagement: adjusted predictions of gender by
migratory background. Source: Original authors’ elaboration based
on the MAYBE dataset (University of Milan).
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Figure 3. Political participation: adjusted predictions of gender by
migratory background. Source: Original authors” elaboration based
on the MAYBE dataset (University of Milan).

family and school context plays a pivotal role in encour-
aging or discouraging political participation for both
males and females and regardless of ethnic background.
However, this occurs in a polarised environment where
young women strongly reject the notion that “men make
better politicians”, while young men, especially those
with foreign backgrounds, tend to not contrast it.

But what happens when young people - men or
women, with and without migrant backgrounds - draw-
ing on this background of beliefs and experiences,
actively seek to engage with politics by connecting with
parties or organisations?

4.3 Marginalization of Young Women with and with-
out Migrant Backgrounds in Political Spaces: Qualitative
Insights

During the three focus groups (FGs), young par-
ticipants, men and women, reported encountering vari-
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Table 1. Multilevel models for political engagement and political participation.
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Political Engagement

Political Participation

Fixed Effects:

Gender (ref: male)

female -0.125 il -0.023
(0.028) (0.023)

Family background (ref. Italian)

Mixed 0.006 0.007
(0.029) (0.025)

Foreign -0.076 e 0.054 b
(0.022) (0.019)

Gender (ref: male) # Family background (ref. Italian)

female # Mixed -0.015 0.016
(0.043) (0.036)

female # Foreign 0.068 * 0.016
(0.034) (0.028)

Men better politicians than women (strongly disagree) 0.031 * 0.014
(0.013) (0.011)

Political discussion at home 0.255 *x 0.165 il
(0.022) (0.018)

Class Gender Political Norms 0.069 * 0.022
(0.030) (0.026)

Family wellbeing 0.104 bk -0.024
(0.028) (0.024)

Family Education

Medium 0.019 -0.005
(0.013) (0.011)

High 0.037 * -0.021
(0.014) (0.012)

Classroom Political Climate 0.391 ok 0.201 el
(0.038) (0.033)

Gender (ref: male) # Classroom Political Climate

female -0.028 -0.028
(0.054) (0.046)

School (ref: Lyceum)

Technical 0.025 -0.019
(0.015) (0.013)

Vocational 0.046 * 0.011
(0.020) (0.017)

Intercept 0.138 e 0.059 *
(0.033) (0.028)

Random effects:

School: SD(intercept) 0.000 0.006
(0.000) (0.023)

Municipality: SD(intercept) 0.000 0.000

(0.0040004) (0.0030003)

Number of observations 1965 2101

AIC 47.66 -496.4946.59

BIC 148.16 -394.89-38794.2489

Log likelihood -5.83 266.30

% p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05.

Source: Original authors’ elaboration based on the MAYBEdataset (University of Milan).
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ous stereotypes related to their political engagement.
They are often perceived as disinterested in politics
and apathetic (FG1, FG2). However, when they do par-
ticipate, they are seen as needing guidance from older
generations (FG2, FG3). They are also viewed as lack-
ing competence (FG2, FG3) and are frequently told that
the challenges they face today are less significant than
those confronted by previous generations (FG2). Addi-
tionally, young people are criticized for both the top-
ics they advocate for and the methods they use to make
their voices heard. They are often told that «the meth-
ods they are using are wrong» (FG2). This highlights a
broader context of delegitimization, where their ideas are
frequently dismissed as unworthy or inherently flawed,
coupled with negative rhetoric and narratives about
young people in politics, and a lack of space for their
engagement.

What comes to mind is the classic phrase like, ‘When you
grow up, you’ll change your mind,” for example. As if what
I believe in right now, meaning me and other young people,
is wrong. Wrong based on what, I don’t really understand.
But often, I think, I don’t know, they interpret us [young
people] as too radical, [...] let’s say, not grounded enough.
Maybe too detached from the reality of things, so they tell
us, like, you're talking about things you don’t know, you’re
talking about nothing when in reality, I think it’s quite the
opposite (FG2).

In these discussions, gender and ethnic background
emerged as intersecting factors that create additional
barriers both from “inside” - stemming from socializa-
tion processes and internalised societal pressures — and
from “outside”, manifesting as subtle or overt forms of
exclusion and the undermining of young women’s roles,
competencies, and expertise, in particular when they
have an ethnic background.

Our analysis shows that women often feel uncom-
fortable when assuming a political role, questioning
their competence and capability for the position. In
contrast, according to many young female participants,
their male peers generally exhibit a strong sense of self-
confidence and rarely question their own ability to hold
a specific political position.

