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Abstract. One of the main supply-side explanations for women’s underrepresentation in politics is the gender gap
in nascent political ambition. While this has been examined in terms of electoral ambition, the aspiration to pursue
non-electoral careers within parties has been overlooked. In our study, we therefore investigate whether both types
of ambition – electoral and non-electoral – vary among young women and men participating in a key entry point
for political careers in Western democracies: party youth wings. To do so, we surveyed almost 2,000 members of
six centre-left and centre-right youth wings in Australia, Italy and Spain. We find that while, as expected, women
in youth wings display lower levels of electoral ambition, they are almost as likely as men to express non-electoral
ambition. Furthermore, and contrary to our expectations, we show that women in centre-right youth wings are no
less interested in pursuing electoral and non-electoral political careers than women in centre-left ones. Our study
thus provides new insights into the gendered nature of political ambition, highlighting that women’s lower interest
in electoral office does not necessarily reflect reduced interest in a political career.
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Introduction

There is a significant gender gap in political careers across Western democracies, with women
continuing to be systematically under-represented. This relates not only to women in elected office
but also to those working for parties as officials and advisors (Moens, 2021; Yong & Hazell, 2014).1

One of the main supply-side explanations advanced for women’s under-representation is the gender
gap in nascent political ambition, with research showing that, by the time they are young adults,
women already express less interest in the idea of running for office one day (Bos et al., 2022;
Fox & Lawless, 2014). In this study, we investigate the degree to which differences in ambition
are present among a distinct group of politically engaged women and men: those who participate
in the youth wings of political parties.2 Although youth wings remain an understudied element of
party organizations, they are an important part of the pipeline for elected representatives in Western
parliamentary democracies (Binderkrantz et al., 2020; Hooghe et al., 2004; Ohmura et al., 2018).
As such, they offer a unique perspective on those young adults who may be among tomorrow’s
political elites. Using an original online survey fielded among almost 2,000 members of three
centre-left and three centre-right party youth wings in Australia, Italy and Spain, we ask: Does
nascent political ambition vary between women and men in youth wings?

Our focus on gender and nascent political ambition builds on the work of Fox and Lawless,
who define the latter as ‘the embryonic or potential interest in office seeking that precedes the
actual decision to enter a specific political contest’ (Fox & Lawless, 2005, p. 643). However, we
examine not only the desire to stand as candidates for elected office but also aspirations to pursue
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non-electoral political careers, such as working for party organizations and their representatives.
These non-electoral careers allow politically interested people to exert considerable influence on
parties’ campaign strategies, decisions and policy development, thus playing a central role in the
functioning of parties in contemporary democracies (Karlsen & Saglie, 2017). Since we know
that women and men engage in different types of political participation, with women being more
involved in non-electoral forms of activism (Coffé & Bolzendahl, 2010; Marien et al., 2010) and
preferring less visible political roles to electoral ones (Bauer & Darkwah, 2020; Kolltveit, 2021),
we contend it is important to look not just at the electoral arena but also to consider other types of
party careers when investigating the gendered nature of political ambition. In addition, we study
the interaction of gender and party ideology in shaping nascent political ambition. This is because
left-wing parties may offer better environments for the expression of ambition by women, given
they have been more pro-active than right-wing ones in establishing gender quotas and tend to have
a higher proportion of women among their elected representatives (Caul, 1999; Kittilson, 2006).

Consistent with the many existing studies reporting gender differences in candidate aspirations
among senior party members (Davidson-Schmich, 2008; Kjaer & Kosiara-Pedersen, 2019), our
survey results show that women in youth wings are less likely than men to want to stand as
candidates one day. However, this gender gap narrows considerably – and, in some youth wings,
disappears entirely – when we look at the desire to work for the party in the future. By examining
both electoral and non-electoral nascent political ambition, we arrive at a more nuanced view of
women’s desire to pursue political careers and show that the ambition gender gap applies more
to public office than party positions. In short, it is not the case that women are necessarily less
interested than men in all types of political careers. Moreover, and contrary to our expectations, we
find that women in centre-right parties are no less ambitious than their counterparts on the centre-
left. We thus caution against the conventional wisdom that left-wing parties inherently provide
better environments for women’s political ambitions to flourish than right-wing ones.

If our theoretical contributions derive from studying both electoral and non-electoral nascent
political ambition, and from our attention to the influence of party ideology on ambition,
our empirical contribution stems from the object of our study, namely party youth wings in
parliamentary democracies. Research on political ambition has overwhelmingly concentrated on
the United States. While this has produced a rich body of knowledge about the gendered nature
of political ambition, it is largely based on a system where the pipeline for political careers
functions differently to most other Western democracies (Piscopo, 2019). Notably, in parliamentary
democracies, political parties play a far more central role than they do in the United States in the
recruitment, training and selection of political candidates and operatives (Hazan & Rahat, 2010;
Karlsen & Saglie, 2017). In particular, the preparation of future elites is a core mission of party
youth wings in many democracies. As Hooghe et al. (2004, p. 196) observe, youth wings ‘function
as a kind of learning school, where the members gradually grow acquainted with political and
party life’. Moreover, they offer young people the possibility of taking on leadership positions,
working on election campaigns, and developing their skills with a view to one day working for the
party and/or standing as candidates. In our study, we are thus focusing on a key entry point of the
political career pipeline in Western democracies.

In the next section, we discuss the theoretical background to our study and set out our
hypotheses about women’s and men’s nascent political ambition in youth wings, and the interaction
of gender with party ideology in shaping such ambitions. We then introduce our cases and the
original online survey we used to test those hypotheses among centre-left and centre-right youth
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THE POLITICAL AMBITION GENDER GAP AMONG YOUTH WING MEMBERS 3

wing members in Australia, Italy and Spain. In our results section, we present the findings of
our empirical analysis, showing that the gender gap in nascent political ambition is very much
present as regards the desire to stand as a candidate, but largely disappears when we look at the
aspiration to work for the party. We also observe that women in centre-left youth wings are no
more ambitious than those in centre-right ones, both in electoral and non-electoral terms. Finally,
in the conclusion, we consider some of the implications of our study both for theories of political
ambition and women’s participation in politics.

