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ABSTRACT 
 

 

This study explores the reasons for gender inequality in the lower chambers of the 

British and Polish Parliaments. The barriers to women’s political advance are 

investigated through elite interviews with women MPs with the aim of identifying 

and exploring the socio-cultural, socio-economic and structural factors which 

account for gender imbalance in national parliaments.  

The research examines these factors from the perspectives of those most involved: 

the women MPs. Through qualitative, semi-structured interviews, I examine the 

similarities and differences in the views of women politicians from countries with 

different electoral systems, contrasting models of equality guarantees and different 

historical and democratic cultures.   

The findings from the study illustrate the impact of cultural stereotypes on women 

who seek to join the political arena, the influence that media bias in the 

representation of women’s political activity has on female politicians and the extent 

of the restrictions associated with a male dominated environment. This research also 

addresses structural difficulties such as electoral systems and different types of 

equality provisions introduced in each country to help women parliamentary 

candidates. In addition, this study provides some indication of the way forward for 

the achievement of gender parity.  

The results provide clear support for the argument that gender balance cannot be 

achieved without challenging stereotypes and, most of all, without introducing 
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measures to educate young girls on political careers. Within the same context, the 

biases of the media in promoting gender stereotypes and the untouchable power of 

social media have been identified.  The findings also suggest a need to re-think the 

use of gender quotas, supporting these as a short-term solution but resisting the 

involvement of governments in gender equality issues, indicating that this should be 

dealt with by the political parties. The thesis also offers insights into the importance 

of behavioural patterns that men and women in power have learned though their 

socialisation, an issue largely missed in the existing literature.   
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

 

If the first woman God ever made was strong enough to turn the world upside 
down all alone, together women ought to be able to turn it right side up 
again (Sojourner Truth 1797-1883 in Genius, 2015: np) 

 

In the past fifty years, more interest in political gender equality has been shown 

globally and some progress in this domain has been made. Nevertheless, the degree 

of women’s presence in any position of power still remains low. Despite the efforts 

of the United Nations in promoting women’s rights during their four World 

Conferences on Women (in 1975, 1980, 1985, and 1995) and various feminist 

movements (Sadia, 2013), the reality is that women‘s position in the modern world 

still suffers from a significant lack of gender parity.  One of the sectors where this has 

very often been taken for granted is the under-representation of women in politics. 

Moreover, when compared to the world’s movement on gender equality in other 

professions, the rise of the number of women in parliaments clearly hallmarks the 

struggle women still face to reach the political elite.    

Many scholars have attempted to identify the reasons why the number of women 

MPs in national parliaments is consistently low. Despite various regulatory and 

constitutional guarantees used by political parties, gender parity in national 

parliaments is far from being within close reach. In many democratic countries the 

proportion of women in the lower chambers of the parliaments never gets beyond 

30 per cent (excluding the Nordic countries, which are the exceptions). Therefore it 

is important to question what affects women’s candidacy and how parliamentary 
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gender balance could be achieved. What’s more, there are significant similarities and 

differences in the views of those most involved in parliamentary work, the women 

MPs, on the difficulties women face on their way to parliament. However, they also 

differ when talking about the possible ways forward to increase the number of 

women MPs and when reflecting on equality promotion strategies. 

 

Limitations of previous work: the knowledge gap 

 

To date there has been little agreement on the foundations of the impediments to 

women’s political advance and on a realistic way forward to tackle gender 

parliamentary imbalance. Therefore, the role of this thesis is to explore the 

complexity of the barriers that women face on their way to the political top by 

collecting women MPs’ own narratives around the key issues. Recent literature offers 

variety of assessments on difficulties that women are facing in their political career 

such as socio-cultural factors (Paxton and Kunovich, 2003; Kunovich, 2003; Welzel et 

al., 2003; Shedova, 2005; Ruedin, 2012; Krook, 2010). Also a large number of scholars 

highlight the impact of socio-economic influences when examining the absence of 

women in the male dominated political environment (Adamski, 1984; Velzel et al., 

2003; Shedova, 2005; Inglehart and Velzel, 2005). Similarly, debate continues about 

the best strategies to increase the number of women in parliaments, some arguing 

for the use of equality guarantees (Ballington and Karam, 2005; Childs et al., 2005; 

Dahlerup, 2005; Larserud and Taphorn, 2007; Kelly and White, 2009; Dahlerup and 
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Freidenvall, 2011; Zukowski, 2011). But at the same time, others question the 

fairness of these equality promotion policies (Drake, 2001; Squires, 2007; Zukowski, 

2011). History has shown that some of the political practices prove controversial; 

with claims made that they are discriminatory against the other gender. This 

especially applies to the all-women-shortlists, an affirmative action used by the 

Labour Party in the British Parliament.  However, there have been fewer studies 

which have investigated the views of the women, who are most involved in 

parliamentary work, the women MPs.   

Further, while most research reveals some reasons for the lack of women’s 

participation in parliaments, few indicate clear and structured ways to tackle gender 

parliamentary disparity. One of the few exceptions is a book published by the OSCE 

Officer for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (2015), which gives some 

guidance on promoting women’s participation in politics. This publication indicates 

possible ways to influence the gatekeepers to promote more women in politics and 

demonstrates many advantages of having more women in the political environment. 

However, while this book emphasises why there should be more women in politics 

and indicates some working strategies to achieve this, at the same time it fails to take 

account of how important some of the issues are to women politicians themselves. 

The voices of female MPs on what is least and most important to them is still missing 

from the overall picture, especially when they can be based in different countries 

with different electoral procedures and different views on democracy.  
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The argument in brief 

 

Scholarly advocates of gender equality indicate that the disparity between men and 

women compromises democracy in any country. Women’s under-representation in 

parliaments not only undermines the metaphorical and tangible symbol of 

democracy, but affects the female population as whole. This is due to lack of voice 

for women’s issues and failure to promote women as equal in the society. Therefore, 

despite attempts already made by scholars and academics to explain gender 

parliamentary imbalance, I argue that new suggestions explaining the political 

exclusion of women and indications of new developments in this field are still 

necessary. As women’s presence in parliaments is advancing very slowly when 

compared to other professions, I have aimed in this research not only to explore the 

reasons for women’s parliamentary imbalance, but at the same time to illuminate 

the relative importance of the electoral processes and the role of political parties in 

promoting or obstructing women’s entrance into politics. Moreover, this research 

reviews the divergent views of women MPs on the difficulties of being a woman 

parliamentarian and their opinions about the best way forward to decrease gender 

gaps in national parliaments. The study critically evaluates the backgrounds and 

foundations of the difficulties that women face in joining the political elite and while 

being in office. This thesis presents research conducted in two countries, the UK and 

Poland, and obtains the views of forty seven women MPs from the House of 

Commons and the Polish Sejm on the restrictions women face when joining the 

political arena.   
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As this research was conducted into the perceptions of individual women MPs, the 

study is not only able to test the effects of gender disparity on the individual, but also 

to illustrate the similarities and differences in their views on how important certain 

issues are in this debate.  I have also assumed that the answers to questions on what 

affects women’s electoral chances will depend on the length of women MPs’ 

parliamentary experience, their personal circumstances and their political views. By 

applying an open-ended approach to the questions asked to each individual and by 

building the necessary level of trust with my interviewees (which was based partly 

on my own political work as a councillor) I managed to obtain a variety of extended 

answers about their difficulties when standing for election and their experiences of 

being women and MPs.   

Furthermore, this thesis pays attention to the impact of the different electoral 

systems in the two countries on women’s candidacy. In the existing literature, the 

Proportional Representation (PR) system is claimed by some scholars to be more 

favourable to women than the First-Past-The-Post (FPTP), single member 

constituency (see for example Ruedin, 2012). However in opposition some academics 

state that there are no clear differences between them (illustrated by Brooks et al., 

1990). For example, Kosa-Kovacs (2004) claims that in Eastern and Central Europe, 

electoral system does not have an impact on women’s political participation. I will 

therefore demonstrate in this thesis that PR does not make a significant impact on 

the number of women MPs in the lower chamber of the Polish parliament when 

compared to the UK’s FPTP. Moreover, I expand on the role of political parties’ 

involvement in helping women during elections and provide an answer to the 
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question as to whether the government should take a more active approach in 

promoting women’s entry to parliamentary office.  

Another issue that I explore in this thesis is the impact of the male dominated political 

environment on women MPs. I demonstrate the impact of sexism on women’s desire 

to enter politics and also, what is largely missed in previous research, I identify the 

physical and behavioural similarities and differences between men and women and 

their impact on women’s political activity. In this context, I likewise illustrate the 

impact of a critical mass on the (relative) feminisation of the parliament. I also 

identify the impact of media coverage on women MPs, expanding on their lack of 

control over their representation by broadcast social media, something that is again 

often missed in the existing literature. Finally, I indicate the fundamental role of 

family responsibilities and illustrate its impact on women’s political involvement. I 

illustrate this by expanding on the culture of each country which has a predominant 

impact on the family support that is necessary for the demanding parliamentary 

profession. I also indicate the differences between the parliamentary career and 

careers in other professions. Specifically, women MPs are not only exposed to 

extensive travelling, but to living in two locations throughout their parliamentary 

involvement.  

Overall, the main aim of this project is to underline and encapsulate the main barriers 

that women face on their way to political elites with evidence obtained directly from 

those most involved in the struggle, the women MPs. My priority was not to forage 

into a sociological interpretation of the results, but to be accessible by wider 
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audiences such as policy-makers and to propose strategies that will really assist 

women in their journeys to their countries’ parliaments.  

 

Case selection: the UK’s House of Commons and the Polish Sejm 

 

What makes this research unique is the comparison between two countries: the 

United Kingdom and Poland. At the time of the fieldwork both countries had similar 

numbers of females in the lower chambers of their parliaments (UK 23 per cent, 

Poland: 24 per cent), but at the same time maintained different electoral systems 

(UK: FPTP, Poland: PR) and had experimented with different types of gender equality 

promotion strategies (in the UK: all-women-shortlists and A-lists: in Poland: a 35% 

quota). The countries also differ in their development as democracies; the UK’s 

established democracy contrasting with Poland’s relatively new democratic status.  

Therefore, the opinions of British and Polish MPs provide an excellent testing ground 

for uncovering any common difficulties women face on their way to parliament, and 

then in gaining top cabinet positions once elected. This comparison equally enables 

me to study the similarities and differences in the perceptions of women MPs on 

gender inequality and their views on possible ways to improve the gender balance 

within national parliaments. It also allows me to examine in more depth the use of 

equality guarantees and analyse their influence on the individual and their impact on 

the parliamentary gender balance. Overall, the aim of the thesis is to provide detailed 
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accounts of what feels like to be a woman MP in the UK’s House of Commons and in 

the Sejm of the Republic of Poland, in terms of day to day practices.  

 

Thesis overview 

 

In the following chapters I illustrate women’s lack of parity in the two national 

parliaments (the UK and Poland) despite different socio-cultural and socio-economic 

variables. The thesis is presented in five main chapters: review of related literature 

(Chapter II), research design (Chapter III), data analysis and findings emerging from 

interviews with women MPs from the UK and Poland (Chapters IV and V), and 

similarities and differences in the views of British and Polish women MPs on gender 

inequality (Chapter VI).  

The review of related literature chapter draws on the opinions and findings of 

scholars and researchers on the difficulties that women face when choosing a 

political career. It gives a global overview of the problem followed by introducing the 

measures taken to help women to enter parliaments. It also considers the impact of 

electoral systems on gender parliamentary imbalance through the selection, 

promotion and election processes.  

The research design chapter sketches the background to this study by introducing 

both countries electorally and culturally, emphasising the similarities and differences 

between the UK and Poland and their parliaments. This chapter also illustrates the 
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difficulties that arise when carrying out international research and justifies the 

methods used to conduct the data collection. I highlight the difficulties involved in 

interviewing the political elites and the complications of gathering data in two 

different languages. I also outline the ethical considerations involved in my research 

and introduce my approach to empirical data analysis. Finally, I identify the 

limitations of the methodology chosen for this research. 

 

The following chapters present the empirical evidence from carrying out interviews 

with women MPs in both countries. These chapters classify the variables associated 

with gender parliamentary imbalance into five main categories: (i) gender similarities 

and differences, (ii) family, (iii) distortions, (iv) structural pros and cons, and (v) ways 

to gender equality. Chapters IV and Chapter V provide empirical evidence on the 

backgrounds of the British and Polish MPs, and the difficulties they faced on their 

way to the political top. I also examine the challenges they face once reaching a 

position of power. The extent of women’s struggle to join the political elite is 

emphasised, as well as their experiences during their parliamentary work.  I also 

present the opinions of women MPs on how to improve the gender balance in politics 

and discuss how important gender related issues are to the interviewees.  The results 

chapter (chapter VI) assesses the similarities and differences in the women MPs’ 

views about parliamentary gender disparity. The intention in this chapter is to 

highlight contrasts and connections in the opinions of women in power in the two 

countries. This chapter’s aim is also to illustrate what aspects are the most and least 
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important to British and Polish women MPs, when discussing gender imbalance in 

the House of Commons and the Sejm of the Republic of Poland.   

Finally, chapter VII provides an overall conclusion to my research by summarising this 

study through illustrations of my data analysis and findings. This chapter identifies 

the theoretical implications of this study, and emphasises the importance of the 

research topic and indicates issues for future research. It also indicates some 

limitations in carrying out cross-national research and dealing with political elites.  
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE 

 

INTRODUCTION 

     

Past research offers a variety of examples and explanations of women’s under-

representation in politics and expresses women’s determination to join the political 

establishment. Moreover, researchers and scholars have identified numerous 

difficulties explaining why women are not equally successful to men in joining 

parliamentary life.  The simple fact that Nelson and Chowdhury (1994:3) are able to 

note that ‘in no country do women have political status, access, or influence equal to 

men’ underlines the significance of this topic. Furthermore, as a result of this under-

representation, men still dominate the political arena and the image of 

parliamentarians definitely shows a man's face (Zukowski, 2011; IPU, 2012). This 

chapter focuses on the variety of rationales across the literature accounting for 

women’s under-representation in parliamentary bodies, such as socio-cultural and 

socio-economic factors; the media’s portrayal of women politicians; women’s issues 

and male domination of the parliamentary environment. Furthermore, the structural 

and representational obstacles to women’s political careers, such as different 

electoral systems and orientation of political party are explored through the 

selection, promotion and election processes. In addition, this chapter reviews key 

debates among scholars about strategies introduced by political parties in order to 

increase the number of women in politics. Additionally, this chapter also explains the 
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difficulties that arise when attempts are made to implement these equality 

promotion policies. This is due to the claims made by many scholars that gender 

guarantees are controversial and there is an on-going dispute about their impact on 

the other gender (Squires, 2007; Warowski, 2007; Zukowski, 2011). However, there 

is still little understanding on the true balance between the use of these equality 

promotions, their short and long term effectiveness and their impact on various 

barriers that are responsible for the lack of gender parity in parliaments. Thus, 

equally the purpose of this chapter is to identify the limitations of current studies in 

this domain and emphasize the apparent effectiveness of gender quotas.  

Women’s organisations and political movements are also discussed in this chapter as 

they make a significant impact on the increase in public awareness about political 

gender inequality and so this chapter explores and examines these findings from the 

existing literature on women’s under-representation in national politics across new 

and established democracies. Finally, the chapter gives an introduction to the 

research that has been carried out for this thesis by providing some statistical data 

on the United Kingdom and Poland and summarises the limitations of current studies 

in this domain.   
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Outline of the problem 

 

There are very few jobs that actually require a penis or vagina. All other jobs 
should be open to everybody (Florynce Kennedy1 (1916-2000) cited in 
Krolokke and Sorensen, 2006: 8). 

 

Multiple sources in the current literature on women’s political under-representation 

refer to a variety of women’s movements in highlighting wider path of this 

phenomenon.  According to Krolokke and Sorensen (2006), women’s struggles for 

civil and political rights have their roots in 1848, when the first women’s movement 

originated in the US. However, the historian Ellen Carol DuBois (1999) claims that 

women have actively taken part in various protests about their civil and political 

rights before 1848. But, the importance of women’s role in legislative bodies has 

been intensely acknowledged since the beginning of the 20th century (Lovenduski and 

Karam, 2002; King, 2005). From the 1970s, women’s marginal presence in 

parliaments around the world emerged as an important social and political issue 

(Inglehart and Norris, 2003; Wawrowski, 2007; Ballington 2009). What’s more, 

Bradley (2007) claims that in the 70’s, the issue of gender become important to study 

by scholars and academics. A range of global public surveys carried out between 1995 

and 2005 suggested that public awareness of gender inequality in the political sphere 

has risen significantly (Knapik, 2009). Further, feminist theorists have incorporated 

gender under-representation and power by interlinking them with aspects of 

political, sociological, cultural and structural factors. These factors include gender 

                                                           
1 Florynce Rae ‘Flo’ Kennedy (February 11, 1916 – December 22, 2000), was an American lawyer, activist, civil rights advocate, 

and feminist. 
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differences regarding the law, policies, education and occupation (Dalton and 

Klingemann, 2007).  

As statistical data suggests, the proportion of women in the population around varies 

marginally, but remains around 50 per cent (Krook, 2010; Adams, 2011; BIS, 2011; 

Dave, 2011; Ruedin, 2012; UNSD, 2012), therefore the importance of equal access to 

decision making for women cannot be ignored (Ballington and Karam, 2005; Haffert 

et al., 2010). I will therefore start my discussion with Abdela’s (2010:18) argument 

that ‘democracy is not democracy when over half of the population are not fully 

represented’ and ‘the achievement of democracy presupposes a genuine partnership 

between men and women in the conduct of the affairs of society’ (IPU, 1997:2). 

Furthermore, many scholars claim that equal gender representation is a necessity for 

a democratic society (Norris, 1996; Dahlerup and Freidenvall, 2008; Kampichler and 

Machovcova, 2008; Abdela, 2010; Pawlowski and Kierulf-Dubrow, 2011; Gwiazda, 

2014). Moreover, Gwiazda (2014: 3) claims that in the contemporary democracy, 

‘representative government has become the norm’ and representation represents 

‘the making present in some sense of something which is nevertheless not present 

literally in fact’ (Pitkin, 1967: 8-9).  

There is also an increasing body of literature on the representation of women in 

legislative life that explores whether women legislators behave differently from men, 

questioning whether women have different priorities and style, and whether they act 

in a more liberal or radical way than men (Phillips, 1995). For instance, some studies 

have indicated that gender differences between men and women have an impact on 
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political priorities and leadership styles (Norris, 2006a; Thomas and Welch, 2008). 

Likewise, having more women in parliament has an effect in prioritising legislative 

procedures such as issues of childcare, family matters and health care systems 

(Phillips, 1995). Female MPs’ priorities are considered to be more human-oriented 

and are often abandoned by male politicians, as it is perceived their main interest lies 

in other aspects of public need (Norris, 2006a). In contrast, a survey carried out in 

the Norwegian Parliament revealed that there was categorically no overlap reported 

in men's and women's interests. In this sense the interviews express clear gender 

stereotyping – a stereotyping which reveals how a majority of the ‘Norwegian 

political elite, men and women alike, have internalized conceptualizations of male 

and female areas of political concern’ (Skjeie, 2002: 2). 

Additionally some politicians such as Mitchell2 claim that: ‘more female MPs would 

make the Commons less exciting and more preoccupied with family issues and small 

problems rather than big ideas’. He went on to say that the ‘feminisation of the 

Labour Party has meant older men are being replaced by more amenable and 

leadable women who are unable to focus on international issues’ (Mitchell cited in 

Baxter, 2014: np).  Mitchell’s strong opinion initiated a powerful responses from 

women such as for example Johanna Baxter3 who strongly responded that Mitchell 

had ‘brought shame’ to Parliamentary Labour Party with his ‘bucket of bile’ (Baxter, 

2014: np). She also stated that Mitchell was ‘ageist and sexist-in the extreme’ and 

                                                           
2 Austin Vernon Mitchell:  a British Labour Party politician who was the Member of Parliament for Great Grimsby from a 1977 

by-election to 2015. 
3 Johanna Baxter has been a CLP Representative on Labour's NEC since November 2010 and is also currently CLP secretary for 

Camberwell & Peckham constituency, a position she has held for 10 years. She is also chair of the Southwark Labour 

Campaigns Forum.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Labour_Party_(UK)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Politician
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Member_of_Parliament
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Grimsby_(UK_Parliament_constituency)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Grimsby_by-election,_1977
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Grimsby_by-election,_1977
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom_general_election,_2015
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that he ‘confirmed every disengaged voter’s fear about the politicians-that they’re 

only in for themselves-and showed us exactly why we need all-women-shortlists and 

why politics needs to change’ (Baxter, 2014: np). Mitchell’s quote demonstrates how 

deep the masculine culture of the parliament still pre-exists and exemplifies the need 

of changes in gender political equality. Furthermore as Baxter (2014) indicates, 

Mitchell’s opinion also demonstrates that the implementation of legal regulations is 

necessary to help the advancement of women’s presence in parliaments.   

 

Fighting structural and representational obstacles 

 

As a starting point for the complex discussion of how women exert their desire to 

join the political elite, and the ways in which this struggle is pursued, it is worth 

putting forward Kittilson’s (2006) claim that women’s under-representation in 

parliaments cannot be explained by legal barriers or their lack of political interest and 

involvement. The above claim however, have been challenged by other scholars, 

demonstrating that the impact of more significant factors such as electoral systems 

has to be taken into consideration when establishing the reasons for gender 

imbalance in parliaments (Norris, 2006b).  In addition, Ruedin (2012) illustrates that 

a change in attitudes towards women politicians could be very effective in 

introducing equal gender proportions in parliaments, as more women would come 

forward, allowing them to be acknowledged by the parties and the voters. However 

it is important to question whether the number of elected women relates to attitudes 

rather than voting patterns.  
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It is worth considering also the question of who prevents the exertion of women’s 

desire to join the political elite, for example the media representation of women 

political leaders has to be discussed. Media can make or break reputation of female 

politicians (Marszalek-Kawa, 2010, Zukowski, 2011; Ross and Comrie, 2012). Many 

researchers illustrate that the balance of media coverage relating to the image of 

women politicians versus male politicians has been significantly unequal, presenting 

women in a distorted manner (Marszalek-Kawa, 2010, Zukowski, 2011).  

As this thesis aims to go beyond the difficulties that women have to overcome 

regarding structural and representational obstacles, I also illustrate some legal and 

voluntary strategies that have been utilised, which have not only helped to facilitate 

political activities, but also helped to reduce the constraints to women’s political 

involvement. For example, in the UK one of the bases for the movements towards 

gender equality was the Sex Discrimination Act 1975. According to this act and in 

subsequent interpretation in the wider contest, discrimination applies when women 

are disadvantaged when compared to men and it is a general duty of public 

authorities to promote equality and eradicate unlawful prejudice. Also this act 

indicates the importance of the elimination of harassment and sexual aggravation. 

Additionally, amendments to the Sex Discrimination Act 1975 have been applied. 

These include the Sex Discrimination (Election Candidates) Act 2002, which allows 

political parties to use all-women-shortlists to select candidates for parliamentary 

elections, elections to the European Parliament, elections to the Scottish Parliament, 

elections to the National Assembly for Wales, and most local government elections. 

This amendment was a result of a claim made against Labour’s all-women-shortlists 
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prior to the 1997 British general election by two members of the Labour Party who 

claimed that this provision ‘constituted unlawful discrimination’ (Russell, 2001:5) and 

breaches  the Sex Discrimination Act 1975. Subsequently all these acts were 

consolidated in the Equality Act 2010. Additionally, various international 

commitments have been made in order to help women to overcome gender 

inequality issues, such as the 1979 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and the adoption of the 1995 UN Beijing 

Platform for Action (PFA) (Walby, 2004; Norris, 2006a; Sawer, 2010). These measures 

and the establishment of some women’s organisations has proven successful in 

increasing female participation in politics as women are able to support each other 

and build political awareness about the problem of gender inequality (IPU, 1999; 

EGM/BPFA/MD-MDG, 2005; ICRW, 2010). The literature review section also 

emphasises the introduction of some measures such as voluntary/ statutory gender 

quotas as a framework to regulate gender equality (Norris, 2006a; Sawer, 2010). 
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DIFFICULTIES THAT CHALLENGE WOMEN POLITICIANS IN THEIR JOURNEY TO THE 

PARLIAMENT: GLOBAL OVERVIEW 

 

Overall statistical data 

Past research offers evidence on women’s parliamentary involvement and various 

statistical data regarding this issue has been established by researchers through 

national and international studies. According to Stockemer (2007), in 1950 women’s 

parliamentary representation across 27 European Countries was on average 5.4 per 

cent and this continued until the 1960s. The only differences could be noticed in 

Nordic countries, where women’s representation in the 1950s was higher than 10 

per cent, establishing its roots as the highest in Europe over the last 30 years 

(Dahlerup and Freidenvall, 2008). However, further statistical evidence reveals that 

after the 1960s there was a slight increase in women’s representation globally 

(Ballington and Karam, 2005).  Ruedin’s (2012) analysis of the Inter-Parliamentary 

Union’s (2006) data found that in countries with smaller populations and 

parliaments, women’s representation was lower. This could be due to a limited 

number of seats available in small chambers, where a single seat can be as much as 

7 per cent of all seats (IPU, 2006a; Ruedin, 2012). Also, the low number in women’s 

parliamentary representation is influenced by different causes such as social and 

political changes, increases in economic growth (Walby, 2004) and formulation of 

party quotas (IPU, 2006a; IPU, 2006b). Currently women’s representation in 

European countries comprises on average around 20 per cent (Stockemer, 2007; IPU, 

2011) as presented in Figures 1 and 2. 
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Figure 1: Average percentage of women in Parliaments Worldwide in 2015 

Source: Amended from: IPU (2015a)  

As shown in Figure 1 above, the average of number of women in parliament globally 

in 2015 is still low. Although there are variations between different  global regions 

due to factors such as political and electoral systems, cultural challenges or the 

introduction of equality promotion strategies, overall women are still greatly 

underrepresented, averaging around a figure of 22 per cent of world parliaments. 

The only exceptions are Nordic countries achieving women’s representation in the 

parliaments of over 40 per cent due to various factors which are discussed in the next 

part of this chapter.  
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Figure 2:  Percentage of parliamentary seats in single or lower chambers occupied by 

women in 2015 (member states of OECD45 )  

Source: Amended from: (Cracknell, 2015; IPU, 2015b) 

* Colour coding for Figure 2: different types of electoral systems 

       Proportional Representation (PR)                  First-Past-The-Post (FPTP)                      Mixed Members Proportional (MMP)  

        Parallel                                                           Two Round                                   Single Transferrable Votes (STV) 

Figure 2 illustrates the percentages of women in parliaments in countries belonging 

to OECD.  It is visible that majority of the countries hold the PR electoral system. It 

also is noticeable that the leaders on the chart indicating the biggest percentage of 

women MPs belong to the countries with the so-called women’s friendly PR 

                                                           
 

 

5 OECD: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development- an international economic organisation founded in 1961. 

Comprises of countries committed to democracy and the market economy, providing a platform to compare policy 
experiences, seek answers to common problems, identify good practices, and co-ordinate domestic and international policies 
of its members. 
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electoral system. However, it is also visible that countries with other types of 

electoral systems are still placed in a higher position on this figure.  

Socio-cultural factors and the need to change stereotypes 

The caring responsibilities that most women carry in relation to the young, 
the sick and the old - not to mention the able-bodied men - act as a powerful 
barrier to their political involvement; while the cultural constructions of 
politics are primarily a matter for the men [sic] work to disadvantage those 
women who still put themselves forward (Phillips, 1992: 71).  

 

According to more recent studies the above statement is still viable, therefore it can 

be argued that the current literature explaining gender parliamentary equality still 

indicates socio-cultural aspects as a barrier to women’s political advancement (Norris 

and Inglehart, 2008; Rosenbluth et al., 2015). As Bleir (1986:2) observed in the past, 

‘our culture is deeply and fundamentally structured socially, politically, ideologically, 

and conceptually by gender as well as by race, class, and sexuality’. These primary 

structures are grounded on the ideology of political theory and whether we take into 

consideration the feminist political theory or liberal democratic theory, the concept 

of gender in this context leads to reflection on modern society, and its relationship 

to equality issues. Numerous studies have concentrated on aspects of social and 

cultural relationships regarding gender imbalance in the political sphere. Scholars 

suggest that some aspects of women’s parliamentary disparity are related to socio-

cultural factors (Shvedova, 2005; Debski, 2006; Lovenduski, 2012). This category 

covers matters such as acceptance of women in politics, their representation in 

media coverage, religion, traditional family values (Norris and Inglehart, 2001; 

Ruedin, 2012) and performance of different roles in society (Vallance, 1979; Sawer, 
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2000; Siemienska, 2000). Where socio-cultural barriers are concerned, women 

candidates are discouraged from taking part in public life (Ruedin, 2012). For example 

in the past, some women MPs have felt that being an MP classifies them as ‘not being 

a woman’ (Vallance, 1979: 49) and being immortalised as aliens rather than 

respected members of the parliament (Puwar, 1997). Additionally, Czesnik (2007) 

argues that girls are already excluded from being involved politically at a young age 

due to the belief that politics is mainly for boys and overall ‘women who hold political 

power are the abnormality rather than being the norm’ (Sroda, 2009: 11). 

Furthermore, according to former British MP Ms Anderson6:  

A first-class woman will compete with first-class men. A second-class woman 
will lose to a second-class man. A woman, to succeed, has to be better than 
her male counterpart (Vallance, 1979: 95). 

 

This perspective in echoed by Maureen Reagan’s7 claim: ‘I will feel equality has 

arrived when we can elect to office women who are as incompetent as some of the 

men who are already there’ (Regan cited in Shiers, 2008: 214). In comparison, young 

boys are inculcated with the status of leadership, helping to activate their political 

interest from an early stage of their life (Vallance, 1979; Czesnik, 2007). This leads to 

another trend which is an association of women with a ‘sex-role’ belonging to the 

‘woman’s place’ (Ross, 2002:17; Marszalek-Kawa, 2010) where the woman’s 

kingdom is her home (Marszalek-Kawa, 2010). Moreover, a considerable amount of 

literature has been published on cultural beliefs regarding family responsibilities 

                                                           
6 Miss Harvie Anderson:  Former British Conservative MP for Renfrewshire East 
7 Maureen Reagan: daughter of the US President Ronald Regan 
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(Vallance, 1979; Adamski, 1984; IPU, 1999; Fuszara and Tomaszewska, 2002; Platek, 

2004; Childs et al., 2005; UNICEF, 2007; Abdela, 2010; Pankow and Post, 2010; 

Zukowski, 2011). The literature dealing with cultural stereotypes reports that in 

general politics was for men and that a woman’s role was to care for family (Sloat, 

2004). For instance, there is a different cultural perspective of the woman who rises 

early to carry out cleaning duties and is perceived as being a ‘heroine’, whereas the 

cultural perspective for women politicians who work similar hours, appears to be that 

of being ‘unnatural women and mothers’ (Glenda Jackson8, cited in Ross, 2003:105). 

To add to the debate, women politicians have been perceived by the society as 

‘criminally selfish’ and accused of causing ‘damage to (their) child’s emotional 

development’ (Vallance, 1979:13). Overall, family responsibilities are considered as 

‘insuperable barriers’ to women’s political advancement (Sawer, 2000:10) as they 

have to accomplish the double role of ‘incorporated wife’ and ‘representative of the 

public’ (Sawer, 2000:11). 

To determine the effects of these cultural judgements, Adamski (1984:299) argues 

that ‘according to accepted common models, a good husband should earn money for 

the household and a good wife should look after the house and bring up the children’. 

Also Bradley (2007: 181) claims that ‘patriarchal family relations mean that women 

are treated as the possessions and servants of men’. In the above  purviews the 

question would be raised about whether women’s politics would be influenced by 

their male associates on whom they are believed to be dependent on such as 

                                                           
8 Glenda May Jackson:  British Labour Party MP and former actress. 
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husbands, fathers or brothers (Blau et al., 2002; Pankow and Post, 2010; Zukowski, 

2011). Thus the main ‘route to equality’ according to Friedrich Engels (cited in 

Bradley, 2007:36) was to ‘wage labour’ as through this direction the progression in 

gender balance could be achievable due to women freeing themselves from being 

dependent on their fathers and husbands.  

However, in the post-industrial era, where modernisation has taken place, more 

women have taken on employment, respectively reducing their family 

responsibilities by lowering the number of children (Wawrowski, 2007). 

Furthermore, according to du Vall (2009), women who have no family, no children, 

are divorced or retired could devote 100 per cent of their time to politics. To add to 

this debate, Bing and Bergvall (1996 cited in Walsh, 2001) point out that gender can 

be distinguished as a ‘ready- made identity marker’ (Bing and Bergvall, 1996 cited in 

Walsh, 2001: 15) and also state that ‘assertive women may be nudged back into their 

approved roles by being labelled aggressive bitches’ (Bing and Bergvall, 1996:6-7 

cited in Walsh, 2001: 14). 

In contrast, Krolokke and Sorensen (2006: 21) give an example of a Bitch Magazine 

debate about a descriptive insult to women:  

When it’s being used as an insult, bitch is most often hurled at women who 
speak their minds, who have opinions and don’t shy away from expressing 
them. If being an outspoken woman is being a bitch, we’ll take that as a 
compliment, thanks. 

 

Rosenbluth et al. (2015) go even further by linking the age of women with their 

political career. A recent survey of 84 countries around the world uncovered that the 
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average age of politically elected women lies between 45 and 50 (Rosenbluth et al., 

2015). One reason this could to due to is that women are considered to be 

responsible for raising their children and therefore waiting till their youngest 

reaching school-age. Rosenbluth et al. (2015:17) indicate this trend as an ‘evidence 

of the disproportionate burden on family work on women’.  This aspect is 

demonstrated for example by one female MP from the United Kingdom, who states 

that ‘being an older women has been the biggest obstacle towards my advancement 

in politics’, followed by a female MP from Iceland who admits: ‘I can never take a 

leadership position before my kids are older’ (Rosenbluth et al., 2015: 18,19). 

Additionally, some of the current literature identifies religion as an important player 

in women’s political under-representation. In some countries with strong Catholic 

practices, women’s participation in political life is restricted due to cultural beliefs of 

a woman’s traditional role as mother and wife (Inglehart, 1981; Habowski, 2002; 

Sloat, 2002; Heinen and Portet, 2009; Cienski, 2010; Krook, 2010; Ruedin, 2012). For 

example in Poland the image of a women was labelled by the church as ‘Polish-

mother’ who was at the same time the God’s and People’s mother (Heinen and 

Portet, 2009: 2). Catholic oppression on women’s rights in politics is in fact so strong 

that even today one of the few countries where women are not allowed to vote is 

Vatican City (Phillips and Gritzner, 2009). In comparison, studies have reported that 

in protestant countries women have taken more interest in politics (Inglehart, 1981; 

Adams, 2011) and their involvement in politics is higher (Kaiser, 2001; Wide, 2006 

cited in Wangnerud, 2009; Ruedin, 2012). Although the Catholic faith encourages its 

believers to be involved in political life, the opinion of the Vatican on women’s 
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involvement in politics differs (Sozanska, 2009). However resent research on gender 

political balance by Adams (2011) uncovered that in order to establish the impact of 

religion on women’s presence in politics, more important is to establish the intensity 

of certain faith in the country.  

Another important contribution to gender inequality in parliaments is the cultural 

attitude towards women politicians (Kunovich, 2003; Paxton and Kunovich, 2003; 

Krook, 2010). For example, due to traditional values in the Czech Republic during the 

communist period, women’s involvement in politics was regarded as inappropriate 

(Nelson and Chowdhury, 1994). Another example would be Poland between 1945 

and 1990 where the oppression of communism was very visible (Sakwa and Crouch, 

1978). Under that control, a woman’s role was associated with family responsibilities 

and that role was to ‘give birth to, nurture and teach children—the future generation 

of communist citizens’ (Armstrong, 2001: 2). In Poland the right to gender equality 

for women was associated with Western feminists and their aversion to men.  For 

example Polish women were presented driving tractors dressed in dungarees, job 

associated with men’s role (Fushara, 1991). This approach to gender equality 

involved the myth of Western women who demonstrated their independence by 

burning their bras (Sloat, 2004; Lee, 2014). However, since the 1990s as communism 

came to an end, liberal views have been enhanced giving women more freedom to 

speak and act in the political sphere (Nelson and Chowdhury, 1994). To the contrary, 

other academics claimed that: 

It turned out that the regime change did not entail a change with respect of 
gender relations. And when women understood and acknowledged this, they 
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withdrew from these spheres. So democracy does not come 
automatically…Only the toughest personalities were able to maintain their 
position…the rest of the women were serving coffee (Galligan et al., 2007). 

 

What’s more, in post-industrial and post-communist countries cultural barriers 

disappear among the younger generation, therefore their implications are not visible 

any longer (Norris and Inglehart, 2008). 

Although there is a need for change in attitudes to allow men and women to 

undertake collective work (Abdela, 2010), this has to be closely related to discourse 

changes in political language and in perceptions of women politicians not only among 

politicians but also the public (Wawrowski, 2007). For example, the World Values 

Survey carried out between 1997 and 2000 illustrated that in Poland 40 per cent of 

participants agreed with the statement that ‘On the whole men make better political 

leaders than women do’ (Stevens, 2007). Additionally, various researches illustrate 

that voters have less trust in women politicians (Marmola and Olszanecka cited in 

Turska-Kawa et al., 2012), are more hostile towards women candidates (Siemienska, 

2000; du Vall , 2009) and overall they prefer male candidates (Gorecki and 

Kukolowicz, 2014).  In comparison, when the same statement: ‘On the whole men 

make better political leaders than women do’ was presented to the British public in 

2005, only 15 per cent agreed with the declaration (Norris and Inglehart, 2008). 

Furthermore, Polish post-election studies regarding women’s representation in 

politics have shown that the above belief has decreased (Siemienska, 2005). 

However, Teigen and Wangnerud (2009) argue that although cultural aspects play an 

important role in women’s political advancement, transformation in gender culture 
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would be able to facilitate only some changes in women’s political representation 

(Teigen and Wangnerud, 2009). 

 

Media: friends or enemies of women politicians? 