As women, there is also the issue of the underestimation
of ourselves... For example, when I was appointed as vice
president, the first question I asked myself was ‘Will I be up
to the task?’ I mean, I have never seen a male colleague of
mine, none of my male colleagues ever said, ‘Will I be up to
the task?” And there were young guys like me [...]. If I had
had a week, maybe I would have even consulted a passerby
[asking them] if, in their opinion, I was capable or not!
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Men, I'm sorry, but on average, they don’t ask themselves
all these things. (FG3)

This tendency shared by women to perceive lower
self-efficacy compared to their male peers may be attrib-
uted to socialization processes that generate and perpet-
uate gender biases, leading to an internalisation of per-
ceived incompetence in leadership roles and contribut-
ing to reduced political participation. As one focus group
participant aptly stated:

There is also the matter that your voice, in the beginning,
is worthless, or you choose for your voice to be worthless.
When in assemblies or similar situations, you hear men
speaking on topics they may not be extremely knowledgea-
ble about, but you, who are aware [of not knowing enough
about certain topics], say ‘well, I am not very knowledgea-
ble on this subject, I will stay quiet and listen.” But then you
ask yourself: ‘why did I stay quiet and listen when the men,
on the other hand, spoke nonsense? They were free to do so
and, in fact, were applauded on topics that perhaps weren’t
even within their competence!’(FG3)

As this quotation shows, limitations primarily stem
from the perception of not being sufficiently competent
on a specific topic or issue to take a stance. As highlight-
ed above young people, regardless of gender, are often
criticised for their lack of political engagement. How-
ever, when they become interested and active, they are
frequently dismissed as inexperienced. This dynamic is
particularly pronounced for young women, who often
encounter additional barriers and forms of exclusion
imposed by men, which often manifest as condescending
attitudes towards young women.

I see very patriarchal and paternalistic dynamics in my
area because when you go to talk to your mayor or your
councillor, that’s the attitude. Even if you are 30 years old,
you are approached as if you were a little girl. I think every
girl, every person like us, in this age range, experiences the
same thing. (FG3)

Exclusionary practices are not only perpetuated by
dismissive attitudes but also through the reinforcement
of gender stereotypes in everyday interactions. These
stereotypes are often reproduced in subtle, seemingly
innocuous ways, yet they contribute to a broader pattern
of exclusion, as illustrated by the experience shared by
this participant:

I clearly remember when I was first elected. The first thing
they told me was: ‘Look, the library is down to the left” And
on the second day, a colleague asked me: ‘Are you the new
secretary?” I mean, two different people in two different
contexts. (FG3)
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These overt or subtle forms of exclusion are par-
ticularly relevant in institutionalized forms of politi-
cal participation, such as political parties, where men
often predominate, and the environment is perceived as
highly competitive. This situation risks widening the gap
between women and political parties, unless women per-
ceive a support or more women become involved.

When I joined my political group, there was one woman
- me - and sixteen men. I would never have stayed if one
of those sixteen hadn’t been my neighbour, whom I knew
well, and he was the one who, when it came time to choose
between him and me, said, ‘She should go ahead because
she’s better than me.” [...] I mean, when I said ‘okay,” I'll
stay, it was partly because I knew him, but also because
other women joined. Otherwise, after two weeks, I probably
would have said, Tl go do something else,” because in the
end, I like politics, but I can also engage in other ways, like
being part of associations [...] I wouldn’t have stayed in that
environment, which is very competitive [...] But, let’s say, for
us, objectively, it’s much harder: it’s hard to find a group to
join where you feel equal to others. It’s not easy at all. (FG3)

In the political scene, young women are often
undervalued and perceived as having little to contribute.
They are considered too inexperienced, not only by older
men but also by their male peers.

What surprises me is that it’s not the old men, the council-
lor, or the mayor who treat you like a child. [...] It was the
young men themselves who treated me and told me, ‘the lit-
tle girl should stay quiet, as if they were old men. (FG3)

Italy, as highlighted in the theoretical section, is
considered an unfriendly country for both young and
women, ranking among the least progressive countries
in Europe regarding the gender gap in total working
hours (both paid and unpaid) (Matteazzi and Scherer
2021). Additionally, Italy has a significantly lower female
employment rate compared to the male employment
rate (Istat 2024). This reflects not only the burden of
gender stereotypes, but also systemic gender inequali-
ties (Archard 2013; Carli 2001; Taft 2017) that hinder
women’s access to the political field. For instance, famil-
iar responsibilities® often limit women’s ability to engage
in political activities, and their life trajectories can pose
barriers to sustained political commitment as an inter-
viewee clearly pointed out:

°In Italy, the inequality between men and women is particularly pro-
nounced. Italy is the country in Europe with the largest gender gap in
unpaid work, considering the time devoted to unpaid labor by both
women and men (Istat 2019).