The gender gap in nascent political ambition

Nascent political ambition has been conceptualized as a critical first step on the ladder leading to
standing as a candidate and becoming a representative (Fox & Lawless, 2005). To date, scholars
have investigated nascent political ambition, especially in the United States, by focusing on
aspirations for elected positions (Fox & Lawless, 2005, Fulton et al., 2006). However, there is also a
wide range of non-electoral political careers beyond the representative realm to which people may
aspire. With the professionalization of parties over the last half-century (Panebianco, 1988) and
the growth in numbers of staffers (Poguntke et al., 2016), these non-electoral political roles have
become central to the functioning of parties, with Karlsen and Saglie (2017, p. 1335) referring to
those performing them as ‘unelected party politicians’. These can include party officials at various
levels, advisors and campaign managers who, among other tasks, contribute to the development
of party programmes and campaign strategies (Karlsen & Saglie, 2017, p. 1341). In our study,
we therefore analyse nascent political ambition among women and men in party youth wings by
looking at both their desire to stand as candidates (electoral ambition) and their aspirations to work
for the party in the future (non-electoral ambition).

The scholarship to date on nascent political ambition has shown that women are less likely than
men to want to pursue political careers. As noted above, this research has focused on aspirations for
elected offices rather than party positions, and has been largely limited to the US context (e.g. Fox
& Lawless, 2005; Crowder-Meyer, 2020). More recently, however, the electoral ambition gender
gap among the public has been observed in other Western democracies. For example, in a survey
of over 10,000 British citizens, Allen and Cutts (2018, p. 74) find that men are twice as likely as
women to say they have considered standing for elected office or are actively seeking a candidature.
Echoing these results, in a survey of eligible voters in Canada, Pruysers and Blais (2019, p. 233)
discovered that while one-third of men in their sample had thought about running for public office,
fewer than one-fifth of women had done so.

The literature has pointed to a series of reasons for this gap. In particular, women perceive
higher costs than men in pursuing a public political career (Fulton et al., 2006; Bauer & Darkwah,
2020), are less likely to receive encouragement to run (Fox & Lawless, 2004), tend to view
themselves as less qualified (Fox & Lawless, 2004) and are warier of the competitive context
of election campaigns (Kanthak & Woon, 2015). Scholars also agree that differences in the way
women and men are socialized from a young age – women being traditionally associated with the
private realm and men with the public one – are crucial in explaining why women are less interested
in pursuing elected office (Dassonneville & McAllister, 2018; Bos et al., 2022). As a result, the
gender gap in electoral ambition already materializes among young people. For example, a survey
by Fox and Lawless (2014) of nearly 4,000 US high school and college students showed that
35 per cent of women, compared to 48 per cent of men, had considered running for an elected
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position. Similarly, in their experiment with over 500 university students in Canada, Pruysers and
Blais (2017) found that about 71 per cent of women had never thought about running for office
compared to around 54 per cent of men.

Researchers have observed similar gender gaps in electoral ambition when they narrow their
focus from the general public to party members, who constitute the main group of potential
candidates in parliamentary democracies (Hazan & Rahat, 2010). Drawing upon a survey of over
1,000 rank-and-file members of five German parties, Davidson-Schmich (2008, p. 17) discovered
that while 27 per cent of men said they would accept their party’s nomination to run for the federal
elections, only 16 per cent of women reported likewise. Similarly, Kjaer and Kosiara-Pedersen
(2019, p. 312) show that in Denmark – a supposedly more ‘women-friendly context’ than most
other Western countries – women in nine parties across the ideological spectrum were still less
likely than men to consider standing, even when encouraged to do so by their party. In other words,
not only women in general but also women party members express lower interest in seeking elected
office compared to men.

Turning, finally, to gender differences in electoral ambition in youth wings, the only study
directly relevant to our research question is that by Kolltveit (2021). Although his focus is different
from ours in that he surveys progressive political ambition among youth wing elites in Norway,
rather than nascent electoral ambition among the wider youth wing membership, he finds that
young men are more interested in occupying specific elected positions.3 Based on the research
discussed so far, both on the general public and on party members, we therefore hypothesize the
following:

H1a: Men in youth wings will be more likely than women to want to stand as candidates in the
future.

Our second type of nascent political ambition concerns the desire to pursue non-electoral
careers, working for the party. Webb and Keith (2017, p. 40) have rightly described political staff as
‘one of the most under-researched fields in the study of political parties’, so we have few relevant
insights to draw upon in formulating our hypotheses. What we do know is that, just like election
candidates, in Europe these workers tend to come from the party grassroots (Karlsen & Saglie,
2017; Moens, 2021). Such positions should therefore appeal to youth wing members thinking of a
career in politics. Differently from what we expected as regards the desire to stand as candidates,
however, we hypothesize that there will be no gender differences in aspirations to pursue these
non-electoral roles. In fact, while women may be less inclined to run for elected office, it does
not follow that they will have lower levels of interest in political careers generally. As Coffé and
Bolzendahl (2010) have illustrated, women tend to participate in politics differently, rather than
less than men. Although men are more active in electoral forms of participation, women prefer to
engage in less visible, non-electoral types of political activism (Coffé & Bolzendahl, 2010; Marien
et al., 2010). This distinction holds also when we shift our focus from the public to members of
political parties. For instance, in their study of party membership in Britain, Bale et al. (2020)
observed that women are more likely than men to get involved in activities that are private in
nature.

Bauer and Darkwah (2020) indicate a few reasons why women may be keener on a political
career behind the scenes than in the spotlight. In their study, based on dozens of interviews with
members of four parties in Ghana, they find that women would rather seek non-elected party offices

© 2022 The Authors. European Journal of Political Research published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of European Consortium for Political Research.
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THE POLITICAL AMBITION GENDER GAP AMONG YOUTH WING MEMBERS 5

because of the financial costs of running a campaign and the gendered violence they may be
subjected to, such as verbal harassment. It is possible that these beliefs are shared not only by
members of senior parties but also by members of youth wings. Notably, Kolltveit (2021) shows
that, in contrast to his findings regarding elected positions, women leaders in Norwegian youth
wings do not display lower levels of progressive ambition than men when asked about their desire
to work in specific party organization roles. This evidence suggests that, when it comes to non-
electoral political careers, young women may be at least as ambitious as men. This leads us to our
second hypothesis:

H1b: Women in youth wings will be as likely as men to want to work for the party in the future.

We also expect gender to interact with party ideology in fostering or hindering nascent political
ambition, both as regards standing as candidates and working for the party. In addition to being
more inclined to introduce candidate and intra-party quotas for women, left-wing parties elect
and employ higher proportions of women than their right-wing counterparts (Kittilson, 2006;
Yong & Hazell, 2014; Childs & Kittilson, 2016). This is relevant to nascent political ambition,
since women in such positions may act as role models, encouraging other women to get involved
(Wolbrecht & Campbell, 2007; Ladam et al., 2018) and enhancing levels of activism among women
party members (Ponce et al., 2020). Moreover, quotas give ambitious women more opportunities
to fulfil their political aspirations (Piscopo, 2019, p. 821). It is therefore plausible that women
in centre-left youth wings will be more ambitious than those in centre-right ones. In fact, early
studies in the United States indicated that while Democratic and Republican men activists were
similarly ambitious, Democratic women were more interested in a political career than Republican
ones (Sapiro & Farah, 1980; Costantini, 1990). Similarly, Kjaer and Kosiara-Pedersen (2019,
p, 11) find that the share of women members in Danish left-wing parties aspiring to elected
office is consistently higher than in right-wing ones. We therefore propose the following two
hypotheses concerning the interaction of gender and party ideology in shaping both types of
political ambition:

H2a: Women in centre-left youth wings will be more likely than women in centre-right ones
to want to stand as candidates in the future.