Media are considered as ‘key players’ to women’s political activity as they expose 

their personal images (Opyd, 2014a: 138).   Many scholars exemplify that the balance 

of images presented by the media in respect of male and female politicians has been 

significantly unequal. As scholars and researchers illustrate, media ‘trivialise their 

[women’s] political contributions, undermine their political authority and, more 

generally, render them invisible’ (Ross, 2003:1; Bergstrom, 2013; OSCE, 2014). The 

evidence of women’s invisibility by the media is shown in a study comparing media 

coverage of Northern Irish candidates for the 1997 British General Election where 

women political candidates were significantly under-reported across 22 newspapers 

(Whittaker, 1999 cited in Ross, 2002). Additionally, for example, the research on 

media coverage of candidates during the 2011 general election in Poland confirmed 

significant gender bias in the representation of women politicians versus men 

politicians (Druciarek et al., 2012).  

 Also, if women politicians are allocated broadcasting time, female’s speeches are 

not only shortened in election campaigns (Siemienska, 2005; Marszalek-Kawa, 2010; 

Zukowski, 2011; Ross and Comrie, 2012) but rarely exceed 15 seconds (Norris and 

Lovenduski, 1995).  Further, after the 1997 election, the New Labour women MPs 
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were promoted by the media as ‘lobby-fodder’ (Lovenduski, 2001; Perkins and Ward, 

2001). The evidence of misleading presentation of women politicians by the media 

can be clearly seen in the case of 1997 British general election where British press 

described all newly elected women MPs as ‘Blair’s Babes’ (Campbell and Childs, 

2014). Please refer to Picture 1 in the Appendix 1. ‘Blair’s Babes’ was a disparaging 

and offensive description of women by the British press after successful 1997 

election (Bradley and Healy, 2008), where the number of females in the House of 

Commons doubled overnight (Kittilson, 2006).  What’s more, even nearly 20 years 

on, the media are still ambiguous towards women’s politicians for example 

representing them as ‘Cameron’s Cuties’ (London and Styles, 2014).  

Another argument raised by scholars related to media’s involvement in the coverage 

of women parliamentarians is that women’s political images are very often based on 

gender stereotypes (Walsh, 2001; Kroom and Ekstrom, 2008; Druciarek et al., 2012). 

Sturken and Cartwright’s (2001: 106) suggestion would be a good point of departure 

for this debate. Their interpretation of human images shows that:   

Images . . . provide a complex field in which power relations are exercised and 
looks are exchanged. As both spectators and subjects of images, we engage 
in and are subject to complex practices of looking and being looked at.   

 

For instance, images of the Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition during the signing of 

the Northern Ireland peace settlement (4 April 1998), show women politicians crying 

and hugging each other. Similar examples could be seen in the United Kingdom after 

the 2015 general election, where the article on the success of women MPs in The 

Independent, equally represents women hugging each other. Please refer to Picture 
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2 in the Appendix 1. This representation of women’s weakness and emotionality 

differed from the representation of men, who were characterised as strong, rational 

and strategic (Walsh, 2001). A case represented by Swedish politician: Gudrun 

Schyman9 justifies the above argument. She argued that media highlighted her 

femininity by: 

1. Highlighting physical aspects of her femininity that go in line with the 

conventional gender stereotype 

2. Inviting the reader into her mental and emotional world 

3. Defining her ‘crime’ as going against typical feminine behaviour and traits 

4. Relating her public persona to the feminine story-telling character of a 

princess (Kroom and Ekstrom, 2008:895) 

Also according to Szczepanska10 (cited in Marszalek-Kawa, 2010:183-184) journalists 

often make comments such as ‘women don’t know about politics’. Danuta Waniek, 

Chairperson of Polish National TV and Radio Council, argues that women are always 

represented as ‘unthinkable idiots’ who are only capable of buying a soap powder 

(Biuro Studiow i Ekspertyz Kancelarii Sejmu, 2003:56). Similarly, a Polish TV 

commentator Anna Brzozowska exposes some comments by Polish TV presenter 

Andrzej Kwiatkowski during the political programme called Prime Time whose 

standard statement was: ‘such stupid women, but what clever things they are saying’ 

(Biuro Studiow i Ekspertyz Kancelarii Sejmu, 2003: 77).  

                                                           
9 Gudrun Schyman: former leader of the Swedish  Left Wing Party 
10 Sonia Szczepanska, author of the article ‘Women: political animal’ 
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The portrayals of females in politics by media affect their reputations as political 

leaders. One of the examples is British MP Margaret Beckett (Labour Party), who has 

been constantly scrutinised by the media. For instance, during her election campaign 

in 1994 she was described as ‘post-menopausal’, ‘too emotional’, ‘too female’ and 

the one who had ‘stolen another woman’s husband’ (Ross, 2002:1). A further 

example would be an article in the Guardian where British journalist Simon 

Hattenstone described the former UK Shadow Home Secretary, Ann Widdecombe, 

as ‘out of this world’:  

Her head is tiny, trapped inside the jet-black basin cut, her legs non-existent 
and she walks on a giant bosom. Her face is somehow not human. Not 
inhuman, just not human. She looks as if she could have been created by 
Stephen Spielberg as a companion for ET… I’m beginning to think Ann 
Widdecombe is from Planet Pod (Hattenstone, 1999: np.; Walsh, 2001: 46). 

 

Something of the nature of the media’s feminine bias is also acknowledged 

internationally. For example the former Australian Prime Minister Julia Gillard was 

described in the media as ‘a liar and policy charlatan, and lampooned for her hair, 

clothes, accent, arse, even the way she walks and talks. If ever the deck was stacked 

against someone’ (Walsh, 2013, xiii).  A further example is the description of Sarah 

Palin, the 2008 candidate for the US presidency.  The objectification of Palin went so 

far as the: 

Creation of a blow-up doll complete with bursting cleavage and sexy business 
suit that included instructions to blow her up and show her how you are going 
to vote. Let her pound your gavel over and over... This blow-up sex doll could 
really satisfy all those swing voters (Wheatley, 2008: 1–4 cited in Carlin and 
Winfrey, 2009: 330). 
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Furthermore, another candidate for the US presidency Hilary Clinton has been 

haunted by media which were claiming that: 

At Christmas, Hillary Clinton nutcrackers were quite the snapped-up item 
(Williams, 2008: 10). The device [was] a pantsuit-clad Clinton doll [who] opens 
her legs to reveal stainless steel thighs that, well, bust nuts (Cocco, 2008: np). 

 

A further case of media misrepresentation was the coverage of policies formed by 

female politicians regarding the timetable in the Scottish Parliament. The family-

friendly changes included the change of parliament sittings to normal working hours 

rather than evenings and parliamentary recesses to be harmonised with school 

holidays. These changes have however been presented by the media as women MPs’ 

holiday extensions, completely ignoring  the fact that most of the time has been used 

for constituency work (Walsh, 2001). 

Another distinctive factor that is dominating the media’s image of women politicians 

is their sexual representation (Ross, 2002; Marszalek-Kawa, 2010). For example 

Cheryl Kernot (former Australian MP) and Pauline Hanson (Australian Labour MP) 

have been portrayed in the media using cartoon images of them in erotic situations 

with their male colleagues (Ross, 2002). Sexism within the male governed political 

sphere has been a debate by scholars for many years (Lovenduski and Karam, 2002; 

Lovenduski, 2005; Karam and Lovenduski, 2005; Fushara, 2006) as the media always 

pay too much attention to women’s appearances (Devitt, 2002; Fushara, 2006; 

Abdela, 2010). For instance, Glenda Jackson (British Labour MP) complained that a 

‘woman’s appearance, her age, her style of dress is always commented on’ which 
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sadly does not happen to male politicians (Ross, 2002:90). Besides, according to Graff 

(cited in Marszalek-Kawa, 2010), an attractive woman politician is unlucky as her 

image does not fit with the function she is carrying out. Dawn Primarolo (British 

Labour MP) illustrates: 

Women are never the right age. We’re too young, we’re too old. We’re too 
thin, we’re too fat. We wear too much make-up, we don’t wear enough. 
We’re too flashy in our dress, we don’t take enough care. There isn’t a thing 
we can do that’s right. (Ross, 2003: 103). 

 

Conversely, according to some researchers, on many occasions journalists do not 

favour male politicians (Devitt, 2002; Kroom and Ekstrom, 2008; Smith, 2010). For 

example, in Sweden a male politician who was interviewed by a researcher stated: ‘I 

would like to emphasise that a male politician is also subject to an enormous amount 

of reviews about his appearance’ (Kroom and Ekstrom, 2008: 907). While it may be 

true that men are also stereotyped by the media, ‘masculinity is often associated 

with machismo, independence, competition, emotional detachment, aggression and 

violence’ (OSCE, 2014: 160). However, the examples of media portraying men 

politicians in this way are very uncommon and the main argument by politicians is 

that whereas men may experience a coverage, women do not get any media’s 

attention (Spence, 2012; Bergstrom, 2013). A prime example could be the media 

coverage of presidential campaign between Hilary Clinton and Barrack Obama. In 

media representations of both candidates, Clinton’s emotions were always 

highlighted, whereas for Obama it was the emotion he was able to evoke in others 

that was the focus of the media’s coverage (Netta, 2009).  
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The evidence suggests that in many instances the media coverage of women results 

in a   negative impact on the reputation of women politicians due to the visible 

disparity between the media’s coverage of men and women officials (Druciarek et 

al., 2012; Opyd, 2014b). While scholars emphasise the link between media 

involvement in women’s political life and their under-representation in politics, they 

also argue that this could be tackled by educating women on handling the media in 

an appropriate way and to their advantage (UN, 2005; Tremblay, 2010; Opyd, 2014b).   

 

Socio-economic factors 

Numerous studies have also attempted to explain the relationship between socio-

economic factors and women’s under-representation in public and political life. For 

example, Shedova (2005), Krook (2010) and Ruedin (2012) reflect on socio-economic 

barriers in a wider sphere, identifying the lack of financial resources leading to 

limitation in education needed by women to progress in their political careers. 

Historically, women’s struggle to gain a good education did affect their political rights 

(Ballington and Karam, 2005; Karam and Lovenduski, 2005; UNICEF, 2007) and some 

scholars argue that this is still the case (Platek, 2004; Paxton and Kunovich, 2003 cited 

in Stevens, 2007; Wawrowski, 2007; Abdela, 2010). In contrast, analysis undertaken 

by Suska in 2000 (cited in Siemienska, 2005) illustrates that the level of education did 

not have an impact on the choice between men and women parliamentary 

candidates for example in Polish politics. However, the link between level of 

education and women’s confidence in applying for parliamentary seats has been 
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subject to many debates by social scientists (Platek, 2004 ; Paxton and Kunovich, 

2003 cited in Stevens, 2007) and there is a tendency for women with higher 

education to be more politically active (Siemienska, 2005; Wawrowski, 2007; Ruedin, 

2012). While scholars emphasise the link between education and women’s presence 

in parliament, political scientists also draw on the issue of the lack of education of 

young women who are not aware of a political career path. Young women therefore 

are not prepared for political profession, and are unaware of other political 

opportunities (Campbell and Childs, 2014).  

It is also very difficult to get away from the reality indicated by some scholars that 

women’s status is only measured by the position of the husband (Blau et al., 2002; 

Zukowski, 2011) and that they possess fewer financial resources than men (Childs et 

al., 2005; Czesnik, 2007).  For example, former MP Louise Mensch (Conservative 

Party, UK) argued that historically women were dependent on men’s financial 

support (Blau et al., 2002; Hinsliff, 2012) and for this reason they were not able to 

support their electoral campaigns (Siemienska, 2000; Childs et al., 2005; Czesnik, 

2007).  Overall, funding is highlighted by researchers as a significant factor in gender 

political imbalance (IPU, 1999; Sloat, 2002; Wawrowski, 2007).  As a response to 

those difficulties, political parties in some countries such as the Progressive Party of 

the Working People in Cyprus, the Christian Democratic Union in Czech Republic and 

the People's Party in Estonia have already established financial support for female 

political candidates (IPU, 1999). In addition, in the United States, Japan, Australia and 

Great Britain, funds have been established to finance and support women's 
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campaigns, called ‘Emily's List11‘ (IPU, 1999; Ross, 2002; Emily’s list, 2012) or 

‘Maggie’s List’12 (Hobin, 2012).  Such support includes training women politicians and 

financing their campaigns (IPU, 1999; Emily’s list, 2012; Hobin, 2012).  

Correspondingly, the importance of appropriate training has been established by 

many scholars (Brooks et.al. 1990; Lovenduski and Karam, 2002; Kittilson, 2006) who 

argue that women not only must learn the rules of the House in terms of internal 

practices and learn to understand how those legislatures work, but also should 

include learning about speaking and debating techniques (Lovenduski and Karam, 

2002). Conversely, some speaking approaches have taken a condescending turn, as 

for example in the German Bundestag; women who raise their hands in order to 

speak are automatically moved above male speakers (Lovenduski and Karam, 2002).   

Overall, the connection between the social and financial status of women has been 

placed as the second biggest factor affecting the number of women in legislative 

bodies (Shvedowa, 2005), hence family support is projected to play a considerable 

role in women’s political careers (Childs et al., 2005; Czesnik, 2007; Stevens, 2007; 

Marszalek-Kawa, 2010).  It can therefore be assumed that encouraging parliament to 

endorse some alterations such as changes for suitable ‘human working hours’ could 

be a way forward towards the improvement of gender equality in politics (Stevens, 

2007: 118).  However, accordingly to sociologist Adamski (1984), women’s 

involvement in political activities has two opposite results: on one hand it gives 

                                                           
11 Emily List: acronym for ‘Early Money Is Like Yeast’. Organisation depending on donations used for supporting women 
candidates with their political campaigns.  (Ross, 2002:20) 
12 Maggie’s List: a community dedicated to electing fiscally conservative women who promote the values of less government, 
more personal responsibility and strong national security. Provides financial support to candidates who meet these criteria, 
enabling them to run successful campaigns at the federal level. 
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women professional prestige and financial independence, but on the other hand, due 

to political workload, women struggle with other activities such as cultural or 

educational development. Furthermore, the example of family friendly policies 

introduced by the Scottish Parliament could be a vital point in this debate. Research 

undertaken on these policies among women MSPs indicates that although the 

policies helped women in their choice to proceed in a political career, they had a 

minimal effect on the working practices in the Scottish Parliament (Tobin, 2002).  

 

Male domination of the political arena 

In a society where some groups are privileged while others are oppressed, 
insisting that as citizens persons should leave behind their particular 
affiliations and experiences to adopt a general point of view serves only to 
reinforce that privilege; for the perspectives and interests of the privileged 
will tend to dominate that unified public, marginalising or silencing those of 
other groups (Young cited in Ross, 2002:13)  

 

The risk of women’s inability to cope with the male-dominated ‘heat of the 

parliamentary kitchen’ appeared to be a big concern in society’ (Childs et al., 2005: 

69). Men’s dominance of the political arena has been reflected on by many scholars 

and is proven to be one of the major difficulties that discourage women from joining 

the political sphere (IPU, 1999; UNICEF, 2007; Dave, 2011). For example, The 

Panhellenic Socialist Movement in Greece speaks of a ‘lack of interest due to the 

hostile climate and strong competition from men’ (IPU, 1999). Furthermore, 

Ballington and Karam (2005: 13) argue that public perceptions on gender roles 

suggest that ‘the social contract is about the relationship between men and 
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government and not citizen and government’. It is ironic that for example England 

was actually called by John Bright13: ‘the mother of parliaments’, as Westminster has 

been largely occupied by males (BBC News, 1998; Childs et al., 2008:41). 

Furthermore, the British House of Commons is very often described as an ‘old boys 

club’ (Childs et al., 2005:68), as a ‘Gentleman’s Club’ (Harman and Mattinson, 

2000:20), or as a ‘boys’ school which has decided to take a few girls’ (Vallance, 1979: 

6). Also, the discussion on local elections in one of the leading Polish newspapers, 

Rzeczpospolita, was titled: ‘The Republic of Men’ (Platek, 2004: 20). 

In addition, Coward (1999:212 cited in Walsh, 2001:19) distinguishes that one of the 

biggest problems for women being not able to hold power in a public domain are 

‘networking and men’s narcissistic interest in each other’. One Polish woman MP 

from the SLD stated that women always lose with men who are obsessed with 

success and will do anything to get it, even if it takes ‘walking over dead bodies’ 

(Pankow and Post, 2010:22). Also, according to another Polish women MP 

(Samoobrona RP) ‘even the stupidest man feels that he is cleverer than the cleverest 

woman’ (Pankow and Post, 2010: 64). Therefore, in order to get into and survive the 

political competition women have to be better and try much harder than men 

(Fuszara, 2006; Warowski, 2007). Thus, it is tougher for women in public life, as they 

have to be feminine and masculine at the same time (du Vall, 2009). However, I 

would argue with du Vall  (2009) as women’s behaviour in politics can be associated 

                                                           
13 John Bright (16 November 1811 – 27 March 1889): Quaker, was a British Radical and Liberal statesman, associated 

with Richard Cobden in the formation of the Anti-Corn Law League. He was one of the greatest orators of his generation, and 
a strong critic of British foreign policy. He sat in the House of Commons from 1843 to 1889. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quaker
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom_of_Great_Britain_and_Ireland
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Radicals_(UK)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liberal_Party_(UK)
http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/statesman
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Cobden
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anti-Corn_Law_League
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_foreign_policy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/House_of_Commons_of_the_United_Kingdom
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with psychological explanation of a deed of a person, called ‘double-bind’14 whose 

different behaviours contradict each other. In other terms, when a woman politician 

shows masculinity, she is criticized for not being feminine enough. On the other hand 

if her behaviour is more feminine, it becomes questionable if she could fulfil all 

requirements, as she is measured as emotionally weaker. Some scholars claim that 

women only have an impact when they do not act the same way as men (Cowell-

Meyers, 2001). 

Georgina Hodge (Labour MP, UK) admits that one of the aspects of male domination 

in the House of Commons is their physical ability to shout over women as their voices 

are stronger (Hodge cited in Ross, 2002). In the past according to several British 

women MPs, some sessions across the Labour Party were organised to help women 

MPs to practise asking questions in open forums by ‘not just asking them, but 

shouting them’ (Vallance, 1979: 15). The natural aggressiveness of men could be 

associated with the ‘male physique and hormones (testosterone) which made them 

naturally aggressive’ (Bradley, 2007:17).   

In order to build on the philosophy of men’s resistance to women entering the 

parliamentary environment, I would indicate a ‘critical mass’ phenomenon which 

according to some scholars may not only distort the political scene (Pankow and Post, 

2009; Zukowski, 2011) but make its environment unstable for men (Zukowski, 2011). 

According to its theorists, critical mass is established when 30 per cent of gender 

                                                           
14 Double-bind: a psychological predicament in which a person receives from a single source conflicting messages that allow 

no appropriate response to be made. The double bind faced by every politician: responding to scurrilous charges only gives 
them unwarranted publicity; not responding to such charges is often interpreted as an admission of guilt 
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representation (or 1/3) occupies the same institution or in some instances when a 

60:40 ratio is achieved (Kanter, 1993 cited in Stevens, 2007; 2007; Squires, 2007; 

Zukowski, 2011; Sawer, 2012). Scholars suggest that when women achieve the large 

minority identified as a critical mass (Lovenduski, 2001; Childs and Krook, 2008; 

Wangnerud, 2009; Campbell and Childs, 2014), the transformation in politics and its 

functioning will be considerable, not only for the institution (Kittilson, 2006; Pankow 

and Post, 2010; Zukowski, 2011) but also for public policy (Squires, 2007).  As 

Bachelet (cited in Rosenbluth et al., 2015:4) claims: ‘when one woman is a leader, it 

changes her. When more women are leaders, it changes politics and policies’.  

Additionally, some scholars claim that critical mass could promote feminist-

orientated change on a larger scale (Siemienska, 2000; Ross, 2002; Stevens, 2007; 

Zukowski, 2011). This is the reason why the phenomena of ‘cutting the wings’ of 

successful women occurs, so they do not place a threat to the establishment of the 

political party (Fushara cited in Nizynska, 2012:5). However, the extension of the 

changes would still depend on how many women triumph and enter parliament 

(Lowenduski and Karam, 2002). Childs and Krook (2008) argue that women’s 

effectiveness in their political representation encapsulates only when critical mass 

effect is reached within the political institution. Some changes with critical mass of 

women in parliament suggested by Dahlerup (1988:283-284) include: 

 Changes in the reaction to women politicians 

 Changes in the performance and efficiency of the women politicians 

 Changes in the social climate of political life (the political culture)  

 Changes in the political discourse 

 Changes of policy (the political decisions) 
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 Increase in the power of women (the empowerment of women) 

Also, it is inevitable that women’s dominance in parliament would change the 

behaviour of men MPs (Lowenduski and Karam, 2002; Sroda, 2009). As an example, 

Norris (1996) illustrates that in some Scandinavian countries, the political structure 

has already become more feminine due to the critical mass phenomenon. This 

change also can be seen in the Polish Sejm where, out of 69 women MPs, 63 declared 

that their style of doing politics was different and more feminine (Pankow and Post, 

2009).  

An important issue in this debate is also women’s sexual harassment by men MPs. As 

an example, a Polish female MP’s (SLD) statement can be used here. She expressed 

her view that it was always irritating when men paid more attention to how women 

look rather than their abilities. She felt that men MPs were treating their women 

colleagues more like ‘an attraction of the building or a nice bouquet on their table’ 

(Pankow and Post, 2010: 31). There are also other sexual harassment claims in the 

Polish Sejm. One of the Polish women MPs, Joanna Mucha from the Civic Platform 

admitted that men MPs on a regular basis touch, tap on the bottom or vulgarly 

indicate meetings to women MPs (Molecki, 2009:np). Also sexism exists in the British 

House of Commons. Some reports by Labour and Conservative women MPs cite 

remarks made by their male colleagues about ‘legs and breasts’ and male MPs 

making sexual gestures such as ‘putting their hands out in front of them as if they are 

weighing melons’ during speeches by women MPs (Childs, 2004, Childs et al., 2005: 

71; Campbell and Childs, 2014). Another good example of sex discrimination is 

presented by Shepherd-Robinson and Lovenduski (2002: 121 cited in Childs et al., 
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2005: 23) where a woman candidate for the 2001 election was told by her male 

colleague: ‘Well, you didn’t do bad for a little woman, did you?’ Similarly, another 

woman candidate for the same election was told: ‘we do enjoy watching you speak; 

we always imagine what your knickers are like’ (Lovenduski, 2005: 77). Moreover, 

Mary Riddell, The Daily Telegraph's political interviewer, illustrates:  

The great mystery of the vanishing women MPs isn't because the hours are 
terrible (they're much more family-friendly than they used to be) or because 
the Commons is impossible for women with small children. I blame the 
macho, antediluvian culture that lingers long after its expiry date. Name me 
another workplace in the country where Lord Rennard would have flourished 
for so long or been allowed, by a chorus line of male cronies, to portray 
himself as a victim of the women who reported his behaviour (Sanghani, 
2014: np).  

 

Kate Maltby15 adds to this debate by claiming:  

I think a lot of women still complain about sexual harassment in the 
Commons. It’s not just Lib Dems, it’s not just Rennard, and it’s been going on 
for years. It’s still about what a woman looks like and not what a politician 
looks like (Sanghani, 2014: np). 

 

In opposition to my participant’s views, Douglas Carswell, Conservative MP, states 

that he does not see Parliament as the ‘Palace of Sexminster’ (Boren, 2014: np; 

Chopra, 2014: np). Moreover, Channel 4 conducted 70 interviews among MPs from 

the House of Commons. Their investigation uncovered that young men were more 

likely to receive unwanted sexual advances than women, with 40 per cent of the men 

interviewed saying they already had received some unwanted sexual propositions 

                                                           
15 Kate Maltby: on the board of the Bright Blue think tank and edits the Bright Blue magazine. Bright Blue is an independent 
think tank and pressure group for liberal conservatism. 

http://brightblueonline.com/
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(Boren, 2014; Chopra, 2014). However, it can be questioned if this type of behaviour 

happens more extensively in the House of Commons than in other professions. The 

evidence also suggests that the change in the Westminster culture is recognised by 

researchers as a fundamental aspect of the parliamentary environment.  

 

Women and women’s issues 

Women have a distinct interest in relation to child-bearing (for any 
foreseeable future, an exclusively female affair); and as society is currently 
constituted they also have particular interests arising from their exposure to 
sexual harassment and violence, their unequal position in the division of paid 
and unpaid labour and their exclusion from most arenas of economic and 
political power (Phillips, 1995: 67-68)  

 

There is a large amount of literature describing women’s motivations when entering 

politics. Some scholars argue that being women’s representatives obligates them to 

deal with women’s issues (Childs, 2004; Marmola and Olszanecka cited in Turska-

Kawa et. al, 2012). Nevertheless, over the past few decades there has been a 

transformation in this phenomenon as for example, in the Netherlands in the 1970s 

and ‘80s, women parliamentarians became involved in defence and foreign affairs 

(Nelson and Chowdhury, 1994). Critics have argued that although women in high 

political positions could make more accessible opportunities to other women 

(Lowenduski and Karam, 2002) the ability of women MPs to represent other women 

is questionable (Dave, 2011). Past studies carried out by IPU (1999) uncovered that 

in some parties such as the Christian Democratic Union and the Liberal Democratic 

Party of Germany, the Social Democratic Party in the Czech Republic and the 
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Democratic Constitutional Rally in Tunisia, women in positions of authority 

discouraged other women from coming forward, due to fear of competition. As 

exemplified by one Polish woman MP (SLD), the lack of solidarity and lack of fighting 

for each other affects gender equality in politics. The strongest illustration is given by 

another polish woman MP (SLD), who said that, ‘the truth is that […] the biggest 

enemy of a woman is another woman’ (Pankow and Post, 2010: 35).  Furthermore, 

in many instances women MPs have seen the ‘harsher and crueller’ side of their 

female colleagues (Vallance, 1979; Ross, 2002:43) who as politicians are nastier and 

more extreme in their demands (Pankow and Post, 2010). On the other hand, there 

are also some examples of women’s solidarity helping to establish various agendas 

and organisations helping younger women in their political careers. These examples 

are presented in the next section of this chapter. 

To continue the debate further, many scholars argue that women lack interest in 

politics, and this also creates barriers to their political advancement (Inglehart, 1981; 

Siemienska, 2000; du Vall, 2009). As an example please refer to Figure 9 and Figure 

10 in the Appendix 4.  For example, a common belief is that the lower the interest in 

politics, the lower participation in political life (Inglehart, 1981). In opposition Baldez 

(2001 in Campbell and Childs, 2014: 229) suggests that women’s interest in politics 

does not differ from men’s and there should be debate about ‘gender overlap’ rather 

than ‘gender gap’. Yet, the majority of scholars argue that women are less interested 

in politics and political participation (Atkeson and Rapoport, 2003; Baum and 

Espirito-Santo, 2007; Campbell and Winters, 2008).  Still, Siemienska (2000) argues 

that this is a more complex phenomenon and depends on the significance of the 
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interest and how we measure political involvement as it depends on the sociological 

environment in which individual operates.  However, Siemienska (2000) also argues 

that there is not enough evidence to decide whether this model is relevant. Overall, 

gender equality is still struggling in the political domain and more changes are 

needed in this field (Hewitt and Mattinson, 1989). 

 

MEASURES TAKEN TO HELP WOMEN TO JOIN THE POLITICAL ELITE 

 

Coming together 

We allow our ignorance to prevail upon us and make us think we can survive 
alone, alone in patches, alone in groups, alone in races, even alone in genders 
(Maya Angelou cited in Silva, 1990:1; Maya Angelou cited in Ross, 2010:13). 

 

According to research carried out by Sawer (2012:332), ‘parliamentary institutions 

can be an enabling factor for feminist interventions’. In 1954, for example, Poland 

signed a document prepared in New York (1953) called the ‘Convention on the 

Political Rights of Women’ (Platek, 2004 : 7) which established the rules of women’s 

political rights. The main provision of the Convention was to give women the right to 

participate in the government of the country and have equal rights to men in being 

involved in public office and carrying out public functions (Platek, 2004; Zarnowska, 

2004). This document was supported by Article IX 16 of the Convention, which 

                                                           
16Article IX of the Convention on the Political Rights of Women: Any dispute which may arise between any two or more 

Contracting States concerning the interpretation or application of this Convention, which is not settled by negotiation, shall at 
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changed its meaning from obligation to a declaration (Platek, 2004). Nonetheless, 

the trigger for women’s liberation on a wider scale is traced to United States, France, 

Britain, Germany and Italy in the late 1960s, Spain in the mid-1970s and in the Soviet 

Union in the late 1970s, where second-wave feminism, also known as the Women's 

Liberation Movement, occurred (Randall, 1987; Ballington and Karam, 2005; 

Kittilson, 2006; Krolokke and Sorensen, 2006). However, these movements resulted 

in very little increase in women’s parliamentary representation (Krook, 2010) and the 

limited escalation was not due to the movement itself, but was attributed to 

continuous activity of women's pressure groups (Dahlerup, 2005; Kittilson, 2006), 

support groups and women's organizations, which existed within and outside 

political parties (Shvedowa, 2005; Kittilson, 2006). Some examples are the 1960s 

increase in Finland, where women comprised nearly 17 per cent of the Finnish 

Eduskunta (Kittilson, 2006) and Germany, where in the 1980s, women’s 

organisations and pressure groups were successful in the increase of their 

representation in parliament (Nelson and Chowdhury, 1994; Kittilson, 2006). 

Conversely, when compared to other European women’s organisations and pressure 

groups, in Finland larger and better financed groups appeared to be weaker in their 

demands for gender parliamentary equality (Kittilson, 2006).  

Some of the aims of women’s organisations were to educate potential candidates, 

support their electoral campaigns and help to change the political culture 

(Lovenduski and Karam, 2002; UNICEF, 2007). After 1989 women have fought many 

                                                           
the request of any one of the parties to the dispute be referred to the International Court of Justice for decision, unless they 

agree to another mode of settlement (Platek, 2004: 7).  
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political battles to help establish their rights. The cause of this was that these women 

saw the need for the formation of a group in order to help to establish their rights in 

the public domain (Waniek, 2010). Besides, women in Poland have been lobbying for 

fifteen years and the organisation of a conference ‘Women in modern Poland- the 

chances and the difficulty’, under the patronage of the Presidium of the Polish Sejm 

in 1990 resulted in forming a group in 1991 called Parlamentarna Grupa Kobiet (PGK). 

This group has been responsible for promoting equality concerning maternity, 

abortion, gender discrimination in the workforce, sexism and political 

representation.  Furthermore, their lobbying has proven successful in establishing a 

gender equality law, which has been written into the Polish Republic Constitution. 

Women’s politicisation involved raising awareness about women’s inequality in 

politics, especially aiming to increase the number of women in the Lower and Higher 

houses of the Polish Parliament (Marszal, 2005; Kicinska, 2009).  

Nevertheless, a big impact on equality promotion must be credited to the Beijing 

Platform for Action 199517 (Equal Opportunities Commission, 1997; IPU, 1999; 

Lovenduski and Karam, 2002; UNICEF, 2007; Waniek, 2010; Roza et al., 2011). This 

Platform for Action was an ‘agenda for women’s empowerment’ whose strategic 

objective was to: ‘take measures to ensure women's equal access to and full 

participation in power structures and decision-making’ (Unesco, 1995: 6; Sawer, 

                                                           
17 Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (1995) reaffirms the fundamental principle set in the Vienna Declaration and 
programme action adopted by the World Conference on Human Rights 14-25 June 1993. The principle stated that the human 
rights of women and of the girl child are an inalienable, integral and divisible in of universal human rights. 
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2010). One of the requirements of this strategic action was to force the Government 

and political parties to:  

 Take measures, including where appropriate, in electoral systems that 

encourage political parties to integrate women in elective and non-elective 

public positions in the same proportion and levels as men 

 Protect and promote the equal rights of women and men to engage in 

political activities and to freedom of association, including membership in 

political parties and trade unions 

 Review the differential impact of electoral systems on the political 

representation of women in elected bodies and consider, where appropriate, 

the adjustment or reform of those systems 

 Consider examining party structures and procedures to remove all barriers 

that directly or indirectly discriminate against the participation of women 

(Unesco, 1995: 75-76). 

However, gender equality in politics promoted by the Beijing Platform for Action 

(1995) has not been straight-forward in new democracies, especially those like 

Poland, Czech Republic or Slovakia, as the increase in women’s political participation 

was not on the political priority list (Grzybek and Rochon, 2008). This preference was 

even more reduced due to difficulties in cooperation between women politicians and 

women's organizations (Ballington and Karam, 2005) and the collapse of communism 

(Sawer, 2010).   
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Existing literature acknowledges other examples of women’s organisations and 

schemes which fought for gender equality such as  the European Union Medium-

Term Action Plans on Equality between Women and Men or Work of Project Parity, 

a non-governmental organisation (NGO) established in 1996 (Lovenduski and Karam, 

2006); Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 

(CEDAW); 1952 Convention on the Political Rights of Women (IPU, 1999), New York 

Convention 1979 (Waniek, 2010) and Women2Win (Kelly and White, 2009; Childs 

and Webb, 2012).  To add to the debate, scholars argue that networking and building 

links between women’s organisations are still crucial for gaining support in the 

political environment (Lovenduski and Karam, 2002; UNICEF, 2007). Also 

participation in different forums such as the International Forum of Women Speakers 

of Parliament, allows women not only to exchange of ideas,  to challenge codes of 

conduct and to change established cultural orthodoxies on women’s role in society 

(Abdela, 2010), but also to increase awareness of gender imbalance in politics 

(Lovenduski and Karam, 2006:5; Kerry and White, 2009). Likewise, the latest research 

has indicated that women’s organisations may influence women’s presence in 

parliaments (Lilliefeldt, 2012), at the same time indicating the need for future 

research in this domain. Surprisingly however, a survey carried out by du Vall (2009), 

indicated that only 5 per cent of participants could name at least one women’s 

organisation and 70 per cent of women participants felt that women’s under-

representation in politics was not important. This claim is also supported by Kittilson 

(2006), who argues that the impact of women’s organisations on increasing their 

presence in parliament might not be significant due to the differences in strategies 
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used to promote women. Further, the occurrence of women coming together, 

commonly described as mentioned earlier critical mass, allows women to impose on 

the introduction of equality promotions such as quotas (Dahlerup, 1988; Dahlerup 

and Freidenwall, 2011; Campbell and Childs, 2014; Gwiazda, 2014). These equality 

promotion policies are discussed in the next part of this chapter.  

 

Voluntary and legal provisions introduced to improve gender equality in 

parliaments 

The most effective way to increase the percentage of women in parliament 
seems to be formal or informal gender quotas on candidate lists set by 
political parties (Council of the European Union, 1999 cited in Kittilson, 
2006:50). 

 

In the previous section I explained the importance of women’s initiatives as a tool for 

encouraging women to reach the political top. This discussion can be extended to 

validate the formation of affirmative action policies18, created in order to help 

women to be equally involved in the political decision-making process (Lovenduski 

and Norris, 1993; Krook, 2007; Kittilson, 2006). Lovenduski and Norris (1993) 

identified 3 equality guarantee strategies created by political parties: rhetorical 

strategies, positive action and positive discrimination. Rhetorical strategies 

concerned political parties’ affirmations regarding party rules and procedures, 

electoral programme, parliamentary resolutions and public statements by political 

                                                           
18 Affirmative action:  refers to policies that take factors including ‘race, colour, religion, gender, sexual orientation, or 
national origin ‘into consideration in order to benefit an under-represented group ‘in areas of employment, education, and 
business’, usually justified as countering the effects of a history of discrimination. 
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leaders aimed at endorsing the increase of women in political arenas. Positive action 

strategies incorporated training of women candidates, financial contributions, 

establishment of specific organizational bodies and promotional campaigns to foster 

women’s participation.  Positive discrimination strategies established gender quotas 

for internal party structures or candidate lists (Lovenduski and Norris, 1993). Prior to 

1990, only 20 countries had legislation aimed at the increase of women in politics, 

whereas by 2008 the number had risen to 100 (Sawer, 2010).  The first forms of 

gender quotas for parliamentary candidates were introduced in Sweden in 1972 by 

the Liberal Party (Fuszara, 2009) followed by Norway in 1975 (Kittilson, 2006).  

Taking the equality promotion debate further, valuable questions should be asked 

regarding positive action policies: 

What privileges are afforded and to whom?  Who benefits from the 
privileges? And who, if anyone, suffers as a result of the policy, and in what 
ways?’ (Drake, 2001:135) as ‘parity is not a priority (Cienski, 2010:1) 

 

According to Zukowski (2011), positive action quotas invoke two separate 

terminologies: parity and election quotas. Parity (from the Latin: paritas) is 

understood as equal representation (50:50) of groups within an organisation. In the 

context of political elections, parity means equal representation of men and women 

who are selected for the parliamentary seats. Election quotas, on the other hand, are 

subject to parties’ individual procedures, which are regulated by the party rules 

(Zukowski, 2011). Furthermore, there are three types of quota implementation: 

Legislative Electoral Quotas (LEQ), Voluntary Party Quotas (VPQ) and Reserve seats 

(RV) (Ballington and Karam, 2005; Dahlerup, 2006; Krook, 2007; Larserud and 
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Taphorn, 2007; Wawrowski, 2007; Wangnerud, 2009,) and their type have to be 

taken into consideration when examining the increase of women in parliaments 

(Adams, 2011; Beveridge et al., 2015). The legal candidate quotas are compulsory 

within the electoral law or political party law, whereas the voluntary party quotas are 

taken on by political parties on an optional basis (Ballington and Karam, 2005; Krook, 

2007). Additionally, apparatuses of quotas vary by the type of electoral system 

(Lovenduski and Karam, 2002; Krook, 2009) and some combinations of quotas and 

electoral systems are more successful than other in increasing the number of women 

in parliament (Norris, 2006b; Larserud and Taphorn, 2007). 

Many scholars have noted that  since the 1990s there has been a worldwide increase 

in the introduction and implementation of positive action quotas, such as 35%, all –

women shortlists (AWS), twinning, zipping and A-Priority List’s which are presented 

in Table 1 (Siemienska, 2004; Larserud and Taphorn, 2007; Evans, 2011b). Their aim 

was to overcome barriers that restrain women from joining the political elite 

(Larserud and Taphorn, 2007) and help to increase women’s representation in 

parliament (Phillips, 1995; Ballington and Karam, 2005; Childs et al., 2005; Tripp and 

Kang, 2008; Kelly and White, 2009; Zukowski, 2011). Equality guarantee’s 

fundamental role has been to eliminate gender differences, increase the number of 

women in parliamentary seats (Childs et al., 2005; Kelly and White, 2009; Zukowski, 

2011) and allow women to participate in political decision-making (Marszalek-Kawa, 

2010).  
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Table 1. Equality promotion strategies 

Type of quota Purpose of the quota 

35% Political gender quota introduced in Poland not allowing representation 

of women and men being less than 35 per cent on the election list 

 

All-women 

shortlist (AWS) 

Political practice intended to increase the proportion of female Members 

of Parliament (MPs) in the United Kingdom by allowing only women to 

stand in particular constituencies for a particular political party 

 

Twinning Members of two constituencies select candidates together and each 

individual votes for one man and one woman. The man and woman with 

the most votes are selected and an arrangement is reached as to who 

should have which seat. 

