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Abstract. The paper aims to analyse if gender equality is a relevant issue for young Ital-
ians involved in European networks of debates, enhanced by social media, and commit-
ted in participatory practices to mobilise others to raise awareness towards European
integration, policies and values. An exploratory qualitative research was carried out in
the light of the 2024 European election, using in-depth semi-structured interviews con-
ducted between March and May 2024. Some interesting results emerge.Young activists
recognise gender equality as value and a human right at the core of the EU democracy
and they perceive efforts to address gender equality as a challenge essential for shap-
ing an European society characterised by social justice, inclusivity and human dignity.
Nevertheless, the interviewees show a pragmatic stance, evaluating the importance for
tackling gender disparities but questioning the effectiveness of the European strategies,
in particular their ability to effectively influence national-level decision-making. Some
limitations should be noted, in particular further research should explore the relation-
ship between political perspective, education and values orientations.

Keywords: youth participation, gender equality, european public sphere, hybrid
media ecosystem.

1. INTRODUCTION

Gender equality is a cornerstone in the ongoing process of European
integration. Equality between men and women was stated into the European
Union Charter of Fundamental Rights and affirmed as a common value in
the Lisbon Treaty. In the EU treaties and policies, gender equality is also con-
sidered a condition for the achievement of the objectives of growth, employ-
ment and social cohesion. The relevance is also evident in prioritising gender
mainstreaming, since 1994, as an approach which demands gender equality as
a perspective to consider within all areas of the EU policy making. Address-
ing gender disparities requires tackling both economic inequalities and cul-
tural biases, achieving social justice and cohesion, necessitating comprehen-

! The article is based on the results of the project PRIN 2022 “Post-Truth Politics and the Resil-
ience of the Public Sphere in Europe - POPSPHERE” (code: 2022FA5YPL004). The article is the
result of joint reflection and equal work by both authors.

SOCIETAMUTAMENTOPOLITICA 16(31): 87-98, 2025
ISSN 2038-3150 (online) | DOI: 10.36253/smp-16661


https://doi.org/10.36253/smp-16661
https://www.fupress.com
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/legalcode

88

sive reforms that span multiple sectors at transnational
and national level (Fraser 1999). The commitment of the
EU to gender equality is part of a broader effort to foster
a socially just and inclusive society that values diversity,
indeed Gender Equality Plan 2020-25 includes intersec-
tionality (Crenshaw 1989) as a cross-cutting principle.

By focusing on gender equality, the EU not only
addresses disparities, but also contributes to the shap-
ing of a European society that respects and integrates
various cultural perspectives. In this light, gender equal-
ity is a central right, value and aim involved in the social
construction of European integration, challenging and
transforming the patriarchal norms that permeate vari-
ous aspects of society, including economic and cultural
domains. We assume gender equality a central feature in
shaping an European collective identity, considered as a
“project identity” evolving through a process, continually
transformed by ongoing institutional and societal changes
(Castells 1997; 2018). According to Castells, “project iden-
tities” are defined by their aim to effect societal transfor-
mation by introducing new sets of values. These identities
emerge when specific social actors build a new identity
that redefines their position in society and, in doing so,
advocate the transformation of overall social structure. It
is also a communicative construction, indeed, the com-
munication processes allow the sharing of meanings and
the shaping of a symbolic common space (Barisione and
Michailidou 2017; Hepp et al. 2016). Using this concept,
we consider European identity and women’s identity in
relation to their shared inclination to promote a compre-
hensive transformation of society (Parito 2016).

The support for gender equality in the EU institu-
tional discourse, thus, assumes particular significance
intersecting with the question of the type of society
being built, it fuels public debate and sustains the shap-
ing of the European public spheres, as emerging through
process which people debate controversial issues (Risse
2011, Belluati and Marini 2019, Trenz 2023). In the pub-
lic debate that involves national political-institutional
actors, legacy media and social media platforms, citi-
zens and civil society organisations, we assume, on the
one hand, that European institutions prioritising gen-
der issues, have a relevant and proactive role, on the
other hand, that young people are significant agents in
the European public sphere reshaped through discursive
and horizontal processes encouraged by digital media
(D’Ambrosi and Parito 2022).