H2b: Women in centre-left youth wings will be more likely than women in centre-right ones
to want to work for the party in the future.

Political party youth wings

In our study, we investigate whether gender differences in nascent political ambition are present
among members of party youth wings. Despite the fact that many senior party grassroots members,
officials and leaders are politically socialized in youth wings, these sub-organizations have been
largely ignored by scholars. A notable exception is the study conducted by Bruter and Harrison
(2009) of youth wing members in six European countries in the mid-2000s.4 As regards political
ambition, they found that 26 per cent of youth wing members said they had joined to pursue a career
in politics (Bruter & Harrison, 2009, p. 32). The levels of political ambition observed by Bolin
et al. (2022) among members of eight youth wings in Sweden are even higher, with 63 per cent
reporting that they had joined because they were interested in working for the party, and 54 per cent
indicating they did so because they were interested in running as candidates one day. The prospect

© 2022 The Authors. European Journal of Political Research published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of European Consortium for Political Research.
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6 SOFIA AMMASSARI, DUNCAN MCDONNELL & MARCO VALBRUZZI

of a political career is thus a far more significant driver of the decision to sign up for youth wing
members than it is for senior party ones. In fact, across a range of European cases, the percentage
of senior party members who report they have joined for career incentives never exceeds 5 per cent
(van Haute & Gauja, 2015; Heidar & Kosiara-Pedersen, 2019). Moreover, whatever their reasons
for joining, Bruter and Harrison (2009, p. 221) observed that over half of youth wing members
‘either consider moving on to political leadership or are absolutely certain and positive that they
will indeed seek positions of responsibility within their party or seek representative or executive
positions through competitive elections’.

These high levels of ambition among youth wing members reflect the career pathways that have
long been followed by elected representatives in many parliamentary democracies. For example,
Recchi (1996) showed that youth wings had functioned as an apprenticeship for more than 30
per cent of Italian MPs, while Hooghe et al. (2004) found that 41 per cent of all city councillors
in Flanders had come through the youth wings of their parties. Similarly, Ohmura et al. (2018,
p. 178) documented how more than a quarter of German MPs over five legislatures (1998–2014)
had a long pre-parliamentary career occupying youth wing and party positions. Looking at youth
wings thus provides a window on the political class of tomorrow. However, none of the studies
to date have considered the differences in nascent political ambition among women and men in
youth wings. Given the continuing underrepresentation of women among senior party candidates,
representatives and officials (Fox & Lawless, 2005; Moens, 2021), it is worth examining whether
a gender gap in the desire to pursue electoral and non-electoral careers is already present among
this distinct group of politically engaged young people.

Cases

To investigate whether the two types of nascent political ambition vary among women and men in
youth wings, we draw upon original survey data from 1,915 youth wing members of six parties
in Australia, Italy and Spain (see Table 1). In each country, we look at the two main centre-right
and centre-left parties since these are usually the traditional parties of government, with well-
established nationwide organizations.5 These three countries have been chosen because they differ
as regards two institutional factors which can influence the representation of women in politics, and
can thus indirectly affect the political ambitions of young women: electoral systems and national
gender quota laws (for a review, see Krook & Schwindt-Bayer, 2013). In terms of electoral systems,
Australia has a majoritarian voting system, Italy a mixed-member one, and Spain proportional
representation. Furthermore, Australia is the only country among the three without a national law
regulating electoral gender quotas, while Spain and Italy saw the introduction of legislative quotas
in 2007 and 2017, respectively. In terms of representative trends, Spain in 2022 had the highest
proportion of women members of the Lower House (43 per cent), followed by Italy (36 per cent)
and Australia (31 per cent).6 Accordingly, we would expect gender gaps in electoral ambition to
be greatest in Australia and lowest in Spain, with Italy in between the two.

Youth wings are a key part of the pipeline for political elite careers in these three countries. For
example, in early 2022, three of the party leaders of our six cases (ALP in Australia, PD in Italy,
PP in Spain) had been leading figures in youth wings when they were young adults.7 There is thus
a clear political career pathway from youth wings in all three countries, as also occurs in other
parliamentary democracies such as Germany (Ohmura et al., 2018) and Denmark (Binderkrantz
et al., 2020). While there are similarities across our six parties, there are also some relevant

© 2022 The Authors. European Journal of Political Research published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of European Consortium for Political Research.
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8 SOFIA AMMASSARI, DUNCAN MCDONNELL & MARCO VALBRUZZI

Table 2. Gender distribution of MPs and members of party National Executives

Australia Italy Spain

ALP LP PD FI PSOE PP

Members of Parliaments, Lower House

Men 57% (39) 79% (52) 68% (69) 63% (50) 53% (50) 59% (51)

Women 43% (29) 21% (14) 32% (33) 37% (30) 47% (45) 41% (36)

Members of the National Executive

Men 54% (15) n/a 47% (7) 64% (18) 38% (13) 62% (49)

Women 46% (13) n/a 53% (8) 36% (10) 62% (21) 38% (30)

Source: For the data on MPs, official websites of the House of Representatives (Australia), Camera dei Deputati
(Italy), Congreso de los Diputados (Spain). For the data on the National Executive, official websites of the parties.
The Liberal Party in Australia does not provide publicly accessible data about the composition of its executive.
Note: The absolute numbers of MPs and members of the National Executives are in brackets. Data was collected in
January 2022.

differences. In each country, the centre-left has set higher quotas than the centre-right for the
proportion of women candidates at elections and in senior party organization roles.8 Furthermore,
as Table 2 shows, in both Australia and Spain, the centre-left parties have higher percentages of
women in the Lower Houses of parliament than their centre-right counterparts. Similarly, if we
look at the members of each party’s national executive, we find that the centre-left parties in Italy
and Spain have a larger proportion of women than the centre-right ones. The differences between
the two party families, as regards the adoption of quotas and the presence of women in senior
positions, reinforce our expectations that women in centre-left youth wings will be more ambitious
than those in centre-right ones, both as regards the desire to stand as a candidate and the aspiration
to work for the party.