Zipping Applied within a party list system whereby women and men are placed 

alternatively on the party list of candidates 

A-Priority List Applied by the UK Conservative party where women were placed on a 

priority lists 

 

Each type of equality promotion policy has its own structure and differs in length of 

time for its implementation. For example, in Poland, the process of introducing 

positive action quotas has taken considerable time to establish (Biuro Studiow i 

Ekspertyz Kancelarii Sejmu, 2003; Zukowski, 2011). It has taken five attempts (in 

1996, 1998, 2001, 2002 and 2011) to successfully implement law on the 35% gender 

quota (Gwiazda, 2014). Although some agreed that gender inequality in Polish 

politics still exists, they only advised using existing electoral procedures to fill the 

gender gap, but without any specific recommendations about possible changes to 
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that system (Fuszara and Tomaszewska, 2002). Also on many occasions Polish 

women MPs stated that there is no discrimination in Poland and this problem was 

falsely raised (Marszalek-Kawa, 2010; Pankow and Post, 2010). Nevertheless, before 

the Polish parliamentary election in 1989, the pre-election female coalition 

Przedwybocza Koalicja Kobiet already tried to introduce positive discrimination 

quotas to no avail.  Some scholars claim that positive action in the Polish Sejm have 

been mainly promoted by left wing parties, such as the SLD party (Zukowski, 2011; 

Marmola and Olszanecka cited in Turska-Kawa et al., 2012). But on the contrary, 

Gwiazda (2014) illustrates that the latest general election in 2011 indicated that 

recently the liberal conservative Civic Platform party is the leader in the promotion 

of gender equality. However, this intervention was severely criticised by the right-

wing parties. In order to introduce equality promotion quotas, a more powerful 

female representation, the Kongres Kobiet Polskich, had to interfere. After gaining 

one hundred fifty thousand signatures in favour, the petition was submitted to the 

Sejm on the 21 December 2009, and the Sejm commission eventually agreed to 

implement a 35% quota. This policy has been criticised as breaching section 32 and 

33 of the Polish Constitution Act19. However, it was announced as being a gender 

quota whose purpose was to equalise gender parliamentary representation 

(Marmola and Orszanecka cited in Turska-Kawa et.al, 2012). Furthermore, the policy 

has legalised in 2010 and forced political parties to fill their lists accordingly to these 

35% rule (Zukowski, 2011). In contrast, global cross-national studies carried out by 

some scholars indicated a lack of relationship between the introduction of quotas 

                                                           
19 32 and 33 Polish Constitutional Act: refers to the necessity of equal representation of both genders in a public and 
legislative life. 
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and higher representation of women in parliament (Reynolds, 1999; Kunovich and 

Paxton, 2005; Ruedin; 2012). As an example, in Iceland, although between the years 

1995-2006 the number of parties using gender quotas fell, the number of women in 

parliament still increased (Ruedin, 2012).  Another example would be the 

introduction of quotas in Poland where analysis carried out after the 2011 

parliamentary election indicated an insignificant increase in the number of women 

in Polish Sejm (Gorecki and Kukolowicz, 2014; Marmola and Orszanecka cited in 

Turska-Kawa et al., 2012).  Also, Birgitta Dahl20 calls the use of quotas in Sweden ‘a 

secondary resource after the preparation of groundwork to facilitate women's entry 

into politics’ (Ballington and Karam, 2005: 143). However, I argue that the current 

studies which considered the data between the years 1991 and 1996, failed to 

acknowledge the latest implementation of quotas around the globe.  

Another example of equality strategy, which has been permitted by the Westminster, 

the Welsh National Assembly and the Scottish Parliament, is the All-Women 

Shortlists (AWS).  It was described as an equality promotion ‘where a certain 

proportion of women are required to be present on a shortlist’ (Kelly and White, 

2009:11). This has significantly strengthened the representation of women in the 

British parliament. AWS meant that party members were still able to make a decision 

on which applicant would be accepted in their seat, but the short-lists in these 

electorates were limited only to women candidates (Childs et al., 2005; Kelly and 

White, 2009; Zukowski, 2011). Furthermore, the AWS quota introduced by the UK 

                                                           
20 Rut Birgitta Dahl is a Swedish former politician of the Social Democratic Party 
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Labour Party  has been tested at the 1997 UK general election where half of their 

‘strong challenger’ seats, defined in the conference motion as Labour’s 'most 

winnable’ seats, were offered to females (Kelly and White, 2009:12). As a result, the 

volume of women MPs at Westminster doubled overnight, from 9.2 per cent to 18 

per cent. This action, however, has been heavily criticised and women politicians 

were confronted by some men candidates. One Member of the Welsh Assembly gives 

example of this incident:  

I was at the conference … when they were talking about the all women 
shortlists for selection for the Assembly election and this younger-than-
myself male asked me how long I’d been in the Party. I told him ten years. 
And he quite clearly said to me, ‘it is people like you who make me sick, 
because you are going to support this, you’ve only been in the Party ten years. 
I’ve been a member all my life’ and he was going for selection in a 
constituency were there would be an all-women shortlist. So, it was all my 
fault, all women’s fault...there is an arrogance, he made it clear that he felt 
that he had a right to that seat and he wasn’t going to stand aside (McAllister, 
2006: 4). 

 

Additionally, the scholars dealing with equality promotion strategies report that AWS 

has also been considered illegal under the Sex Discrimination Act (1975) (Bashevkin, 

2000; Ross, 2002 Kittilson; 2006). This forced the party to implement another 

equality guarantee called ‘twinning’, with the intention to escape the legal obstacles 

(Squires and Wickham-Jones, 2001; Childs et al., 2005; Stevens, 2007) and seek a 

change in the law. Twinning was used by The Labour Party in the 1999 elections for 

the Welsh Assembly and Scottish Parliament and also in the 2001 election at 

Westminster. As a result of the strategy, women represented 40 per cent of the 

Welsh Assembly and 37 per cent of the Scottish Parliament in the first election. In 

1999, the Labour Party adopted this strategy on a one off basis. However, twinning 
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was only effective when ‘a fraction of a party’s representatives were standing down’ 

(Norris, 2000:6). This reflected on the continuity of the policy and parties decided not 

to adopt this positive action in the next election (Norris, 2000). A further example of 

policies helping female candidates in parliamentary seats is the introduction of 

zipping, especially in districts where an election is dependent on rank order (Norris 

and Lovenduski, 1995). Nevertheless, there was a shift in legal regulation regarding 

gender parliamentary imparity resulting in the birth of the Sex Discrimination 

(Election Candidate) Act 2010. This policy allowed political parties to re-introduce the 

use of already successful AWS.          

Further, Campbell and Childs (2014) who also drew on the effectiveness of all-

women-shortlists after studying the results of 1997 analysis on voting by Studlar and 

McAllister, came to a conclusion that the AWS policy, although being controversial, 

did not have any effects on voting behaviour of the British voters (Campbell and 

Childs, 2014).  An important voice in the debate on AWS was raised by the British MP 

Joan Ruddock who stated: ‘I am certain that my party will have to re-adopt all-

woman-shortlists because no other measure - we have tried the others that I know - 

will work for Westminster selections and elections’ (Childs, 2003:89). Overall, the 

implementation of gender quotas was considered by feminist scholars and Labour 

Party activists as the only tangible solution to tackle parliamentary gender inequality 

(Short, 1996), considering them as a ‘fast track’ to women’s advancement in politics 

(Campbell and Childs, 2014: 22). It became evident that in order to select the right 

candidates, the party has to establish certain processes based on political principles 

and provide resources for women and the political interests of the candidates 
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(Kunovich, 2003). Also many findings about the effectiveness of gender quotas have 

fed back into the type of quota policies classifying them as legal gender quotas and 

party gender quotas. Research in this area has in many ways informed scholars that 

in comparison to legal gender quotas, the party gender quotas have weaker effects 

on the increase in women in parliament, (Sawer, 2010; Campbell and Childs, 2014). 

Furthermore, although the use of quotas has proved successful, voluntary quotas 

were less effective in improving gender equality in politics as there are no measures 

taken if parties fail to comply (Ruedin, 2012). Therefore scholars argue that penalties 

should be executed in that respect and the introduction of quotas should be 

statutory rather than voluntary (Norris, 2006). The success of the compulsory gender 

quotas can be especially acknowledged in the Nordic countries, where women are 

included on the parties’ lists in large quantities (50/50 ratio) (Ballington and Karam, 

2005; Norris, 2006a).   Further studies on this topic also illustrate that, for example, 

in 2005 in Rwanda, due to constitutional quotas, the representation of women in the 

lower house reached 48.8 per cent (Shedova,2005). Since then the parliamentary 

representation of women in Rwanda continued to increase achieving 63.8 per cent 

in 2015 (IPU, 2015b), comparing favourably even with Nordic countries. 

The above debate can be extended by illustrating that by 2005 more than 40 

countries worldwide have implemented compulsory gender quotas and in more than 

50 countries parties have implemented voluntary quotas (Dahlerup, 2005). A classic 

example could be France, where in the 1970s, the Socialist Party introduced 

legislative candidate quotas resulting in the increase of women parliamentarians 

from 10 per cent in 1974 to 20 per cent in 1979 and 30 per cent in 1990, although 
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the quota was declared unconstitutional by the French Constitutional Council 

(Nelson and Howdhury, 1994; Dahlerup and Freidenvall, 2008). In contrast, analysis 

of the use of voluntary quotas amongst 25 European Union countries between the 

years 1996-2000 indicated that women achieved only 4 per cent increase in their 

parliamentary representation (Wawrowski, 2007). By and large, the increase of the 

introduction of gender quotas around the world still continues to rise, as presented 

in Table 2.   

Table 2: Worldwide quotas by region 

Region  None Legislative Voluntary Total 

      

East Asia & Pacific 26 8 2 36 
 
Europe &Central Asia 22 18 17 57 
 
Latin America &Caribbean 22 17 2 41 
 
Middle East &North Africa 10 9 2 21 
 
North America 2 0 1 3 
 
South Asia  3 5 0 8 
 
Sub-Saharan Africa 16 26 6 48 

      

Total   101 83 30 214 
Source: Amended from Rosenbluth et al. (2015) 

Table 2 provides an overview on legislative and voluntary gender quotas worldwide. 

It can be identified that European and Central Asian countries are far more advanced 

in the employment of voluntary gender quotas. However Sub-Saharan African 

countries are dominating in the use of legislative quotas. The least advanced in the 
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implementation of gender quotas are North American and South Asian countries, 

commencing as low as null of legislative quotas in North America.  

In addition to the use of quotas, various scholars also argue that for these quotas to 

be successful, they must be well matched with the electoral systems (Dahlerup, 2005; 

Kittilson, 2006; Lovenduski cited in Nizynska, 2012; Ruedin, 2012). For example, 

gender quotas are proven to be more successful in PR electoral systems when 

compared with majoritarian electoral systems and are easier to implement in new 

political systems than in older ones (please see Table 3).  

Table 3: Percentage of countries with gender quotas by type of electoral rules 

  Countries   Quota   

    Legislative   Voluntary 

Party 72 43   16 

Mix 30 17   7 

Candidate Centric 66 29   7 

          

Total 168 79   30 
Source: Amended from Rosenbluth et al. (2015) 

Table 3 offers a snapshot of legislative and voluntary quotas accordingly to the type 

of electoral systems. It can be identified that countries with party electoral systems 

such as the PR significantly overshadow countries with mixed- member electoral 

rules by the use of legislative and voluntary gender quotas. However in the countries 

with mix or candidate centric electoral rules, the use of legislative gender quotas is 

considerably more common. Overall, out of 168 countries worldwide, 65 per cent of 

countries have already implemented gender equality measures.  
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With reference to the above, research on established democracies has uncovered 

that due to parliamentary seats being mostly occupied, there is a strong possibility 

of conflicts between new and old groups (Dahlerup, 2005; Kittilson, 2006; Norris, 

2006). Scholars go even further by linking  List Proportional Representation (List PR)21 

with small or large districts combined with zipping quotas or Mixed Member 

Proportional (MMP)22 combined with reserved seats (Larserud and Taphorn, 2007) 

to indicate the correlation between electoral systems and the use of quotas. For 

example, the Swedish Social Democratic Party initiated this strategy in 1994 which 

resulted in the highest percentage of women politicians in the developed world 

(Brooks at al., 1990). Therefore the impact of electoral systems is discussed in more 

depth in the next part of this chapter. Overall, Dahlerup (2005) and Dahlerup and 

Freidenvall (2011) suggest that the introduction of legal and/or voluntary measures 

has to be considered by the political parties, as the success of gender quotas is 

noticeable not only by researchers, but also by politicians themselves. Furthermore, 

evidence from many studies suggests that ‘in the absence of legal mechanisms, levels 

of women’s political recruitment are likely to remain low’ (Eagle and Lovenduski cited 

in Childs, 2000: 64). However, Campbell and Childs (2014) argue that in the modern 

world political parties tend to streamline party image and tend to use quotas to 

encourage more women voters. Moreover, Matland and Studlar (1996) claim that 

political parties are more likely to introduce gender quotas when pressured by 

competitive parties. However at the same time the use of such equality promotion 

                                                           
21 List PR: under a List Proportional Representation system each party presents a list of candidates for a multi-member 
electoral district, the voter votes for a party, and parties receive seats in proportion to their overall share of the vote.  
22 Mixed Member Proportional System (MMP): system in which the choices expressed by the voters are used to elect 
representatives through two different systems: one list PR system and (usually) one plurality/majority system, where list PR 
system compensates for the disproportionality in the results from the plurality/majority  system 
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could create ‘artificial demand’ for women parliamentary candidates (Campbell and 

Childs, 2014: 172).   

In contrast, feminist Agnieszka Graff (cited in Marszalek-Kawa, 2010) disputes the 

use of quotas, testifying that women are more than capable of holding the role of 

politicians without any interventions. Additionally, other scholars argue that quotas 

not only discourage women from reaching the top political echelons (Warowski, 

2007; Marmola and Orszanecka cited in Turska-Kawa et.al, 2012) but cause 

resentment among men and do not give equal gender access to the electoral 

candidates  (Squires, 2007). Equality guarantees are also hostile to citizens’ rights, 

who feel that their choice of candidate should be based on individuals rather than 

gender (Squires, 2007; Zukowski, 2011). Dave (2011) argues that, for example, AWS 

are undemocratic and there are other groups which could possibly demand the use 

of shortlists such as ethnic minorities, the disabled or prisoners.  On the other hand 

Dave (2011) also claims that use of quotas is not damaging for democracy as women 

still have to win the election, despite how they were promoted as candidates. 

Conversely, Beauchamp (1998 cited in Squires, 2007: 91-92) criticises affirmative 

action quotas, arguing that they: 

Unjustifiably elevate the opportunities of members of targeted groups, 
discriminate against equally qualified or even more qualified members of 
majorities, and perpetuate racial and sexual paternalism.  

 

There are many instances where equality promotion has faced disapproval and its 

effectiveness has been questioned. For example, the latest gender balance strategy, 

the Priority List (also commonly known as the A-list) introduced by David Cameron 
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(UK Conservative Party) has been criticised for having a negative effect on local 

associations which ‘resent anyone being pushed in’ (Evans, 2011b: 209). Moreover, 

some women politicians confessed that this policy cost them their friendships and 

even resulted in threats from the public. Additionally, gender quotas were interfering 

with voters’ free choices (Warowski, 2007) who should be able to select any 

candidates without of being pressurised to choose a particular gender (Zukowski, 

2011).  They also not only created tension between central and regional political 

party structures (Warowski, 2007) but also accelerated conflicts among these parties 

(Zukowski, 2011). To the contrary, other academics argue that ‘party leaders’ 

reluctance to nominate equal numbers of female and male candidates limit voters’ 

(both women and men) ability to vote for women (OSCE, 2014). Another problem is 

that quotas force electors to promote gender over qualifications and experience 

(Warowski, 2007). Moreover, recent research by Gorecki and Kukolowicz (2014) 

suggests that voters prefer candidates with specific backgrounds and political 

experience and, therefore, quotas may not be effective due to the shortage of 

women covering these demands.  However, Zukowski (2011) is critical of the 

statement, arguing that in the male-orientated political system, women’s 

qualifications are undermined and marginalised anyway.  

Overall though, scholars emphasise positive effects of equality promotion strategies 

in parliamentary elections not only across European countries but globally (Dahlerup, 

2005). Further, the socio-cultural beliefs about women’s role were also challenged 

by the introduction of quotas by allowing changes in the status quo. Although some 

argue that equality promotion strategies might undermine the value of women’s 
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achievements by promoting gender equality over other terms of equality, earlier 

examples in this section revealed that in order to divert the parliamentary 

masculinised environment, some measures need to be taken to help women to 

concentrate on their political careers. Lastly, the argument that quotas would breach 

equality laws can be undermined by reshaping the models from ‘women’s equality 

promotions’ to ‘gender equality measures’, which could be implemented equally in 

favour of men as well as women (Demailly, 2005; Baldez, 2006; IDEA, 2010). 

However, returning to the debate on the success of quotas, according to the study 

undertaken by the Fabian Research Society (1990 cited in Brooks et al., 1990), in 

order to make a significant difference to the gender gap, the affirmative action 

quotas would have to reach up to 75 per cent.  This is the reason why I also argue in 

this research that the effectiveness of quotas should be explored further.  

 

IMPACT OF ELECTORAL SYSTEMS ON GENDER IMBALANCE IN POLITICS 

 

Every country deserves to have the best possible leader and that means that 
women have to be given a chance to compete.  If they’re never allowed to 
compete in the electoral process then the countries are really robbing 
themselves of a great deal of talent (Madeleine K. Albright, NDI Chairman 
cited in NDI, 2013). 

 

There is a large volume of published studies describing the role of electoral systems 

in women’s parliamentary representation. Many scholars advocate that the nature 

of the electoral system has a significant impact on the difference in gender 

representation in politics (Darcy et al., 1994; Norris and Lovenduski, 1995; Paxton, 
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1997; Galligan and Tremblay, 2005; Ruedin, 2012). For example, according to Wide’s 

(2006 cited in Wagnerud, 2009) comparative research across 179 countries between 

the years 1950-2005, the type of electoral system was confirmed to be the most 

significant factor in women’s political representation. In this chapter, I pay special 

attention to the electoral systems dominating the OECD countries: the Proportional 

Representation (PR) and the First-Past-The-Post (FPTP) as this sets the foundation for 

my comparative research.  The main idea behind the PR electoral system is the 

agreement of a list of candidates by the party for each district, where voters choose 

one party on their ballot paper (Norris, 2006b; IDEA, 2010). In contrast under the 

FPTP electoral system, the party selects individual candidates and the electorate vote 

for only one candidate of their choice (LSE, 2012). It is harder under the FPTP to 

include a mixed group of candidates for the election, as the party is more interested 

to put forward nominees who will secure their seats (Ballington and Karam, 2005; 

Norris, 2006b; Sawer, 2010; Ruedin, 2012). Some academics argue that Proportional 

Representation electoral system is much more women friendly than the First-Past-

The-Post system (Matland and Taylor, 1997; McAllister and Studlar, 2002; Matland, 

2005; Larserud and Taphorn, 2007; Wangnerud, 2009; Sawer, 2010; Ruedin, 2012). 

Moreover, many scholars agree that: 

In essence, parties are able to use the lists to promote the advancement of 
women politicians and allow the space for voters to elect women candidates 
without limiting their ability to vote with a mind of other concerns (Matland 
& Taylor, 1997:204 cited in Ross, 2002:27) 
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On the other hand the reason for the political parties’ resentment of promoting 

women under the FPTP system is due to a fear of wasted votes, if they place women 

on the electoral list where the ‘winner-takes-all’ (Duverger, 1955 in Kittilson, 2006). 

Therefore, consequently the comparison of the two electoral systems: PR and FPTP 

reveals that PR has greater impact on the proportion of women in parliament (IPU, 

1999; McAllister and Studlar, 2002; Norris, 2006b; Larserud and Taphorn, 2007; 

Sawer 2010; Ruedin, 2012). However, according to Brooks et al. (1990), the PR 

electoral system employed by most East European countries is not proven to be more 

successful than the UK’s FPTP system as, for example, in Poland women’s 

representation in the lower house of the parliament is similar to the UK (Kunovich, 

2003). This was also the case in the 1986 French parliamentary election, where  the 

introduction of a PR electoral system saw the number of women candidates rise from 

11.9 per cent to 24.7 per cent, but the actual number of women elected increased 

by only 5.9 per cent (Sineau, 2008). The claims for PR would appear to be over 

ambitious as the research tends to overlook the gender differences among parties 

within the single system.   Furthermore, the authors overlook the importance of 

other factors such as establishment of democracies and ideologies of political parties 

(Brooks at al., 1990; Wangnerud, 2009). Besides, their studies suggest that in reality 

political parties have failed to put enough women forward (Kunovich, 2003) and 

women can still be discriminated against, unless in the election process they are 

transferred to winnable positions on the electoral lists (Norris and Lovenduski, 1995; 

Kunovich, 2003; Siemienska cited in Marszalek, 2005; Childs, 2006; Stevens, 2007). In 

contrast, some countries under majoritarian electoral systems have seen dramatic 
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increases in women’s representation due to use of equality promotions (Russell et 

al., 2002; Dahlerup, 2006; McAllister, 2008) such as Australia, Canada and United 

Kingdom.  

While scholars emphasise the link between the electoral systems and the number of 

women in parliament, they also pay attention to the orientation of the political 

parties on women’s balance in politics. There is some evidence that ‘leftist parties 

espouse more egalitarian beliefs than right-wing parties and are known for greater 

support for gender equality’ (Kunovich, 2003; Stockemer, 2007:483; Warowski, 2007; 

Krook, 2010). To give an example of this, in countries with established democracies 

such as Italy, France or Spain, communist parties (the French Communist Party; the 

Italian Communist Party (PCI); the Spanish Socialist Workers Party (PSOE), have had 

positive results in promoting women and giving them electoral opportunities 

(Beckwith, 1989; McLeay, 1993; Sawer, 2010). Another example would be the UK’s 

Labour Party which has taken a ‘women-friendly’ approach to become one of UK’s 

leading Political parties which promotes women candidates for Parliament (Kittilson, 

2006: 1). This phenomenon could be due to competition between the new and the 

old left parties (Caul, 1999).   In contrast, right wing parties believe in more traditional 

roles of women in society, therefore their promotion of women in politics is much 

less than among leftists (Rule, 1987). For example, in Poland the right-wing political 

party, the Union of Real Politics (1989), promoted the idea that young women should 

be stripped of their right to stand for elections. In their view, young women did not 

have the ability to be involved in politics (Siemienska cited in Nelson and Chowdhury, 

1994). A further example is Sweden where after the 1991 parliamentary election, 
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where the number of women decreased from 38 per cent to 33.5 per cent and in 

Norway where there was a decrease from 39 per cent to 36 per cent due to the 

change in parliament from a social-democratic to a coalition government formed by 

right-wing parties (Teigen and Wangenrud, 2009). The same phenomenon applies to 

central parties (Matland and Studlar, 1996) such as, for example, the Canadian 

Liberal Party which ‘takes less vigorous action in support of women candidates’ (IPU, 

1999:46).  

The generalizability of much published research in this area is problematic as 

according to other scholars the orientation of the political party has no relevance to 

women’s political representation anymore (Darcy et al., 1994; Matland and Studlar, 

1996; IPU, 1999). Nevertheless, the latest research carried out among 57 individual 

political parties from 11 West European countries indicated that the orientation of 

the party still plays a significant role in the representation of women in parliament 

(Lilliefeldt, 2012).  

Besides, it could be suggested that the significance of the electoral system in 

women’s political representation must be closely combined with the selection, 

promotion and election processes.  

 

 

 



70 

 

From selection to election 

While a PR electoral system obviously makes the selection of women more 
likely, it is not the electoral system which does the selecting. The selectors are 
not the prisoners of the electoral system. The active role of the election 
process in determining how many women enter Parliament should not be 
overlooked (McLeay, 1993: 56) 

 

Serious weaknesses in some of the main stages of women’s political journey have 

been discussed by many scholars. Firstly, the selection practices carried out by 

political parties must be questioned (Ashley, 2008). Also male selectorates23  favour 

candidates who are more likely to represent masculine characteristics; therefore 

consequently women face discrimination at the root of their political journey (Norris 

and Lovenduski, 1995; Sheperd-Robinson and Lovenduski, 2002, Warowski, 2007). 

Furthermore, Norris (2006b) and Kittilson (2006:27) claim that in the single member 

districts where the ‘winner-take-it all’, political parties are discouraged from 

selecting women due to fear of ‘wasted votes’. The selectors might also ask gender 

discriminative questions based on women’s roles and their availability to conduct the 

job as parliamentarians (Norris and Lovenduski, 1995; Kittilson, 2006). This results in 

lack of support for women at the selection stage (Norris and Lovenduski, 1995; 

Shepherd-Robinson and Lovenduski, 2002, Childs et al., 2005; Ruedin, 2012). For 

example in Britain the political selection process used to be called ‘the secret garden 

of British politics’, (please see Figure 3 below), as the process was performed within 

the political parties internally and away from the public eye (King and Soloman, 1973: 

40).  However the authors might have overlooked the fact that bigger political parties 

                                                           
23 Selectorates: Individuals within the party who select candidates. 
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were more likely to include more women on their electoral lists than the smaller 

parties (Siemienska, 2000). Moreover, the selection processes have changed 

significantly since the 1950s (Norris and Lovenduski, 1995) as a response to women’s 

pressure in increasing their representation in politics (Kittilson, 2006). For example, 

parties such as the German Green Party have restructured their selection process in 

order to allow more women into the parliament by alternating men and women on 

the lists, placing women in first position (Matland and Montgomery, 2003; Kittilson, 

2006). For some of the major parties, the aims of the changes were to ‘increase the 

formality of the process’ and ‘to shift power slightly away from the core constituency 

activists towards central leadership and the grassroots members’ (Norris and 

Lovenduski, 1995: 8). Nevertheless, candidates must still apply for particular 

constituencies and go through interviews and short-listings stage (Norris and 

Lovenduski, 1995).  
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Figure 3: The ladder of political recruitment.  

 

 

Source: Amended from Norris and Lovenduski (1995) 

 

The above Figure illustrates a common way of reaching the political top. The process 

of climbing the ‘gender ladder’ according to Norris and Lovenduski (1995) starts with 

the political party gatekeepers who developed the greatest control over the 

candidates, therefore limiting the candidate options for the party voters. In the 

British Politics for example, as mentioned before, the decision on who would become 

MP lies in the selectorate’s hands rather than in the hands of the electorates.   

Within a similar context, although women should have a better opportunity to be 

promoted by parties’ selection committees the issue of gender equality cannot be 
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tackled if parties fail to ensure that selected women candidates are placed on the list 

for winnable safe seats (Norris and Lovenduski, 1995; Childs et al., 2005). This is 

because the candidates placed in the winnable seat position is treated by the voters 

as a clear signal from the party that this is the best candidate, and which should be 

elected (Gorecki and Kukolowicz, 2014). Additionally, a survey carried out by IPU 

(1999) indicated that political parties are still concerned that voters might fail to vote 

for women. The Socialist Party in Hungary could be a good example of such failure, 

where the low percentage of women parliamentarians (9 per cent), places Hungary 

significantly below the European Union average in the number of women MPs (IPU, 

1999; Fodor, 2011). Another significant example would be the attempt of the right 

wing Polish political party called Law and Justice to increase the number of women 

in parliament by launching the ‘angels’ campaign ahead of the 2011 General Election. 

This promotion however had very minimal effect on the party image and in the 

overall increase of the number of women in parliament (Cienski, 2010: 1). Further, 

the 1992 British Candidate Survey undertaken by Lovenduski and Norris clarified, 

that the failure of the political parties to select women for winnable seats, undercut 

the availability of suitable and highly trained women candidates (Campbell and 

Childs, 2014). To the contrary, some scholars argue that more important is the type 

of electoral system, as for example under the PR system women placed furthered on 

the lists can still be selected (Siemienska, 2000; Spurek, 2002; Gwiazda, 2014).  
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Statistical emphasis on the United Kingdom and the Republic of Poland 

 

In this research I pay special attention to two particular countries: United Kingdom 

and Poland when conducting my comparison of gender unbalance in the lower 

chambers of the parliament. As presented in Figure 4, the number of women in both 

parliaments is significantly unequal when compared to men.  

 

Figure 4: Representation of men and women in the House of Commons and the 

Sejm of the Republic of Poland in 2015  

Source: Amended from IPU (2015a) 

The above Figure illlustrates recent peercentage of men and women in the British 

House of Commons and the Sejm of the republic of Poland. It is visible that in both 

countries the number of women MPs is lesser than the number of men MPs.  
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Moreover, according to major demographic variables as presented in Figure 5 and 

Figure 6, the process on gender equality over the last 60 years between both 

countries (UK and Poland) still did not result in equal representation of women in the 

British House of Commons or the Sejm of the Republic of Poland.  It has to be also 

noted that the implementation of party quotas in the United Kingdom in the 1997 

general election resulted in significant increase of women’s presence in Parliament 

from 9 percent to 18 percent; however the rise after that year was not as advanced 

till 2015. In 2015 the House of Commons has seen the second largest increase of 

women in parliament increasing their number from 22 per cent in 2010 to 29 percent 

in 2015. This rapid increase moves the UK to the 36th place in the world rankings for 

female parliamentary representation.   

Figure 5: Progress in gender balance in the House of Commons: 1950-2015 

Source: Amended from Keen (2015) 

The above Figure illustrates the percentage of women elected in each general 

election between the years 1950 and 2010. It indicates that the number of women 

elected between the years 1950 and 1992 has shown a steadily increasing trend, 
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which ignores fluctuation in some years. However it indicates considerable increase 

in the 1997 general election due to the use of equality guarantee: the all-women-

shortlists.  

Figure 6: Progress in gender balance in the Sejm of the Republic of Poland: 1952-2011 

Source: Amended from Brodzinska-Mirowska (2009);  Instytut Spraw Publicznych (2010) 

The above Figure illustrates increases and decreases of women elected to the Sejm 

of the Republic of Poland between the years 1952 and 2011.  There is a significant 

decrease in the number of women from 17 per cent in 1952 to 4 per cent in 1957 and 

1989 from 20 per cent to 13 per cent. Both decreases were due to ‘political thaw’ 

where the Polish Parliament required a ‘real power’ and people in Poland anticipated 

to gain parliamentary democracy (Fuszara, 2000: 272; Brodzinska-Mirowska, 

2009:37). 

In this thesis I also aim to argue that the increase in women’s parliamentary 

advancement is still considerably lower than the increase in the presence of women 
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in other positions of power. Figure 7 indicates the latest statistical data on the 

increase in the percentage of women worldwide and across the UK and Polish lower 

chambers of the parliaments. Figure 8 illustrates the increase in the percentage of 

women on boards in FTSE 100 and FTSE 250. 

Figure 7: The increase of women in parliaments: UK, Poland and Worldwide between 

2010 and 2015 

Source, IPU (2015) 

Figure 7 above demonstrates the comparison in the percentage of women’s 

parliamentarians worldwide, in the British House of Commons and in the Sejm of the 

Republic of Poland between 2010 and 2015. This Figure clearly indicates that the 

increase of women in parliaments is considerably lower, with the increase of t3 per 

cent worldwide, 4 per cent in Poland and nine and a half percent in the United 

Kingdom.  The British increase is slightly more advanced due to the latest 

improvement in gender balance in the recent general election. Overall the increase 
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is still considerably lower than when compared to the increase of women on boards 

presented in the below Figure 8.  

Figure 8: The increase of women on boards: FTSE 250 and FTSE 100 between 

2010/2011 and 2015 

Source: Lord Davies of Abersoch (2011) and Lord Davies of Abersoch (2015) 

Figure 8 above demonstrates the advancement in the representation of women on 

boards of 101st to the 350th largest companies listed on the London Stock Exchange 

(FTSE 250) and on the 100 companies listed on the London Stock Exchange with the 

highest market capitalisation (FTSE 100). The Figure illustrates changes between the 

years 2010 and 2015. It is seen that the number of women on boards across FTSE 250 

and FTSE 100 rises significantly reaching an increase of over 100 per cent in both 

instances. 

From the above Figures 7 and 8 it is visible that the increase of women in parliaments 

between the years 2010 and 2015 has only risen on average 5.5 per cent whereas 
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the increase of women in the top companies listed on the London Stock Exchange in 

the same period has risen on average 16 per cent. This data indicates that the 

advancement of women in parliaments is still by far unequal to the advancement of 

women in other powerful positions. However the above Figures (7 and 8) also clarify 

that gender balance in different positions of power is still significantly unequal when 

compared to men.   

 

CONCLUSION 

 

In this chapter my aim has been to explain some reasons for gender imbalance in 

parliaments across new and established democracies across a number of countries 

mainly belonging to OECD. I have paid special attention to various difficulties that 

women face in their attempt to become politicians and have identified some equality 

promotion strategies that have been used to allow women to join the political elite. 

I have identified the impact of some socio- cultural aspects on women’s under-

representation in politics, and some prevailing aspects of cultural stereotypes. Given 

the traditional image of females who are perceived as family-raisers and dependent 

on their husbands I have illustrated that society is in need of challenging these social 

images as otherwise they are in danger of verifying the false stereotypical belief that 

women are not capable of standing in the role of politicians. The evidence from the 

literature also highlights religious aspects as one of the features playing some role in 

women’s political representation. Various scholars identify Catholic traditionalism as 

an obstacle to women’s political involvement due to the belief of the Catholic Church 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Company
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/London_Stock_Exchange
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that women have different, traditional roles. Other writers perpetuate the image of 

women as being ‘weak and ineffectual’ and who are not capable of dealing with the 

political environment. However, I would argue that primarily women have to prove 

to themselves that they are capable as leaders and they can be as good as men.  Also 

a change in social perception on ‘a woman’s place’ could be very significant in order 

to achieve gender balance in political elites. Then again, I agree with Ruedin (2012) 

who argues that further study is needed on the impact of cultural factors on women’s 

representation in politics in order to uncover the deep-rooted nature of that 

problem. 

Additionally, scholars share some common interest in the impact of media on 

women’s political involvement.  According to researchers the media not only under-

represent women politicians, but distort their images by presenting them as gender 

stereotypes or/and sexual objects. The systematic tendencies towards these 

discourses on female politicians by journalists and reporters led to the conclusion 

that the media significantly contributes to women’s difficulties in their political 

careers. Also media bias against female politicians plays a big role in influencing 

public opinion about women’s abilities and capabilities as politicians.  These 

misrepresented descriptions of females in politics often damage their reputations as 

leaders and in many instances create an impediment to their future political careers. 

Therefore, guidance for women politicians in public speaking through various forms 

of training and helping them to learn how to handle the media are some of many 

strategies recommended by scholars. Still this approach would have to acknowledge 
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the importance of discourse between men and women about the prominence of 

parity in legislative bodies.  

Furthermore, the chapter has discussed socio-economic factors as very relevant 

obstacles to women’s political involvement. Various studies across the literature 

have found that financial difficulties, lack of suitable education and lack of training 

provided to women politicians place them as secondary candidates for parliamentary 

positions. Therefore, strategies for equal opportunity offering women the same 

possibilities as men, helping in their election campaigns and suitable training are 

necessities suggested by researchers. However, controversially other scholars such 

as Abdela (2010) argue that although attention should be given to educating future 

women politicians, that endless training will not reform the lack of gender parity in 

politics.  Therefore I agree with Ballington and Karam (2005) who suggest that it is 

important to make sure that women are supported not just at the beginning, but all 

the way through their political careers.  

Male domination and the possible impact of critical mass on the parliamentary 

environment are also presented in this chapter in accordance with the impact of 

women MP’s on women’s issues. The literature identifies how feminisation and the 

promotion of women’s interests influence the wider political environment. Also, on 

many occasions women do not come forward either due to fear that they will not be 

able to compete against men or the stereotypical idea that they should not take any 

interest in politics. Some research studies suggest that, if more women would put 

themselves forward politically, they not only would be recognised as potential 
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politicians but also they would be nominated. Also, the literature review identifies 

male involvement in women’s political advancement. Men fear possible feminisation 

of politics and the changes it may create in the male dominated house. However I 

agree with Abdela (2010) who claims that when equal partnership between both 

genders is established, men’s domination would be exchanged for positive 

relationships with women. In contrast, other scholars suggest that true equality 

between the sexes can only be achieved if both women and men pull together to 

break the ‘age-old belief’ that women and men have different roles to play 

(Ballington, 2008: 5).  

Another significant finding emerging from the literature is the balance between legal 

provisions and women’s pressure groups that were launched in order to increase the 

number of women in parliamentary seats. For example, women not only organise 

themselves inside political parties by forming professional groups aimed at 

supporting each other, but also introduce various plans to help women to reach their 

political target. Furthermore, women also demand clear rules for candidate selection 

within political parties and the introduction of equality promotion tools in the form 

of quotas, which have proven successful, although branded as the ‘fast track’ to 

gender balance in politics (Dahlerup, 2005:3; Schwindt-Bayer, 2009:5).  However, it 

could be argued that quotas have to be treated in the context of electoral systems 

and take into consideration the differences between left, central and right-wing 

parties. While left-wing parties have promoted women by using different types of 

equality promotion quotas, the central or more right wing parties such as the 

conservatives have not followed the same routes stating that they are patronising to 
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women (Platell, 2009; Sawer, 2010; Peacock, 2012; Marshall, 2013).   Furthermore, 

it could be claimed that the difference between compulsory and voluntary quotas 

has been proven to have a major impact on their success. Additionally, more recent 

arguments against equality promotion measures have undergone some criticism 

from scholars who argue that quotas undermine the achievement of gender balance 

in politics. Moreover, although affirmative action quotas have had an impact on 

women’s representation, as seen for example in the 1997 British general Election, 

their overall effect on women’s representation is still difficult to measure precisely. 

However, in opposition it could be claimed that examining countries representing 

contradictory electorate systems, different stages in the development of democracy, 

and different approaches to equality promotion might indicate the impact of short 

and long lasting effects of quotas.  