Although the achievement of equality between wom-
en and men is one of the main objectives of the “paper
EU” (Giddens 2014), the actual development in practices
of the declared principles is a complex process with dif-
ferences among the member states. In Italy there are still
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considerable weaknesses. The 2024 Global Gender Gap
Report (World Economic Forum) shows that Europe
continues to lead, with 7 of the top 10 positions held
by countries from this region, including Spain (10th),
a country culturally similar to Italy. Instead, Italy has
worsened its position with a slowdown in the reduction
of the gender gap. Italy has achieved an 87th out of 146
countries globally, while it was ranked 79th the previous
year. In Europe, Italy is ranked 37th out of 40, followed
by Hungary, the Czech Republic and Turkey. This place-
ment highlights significant room for improvement, par-
ticularly in economic participation and political empow-
erment in which Italy loses score. Participation of wom-
en in the labour market and leadership roles remains
limited, reflecting a significant gender gap, despite nota-
ble progress in educational attainment.

Even if the Global Gender Gap Report shows that
the speed of progress is insufficient and highlights that
further efforts are crucial to avoid the rollback of hard-
earned progress, gender equality is a central element
within the “silent revolutions” bringing a gradual rise of
post-materialist values prioritising individual free choic-
es and self expression, tolerance of diverse lifestyles, gen-
der fluid identities and other aspects regarding the rec-
ognition and respect for diversity. Nevertheless, this pro-
cess prompted a cultural backlash that emphasises sup-
posed traditional moral beliefs and fixed social identities
founded on faith, family, and nation-state, animating a
public debate in which a cultural divide emerges (Norris
and Inglehart 2019).

It is interesting to highlight that the cultural divide
is also a generational divide (Ibidem). European society
has shifted in a socially liberal direction, with younger
and university educated people being far more open-
minded than older and less educated groups on a wide
range of issues (e.g. same-sex marriage, abortion). So,
when the advance of liberal values is arrested, it triggers
widespread protests and mobilised resistance, especially
among the younger people and women (Heaney 2018).

The new generations are leading actors in a recon-
figuration of social practices across borders, which is a
central piece of a broader ‘reinvention of the social’ (Pir-
ni and Raffini 2022). In this process, the mediatisation of
society has a relevant role, indeed, the experience of the
young people are socially constructed, supported and
solicited by social media, in a mediated environment
that is included in everyday interaction (Parito, Pérez-
Calle and D’Ambrosi 2022).

In this context, the article explores whether gender
equality is perceived as a right, a value and a goal to be
achieved to shape the European society for young Italians
involved in formal or informal participatory practices
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and communication flows of debate regarding European
integration. It will explore how these young activists -
involved in European networks of debate, enhanced by
social media and engaged in collective actions to mobi-
lise others to raise awareness towards European policies
and rights - interpret the effectiveness of European poli-
cies on gender issues. Section 2 will introduce the con-
cept of gender, alongside various socio-demographic fac-
tors related to sexism; section 3 will discuss the notion of
gender equality as both a fundamental value and right in
the context of European integration; section 4 highlights
the characteristics of younger Europeans. Finally, the
design of our exploratory research will be presented, fol-
lowed by an analysis of the key findings.

2. SEXISM, AGE, AND IDEOLOGY

The distinction between gender and sex was intro-
duced during the 1970s, deeply rooted in women’s stud-
ies and emerging from feminist theories (Baccolini 2005).
Scholars sought to differentiate between the biologi-
cal aspects of sex and the social and cultural construc-
tions of gender, which encompass the roles, behaviours,
and identities assigned to individuals based on their sex
(Rubin 1975; West and Zimmerman 1987; Lorber 1994).
This conceptual separation was crucial in highlighting
how societal norms and expectations shape experiences
and opportunities differently for men and women (Butler
1990). Gender differences, therefore, are not something
natural but are actually the result of conditions imposed
from the outside, shaped by societal norms and authority
(Oakley 1972; Connell 2006). Gender is often associated
with stereotypical and rigid expectations that dictate how
women and men should ideally behave, as well as which
activities are deemed appropriate based on their gender.
Such gender-based inequalities perpetuate sexism, sys-
temic biases and hinder progress towards gender equality
in broader societal contexts.

Traditionally, sexism assumes that women are infe-
rior to men. This can result in discrimination, in the
limitation of opportunities or rights, or unfair and une-
qual treatment based on gender (Doob 2015; Manne
2017). The concept of ambivalent sexism (Glick and Fiske
1996) highlights that sexism is a multidimensional con-
struct that manifests itself not only in the form of hatred
or hostility towards women, but also in more subtle and
seemingly positive but equally harmful forms. Based on
these premises, researchers have distinguished between
hostile sexism and benevolent sexism. The first, which is
immediately recognisable, manifests itself through dis-
crimination in the workplace, sexual harassment and