Our selection of cases thus encompasses six parties that not only differ in their ideology, party
quota provisions and levels of women’s representation, but operate in three countries which vary
according to electoral systems and national gender quota laws. By accounting for a variety of party-
level and country-level factors which may influence the gendered nature of political ambition, we
expect that our findings on the career aspirations of young women and men in youth wings can be
generalized to youth wings of mainstream parties in parliamentary democracies more broadly.

Method and data

We conducted a survey with the six youth wings over the course of 3 years, between 2018 and 2021.
Our questionnaire was available in English, Italian and Spanish on the online platform LimeSurvey.
It was open only to people aged 18 and above. The Australian survey was launched in March 2018
and concluded in November that year, while the Spanish and Italian ones took place between March
2020 and April 2021. The long timeframe for each survey was due to the difficulties of securing
distribution among the youth wing memberships. As party organization scholars have documented
(van Haute & Gauja, 2015; Gauja & Kosiara Pedersen, 2021), political parties are often highly
reluctant not only to release membership lists or details about their membership to researchers but
also to distribute requests for participation in academic research to members.

© 2022 The Authors. European Journal of Political Research published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of European Consortium for Political Research.
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THE POLITICAL AMBITION GENDER GAP AMONG YOUTH WING MEMBERS 9

In our research, we encountered many issues of data availability and cooperation across all
six cases.9 To begin with, in Australia, we had to ask the leaders of Young Labor and the Young
Liberals in each of the country’s six states and two territories to distribute the survey link to their
members, since membership details are held at subnational level. By contrast, in Italy and Spain,
the four youth wings kept a national membership list. We therefore first requested their national
leaders to send the link to the membership.10 However, this did not produce many responses
from any of the Italian and Spanish parties. We then adopted the same strategy as we had used
in Australia and directly asked the youth wing leaders of each party in all 20 Italian regions and 17
Spanish autonomous communities to distribute the link to their local members. On those occasions
when young party leaders ignored our requests, we contacted the senior party leaders in their
area, so that they could encourage participation. While ours is a non-random sample, and we
should therefore be careful when generalizing our findings, we were eventually able to secure
good geographical coverage, with all four of Australia’s largest states and three quarters of Italian
regions and Spanish autonomous communities being represented across the six parties.11 Since
the youth wings, like most political parties, were extremely secretive about how many members
they have, it is impossible for us to say what proportion of members responded to our survey.12 In
any case, even when parties do provide researchers with their membership numbers, these can be
notoriously unreliable (Gauja & Kosiara Pedersen, 2021, p. 9; Mair & van Biezen, 2001, p. 7).13

The survey first asked a series of demographic questions, followed by questions about the
reasons why people had joined the youth wing. Subsequently, respondents had to indicate whether
they had been in the youth wing for more than 12 months.14 This was because we are interested
in the political ambitions of those members who have demonstrated a basic level of commitment
to party participation by renewing their annual membership at least once. Those that remained
in the survey were then asked about the activities they performed as members, along with their
future political ambitions. Specifically related to our research purposes, participants were asked
to what extent they agreed with the following statements: ‘In the future, I would like to stand as
a candidate for the senior party’ and ‘In the future, I would like to work for the senior party’.
They could choose between answer options on a 5-point Likert scale (‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’,
‘disagree’, ‘strongly disagree’, ‘don’t know’). Given our focus on gender differences in nascent
political ambition among youth wing party members, we created two binary dependent variables
from the two survey questions reported above. The first dependent variable concerns whether the
respondent agreed or disagreed with the idea that they would like to stand as a candidate in the
future. We coded this as 0 if the respondent disagreed or strongly disagreed with that option and
1 if the respondent agreed or strongly agreed. We applied the same logic to our second dependent
variable, which investigates whether they would like to work for the party in the future. In each
case, we excluded from the analysis those individuals who chose the residual category ‘don’t
know’.15

The main explanatory variable in our analysis is the respondent’s gender. To test the hypotheses
regarding the existence of a gender gap in electoral and non-electoral ambition, we coded
respondents according to their gender (0 = man; 1 = woman). Besides gender, there are other
sociodemographic variables that may affect political ambition among youth wing party members.
The first is the age of the respondent (measured in years), as we know that the incentives to seek
elected office decrease as individuals get older (Fox & Lawless, 2005; Fulton et al., 2006). The
second concerns the educational status of the respondent. This is because individuals with higher
levels of education may have better skills and stronger motivations to pursue a political career

© 2022 The Authors. European Journal of Political Research published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of European Consortium for Political Research.
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10 SOFIA AMMASSARI, DUNCAN MCDONNELL & MARCO VALBRUZZI

Table 3. Descriptive statistics

Variables Type Obs. Mean Std. dev. Min. Max.

Stand as candidate Binary 1,658 0.68 0.46 0 1

Work for senior party Binary 1,702 0.71 0.45 0 1

Gender Binary 1,915 0.27 0.45 0 1

Age Continuous 1,923 23.9 3.57 18 37

Education Binary 1,913 0.59 0.49 0 1

Family socialization Binary 1,913 0.40 0.49 0 1

Party ideology Binary 1,923 0.38 0.49 0 1

Country Nominal 1,923 2.12 0.81 1 3

Australia 768

Italy 526

Spain 629

(Allen & Cutts, 2018). In this case, we assigned a code to respondents based on their educational
status: 0 = secondary education or lower; 1 = tertiary education.16 Finally, we also control for
the role of family socialization, as this is likely to affect political ambition (Fox & Lawless, 2014;
Allen & Cutts, 2018). We investigate it with a question about whether anyone in the respondent’s
immediate family (parents and siblings) had ever been a member of any political party. We coded
this as 0 if the respondent replied ‘No’ and 1 if they answered ‘Yes’.

In addition to these sociodemographic variables, we included a variable which measures the
party ideology of the youth wing organizations (0 = centre-left, for AYL, GD, JSE; 1 = centre-
right, for YL, FIG, NNGG), to test the second part of our argument, namely that women in centre-
left youth wings will be more ambitious than those in centre-right ones. Finally, we control also
for the existence of country-specific factors (with a categorical variable: 1 = Italy, 2 = Spain; 3
= Australia). The descriptive statistics of the variables employed in our analysis are displayed in
Table 3.