Because a woman can generally do politics very actively
until she is 30, until she generally dedicates her life to some-
thing else, because she chooses children because she chooses
to dedicate more of her time to this and everything that it
entails, only to usually resume it later when the children
grow older. So when [the children] start to become inde-
pendent, that is from 50 years old to 80. There is this gap
of 20 years/15 years in which [the woman] is not politically
active, or at least not as much as before. And obviously, the
space that she used to occupy is then occupied by a man,
who instead never stopped and whose career continued to
grow. So, this is what I have seen in my personal experience:
the fact that there are either women who do politics from a
very young age or women who do politics when they are old-
er. There is a gap in the middle that cannot be filled. (FG3)

In addition to this, when women, particularly young
women, enter the political arena, they are often assigned
roles and positions traditionally associated with femi-
nine competencies. This practice reinforces gender ste-
reotypes, limiting women to specific topics and granting
them less power than their male counterparts. Such pat-
terns are indicative of “thematic segregation” based on
gender.

Sometimes we tend to limit ourselves, partly due to external
reasons and partly to self-limit ourselves. They tend to limit
us, and we self-limit ourselves to topics more related to care.
We certainly have a central role, historically both in family
care and in the community, but we tend to limit ourselves
a bit. Instead, we should open our horizons a little, to have
the opportunity to speak our minds and bring our contribu-
tion not only to certain specific areas of these topics, but in
general also to everything else. (FG3)

Thematic segregation can sometimes arise not only
from being a young woman but also from one’s ethnic
background. Young women with migrant backgrounds
reported a perception that their ethnic diversity is some-
times utilised by progressive parties to demonstrate
inclusivity. However, they also described experiences in
which their ethnic origin explicitly defined their respon-
sibilities, relegating them to specific roles and positions.

For a progressive party, it is certainly the perfect profile to
showcase. [...] When I was elected, I was given the responsi-
bility for relations with [immigrant] communities, but why?
[...] On one hand, I bring added value to this, I mean, who
if not me can do this stuff? Because it’s true that I under-
stand better — I was born and raised here, but I can have
more empathy with a whole range of people and communi-
ties, and that is the added value I bring. But on the other
hand, doesn’t this thing ghettoize you even more? I mean,
there’s the dilemma between being put in a box even more
and thus being further ghettoized. [...] At first, it was fine,
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but if I had to do another term, I don’t know if I would
accept it. (FG3)

Having a migrant background sometimes equates to
not having Italian citizenship, which can hinder access
to the political arena. The process of obtaining citizen-
ship for immigrant descendants is quite long and dif-
ficult in Italy (Solano and Huddleston, 2020). Many
children of immigrants — without Italian citizenship
- are consequently excluded from some forms of par-
ticipation, such as voting. Engaging in politics, therefore,
becomes a “privilege”, as stated by participants in all
focus groups (FG1, FG2, FG3). A young woman without
Italian citizenship shared her experience of feeling dis-
tanced from politics, as the lack of this right effectively
closes off access to the political sphere (FG1). The notion
of politics as a privilege also emerged during a discus-
sion in FG2. An 18-year-old participant with a migrant
background attending a vocational school highlighted
the intersection of factors, such as the low socio-eco-
nomic status of young immigrant descendants, limited
knowledge of the Italian language in some cases, living
in peripheral areas, and being uninformed about poli-
tics. These intersecting factors create a unique condi-
tion of exclusion from the political scene. According to
his experience, schools are not promoting their develop-
ment as active citizens in the society in which they live,
risking leaving them at the margins. The key role of the
school environment resonates with the findings from our
survey, pointing out that students are more politically
involved and active when they attend classes where class-
mates, on average, are more politically engaged.