physical or verbal violence. Benevolent sexism manifests
itself through attitudes or beliefs that appear to be posi-
tive and empowering towards women. For example, a
common form of benevolent sexism is the belief that
women are naturally more nurturing and empathetic
than men. This can lead to dynamics where women are
expected to take on caregiving roles, such as mediating
conflicts, offering emotional support, or handling admin-
istrative tasks, even when these responsibilities are not
part of their job. However, these attitudes tend to place
women in a position of inferiority or dependence com-
pared to men. In this way, it contributes to reinforcing
gender inequality. It is also important to note that wom-
en themselves can exhibit — usually benevolent - sex-
ism, both towards themselves and towards other women.
Indeed, the internalisation of traditional gender roles and
stereotypes can lead women to adopt attitudes that aim
to devalue women and emphasise stereotypical aspects of
femininity (Hammond, Sibley and Overall 2014).

Research exploring the relationship between sexism
and age remains relatively scarce, and it has traditionally
been assumed that young people are less likely to exhibit
sexism (Fitzpatrick Bettencourt, Vacha-Haase and Byrne
2011). A study (Hammond et al. 2018) focused on the
increase and decrease of both benevolent and hostile
sexism across the age span of men and women, found
that men tend to show strong hostile sexism in adoles-
cence, which tends to decrease as they become young
adults — probably due to the need to achieve satisfaction
in romantic relationships. Benevolent sexism, on the oth-
er hand, seems to remain constant in men as they grow
older. For women, however, benevolent sexism is strong-
er during adolescence and mid-adulthood.

Sexism appears to be closely linked to conservative
views of society, often intertwined with religious beliefs,
family influences and political orientations (Van Assche,
Ko¢ and Roets 2019; Schifer 2021). This interrelation-
ship illustrates that sexism is not an isolated phenom-
enon, but rather part of a complex system of ideologies
and social structures that support and perpetuate it.
Far-right political movements (Llanera 2023) emerge
as vehicles for conservative visions that emphasise male
superiority and female subordination. Through rhetoric
that exalts traditional and hierarchical societal values,
these movements fuel and perpetuate sexist attitudes,
thereby reinforcing gender inequalities. This intersection
between sexism, social conservatism and extremist poli-
tics reflects a complex dynamic that goes beyond indi-
vidual everyday interactions.

Another aspect that has been studied in relation
to different levels of sexism is education. It appears
that individuals with lower levels of education may be
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more exposed to both benevolent and hostile sexism.
This phenomenon could be partly attributed to a lack
of exposure to academic contexts that promote criti-
cal awareness and broader reflection on social issues
(Hellmer, Stenson and Jylhd 2018).

Finally, what has been termed modern sexism
appears to be prevalent among contemporary young
men (Off, Charron and Alexander 2022), and is based
on three fundamental assumptions: denial of discrimi-
nation; negative attitudes towards requests for equality;
resentment towards perceived preferential treatment of
women (Godbole, Malvar and Valian 2019). Based on
the belief that gender equality has been achieved in all
areas — and sometimes overstated to favour women over
men - this form of sexism tends to trivialise current
gender issues, seeing them as a form of victimisation by
women themselves. Off et al. (2022) have shown, through
research conducted in 27 European countries, that many
young men perceive advances in the rights of women as
a threat, especially in places where there is high unem-
ployment and consequent mistrust of institutions.
Increasing competitiveness between men and women
could therefore also be the result of an uncertain view of
the future that fuels intolerance and declining solidarity.
This could reflect a subtle but insidious form of discrim-
ination that often manifests itself as resistance to efforts
to achieve gender equality. In particular, it seems that
some young men fear that extending rights and oppor-
tunities to women will come at the expense of their own
privileges, leading to a backlash against progressive gen-
der policies (Ruthig et al. 2017).