Correspondingly this chapter has noted a relationship between countries’ political 

structures such as the type of electoral systems and the participation of women in 

politics. Although past research has shown that PR electoral systems in Western 

Europe do not favour or smooth women’s election, studies carried out over the years 

have indicated that these systems have significantly improved the involvement of 

women in parliaments. Nevertheless, differences between PR and FPTP could be 

short-term solutions.  Some scholars claim that there is no electoral system that will 

level the representation of women in parliaments as every system will have certain 

political side-effects. Also, while there is some relationship between the electoral 

system and the ideology of political parties, many scholars argue that the spectrum 

of the party has no significance in the overall proportion of women in parliament. 
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Moreover, the evidence suggests that the involvement of women in politics will not 

reach a well-balanced stage until parties encourage women to participate in political 

life and help them to establish a good work-life balance.  

Furthermore, major structural processes have to be taken into consideration when 

discussing the ideologies of political parties such as procedures of selection, 

promotion and election. For example, in patronage-oriented selection, the rules 

about the processes of selecting the candidates are less clear than in bureaucratic 

selection where rules such as the use of quotas guarantee the selection of women. 

Second, other promotion channels to get women into the parliamentary 

environment remain equally significant. However, the success of women candidates 

depends on the positions in which they are placed on the electoral list. Therefore I 

agree with Schmidt (2009) who calls for pressure on political parties to put women 

on a list with winnable seats. In opposition to the above argument, some candidates 

claim that the place on the list is not important, as supporters vote for the party name 

and not for the candidate, ignoring his/her placement on the list. 

Overall, the evidence demonstrates that although the first goal was simply to ‘add 

women in’ and ‘extend the boundaries’ (Squires, 1999 cited in Squires, 2007: 9), this 

is still not the case in the 21st century. An important practical implication is that 

positive changes in women’s representation in parliaments have not occurred due to 

democratic advances alone, but have been the result of ‘sustained mobilisation’ and 

‘institutional engineering’ (Ballington and Karam, 2005: 26). But, the presence of 

women in politics is undoubtedly too weak to have a major impact and the 
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achievement of equal representation of women in parliaments will very likely be on 

the agenda until the 22nd century when parity between men and women will, at the 

current rate of progress, finally be achieved. Predictions based on the trend between 

1945 and 2005 indicate that gender representation in parliaments among European 

Union countries will achieve parity in 2068 (Siemienska, 2005; UNICEF, 2007; 

Warowski, 2007). 

The above outcomes have led to some major questions, not only about whether 

cultural changes in women’s role in society have led to their struggle towards political 

leadership, but more importantly, whether equality promotion strategies are the way 

forward in order to increase the number of women in parliaments. Moreover, it is 

important to measure to what extent the use of quotas affects women’s candidacy 

by comparing countries with established versus new democracies with different 

electoral systems and different approaches towards introducing equality policies. For 

example, various authors in the latest literature claim that contradictory findings in 

the field of gender inequality in politics suggest a need for re-examination of that 

area due to unclear links between research and the ‘real world’ (Krook, 2010: 886). 

Therefore, I am conducting a further investigation in two countries, Britain and 

Poland, which are similar in parliamentary gender balance, but at the same time 

culturally, politically and structurally different. I aim to explore the roots and 

foundations of gender inequality in politics in the eyes of women MPs and most 

importantly, how these women themselves see the way forward to improve the 

gender balance.  What’s more, it is also important to uncover what we can learn from 

the successes of women who are achieving the top political jobs.  
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CHAPTER III: RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

A methodology is a collection of procedures, techniques, tools, and 
documentation aids which will help [the researchers] in their efforts to 
implement a new information system.  A methodology will consist of phases; 
they consisting of sub-phases, which will guide [the researchers] in their 
choice of techniques that might be appropriate at each stage of the project 
and also help them plan, manage, control and evaluate information. It is 
usually based on some philosophical view; otherwise it is merely a method, 
like a recipe (Avison and Fitzgerald, 1988: 166).  

 

This ‘recipe’ helps researchers to achieve their plans and goals not only in creating 

the foundation of the research, but gaining satisfactory data for future analysis 

(Harman, 2005; Willig, 2001). I achieved the consistency and right balance in my 

research through using appropriate theoretical tools which set the base for my data 

collection. A variety of methods are used by researchers to assess gender inequality 

such as individual interviews, focus groups, surveys and photography. Each has its 

advantages and drawbacks. However it is important to understand that the 

‘methodology used to investigate gender issues must involve assertive question 

shifting, redefinitions of issues, sharp attention to the power of dominant values, and 

vigilant monitoring of how questions are asked and how research is used’ (Marshall 

and Young, 2006: 64). I decided that the best method to adopt for this investigation 

was interviewing as the goal of my study was to give voice to women MPs and to 

hear their perceptions on how they experienced gender inequality before and during 

their political involvement.  This process lead to identifying technical aspects of 
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conducting my data analysis that would illustrate my findings factually and avoid bias. 

To analyse my findings I decided to use practical aspects of grounded theory by 

gathering data into substantive and theoretical categories, eventually forming core 

categories. My intention was not to grow theory but to utilise grounded theory 

methods in a unique way. This involved adopting its practical aspects such as the 

creation of sub, main and core categories. I intended to use this approach within an 

overall practical policy orientation where my methodological choice was to take the 

interviewees’ narratives and expose them to the reader.  

However, I had to apply a more sophisticated approach to coding, as according to 

Glaser (2005: 17) the coding ‘must emerge and not be forced’. Some scholars argue 

that this type of method allows the researcher to carry out research without setting 

any predominant concepts and analyse the data according to the researcher’s sense 

about the subject (Mills, et al., 2006). It is also necessary to clarify here that this 

approach relates to the researcher who is not an expert but ‘defers to the experience 

of the participant, who has experience with the phenomenon of study’ (Milliken and 

Schreiber, 2001:6). Milliken and Schreiber’s (2001) views, however, are contradicted 

by one of the founders of the theory, Barney Glaser, who argues that there is no need 

for grounded theory to pulverise epistemology to rationalise its practice. Additionally 

Glaser (2005:6,7) confirms that grounded theory is based on hidden construction, 

using ‘a concept indicator model’ to which the researcher must stay open. I would, 

however, argue against Glaser’s approach, as in my view knowledge supported by an 

appropriate structural and practical framework does not have to restrict the 

researcher’s open-mindedness to the research phenomenon.  
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This chapter illustrates my journey from data collection to research analysis. It starts 

with the introduction of the research’s principles with an emphasis on social theories 

and explores some issues raised by cross-cultural comparative research. It 

emphasises the importance of various aspects that have to be acknowledged when 

international comparative research is conducted and suggests appropriate tools that 

have to be used for successful investigation in such a study. Likewise, it also explains 

the ethical considerations that I had to confront when collecting secondary and 

primary data. Next, I demonstrate the type of materials used for gathering primary 

information and define my qualitative and quantitative approach to secondary 

findings. In this part I also validate the qualitative approach in my primary data 

collection. Equally, I draw an attention to the use of interviews and offer examples 

of tools I used in the selection of suitable interviewees. I also explain the roots for 

classification of the data for further investigation. Further, in this chapter I expand 

on my approach to data analysis and justify the method I used in obtaining my results. 

Finally, I indicate various limitations of this study and illustrate everyday difficulties 

when interviewing elites.  This chapter also aims to expand on difficulties with the 

interpretation of the findings and the accuracy of some data when the time frame 

was a limitation. Correspondingly, my intention is to emphasise the importance of 

ongoing development in this kind of study.  
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BACKGROUND TO RESEARCH: WHY THE HOUSE OF COMMONS AND 
THE SEJM OF THE REPUBLIC OF POLAND? 

 

With gender representation in British and Polish parliaments I focussed on practical 

debates surrounding the difficulties responsible for gender imbalance in politics. I 

identified women’s exclusion from the parliamentary elite in both countries as well 

as contextualised responses of those involved in the political environment. I created 

some degree of openness in positioning and developing my argument which was 

supported by theoretical and practical considerations by developing a classification 

for social phenomena that I have observed during my empirical work. I positioned 

my study of the cultural and political aspects of British and Polish society by primarily 

exploring women’s representation in global parliaments as a context for data on the 

House of Commons and the Polish Sejm.  While the number of women present in 

British and Polish Parliaments is slowly advancing, equal gender representation in 

both countries is still far from being satisfactory.   

The disparity in gender parliamentary imbalance in both of my chosen countries is 

deeply illustrative of their cultural backgrounds and cultural norms. For instance 

these cultural phenomena are dominated by certain aspects of each country’s 

political establishment such as the impact of Communism in Poland on gender 

political involvement (Sakwa and Crouch, 1978). According to some academics, the 

base for feminist research is women’s awareness of the differences between men 

and women. Feminist researchers ‘interact and collaborate with people they study’ 

and see the social world as a web of humans who are linked together (Neuman, 
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2000:83). In other words, in relation to political theory I illustrate in my research how 

MPs explain, describe and evaluate political events, political culture, political systems 

and the involvement of their governments. Further, when taking into consideration 

the feminist political theory I concentrate on the ways which gender constructs 

politics and the approaches whereby gender issues such as women’s inequality in 

parliaments are constructed in decision-making. When talking about liberal 

democratic theory, I also explore the government’s involvement in democracy and 

how under the principles of liberalism the government protects equal opportunities 

and the rights of women. Within the same context, Cole (1993: 222) argues that:  

Today’s society is not simply either modern or postmodern and women, 
especially, occupy a variety of worlds, traditional (as wives and mothers), 
modern (as workers and citizens) and postmodern (as consumers and 
participants in contemporary culture), each with its own oppressions, 
opportunities and politics.  
 

I argue in this thesis that women’s oppression and political opportunity in modern or 

postmodern society as issues of equality or rather inequality are far from being 

comprehensible in these simple terms. I therefore endeavour through my research 

to gain a deeper understanding of the lack of women’s equal involvement in politics.  

It is also recognised by scholars and researchers that the fundamental aspect of 

democracy has also played a major role in the development in parliamentary gender 

equality (Paxton, 1997; Donno and Russett 2004). The phenomena of democracy 

played another role here deciding on cross international comparison between UK 

and Poland correspondingly comparing an established democracy (UK) with a 

relatively new democracy (Poland). My comparison however, argues with Paxton 
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(1997) and Donno and Russett (2004) as in Poland we can clearly see the decline in 

women’s parliamentary participation which has been directly related to the attempts 

made to shift the regime from authoritarian to democracy. This finding supports also 

a view of other scholars, who claim that gender equality is not a consequence of 

democratisation but a part of wise context (Inglehart et al., 2004; Beer, 2009).  

Another predicting key factor for my choice of comparison was the differences in the 

use of equality promotion in both countries. The use of voluntary party gender 

quotas in the UK compared to the compulsory 35% quota in Poland helped me to 

describe MPs’ experiences with the impact of these affirmative actions on women 

and illustrate their opinion about the effectiveness of such equality guarantees.  

Finally, the importance of the electoral systems on gender parliamentary balance has 

led to my choice of comparing Poland and UK.  Commonly argued by scholars the PR 

being more women friendly and the British FPTP electoral system where winner takes 

it all, provided a good comparative measure on the impact of these different systems 

on gender parliamentary balance in the UK and Poland.  

 

SOME CONCERNS REGARDING CROSS INTERNATIONAL RESEARCH 

 

Cross cultural research helps researchers to develop theories due to the expanded 

number and range of variables it facilitates (Brislin, 1976). Yet, Black and Champion 

(1976) argued that the development of cross-cultural research has not advanced 
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significantly enough. But, over the years a considerable literature has been published 

regarding cross-national research, and comparison has become not only essential as 

a scientific research method (Altbach and Gail, 1986), but is also considered as a 

‘central element of disciplined inquiry or scientific investigation’ (Ginsburg, 2006). 

Furthermore, comparative research has its roots in the nineteenth century where it 

was already being used by well-known sociologists such as Karl Marx, Emile Durkheim 

and Max Weber (Neil, 1976).  

This theoretical background allowed me to set my goals for the comparison of my 

chosen countries - UK and Poland. The countries illustrate similarities and differences 

in their structural, political and cultural characters. According to Burnham et al. 

(2004:60), ‘The comparative method is about observing and comparing carefully 

selected cases on the basis of some stimulus being absent or present’. The stimulus 

in my study is related to similar under-representation of women in each of my 

studied environments: the House of Commons and the Polish Sejm. The cases are 

related to similar number of MPs interviewed, in both countries from the lower 

chambers of the national parliaments. Another requirement in comparative research 

is to choose dependent and/or independent attributes (Burnham et al., 2004). In my 

case the dependent attributes were the percentages of women MPs in both 

parliaments: 29 per cent in the House of Commons and similarly 24 per cent in the 

Polish Sejm. The independent attributes are the different electoral systems (UK: First-

Past-The-Post; Poland: Proportional Representation). The other comparative 

elements were the equality promotion methods used in each country, the use of 

voluntary party quotas such as all-women- shortlists and the A-list in the UK versus 
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the 35% compulsory party quota used in Poland. They also include the socio-

economic and cultural factors characterising each country and different main 

religious cultures (UK Anglican; Poland Catholic). Further, other comparative 

elements also involved the political culture of each parliament through the selection, 

promotion and election procedures and differences in the establishment of 

democracy (UK: established democracy; Poland: relatively new democracy).  

Various scholars argue that some norms assigned to one culture may differ from the 

other, which causes difficulties due to false or misleading results (Black and 

Champion, 1976; Brislin, 1976). In opposition some scholars illustrate that as foreign 

researcher seems more interesting to the participants who are willing to share more 

detailed opinions and to indicate their own ideas to international audience (Herod, 

1999; Mullings, 1999; Sabot, 1999; Richardson, 2014). To add to that debate, Black 

and Champion (1976: 45) argue that ‘the cross-societal comparison tends to be 

implicit rather than explicit, and the real burden of systematic comparison is often 

left to the reader’. Furthermore, Cadogan (2010:602) argues that ‘the use of small 

numbers of countries, however, does preclude generalisations, and so theory testing 

is not appropriate’. According to recent studies by Franke and Richey (2010: 1278), 

the size of the samples should be able to produce samples that are statistically 

significant, and ‘selecting a wide range of countries is helpful when only a few can be 

studied, although increasing the number of countries to be studied is generally 

preferable’. Therefore, I decided to choose multiple countries for my secondary data 

in order to become aware of how gender inequality can be understood in the wider 

context. Thus my choice of the two main countries I wanted to compare in my 
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primary research derived from the global overview of gender equality concerns 

across many nations. The justification for my choice to compare the UK and Poland 

was grounded on similarities and differences arising from the comparable numbers 

of women MPs in the lower chambers of both Parliaments as well as political features 

such as democratic approaches, electoral systems, the use of equality promotion 

strategies and the socio-cultural differences between the two countries.  

  

INTERVIEWS: QUALITATIVE APPROACH TO PRIMARY DATA COLLECTION 

 

Scholars argue that the key features common to all qualitative methods can be seen 

when they are contrasted with quantitative approaches as most quantitative data 

techniques are data condensers that summarise information in order to see the big 

picture (Hart, 1998; Flowerdrew and Martin, 2005). However I agree for example 

with Newman (2006) that qualitative methods, in contrast, are best understood as 

data enhancers, as when data is heightened it is possible to see the key aspects more 

clearly. Moreover, the main strength of qualitative research is to provide quality 

rather than quantity and it can be associated with interpreting actions of humans in 

everyday life (Maanen, 1983). Furthermore, according to some scholars, qualitative 

data is ‘rich, full, earthy, holistic, and real’ (Miles cited in Maanen, 1983:116). Hence 

I decided to use this method to commence my study. Also, I believed that this type 

of research would allow the subjects to expose their feelings and behaviour which 

would make my data stronger than collecting the information using a quantitative 
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approach. However, ‘qualitative researchers do not search for data that will support 

or disprove their hypothesis’ (Burns, 2000: 390). The base for their research is an 

open-minded investigation of phenomena that occur within the social scientific 

world where the researcher is perceived as an ‘instrument’ for gaining information. 

However, although variables are difficult to measure, the information provided by 

human participants allows a better view on the topic and is another way of 

understanding and visualising social problems (Padget, 1998; Burns, 2000). This 

attribute complied with my approach which I have justified above, as the expertise 

on the researched topic was shifted from me to my participants.   

I have chosen one particular approach within the qualitative method: semi-

structured interviews. Interviews can be defined as interchanges of information 

between the researcher and the participant (Ruane, 2005).  This approach had a 

number of attractive features: 

 Interviews are useful tools for gaining information ‘about lived experience 

and its meanings’ (Denzin and Lincoln, 2003: 47) and is one of the most 

powerful methods in which another human being can be understood (Denzin 

and Lincoln, 2003).  

 This type of method is described as ‘the ideal investigative technique’ (Gray 

et al., 2007:55) as it allows the gathering of deep responses to questions and 

obtaining detailed information about personal feelings, perceptions and 

opinions regarding the research area.  
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 This method facilitates learning about the interviewee’s meaning in respect 

of issues that can differ from the researcher’s and other writers’ views (Gray 

et al., 2007; Ruane, 2005).   

 This form of data collection also allows the researcher to take control over 

the line of questioning (Gray et al., 2007; Ruane, 2005).  

 Another advantage of this method is that the interviewee is able to ask 

questions back, which enables him/her to validate the importance of the 

research area (Gray et al., 2007; Ruane, 2005) and clarify any uncertainty.  

 The researcher is also able to engender a fairer and fuller representation of 

the participant’s perspectives on certain issues (Gray et al., 2007; Ruane, 

2005).   

After establishing the method I wanted to use for my study, I faced numerous 

questions:  

1. Who do I want to interview and how can I identify them?  

2. What questions should I ask in order to gain significant data for my study? 

3. How do I want to contact potential participants?  

4. On what basis should I establish my sub and main coding categories? 

5. What would be my ‘Plan B’, if the results were unclear?  

First, I constructed a map in order to identify the populations, strata and other 

elements of the populations.  According to Hart (1998), mapping is one of the prime 

tools for analysis in any research. Mapping allowed me to select the type of women 

for the interviews and decide on the number of interviewees. Participants were 
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chosen by a selection process depending on the political party or political 

organisation they belonged to, their political experiences and their electoral position. 

Interviewees were mainly assessed on: 

 Political career 

 Social background 

 Years of experience in a parliamentary office 

 Use of affirmative action quotas during the election 

The methodological tool that I decided to use for this research was purposive 

sampling, where participants were aligned with an interest in a specific issue of the 

research area such as the use of quotas during their election, their experiences with 

the media and the length of their political experience. The strategy of sampling is 

very important for any researcher as, according to Ruane (2005:43), this relates to 

‘the process whereby we study a ‘few’ in order to learn about the ‘many’ and 

provides knowledge that is useful in the evaluation of the hypothesis’ (Tashakkori 

and Teddlie, 2003; Ruane, 2005). Moreover, according to Richardson (2014), 

commonly having access to interview the elite is restricted, therefore it would be 

advisable to choose the participants on a purpose which is directly associated with 

the research area.  This process involved a selection from the populations of the UK 

House of Commons and the Polish Sejm.  The stratum in the UK referred 

overwhelmingly to political parties such as the Conservative Party, the Labour Party, 

and the Liberal Democrats. The stratum in Poland referred primarily to political 
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parties such as the Civic Party, the Democratic Left Alliance Party, and the Law and 

Justice Party.  

After establishing the sample size, I designed some questions for the interviews and 

contacted female MPs, selectively chosen for the research. Interviewees were 

contacted by letters, emails, telephone calls and personal visits to a variety of 

conferences and events they were involved in such as ‘Question Time’ in the UK. All 

invitations to participate in my interviews were accompanied by the consent form 

and a briefing explaining the nature of my research. Questions mainly arose from the 

previous chapter, the literature review, as my secondary findings indicated some 

main concerns regarding gender inequality in parliaments across different nations. 

My interviews had semi-structured formats and questions were crafted to suit 

respondents. Also, the use of semi-structured interviews allowed me to gather data 

accordingly to the theme and facilitated gaining the interviewees’ perceptions on the 

researched topic. The intended sample consisted of 50 participants in total: 25 from 

the UK and 25 from Poland. However due to restrictions on the MPs’ availability, 22 

women MPs were interviewed in the UK and 25 women MPs were interviewed in 

Poland. This discrepancy did not have any impact on the research results as the 

information gained from each set of interviews was similar and an additional three 

UK interviews could not have changed the overall character of the findings.  

Questions were about the women’s general views on gender equality, their views on 

positive action strategies and their experiences regarding work/life balance as well 

as experiences with the media. Also the female MPs were asked if they faced any 
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difficulties during their election process and how they overcame these problems. 

Additionally, as the study involved Polish participants, I carried out all the translation 

for this thesis. All interviewees were asked, prior to the interview, if they could be 

recorded and if their personal details could be used in data analysis. I paid special 

attention to the recommendations of other scholars who claim that the main 

advantages of semi-structured interviews are that participants can introduce new 

topics which can be valuable for the research as (Axinn and Pearce, 2006; Zhang and 

Wildemuth, 2009). An important voice in the debate on   deciding on the questions 

which would be asked to the participants is a reflection by Berry (2002) who quotes 

a Professor Robert Peabody from John Hopkins University about the quality of a good 

interviewer. Professor Peabody argues that ‘the best interviewer is not the one who 

writes the best questions.  Rather, excellent interviewers are excellent 

conversationalists’ (Berry, 2002: 679). 

Before contacting my participants I conducted a pilot study. Pilot studies can be very 

valuable for the researcher in helping to identify weaknesses among questions asked 

to participants and can lead to greater clarity in their understanding of the questions 

(Burnham et al., 2004). Some academics suggest that a pilot study should be 

conducted with the same type of population as planned in for the main study 

(Burnham et al., 2004). However, in planning my main data collection I would have 

found this difficult since it would have involved interviewing individuals from the 

elite, therefore I have carried out the pilot study among other individuals with 

political knowledge such as my local councillors.  
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Another important fact when carrying out interviews is the way the researcher 

secures the information given by the participants. As I was carrying out many 

interviews which constantly could be interrupted and in two different languages, I 

decided to ask permission from the participants to be recorded. Nevertheless, some 

scholars such as Pickard (2007) argue that recording during the interview might have 

a negative effect as the participants can be very conscious of what they are saying 

and in many instances recording can make the subjects uncomfortable. I did not have 

any problems in this respect as MPs are already in the public eye and familiar with 

radio or TV interviews on a regular basis. The advantage of recording my interviews 

was that I did not miss any details from the conversation and could refer to the 

interview at any later stage for clarification.  

 
                

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS DURING DIFFERENT STAGES OF THE RESEARCH 

 

With the primary data collection I foresaw that the risk to the participants in the 

study was low. Moreover, I felt that participants might benefit by virtue of the 

relevance of the research findings to their work. Interviews were carried out in 

locations in which the respondents and myself were comfortable, most often in their 

places of work, thus minimising any risks concerning issues of personal protection. 

The interviews were carried out in the parliamentary offices or the interviewees’ 

constituency offices. Also, in order to protect myself, a daily schedule of research 

activities and locations was provided to family members prior to the interviews. I 

completed monthly summaries of progress which was also available to my 
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supervisors. Also, according to Ruane (2005:25), ‘researchers clearly have an 

obligation to take the steps necessary to support their promises of anonymity and/or 

confidentiality’. Academics also argue that when anonymity is not possible to achieve 

in some instances, the responsibility of the researcher to protect the subject’s 

confidentiality is very crucial (Neuman, 2000). On the other hand, Richardson (2014) 

indicated that in his research carried out with the political elite in Russia, none of his 

interviewees requested anonymity. However he also argues that is the researcher’s 

responsibility not to put any participant at risk when reporting the research 

outcomes. As some issues regarding discrimination or harrasment were likely to arise 

during my interviews, I planned in principle, if this occurred, that any information 

that risked identifying the participant would be excluded from the thesis. The 

interviewees were assured at the end of the interview about absolute confidentiality 

and the exclusion of particular types of information. Prior to the interviews I was 

clear that if the participants felt uneasy at any time during their participation, the 

interview would be stopped and postponed until the participant felt that it could be 

continued. Also the participants had the right to stop the interview at any time and 

continue at their convenience. I ensured that participants were informed about the 

research via a study briefing and they were reassured that their participation was 

voluntary and  they could withdraw from the study at any time.  I reassured the 

participants that their personal data would be kept securely and confidentially during 

and after the research. Also, in order to minimise the risks, the interviewees were 

told that all the data would be anonymised, thus, instead of their real names I used 

pseudonyms to protect their identity.   Unless the respondents requested otherwise, 
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all information which could identify the interviewee was to be excluded from the 

thesis. What’s more some women MPs specifically requested to be anonymised if 

their quotes were used in the thesis. By promising to do this I felt that they were 

more open with their responses and allowed me to strive for their opinions in more 

depth. Furthermore, if the reader of my research feels that their responses were 

given from a particular perspective such as the party the respondent belonged to or 

based on the lengths of their political experience, I indicate that in the Appendix 5, 

Table 11 and Table 12.  

According to many scholars, working ethically means that the researchers should go 

beyond  the code of conduct and carry out the research in a way that avoids affecting 

the participants and the society (O’Neil, 1989; O’Neil and Trickett, 1982; Robson, 

2002, Ruane; 2005). Also it is important for the researcher to ‘anticipate likely 

outcomes and to take steps that would mitigate the harm and maximize the benefits 

that might accrue to participants’ (Ruane, 2005: 19). Therefore I carried out the 

research under the strict guidance of the University of Liverpool and the Ethics 

Committee's policies and with full ethical sensivity. However, the fact that my 

participants as politicians were already in a public eye helped me to carry on with the 

data colletion quite freely and openly.    
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REFLECTION ON DATA ANALYSIS 

 

Pickard (2007) suggests that transcription of the interview should be carried out as 

soon as possible after the interview. I would argue against this statement as due to 

time considerations, especially when travelling abroad, the researcher may have to 

interview as many participants as he/she is able in order to avoid unnecessary 

expenses. In my case, after all my interviews were successfully completed, I started 

the process of transcription and data analysis. I transcribed all interviews accordingly 

to the model illustrated by King and Horrocks (2010:145-146). This process of data 

analysis is described by Bryman (2004:401) as ‘the key process in grounded theory, 

whereby data are broken down into component parts, which are given names’. After 

creating separate tables for each interview, I established sub- categories and main 

categories, accordingly to the matrix model in Fairclough (2003:133-141). First, I 

reviewed all the transcripts and abstracted and highlighted all material related to my 

research questions within the transcribed text and wrote a brief description of each 

item. I analysed and organised the findings according to the indicators which 

potentially would be relevant for the creation of the categories. At this point I 

endeavoured to use a traditional ‘manual’ approach to categorising my data (in 

contrast to using software such as NVivo) by cutting out each fragment of the 

interview which was relevant to my research and then laying them all on my table, 

floor and even placing them on the wall. This was a lengthy process and required the 

use a large space in my office due to handling such a large amount of data. Second, I 

broke down my collected data into individual fragments in order to group them into 
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particular concepts. Then I clustered similar items together, followed by coding them 

into sub-categories and categories. Third, I grouped them together into master 

categories, to which I gave short names and added brief descriptions of the 

preliminary findings. (Please refer to Pictures 3, 4 and 5 in Appendix 1 to visualise the 

process of creating categories.) A sample of my categorization from one of the 

interviews is provided in Appendix 2 in table 4 and table 5. What is more, I structured 

the data analysis chapters by organising them around the key issues that the 

participants gave me without any pre-analysis. My intention was to illustrate their 

responses using their own voices by exposing their narratives.  Also, a reason for 

taking this approach was that I intended to address the main difficulties from the 

MPs’ perspectives and indicate how similar and how different were views of the 

British women MPs when compared to the Polish women MPs.  

At the data analysis stage I returned to the literature review and projected 

documents and any available data sets regarding parliamentary gender equality so 

that I could construct recommendations for measures which could promote a more 

equal political gender balance.  

 

LIMITATIONS OF THE METHODOLOGY CHOSEN FOR THIS RESEARCH 

 

In this investigation there were several potential sources of error. One difficulty 

during my secondary data collection was that I had to make sure that the translation 
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of publications written in another language was accurate and understandable for the 

English reader. It was a very lengthy process and I had to be aware of the fact that 

any publication which I accessed when travelling abroad would not be easy to 

retrieve due to the high cost of travelling. Therefore, the correctness of the themes 

within the publication and its references had to be precise as otherwise this could 

result in a costly trip back to the country of origin in order to clarify any uncertainty.  

When assessing the validity of interviews, I had to be aware that the participants 

could deliver a dominant discourse in their responses. If this was the case, I was 

prepared to ask them for clarification of their thoughts in different words so that they 

could engage with me beyond the standards of current debates. Conversely, some 

scholars claim that semi- structured interviews allow the researcher unintentionally 

to lead the participant to provide a specific response (Haralambos and Holborn, 

2008). In addition, some scholars criticise interviews as ‘unnatural social situations’ 

and argue that ‘the context affects the behaviour of interviewees’, thus making the 

data scientifically invalid (Hammersley, 2003).   In order to avoid bias, I designed my 

questions very carefully, and as mentioned above, I conducted a pilot study with 

other individuals before my first formal interview. This allowed me to correct any 

questions which could potentially influence the participants’ responses. Another 

poignant pitfall in the area of data collection was the difficulty with the accuracy of 

translating data. As Richardson (2014: 180) argues that conducting a research in a 

foreign language could be ‘challenging, daunting and confusing’ for the researcher. 

Many Polish interviewees used casual language in their speech, which was not easy 
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to understand by foreign speakers if translated literally. Their opinions had to be 

interpreted very carefully to avoid risk of any misrepresentation of their thoughts.  

One of the disadvantages of personal interviews is also the high cost of travel 

expenses (Miller and Salkind, 2002; Mikecz, 2012). Also within this context some 

other limitations of comparative research relate to the number of cases the 

researcher is able to address (Burnham et al., 2004). As illustrated before, I decided 

to aim to interview 25 women MPs from each country, acknowledging that I could 

face some difficulties in gaining access to so many very busy individuals.  

Another limitation of this study was the sampling used for this research. Due to the 

restriction on time and expenses I only adopted single key informants, as the 

interviews were carried among women MPs who are currently in the office. I have to 

acknowledge that information received from other groups such as men MPs and 

former men and women MPs could provide other views on political gender equality 

and in consequence, I was tempted to use the other groups of participants. However, 

I made a judgement to stand by my first choice in order to avoid the collection of 

dyadic data.  Nevertheless, I have to acknowledge this as a limitation to this research.  

At last I need to mention that in both parliaments there is an evident party skew and 

the sample was not representative of women MPs as a group. This particular 

limitation was again due to the difficulties with the accessibility of interviewing the 

elite.  
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INTERVIEWING THE ELITES: MY PLEADING JOURNEY 

 

I was aware that my elite interviewing could be a lengthy and difficult process as their 

very busy lifestyles do not allow them to be involved with students and researchers. 

The elite interviewing technique is used commonly by political scientists on a regular 

basis (Berry, 2002; Kezar, 2003; Burnham et al., 2004; Richardson, 2014). Clifford (ny) 

and Mikecz (2012) claim that interviewing elites can be very valuable, as the source 

of information gained provides rich data for research. This thesis is a prime example 

of the richness of the information that women MPs provided during each interview 

and the importance that they attached to each topic. What is more, the opportunity 

to speak to those most involved in experiencing gender inequality in the UK and 

Polish parliaments allowed me to gain a deeper understanding of the formal and 

informal rules that perpetuate gender political imbalance. However, the process of 

gaining access to those in power posed many challenges, yet to be recognised by 

other researchers.  

Some scholars suggest that samples for qualitative research should be based on the 

merit of knowledge and expertise of the interviewees within the research context 

(Burnham et al., 2004). I felt that the elite groups of women MPs were the best 

samples for my research, as they would have first-hand experience of gender 

inequality based on their own journeys to parliamentary positions. Equally in my 

view, they had the best expertise in gender balance within the lower houses of the 

parliaments. Nevertheless, I had to constantly remembered the advice given by Berry 
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(2002: 680), who urged that ‘interviewers must always keep in mind that it is not the 

obligation of a subject to be objective and to tell us the truth’, therefore the 

researcher should not take everything at the ‘face value’ (Mikecz, 2012:483). 

However I also felt that once some of the MP decided to be interviewed, they tried 

to help with my research by giving considerably wide answers to my questions. 

Scholars also drew their attention to the difficulty that an interviewee wanders in 

their discussion of the research topic. What’s more, on many occasions the elite may 

try to dominate the interview and change the researcher’s view on the topic (Mikecz, 

2012). Clifford (ny: 3) suggests that it is advisable to give the respondent room to 

‘wander in their discussion’ while at the same time being ready to politely divert their 

conversation back to the topic being discussed as a response to each particular 

question. I was aware that fading off a topic might occur frequently as the MPs’ 

personal achievements were so important to them that they liked to share these on 

a regular basis. Nevertheless my personal skills that I had learnt as a councillor and 

as a researcher, allowed me to bring each discussion back to the investigated topic.  

Showing knowledge about the participants’ background and personal interests has 

also proven to be valuable in what Clifford (ny: 3) describes as establishing ‘comfort 

and rapport’ with the interviewee. Moreover, feminist researchers believe that 

rapport leads to trust, which is a fundamental process in allowing the participant to 

open up during the interview (Kezar, 2003). Some scholars also assume that the 

knowledge of biographical background of the interviewee helps the researcher to 

verify points or statements immediately (Davies, 2001; Lilleker, 2003; Ho, 2008; 

Richardson, 2014).   For each participant I prepared a separate sheet verifying their 
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educational level, their length of experience as a politician and in the parliamentary 

office, whether they were elected using an equality promotion strategy and their 

areas of political interest. I also established their personal characteristics such as 

marital status, number of children if any and their personal interests. This 

information helped me on many occasion to create a responsive atmosphere at the 

beginning of the interview, especially when talking about their personal interests. 

Moreover, on many occasions their pursuits corresponded with my private 

experiences and activities which helped me to present myself as a real expert in these 

fields. I found this really helpful in obtaining more personal, lengthy and more 

detailed responses to my research questions and willingness to extend the interview 

if necessary beyond the time originally allocated. Knowledge of their personal 

interests and again my position as a councillor also allowed me to overcome power 

relation barriers due to being ‘one of the insiders’.   Another essential element 

regarding the researcher’s knowledge when interviewing politicians is the 

comprehension of information about the political affairs taking place during the time 

of the research. In many instances political changes affect the response of the 

interviewee as according to Richardson (2014: 184) ‘a sudden shift in the 

contemporary political context can have consequences what is appropriate to discuss 

and what is not’; however in my case this phenomenon did not occur. 

Some scholars argue that one of the advantages of face to face interviewing is that 

people are willing to cooperate, therefore the response rate in seeking this type of 

data is relatively high (Miller and Salkind, 2002; Clifford, ny).  They also indicate that 

personal face to face interview provides more detailed responses (Miller and Salkind, 
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2002; Clifford, ny). I would argue with that statement as from my experience, when 

I carried out a few telephone interviews, I felt that the MPs were happy to contribute 

more time towards the interview, as usually they were carried out in the evenings or 

on their train journey to the Parliament.  Another advantage of personal interviews 

is that ‘the length of the interview does not affect refusal rates’ (Miller and Salkind, 

2002:311). However again I would argue with Miller and Salkind (2002), as in my case 

the cooperation was very restricted and it was also difficult to convince MPs that the 

limited time devoted could be valuably used for this study. Therefore, I had to use 

some very convincing arguments to get their attention and approval to carry out my 

interviews. The main convincing argument was the fact that I had been working in 

politics for over six years as a parish councillor. My personal position as a politician 

convinced the MPs that my research topic would not be deserted at the end of the 

study and would be used for further investigation and to formulate 

recommendations for policymakers. Evidence that my approach was convincing is 

that I have subsequently been approached by MPs from both countries to provide a 

hard copy of my thesis for their parliaments’ libraries.   

The step from asking the MPs to agreeing on the interview was also very lengthy. For 

example there are already some examples of research carried out with Russian 

politicians, where the researcher was required to make between 15 and 20 phone 

calls to secure an interview (Rivera et al., 2002; Roberts, 2013). I would agree that in 

order to facilitate an interview with the politician, the communication with their 

secretaries, representatives and other  individuals involved with their diary 

arrangements is a lengthy process based on many communicational reiterations. I 



111 

 

had to contact the MPs by post to both of their offices (the constituency office and 

the parliamentary office) and personal   email followed by telephone conversations 

with their representatives. Eventually, in order to achieve 25 interviews in each 

country I sent 286 letters addressed to women MPs in the UK and 224 letters 

addressed to Polish women MPs. The letters were sent to their parliamentary offices 

and an equal number was sent to their constituency offices. Then, I followed up with 

510 emails and after receiving their potential interest in my research, I followed up 

with further emails and 90 phone calls from which I secured 22 interviews in the UK 

and 25 interviews in Poland. Each letter consisted of a brief description of the study, 

information about participants’ rights to confidentiality and a list of some proposed 

questions.  It was also important to include an original logo of the university on the 

envelope or introductory letter. This approach was also suggested by Richardson 

(2014), who illustrated  that for example in research carried out in Russia, the value 

of an original university’s stamp over a signature were often  more important than 

the actual signature. To the contrary, Roberts (2013) and Richardson (2014) argue 

that approaching politicians through their secretaries and assistants has been proven 

to be time wasting, as all communication (letters, emails, faxes) is usually lost and 

phone messages which were left  for potential participants, were not passed on. Both 

researchers suggested that a better way to gain access to political elites is to be 

recommended by academics, who were engaged with the participant before through 

their own research.   And again, I would disagree with the above suggestion, as in my 

case letters, emails and phone arrangements were proven very successful and I 

managed to secure planned interviews. On the other hand I agree with Clifford (ny) 



112 

 

suggesting not to be afraid to use interviewees to gain access to other individuals. I 

feel that this recommendation is measurable in theory and practice as from my 

experiences when interviewing the MPs in Poland, the first participant helped me to 

secure another eleven interviews. It was a big time and expense saving as they were 

arranged either in the parliamentary corridor or in one of the offices of political party 

she belonged to. This approach however did not shadow the British MPs’ views, who 

showed no interest in helping to gain access to their political colleagues.  