Gender and nascent political ambition in youth wings

In this section, we present the results of our empirical analysis, beginning with the profiles of
our respondents according to the variables listed in Table 3. As we can see from Table 4, men
far outnumbered women among our respondents. While this is true of all six youth wings, there
are country and party ideology differences. According to our survey, the Spanish and, to a lesser
extent, the Australian youth wings have larger proportions of women members than the Italian
ones. Within each country, we can see that the proportion of women from the centre-right who
responded to our survey was lower than that from the centre-left, suggesting that the centre-left
youth wings may have higher percentages of women members than their centre-right rivals. This
would reflect what we know about the gender distribution of party members in senior parties, since
left-wing parties usually have higher proportions of women members than right-wing ones do (van
Haute & Gauja, 2015). As regards other characteristics, we find that women and men in the six
youth wings have a similar profile in terms of age, but they exhibit differences in the level of

© 2022 The Authors. European Journal of Political Research published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of European Consortium for Political Research.
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THE POLITICAL AMBITION GENDER GAP AMONG YOUTH WING MEMBERS 11

Table 4. Gender composition of survey participants

Men Women Total

Australia AYL 310 (69%) 140 (31%) 450

YL 241 (78%) 69 (22%) 310

Italy GD 277 (78%) 77 (22%) 354

FIG 143 (83%) 29 (17%) 172

Spain JSE 247 (65%) 135 (35%) 382

NNGG 172 (70%) 75 (30%) 247

Total 1390 (73%) 525 (27%) 1915

Figure 1. Desire of youth wing members to stand as candidates, by gender (in per cent).

educational attainment (64.9 per cent of women and 57.1 per cent of men are university graduates)
and family socialization (52.4 per cent of women compared to 35 per cent of men say someone in
their immediate family either is, or has been, a member of a political party).17

The first type of nascent political ambition we analyse is the desire to stand as a candidate in the
future. Overall, 75.5 per cent of the men and 51.2 per cent of the women we surveyed are interested
in standing for election one day. Figure 1 shows the proportions of electorally ambitious and non-
ambitious members by youth wing and gender. In all six youth wings, the proportion of women
who say they would like to become candidates is lower than that of men. As we expected, Australia
presents the largest gender gap, with the percentage of electorally ambitious women in both

© 2022 The Authors. European Journal of Political Research published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of European Consortium for Political Research.
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12 SOFIA AMMASSARI, DUNCAN MCDONNELL & MARCO VALBRUZZI

Figure 2. Desire of youth wing members to work for the party, by gender (in per cent).

youth wings around 30 percentage points lower than that of electorally ambitious men. However,
despite Spain’s greater percentage of women MPs than Italy and its proportional electoral system
compared to Italy’s mixed one (two factors that are said to favour women’s political engagement
and aspirations), both the JSE and NNGG fare worse than their Italian counterparts. This speaks
to research on the relative importance of the mere quantity of elected women in fostering political
ambition among other women (Broockman, 2014; Gilardi, 2015). Notwithstanding these country
differences, it is worth noting that women and men in youth wings display high levels of electoral
ambition generally, as other studies have shown (Bruter & Harrison, 2009; Bolin et al., 2022). In
particular, this is a feature of the centre-right youth wings in our sample, with both women and men
in those parties being more inclined than their counterparts in the centre-left to say they would like
to be candidates.

The second type of nascent political ambition we analyse is the desire to work for the party.
Among our respondents, 72.5 per cent of men and 67.3 per cent of women were interested in a
non-electoral political career. As Figure 2 shows, in most of our youth wings, the gap between
women and men which we had seen for electoral ambition either shrinks or is reversed when
we examine non-electoral ambition. For example, what had been a 32-point gender gap for the
centre-left Australian AYL when we looked at the ambition to be a candidate becomes just a 2-
point one when we focus on the ambition to work for the party. Likewise, an almost 24-point gap
in the Spanish centre-right NNGG regarding standing for election disappears, with a fractionally
higher percentage of women than men saying they are interested in a party career. In terms of
country differences, Italy runs contrary to Australian and Spanish trends. In all four Australian and

© 2022 The Authors. European Journal of Political Research published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of European Consortium for Political Research.
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THE POLITICAL AMBITION GENDER GAP AMONG YOUTH WING MEMBERS 13

Table 5. Correlates of electoral political ambition among youth wing members

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Gender (ref = men) −1.057*** −1.040*** −1.025*** −0.981***

(0.175) (0.170) (0.218) (0.259)

Age −0.0159 −0.0198 −0.0430*** −0.0427***

(0.0149) (0.0173) (0.00733) (0.00693)

Education (ref = non-tert.) −0.0107 −0.0677 −0.0234 −0.0231

(0.113) (0.136) (0.0815) (0.0820)

Family socialization (ref = no) −0.0955 −0.0641 −0.107 −0.109

(0.0781) (0.0561) (0.0940) (0.0927)

Party ideology (ref = centre-left) 0.493** 0.565** 0.608**

(0.203) (0.237) (0.258)

Country (ref = Australia)

Italy 0.881*** 0.881***

(0.0502) (0.0505)

Spain 0.625*** 0.625***

(0.0220) (0.0220)

Gender*Party ideology −0.132

(0.154)

Constant 1.539*** 1.474*** 2.430*** 2.408***

(0.462) (0.511) (0.0627) (0.0359)

N 1,645 1,645 1,645 1,645

Naegelkerke R2 0.074 0.088 0.123 0.123

Correctly classified 68.5 70.0 71.3 71.1

Log pseudolikelihood −977.45 −968.52 −946.61 −946.48

Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) 1.08 1.08 1.09 1.09

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses:
***p < 0.01,
**p < 0.05,
*p < 0.1.

Spanish cases, the share of women expressing the ambition to work for the party is higher than
it was for standing as a candidate. By contrast, in Italy, working for the party is a less appealing
career prospect for both women and men. Finally, the trends for party ideology are less uniform. In
Australia, women and men in the centre-left youth wing are more non-electorally ambitious than
their counterparts on the centre-right. In Italy, we find the opposite, with women and men on the
centre-right more non-electorally ambitious than those on the centre-left, while in Spain the results
are mixed.