3. EUROPEAN UNION POLICIES
ON GENDER EQUALITY

Human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, and
the rule of law are values and rights at the core of Euro-
pean integration. A key aspect of the commitment of
the EU to these principles is its active role in promot-
ing gender equality as a cross-cutting priority regarding
social, economic, and cultural development. By ensur-
ing that gender equality policies are not only established
but also effectively implemented across its Member
States, the EU aims to achieve a coherent and unified
framework. This approach is crucial for influencing and
connecting governance at the EU, national, and regional
levels, ensuring consistency and progress in the pursuit
of gender equality (Ahrens 2023). This commitment is
enshrined in the Treaties of Rome and further strength-
ened in the Lisbon Treaty and the EU Charter of Fun-
damental Rights.
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The achievement of gender equality involves three
dimensions: equal treatment focuses on the principle of
equal rights and it is implemented through legal meas-
ures that ensure everyone is treated the same regard-
less of gender; equal opportunities, on the other hand,
acknowledges differences between genders and seeks to
address these through policies such as positive action
or affirmative measures, aiming to create fair condi-
tions for all; equal impact, which operates primarily
through gender mainstreaming, aims to achieve equi-
table outcomes by integrating gender considerations
into all policy and decision-making processes (Jacquot
2023). Over the years, EU policies have evolved to bet-
ter encompass these results, leading to the develop-
ment of new instruments. Gender mainstreaming, as a
transversal approach, challenges the traditional focus
of gender equality policies, which were primarily lim-
ited to employment and occupational issues. The Euro-
pean Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE) supports the
EU institutions and governmental bodies in integrat-
ing a gender perspective into their work. EIGE provides
insights on the relevance of gender in a variety of policy
areas, suggests practical actions for EU and local institu-
tions, helps to improve individual competences to main-
stream gender throughout the different stages of the pro-
cess of policy, programme, and project development and
implementation. The EIGE platform accelerates the inte-
gration of gender equality into diverse areas as a routine
part of administrative processes, rather than an excep-
tional or strictly legislative effort (D’Ambrosi et al. 2024;
Schmidt 2005; Jacquot 2023). The inclusion of intersec-
tionality as a cross-cutting principle, for the first time in
the Gender Equality Plan 2020-25, is a further effort to
address the multiple and intersecting forms of depriva-
tion, disadvantage, and discrimination that interact with
gender inequality.

However, the rise of political movements and par-
ties promoting a more conservative agenda, and in some
cases openly opposing gender equality and LGBTQI+
rights, has exposed a growing resistance to these values,
challenging the role of the EU as a defender of human
rights and democratic freedoms (Kéttig, Bitzan and Petd
2017; Roggeband and Krizsan 2018; Kantola and Lom-
bardo 2020; Ahrens, Gaweda and Kantola 2022). Dur-
ing the 2019 and 2024 European elections, the rhetoric
of certain political parties focused on opposing what
they labelled as “gender ideology,” a term used to criti-
cise policies and legislation aimed at promoting gender
equality and LGBTQI+ rights. This marked a signifi-
cant shift in the European political landscape, where
issues like feminism, marriage equality, transgender
rights, and anti-discrimination measures became cen-
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tral, yet often polarising topics of debate. The opposi-
tion to gender equality was particularly pronounced in
Member States where governments and parties explicitly
rejected EU directives on civil rights, arguing that such
policies threaten national traditions and family values
(Galpin and Trenz 2019; Macaluso 2020). This rejection
has fueled a broader public debate about what it truly
means to be part of a united Europe and which values
should be considered fundamental and non-negotiable.
In this context, the EU faces a significant challenge: how
to maintain cohesion among its member states in the
face of increasingly divergent opinions on these crucial
issues. On one hand, the EU continues to actively pro-
mote policies aimed at eliminating gender disparities
and protecting civil rights; on the other hand, it must
contend with a growing resistance that often manifests
in national laws and policies that directly contradict
European objectives.

4. YOUNG EUROPEANS

Young people born from the 1990s onwards, have
experienced processes of transnationalisation in the
face of growing European policies. They are European
native and immersed in a Europeanised society; their
daily life is intertwined with the values and principles
that the EU stands for, such as democracy, human rights,
and the rule of law. Indeed, they are far more likely to
support liberal and post-materialistic values (Norris
and Inglehart 2019). We assume they are fundamental
to the shaping of a European identity, thanks to their
ability to make their voices heard through the creation
of social movements and associations, which can con-
tribute to the maintenance of democracy and the asser-
tion of social rights (Verderame and Benocci 2021; Della
Porta 2022). If the literature shows contrasting trends
regarding youth participation, distinguishing between
institutionalised and non-institutionalised forms, and
also highlighting forms of isolation and passivity, it is
among the youth that new practices of participation
emerge, grounded in the connection between personal
experience and universally significant issues (Pitti 2022;
Raffini 2024). In this way, young Europeans are a driv-
ing force in the building of the European public sphere.

Education plays a significant role in shaping the
perspectives of these young Europeans. With access to
higher education and opportunities for exchange pro-
grams across EU Member States, they are exposed to
different ideas and cultures from an early age (Van Mol
2019). This exposure fosters an open-mindedness and
tolerance that transcends national boundaries, leading to

a more transnational worldview. Moreover, young Euro-
peans are often at the forefront of social and political
movements, championing causes such as environmental
sustainability (Della Porta and Portos 2023), LGBTQ+
rights (Ayoub and Paternotte 2014; Baker 2017), and
inclusivity (D’Agostino 2023). Their activism reflects
a deep-seated belief in the power of collective action to
effect meaningful change, echoing the spirit of solidarity
that underpins the European project (Zamponi and Bosi
2018; Della Porta 2022).