Nevertheless at that point this journey from securing the interviews to carrying them 

out was equally difficult. Firstly, it was common for participants from the UK to cancel 

the interview at the last minute. To reschedule these interviews was complex due to 

lengthy travel and reliance on hotel facilities to accommodate my stay. And again, I 

found how difficult it was to convince the MPs to meet me at the originally set place 

and time, or to reschedule within the time when I was still at their location. And, in 

some instances, I realised that the participant agreed to the interview without of any 

intention to be available. According to scholars, this is also a common behaviour 

among political elite (Rivera et al., 2002; Roberts, 2013; Richardson, 2014). In this 

case after several changes in dates, I decided to move away from that potential 

interview and try to secure an interview with another MP.  The most likely arguments 

used by the MPs were an attendance at some important events, extensive 

parliamentary obligations and lack of time due to travel between the parliament and 

the constituency.  
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Additionally, Clifford (ny) in his tip sheet for interviewing the elites suggests to be 

official and give the interviewee plenty of time when requesting their time for an 

interview. On the other hand Clifford (ny: 1) suggests that elite interviewees do not 

like to suggest a fixed time for the meeting and prefer for the interviewer to   ‘drop 

in’. I would argue against that statement as from my experience my participants’ 

limited time would not allowed me to carry out any interviews without the setting of 

a precise date and time for the meeting. Also a second difficulty was to keep the time 

of the interview on schedule and within the planned time limit in order to be able to 

be on time for my next interview. This was not very easy as on many occasions the 

MP was interrupted and had to respond to other requirements or simply drifted off 

the subject, extending the time of the interview before she managed to respond to 

my questions. This was the more stressful in my experience, because being late for 

the next interview was not acceptable due to MPs extremely limited time and it 

would most likely result in the cancelation of the interview without any possibilities 

to re-schedule. It was very important to remember to confirm each interview one 

day before, as on many occasions the interview had been rescheduled with the MP’s 

assistant intending to inform me about the changes only on the day of the meeting.  

When talking about the technical aspects of interviewing, scholars also suggest the 

recording of each interview (Richardson, 2014). For example Clifford (ny) emphasises 

that recording the participants responses minimises the risk of losing information 

gained from the participants, but at the same time it might made the respondent 

feeling uneasy and uncomfortable. I would argue here with Clifford (ny) as elites are 

usually already in the public eye and are used to being recorded. As Richardson 



114 

 

(2014: 185) indicates, the willingness of the politicians to be recorded comes from 

the ‘comfort in speaking in front of the media’.  In my experience, all MPs which I 

interviewed had no objection to be recorded and if they mentioned any issues which 

they wished to be off the record, they requested not to use these in my written work. 

I would also add in here that it is very important to remember to prepare and try the 

Dictaphone prior to each interview, including having spare batteries. I have 

experienced a pitfall where batteries had run out on my recorder just before my next 

interview; luckily I had a backup in notepad and a pen.  However again, I would argue 

with scholars suggesting that even when the interviewer is recording, she/he should 

take additional notes at the same time, as in my experience my interviewee stopped 

responding to a question and waited for me to finish writing. Sometimes this resulted 

in loss of the fluency of the conversation.  

Finally I address an issue that I have tackled on in the ethical section of the thesis: 

anonymity. Some MPs told me that their answers were more open as they trust me 

as a researcher that I would not use their real name throughout the thesis. In some 

instances I experienced their concerns after being told some controversial 

statements, when they asked: ‘no one would know that I said that?’ or ‘keep this off 

the record please’. Therefore all names used in this thesis are anonymised.  
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CONCLUSION 

        

In this chapter I have explained the epistemological status to my research and I 

indicated the methodological and theoretical approach to this study. I also illustrated 

my choice of the key informants I have chosen for my data collection. After delivering 

some background to my research, I have identified the qualitative approaches used 

in this project and explained the importance of cross-national comparative research. 

I have given the reasons for comparing the United Kingdom and Poland by 

establishing the similarities and differences between these two countries. These 

included the similar number of women MPs in lower chambers in both parliament 

and comparable number of general elections. The differences in the chosen countries 

were attributed to factors such cultural differences, diverse advancements in 

democracy, divergent electoral processes and contrary use of equality guarantees.  

With the reference to the framework of this research I have highlighted my 

qualitative approach to the data collection and I have explained the pros and cons of 

interviewing the elite. I have identified the semi-structured approach which helped 

me to establish the key topics for these interviews. Correspondingly I explained the 

sampling procedures and the design of my questions which I asked during the 

interviews. I illustrated my approach to the pilot study and I have stressed the 

difficulty of obtaining the number of interviewees. Within this context I explained 

why I have used lesser number of interviews in the UK than I originally planned and 

justified why I have not used multiple key informants.  
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Following this I gave a brief description of my approach to data analysis by explaining 

the use of grounded theory approach to create sub-categories, categories and main 

categories. The rationale for each category is expounded in more depth in the next 

chapter. Additionally, I illustrate that the ethical issues were promptly followed up 

during different stages of the study and I indicated some challenges I faced within 

that sphere. I have also identified limitations of the methodology used in this 

research and recognised limitations inherent in a cross-national project. Within this 

context I have given examples of the difficulty of translating and transcribing my data 

and illustrated the problems which I had to address in order to secure my interviews. 

Also I acknowledged that using single key informants is a limitation to this study. 

Lastly, I illuminated in this chapter the difficulties arising from conducting interviews 

with the political elite with emphasis on practical directions for carrying out such 

interviews by other researchers.  
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CHAPTER IV: DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS EMERGING FROM INTERVIEWS WITH 

BRITISH WOMEN MPS 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

As women parliamentarians, we need to share our experiences. This in itself 
will inspire women. We will not feel that we are alone in this game, and other 
women will not feel isolated from the process. At every opportunity, at every 
forum, each and every time we must share information, ideas, and 
knowledge. We must make sure that women are the most informed people 
within society (Georgina Dongo, former MP, Zimbabwe cited in Shedova, 
2005:38) 

 

My intention in this chapter is to illustrate opinions of British women MPs on the 

absent image of the female in the House of Commons. Referring to political 

representation where one gender group is suppressed by the other sex, masculine 

and feminine behaviours play a significant role in the overall of the picture of gender 

equality in the national parliament. From the interviews carried out among British 

women MPs, some recurrent factors emerged and some of the matters were so 

important that some women MPs referred to these issues on numerous occasions 

(please refer to Tables 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 in the Appendix 3). Below I discuss these topics 

arising from the interviews and give examples of some thoughts that the participants 

shared with me. 

Firstly I illustrate the reluctance of women to join the political arena due to their lack 

of interest in politics, their unwillingness to come forward and lack of suitable 
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candidates for the parliamentary position. Within the same context I also 

demonstrate some differences between men and women and illuminate women 

parliamentarians’ coping techniques to survive the pressure of being a woman and 

an MP. Then I shift my attention to family issues and exemplify the participant’s 

concerns that family responsibilities play a significant role in their management to 

establish life/work balance. I also illustrate their view on how important it is to have 

family members who support them in their career. Moreover, social changes and 

social help have also been dealt with in this section. The next part of the chapter gives 

a particular access to the women MPs overview on cultural barriers including media 

involvement in restricting women to be equally represented in the House of 

Commons. Some progress in gender equality is also illustrated here. Furthermore, 

the exploration of the masculine atmosphere in the House and the disadvantages of 

the British electoral system is equally presented as the participants’ concerns, when 

talking about gender inequality in the parliament. Correspondingly, I also endeavour 

to gain deeper understanding of positive actions which were introduced in order to 

help women to become parliamentarians.  Within the context of the structural pros 

and cons I also present the MPs’ view on the weaknesses of the electoral processes. 

I additionally explored the ways the interviewees suggest to improve on gender 

equality. Concerns such as education of the candidates, and the importance of them 

having political experiences were expressed very strongly by some women MPs, 

together with the importance of women’s collective work. And surprisingly I illustrate 

a view indicated by a few women MPs who claim that there are no barriers to 

women’s political advancement. 



119 

 

GENDER SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES 

                             

Reluctance 

The main idea behind the category that I have named reluctance is to demonstrate 

the view of my participants on females’ perception of a political career path.  When 

examining the absence of women in politics, academics interlinked women’s absence 

in parliament with political motivation of women and their unwillingness to come 

forward (Bochel and Denver, 1983; Norris and Lovenduski, 1995; Luhiste, 2012). 

Similar arguments have been raised by other scholars who state that although 

political parties are willing to select more women, but there are not enough women 

coming forward (Sanbonmatsu;  2006; Evans, 2011b). Similarly, the most common 

cause of women’s under-representation in politics which emerged from the 

interviews was that women do not come forward to position themselves as political 

candidates. Various reasons for this were widely expressed by the participants. One 

of their concerns was that women did not apply for political jobs and their rejection 

to this opportunity was a big worry to Georgina:  ‘...when you look at the number of 

people who applied to become Conservative candidates, 25 per cent of them were 

women, so is it any surprise that we only have one in four?’ The same participant 

followed up her concerns repetitively specifying: ‘But it’s very hard to tackle [gender 

inequality] particularly when only 25 per cent of the people applying to become 

Conservative MPs are women’. It is evident that women’s fear of entering the 

political arena has created a setback for gender balance in the British Parliament 

‘because many people don’t even put themselves forward’ (Samantha). This 
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argument could be extended by claiming that ‘it would be good if we genuinely want 

to see that pipeline of women coming through to put themselves forward for elected 

office’ (Samantha). These opinions link with another argument for a future debate 

on the willingness of women to participate in political life and the use of some 

corrective measures to help their entry into the British Parliament: ‘[ The Labour 

Party] tried to have all-women shortlists, but they didn’t get the candidates coming 

forward’ (Diane).  However, I would like to clarify that this was not the reason, why 

the Labour Party had to abandon this type of equality promotion. As indicated in my 

first chapter all-women-shortlists was considered as discriminative towards men and 

was overruled by the High Court resulting in forcing the Labour Party to exclude this 

policy from future elections. Nevertheless, the above example given by Diane 

indicates that even with this additional encouragement, women still resist being 

involved in politics. This is because, ‘…women don’t see it as a career, so it’s harder 

for them to think of it as a career for them’ (Rebekah).  

This led to some questions on possible ways to encourage women to come forward 

and assure them that their professional and organisational capability would be 

sufficient. To tackle the difficulty of women’s unwillingness to join the political arena, 

some participants suggested that what ‘the Labour Party should be doing, or all 

political parties, is embedding itself and showing from a young age, that this is a 

potential career strand for people, otherwise you are not going to get women to 

come forward’ (Janet) and ‘we need to be encouraging people to come forward, and 

when they come forward, we need to support them, because it’s a very lonely job’ 

(Rebekah). Janet goes even further by linking women’s resistance to enter politics 
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with the struggle to achieve a reasonable work/life balance:  ‘women don’t apply 

because they look at how difficult it is for women to combine being a Member of 

Parliament with family’. However some authors argue that women’s under-

representation for example in the British Parliament does not reflect on their 

reluctance to be involved in politics (Allen and Dean, 2008). In opposition scholars 

such as Borgue and Grossholts (1984) suggest that women’s participation in politics 

is equally active, but has different style. Thus although the above opinions are rich 

and well balanced, one of the participants strongly argued that:  

Individually as a woman, I don’t think there’s anything stopping them now, 
other than themselves. It really is no good, absolutely no good, to say, we are 
being kept out of places. We are kept out of places because we don’t wish to 
kick those doors open (Nicky).  

This opinion illustrates that some women MPs have the ability to normalise women’s 

under-representation in the British Parliament by employing the argument that the 

political arena is open to anyone. To complement the above claims, a wide body of 

research on the lack of female presence in parliaments concentrates on women’s 

fear of entering the political environment. This was a concern of my participants and 

was a factor raised during my interviews.  

Well, the old story about if a woman’s got 90 per cent of what’s needed for a 
job, she doesn’t think she’s quite good enough, women had to work very hard 
to persuade me, that I was good enough to stand as an MP (Katie). 
 

The issue of apprehension has a close connection with women’s political 

backgrounds and their worry about coping within the male dominated arena. Diane 

shared the same view and admitted that ‘my assumption was because I was a 
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woman, because I wasn’t from a political dynasty, that I would never become an MP, 

so I never even considered’. Discussion of confidence in women’s abilities to enter 

the ‘old boys club’ (Childs, et al., 2005:68) has had a profound effect on the number 

of women in the British Parliament. The fear of male domination was expressed 

during the interviews where one participant ‘just didn’t feel that [she] would be 

comfortable in a male dominated environment’ (Janet). 

While participants emphasised the link between women’s reluctance to put their 

names forward as political candidates and their fear of entering British politics, other 

participants queried the motives of some women MPs and expressed the issue of 

lack of suitable women for the political position. For example Nicky considered that 

‘some women will say, ‘oh I am just used for window dressing. I’m just here to look 

glamorous, and they appear in fashion magazines’.  However in contrast she also 

admitted that, ‘my measure of equality is not the 50/50, it’s when there are as many 

useless women as there are useless men’.  Nevertheless, there is still the issue that 

‘at the moment, we haven’t got an equal playing field because we haven’t got the 

young women thinking that they can go into politics’ (Diane) as ‘women by and large 

aren’t interested in, or few of them are interested in power’ (Nicky).  

The above predicaments led to some questions about other aspects of gender 

inequality in the House of Commons. Thus some questions which I asked to the 

participants developed my second category which I have named male/ female 

characteristics. The issues of femininity and masculinity were raised by some 

participants throughout the interviews.   
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Male/female characteristics 

The differences and similarities between men and women regarding their cultural 

behaviour and patterns ingrained through socialisation set up an interesting base for 

discussion about the impact of personality on their behaviour on fighting for a 

position of power. Although some feminists and sociologists would undermine the 

connection between ‘genes, hormones, instincts, physique and behaviour pattern’ 

claiming that this phenomena has never been verified (Bradley, 1989:30) but my 

participants felt otherwise. According to them there are several possible 

explanations for this outcome: the nature of men, their fight to reach a position of 

power contrasted with women’s personality, their emotional and practical abilities, 

and capabilities to work collectively to achieve their outcomes. Some participants 

expressed their belief that: 

[Women] are not the same as men; we do have a different approach. Women 
find it very, very easy to work with people they don’t like, to achieve a solution 
to a problem and then move on. Men find that very, very difficult’ (Michelle).  

 

‘I think that [women] naturally have better listening skills’ (Georgina). ‘I think that 

women are naturally very good communicators’ (Diane). Furthermore, their 

responses to a question on gender balance in politics indicated that: 

Women work collectively, and they work with other people, and they work as 
part of a team, whereas men, see themselves as natural leaders, so it’s easier 
for them to push themselves forward in politics than it is for 
women(Rebekah). 
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However, some participants also stressed the aggression in men’s nature, the need 

for women to develop a thick skin or even to develop masculinity in their behaviour 

in order to survive the political race. Even the literature dealing with political 

masculinity reports that in order to survive in the male dominated environment, 

women in politics had to be masculine and feminine at the same time (du Vall, 2009). 

When seeking for example, the views of the interviewees on men’s nature, Katie 

stated that: ‘if a man got 20 per cent, he thinks he’s over qualified’. To add to this 

assumption, Patsy and Katie also argued that ‘men who are not remotely qualified, 

will say: I can do that!’ (Patsy)   and ‘the boys are just focussed on the career’ (Katie). 

The above quotes indicate that my participants paid special attention to men’s 

behaviour when discussing their gender difficulty in entering the political elites. 

Furthermore, they expressed the belief that some men’s responses when given tasks 

differed significantly from women’s actions.  

And you know there are differences, I noticed for example when we do 
telephone canvassing, all the way through there are some kind of gender 
responses, so you know you probably ring and say, ‘What do you think about 
universal benefits?’ and a typically woman’s response, would be, ‘Well, I don’t 
think I know enough about that to have an opinion.’ And you say, ‘Would you 
like some more information?’ and they’ll say, ‘Yes, I really do.’  The men will 
go and give you a 15 minute rant on universal benefits, and then you say, ‘Do 
you want me to send you information?’ Even when they are wrong (Nicky). 
 

However, while Nicky linked the contrasting responses of men and women, when the 

subject was asked to clarify her response, she added that ‘Women probably have a 

tendency to say ‘I deal with it’ (Nicky). However, there is a common understanding 

that women’s nature is to resolve a problem rather than talk about it: ‘someone once 
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said that ‘In meetings, men make a speech, but women make a point’ so woman will 

stand up if she’s actually got something to say, whereas men will stand up because 

they just want to talk’ (Rebekah). This argument however, could be undermined 

when looking at the candidate election processes.  I position my claim on studies of 

scholars such as Dave (2011) who questions the ability of women parliamentarians 

to help other women MPs. Also other scholars claim that the ‘harsher and crueller’ 

personalities of women politicians discourage other females from cooperating with 

each other (Vallance, 1979; Ross, 2002:43; Pankow and Post, 2010).  

Another powerful predictor which links the differences and similarities between men 

and women with the behaviour of individuals is developing masculinities by women 

politicians. This particular phenomenon opens a debate on the challenges that 

women face when in a position of power and their coping techniques to survive, what 

scholars refer to as the cruel parliamentary environment (Childs et al., 2005). Some 

relationship between developing a skill to survive and masculinising women’s 

behaviour where ‘[women have to] grow a very thick skin (Georgina) was noted by 

some participants, who also argued that prior to becoming a woman MP ’you have 

to have a pretty thick skin’ (Annabel). It became evident that the ability to survive 

the difficulty of joining the ‘old boys club’ (Childs et al., 2005:68) still surprised some 

participants: 

I mean, it’s really shocked me the lack of etiquette, you know people will 
shout their points across and/ or be very dominant in their body language, 
and all that stuff. So I think all of this makes not attractive to women to 
engage in. Or you have to turn into a man (Diane).   
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In contrast, surprisingly, some unanticipated findings were recorded during my 

interviews and I discovered that some participants sensed that there was no need for 

a change in women’s personalities. Moreover, they felt that their gender helped 

them in their political careers. ‘ I’d say  don’t be afraid to be a woman, use it to your 

advantage, but what a lot of women do, is go into politics and try to be like the men’ 

(Rebekah). Also the way to success in politics was indicated by Rebekah who claimed 

that: ‘you’ve just got to try to show that there are different ways, you don’t have to 

be like a man to be successful in politics’. An even stronger opinion was expressed by 

Katie and Diane: 

Flipping right! You know, we are women, we don’t have to dress like the men, 
we don’t have to behave like the men, if the press think there is something 
amazing about that one, they’ll just have to get over it, won’t they, you know? 
(Katie) 

 

and ‘you don’t have to follow the male approach, and when I see women doing that, 

I find this distasteful and unnecessary.’(Diane). These masculine changes in women 

politicians’ behaviour were a concern to other MPs who argued that developing 

masculine behaviour was  

Not going to help us, because we want to try to change the culture, we don’t 
want men and women who are like men, we want women, so I’d think do it 
your way, don’t try and mimic the way men do it, do it differently (Rebekah).  
 

I paid special attention to my participants’ common views on similarities and 

differences within each gender and how they affect the way women feel about a 

political career. I also expressed interest in the methods women used to cope with 
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the masculine environment and how other women perceived the behavioural 

changes of some MPs when dealing with the culture of the Commons. Surprisingly 

their divergent views were not explained by the length of their work in the House 

neither by the orientation of the party they belonged to.  However it was important 

to question whether there were other things that affected women’s willingness to 

become MPs. Thus my next category links the above aspects with another powerful 

factor which is family and the issue of work/life balance. 

 

FAMILY 

 

Work/life balance 

A wide body of research on gender imbalance in the British Parliament concentrates 

on the impact of the family on women politicians and their difficulty in interlinking 

work and personal life. The issue of work/family balance and the family 

responsibilities was widely discussed during my interviews and it emerged as one of 

the most powerful factors when exploring the under-representation of women in the 

House of Commons.  Issues such as family responsibilities, family support, social help 

and social changes have had profound effects on the number of women in the British 

Parliament. Because of the long parliamentary working hours, where some of the 

late parliamentary sittings in the House of Commons are carried out through the 

night Susan felt that ‘the job is just not family friendly’. This is due to the fact that ‘It 

has a huge impact on family life, and you must deal with that right from the start’ 
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(Lydia) and ‘There is no work-life balance. There is only work’ (Lydia).  Furthermore, 

my participants felt ‘that women politicians have a much greater difficulty in 

balancing domestic life, which men should feel as well, but don’t seem to’ (Alison) so 

If they [women] are more likely to be looking after them [family], that means 
the women will have less time to dedicate to being involved in local 
community activism and work, which means they are less likely to get 
involved with politics (Alison).  

 

Some participants expressed a respect for the MPs who tried to link family life and 

their parliamentary work: 

I think it’s really hard. I’ve not been in that situation myself, but I think I really 
admire MPs who are balancing family commitments and their political life. I 
think, I also completely admire their families, because I think they take a lot 
of the pressure. If there’s a partner at home, with, looking after the children 
I think that they absorb a lot of isolation, a lot of the family challenges on their 
own, you know, to all intents and purposes, they are practically lone parents 
for half of the week, and I think it’s hard for families and politicians. Politics is 
a very full on job (Samantha). 

 

‘I admire greatly men and women with families who are able to manage those 

commitments’ (Debbie). ‘I have to say, I really admire those with younger children 

because I have no idea how they manage it’ (Georgina). The strain of the  

responsibilities came as a surprise to some women MPs who admitted that they 

‘hadn’t realised that it was quite so difficult for women, and so difficult for family life’ 

(Janet) and she admitted that ‘if I’d known it was going to be so difficult for the family’ 

probably I wouldn’t have done it’ (Janet). One participant was particularly specific on 

the time schedule when carrying out duties as an MP stating that: 
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The whole rhythm of parliament is incredibly difficult for women, because I 
now have to be down in London 3 days a week, for incredibly long days, and 
when I’m up here, I’m usually working evenings and I’m usually working 
weekends. And I’m single, and I don’t have children, and that’s the only 
reason I can do the hours (Diane).  

 

She illustrated the point more clearly by linking the working hours with her family 

duties: 

Then other things, like I’d be out for 18 hour days, but I’d still have to go 
home, and there was no consideration that I needed to do washing. I mean 
fortunately I don’t have children, but if you had children, you would still be 
expected to work the 18 hour day and there was no awareness that I would 
have to go home and cook for myself, clean and get shopping and none of 
that was even factored in (Diane). 

 

However not all participants had to face this type of difficulty, due to not having 

children or having their children already fully grown: ‘No, [I did not experience 

difficulties] but then my children were more or less grown by that stage.’ (Katie); ‘My 

children were grown up when I came in, so the problem did not arise’ (Susan). 

Additionally, the overall majority of my participants felt ‘that also it’s easier for 

women with no children’ (Georgina) and ‘If you are to look, and I’m sorry to keep 

pointing this out, but if you look at the women who were elected in 2010, quite a 

significant number of them have no children at all’ (Georgina). This opinion also 

combined with the latest research carried out by Dr Rosie Campbell and Professor 

Sarah Childs. According to their 2012 research paper, 45 per cent of British women 

MPs were childless, compared to 28 per cent of men (Campbell and Childs, 2014; 

Ridge, 2014). Further, according to the 2012 global research on gender equality, 

nearly 20 per cent of women in legislative bodies have no children compared to 16 

http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/dr-rosie-campbell/women-in-politics_b_4608418.html
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per cent of men (Rosenbluth et al., 2015). Overall, participants with no children or 

fully grown children were genuinely sympathetic: ‘I feel for people who have got 

especially young families; when they are little you can’t really explain to them why 

mummy and daddy aren’t there’ (Patsy) and had a high regards for younger 

colleagues: ‘quite honestly, I’ve huge admiration for my younger colleagues, who 

have gone on to have babies while working as MPs. How they cope, I don’t know’ 

(Lydia).  

To add to the above debate I have to refer back to my discussion about the political 

careers for women and its impact on their life. Even when talking about family life/ 

balance my participants still argued that ‘if you’ve got children, I just don’t see how 

you could look at it as a viable career’ (Diane) and specified that it is ‘Very hard for 

women to get into politics. Particularly hard for women with children. I think a lot of 

people think that it’s difficult or not right for a woman with children to do the job’ 

(Janet). This is because 

You’ve got to persevere, so it’s a very difficult profession, and one for which 
you need a lot of stamina and to be prepared to make sacrifices. I mean you 
are not going to be able to do everything that you would like to do as a female 
for your family if you are going to be a politician (Janet). 

Additionally, one participant linked this dilemma to the differences between men 

and women which I have discussed in the previous section: 

There’s some structural disadvantages to women, they take time off to go 
and have babies, some will take longer off than others, that kind of caring, 
family responsibility is not equally shared between men and women, so the 
women can sometimes pay quite a heavy price in terms of their own careers, 
in order to have children, in a way that very often men don’t (Rosie). 
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My participants were expressing their views on the unsuitability of a political career 

when correlated with family/life balance, where being a ‘women in particular 

because they are more likely to care and take responsibilities of either a child, or 

elderly parents’ (Alison). This matter was illustrated even further: 

Well, obviously, being an MP can be quite hard in terms of the very long hours 
and anti-social hours, and if your constituency is some way from London, then 
you can’t go home every night.  But if we lived in an equal society then it 
should affect men who have a family as much as women who have a family. 
But we don’t live in an equal society, women still take on the family duties, 
the family role, men don’t (Rosie). 

  

At that point it was apparent that you have to get beyond the responsibility which 

woman politicians have towards their families and bridge these issues with the 

obligations towards the party.  The value of this responsibility was expressed by Katie 

who felt that ‘I think you’ve got to balance your own sense of guilt as well, because 

we feel we’ve got a responsibility to our family, to our children, but we’ve also got a 

responsibility to our party’. 

In the response to my question on family issues, some other aspects of the family/life 

balance emerged. Some respondents discussed the family responsibilities of men 

asking ‘Why is that a question for women politicians? It’s not a question that was 

ever asked of a male MP’ (Michelle). In respond to this question, Nicky revealed that 

‘yeah, but I think these days, family life balance is tough for everyone, not just for the 

women, it’s the same for the men’ Rebekah went even further by claiming that: 

Don’t think it’s just that, I think people say that women don’t want to go into 
politics because it doesn’t fit the family life, whereas all the men I know in 
politics have got families and this didn’t stop them. I don’t think it’s a very 
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family friendly environment, but then it doesn’t stop men who are fathers, 
becoming politically active, so I don’t see why it should, should affect women 

 

The combination of family responsibilities and the difficulties in successfully bridging 

them with the work demands has led to questions about how to make the political 

entrance much more approachable for women. Thus the findings in the next section 

illustrate the importance of support that women MPs obtained from their families 

and possible consequences if the help was not there. Family support, when deciding 

on a political career, was on the agenda during the interviews with British women 

MPs.  Many findings within the issue of family support also supports a global study 

2012 on gender equality which illustrate that more women than men have been 

encouraged by their families to run for the election. In contrast 14.9 per cent of men 

compared to 7.5 per cent of women experienced family resistance when deciding on 

becoming an MP (Rosenbluth et al., 2015).  Agreement between all family members 

on a woman becoming a politician was an essential step in a British women MP’s 

career.  

And I always say, that [political career] it’s something for you to discuss with 
your family, don’t enter this unless your family absolutely accept the amount 
of time, money and commitments that you are going to need to put in place 
(Lydia).  

 

It became apparent that support of the family was inevitable when taking into 

account long working hours and extensive travelling. As one of the participants 

exemplified: ‘you need a very supportive husband, because it’s not a job, it’s a way 

of life’ (Janet).  This issue emerged from the interviewees on numerous occasions. 
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The main idea behind the duty as woman MP ‘it depends on how well you engage 

your partner about your family responsibilities’ (Annabel) and not only ‘you’ve got to 

be very determined’ (Alison) but most importantly ‘also you need a very supportive 

family’ (Rebekah). One of the participants shared her experience said that ‘he 

[husband] was extremely supportive...’ (Patsy). And another one stated: 

I’m very lucky, I discussed it with my husband before we got married, I said to 
him, don’t propose unless you think you think you can cope with living with 
an MP, because this is what I want to do’ and he said, ‘I think you’d be very 
good.’ And he’s been very supportive to me (Janet). 

 

However the difficulty of a husband proceeding with his own commitments 

sometimes made it very difficult for women politicians ‘to have the same level of 

support, because often their husbands are pursuing their own commitments, their 

own interests’ (Lydia). Furthermore, sometimes family support was not enough for 

women to proceed in a political career as one of the participants explained, ‘I 

genuinely don’t understand how women with children can manage, unless they’ve 

got a very supportive partner and probably a full time nanny as well’ (Diane).  

The importance of mutual agreement in supporting woman’s political career 

however, did not always corresponded with the husband’s knowledge of the 

demands and pressure of being an MP. Therefore ‘Lots of marriages fail because the 

husbands can’t cope with the lifestyle change’ (Janet). The overall response to this 

subject was that ‘it’s very difficult and there are some very good reasons why 25 

members of the 2010 intake have got divorced in the last three years’ (Georgina).  

And another participant commented that ‘…you only have to look at the statistics for 
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the break-up of marriages in Members of Parliament...’ (Annabel). From the 

interviews it became evident that: 

Women are much more used to taking a backseat because of their husbands’ 
careers, but husbands aren’t used to taking a backseat to their wives’ careers, 
so it’s quite tough, a lot of women who come into politics end up getting 
divorced, it’s quite sad (Rebekah). 

 

To summarise the debate an opinion of Jessica Asato24 could be illustrated in here. 

Jessica says that compared to other professions ‘being an MP is probably one of the 

most un-family friendly jobs you can have’ (Ridge, 2014). This could be also due to an 

extensive travelling and residing between the constituencies and the parliament 

(Rosenbluth et al., 2015).  Moreover, a recent study on parliamentary gender equality 

around the globe validates that mainly women who have supportive families decided 

to choose parliamentary career path (Rosenbluth et al., 2015). Despite the difficulties 

women faced when in office, according to the participants some changes were 

already advanced, which helped them to enter the parliamentary environment and 

continued to work as MPs.  These changes helped them to deal with work-life balance 

and made their political careers more family friendly. 

 

 

 

                                                           
24 Jessica Asato is a Labour politician, was selected in 2012 as the parliamentary candidate in Norwich North for the 2015 

General Election. 



135 

 

Social issues 

A political job’s demands are very time consuming and ‘it is very difficult to balance 

because you have three sets of precedents, you have the house (of Commons), the 

constituency, and you have the family, who make their own demands’ (Patsy). 

Therefore social changes seemed necessary for women who had chosen that career 

path. Despite many deficiencies in social care, my interviewees felt that ‘[social 

dealings] got better for women in many ways’ (Michelle) and they ‘are improving and 

becoming more family friendly’ (Joan). For example ‘It used to be two nights [late 

parliamentary sittings] but my quality of life is now better because I don’t have that 

two nights’ (Alison). My participants felt strongly that the unsocial working hours in 

the House of Commons put much pressure on family/life balance due to long sitting 

hours. Another participant supported the above argument stating that: 

Over the past two years the timetable in Parliament has been rescheduled to 
make the working day shorter therefore the working day may end at 7 pm 
rather than midnight onwards as could happen in the past. This change was 
brought to help with family commitments’ (Sarah).  

 

Also there is ‘more support available for issues encountered by female MPs, e.g. child 

care, care support (Emma). 

The ability to normalise the image of women in parliament raises a question of how 

important culture is in women’s political advancement. It is evident that in order to 

support women in their political career path social help and social changes must be 

achieved as these would transform coping with family-life balance. However, without 

the support of the whole family, women MPs found difficulty in combining the 
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demands of raising children and coping with parliamentary work. According to my 

participants these difficulties often led to the breakup of marriages and the distortion 

of everyday life. This is the reason why the next section concentrates on the impact 

of culture, the effects of political establishments and the influence of atmosphere in 

the parliament as prominent factors in gender parliamentary inequality 

 

DISTORTIONS 

 

Culture 

In this section I aim to explore the impact of different obstacles that affect women 

as politicians and their political responsibilities. Some questions were designed to 

determine the impact of culture on the under-representation of women in the House 

of Commons. Prior studies have noted that according to traditional values women 

are culturally expected to raise a family and allow their husbands to be engaged in 

public life (Adamski, 1984; Sawer, 2000; Blau et al., 2002; Pankow and Post, 2010; 

Zukowski, 2011).  What’s more, historically, there were campaigns against married 

women who took on employment, which was seen as ‘injurious to good 

housekeeping and the well-being of husbands’ (Bradley, 2007:127). The results of my 

study indicate that in recent years cultural barriers are still relevant when talking 

about women’s involvement in politics. ‘It’s the patriarchal society that means the 

gatekeepers of the position are men’ (Lydia) as ‘men traditionally have more time’ 

(Lydia) and ‘we’ve got an issue that people when presented with a man or woman 
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will choose a man over a woman when it comes to selection’ (Alison). The main idea 

behind men’s involvement in public life lies in a ‘long history of engagement and 

easier political entry’ (Annabel). The argument can be extended by claiming that 

‘some of it is tradition, there’s still a gender difference between different jobs, so we 

still find women more in carrying roles’ (Rosie). For example Bradley (1999:30) 

illustrates that in Britain up the 1960s, the cultural stereotypes of women’s role 

‘overrode class in the construction of employment hierarchies’. Within the same 

context, for instance Alison claimed that ‘it was very difficult in those days and people 

used to shout at me ‘go home, young woman’, however ‘those [cultural] barriers are 

being broken down’ (Annabel). Although she thought that ‘traditionally, 30 or 40 

years ago, it was more difficult for women because people had a perception of 

women’s role in the family’ but ‘the last 20 years has seen a radical change’ 

(Annabel).  

Nonetheless, although some cultural changes can be seen in the rise of women MPs 

in the House of Commons, it is still too slow to reach the parity that women want to 

achieve and ‘women got the vote and the right to stand for election long after men, 

we had catching up to do’ (Julie).  As the proportion of women in the House of 

Commons is still just 29 per cent, in order to achieve a significant increase in women 

MPs, Rebekah suggested: 

I think we need to change the way we actually do politics, it needs to be less 
adversarial, I mean if you look at something like Prime Ministers’ question 
time, you know, where everyone is shouting, it’s really sort of combative, it 
doesn’t achieve anything, it just like schoolboy behaviour. Why would 
anybody want to enter into that sort of environment? You need to change 
the culture (Rebekah).  
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These changes would concentrate on ‘changing the approach to politics from 

female’s perspective’ (Michelle) and ‘by changing the type of people that are 

involved [in politics]’ (Rebekah). Within the context of gender imbalance in the House 

of Commons, scholars have also reflected on the relationship of women politicians 

with the media. According to scholars’ the media’s representation of women 

politicians has a big impact on gender inequality in the parliament as it distorts the 

image of women MPs (Markstedt, 2007; 2010; Opyd, 2014a; Rosenbluth et al., 2015) 

and still promotes gender stereotypes  (Rosenbluth et al., 2015). However, far lesser 

coverage of the impact of the social media on women politicians is illustrated by 

scholars and academics. Hence, this section intends also to address some concerns 

of women MPs with their experiences with social media. To add to this Rosie admits 

that ‘there’s still that problem, it’s a lot better than it was, far better than it was. But 

I think there is still an inequality in the way women are portrayed in the media’. For 

example the media ‘choose photographs that make you look foolish’ (Lydia) and in 

many instances ‘focus too much on the shoes we wear. Some commentators and 

sketch writers are personally vicious to some colleagues’ (Debbie) and ‘they also said 

of my female colleague her voice sounded like chalk coming down a blackboard’ 

(Annabel). Many of my participants were truly upset with the bias of the media’s 

coverage of women politicians. For example Annabel argued that: 

You’ve got to have an even tougher skin now, with social media and even the 
most innocent of opinions can be distorted, misconstrued, and you leave 
yourself open to anybody who wants to call you anything under the sun.  

 



139 

 

Conversely a group of participants gave examples of positive aspects of the media’s 

representation of women MPs. For example Diane admitted: ‘I do believe that from 

a television point of view, I’m benefiting from it, so there are available for these sorts 

of opportunities’ Another participant added to this debate by giving an example of a 

particular MP who used media to promote herself:  

Some women politicians are very effective at using the media very well, I think 
Stella [Creasy] does for example. And I think that when women do get into 
the media, they often come across extremely well, they tend to be more 
discursive (Joan). 

 

Reflecting on the positive aspects of press coverage on women MPs, the media ‘are 

getting better, I get a sense that there is not the same patronising approach to 

women politicians’ (Annabel).  However, there is still inconsistency when comparing 

the media’s coverage of male MPs versus women MPs. For example Rebekah gave a 

tangible example of the media’s representation of women MPs versus men 

politicians stating that: 

I think it’s ridiculous! I think you are more likely to get in the paper as a woman 
politician for the shoes you are wearing, than for what you’ve said or what 
you’ve done; and it’s the way they depict women in politics, if a man in politics 
is raising his voice, then he is being strong whereas if a woman raises her 
voice, she is being neurotic.  

 

The same inequality arises when talking about physical images of women politicians. 

My participants strongly admitted that the media: 

Still differentiate, still will talk about women’s looks, or about what the 
person is wearing, there are so many comments Theresa May’s kitten heeled 
shoes, and they’ll also still talk about women in terms of their family, or how 
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many children they’ve got. They, they wouldn’t dream of doing that with 
regard to male politicians (Rosie).  

 

Moreover another participant added to this debate illustrating coverage of one of 

her colleague MPs: 

A male politician, for anybody to comment on his clothes, he has to be 
wearing something really peculiar; and whereas for a female politician, like 
the whole Theresa May shoes issue, has been going on for years.  Would you 
get that about a male politician constantly? No you wouldn’t (Georgina). 

 

A similar example is given by Rebekah who reflected on her own experience with the 

media: ‘if there’s a thing like our local online paper, if there’s a picture of me, loads 

of people would comment about how I look. You would never do that to a man’.  

On the whole my participants felt that women MPs’ appearance was constantly 

targeted by the media as: 

How many times do you see a photograph of a male politician with comments 
on his clothes, his hair, and the way he looks, the way he stands, the way he 
walks? It is always something media will comment on, and especially sketch 
writers use to belittle female politicians, all the time (Lydia). 

 

When talking about the media, the difference between male and women journalists 

become a concern to some of my participants. Patsy gave a strong opinion about the 

differences between the genders of the journalist: 

Oh dire! Dire! First thing they do, by the way the women journalists are 
among the worst. Seriously. The nastiest, the most spiteful, but there you go. 
Yeah, they’ll always talk about you, your clothes, or your appearance first. I 
remember once I was talking to a very experienced male journalist and he 
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said some, I can’t remember what phrase he used, but anyway, he said 
something that I could be quite sort of acid or acerbic or something or the 
other. And I said to him, is that a quality do you think, that a woman would 
be described as a forensic capacity for analysis? And would they have done 
that to a man? Well, they wouldn’t! 

 

In general one of my interviewees felt that men journalists had a formulated sexist 

approach when talking to women politicians. She referred to coverage of this nature 

giving an example of one particular programme, the Six O’clock News: 

If more women refused to appear with people who are sexist pigs, then 
maybe they’d get rid of them, and get better people in. You can identify the 
women journalists, they are always on the sort of like ‘graveyard slot’, they 
are always on late at night, or Sunday evening.  The main like One O’clock 
News, or the Six O’clock News, it’s always men who present (Rebekah). 