To obtain a more robust estimation of the association between our main explanatory variable
(gender) and both electoral and non-electoral nascent ambition, we ran a series of binomial
logit regressions with the two ambition types as dependent variables.18 We account for the non-
independence of observations within the same country by computing standard errors clustered at
the country level (Steenbergen & Jones, 2002). Tables 5 and 6 report the results of two sets of

© 2022 The Authors. European Journal of Political Research published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of European Consortium for Political Research.
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14 SOFIA AMMASSARI, DUNCAN MCDONNELL & MARCO VALBRUZZI

Table 6. Correlates of non-electoral political ambition among youth wing members

Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8

Gender (ref = men) −0.180 −0.164 −0.262** −0.342

(0.142) (0.152) (0.121) (0.216)

Age −0.0445* −0.0467** −0.0270* −0.0275**

(0.0230) (0.0199) (0.0146) (0.0140)

Education (ref = non-tert.) −0.130 −0.161 −0.295 −0.296

(0.358) (0.338) (0.287) (0.281)

Family socialization −0.295** −0.278*** −0.227*** −0.226***

(0.125) (0.0962) (0.0746) (0.0722)

Party ideology (ref = centre-left) 0.265 0.205 0.139

(0.361) (0.356) (0.291)

Country (ref = Australia)

Italy −0.841*** −0.844***

(0.056) (0.055)

Spain −0.160*** −0.161***

(0.0621) (0.0628)

Gender*Party ideology 0.243

(0.436)

Constant 2.226** 2.187** 1.306** 1.340**

(0.876) (0.908) (0.582) (0.547)

N. 1,687 1,687 1,687 1,687

Naegelkerke R2 0.02 0.03 0.06 0.02

Correctly classified 71.1 71.1 70.9 71.2

Log pseudolikelihood −1002.34 −999.64 −978.75 −978.30

Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) 1.06 1.06 1.08 1.08

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses:
***p < 0.01,
**p < 0.05,
*p < 0.1.

regression models designed to test our hypotheses. Models 1–4 investigate the desire to stand as
candidates, while Models 5–8 focus on the desire to work for the party. Both sets of regression
models assess, first, the effect of sociodemographic factors (gender, age, education, family
socialization: Models 1 and 5), and then progressively include ideological (party ideology: Models
2 and 6) and contextual factors (country: Models 3 and 7). Lastly, Models 4 and 8 investigate the
effect of the interaction between gender and party ideology on the political ambitions of youth
wing members.

Model 1 provides support for our first hypothesis (H1a) that men in youth wings are more likely
than women to want to stand as candidates in the future. A gender gap in electoral ambition thus
exists among young party members, just as it does among more senior ones (Davidson-Schmich,
2008; Kjaer & Kosiara-Pedersen, 2019). After having controlled for other sociodemographic
factors, the gender variable remains negatively associated with the desire to run for public office.

© 2022 The Authors. European Journal of Political Research published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of European Consortium for Political Research.
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THE POLITICAL AMBITION GENDER GAP AMONG YOUTH WING MEMBERS 15

Figure 3. Desire to stand as candidates: interaction of party ideology with gender.
Note: Based on the results of Model 4.

More importantly, among other predictors included in the analysis, gender exerts a substantial
effect under all model specifications (Models 1–4) and is the strongest factor explaining this type
of nascent political ambition.

As regards other sociodemographic factors, age is negatively correlated with the desire to stand,
as expected (Fox & Lawless, 2005, Allen & Cutts, 2018). In other words, younger youth wing
members are more interested in running for elected office than older ones. Furthermore, education
has no discernible effect on this type of career aspiration, despite studies suggesting the contrary
(Allen & Cutts, 2018). This is likely to be because we are looking at a homogeneous sample of
educated people, with 55 per cent of the respondents possessing (at least) a university degree.
With regard to the final sociodemographic variable, our analysis reveals that family socialization
does not foster electoral ambition. This finding runs contrary to the results of other studies, which
have shown that having close relatives involved in politics has a positive impact on political career
aspirations (Fox & Lawless, 2005; Allen & Cutts, 2018). It may therefore be the case that the
political socialization experienced by children at early ages has a stronger and longer-lasting effect
than family socialization (Lawless & Fox, 2015; Bos et al., 2022).

Our analysis also shows that members of centre-right youth wings are more likely than those
in centre-left ones to express the desire to run for public office. Most importantly, and going
against our expectation in Hypothesis H2a, the interaction term between gender and party ideology
included in Model 4 shows that women in centre-left youth wings are not more likely than women
in centre-right ones to want to stand as candidates in the future. If anything, as Figure 3 indicates,
women in centre-left youth wings are less electorally ambitious than women on the centre-right,
even though these differences are not statistically significant. Moreover, when we look at candidate

© 2022 The Authors. European Journal of Political Research published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of European Consortium for Political Research.
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16 SOFIA AMMASSARI, DUNCAN MCDONNELL & MARCO VALBRUZZI

aspirations among women members only, the results confirm that being in a centre-right youth
wing is a strong predictor of wanting to stand as a candidate (see Table D5 in Online Appendix D).
These findings lead us to reject Hypothesis 2a.

The results of the logistic regressions in Table 6 address H1b and H2b. The most significant
finding from the four Models (5–8) is that the gap between women and men as regards non-
electoral ambition is considerably lower. In fact, with the sole exception of Model 7, the effect
of gender on our second type of political ambition substantially weakens and loses statistical
significance.19 Accordingly, these findings provide support for H1b, and are in line with recent
research suggesting that women may prefer less visible political careers over more public ones
(Bauer & Darkwah, 2020; Kolltveit, 2021). As our study demonstrates, if we examine aspirations
for non-electoral roles such as party officials and advisors, young women members are almost as
interested as men in pursuing a political career.

When looking at the sociodemographic variables, Table 6 shows that neither gender nor
education has a significant impact on the desire to work for the party, while age and family
socialization do. Firstly, younger members of youth wings are more likely to say they would like
work for the party in the future. Secondly, having a close relative who has been a party member
reduces the likelihood of wanting to work for a political party. While not the focus of our study, this
finding points to the need for further research on the influence exerted by family ties on political
participation.

Moving on to party ideology, Model 6 shows that, contrary to what we have seen in relation
to candidate aspirations, centre-right and centre-left youth wing members are similarly interested
in a non-electoral political career. Furthermore, although H2b predicted that women in centre-left
youth wings would be more likely than women in centre-right ones to want to work for the party,
the coefficient of the interaction term between gender and party ideology (Model 8) shows that
this is not the case. In fact, both Figure 4 and supplementary analyses looking only at the women
among our respondents (see Table D5 in Online Appendix D) indicate that there are no significant
differences between centre-right and centre-left women in this sense. We therefore reject H2b.

In sum, as Figure 5 clearly sets out, our study reveals that while women in youth wings are
much less likely than men to want to stand as candidates, the same is not the case if we look at the
desire to work for the party one day. In fact, the predicted gender gap for the electoral ambition to
stand as candidates is almost five times larger than that concerning the non-electoral ambition to
work for the party (23 vs. 5 percentage points).