Despite their progressive attitudes and values, and
the spread of a generational cleavage, young Europeans
are not immune to the challenges of the cultural back-
lash (Norris and Inglehart 2019; Schifer 2022). The
rise of populist movements and nationalist sentiments
in some parts of Europe poses a threat to the values of
openness and cooperation that they hold dear. In addi-
tion, economic insecurity and social inequalities con-
tinue to affect young people, fuelling discontent and
disillusionment with traditional political institutions
(Cabezas 2022). One field in which these tensions are
particularly pronounced is around gender issues. While
young Europeans overwhelmingly support the principle
of gender equality, there is growing concern about the
emergence of “modern sexism” (Off, Charron and Alex-
ander 2022). Young citizens are increasingly recognised
by the EU institutions as a key demographic group to
invest in through its policies. They have grown up in the
EU already established, which is the contest of their eve-
ryday life. Interestingly, compared to older generations,
they tend to have a more transnational outlook, often
viewing themselves as European citizens despite their
nationhood (Lauterbach and De Vries 2021). This mind-
set is largely shaped by their upbringing in a barriers-
free world, where travelling, studying, and living across
EU borders is commonplace (Bettin Lattes and Bontem-
pi 2008; Recchi 2013). The increased practices of spatial
mobility, facilitated by low-cost airlines, as well as the
interconnection of social practices detached from physi-
cal space enabled by digital media (van Dijck et al. 2018;
Bentivegna and Boccia Artieri 2020), intertwine with a
series of Europeanization mechanisms, such as Schen-
gen, the Euro, and incentives for intra-European mobil-
ity in education, work, and volunteering. This represents
a significant reconfiguration of social practices ‘beyond
borders’, constituting a central piece in a broader ‘rein-
vention of the social’, with new generations seen as
potential key actors (D’Ambrosi and Parito 2022; Pirni
and Raffini 2022).

Focusing on Italy, Flash Eurobarometer 545 (2024),
on youth and democracy, offers insights into the atti-
tudes and behaviours of young Italian citizens on a
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number of issues, including their expectations from the
EU. Italian youth have clear expectations from the EU,
with the top three being the preservation of peace and
international security (33%), the fight against poverty
and social inequalities (32%), and the promotion of
human rights, democracy, and common European values
(28%). In terms of civic engagement, 52% of young Ital-
ians have taken action to change society in the past year.
The most common areas of activism were human rights
(40%), climate change and environmental protection
(38%), and health and well-being (35%). Interestingly,
activism around equal rights regardless of gender, race,
or sexuality was notably lower in Italy (23%) compared
to the EU average.

5. AIM AND STUDY DESIGN

Within the framework outlined above, this study
explores the point of view of young Italians involved
in formal or informal groups that uphold communica-
tion flows of debate and participatory practices regard-
ing European integration. The aim is to analyse how
these activists, involved in European networks of debate
enhanced by social media and engaged in collective
activities to mobilise others to raise awareness towards
European policies, values and rights, perceive the sig-
nificance of gender related issues in shaping European
society and the effectiveness of European institutions in
achieving this goal.

Previous research (D’Ambrosi and Parito 2022) sug-
gests that young people, mainly the most educated, are
relevant agents in articulated networks of participation
facilitated by social media. They mix different kinds of
initiatives, going through those solicited by the Europe-
an institutions with formal organisations, but also inter-
preting them with independent meanings or activating
distinctive autonomous plans. In particular, the project
together.eu, a pan-European community promoted by
the European Parliament after the 2019 European elec-
tions, as an extension of the #thistimeimvoting cam-
paign, activated participatory practices among young
citizens, according to spontaneous trajectories and out-
comes not necessarily predefined from above. These
young activists often debate on the EU related issues
regarding current affairs they consider relevant in the
daily life of the citizens, and also on values, rights and
social problems, considered as fundamental for shap-
ing European integration and the context of their trans-
national way of life. An interesting point to remark,
is the pragmatism and realism among the young peo-
ple involved in these networks: they go through differ-
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ent kinds of opportunities - institutional, personal and
informal, face-to-face relationships and mediated by the
social networks. So the institutions are not the main
driver of the participation but a functional instrument
for sustaining autonomous ways of engagement.