  

Another aspect of scholarly debates about the media’s coverage of women MPs is to 

examine the involvement of women politicians versus men politicians. However the 

significance of this aspect appeared to be very weak, as during my interviews only 

one participant tackled that issue, stating that:  

I know there’s much less representation of women in the media, they are 
much less likely to be on discussion panels, top news stories, political stories 
are less likely to be about women politicians and the work they are doing. And 
often when they are about women politicians and the work they are doing, 
there is a specific gender angle to it (Samantha)  

 

In this chapter my intention is also to illustrate evidence of some progress in political 

gender equality.  For example a couple of participants admitted that ‘It’s an ongoing 

problem, It’s an issue that we can’t back away from, and we have to keep pushing 

forward’ (Lydia) as ‘we worked out that it was going to take us 200 years to get to 



142 

 

gender parity’ (Patsy). Some participants however expressed a different view in this 

matter saying that ‘There has been a real progress in getting more women into 

politics and we now have the most gender diverse parliament ever’ (Vicky). Other 

participants added to this argument giving examples of the 2010 General Election 

where ‘there is also a really talented pipeline of women putting themselves forwards 

for selection’ (Vicky) which resulted in a ‘record number of candidates’ (Nicky). This 

was due to the fact that ‘more and more young women are becoming interested in 

politics as [women’s] issues affect them’ (Emma).  

This nevertheless is a still on ongoing process in the House of Commons as according 

to prediction analysis based on the changes in women’s parliamentary 

representation between 1945 and 2005, a 50:50 gender balance would be reached 

in 28 years if it was progressed at the current rate (Siemienska, 2005; Wawrowski, 

2007). 

 

Club Atmosphere 

Although a wide body of literature discusses women’s integration and behaviour 

when entering politics, my UK participants did not always feel that the issue was most 

important, when discussing the atmosphere dominating the House of Commons. 

Some participants mentioned that ‘[women] don’t always vote for women’ 

(Michelle) as an expression of lack of help by other women MPs to make the 

parliament more accessible to other women. Moreover, another participant went 
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further to illuminate this exclusion by giving an example of former US President, 

Harry Truman, who said ‘if you want a friend in politics, get a dog’ (Nicky). To add to 

this debate, the issue of competitiveness was also brought up by the participants 

where ‘The real friendships are with the other party members, on your own side you 

always compete’ (Nicky). This measure of the political atmosphere seemed to 

dominate the same participant’s opinion. She argued that ‘in relationship with other 

women? You compete’ (Nicky). 

Surprisingly only one individual felt otherwise and commented positively on the topic 

of women’s behaviour when in parliament and mentioned that the atmosphere in 

the House was ‘quite good’. I mean the older women really helped me. The ones that 

hadn’t managed to get into parliament were really keen that I didn’t make same 

mistakes’ (Janet).  In contrast to Janet’s opinion, I am providing below an overview 

of the House of Commons controversial ambience. Something about the nature of 

this is not only a masculine conquered environment, but also highly dominated by 

sexism. This poignant constraint is taken for granted by MPs themselves in many 

instances. Within the same context, the competitiveness within the House, especially 

between women MPs, has to be recognised as this also influences women’s choice 

of a career and their entry into politics.  

Comparing the above opinions, it can be seen that although some antagonism among 

women prevails in the House of Commons, it does not dominate the parliamentary 

environment. Significantly a more common reason for the distortion of the 

atmosphere in the British Parliament would be related to sexism. Within this context, 
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an overview of the controversial issue is given by my participants who found this 

behaviour ‘very strange, the attitudes of men were quite patronising towards 

women’ (Janet). Something of the nature of masculine behaviour was a shock to the 

participant’s husband, who struggled to believe ‘by how much sexism dominated the 

House’ (Janet). Other participants found this issue rather peculiar and emphasised 

that: 

Men always comment, ooh don’t you look nice today? It was like, I don’t turn 
round to you and say you look nice, and it doesn’t happen, I’ve had lots of 
different workplaces and I’ve never had that, so I find it very bizarre (Alison). 

  

In relevance to the above I believe that sexism is treated as a norm among men MPs.  

Moreover, as Georgina illustrated ‘some of the demographics of male MPs, 

particularly older male MPs, means that they think it’s perfectly acceptable to be 

sexist, patronising, dismissive of females’ so women MPs   ‘have to put up with quite 

a bit here’ (Janet). From the participants’ point of view sexism had profound effect 

on gender inequality in the British parliament as ‘women look at politics as an 

unattractive career and part of that is perpetuated by the inherent sexism in 

parliament’ (Georgina). However, the age of the woman MP has to be considered 

when discussing this issue.  Some participants expressed their view that sexism is 

related to the age of women politicians. Katie and Samantha just confirmed that by 

sharing their experiences:  ‘when I went into politics I’ve just got that sort of maturity. 

Apart from several notable exceptions, most men stop looking at women when they 

get to that age’ (Katie), and ‘I haven’t been subject to some at the particularly 

unpleasant or sexist experiences that some of my younger political colleagues have 
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had’ (Samantha). To interlink sexism in the House with the age of women MPs I am 

presenting below an occurrence experienced by Georgina: 

A female MP? You know, I think it is pretty tough. There is still in the House 
of Commons a horrendous amount of sexism, and I’ll always say that in my 
entire life I’d never encountered direct sexism, until I arrived in Westminster. 

 

Controversially, one participant employs another view of sexism in the House stating 

that ‘I’ll be glad when they stop. But, If they make sexist remarks at least they’ve 

noticed that you’re a woman’ (Katie). Nevertheless, sexism in the House of Commons 

is still on the agenda today affecting women’s choice of career and their survival 

techniques in the male orientated environment. 

 

Political establishments 

When talking about gender under-representation in politics many scholars are 

concerned with the impact of the electoral systems. According to some, the British 

first-past-the-post system is far less favourable for women than Proportional 

Representation. However the role pf the electoral system was a concern of only one 

individual who stated that ‘our system of election, first-past-the-post, takes longer 

to achieve [gender equality] change than a list system’ (Julie). Surprisingly, this aspect 

was not significant to majority of my participants when talking about barriers to 

women’s political advancement in the House of Commons.   
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STRUCTURAL PROS AND CONS 

 

Positive actions  

The introduction and implementation of positive action strategies has been debated 

not only by many scholars but politicians themselves. Any type of equality promotion 

strategy, and its effectiveness, is still very controversial and disapproved of by many 

individuals. Still, it is evident that in order to increase the number of women in the 

House of Commons, these strategies need to be applied whether they are short term 

solutions or a permanent establishment. For example previous literature 

acknowledges the role of quotas and their effectiveness based on the results of the 

1997 general election. Due to the implementation all-women shortlists by the Labour 

Party, the number of females in Parliament doubled overnight. This was also 

mentioned by one participant who explained: 

So I think you always need to do these kind of safeguards, because power has 
a habit of the minute it is exposed, and you know it operates then it moves to 
different areas, so just as the women’s quotas in 1997 suddenly forced the 
trade unions, for example, the male trade unions absolutely dominated the 
whole show, and there’s a danger that this is happening again (Nicky). 

 

There are different opinions regarding Quotas among my participants that vary from 

dis-approval:  ‘although they have been very effective but they remain controversial’ 

(Tilly), to acceptance and illustration of the positive aspects when they were used. 

The feeling of one participant was that: 
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For years and years and years we had all male shortlists and nobody was 
worried about that, and I don’t think, looking at some of the people who used 
to get elected, they could say they got in on merit, because they don’t look to 
me like the most talented people in the country (Rebekah).  

 

Therefore the majority of my participants felt that ‘[quotas] are necessary. We tried 

everything! We tried exhortation, we tried encouragement, we tried all kinds of 

mentoring, we tried all kinds of things’ (Patsy), therefore ‘positive discrimination is 

not perfect, however, it does address the issue’ (Emma). 

The above arguments were supported by other participants who claimed ‘that 

equality promotion strategies in Parliament have been effective’ (Sarah) and ‘they 

are vital as without them equality does not advance at all’ (Julie). Further, regarding 

equality promotion strategies, one participant stressed that ‘You have to have 

something. If you leave it completely to the way things always were without having 

any kind of positive action, then women don’t get selected’ (Rosie).  

In the British Parliament the most prominent affirmative action used in the previous 

general election was the introduction of all-woman-shortlists; therefore mainly this 

type of quota was discussed by my participants during the interviews. They felt that 

‘Labour have taken some good steps, with all women shortlists’  

If we have an all women shortlist in an area, all the women will go for the all 
women shortlist, and none of them will go for the open selection, although 
actually men and women can go for an open selection (Patsy). 

  

In particular one participant stressed that ‘I was encouraged to stand, if it hadn’t 

been an all-women shortlist, I wouldn’t have come to the conclusion that I should 



148 

 

stand, certainly not for Westminster’ (Rosie). Other participants strongly felt that ‘all 

political parties should have six designated all-women-shortlists, so that it becomes 

a natural part of British politics’ as ‘the reality is that for women there has to be 

positive discrimination, there has to be all-women shortlists, if we are to continue to 

get to the point where it becomes so much the norm’ (Lydia).  

The majority of my participants repeatedly supported the idea of positive actions 

seeing them as a solution to gender inequality in the House of Commons. One of the 

strongest opinions was given by Rosie who stated  

I’m a strong supporter of it, I’m a strong supporter of taking positive action to 
ensure there’s more women in politics, and particularly in the elected bodies 
in all countries. I’m not quite sure if I’d go as far as quotas, but the Labour 
Party’s all woman shortlist I’ve been a very strong supporter of, and indeed, I 
was selected through an all-woman shortlist.  I’ve advocated that it has to be 
offered in many areas to make sure that we get more women into parliament, 
and as a result of that the Labour intake of the last two general elections has 
been to have more than 50 per cent women. 

 

Similar argument was also illustrated during the global study on gender equality 2012 

where one of the British women MPs stated that the biggest asset to her 

advancement in politics was ‘All women short lists’ (Rosenbluth et al., 2015:16). 

However it is important to question whether quotas also affected women’s 

candidacy. As mentioned at the beginning of my discussion about equality 

promotions, there was much resentment when all-women shortlists were introduced 

and implemented by the Labour Party. However during my interviews I discovered 

that only a few participants continued to reject this guarantee. For example Susan 

illustrated this point by saying ‘No, I am against quotas of any sort’. Another opinion 
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against quotas was expressed by Annabel who claimed ‘I don’t think it’s a solution; I 

don’t think it’s the only solution’. Some participants went even further in this debate 

by linking the use of quotas with their feelings. In their opinion quotas were ‘so 

divisive; it creates such resentment within the rest of the parliamentary party that 

you are only there because you are a woman, that I just don’t think it’s worth doing’ 

(Georgina). This argument was extended by opinion of another participant who 

claimed that  

 So although clearly, that helped me as a woman to get elected, it meant that 
 as soon as I was elected a  lot of  men have said ‘oh well, you only got elected 
 because it was an all-woman shortlist, and if you’d stood against men you 
 wouldn’t have won. There has been quite a lot of prejudice about that 
 (Rebekah). 

 

Katie goes even further by giving examples of women MPs who fought with the 

prejudice saying that ‘It’s patronising to women, certain people.  One particular 

woman was going round with a T-shirt with: I am not a token woman’. However 

according to Janet there is a solution by: 

having 50/50 shortlists, because I think you’ll get lots of women seen that 
way.  I think you’ll have to be very careful that you don’t just slip back; I mean 
some evidence, I remember the Labour women MPs saying to me don’t go 
for women only shortlists because it causes a lot of resentment in the 
constituency, and that woman is somehow labelled with; ‘well, course, she’s 
only in because she on a women only shortlist.’ But just watch the backsliding, 
into letting women go and not replacing them with women. 

  

While some participants strongly resented the use of all-women-shortlists, they also 

admitted that ‘they have proven extremely effective at boosting the number of 

Labour women in frontline politics. In my view that is a hugely positive step’ (Joan). 



150 

 

Their measurable effectiveness where the number of women MPs doubled overnight 

encouraged some women MPs to change their opinion about the use of this type 

equality promotion. For example Janet reflected on her view stating that 

Yeah. I started out not wanting there to be any positive discrimination, 
because I felt that we should get there on merit, because otherwise we 
wouldn’t be respected. But I saw how really, really difficult it is; and the 
trouble is, there’s prejudice against women.  So I actually swung round 
completely in favour of positive discrimination. 

 

Similarly another participant modified her opinion: ‘I was for many years opposed to 

all women shortlists, but it became clear that there would never be anything like 

gender equality in the House of Commons without using them albeit for a limited 

period’ (Debbie).  

While scholars highlight the effectiveness of quotas (Short, 1996; Ballington and 

Karam, 2005; Dahlerup, 2005; Norris, 2006a; Kelly and White, 2009; Rosenbluth et 

al., 2015), some of my interviewees felt that ‘they are the best short term solution’ 

(Diane) and ‘hope they are not a permanent solution’ (Samantha). The same 

participant stressed that she trusted that: 

We will get to the point where you know constituency parties are, genuinely 
will not subconsciously prefer men over women, and I also hope that we will 
get to the point where politics changes sufficiently to attract a much more 
diverse range of applicants, because many people don’t even put themselves 
forward (Samantha). 
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To conclude the debate about positive actions I would like to present a judgement 

by Rebekah whose pragmatic approach clearly defined the way quotas should be 

implemented and used within British Politics: 

Well, I think it’s a necessary evil in a way, I think positive discrimination and 
quotas, it’s not ideal, but what you want is to have equality, but we don’t at 
the moment, and  I think it is the only way to actually force change through 
because if we didn’t have things like all women shortlists, if you look at the 
number of women who got elected before all-women shortlists, it’s like about 
150 years before we had equality, so I think, I think that it has to be forced 
(Rebekah). 

 

The majority of women MPs seemed to agree that ‘men don’t go ‘oh, women need 

to get elected, men need to stand aside and they are not going to do that voluntarily’ 

(Rebekah) and ‘unless, you have something like, some sort of positive action scheme, 

then that’s never going to change, the situation won’t, resolve itself, unless there is 

this sort of artificial intervention’ (Diane). An important fact in these findings is that 

these divergent views about the pros and cons of gender quotas were equally spread 

between MPs from the left or right wing political parties with some of the right-

wingers for example approving the all-women shortlists and equally with the left-

wingers disapproving this type of equality guarantee.  

Some scholars advocate legislation in order to help women to become MPs. This has 

led to a question as to whether in British politics the interference of the government 

to set certain strategies such as legislative gender quotas would be welcomed by my 

participants The main idea behind the question was to test the participants on the 

ground of the political parties being forced to comply with gender quotas rather than 

implement them on a voluntary basis. There is already evidence of the use of 
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legislative equality guarantees by the Nordic countries which have proven to be very 

successful. The majority of my participants strongly opposed the idea of the 

governmental interference as ‘people would react badly against it’ (Alison) and 

‘there’ll be a resistance to that’ (Janet). Participants felt that ‘we’ve probably gone 

as far as we needed to’ (Nicky) and ‘now I would say Labour has demonstrated you 

can do a lot with all-women shortlists’ (Samantha).  The main idea behind the 

opposition was that ‘the priority at the moment is for women in all political parties 

to be pressing party machines to take that action’ (Samantha) as ‘Governments can’t 

interfere with the management of political parties’ (Lydia) and  ‘cannot tell political 

parties how they select their candidates’ (Debbie).  

On the other hand for one participant was more insistent that governmental help: 

Goes wider than MPs and I think it’s to do with having public services that can 
look after children and ill elderly parents, which applies to people in all sorts 
of jobs, and I think at the moment there is such pressure and cuts in that area, 
it’s going to make life much harder (Alison). 

 

My participants also shared some common opinions on the subject of legislative 

equality promotion policies. They felt that by introducing legislative quotas ‘you run 

that risk that you can force the numbers to go up, but when it actually comes to the 

regular selection process, you can actually damage the chances of women standing 

anywhere else’ (Georgina) as ‘there’s a limit to how you can do with legislation as a 

tool’ (Patsy). However one participant, although a bit reluctant: 

It’s too much of a hot potato, I think, for Governments to legislate. It’s up to 
parties to decide how they want to select their candidates. Those parties 
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who’ve been brave have got what they deserved, and those parties that have 
stuck to the old ways, have got what they’ve always had (Katie) 

 

On the contrary, some participants had the impression that the Government had 

already interfered in helping to improve gender inequality by implementing ‘the 

provision in the Equality Act 2010 which enables political parties to use women-only 

short lists’ (Vicky) and also by passing ‘a law in 2012 that allows for political parties 

to favour women over men’ (Julie) therefore ‘It is now for the parties to tackle the 

issue’ (Julie).  

 

Election processes  

A process structuring the entry to the House of Commons is the election of the 

candidates. This powerful predicator interlinks the selection of the candidates with 

the support they need to be able to win the election. This is the reason why this 

section concentrates on the selection of the candidates and illustrates the 

importance of electoral help. While scholars emphasise the importance of the 

selection processes as an empirical link to gender imbalance in politics, they also 

illustrate the prominence of positioning the candidates in winnable seats. This 

theoretical aspect is poignant in the success of electing each candidate as ‘You could 

have a lot of women candidates, but not in winnable seats’ (Alison).  As the British 

first-past-the-post electoral system allows the voters to vote only for one runner 

from the list, parties are very careful with the choice of the gender of their candidate. 

This political practice has been commented on by my interviewees who felt that ‘the 
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numbers were still small because what used to happen was that the women nearly 

always had the furthest seats’ (Patsy). This was reflected in the 1997 election where 

‘unfortunately the ‘97 intake, which saw huge number come in, a lot of them were 

in the more marginal seats’ (Rosie). As another interviewee commented, ‘in 97, all 

women shortlist, you had some people saying, can’t possibly have them in the mining 

seats’ (Nicky).  

Some participants also expressed the significance of electoral support during the 

election processes. Electoral assistance involved help with finances as ‘all costs 

money, and if you don’t have resources, it’s very hard to do it. If you don’t have your 

own funding, it can be very difficult’ (Alison). Similarly the global study on gender 

equality 2012 illustrated that 34 per cent of women candidates finance their own 

campaigns from their own pockets (Rosenbluth et al., 2015). Additionally, some 

scholars claim that finances are one of the barriers to women’s political advancement 

(Siemienska, 2000). However, the same study on gender equality 2012 also 

uncovered that overall women in general receive higher share of electoral funds from 

the parties and from the government (Rosenbluth et al., 2015). Nonetheless, when 

talking about electoral support my interviewees also agreed that other types of 

support such as ‘mentoring and training can help and can make a difference’ (Patsy).  

The main idea behind electoral assistance was to provide: 

everything from giving women encouragement and coaching to be more 
confident in interviews, particularly in public speaking, right through to 
women only shortlists. I mean there are a whole range of measures (Janet).  
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Within the concept of the electoral support the majority of my participants claimed 

to have received some support. Moreover, they stated that ‘they are making more 

effort to mentor and train female candidates, both before selection, and after 

selection’ (Georgina) as for instance ‘over the years, there’s been good general 

training, for candidates, and some events arranged specifically for women candidates 

that I’ve been involved in’ (Samantha). There was some evidence of the training 

received by my participants, for example Rosie admitted that she had ‘a lot of help, 

of help and media training’. Equally participants received support such as mentoring; 

‘I had mentoring, I had two mentors; one was a man, one was a woman’ (Katie) and 

‘some training from the party before selection and support for selection from fellow 

party member who had been selected’ (Julie). Overall, ‘there was help for candidates 

at all sorts of different levels, in relation to how to handle media, how to present 

yourself, there’s all sorts of different support’ (Lydia). On the other hand some 

participants admitted that there was no electoral support during their electoral 

campaigns and neither at the beginning of their work as MPs. For example Patsy who 

was elected in the early 80’s argued very strongly that ‘No, no there wasn’t anything 

like that when I first became an MP’. Another participant also admitted ‘No, I didn’t 

really, I did have some women in my team who were quite helpful, and supported 

me emotionally and stuff like that, but I didn’t really get any [electoral support]’ 

(Rebekah).  

According to the literature political parties also play an important role in the support 

of women candidates in the selection, promotion and election processes during the 

electoral campaigns.  Therefore I explored the issues of help/lack of help from the 
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political party among my interviewees. The evidence from my data collection shows 

that in the House of Commons help was very limited as illustrated by Alison who 

admitted that ‘no, no, and in my case, just as speaking as how it was for me, when 

you put your name forward for selection; you’ve no party behind, you’re on your 

own’. However one participant felt that she ‘did not feel this was required’ (Emma). 

Others rather briefly commented on this issue stating that ‘no I didn’t [receive help 

from the party], but they do now’ (Georgina), ‘yeah, there was all sorts of training on 

offer’ (Annabel). Nevertheless, the issue of the party’s involvement in supporting 

women candidates or newly appointed women MPs was still far from being 

conclusive.  

The selection of the candidates under the FPTP electoral system was also considered 

as a barrier by the interviewees, due to its limitation of the number of candidates 

who could be elected for each constituency.  Janet had ‘found it very difficult to get 

selected’.  The reason for this has been linked closely with a phenomenon discussed 

earlier in this chapter, the candidate’s family responsibilities. One individual stated 

that 

When I was younger, my children were young. I was always asked how old 
the children were- they are entitled to do that, because they are not 
employing you. And in any event they are thinking it, you know, sitting in front 
of a young woman, they want to know how many children you’ve got, how 
old they are; and I felt that as soon they heard the ages of the children they 
would sort of mentally think; ‘well she can’t do the job (Janet).  

 

Other responses to this issue included more open grounds for restrictions to join the 

House of Commons: ‘I was rejected, twice, I’m not sure though, to be frank, with you 
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whether or not that was because I was a woman or because the constituency party 

didn’t like where I was coming from politically’ (Anabel).  In relevance to the above 

the same participant repeated that ‘it’s quite difficult to dissect the reasons why 

people are not selected for example for seats. I could say that was because I was a 

woman. I’m not entirely sure that would be the truth’ (Anabel). Nonetheless, a 

common ground interviewees agreed was that changes were needed in this field as: 

You know, if you leave it, people often say you have to leave it to merit to 
ensure that the best person gets the job, but it was very clear there’s no 
evidence that good women are even getting the right chances to get the job. 
In parties that don’t take positive steps, to address the habits of selection 
committees (Samantha).  

 

Overall, changes in ‘the perception of the selection panels of what it is they are 

looking for in a candidate’ (Rosie), will have a profound effect on women due ‘to get 

them to start thinking outside of the box, that they are not always going to be a, a 

particular type of person’ (Rosie).  These changes are also important as according to 

some scholars the reluctance of party to nominate equal numbers of female and 

male candidates ‘limits voters’ (both women and men) ability to vote for women’ 

(OSCE, 2014: 29) 
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WAYS TO GENDER EQUALITY  

 

Background of the candidates  

Education plays a very important role in gender equality in all sectors of public life. 

The literature dealing with educational aspects regarding women, reports a close link 

between financial affairs and education. According to some scholars limited financial 

resources restricted women’s access to achieve higher education which relatively 

restricts women’s ability to become parliamentarians (Platek, 2004; Paxton and 

Kunovich, 2003 cited in Stevens, 2007; Wawrowski, 2007; Abdela, 2010; Rosenbluth 

et al., 2015). However to the contrary, the latest report on countries belonging to 

OECD (the countries I paid special attention to during my secondary research) reveals 

that young women are more likely to complete upper secondary education 

compared to young men. Equally a higher number of women enter higher education 

(OECD, 2012; UNSD, 2014). Within this context, the idea of education of women 

when they already have reached higher positions has been discussed by my 

participants.  According to my participants there should be a common model to ‘just 

to teach more in schools, as well. To start younger as well, so we give young girls 

positive role models around politics’ (Alison). Moreover, the importance of educating 

women about their ability to be more politically active was a concern of one of 

woman MP who stated that ‘I would hope that we have supported young women, so 

that they do put themselves forward’ (Diane). On the other hand according to 

another woman MP, ‘If I hear that just once more [about training], I will scream, I 

really will!!! Because who ever heard a man, who says ‘I need more, I need more, 
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more, more mentoring, and more training?’  NO!’ (Nicky). In relevance to the above 

the view of my participants was that education and training of women MPs was not 

important as only a minority of my interviewees tackled on that issue.  

Slightly more important than education was the issue of the MPs having some 

political experience before entering a parliamentary position of power. Some 

participants mentioned that ‘I had been interested in politics since my childhood’ 

(Debbie)’. Another participant also indicated that she had ‘always been interested in 

politics from being a young child’ (Alison). Moreover, other participants illustrated 

their involvement in politics for a considerable amount of time. For example Michelle 

and Samantha admitted that ‘But I had been engaged in the political life of my 

country for a considerable time’ (Michelle) and ‘I was actually a very experienced 

politician by then’ (Samantha). However, another factor derived from my interviews 

such as becoming politically involved from a young age as Annabel reflected on 

stating that ‘I’ve been in politics most of my life; I come from a political family’. 

Additionally, one participant did not agree with the above statements as ‘youth was 

seen as a greater asset, than experience’ (Alison) and ‘if you look at that 1997 

government, it was of the new people, the younger people who were promoted 

rather than the older people’ (Alison). Nonetheless, the reality is that still in the 

current time ‘women with political talent are failing to get elected while political 

parties dip further into the pool of lesser qualified male candidates’ (Rosenbluth et 

al., 2015:12). 
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Coming together 

This section uncovers women MPs’ views on the parliamentary environment. My 

participants discussed the masculinity of the parliamentary setting, referred to 

potential feminisation of the parliament based on critical mass phenomena, spoke 

about women’s solidarity in supporting each other and their contributions in 

supporting women’s issues. The literature dealing with the nature of parliament 

reports House of Common as a male orientated environment. As my participants 

reported ‘it’s all macho, masculine environment’ (Rebekah), where ‘being a female 

MP is more of a challenge, it’s quite an angry aggressive atmosphere to be in’ 

(Rebekah). The well-known ‘male bastion’ (Annabel) significantly ‘puts women off, as 

there is a lot of shouting and a lot of aggression, it’s not a naturally female way to 

work’ (Rebekah). For example, Bradley and Healy (2008) illustrate that the male 

dominated culture which prevents women to get to the top in other professions as 

well therefore correspondingly, majority of CEOs and directors are men (Bradley, 

2007). Also according to my participants, male domination of the House of Commons 

is considered as one of the biggest factors for women’s reluctance to put themselves 

forward as parliamentary candidates. ‘The way that local level politics happens, and 

you must know this, it’s very male dominated. The language and the, the sort of 

gladiatorial way’ (Diane) forces women to become more masculine and to work much 

harder in order to prove their political ability.  

As men’s solidarity in the House is relatively visible, women also have formulated 

their own groups and women’s organisations in order to support each other as 
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politicians. What’s more, according to the global study on gender equality 2012, 

women drew more support from women’s groups (Rosenbluth et al., 2015).  As 

Samantha illustrated, ‘there is a lot on offer, for example the Labour Women’s 

Network, they offer some very good training’. These organisations offer to help and 

support candidates and women MPs. For example, ‘in 2005 the Conservative 

women’s organisation came out and spent a day in my seat campaigning’ (Georgina). 

Relatively my participants experienced ‘a lot of help, there’s lots of women in 

women’s organisation that are fighting for the Labour Party to adopt the all-women-

shortlist’ (Rosie).  

However, there were still other participants who experienced otherwise: 

Before I got elected, from years ago, I was part of a thing called the Emily’s 
List which is like Labour Women’s Network, where they give you loads of 
training on things like public speaking. But when I actually went for my 
election, I didn’t get any help then (Rebekah).  
 

Critical mass, a concept used since the 1980s in gender research has its roots in 

nuclear physics where it describes the smallest amount of fissile material that was 

needed to endure irreversible nuclear chain (Campbell and Childs, 2014). However, 

scholars argue whether this physical process could hallmark the changes in the social 

life. Nevertheless, the literature dealing with such phenomenon reports that critical 

mass has also been successfully transferred into political science, being important as 

a measurement of gender impact on workplaces and parliaments (Grey, 2002; 

Dahlerup and Leyenaar, 2013). A poignant argument is that more women in 

parliament increases women’s power within the institution and within the political 
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party (Campbell and Childs, 2014). According to one participant this could be visible 

in the House of Commons as ‘although we are still only 23 per cent, I think of the 

House of Commons, it is still a critical mass ‘(Annabel). Another participant reflected 

on the ‘Entire history of parliament; and at that moment it broke through the critical 

mass’ (Nicky). The changes due to the rise of a critical mass ‘made a huge difference 

to the atmosphere of the place, and the way it is run’ (Rosie) as ‘women are, are 

doing a different style of politics’ (Diane). Still, in order to be able to:  

Have serious contributions to make in parliament. I think it’s a good idea for 
women to caucus on some things, because we are in a minority, sometimes, 
right across the parties, we need to stick together to achieve some changes 
(Janet).  
 

Therefore it was important that ‘on balance women are going to stick up together’ 

(Alison), a collectivism created on sharing the same experience (Waugh, 1992 cited 

in Bradley, 2007). As Bradley (1999:35) claims, collective power mobilises smaller 

groups to ‘‘promote more specific interests’ This collective work would allow women 

MPs not only to raise awareness about women’s issues but also influence some 

policies prioritising legislative procedures such as child care or education. Thus in my 

next sub category I give examples of participants’ views on this subject.  

Many scholars assume that the bigger the representation of women in Parliament 

the better chance for women to encourage changes in policies concerning women’s 

issues. My participants agreed with this belief as the danger of gender under-

representation is ‘that the policies that are developed in parliament are not going to 

properly reflect the full range of human experience’ (Samantha). And to make a 



163 

 

difference meant  ‘having more women in parliament, and the difference becomes 

in terms of the policies that the Government delivers on’ (Rosie) because ‘a woman 

is more likely to stand up for female issues because she is a woman; she’s going to 

understand what it means to be a woman’ (Alison). 

Gender Equality not an issue  

Scholars widely emphasise the difficulties in reaching the parliamentary position for 

women, the global study on gender equality 2012 also have confirmed that gender 

have a big impact on political progress. Being a woman more likely had negative 

effect on candidates due to promotion of gender stereotypes (Rosenbluth et al., 

2015). To the contrary, two of my participants did not experience any barriers faced 

by women on their way to the parliamentary seats. Katie claimed that there are no 

barriers for women and ‘if you really want it, and you’re really prepared to work, 

you can!’ and more importantly ‘being a woman was a really positive thing’ (Diane). 

However as only two opinions out of 23 MPs interviewed raised the awareness 

about this issue, those findings become insignificant when taking into consideration 

ways to achieve gender equality in the House of Commons. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

In this chapter my intention has been to present an opinion on gender inequality in 

the lower chamber of the British parliament, the House of Commons. My findings, 



164 

 

based on interviewing 23 women MPs, exposes some issues already discussed by 

scholars and researchers, which I have illustrated in my literature review chapter. 

However it is important also to notice some new factors emerging from the 

interviews such as MPs’ concerns on the differences between men and women, their 

strong views on equality promotions or even more advantageous opinions that there 

were no barriers to women’s participation in political establishments.   

This combination of findings provides some support for the conceptual premise that 

gender inequalities in British politics have a strong background. These have to be 

taken up by politicians and their parties, the government and citizens.  Previous 

literature on gender imbalance in the House of Commons acknowledges the role of 

the political culture, its foundations and structural difficulties influencing women’s 

participation in politics. Thus, although these were reflected on by my interviewees, 

still a large body of findings emerged which is yet to be discussed by academics. These 

findings give clear an overview of the many difficulties which affect women’s 

willingness to enter the male dominated environment and give some indications on 

how to be successful in their political race. It explores the MPs’ views on the 

reluctance of women to put themselves forwards as parliamentary candidates in 

many occasions based on their fears about not coping with the parliamentary 

demands. Further, the chapter illustrates the differences between men and women 

and women’s coping techniques when in the office. 

Another powerful predictor illustrated in this chapter is the participant’s view on life 

/work balance and the need for social changes to help women parliamentarian to 
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cope with family and work demands. This also leads to other distortions which 

prevent women becoming MPs, such as cultural stereotypes, the bias of the media 

coverage of women politicians and the atmosphere in the House of Commons. In this 

part also the negative aspects of the British electoral system are presented.  I also 

endeavour in this chapter to gain a deeper understanding on the women MP’s 

perception on equality guarantees and the difficulties which arise during their 

journey to the parliamentary seat. Within this context it can be noticed that 

regardless an MP’s age, the length of their parliamentary work or the party they 

belonged to, their opinion about the pros and cons has changed over time. After 

experiencing the difficulty of working as a woman MP, some participants changed 

their opinion about the need for equality promotion policies and become in favour 

of equality guarantees, although suggesting that the use of quotas would be a short 

term solution.  

Finally, some possible ways to improve on gender parliamentary inequality are 

expressed by the participants and the importance of collective work among women 

politicians is also expressed in this chapter. The interviewees gave their opinion and 

shared their experiences by linking backgrounds of the candidates with the political 

experience that in their opinion every MP should have in order to cope with the 

parliamentary demands.   They also tackled on the impact of women’s collective in 

terms of critical mass and their influence on women’s issues. The chapter concludes 

with a contrasting opinion on the lack of barriers to women’s parliamentary work 

which has been also expressed by interviewees. 
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CHAPTER V: DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS EMERGING FROM INTERVIEWS WITH 

POLISH WOMEN MPS 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

But how exactly are women in the Polish Parliament? The novices, who just 
entered politics and these so claimed themselves veterans? Or are better the 
one who feminised the environments? Or maybe these who have ‘balls’? 
What do they have to give it up? How do they cope with family/life balance? 
And how do they enter politics? Are they able to walk away from it or does 
politics addict them like it does to the men? (Kondzinska and Uhlig, 2012: np, 
own translation from the Polish text) 

 

Unequal treatment of women in politics has been on the agenda for a considerable 

time. As Platek (2004: 6) claims: 

The realisation of political rights requires more than legal guarantees. It is not 
enough to declare in the Constitution that women and men are equal. 
Mechanisms are needed to put laws and resolutions into force. However, we 
not only need adequate procedures but a certain mentality that makes 
society aware of issues concerning the equality of women and men. 

 

What’s more, I argue that gender inequality has its background in variety of factors 

from social and economic influences to structural and cultural aspects of women's 

political involvement. Despite Polish women being allowed to vote and be candidates 

in national elections from 1918 (Platek, 2004; Zarnowska, 2004), the number of 

females in the lower chamber of the parliament still remains very low reaching just 

24 per cent.  
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`In this chapter I would like to illustrate how the Polish woman MPs dealt with and 

challenged many difficulties which arose on their way to the parliamentary seat. 

Within the context of exposing gender similarities and differences I demonstrate the 

difficulty with convincing women to come forward, due to their fear of not being able 

to face the challenges which the parliamentary work would bring. According to the 

Polish participants’ women’s reluctance to join politics can be attributed to the 

behavioral differences between men and women, and also in their struggle to cope 

with family/life balance. With relevance to the above, I also addressed the issue of 

social changes and social help, as these matters were also raised by my participants. 

The disparity between men and women in the Sejm, according to Polish women MPs, 

has also its roots in the cultural stereotypes, according to which a woman’s place was 

to raise her children and look after the family. Many findings also relate to the 

involvement of media in creation of the image of women politicians, as according to 

majority of my participants, the media plays a big role in women’s political activity.   

The degree of Polish women MPs’ feelings about the atmosphere in a Polish 

parliament is equally illustrated here, with emphasis on women and men’s 

integration and a degree of sexism that was experienced by some participants.  My 

interviewees also tackled briefly on the issues of religion, communism and the 

spectrum of political parties linking them with barriers to women’s political 

participation. This led to the discussion of structural pros and cons, where women 

MPs paid special attention to equality promotions and the importance of election 

processes. My participants also gave their opinion about potential ways to tackle 

parliamentary gender inequality. They referred to the background of the candidates, 
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their educational and political experiences and their need to come together 

collectively in order to achieve gender balance in the Polish Sejm. On the other hand 

I also illustrate some of the differing views of few Polish women MPs, who claimed 

that there are no barriers to women’s political advancement and there is no need for 

more women in the Sejm.  

 

GENDER SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES 

 

Reluctance 

The difficulty with women’s resistance to join the political elite was very common 

among women (Siemienska, 2000; Suska, 2005; EIGE, 2013). Apprehension towards 

the challenges they face on their way the upper echelons of power proved very 

common among the Polish respondents. In this section I am presenting the views of 

Polish women MPs on some difficulties they faced on their way to the Polish Sejm.  

According to my participants the fact that women don't come forward and their 

reluctance to put themselves forward as electoral candidates, was very common. ‘It 

really is hard to find a woman, who wants to get involved in politics, it is difficult’ 

(Agata) as ‘firstly they do not want to come forward and so far it is even a problem 

that they want to enter politics in the first place’ (Celina).  One of the participants 

admitted ‘Somehow I've never wanted to be a candidate to a Parliament’ (Marta). 

However other participants argued that women’s unwillingness to come forward was 

only in men’s view who would say ‘that you need to look for women, if you need to 
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find them’ (Mariola). Overall, what has also been confirmed previously by Siemienska 

(2005) and Suska (2005), women do not think about politics as a career path and it is 

very hard to encourage them to join the political elite.  One of the main factors 

mentioned by the majority of my participants was women’s fear inhibiting them 

from becoming involved in politics. As a response to a question on why there are 

more men in politics, Teresa admitted that ‘Women still do not believe in their own 

strength and ability’. Even though Civic Platform political party had implemented 

some equality guarantee quotas, ‘it is often that women are resigning as they have 

not enough courage‘(Zofia). In order to fill up the electoral list the party had to ‘very 

often to find them’ (Zofia) as ‘they did not put themselves forward’ (Zofia). Overall, 

‘there was a problem in many instances to find women who wanted to be the 

candidates’ (Roza). This was due to the fact that many women ‘use their imagination 

on what can go wrong and they are afraid to take the risk and meet all these 

challenges’ (Agata).  After being approached to stand for election, one participant 

admitted, ‘I got really scared if I can manage. I thought to myself:  gosh, they opted 

just for me, and also I did not believe that I can manage. This was my first impression’ 

(Marta).  Another participant confessed, ‘they asked me already twice to stand for 

the election to the Sejm. The first time, I rejected it as I thought I was not ready’ 

(Roza). Additionally women do not think about politics as a potential career. This was 

the view of one participant who stated, ‘when I was a member of the party, regional 

authorities asked me to be a candidate to the Parliament. This was for me an absolute 

surprise because I never thought about higher politics in my life’ (Maria). In general, 

my participants felt that, ‘women need to believe in themselves and in their ability. 
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And they have to understand that they can accomplish both, their personal and their 

work tasks’ (Jolanta).  