To corroborate the robustness of our findings, all main regression models were re-estimated
under different specifications and separately for distinct subsets of the whole sample: for each
youth wing (Models 9–20 in Tables D1 and D2 in Online Appendix D), for each country (Models
21–26 in Table D3), for each ideological orientation (Models 27–30 in Table D4), for only women
(Models 31–32 in Table D5), excluding one country at a time (Models 33–38 in Table D6), and
excluding one youth wing at a time (Models 39–50 in Tables D7 and D8). Moreover, we also ran
models including those respondents who chose not to express a view within the category of the
non-ambitious (Models 51–58 in Tables D9 and D10) and using an inverse-probability weighting
method to control for differences in the numbers of respondents for each youth wing (Models
59–66 in Tables D11 and D12) and each party family (Models 67–74 in Tables D13 and D14).
Finally, we re-ran all our models with the original dependent variables with four categories (i.e.
strongly agree, agree, disagree, strongly disagree) through ordered-logistic regressions (Figures D1

© 2022 The Authors. European Journal of Political Research published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of European Consortium for Political Research.
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THE POLITICAL AMBITION GENDER GAP AMONG YOUTH WING MEMBERS 17

Figure 4. Desire to work for the party: interaction of party ideology with gender.
Note: Based on the results of Model 8.

Figure 5. Effect of gender on the probability of being a politically ambitious youth wing member.
Note: Based on the results of Models 4 and 8.
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18 SOFIA AMMASSARI, DUNCAN MCDONNELL & MARCO VALBRUZZI

and D2). Overall, our main findings are supported by these tests and indicate that the non-electoral
ambition gender gap is neither as strong nor as universal as the electoral ambition one.

Conclusion

Notwithstanding the advances made in recent decades, there are still less women than men pursuing
careers as parliamentarians and party officials in democracies around the world. While certainly
not the only cause of underrepresentation, one important supply-side factor is the gender gap in
nascent political ambition. A rich body of literature, mostly based on the United States, has shown
that women are less interested in standing as candidates than men (Fox & Lawless, 2005; Crowder-
Meyer, 2020), with studies revealing how gender disparities in political career aspirations already
emerge by young adulthood (Fox & Lawless, 2014; Pruysers & Blais, 2017). In this article, we
set out to investigate whether the ambition gap also holds true among those young women and
men who participate in a key entry point for political careers in parliamentary democracies: party
youth wings. To do so, we looked at two types of political ambition: the aspiration to run for office
(electoral ambition) and that to pursue careers within party organizations (non-electoral ambition).

Between 2018 and 2021, we surveyed almost 2,000 members of three centre-left and three
centre-right youth wings in Australia, Italy and Spain. We examined their nascent political
ambition by asking those members who had been in the youth wings for at least a year, firstly,
whether they would like to stand as a candidate one day, and, secondly, whether they would like to
work for the party in the future. We found that youth wing members, in general, are an extremely
politically ambitious group: 68.6 per cent of youth wing members expressed electoral ambition
while 71 per cent of them displayed non-electoral ambition. This underlines previous findings
that youth wings are a great resource of potential candidates and personnel for political parties
(Hooghe et al., 2004; Bruter & Harrison, 2009). Political ambitions are not evenly distributed
among women and men, however. Instead, it depends on the type of political career. While women
have a markedly lower interest in running for public office, they are almost as likely as men to
aspire to a non-electoral role working for the party. Furthermore, and contrary to our expectations,
women in centre-right youth wings are no less ambitious than women in centre-left ones. These
findings of course come with the caveat that – as is the norm in party membership research – ours
is a non-random sample. As such, a certain degree of caution should be applied when generalizing
our findings. On the other hand, our approach of studying a very specific group of young people
– members of youth wings – provides us with a unique perspective on the pipeline of the future
political class.

Our results have several important implications. First, they reinforce previous research on the
gender gap in electoral ambition, by showing that this gap is very much present even amongst
politically interested young women who participate in party youth wings. At the same time,
however, they indicate that these young women are not necessarily less interested than men in
pursuing a political career. Rather, women are more likely to prefer one that does not involve
standing for election, but still gives the opportunity to influence party policies, choices and
strategies. There are many possible reasons for this, such as the fact that women candidates are
subject to unique forms of abuse and harassment that men are not (Bauer & Darkwah, 2020; Krook
& Restrepo Sanín, 2020). Qualitative studies, for example involving focus groups, among youth
wing members might help reveal more about the dynamics underpinning the differences we have
found between women’s electoral and non-electoral nascent political ambition.

© 2022 The Authors. European Journal of Political Research published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of European Consortium for Political Research.
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Second, while the absolute numbers of politically ambitious women in centre-right youth wings
appear lower than those in the centre-left, and so the pipeline of the latter has more potential to
improve women’s representation (Thomsen & King, 2020), our study indicates that the adoption
of quotas and a greater presence of women in high-ranking public and party positions do not
necessarily translate into higher levels of political ambition among centre-left young women at the
grassroots. Further research could examine why this is the case, with one hypothesis being that,
because centre-left youth wings provide a more welcoming atmosphere for women, they attract
women with a more diverse range of purposive and social motivations for joining, beyond the aim
of pursuing a political career. Still, since our results about the relative ambitions of centre-right and
centre-left women contrast with the findings of a study among senior party members in Denmark
(Kjaer & Kosiara-Pedersen, 2019, p. 11), we encourage scholars to investigate whether political
career aspirations vary between women of different generations in right-wing and left-wing parties.

It is worth emphasizing at this point that, while studies on the gender gap in nascent political
ambition are important for understanding women’s underrepresentation in politics, we know this
gap is not the only explanation. As Piscopo (2019, p. 825) has argued, ‘this frame overlooks the
very systemic barriers it purports to identify, and fails to raise important questions about who bears
responsibility for making politics more diverse, representative, and responsive’. Political parties,
even when promoting quotas, place a series of institutional obstacles and gatekeeping practices
which hinder women’s participation in political life (Bjarnegård, 2013, Verge & de la Fuente,
2014). In this context, a lack of expressed ambition may simply reflect ‘a rational decision to
opt out of candidacy given a gendered political opportunity structure’ (Piscopo & Kenny 2020,
p. 4). Women’s underrepresentation in politics thus results from the constant interaction of supply-
side and demand-side factors, as ‘gender differences in aspirations to compete for public office
might well be shaped by gendered patterns of participation in the party organization’ (Verge 2015,
p. 755). In other words, the onus is squarely on party elites, of both left and right, to facilitate
women’s participation in political life.