The 2024 European Elections were a relevant event
for investigating how the young Italians involved in this
kind of network of debates and practices mobilised oth-
ers in order to raise awareness towards EU policies and
to promote electoral participation. The hypothesis we
investigate is that gender equality is a sensitive issue, as
a symbol of the values and rights at the centre of the
conflict over the meaning of the EU. In particular, some
research questions arise:

RQI: Gender has been included in debates and events run
by young activists?

RQ2: How do young people perceive the role of the Euro-
pean institutions in addressing gender issues and promot-
ing youth participation in these practices?

Qualitative research was carried out using in-depth
semi-structured interviews (Kvale and Brinkmann
2009). The interviews were conducted between March
and May 2024, both in person and via video conferenc-
ing platforms.

The interviewees are 18 Italian activists (11 males
and 6 females) of youth organisations, both with formal-
ised structure or spontaneous groups. The Italian com-
munity of the project together.eu was a starting point:
first, the Italian organisations listed as partners in the
website were selected, then a snowball sampling was
adopted. Indeed, the together.eu website includes formal
and institutionalised organisations, but the young vol-
unteers are often involved in multiple initiatives, and we
were able to identify a wide array of non-formalized par-
ticipation initiatives that are equally active and interest-
ing (Pitti, Mengilli and Walther 2023).

The roles of the interviewees within the associations
are very different: presidents, founders, co-founders,
communication managers and active members. All par-
ticipants are aged between 18 and 35. Their educational
backgrounds are largely homogeneous; in fact, they are
all university graduates or about to graduate, apart from
one participant who was employed in a family business.
As previous studies have shown (Parito, Pérez-Calle and
D’Ambrosi 2022; Parito, Raffini and D’Ambrosi 2025),
the academic background of the young adults involved
in these associations is not very diversified, ranging from
law, political science, communications to business stud-
ies, with only one respondent holding an engineering
degree. Politically, most of the young people interviewed
identified with left-wing or centre-left parties, even if
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they declared dissatisfaction with their programmes.
Interestingly, the researchers encountered considerable
difficulty in finding young individuals who aligned with
the right-wing. In the end, we managed to interview only
two participants who openly identified as right-wing.
The challenge was not just about locating right-leaning
youth within informal groups, but more about finding
individuals interested in EU policies. In fact, both right-
wing interviewees expressed a noticeable lack of interest
in European matters, stating that their focus was pri-
marily on national politics.

6. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The interviews underscore a complex landscape
where the young activists recognize the relevance of the
gender issue, and the potential of the EU to drive gen-
der equality. At the same time, interviewees recognise
the cultural, political, and institutional constraints. The
need for pragmatic, non-ideological approaches, com-
bined with stronger enforcement of the EU values and
regulations, emerges as a common thread in addressing
these challenges. Based on these assumptions, some key
themes and insights can be identified:

a) Political, ideological and generational divide: the
interviewees perceive a clear divide in how young
people with different political backgrounds evaluate
gender issues; the awareness regarding a difference
with older generations also emerges.

b) Role of the European Union: the EU is seen as
“home”? that should enforce its core values, includ-
ing gender equality. However, scepticism emerges
about its effectiveness, particularly in influencing
member states with more conservative views. This is
a wider question concerning the institutional reform
to make the EU stronger and equipped to tackle the
challenges, indeed it is difficult to implement a com-
prehensive gender policy across the Union. Sugges-
tions include stricter enforcement of gender equality
directives and the imposition of penalties on non-
compliant member states.

¢) Activism, education and awareness: The interview-
ees perceive a growing mobilisation among young
people regarding gender issues. This is seen as a
positive trend, but they recognise that more needs
to be done to translate activism into concrete policy
changes. The interviewees stress the importance of
education and awareness campaigns to foster a deep-

2 A lot of the interviewees explicitly state “EU is home” and they identify
themselves first as European and then as Italian.

er understanding and commitment to gender equal-

ity among young people.

A prominent aspect of the political divide is the
way gender equality is prioritised by young people with
different political affiliations. The interviewees clearly
report this perception, and the accounts of the two right-
leaning activists compared with the others confirm these
divergences. Activists who identify with centre-left or
left-wing ideologies see gender equality as a fundamen-
tal issue that should be at the forefront of political dis-
cussions. They argue that the EU has a crucial role in
enforcing gender equality as a core value. This perspec-
tive is rooted in the belief that gender equality is not
just a social issue, but a fundamental human right that
underpin democratic societies. Gender equality inter-
sects with broader themes of social justice, inclusivity
and human dignity which are central tenets of these ide-
ologies. One interviewee observes:

People under the age of 35, especially my peers, feel this
struggle a lot. But it depends a lot on how much you feel
it, also depending on your political affiliation. I notice that
maybe if you are a young man and you feel more right-
wing, you see it as something you can do without, I don’t
say without, but... maybe they are conservative and they
don’t care, whereas maybe people like me, who also feel
more centre-left, I think these are fundamental struggles
[...] This is an issue that should be universal, without hav-
ing to ideologise too much and then risk a conflict of fac-
tions, because when there is a fight between the right and
the left, nothing happens on these issues. (Andrea B.)