To normalize women’s political career paths, my participants strongly insisted that 

‘first of all you need to encourage women to be involved in politics’ (Agnieszka) by 

‘changing their mentality because women have to believe in themselves’ (Agnieszka). 

According to the interviewees, women need to have ‘no fear to put themselves 

forward’ (Mariola) as if a woman ‘has the determination, she can do it’ (Ewa). It takes 

as little as ‘believing in their own ability and taking it all in their own hands’ (Jolanta). 

Therefore, according to my participants, the importance of changing women’s 

perception on being involved in politics and choosing politics as their career path is 

very important. On the whole, women have to ‘for a start, have more belief in 

themselves and not fear entering politics (Malgorzata). Other participants went even 

further in their opinion by linking women’s fear with work/life balance and social 

responsibility. For example, Anita stated that ‘in my opinion, women do not push 

themselves into politics because of their family duties’. Additionally, the main idea 

behind women’s ability to cope with work/life balance was to establish social help 

for women, so there was a need to ‘create ‘social conditions for women so they will 

want to stand for election’ (Sabina). Controversially, one participant did not agree 

with encouraging women to come forward and interfering with their choices as ‘if 

women do not want to [be involved in politics] then why to force them?’ (Halina).  

From the interviews it was evident that reluctance played a big role in lack of gender 

balance in the Polish Sejm. My participants illustrated the challenges women have to 
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deal with when deciding on a political career and uncovered how women’s fear 

affects their ability to put themselves forward. Moreover, while scholars emphasise 

the link between the work/life balance, it was evident that some participants felt that 

this was not the main reasons for women’s reluctance to become involved in politics.  

 

Male/female characteristics 

From my interviews it became apparent that one of the concerns of my participants 

was the differences between men and women. Some researchers such as Siemienska 

(2000), Suska (2005) or du Vall (2009) have tackled on the issue of women being too 

emotional to be politicians or working more effectively in collaboration than men. 

However differences like these are rarely discussed by social scientists when talking 

about gender inequalities in politics. To expand on the behavioral differences 

between men and women I would like to present a quote from Marta who admitted 

that, ‘I do not want to express wrong views about men, but they think that they are 

the most important politicians, belong to the largest class, and they are the most 

clever. And this is actually not always the case’. This opinion was supported by 

another participant who felt that ‘wherever you place a man, he thinks that he will 

be the best to cope with things’ (Agnieszka). Possible explanations of the strong 

feelings of the participants about the nature of men can be deducted from opinions 

of Zofia and Ewa who believed that: 

Women are better organized than men, the only difference between us is that 
a man does not know what the task will be and already says that he will cope 
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with it. And the woman, when she knows what the job is, she counts and 
calculates whether she could cope with the different roles, whether she has 
sufficient knowledge. Well, needless to say, when a woman takes on the task, 
usually not many things go wrong. Women are very task orientated and this 
is very important in politics (Zofia).  

 

And: 

Well, I do not understand to be honest, because I think that women are 
performing very well and it would be nice if there were more women in 
politics as everything would be more in order. Because men are often 
improvising, and we are more accurate and systematic, as if we have to 
prepare something, we do it within the time limit. While men like to improvise 
and not always end the tasks they have taken on. Besides, women are really 
good at coping. And I will tell you so, apart from a few exceptions in the 
Parliament, because unfortunately some women are totally antipathetic, but 
generally women smooth the atmosphere and, when they argue, they are not 
as abusive as men (Ewa). 

 

Moreover, according to my participants women in politics are very successful and 

their ability and sensitivity when talking to others are ‘much more effective than 

men’s aggression’ (Elzbieta). These differences were attributed to a number of 

factors. Firstly, men more naturally show ‘leadership capabilities’ (Monika), what is 

required by the natural structure of the society and that is why there are more men 

frontrunners than women. Secondly, men are more ‘aggressive, which probably is 

genetically proven’ (Agata), and in competition with their hostility ‘women are 

backing off’ (Agata). Thirdly, women are much more ‘level headed in everything they 

propose, they are definitely a gender which is willing to commence dialogue’ (Irena) 

and this is why they show better communication and negotiation skills compared to 

men. However my participants also indicated that women are much more 

affectionate and very often they ‘expose their emotions very easily’ (Roza).  Women 
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are also ‘so hysterical and silly, therefore if they want to be treated equally to men, 

they should take a deep breath, think and become calmer’ (Roza). Overall their 

emotional personality is in many instances ‘exploited by men’ (Roza).    

The above argument can be extended by claiming that in general ‘everyone can see 

that women are working harder in the Sejm’ (Monika). Thus ‘only by working hard, 

they can become known in politics and they can be successful. Unfortunately in my 

opinion women have to work twice as hard as a man ‘(Celina).  During the interviews 

I discovered some interaction between hard work and collective work where ‘a 

woman is more capable of team work than a man. Not only is she able to work in a 

team but she is willing to give up part of her ambition so the task would be 

accomplished’ (Zofia). But still  

Men show more solidarity, they can easily work with each other, even if they 
have different opinions. They can argue but if they have the same goal they 
can go collectively further. Unfortunately with women this is not the case as 
there is more competition between them, therefore they find it harder to 
unite. In these alliances men are able to take a step back in order to go two 
steps further, and women unfortunately cannot do that (Evelina).  

 

One participant controversially expanded on this subject and stated that ‘men 

struggle with organizing their time, therefore will not survive in life. My husband 

always says that a man is a man of specific tasks, which he fulfills. A woman, however, 

during similar time is able to fulfill many tasks’ (Agnieszka).  Unfortunately in many 

instances when women achieve something ‘a man gets the praise and only some men 

would show some appreciation to women (Mariola). Moreover, when more serious 

initiatives are discussed ‘women are not treated seriously’ (Agata).  This also applies 
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when there are difficult ministerial decisions to be made in the parliament where 

‘most of the ministers are men’ (Mariola). The reason for this could be that ‘all men 

are pushing themselves up, whether they are good or bad, whereas women are more 

careful’ (Zofia). The above arguments, however, are undermined by other 

participants who felt that ‘women fulfill the same criteria as men do’ (Marta). Halina 

went even further and explained that: 

 

In general I do not think in gender categories. I am a human being who is an 
MP and who was elected to do the job.  In general any phobias and 
discrimination are ridiculous and I absolutely do not see the difference, I don't 
see myself in the role of a woman or a man, I am just an MP 
 

 

FAMILY 

 

Work/life balance 

Work/life balance is considered by many scholars as one of the major barriers to 

women’s involvement in politics (EIGE, 2013). This issue was also important among 

Polish women MPs who felt that their family responsibilities have a big impact on 

their parliamentary work.  Some MPs admitted that they thought very carefully and 

for a long time before they decided to choose that career path. The reason for this 

was, for example, the fear as stated by Elzbieta who expressed concern about her 

ability to ‘manage to fulfil the role of mother, wife and being an MP without of 

abandoning any of the responsibilities at the same time’.  Another MP felt that 

working in the Sejm ‘is not easy as this is a type of work which requires loads of 



175 

 

availability as being an MP takes priority and unfortunately family comes second’ 

(Marta). A further participant admitted, ‘I would not decide to become an MP if I was 

living outside Warsaw and I had children in another town. I would not leave my 

children for four days every two weeks’ (Justyna).   Zofia agreed with the fact that:   

It is not easy and when I sometimes see women MPs who hold babies or just 
gave birth and run to feed their babe in a room, I have mixed doubts.   I 
appreciate their ambition and different aspects of their career but for me 
children always were a priority. 

Further, 

This is a job for twenty-four hours a day if anyone wants to do the job 
properly. Therefore this is a hard combination to manage work/life balance.  
Besides if you see the average age of women parliamentarians, they are 
middle aged, therefore their children are already grown up (Roza). 

  

The above opinion justifies my other findings where some participants admitted that 

‘when I was running for the election I had a dilemma and my decision was made 

mainly on the fact that my children were already independent and fully grown’ 

(Hanna). Moreover, within the same context Zofia stated that ‘I had some life 

experience as my children were already fully grown, therefore I could commit fully 

to this job’.  Also Sabina continued to explain that the difficulty of becoming 

parliamentarian: 

Comes out of our women’s role, I made the decision to be involved in politics 
when my children were fully grown. I do not imagine and I strongly admire 
my colleagues who have a small child and stay with the child in rented 
accommodation when being in the Sejm. 
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Another participant also added, ‘I am in very comfortable situation as I have two fully 

grown daughters who have generally left home, therefore I do not have any family 

responsibilities’ (Agata) and ‘I made the decision to become an MP when my children 

were fully grown. I would not make that decision earlier’ (Sabina), ‘I was waiting till 

my children were fully grown’ (Dagmara). One of the participants had an even bigger 

advantage over her colleagues as she had not started a family yet,  therefore ‘I do 

not have to choose whether I should  sort out some important social issues or  spend 

the same time with children’ (Zofia). Moreover, a survey by du Vall (2009) uncovered 

that voters more trust women politicians who do not have families or children as they 

can allocate more time for parliamentary work.  

On the contrary, other participants felt that being a politician at the same time as 

being a mother and wife had no impact on their lives as ‘today in general women 

work, therefore I do not see in here any problems; as we would have to also ask 

women from other professions how they cope’ (Wanda). The main argument behind 

this opinion is that ‘men also have to look after the family’ (Agnieszka) and ‘a friend 

works as an MP for a third electoral cycle and she copes very well. This is an issue of 

being well organised’ (Evelina). Further, another participant admitted, ‘I was always 

a woman who was active and looking for challenges. Being a mother and wife was 

never a barrier to my career. Moreover, my children were always proud of my 

achievements’ (Malgorzata). This has also been discovered for example by Suska 

(2005), who found out during her research on Polish women MPs that family 

responsibilities did not have any impact on women’s parliamentary involvement. 
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According to my participants the main aspect behind being successful as a woman 

politician was strong family support. The advantage of having family backing was 

widely discussed by the participants who felt that: 

It is very important to have support of the nearest: family, friends and 
colleagues. In my opinion without this support you cannot fulfil the duties and 
there always would be a worry and fear that being involved in politics would 
result in neglecting our families (Elzbieta).  
 

Additionally, the decision to become an MP had to be discussed with all members of 

the family as ‘decision that has to be considered together; at least I considered my 

decision with the family so we would not hurt each other in the future’ (Sabina). 

Another participant endorsed the importance of family support: 

I asked my friends from the Sejm and they are really coping fantastically well. 
One of my colleagues has been in the parliament for two and half years, the 
other for just under a year, but they have fantastic partners who allow them 
to grow and they are coping very well. This is a matter of good organisation.  
A strong partner on your side allows a wife to pursue her passions, this is very 
important. I also get help from my relatives and my parents who support me 
(Evelina).  

 

Within the same context a further participant agreed that it was important to 

promote gender equality in marriages so that ‘women are not loaded with all the 

family duties alone’ (Celina).  So women would be: 

More willing to be involved in other things than family issues, if men were 
helping them. They can do things together, for example, if they wash the 
dishes, cook and clean together, women have more time for themselves and 
more time to be involved in politics (Celina). 
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Another participant illustrated how her colleagues coped with children by ‘having 

family members who come with them to the Sejm and help them with feeding their 

babies. If the children are older, they are left at home also with members of the 

family (Ewa). Nonetheless, it was common that, before deciding to run for politics, 

women ‘consulted the family first and made sure that they would be able to support 

them’ (Zofia). For example, Agnieszka admitted that ‘after the family agreed knowing 

what the work of a parliamentarian means, I decided to run for the Sejm and since 

then we cope reasonably well’. More participants declared that ‘my family stands 

behind my decision’ (Zofia) as ‘this decision must be taken together, the same way 

as sharing duties together. Partnership was the ethos of my family so I could develop 

my interest and go forward. Therefore I did not understand why this was a problem 

for other women’ (Karolina).  

In relation to the above, many participants praised their relationships with their 

family members. For example, ‘I was lucky that I was living with my parents who 

helped me’ (Wanda) and ‘in my family my husband helps me a lot and he understands 

that I need to work in different areas. He does everything and I think that he can do 

these things probably better than me’ (Marta). Further, 

I have a very good husband who absolutely understood and approved of my 
run for election. And of course the children had to participate equally and 
help everyone, so the impact of me being away every other week did not have 
such an impact on family life. Everyone had to take on my duties. This was 
achievable but required the cooperation of the whole family (Irena). 

 

One participant reflected on her goals before she got married and decided that 

partnership in her relationship would be a priority. She warned her husband: ‘listen, 
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don’t you try to restrict my freedom.’ (Karolina). Further, another participant 

proactively added to the above debate giving an example of some changes in modern 

families where ‘modern people in their thirties do not have problems, as on many 

occasion I have seen young fathers who push the prams in late mornings’ (Hanna). 

However, one participant admitted that she struggled to persuade her husband to 

accept her career choice as he ‘unfortunately did not accept her role as an MP. He 

came from an older generation and I had to convince him which was very difficult. 

He even refused to accompany me at events’ (Celina).  

 

Social issues 

In this thesis I argue that women’s entry to parliament has to be supported socially, 

as according to recent research by Adams (2011) the socioeconomic factors such as 

education and financial capabilities still prevent women from becoming 

parliamentarians.  Public help involves changes by the government to assist women 

with issues such as childcare (du Vall, 2009). My participants also felt that social 

issues were very important and illustrated the need for transformation. Some 

participants complained that there was a need for social change and ‘something 

needs to be done to help women as the resources with which women have to raise 

their children are one of the barriers to their political involvement’ (Karolina). 

According to my participants, the biggest problem in Poland is that ‘we do not aim to 

use opportunities to help women in their struggles, as Polish women do not have the 

resources. If there is no employment and a lack of nurseries, where should they leave 
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their child?’ (Karolina). Another participant describes this situation as ‘a glass ceiling 

which has to be broken by implementing policies allowing paternity leave ‘(Mariola). 

In order to encourage women to be involved in politics and consider running for 

parliamentary election it is important to ‘help women and open more opportunities 

for them so they will be willing to be a candidate in the general election. It takes as 

little as help in childcare to give them the opportunity to leave the child in a nursery 

or at school’ (Sabina). Also, a different participant admitted that if she wanted to 

start a family ‘a nursery within the workplace would be a very good idea and it would 

most definitely encourage, especially young women, to be involved in public life’ 

(Roza). In contrast, one of my participants felt that there was already an 

improvement in social help. She believed that the situation was improving and ’is 

going in the right direction as more and more often men do not work and sit at home. 

Although, sometimes they object to that as not every man likes it when a woman is 

the bread-winner‘(Anita).  Overall my participants strongly felt that social help was 

very important and mainly it should involve ‘arranging better help in child care in 

terms of creating more nurseries and improvements in the conditions of maternity 

leave’ (Karolina). This help should go beyond the cultural norms and allow women to 

have ‘equal access to men with employment and especially when children are born, 

equal opportunity to return to work after maternity leave. Hence this should be 

called parental leave and not maternity leave’ (Hanna). In relevance to the above, 

the need for formalization of paternity leave has been also illustrated by other 

researchers (du Vall, 2009; APPG, 2014). However, Szelewa (2013) in her research 

uncovered that paternity leave is closely related to the father’s income which in many 
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instances is higher than women’s earnings (Szelewa, 2013). That is why according to 

study by Bunning and Pollmann-Schult (2015: 3)  

Another major factor determining whether fathers take leave is the income 
replacement rate. Overall, men generally use parental leave only when a 
portion thereof is exclusively reserved for fathers and when the rate of 
income replacement is high’. 
 

 

The prime example was mentioned earlier in my chapter II where paternity leave was 

abolished between 2009 and 2013 in Estonia, due to the difficulties with the income 

lost when fathers were staying at home.  

 

DISTORTIONS 

 

Culture 

Scholars and researchers argue that the impact of country’s traditions plays a big role 

in political gender inequality. Cultural barriers were one of the most common 

impediments to women’s advancement in politics and had a significant impact in 

Polish society (Platek, 2004; du Vall, 2009; Adams, 2011). The deepness of theses 

cultural roots is successfully illustrated by Platek (2004:10) who indicates that: 

It was not moral for a woman to think of divorce when the husband was 
abusive, a drunkard or a philanderer, and at the same time it was morally 
acceptable for a man to discipline his wife, drink and forget the rules of 
fidelity.   
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These different moral standards for men and women were replicated in social and 

political life leading to the exclusion of women from political life (Fratczak, 2009; 

EIGE, 2014).  For example, Ballinska (2007) discovered in her study that cultural 

stereotypes indicated that women should not be involved in politics as they do not 

have the predisposition to be politicians. What’s more, if a woman is successful, then 

she is seen as a ‘woman who does not watch her home’ (du Vall , 2009:89). The 

impact of culture was also widely discussed by, my participants, who felt that ‘for a 

long time women did not exist in politics as political affairs were mainly reserved for 

men’ (Barbara). The lack of women in politics: 

Has its background in tradition where man was going to work and woman was 
left at home with the child. This is still the case in many instances. Therefore 
it is natural that the man goes into politics and progresses his career while 
the woman faithfully waits at home (Hanna). 

 

Further, another participant reflected on historical events where men kept the role 

of ‘men fighters, men knights and men kings. Man was always strong, a leader, 

whereas woman was set aside and was expected to look after the house and carry 

out house duties’ (Agnieszka). This tradition is ‘very hard to change and a woman has 

to break many stereotypes, so she can function in society and become accepted in 

male  mentality as being equal to them as a partner and not as someone who 

achieved something by chance’ (Zofia). A further participant contributed to this 

debate giving an example of history in literature where even ‘in Shakespeare, men 

played women’s roles’ (Malgorzata). There was also a lot of tension when 

participants talked about the traditional passivity of a woman’s role, ‘women are still 

not brave enough to say anything. The stereotypes still have deep roots in people’ 
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(Roza).  Therefore participants felt that still some women in politics suffered from 

very ‘deeply rooted gender stereotypes and the stereotypes which dictate the 

position of women and men in the society’ (Elzbieta).  Moreover, ‘only 15 years ago 

men politicians loudly stated that woman’s place is at home where ultimately they 

can buy her a new vacuum cleaner. Their thinking is still the same, but now they 

would not say that aloud’ (Justyna). Besides, men ‘have generally more time to be 

involved in politics. Unfortunately, in my time woman was responsible for kitchen 

and raising children as partnership in marriages did not exist’ (Celina). Regrettably 

this kind of tradition was practiced across ‘all social classes. Women were needed 

only to cook, slave and raise children’ (Malgorzata).  Historically, there was no way 

forward to accept  women’s involvement in politics and even now ‘man with the 

pram, who was looking after the house when the wife was working is still not 

accepted in society’ (Mariola). Therefore ‘men are more involved in politics. Some of 

them say that women are more suitable to wash the pots’ (Marta). Men’s larger 

involvement in politics could also be due to the fact that previously there was ‘no 

competition for men as women were not there’ (Roza).  

It was very obvious according to my participants that ‘there are not enough women 

in politics. We have to challenge these established cultural stereotypes, where 

women are pushed into margins of politics’ (Teresa). This tradition, especially in 

politics, ‘have deep roots as women very often liked to give to men’ (Zofia). However, 

‘It is very easy to convince a woman to go further as in reality it is only men’s wishful 

thinking that women are still half a step behind them’ (Zofia). My participants also 

argued that ‘there are loads of clever and well-educated women’ (Barbara) and this 
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fact is still not taken into account. However ‘in Poland still loads needs to be done so 

women feel equal to men. I think this problem lies not only in women’s mentality but 

in men’s attitude as well’ (Roza). Besides, men ‘have to understand that we are not 

designed to work only as secretaries’ (Mariola) and ‘we want more than the 

traditional role’ (Roza).  

On the contrary, some participants admitted that cultural changes were already 

taking place, ‘the mentality is slowly changing and there is a willingness to accept the 

new changes’ (Karolina). Roza felt that: 

The twentieth century brought the emancipation of women and brought an 
opening for women’s rights so people could think differently. They could be 
more modern and more liberated and we expect that women want more for 
themselves than traditional roles in terms of being a wife, looking after the 
family and raising the children. The progress of civilization triggered women 
beginning to wake up in their new roles, and they started to believe that they 
could be as good as men. 

 

These changes were obtainable because now women ‘know that they can easily 

combine family responsibilities with employment’ (Jolanta). Women have reached 

the stage where it would be advisable to ‘invite men to stay at home and allow 

women to come out’ (Justyna). However changes like that ‘need time and they have 

to be implemented equally within the political parties and in social mentality’ 

(Elzbieta).  And more importantly, we should ‘not to try to force the changes. Of 

course the world is changing and now it looks totally different than in my 

grandmother’s life’ (Wanda). The changes were so obvious that Mariola employed 

two concepts in her argument that ‘we used to talk about a glass ceiling for women 

and now we are talking about a glass floor for men’. As Bradley (1999:96) illustrates, 
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although some men are supportive to women’s struggle to gain equality, but at the 

same time they claim that ‘things have gone too far’ and they feel now as the 

‘disadvantaged sex’.  

When I endeavored to gain deeper understanding of the nature of Polish traditions, 

some participants had a diverse approach to this issue. For example Agnieszka 

admitted that she recently read an article on young women and what they expected 

from life and their futures. She confessed, ‘I am devastated. I think that there is no 

hope for having more women in politics if our younger generation thinks in those 

terms’. Also another participant had the same concern and gave an example of her 

conversation with an 11 years old girl who wrote to her asking if she felt that she 

should be involved in politics. She told her that ‘she respects me a lot, however she 

feels that women should stay at home and not be involved in politics as politics is for 

men’ (Agata). The same participant admitted that  ’an eleven year old girl should not 

repeat those medieval views that woman should be at home and only men are 

suitable to be involved in politics’ (Agata).  Therefore the education of young women 

is important as it would not only change their thinking about the stereotypes but it 

would lift their self-esteem (Balinska, 2007; EIGE, 2013), engage them to consider to 

be involved in decision making processes in the future (EIGE, 2013) and to develop 

positive gender identities (Crowley, 2013).  However du Vall (2009) feels that it will 

also take time to eliminate these stereotypical ideas.  

Another factor in the under-representation of women in the Polish Sejm according 

to my participants was down to the media that play a big role in women’s political 
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life. According to many scholars, the media’s representation of women politicians 

can make or break their reputations. During the interviews my participants had 

mixed feelings about the media’s representation of women politicians. Their opinions 

varied, with both negative and positive experiences with the media, and also differed 

in their experiences of gender inequality of media coverage on women MPs to their 

appraisal. For example Marta emphasised: 

I feel that this is the end of era where women in politics were perceived as 
decorative flowers. Some women made careers out of their appearances, 
especially the young and pretty ones. They felt the media’s attention and the 
media’s sympathy. However, this did not necessarily had positive outcomes 
as very often the media turned the situation around and presented them as 
sweet idiots 

 

A further participant, Teresa, sensed that ‘the media are far more sympathetic to 

male politicians, regularly during the election campaigns and during the term of 

office in the Sejm. Women MPs are clearly discriminated against by the media’. The 

media’s common opinion about women was that ‘women should concentrate on 

cooking and staying at home. They should not push themselves into politics’ (Sabina). 

Moreover, in some instances young women MPs from the Law and Justice Party were 

described by the media as ‘Kaczynski’s angels’ (Ewa).  Therefore some of my 

participants were angry that in presenting women ‘the media were more interested 

in someone’s dress or the type of a bag she was holding and how much they earned 

rather than what they achieved as women MPs’ (Celina). Also on many occasions ‘the 

camera is showing women’s breasts’ (Malgorzata). As one participant expressed ‘I 

wince every time I hear about competition for the prettiest woman MP. There is no 

such competition for men MPs’ (Evelina).  
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The other claims about the media’s representation of women MPs included 

inequality in the amount of coverage by the press. Agnieszka illustrated this point 

stating that ‘the coverage of women by the media is far less. Everyone talks officially 

about that’. However, other participants contradicted the above statement and said 

that ‘I feel that fewer women are appearing in the media as there are only about 30 

per cent of us in the parliament’ (Barbara) and the media’s coverage of women ‘is 

proportional to their number’ (Halina). However, the feeling of one of my 

participants was that ‘the media create men. If you look it is very visible. I have many 

colleagues who are excellent in what they doing but the media invite only men for 

the interviews’ (Agata). Another participant added that ‘we have a journalist who 

invites only male MPs and he just does not invite women MPs at all’ (Agnieszka).  

Nevertheless, other participants felts that the politician’s gender doesn’t matter if 

the media want to trivialise the individual as ‘the media are very selective in the 

subject and generally they are not interested in their work and the effects. Moreover, 

women and men are equally displayed under a magnifying glass’ (Irena). Overall 

journalists are ‘very objective when presenting work of women or men MPs’ (Jolanta) 

as it did not make any difference whether the media reported on men or women 

MPs, their main objective was to  ‘seek blood and that is always the case’ (Dagmara).  

Nevertheless, media’s replication of the stereotypes by indicating divergent function 

of men and women in the society (Ballinska, 2007) where women are associated with 

family responsibilities  (Ballinska, 2007; Beveridge et al., 2015) is still causing an 

impact on women’s struggle to reach the position of political power. 
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Club Atmosphere 

I also argue in this thesis that one of the issues commonly discussed by academics is 

culture in the parliament. My participants also reflected on this subject offering some 

views about gender integration. The most common opinion was that women do not 

always interact well with each other. The literature also illustrates that there is little 

solidarity among women and they do not help each other (Kasa-Kovacs, 2004). 

Therefore according to my participants ‘it was always obvious that problems are 

better resolved between women and men than between women themselves’ (Roza).  

There was a certain hallmark on women who were ‘competing with each other’ 

(Malgorzata) and on many occasions were ‘jealous of each other’ (Mariola). This is 

known in Poland as ‘a step ladder which is pulled up behind’ (Mariola) so others 

cannot reach the same level. However Mariola also felt that the younger generation 

thought differently and they ‘push the step ladder down so others can reach to the 

top’.  Still, ‘every woman joining politics, becomes a competitor to other woman’ 

(Justyna). In these contests one participant felt that ‘women who are already 

successful in politics should support each other. However our jealous nature tells us 

that another woman in parliament is only a competitor to us’ (Sabina). Women 

generally were jealous ‘from their birth’ (Malgorzata). However, if ‘we would get 

together then we could win all the elections. And that is what the problem is. We are 

not supporting each other and very often we choose men over women’ (Celina). On 

the other hand, one participant gave examples of positive experiences involving 

women colleagues who ‘got involved in the electoral campaign with enthusiasm and 

happiness that there would be another woman in parliament. I also heard that they 



189 

 

encouraged each other to vote for me’ (Agnieszka). However, even if women do 

support each other, eventually they ‘withdraw because they see competition from 

other women’ (Roza).  

Another concept raised by my interviewees related to men’s integration.  According 

to the participants, on many occasions, ‘women felt men’s reluctance and could see 

men’s collaboration with each other’ (Wanda). Something of the nature of ‘men 

supporting each other’ (Maria) was not widely discussed by the participants 

therefore I would question whether this matter significantly affected women’s 

candidacy to the Sejm.  

Another obstacle to women’s parliamentary inequality in Poland mentioned by the 

participants was sexism within the Sejm. Karolina was concerned with the nature of 

conversations between men in power who thought that ‘women should be more 

interested in cooking pots than politics’. This remark was considered by the 

participant as sexist. Another participant mentioned that she had: 

A few male colleagues who are bitter chauvinists. Their opinion was that 
women are only suitable for looking after home, cooking and raising children. 
They expressed these views not only in front of me, but in front of my female 
colleagues as well (Roza). 

  

Similarly a further participant had experienced men MPs treating her always as 

‘something they can play with and have fun with’ (Celina). Sexism was also a dilemma 

for Karolina who illustrated her experience with one of the men MPs who ‘did not 

miss any occasion to flirt with women in restaurants and cafes. And when he kissed 
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the hand of the same women for the third time, I lost my patience’.  The overall 

message from my participants was that: 

We have to change the mentality of men so they accept the fact that women 
are starting to appear in politics and they have to start to treat them seriously. 
They have to treat women as partners and on the same level as their male 
colleagues. I have seen the difference when my male colleague was speaking 
with another man. When I started a conversation with him he treated me as 
some little star, nice, warm, just as a little decoration (Agnieszka).  

 

 

Political establishments 

Another factor which affected women’s presence in politics was, according to my 

participants, the impact of religion. In Poland the dominating faith is Catholicism, 

therefore on many occasions the Catholic Church dictates family rules. As Sozanska 

(2009) illustrates although the church does not accept any kind of gender 

discrimination, it does however allocate different activities to different gender 

groups. For example, women’s activity is to give birth and nurture the family 

therefore the engagement of women in politics is acceptable so long as it does not 

impact on the family (Sozanska, 2009). The church in Poland used the solidarity 

movement25 to reinforce the dissident activity of Catholic women (Baldez, 2003) 

however according to Heinen and Portet (2009) at the same time is still seen by 

feminists as a male organisation. According to my participants, under the Catholic 

belief, ‘the place for women is with the children, with the husband and with the 

family’ (Roza). This rule is written ’in the Bible, that our role is to look after our home 

                                                           
25 Solidarity movement: non-violent, anti-communist social movement that, at its height, boasted some 9.4 million members. 

It is considered to have contributed greatly to the fall of communism. 
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and take care of the family’ (Sabina). Moreover, the main concern of the same 

participant was that: 

It is not possible to change a man into a child-carer as this is not common in 
our culture. In Poland Catholic beliefs are still very strong and the role of a 
woman is to look after the family. However, we object to that as this is not a 
medieval age (Sabina). 

 

Thus religion has a big impact on low women’s political representation (Kosa-Kovacs, 

204).  However, Heinen and Portet (2009) claim that over the years the church has 

already become more open to women’s political activity.   

The same unwritten rule that women’s place is at home was promoted by 

communism under which ‘men established certain standards regarding women. 

Women were portrayed as belonging in the house, and staying in the shadow of men’ 

(Roza). Another participant also agreed with the above opinion stating that: 

In the early 90s women in politics were seen differently. If you follow the 
years of different governments, you can maybe see women from time to 
time.  A significant change arose after 2001 when we entered the 21st century 
and all of a sudden it turned out that a modern political party is more 
accepted when it has women on the lists. And then suddenly it turned out 
that women, often labelled as nice looking flowers, were very valuable. 
Therefore they began to search for women (Justyna). 

 

A wide body of research relates also to the spectrum of political party as one of the 

influences on women’s visibility in politics. My participants tackled this issue and 

illustrated that: 

The left wing parties such as Palikot’s Party or Social Democratic Party have 
accepted a smaller number of women that you can count on one hand. But 
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as I said, Civic Platform, the right-wing political party, has the largest number 
of women. I think around one third of all members of the party are women 
(Hanna).  

 

Furthermore, the Parliamentary Group of Women also dominates the ‘right-wing 

party, the Civic Platform’ (Hanna), such a contradiction from the UK, where the 

political left-wingers that are more open to women.  Nevertheless, despite their 

spectrum, researchers argue that is the political party’s responsibility to encourage 

women’s political participation (Kosa-Kovacs, 2004; EIGE, 2013).  

 

STRUCTURAL PROS AND CONS 

 

Positive actions 

One of the main factors explored during the interviews was my participants’ 

reflections on gender quotas. My aim was to investigate my participants’ views on 

the nature of positive actions and whether this type of equality promotion has had 

the expected effects on the presence of women in the Polish Sejm. From some of the 

participants’ point of view, gender quotas were necessary ‘in order to convince 

women who have a lower opinion about themselves that they can achieve something 

and they can be as important as their husbands or their men partners’ (Hanna). There 

were different opinions about quotas, but if they exist ‘women would more likely 

stand as parliamentary candidates’ (Marta). In fact according to the latest research 

by Gorecki and Kukolowicz (2014), the introduction of quotas in Poland, considerably 
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increased the number of women candidates. Some of my participants had taken an 

active approach in the process of promoting equality guarantees in Poland where ‘in 

the first five candidates on the electoral list they have to have three women or three 

men’ (Ewa) as ‘if there are not the required thirty five percent of women on the list, 

the list is not registered’ (Irena).  Some Polish MPs went even further and proposed 

to ‘amend the thirty five percent quota to introduce zipping’ (Ewa). However, other 

participants who accepted the need for quotas ‘were not convinced about zipping as 

it feels artificial’ (Agata). Besides, zipping, an equality promotion where every second 

candidate on the list is a woman is considered by some scholars as principle which 

could be easily adapted under the PR electoral system (LeDuc et al., 2010). 

Nevertheless, one also admitted that despite being against gender quotas, she has 

changed her mind and strongly felt that ‘in a young democracy and in a society which 

is not ready to see an image of women in politics, quotas are acceptable’ (Agata) as 

‘gender equality in politics is very important’ (Justyna).   

Several participants agreed with the use of quotas only as a short term solution to 

improve gender inequality in the Sejm. They felt that affirmative action was a ‘stage 

to give women a chance to be involved in the election campaign and hence the 

chance of demonstrating that they are ready to work in the parliament’ (Teresa).  In 

their view ‘quotas are needed at the beginning as they help women to compete 

against men’ (Hanna) and also it ‘would promote the idea of women being seen in 

politics’ (Hanna). The main idea behind quotas is to prepare society to understand 

that ‘women can play an important role in politics’ (Barbara). In support, according 
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to Dahlerup and Friedenval (2005) quotas were proven as a fast track to women’s 

parliamentary entry. Besides, ‘when people see how great women are as politicians’ 

we will not need quotas’ (Celina). There was also another approach to the use of the 

35 percent quota in the Polish Sejm where Mariola defined quotas as a ‘temporary 

tool to tell women to get into the parliament’. As an example, Agnieszka admitted 

that the 35 per cent quota ‘helped me to get to the top five of the candidates and I 

am sure I would not be there without’. On the other hand, the majority of 

participants felt that any type of equality guarantees promoting women were wrong 

and unnecessary. Maria for example admitted she felt that quotas were: 

Some kind of misunderstanding. Firstly, because I do not like dividing 
between men and women. I think that everyone is a human being, everyone 
has their own brain and everyone chooses their own path in life as nothing is 
given on a plate. If you want to do something then firstly, you have to want 
to do it and secondly, you have to work for it. 

 

Another participant felt that women are ‘ambitious enough and strong enough to be 

able to get what they deserve by their own work’ (Evelina). Moreover she admitted 

‘I always run equally with men and have never used my gender as an excuse’ 

(Evelina).  Also another participant argued that ‘everything I achieved, I did on my 

own, by engaging and working in local politics. However, some jealous people said; 

you got in because of quotas’ (Roza).  It was evident that many participants felt that 

quotas did not help some women as in many instances when they were placed on 

the electoral list they ‘did not feel they were ready’ (Ewa). This argument can be 

extended by illustrating the findings from a survey on gender equality by du Vall 

(2009) which uncovered that the use of quotas may result in women being randomly 
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selected.  During my interview Hanna was also concerned about ‘forcing women and 

taking them away from their families and crying children’. This argument can be 

extended by claiming that the proper way of increasing women’s participation in 

politics is to provide ‘support for women, to help them to share family duties as we 

have the same rights and responsibilities as men. We would find then the way but 

we have to be treated equally. For me positive action is an artificial measure’ (Maria).  

One respondent argued that ‘the introduction of quotas is after all like destroying 

reality’ (Agata). And ‘if we have to divide between men and women, why not divide 

for example, between blondes and brunettes’ (Maria).  Overall my participants felt 

that the introduction of quotas was ‘contrary to the rules of democracy and the 

Constitution which says that elections should be equal’ (Halina). Moreover, 

If someone can’t cope then you have the choice as nobody is forcing anyone. 
If women want to sit at home, this is their choice. Quota means that there is 
a privilege to get on the list, and women come forward as of their willing 
nature. But after that the family and the politics suffer equally as they would 
have to compromise (Halina).  

 

Besides, if ‘men have some predisposition to be a politician, women equally have this 

as well’ (Monika). The main idea of promoting gender equality was to ‘choose the 

balance in order not to undermine anyone’ (Roza). What’s more, Gorecki and 

Kukolowicz (2014) argue that according to their latest research, while the result of 

the implementation of the gender quota in Poland increased the number of women 

candidates by nearly double the number, the actual number of women elected was 

not comparably as great. This also undermines the claims by some researchers who 

state that legislative gender quotas (which are currently used in Poland) are more 
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successful than voluntary party quotas (EIGE, 2013; Beveridge et al., 2015).   Overall 

according to Sierakowski (2014), Sledzinska and Bodnar (2014), the success of using 

equality guarantees is to associate gender quota with gender ideology.  

While exploring equality promotion I went further and tested my participants on 

their opinion on the interference by the government, regarding gender balance in 

the parliament.  I got some strong responses where for example Halina resented very 

strongly any interference and argued to ‘keep the Government off this issue.  The 

Government is supposed to be neutral in every way. The Government has to ensure 

that people who want to get there have followed ordered rules and procedures’. For 

another participant it was more important to ensure that political parties should take 

responsibility for balancing gender in the parliament as, ‘if they improve the climate 

for women, then there will be no problem in having more women in the parliament’ 

(Elzbieta).  The reason for the participants objecting to intervention by the 

government was also that a democratic country such as Poland should make all 

decisions democratically and that ’the government should not take the decisions on 

everything itself. The issue of improving gender balance is up to women and women’s 

organizations’ (Monika), and ‘these matters should be dealt with by other 

associations or non-governmental institutions’ (Malgorzata).  

Another participant related interference by the government to women’s 

consciousness about their abilities. She conceptualized that when ’women become 

more conscious about their abilities, they have bigger aspirations and this helps them 

to come forward and join politics’ (Wanda). Within the same context there were also 
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contrasting opinions about the involvement of the government in gender equality 

issues. For example, Agnieszka strongly agreed that the government should ‘support 

the idea of rebalancing gender within the parliament as it is more powerful’. Also 

Maria and Anita felt the same stating that ‘everything that promotes women is 

appropriate’ (Maria) and that the government should interfere as otherwise ‘the 

political parties will act as they wish’ (Anita).  

 

Election processes 

Although there is some degree of inconsistency when debating the electoral systems 

and their impact on gender inequality in parliaments, I have endeavored to explore 

this issue further. My participants predominantly exposed the impact of position on 

the electoral list/winnable seats. In support some researchers claim that position on 

the list is very important to women’s electoral success (Balinska, 2007; du Vall, 2009).  

The main message from my interviewees was that: 

There is one rule only that works in Polish political life very well. During the 
election, the biggest chance to win and enter the parliament is to be the first 
on the electoral list and the first female on the list. The first woman on the 
list, even as it is the third or fourth, usually collects more votes than those 
men who are in front of her (Justyna). 