To make political careers in parliamentary democracies more appealing to women involves, first
and foremost, making joining a party more attractive. As the gender distribution of our respondents
suggests, there is already a significant imbalance at the youth wings stage in the future candidate
and party official pipeline. Given that, in parliamentary democracies, parties draw most of their
candidates and officials from within their memberships (Hazan & Rahat, 2010; Karlsen & Staglie,
2017), a key issue they need to address is recruiting higher numbers of women. Youth wings are
a vital area on which to concentrate their efforts, especially since, as Hooghe et al. (2004, p. 207)
argue, if such initiatives only begin in earnest when members are in the senior party, ‘patterns of
inequality will already have been well established’. To conclude, we encourage scholars not only
of gender and politics, but also of political parties, to study these key party sub-organizations that
have been largely overlooked. If we want to better understand the political class of tomorrow and
the representation trends that will shape our democracies, we need to look at the youth wings of
today.
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Online Appendix

Additional supporting information may be found in the Online Appendix section at the end of the
article:

Table B1. Australia.
Table B2. Italy.
Table C1. Correlation matrix.
Table C2. Crosstab of the two dependent variables, row percentages.
Table C3. Men and women youth wing members.
Table C4. Frequency table for the two dependent variables including the ‘don’t know’ option.
Table D1. Desire to stand as candidates, by youth wing.
Table D2. Desire to work for the party, by youth wing.
Table D3. Desire to stand as candidates and work for the party, by country.
Table D4. Desire to stand as candidates and work for the party, by party ideology.
Table D5. Desire to stand as candidates and work for the party, only among women.
Table D6. Desire to stand as candidates and work for the party, excluding one country at a time.
Table D7. Desire to stand as candidates, excluding one youth wing at a time.
Table D8. Desire to work for the party, excluding one youth wing at a time.
Table D9. Desire to stand as candidates (with non-ambitious including ‘don’t know’ answers).
Table D10. Desire to work for the party (with non-ambitious including ‘don’t know’ answers).
Table D11. Desire to stand as candidates (sample weighted by frequency of youth wings).
Table D12. Desire to work for the party (sample weighted by frequency of youth wings).
Table D13. Desire to stand as candidates (sample weighted by ideological orientation)
Table D14. Desire to work for the party (sample weighted by ideological orientation).
Figure D1. Desire to stand as candidates: predicted probabilities from ordered logit regression.
Figure D2. Desire to work for the party: predicted probabilities from ordered logit regression.

Notes

1. For monthly data on the percentage of women in parliaments around the world, see https://data.ipu.org/.
2. Youth wings are party sub-organizations open to young members between specific ages. While the lower

and upper limits can vary between parties, they usually comprise young people between at least 18 and 26.
According to Allern and Verge (2017, p. 119), 78 per cent of parties in Western democracies have youth wings,
well ahead of the next most frequent sub-organization, which is women’s groups (41 per cent).

3. Following Schlesinger (1966), Kolltveit (2021, p. 3) conceptualizes progressive ambition as ‘the wish to reach
higher positions of power’. In the case of elected roles in Kolltveit’s study, these include prime minister, cabinet
minister, member of parliament, mayor and local councillor.

4. The countries were France, Germany, Hungary, Norway, Spain and the United Kingdom.
5. While the ALP and LP in Australia, and PSOE and PP in Spain, have been the principal centre-left and

centre-right parties in their countries for decades, the case of Italy is more complicated. The centre-left PD
is unquestionably the main party of the left in Italy, but the centre-right FI is no longer the leading party on the
right (having been surpassed since 2018 by two populist radical right parties, the League and Brothers of Italy).
For the sake of comparability with the other cases, we chose to stick with FI, despite its recent electoral decline.

© 2022 The Authors. European Journal of Political Research published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of European Consortium for Political Research.
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6. See https://data.ipu.org/women-ranking?month=4&year=2022.
7. Anthony Albanese (ALP), Enrico Letta (PD), and Pablo Casado (PP).
8. In Australia, the ALP has set a 50 per cent quota of women among its representatives and party staff, to be

met by 2025 (ALP National Constitution, 2018, article 19). By contrast, the Liberal Party rejects quotas as
not meritocratic. In Italy, the PD has a 50 per cent quota for women candidates and party officials (Partito
Democratico statute, 2021, article 3). FI stipulates that at least one third of candidates and those in internal
party positions must be either men or women (Forza Italia statute, 2017, article 9bis). In Spain, the PSOE has
established the rule that neither women nor men should constitute less than 40 per cent of candidates and party
executive members (PSOE statute, 2021, article 3.7). By contrast, the PP rejects quotas and has only adopted
‘vague goals for gender balance’ (Verge 2012, p. 399).

9. See Online Appendix A for detailed information on the survey distribution process.
10. We thank Jose Rama for translating the Spanish survey and contacting the national leaders of the Spanish two

youth wings during this initial phase.
11. See Online Appendix B for more information on the geographical coverage of our survey.
12. As we did not possess the population parameters of the youth wings’ memberships, we could not weight our

survey results to adjust for representativeness. While this is a limitation of our study, especially as concerns the
gender distribution of memberships, our approach is in line with other membership studies where the population
was unknown (e.g. Bale et al., 2020; Bolin et al., 2022).

13. Mair and van Biezen (2001, p. 7) observe that parties are ‘not very reliable sources for data on party
membership’ and ‘are often likely to claim larger (active) memberships than seems in fact to be the case’.

14. Of those youth wing members who answered this question (n = 2,348), 18 per cent had been in the youth wing
for less than a year. The proportion of women and men members who left the survey at this stage was similar
(22% and 17%, respectively).

15. The percentages of respondents who chose the ‘don’t know’ option for standing as a candidate: AYL 16.1; YL
14.7; GD 3.5; FIG 0; JSE 12.8; NNGG 8.1. The equivalent percentages of ‘don’t know’ responses regarding
working for the party were: AYL 10.9; YL 9; GD 1.9; FIG 0.7; JSE 12.2; NNGG 8.1. As shown in Table C4
in Online Appendix C, the differences between the proportions of women and men replying ‘don’t know’ are
negligible for both types of ambition.

16. Despite the very few cases of respondents with only a primary level of education (0.3 per cent), we have
tested our models also with a categorical variable for educational attainment. The results are in line with those
presented below.

17. See Table C3 in Online Appendix C for these figures.
18. Binomial logistic regression suits the structure of the data, since robustness tests for outlier effects were all

within standard acceptable margins with no major issues reported that could bias the findings. Moreover, tests
for multicollinearity were conducted to check that the independent variables were not highly correlated with
one another. The Pearson Correlation Coefficient Test indicated that the independent variables were weakly
correlated with one another, with the highest correlation being between age and level of education at 0.35. The
full correlation matrix can be found in Table C1 in Online Appendix C.

19. Further analyses show that the statistical significance of gender in Model 7 is driven by the Spanish centre-left
JSE, since men in that youth wing express the desire to work for the party to a larger extent than women (Table
D2 in Online Appendix D). However, this effect is recorded only in one out of our six youth wings and does
not hold when weighting our results according to the number of respondents for each youth wing and for party
ideological orientation (see Tables D12 and D14 in Online Appendix D).
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