Conversely, it seems that young people with right-
wing affiliations view gender equality as less urgent
than other issues. They believe significant progress
has already been made towards gender equality, mak-
ing further action unnecessary (Dietze and Roth 2020).
The remaining gender differences are considered either
minimal or natural, based on differences in individual
choices and competencies rather than systemic bias. It
is a belief rooted in the notion that meritocracy should
prevail and the positions of power and influence should
be awarded on the basis of individual competence and
qualifications rather than gender. This view is closely
related to our research question, which explores how
gender issues have been meaningfully incorporated
into events or projects organised by pro-European net-
works. It is also closely related to discussions concern-
ing all-male panels, often referred to as manels (Clayton
O’Brien and Piscopo 2019) at conferences and events.
While most of interviewees who identified themselves as
centre-left or left-wing emphasise they pay attention to
the selection of speakers, striving to maintain a balanced
representation of men and women, those who identify as
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right-wing expressed a different view. The latter argue
that the panel composition at their events reflects the
most qualified people for, rather than any form of gender
bias. This stance contrasts with the practices promoted
by EU calls, which require ensuring balanced gender
representation.

But I think the best way to fight this kind of problem is to
really evaluate it 100%. For example, we have had confer-
ences with only women and conferences with only men.
Let’s say that. I think you don’t just need to go and see
whether someone is male or female, you really need to go
and see what their skills are. (Aurelio B.)

The interviewees also perceive a generational divide
which affects the effectiveness of EU gender policies
(Bristow 2021). The generational divide manifests in
differing levels of support for gender equality initia-
tives, with young people generally advocating for more
comprehensive and intersectional approaches to gender
issues. These approaches not only address traditional
inequalities but also tackle new and emerging forms of
discrimination that are increasingly apparent in society.
Older generations, by contrast, often exhibit a more con-
servative stance, grounded in traditional views of gender
roles and scepticism towards what they perceive as an
overreach of gender policies (Sosa 2021; Farahat and Lei-
jten 2022). One interviewee highlighted this issue:

The whole value dimension around us is a construction
that happens over time. So there are some things that we all
agree on, and there are others that we did not agree on so
much. Gender is a generational issue, and I see that in our
youth section this idea is much more present than in the
main section attended by senior members. In addition, the
institutions are not neutral, and this is a kind of awareness
that can certainly be very, very valuable. (Giorgia S.)

The generational divide plays a significant role in
the European discourse on gender issues (e.g. abortion
rights, gender pay gap, domestic violence, work-life bal-
ance etc.), particularly in how gender policies are viewed
and implemented. Interviews suggest that younger gen-
erations are generally more supportive towards progres-
sive and inclusive approaches, seeing them as essential
for ensuring equality and upholding human rights. On
the other hand, older generations tend to be less enthu-
siastic about these changes. This reluctance is often
shaped by cultural, religious, or conservative political
values (Van Assche, Ko¢ and Roets 2019; Schifer 2021).
There is a concern that highly ideological and genera-
tional approaches can polarise debates and hinder the
practical implementation of gender equality. Indeed,
some activists’ express scepticism towards some gender-
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focused policies perceived as driven more by ideology
than by pragmatic needs.

The division also expresses the way national govern-
ments respond to EU gender equality directives. Despite
the EU actively pushes for policies to implement the
rights of the women and promote gender equality, the
extent to which these policies are adopted varies widely
among Member States, highlighting a disparity in com-
mitment to these issues across Europe. The EU can give
directives to the Member States, but it is not really able
to require them to adopt specific measures (Banjac 2017).

The problem is that I think Europe is not as strong as it
wants to be. That is, it exists, it has a lot of important
things that it is doing, but it does not have the author-
ity because it does not exist in the same way as the United
States. (Elena S.)

The European Union, as we know, takes some of the sover-
eignty away from the individual states, but in the end it is
the individual state that has the final decision on certain
issues. So in the end the decision remains with the sovereign
state. So if we take the case of Italy as an example, unfor-
tunately I think there is still a very strong cultural problem,
so although the EU is a very good example - both as insti-
tutions per se, and as institutional figures like Ursula von
der Leyen and Roberta Metsola, who are very strong female
figures — Italy as a nation needs to do more. (Eleonora S.)