5. CONCLUSIONS

This article aimed to explore the complex interplay
between gender socialization, ethnic background, and
political participation among young people aged 18-30
in the Lombardy Region (Italy) through an intersec-
tional lens and a mixed-method approach. Consistent
with previous research, research findings highlighted
that youth political engagement and participation are
strongly influenced by political socialization from fam-
ily and peers, with classroom/school also playing a cru-
cial role. However, when considering the intersections
of age, gender and ethnic background, numerous barri-
ers to both access and inclusion within political spaces
become apparent. The intersectional lens (Anthias 2013)
is thus crucial to explore the role of young people’s mul-
tiple social identities in influencing their opportunities
to participate.
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Overall, our findings highlighted a wider pattern of
delegitimization, where young people’s ideas are often
regarded as unworthy. Moreover, in line with earlier
studies (Pitti et al. 2023), the dominant narrative shapes
which forms of political engagement are deemed appro-
priate and “right”, often framing the content and modes
of youth participation as ‘inappropriate’ or ‘incorrect’.
This issue is exacerbated by negative rhetoric and narra-
tives surrounding youth in politics, alongside a scarcity
of opportunities and spaces for their participation. Anal-
ysis of European Parliament Youth Survey (2021) data
indicated higher representation of women in Italy across
both traditional forms of political participation (such
as voting) and other forms of activism but also that the
level of engagement of young women decreases with age,
from adolescence to young adulthood. Furthermore, in
the 15 to 20 age group in Italy, a higher percentage of
females never engage in these discussions compared to
males. Considering the key role of political family dis-
cussion in youth political engagement, this gender gap
could be problematic. Not surprisingly, the analysis of
the political engagement of last year’s high school stu-
dents in Lombardy showed a clear gender gap in both
political engagement and active participation, once all
other (micro, meso and macro) factors are considered.
These findings suggest that, at least in the specific cohort
and regional context under investigation consistently
with the literature discussed before, the gender political
gap is often masked by other factors, making it less vis-
ible but still significant.

Moreover, analysis revealed that, despite male and
female students in Lombardy having opposite views
about traditional male centrality in politics, this kind
of political gendered norms does not impact on politi-
cal engagement or participation. However, our quali-
tative analysis revealed that young women, despite
participating, report lower levels of perceived internal
self-efficacy compared to their male peers. This find-
ing aligns with previous research, as discussed in the
theoretical section. Furthermore, gender stereotypes
and systemic gender inequalities continue to hinder
women’s access to political spaces. Even when women
manage to enter these spaces, they often face “thematic
segregation” based on gender, where they are confined
to roles traditionally associated with women. This seg-
regation is particularly pronounced for young women
with migrant backgrounds, whose perceived compe-
tencies are often limited to matters related to immi-
grant communities, further constraining their political
opportunities.

Ethnic background is often associated with the lack
of Italian citizenship and lower socio-economic condi-
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tions, creating an intersection of factors that push many
young descendants of immigrants to the margins of
the political scene. In certain cases, and under specific
conditions, awareness of this marginalization can serve
as a catalyst for action, counteracting the feelings of
resentment typically associated with experiencing dis-
crimination (Pinedo et al. 2024). The findings of this
research suggest that the interplay of factors contribut-
ing to potential disadvantage (e.g., being young, gen-
der or ethnic background) can give rise to «intersec-
tional agency» (Lutz 2014; Rebughini 2021), term that
refers to the modes of activation and reaction to exclu-
sion that are directly enacted by those experiencing the
intersection of multiple forms of discrimination. This is
in line with recent research conducted in Italy (Bichi et
al. 2025) which shows that the interactions among dif-
ferent factors of vulnerability among young people not
only lead to exclusion but also give rise to processes of
intersectional activation (Collins 2013). In this regard,
our research on Lombardy high schools confirmed that
young students with migratory backgrounds - both
males and females - tend to be less interested in tradi-
tional politics, centered around parties and left-right
ideologies. Nevertheless, they are more actively involved
than their native peers in other forms of political
engagement, like in street protests and online activities.
This pattern persists even when controlling cultural and
socioeconomic capital.

Our research also highlights examples of strategies
that can break down both gender and ethnic barriers.
The growing presence of women in high political roles,
such as party leadership, is reshaping political spaces
and creating new opportunities for women’s engage-
ment. Initiatives like equal speaking time during dis-
cussions have also been effective in promoting greater
female participation and leadership in political debates.
While these findings show progress, more needs to be
done. School’ environment too seems to play a pivotal
role in fostering political engagement. Our research
indicates that high levels of political involvement within
the classroom are strongly correlated with significant
increases in both engagement and political participa-
tion. Consequently, peer groups within schools can
function as “incubators” of active citizenship, fostering
young people’s interest and engagement. However, due
to its unique socio-economic and political context, the
focus on Lombardy may limit the generalisability of the
findings. Future studies are needed to compare these
findings with those from other regions or countries
to better understand the wider implications of gender
and ethnic inequalities on the political participation of
young people.
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