The flexibility afforded to Member States in imple-
menting EU directives can lead to varying experiences
across different countries, shaping how young people
perceive the effectiveness of EU policies in promoting
gender equality.

The aim of the young people involved in these com-
munities of participation can thus be defined as an
effort to foster social development through collaboration
between different kinds of actors. Through ludic, recrea-
tional, artistic, and educational activities (Milan 2019),
the young activists promote participation grounded in
a thorough understanding of the EU and its policies,
which they acquired through both formal and informal
practices (D’Ambrosi and Parito 2022).

The interviewees underline a relevant educational
gap. They recognise a significant lack in both affective
education and civic education in Italy, which makes it
difficult for young people to fully understand what the
EU is, how it functions, and what areas it governs. Affec-
tive education plays a crucial role in shaping the aware-
ness and sensitivity of individuals towards gender issues.
By fostering emotional intelligence, empathy and critical
thinking, it helps individuals to recognise and challenge
gender stereotypes, power dynamics and inequalities. A
well-rounded affective education encourages open dis-
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cussions about identity, relationships and social norms,
ultimately promoting greater engagement in gender-
related debates and advocacy.

As one interviewee said:

When we talk about gender, we also need to talk about
generations. Our generation is different — we are part of
a group where gender differences are becoming less pro-
nounced. But there’s a significant gap between us and the
older generations. I believe that Europe needs to address
both fronts simultaneously, showing that gender issues are
far less prominent for us. For instance, when I talk to 16- or
17-year-olds about sexual orientation, it’s completely nor-
mal for them to discuss these topics, even topics like sexol-
ogy. They need affective education, because they are often
left to navigate these themes alone. This is why I think we
need to push for a major effort, even at the European level,
to talk about emotions and relationships. The focus is often
on gender differences, while the gap between generations is
overlooked. We need a political awareness campaign that
highlights generational coexistence, giving equal weight to
both gender and generational issues. I always say we should
go into classrooms and ask the younger generation what
they think - they have so much to teach us. (Simone R.)

7. CONCLUDING REMARKS

This exploratory study suggests that in the commu-
nication flows of European public debate and participa-
tory practices, where young people are key actors, gender
issues receive significant attention. In any case, it should
be noted that the interviewees have specific characteris-
tics: not only do they have a high level of education, but
they also study in specific disciplinary fields (political
and social sciences, economics and humanities).

It is noteworthy that most of the interviewees are
male, yet no difference emerges compared to females in
the perception of relevance. Young activists recognise
gender equality as value and a human right at the core of
the EU democracy. They perceive efforts to address gen-
der equality as a challenge essential for shaping a soci-
ety characterised by social justice, inclusivity and human
dignity. This is not an idealistic outlook, the EU and its
policies are considered in a pragmatic manner, evaluat-
ing the importance for tackling gender disparities but
questioning the effectiveness of the adopted strategies, in
particular their ability to effectively influence national-
level decision-making.

The interviewees recognise a cultural divide
between generations, with the older people perceived
weakly equipped to understand the younger way of
thinking and living. Another perceived divide is ideo-
logical, between young people aligning with the politi-

cal right or left. We have to remark that the interviews
were conducted in the lead-up to the European elec-
tions, while the translational public debate was focused
on the possibility that right-wing and far-right parties
could gain support both in Italy and in many other
member states. In the Italian public debate, the main
parties of the center-right governing coalition display
all the main attributes of the radical right, namely
nativism/ethnonationalism, sovereignism, authoritari-
anism, Euroscepticism, and populism (Bressanelli and
Candia 2023) and they opened a conflict, amplified by
social media, around values such as gender equalities
and human rights that are fundamental values of the
EU. So, we can argue the involvement of left-leaning
young activists to counteract this trend. However, our
analysis did not find a debate between activists of dif-
fering orientations, as we had expected. Instead, we
observed a lack of interest from right-leaning youth
in participating in a transnational debate or engaging
with European issues in general.

Some limitations of this explorative research should
be noted. The interviewees have a higher education level
with a specific academic background mostly in political
and social science. Broadly, the most educated young
people are involved in the networks of participation ana-
lysed. The activists recognise this educational divide,
highlighting the need for enforced and more suitable
educational activities for the younger people. Further
research should explore the link between political orien-
tation, education and values stance, to provide additional
understanding of the attitudes of young people towards
the UE and the implementation of gender issues.
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