  

However although sometimes women were running from lower places on the list, 

they still ‘managed to run excellent electoral campaigns and win the election’ 

(Sabina).  But, men who have leading positions on the list ‘would do anything not to 

place strong women at the top of the lists. Then it is not important whether you have 
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a woman or a man, but what matters most is whether there is a strong woman and 

weak man’ (Wanda).  In reality Polish ‘women were mostly placed at the bottom of 

the lists, just to fulfill the promises. And of course these were not the places from 

which you could get to the Sejm’ (Hanna). To the contrary, one participant admitted 

‘I have chosen tenth position on the list as this was a position which you did not have 

to fight for, nor to compete’ (Roza). Moreover, ‘if people decide to vote and know 

who to vote for, they should find that person on the electoral list’ (Anita).  

My participants also tackled the topic of electoral support. Agata admitted that ’it 

would have been easier for women if they had not been thrown into the deep end’ 

as ‘everyone had cope alone’ (Hanna). However, another participant admitted that 

‘there was a lot of support, not only verbal or electoral help but financial help as well’ 

(Karolina). There was also ‘training provided and we could use the advertising. 

However I did not use that help as I managed to cope myself. I did not require any 

help’ (Ewa).  

The other issue the participants tackled on was help/lack of help from the political 

party. One participant ‘had not expected any help’ (Karolina) and therefore after she 

won the election she was fighting to help the new coming women. Another 

participant admitted that she ‘did not expect any additional help from the party’ 

(Agata). She also declared, ‘I felt that I have the same electoral strength as a man’ 

(Agata). However, one participant claimed that ‘help and support from the party in 

my constituency was available’ (Agnieszka). However the literature dealing with the 

responsibilities of the political parties also reports that parties fail to find a suitable 
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women who would fulfill the candidate standards recommended by the EU (Kosa-

Kovacas, 2004) and the supply of suitable women is still problematic (Beveridge et 

al., 2015). 

 

WAYS TO GENDER EQUALITY 

 

Backgrounds of the candidates 

Education of parliamentarians has been emphasized widely by academics over the 

years. The historical tradition in Poland restricted women from gaining sufficient 

education due to the limitation of female schools within the country (Fushara, 2006). 

By 1919 compulsory and free education applied to all children till they reached the 

age of 14, however, the majority of young girls faced difficulties in continuing their 

further education due to lack of funds. Nevertheless, by the mid-1970s some 

development in the country’s culture and improvement in educational policies 

allowed women to gain higher education and at present women parliamentarians in 

Poland ‘are better educated than men’ (Zofia). However, some scholars argue that 

education still does not make any difference in gender parliamentary equality 

(Platek, 2004). But other scholars claim that women with higher education show 

more interest in politics (Kosa-Kovakas, 2004). During the interviews my participants 

discussed this issue saying that ‘some programmes addressed to women would be 

desirable, and certainly would result in more women’s activity in social and political 

life’ (Roza). My participants felt that this was not ‘the best way of improving gender 
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balance in the Polish Sejm’ (Irena),  but on the other hand the education of young 

people and adults would be ‘one of many ways to help with the political gender 

imbalance’ (Irena). Barbara and Justyna gave some tangible examples of action taken 

either by women’s organisations organising ‘training for women electoral 

candidates’ (Justyna) as this type of training was ‘sufficiently applicable to women 

the same as to men’ (Justyna). However, although Barbara remembered many 

training sessions throughout the political journey, she felt that ‘they were not very 

effective or visible’.   

Another aspect discussed widely by scholars is the importance of having political 

experience before entering parliament. This topic was also raised by the 

interviewees who felt that ‘you cannot be a parliamentarian without having previous 

political experience’ (Marta). Another participant reflected more strongly on that 

subject saying: 

I think it is very important that only people with political experience should 
join the Sejm. I am against very young and inexperienced people. And it is not 
because I do not value young people, as I really do, but I believe you should 
have some experience in order to be able to get into parliament (Maria). 

 

Having political experience helped Zofia to ‘to grasp the technical areas of 

parliamentary work’. Moreover, she claimed that she would ‘never take this high 

political step without any experience’. However, Hanna conceded that although most 

of her colleagues ‘had political experience working previously as councillors or 

mayors  in local government, there are still a few who did not hold any such 

positions’.  
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Coming together 

The literature also deals with ways of improving gender imbalance in politics by 

reporting on the masculinity of the parliamentary environment which is considered 

not suitable for women (Balinska, 2007). The parliamentary culture is often referred 

to as a male orientated environment and its cultural environment was described by 

my participants as a ‘terribly brutal game’ (Maria) where ‘a woman is crossed out as 

men would do anything to cut her out’ (Sabina). Another participant felt that ‘I was 

just a fulfillment of the list’ (Mariola) and rationalized that if ‘my male colleagues had 

predicted that I could get in, they would never have put me on the electoral list’ 

(Mariola).  

In order to fight men’s domination of the Sejm, women have joined together and 

formed women’s organisations and this has helped them not only to support each 

other, but has also helped to change the parliamentary atmosphere. Overall in 

Poland there is the beginning of a new era with the ‘big social movement called 

Women’s Congress’ (Hanna). This has led to the creation of women’s associations, 

organisations and foundations, which have benefitted women by ‘raising awareness 

about their rights, their capabilities and showing them what they can achieve in 

political life’ (Roza).  One of the organisations is called the Parliamentary Women’s 

Group which is responsible for ‘mobilising women to fight for 50/50 balance of 

women and men on electoral lists’ (Marta). Furthermore, Ewelina felt that if ‘women 

join together and become active together; they help not only themselves but other 

women as well’. Another participant illustrated some positive experiences with 
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women’s organisations that ‘helped me in the electoral campaign even though they 

were from a different constituency’ (Agnieszka). These organisations did upset male 

MPs and when one of the participants got involved in a foundation supporting other 

women ‘men got cross and very angry’ (Karolina). While most scholars assume that 

women’s organisation are closely linked with helping women to reach political 

eminence, some of my participants felt otherwise.  As Halina illustrated: 

We can see all these females who are demanding parity. They have created 
women’s organisations that had nil or close to zero votes and with these votes 
they tried to establish something like the Women’s Party. There were some 
beauty divas who had nobody voting for them, neither had any support. They 
were some walking oddballs which spoiled the image of women. 

 

A further participant experienced difficulties when approaching such organisations 

which showed ‘some resistance and kept to themselves’ (Justyna). Another 

participant simply ‘did not have any support at all’ (Roza) from any women’s 

organisations during her political career. What’s more, some scholars argue that 

women organisations have little influence on state policy (Kosa-Kovacas, 2004) and 

according to survey done by du Vall (2009), only 5 per cent of women could name at 

least one women’s organisation.  

When considering the above debate, scholars pay attention to a phenomenon which 

affects not only women’s involvement in politics but contextualises the responses of 

men to women’s political representation. This observable fact is given the name of 

critical mass. My participants also tackled this important issue claiming that a larger 

number of women in the Polish Sejm would cause ‘men to fear that we would take 

all the power away from them. Therefore they would defend their position by 
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forming their own pressure groups’ (Maria). For example, one participant reflected 

on her experience in the parliamentary debate session where she was sitting next to 

a male MP who swore: ’damn, how many women are there: woman ministers, 

woman chairmen of a committee, damn we soon would have to fight for our own 

rights’ (Hanna). She then felt that ‘men are feeling cornered and somehow give 

signals that the fight for equality went too far’ (Hanna) as ‘men feel trapped by 

women’ (Karolina). The reality is that ’out of 206 people in our party, there are 72 

women, therefore you are reaching one third of gender representation.  Hence we 

could influence many crucial decisions’ (Roza). Moreover, ‘we felt privileged as we 

felt from the beginning that we had a big power (Hanna). However, ‘if there were too 

many women, I do not know how this would influence the atmosphere in the Sejm’ 

(Roza) as it has become accepted that we have already ‘calmed the party’s customs’ 

(Agata).  Conversely one participant argued that ‘I do not believe in the assurance 

that more women in politics would change anything in politics. Moreover, I do not 

feel that there is a need for the changes’ (Justyna).   

Thus it is important to question whether in reality the rise of women in politics would 

affect women in any other field. Scholars argue that a majority of women could have 

a crucial effect on decisions concerning women’s issues.  Some of the participants 

felt that there were not ‘enough women in politics as women are much more 

sensitive about social affairs, the softer issues such as education, sport, social policy 

and health’ (Roza). In reality women more often ‘talk about their problems which 

effectively involve family issues’ (Hanna). According to my participants:  
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The fact is that there are issues easily digestible by men and there are more 
empathetic topics that are for women. However, I would argue again that I 
am not in favor of dividing issues between being seen as ‘issues for men’ and 
‘issues for women’ (Agata).  
 

On many occasions women were ‘pigeonholed into certain boxes as primarily they 

dealt with social affairs regarding children, family and women’ (Agnieszka). And 

surprisingly it turned out that ‘women turned their attention to issues that men 

absolutely do not pay attention to’ (Justyna). These issues ‘translate to simple things 

such as, for example, whether to place a bus stop next to the football stadium or next 

to the nursery’ (Justyna). Therefore it seemed important that ‘there are as many of 

us as possible so we can have an impact on some important women issues’ (Roza).  

 

Gender Equality is not an issue 

Surprisingly some of my participants gave a completely different view on gender 

equality in the Polish Sejm. They argued that there are no barriers to women’s 

political advancement. For example Marta claimed that ‘if women want to, they have 

the opportunity to run for election as nobody poses any barriers to them’.  Women 

in general have different obligations, but if they want to run for election ‘the field is 

open for them’ (Halina).  Moreover, Ewa felt that ‘women are perceived positively 

and they cope with their responsibilities very well’. Consequently ‘are there any 

obstacles to women’s political involvement? No! If she wants to be involved, she can 

be’ (Halina). Dagmara added to the above debate based on her experiences ‘I did not 
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think about that, I am a woman and for me this was not a problem’ and more ‘once 

I made the decision to be the candidate, then it was easy’.  

To add to the above debate some women MPs claimed that no more women are 

needed in the Sejm. For example, Halina strongly argued that ‘there is no need to 

regulate either there would be more or less women. Let’s the political life regulate 

itself’, Therefore, ‘leave it alone, don’t increase the number of women’ (Halina).  This 

argument can be extended by claiming that  

It should be that if you want to be involved in politics then OK. We already 

introduced quota that there should be women in the first five candidates.  

Thus, to encourage the balance of 50/50 in parliament would not be 

achievable as there are not even enough women in politics (Wanda).  

Besides there are questions  

Is it necessary to have more women in the Sejm? Is that a new ideology? We 

already moved towards new ideology which wants to equalize everything. 

However a woman is a woman and a man is a man and I hope that difference 

would be reputable till the end of the world (Wanda). 

Also the evidence from a survey by du Vall (2009) uncovered that seventy percent of 

Polish women feel that having only a small number of women in politics is not a 

problem.  
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Within the context of gender equality not being an issue in the parliament, some 

participants illustrated their positive experiences when in the Sejm. Karolina 

admitted ‘for me being an MP was a positive experience’. Other respondents also 

claimed that ‘my gender actually helped me to get into politics (Justyna) and ‘I 

experienced sympathy and encouragement’ (Jolanta).  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

In this chapter I have aimed to illustrate the views of Polish women MPs on the issue 

of gender balance in the Sejm.  Of the cohort of 25 interviewed women MPs, the 

majority agreed that an improvement in gender equality within the Polish Sejm was 

necessary and that more women were needed in the political arena.   

This study has shown that woman MPs’ consider that one of the differences between 

the genders was the reluctance of women to come forward due to fear of not being 

capable of holding a powerful position. The MPs believed that physical and 

behavioural differences between men and women played a considerable role in 

sustaining parliamentary gender imbalance. These differences were closely linked to 

women’s duties in looking after the family and the main concern of my participants 

was that family responsibilities were significantly restricting women’s choice of 

career. However, this could be tackled by having family support and by fighting for 

social changes. These improvements were dependant on changes in a well-

established culture where women were seen as wives and mothers and a political 
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career was still not acceptable as a profession.  At the same time, the image of 

women was constantly distorted by the media, although some participants had 

positive experiences with the press.  

Another issue that arose during the interviews concerned structural barriers such as 

the support of the party during elections and the importance of the position of 

women candidates on the electoral list. Although there was a disagreement about 

the most effective ways to improve the gender balance in Polish politics, the majority 

of my respondents agreed that the introduction of quotas was the best solution to 

tackle that problem. However, a majority of interviewees suggested that gender 

party quotas should only be a short-term solution. Furthermore, participants firmly 

insisted that the government should not interfere in the regulation of gender balance 

and that this issue should be tackled by political parties instead.  

Also, it became evident that as well as quotas, in order to improve the gender balance 

in the Polish Sejm, other routes to gender equality had to be taken into consideration. 

One of the main concerns of my participants was to have the right candidates coming 

forward. Within this context, the interviewees discussed the level of education and 

the necessity of having political experience by the candidates. The help provided by 

various women’s organisations was considered as being important by many of the 

participants, although some participants had experienced negativity and resentment 

from other women MPs. Additionally some participants mentioned a the idea of a 

critical mass as being an important step in strengthening women’s power, and 

considered its implication on men’s fear of ‘being overpowered by women’. 
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Surprisingly some participants claimed that there were no barriers in women’s desire 

to become politically involved and even claimed that there was no need for more 

women in politics.  
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CHAPTER VI: SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES: BRITISH AND POLISH WOMEN MPS 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Scholars argue that comparative political studies are valuable not only for 

understanding the political systems in the studied countries, but for establishing the 

similarities and differences between them and investigating their impact on the 

studied subject. As I was endeavouring to gain a deeper understanding of women’s 

under-representation in parliaments, I positioned my study by comparing two 

European countries on similarities and differences in women MPs’ perceptions of this 

issue. Academics concentrate on identifying ways to gender equality and try to 

discover how to increase the number of women in legislative bodies. However, true 

democracy, according to Kittilson (2006), is taking place when there is an equal 

opportunity for all citizens to join the national legislature. If true democracy were 

present, then women would have equal access to parliamentary elections. The reality 

of my chosen countries, the UK and Poland, is that gender parity still does not exist 

in either of the parliaments.  

Many scholars argue that for some women the fear of reaching the parliamentary 

summit derives from lack of confidence or a feeling of being unable to compete 

against their male colleagues (Vallance, 1979; Karam and Lovenduski, 2005; Pankow 

and Post, 2010). However, there are more obstacles that affect women’s 

advancement in politics. For instance, in reviewing the literature, very little data was 

found on behavioural differences between men and women. Women and men differ 
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not only in physical attributes but also in the ways of thinking and behaving which 

they learn through cultural socialisation. Hence, it could be hypothesised that 

behavioural aspects of socialised human nature might contribute to the robustness 

of gender inequality in national parliaments. 

A variety of cross-national and international studies indicate other reasons for 

women’s under-representation in national parliaments such as socio-economic, 

socio–cultural factors or the impact of electoral systems. These aspects were widely 

discussed by my participants with emphasis on particular issues regarding political, 

economic, and structural factors and the ideological aspect of women’s political 

suppression. Although Paxon and Kunovich (2003:92) argue that ‘to bypass the need 

for proxies, researchers have attempted to include more specific measures of 

ideology’, I would argue that this data must be interpreted with caution because of 

its emphasis on more traditional variables such as religion and culture. Nevertheless 

this study discovered that each country’s structural, cultural and ideological 

characteristics make a significant impact on women’s parliamentary representation.  

The degree of these limits is uncovered in this chapter, noting the similarities and 

differences in the British and Polish women MPs’ perceptions of gender equality 

dilemmas. 
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SIMILARITIES EMERGING FROM BRITISH AND POLISH WOMEN MPS 

 

Gender similarities/differences 

When examining the absence of women in politics, the evidence from my 

interviewees suggests that there are not enough women coming forward. In the 

discussion about the degree of women’s involvement in politics, participants from 

the House of Commons equally agreed with the participants from the Polish Sejm 

that the lack of women applying for political positions made difficult for the political 

parties to place woman as electoral candidates. However, my interviewees from both 

countries suggested that women’s political reluctance mainly related to their 

struggle to accomplish a work/life balance. They also illustrated the difficulty of 

fulfilling the requirements of quotas that have been implemented by political parties. 

Further, the main idea of political participation according to my participants lies in 

involvement in private activism such as petitioning.  In the UK and Poland around half 

of the interviewees mentioned this jointly with women’s reluctance to be put 

forward as an electoral candidate. This was so important to them that some of my 

participants mentioned this issue more than once. Moreover, in the selection 

process, the ideology of having the best candidate for the election has been a 

concern of the political gatekeepers. However, a very small number of interviewees 

(just two participants from the Sejm and two from the House of Commons) 

mentioned the difficulty of finding suitable women who could be considered as the 

parliamentary candidates. They referred to women’s desire to join politics for the 

wrong reasons, women’s lacks of interest in politics (please refer to Figure 9 and 
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Figure 10in the Appendix 4) and some other difficulties in finding further 

parliamentary candidates. According to my participants, this also applied to women’s 

lack of desire in entering political scene for the wrong reasons, which was clarified 

by my respondents as meaning entering politics solely for the purpose of gaining 

power or becoming famous. However, my participants did not feel this topic was 

important, as only one interviewee from the House of Commons mentioned this 

more than once. 

 

Family 

Within the context of family responsibilities my participants also had strong views to 

share. In both countries this issue was very important; therefore this subject was 

widely discussed by the majority of the interviewees. Out of 22 interviewees from 

the House of Commons, 20 raised the subject, with 12 of them raising the issue more 

than once. Out of 25 interviews in the Sejm, 23 cited family responsibilities as a 

barrier to women’s political advancement and 18 of the interviewees addressed this 

issue more than once.  Within this context my participants from both countries were 

mostly concerned about the commitment women face having to look after the family 

and the time to allocate their availability when working in the parliament. They 

discussed the difficulties in establishing work/life balance, especially for those with 

small children. Some participants from both countries claimed that the only reason 

they were able to become MPs was that their children were already fully grown. 

Within the same debate, I also paid some attention to uncovering the participants’ 
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views on social assistance to help women with their family responsibilities. With 

relevance to social help, however, my participants were not very explicit as in fact 

only one participant from the House of Commons discussed this issue, followed by 

two participants from the Polish Sejm. Further, only one participant from Poland 

mentioned this issue more than once.  Overall, my participant’s response to a 

question on social help was poor in both countries. 

 

Distortions 

Sexism in parliament has perpetuated a masculine identity for the institution. 

Surprisingly, according to my participants from both countries, although overt sexism 

still exists, only four women MPs from the House of Common and five from the Polish 

Sejm indicated this as a problem. However, for the British women MPs this issue was 

so important that four of them mentioned this more than once. In contrast only one 

Polish woman MP came back to sexism in her conversation. The British participants 

gave some very crude examples of men’s behaviour including being patronising and 

very unpleasant, especially towards younger women MPs. There were also some 

sexual harassment claims in the Polish Sejm. However, my Polish interviewees were 

talking more about men’s flirting with women rather than being abusive.  

During my interviews a significant discussion about the media and its biases about 

women politicians took place; 19 interviewees from the House of Commons and 22 

from the Sejm were concerned with this subject. This issue was so important to my 
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participants that 12 from the UK and 17 from Poland reflected on this topic more 

than once.  Women MPs from both countries were similarly concerned with the 

distorted images that media imposed on women politicians with the emphasis on 

women’s appearance and their clothes rather than the political achievements of the 

individuals.  

 

Structural pros and cons 

In my research I aimed to explore the importance of using quotas as a measure to 

increase the number of women in Parliament. All the 22 interviewees from the House 

of Commons expressed their views on the use and effectiveness of quotas. The 

interviewees from the Polish Sejm, similar in number (24 out of 25), raised this 

subject during the interviews. Also, the issue was so important that 16 MPs from the 

UK and 24 MPs from the Polish Sejm mentioned it more than once.  

My participants drew on the effectiveness of British all-women-shortlists, A-list and 

the Polish 35% quota. Overall, the implementation of gender quotas was considered 

by my participants as the only visible solution to tackle parliamentary gender 

inequality. However the majority of the participants claimed that the use of quotas 

was only a short term solution. Also my findings about the effectiveness of gender 

quotas fed back into the type of quota policies, classifying them as legal gender 

quotas and party gender quotas. My participants reflected on the differences 

between legal and voluntary quotas and the difference that such legislation made in 

the selection process within the political parties.  In both countries my participants 
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admitted that in contrast to legal gender quotas, the party gender quotas had weaker 

effects on the rise of women in parliament in the long term (Please refer to Figure 5). 

Overall, comparing these two countries it can be seen that this equality promotion 

issue was one of the most discussed during the interviews.  

One of the most striking findings was a response to a question about the interference 

of the government to tackle gender imbalance. In both countries participants 

responded to this question in equal number, 17 from each country. The issue was 

quite important to my participants as eight from the UK and four from Poland 

mentioned the subject more than once. The most common response from both 

countries to the question of whether the government should step in to tackle gender 

balance in parliament was that the government had more important matters to deal 

with and it was up to the political parties to sort out political gender disparity. 

Being placed in winnable position was also quite important to my participants as 

seven UK interviewees and 11 Polish interviewees debated on this topic. To some 

(two from the UK and 10 from Poland) this topic was so important that they discussed 

this more than once. My participants argued that the failure of the political parties 

to select women for winnable seats undermined the availability of suitable and highly 

trained women candidates. Their main concern was that in practice the top positions 

on the electoral lists were reserved for men. My participants argued that political 

parties were blocking women’s access to parliament by not placing them in a position 

from which they would be likely to be elected from. In the UK, this was due to political 

parties’ fear of wasted votes as in their opinion voters would prefer to choose male 
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over women candidates. Moreover, during the general election for the Polish Sejm 

in 2011 some political parties such as Prawo i Sprawiedliwosc (PIS) and Platforma 

Obywatelska (PO) placed men at the top of the electoral lists due to a fear of 

potentially having a women as leader of the party. 

 

Ways to gender equality 

A powerful argument is that more women in parliament increases women’s power 

within the political party and this was discussed by my interviewees in equal number 

(nine in the UK and 10 in Poland). Similar numbers of the participants mentioned this 

issue more than once (four in the UK and five in Poland). According to my 

participants, the presence of a critical mass within the political parties allowed 

women to impose the introduction of equality promotions such as quotas. The other 

response to this issue among the British and Polish women MPs was also that a 

critical mass causes concern for male MPs who feel that their power and position is 

being undermined by the presence of too many women. Some Polish participants 

mentioned changes in the parliamentary ethos stating that having more women in 

the parliament had influenced the way of doing politics and that political 

communications had become less confrontational.   

However, in both countries the participants were mainly concerned about the need 

for women to ‘stick together’ rather than the feminisation of the parliament. Their 

general feeling was that there is a lack of solidarity between women 
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parliamentarians, who compete with each other instead. Overall, my interviewees 

complained about the lack of cohesive sisterhood within the political environment.  

Women’s issues were a subject that was also discussed by my participants. Overall 

eight British MPs and six Polish MPs commented on this issue. For four participants 

from the UK and five from Poland the promotion of women’s issues was so important 

that they mentioned this matter more than once. Accordingly, my participants 

illustrated the impact that women MPs make on ‘female friendly’ policies such as in 

health and education.  This phenomenon was commented on during the interviews 

where some women MPs gave examples of changing men’s perspectives on matters 

regarding human experience. 

Surprisingly, some participants claimed that there were no political or legal barriers 

to women’s advancement in politics. Seven MPs from the House of Commons and 

eight from the Polish Sejm argued that the political arena was open to anyone. In fact 

their feelings were so strong that five MPs from the UK and one from Poland made 

this point more than once.  

 

UP-AND-COMING DIFFERENCES BETWEEN BRITISH AND POLISH WOMEN MPS 

 

Gender similarities/ differences 

My participants had different feelings about women’s reluctance to enter politics. 

There was a big difference in the numbers of MPs from the two countries who 
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discussed this issue. Only five MPs from the House of Commons mentioned that 

women did not believe in their ability to become an MP, and only one MP mentioned 

this issue more than once. The British women MPs mostly spoke in a context of 

women’s fear of not coping with the parliamentary male dominated environment, 

which was substantially different to the Polish MPs’ understanding of women’s fears 

within the parliamentary context. In comparison, sixteen MPs from Poland illustrated 

their own and their colleagues’ experiences of being scared to stand for the 

Parliament and not believing themselves to be good enough as potential candidates. 

The Polish MPs feared that they would not be able to fulfil the requirements of being 

women parliamentarians and they were frightened of taking on the risk of failing to 

fulfil the parliamentary tasks and cope with life/work balance at the same time. Some 

MPs even admitted that they had been asked numerous times before they decided 

to stand for the election and some had even resigned from that position. Thus the 

women MPs felt that women needed to be encouraged to abandon their fear about 

entering politics and believe in themselves - that they would be good enough and 

capable to be as good parliamentarians as men. However other Polish MPs felt that 

if women did not want to join politics, they should not be forced. In fact the issue of 

women being afraid to choose politics and parliamentary work as their career was so 

important to the Polish women MPs that seven tackled the issue more than once.  

Nine women MPs from the House of Commons explored the difference between 

masculine and feminine traits within the parliament, with three of them mentioning 

this matter more than once. They illustrated women’s capacity for collective work 

and their effectiveness when dealing with difficulties. The British women MPs’ main 
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concern was women’s desire to resolve any problem rather than just talk about it, 

and women being better communicators than men. Nonetheless, only nine MPs 

spoke about this aspect, with none of them discussing this phenomenon more than 

once. The behavioural patterns among men and women, however, was of particular 

interest to the Polish MPs, among whom the majority of my interviewees  (20 of the 

women MPs) commented on the differences between men and women in the 

context of learned behaviours during their social development. Apart from talking 

about women’s ability to be realistic about what they can achieve (contrasting with 

the male bravado of taking on tasks which they are unlikely to be able to complete), 

they also illustrated emotional differences between men and women and indicated 

the solidarity of men with each other, compared to the competitiveness of women 

among themselves. Some Polish MPs illustrated this behaviour by giving examples of 

men pushing themselves to take-on various tasks on irrespective of whether they 

were good or bad choices due to their belief that they belonged to the most clever 

group in the entire population.  What is more, the participants felt that men were 

more abusive and eager, thereby, to display apparent leadership capabilities. On the 

other hand, the women MPs described themselves as better organised than men and 

as people who could fulfil more than one task at the same time while unfortunately 

being simultaneously more hysterical and emotional. Furthermore, the Polish 

women MPs felt that on many occasions, women’s achievements are undermined 

with men taking the credit for women’s work.   Overall, this subject was so important 

to the Polish women MPs that 13 of them referred to the issue more than once.  
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Another major difference between the views of British and Polish women MPs arose 

in discussions about the development of masculinity traits by women upon entering 

the political arena. This was seen as necessary by eight British participants who 

overall had different opinions on this topic. Some felt that in order to survive in the 

male dominated parliamentary environment women had to grow thick skins, but for 

the others the development of masculinity by women was not only unnecessary but 

distasteful. They stressed that women should not follow the male approach as 

showing that there was a more feminine way of doing politics was helping women in 

their parliamentary careers. Surprisingly, none of the Polish women MPs had 

anything to say about the development of masculine behaviour by women 

politicians. On the other hand, this was so important to British participants that five 

of them mentioned this issue more than once during their interviews.  

 

Family 

An interesting result of the interviews was a debate on family support. Eight 

participants from the House of Commons commented on this issue, with four of them 

mentioning this more than once. In the UK the debate centred on the significance of 

having a supportive partner and discussing this type of a career path with the family 

prior to standing for the Parliament was very important. An unfortunate side effect 

of being a female MP was the higher than average number of divorces which the 

interviewees attributed to the difficulties in achieving work/life balance by women 

MPs (please refer to Tables 12 and 13 in the Appendix 5). Also, the husbands were 
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most likely to be pursuing their own commitments and careers. In Poland, on the 

other hand, 16 participants indicated the importance of family support with 12 of 

them mentioning this issue more than once. The Polish MPs also dwelt on the 

support of the whole family and the importance of taking the decision about a 

parliamentary occupation with the whole family. This included the significance of 

having supportive husbands and supportive parents who helped to look after their 

children and supported their career choice. What is more, when compared to the 

British MPs, it was very important for the Polish women MPs was to promote gender 

equality in marriages so women would not be left with family responsibilities on their 

own. In their view, men, women and children should share domestic tasks together, 

and do so equally. However the Polish MPs had already seen changes in this domain: 

young fathers pushing prams had become more common. They also emphasised the 

importance of discussing their political involvement with their families prior to 

becoming MPs.  

I have illustrated above the importance of family support in the lives of women MPs. 

However, it is important to question whether social changes have occurred in the 

Polish or British parliaments. I placed my question in context by giving an example of 

a former British Prime Minister’s response to these changes. Just before May 2000, 

when British Prime Minister Tony Blair expected the birth of his first child, his wife 

Cherie Blair complemented Finnish Prime Minister Paavo Lipponen, for taking a week 

of paternity leave to care for his child. However in his public response to this, Tony 

Blair said: ‘I’ve got a country to run…I know what people want me to say, but the 

truth is, if I went away and stopped taking calls, or having conversations, it just 
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wouldn’t be real…I cannot stop being Prime Minister’. Despite the importance of 

social changes, only four British women MPs discussed this during the interview. In 

Poland on the other hand the need for changes such as providing more nurseries and 

allowing fathers to take paternity leave was a concern of 11 MPs and two mentioned 

this issue more than once during the interview.  

 

Distortions 

Cultural barriers were also on the agenda during my interviews. The overall 

discussion about this issue was unequal between the countries. In the UK thirteen 

women MPs raised this matter with four women MPs talking about cultural 

difficulties more than once. The British women MPs spoke about Britain being a 

patriarchal society, giving the example of the political gatekeepers who were mainly 

men. Within the same context, the participants urged that there was a need for 

change in the male dominated cultural atmosphere of the parliament where at 

present the shouting culture dominated. They also pointed out that women were 

given the vote much later than men, and that men traditionally had more time. The 

British participants also tackled the issue of women being associated with female 

roles and caring jobs.  However, according to British women MPs, changes on the 

perception of women’s role in society were already visible and the cultural barriers 

were already being broken down. Compared to UK, the subject of cultural 

stereotypes was discussed more frequently by Polish women MPs; twenty three 

spoke about cultural stereotypes, feeling that men naturally go into politics, while a 
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women’s place is seen as being at home. In the view of Polish women MPs, the lack 

of women in politics was rooted in the tradition where men were the breadwinners 

and women stayed at home to care for the family. And again in contrast to the British 

women MPs, they indicated that the tradition was hard to change and there was no 

hope of achieving parliamentary gender balance if the young generation was still 

thinking in the stereotypical way. However, they also urged that cultural changes 

should not be forced but should be implemented slowly, and that the education of 

young girls in this domain was important. In fact, 15 Polish participants discussed this 

matter several times.  

Another major difference in the debate between the British and Polish women 

parliamentarians was on the advancement of gender equality. According to British 

women MPs, there had been some progress towards gender balance in the British 

parliament, where the prime example was the increase in the number of women MPs 

within the Conservative Party. There was also a rising number of young women 

entering politics. However, the overall response about recent progress in gender 

equality was poor as only five British women MPs gave examples of some progress 

in the representation of women in parliament based on the results of the 2010 

general election, where more women put themselves forward for selection. They 

also raised a concern that it would take more than 200 years to achieve gender parity 

at the current rate of progress. However, this issue was not considered very 

important by my participants as only one British MP talked about this more than 

once. In contrast, none of my Polish participants raised this subject in the debate 

about political gender imbalance.   
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Women supporting and encouraging each other in parliamentary decision making 

was also considered during the interviews with British and Polish women MPs. In the 

UK this was not very widely discussed as only five participants spoke about women 

not being friendly to each other in the parliament or of the difficulties of having 

women competing with each other, rather than working together for a common 

cause. Only one British woman MP mentioned this issue more than once. In 

comparison fourteen Polish women MPs spoke about jealousy between females and 

the competitiveness among women MPs.  However they also gave some examples of 

women supporting each other. This matter was important to some Polish 

participants among whom nine spoke about this issue more than once.  On the other 

hand mutual male support was a topic avoided by British participants and only two 

Polish participants gave an opinion about men’s collaboration with each other. Also 

only one Polish woman MP gave her opinion about this matter more than once.  

Religion was one of the least discussed subjects occurring during my interviews, and 

completely absent among British participants. However, it was discussed only by two 

Polish women MPs of whom only one spoke more than once. These MPs considered 

that Catholicism was one of the barriers to women’s political advancement. The 

Polish women MPs gave the example of as church being a male organisation and the 

rules written in the Bible according to which women’s role was to care for the family.   

Unsurprisingly, communism also was not on the agenda of British women MPs. This 

was discussed by three Polish women MPs and two of them spoke about this more 

than once. Overall, communism was seen as one of the barriers to women’s political 
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representation with indications of only slight changes in the 21st century when the 

modernisation of political parties had taken place and women were becoming more 

acceptable in politics.  

Also an important issue in the debate was the differences between left and right wing 

parties in promoting more women. This was mentioned by one Polish woman MP 

who emphasised this issue twice. According to her, it was the right-wingers who 

supported and recruited more women into the Polish Sejm. She also gave an example 

of a women’s organisation belonging to the right-wing party who fought for gender 

balance in the parliament.  Surprisingly, none of the British women MPs mentioned 

the party as being important in gender equality.  

Although the impact of electoral systems has been widely discussed by academics in 

the literature, surprisingly only one British woman MP spoke about the 

disadvantages of the FPTP electoral system. Supporting the academic findings, she 

claimed that the PR was more women friendly and when FPTP was used, it took 

longer to achieve gender equality.  In contrast, Polish women MPs never mentioned 

this subject.   

 

Structural pros and cons 

According to my participants, political parties acted as ‘gatekeepers’ for women who 

were willing to take the step towards entering the parliamentary arena. What’s 

more, according to my interviewees, the gatekeepers could easily change their 
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position from keeping women out to letting them in instead.  Therefore according to 

my interviewees the proper function of the political parties was to support women’s 

participation in politics and help them to fulfil their ambitions and then roles as 

Members of Parliament. There was a mixed feeling among my interviewees about 

electoral support. This topic was quite important among the British interviewees, as 

twelve of them talked about this problem and four discussed electoral help more 

than once. Some participants regarded electoral help as being met by the valuable 

mentoring and training provided to women candidates and women MPs. On the 

other hand, there were some who argued that this kind of support did not exist. In 

contrast only eight Polish women MPs illustrated some support, but also claimed that 

there was a need for more help. Three Polish MPs spoke about this issue more than 

once.  

Following my participants’ suggestion that political parties play an important role in 

the increase of women in parliament, some differences between Poland and the UK 

were visible when talking about the political parties’ involvement in the election 

processes. Only five women MPs from the UK indicated that either they did not get 

or require help from their political party. Some British MPs stated that from the 

selection process onwards, the woman MP was on her own. However some stated 

that there was some help already in place. In contrast 12 women MPs from Poland 

raised this issue and three of them spoke about their experiences more than once. 

Their main feeling was that they did not require any special help, although that help 

was available. Moreover, some helped other women in the electoral fight. In 

contrast, some women MPs felt that they had the same electoral strength as men.   
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There was also a major difference between the UK and Poland, when talking about 

the selection processes. In the UK three of the participants talked about selection. 

According to some participants, the gatekeepers who operate the selection 

processes in many instances discriminated against women by the criteria under 

which the candidate was assessed. For example, the selectors prized the more 

masculine characteristics, which made the male candidate more likely to be chosen. 

The main concern of the British women MPs was that the selectors were looking for 

a particular type of a candidate, and one who would not be restricted by family 

responsibilities. In Poland, on the other hand, the selection process was not 

mentioned by the MPs during the interviews.  

 

Ways to gender equality 

Education was raised as slight contributing factor among both English and Polish MPs. 

Three participants from the House of Commons illustrated the need for educating 

young girls on politics and political careers. Two of the UK women MPs discussed this 

issue more than once. In comparison, eight Polish women MPs referred to the need 

to have a good education among the younger generation and this matter was so 

important that six of them raised the matter more than once. One of the most 

striking differences between English and Polish interviewees was their personal 

levels of education. In the UK, out of twenty two interviewed women MPs, one had 

completed secondary education, one had a HND qualification, seventeen had 

finished their BA degrees and three had achieved Master degrees. In contrast, out of 
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twenty five interviewed Polish women MPs, twenty two completed Master degrees 

and three finished their education achieving PhD (please refer to Table 11 and Table 

12 in the Appendix 5).  

There was also a debate among British and Polish women MPs about the importance 

of having political experience before entering the House of Commons or the Polish 

Sejm.  In the UK, only ten women MPs mentioned this issue: seven of them discussed 

the importance of being politically involved before entering the House of Commons 

more than once. They gave examples of their own experiences, expressing interest 

in politics at a young age or being involved in politics at the local level. Some admitted 

that their families were already politically involved.  In Poland, on the other hand, 

the majority of my participants (21 out of 25) stressed the necessity of having good 

political experience (please refer to Table 11 and Table 12 in the Appendix 5).  

Moreover, ten of the Polish women MPs talked about this more than once. Their 

main concern was that young inexperienced women were not aware of the technical 

side of being an MP, therefore becoming involved in local politics was necessary 

before becoming a parliamentarian. However, some women MPs admitted that they 

did not have previous political experience and that this had not affected their 

candidacy for the Sejm or their subsequent parliamentary work.  

Surprisingly, there was a difference between British and Polish women MPs when 

talking about the need for more women in parliament. In the UK the participants did 

not comment on this subject whereas in Poland three women MPs argued that there 

was no need for more women in the parliament. Additionally two Polish women MPs 
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gave a strong opinion about this more than once, and felt strongly that the gender 

balance in politics should regulate itself.  

The masculine environment of UK and Polish parliaments were also discussed by my 

participants. Seven women MPs from the House of Commons commented on the 

challenges women faced in the House and the aggressive parliamentary atmosphere. 

Five British women MPs tackled this issue more than once. In contrast only three 

Polish woman MPs talked about the parliament being dominated by men and about 

men’s desire to alienate women with their macho politics. Just one of the Polish 

woman MPs mentioned this issue more than once.  

According to my participants, women’s organisations were involved in providing 

necessary help and supporting women’s political advancement. In the UK 11 

participants talked about the advantages of belonging to women’s organisations and 

the help they had received from these organisations. Four British women MPs felt 

that this issue was extremely important and spoke about their involvement with 

women’s organisation more than once.  In contrast, 20 Polish women MPs illustrated 

the pros and cons of women’s collectivism and eight of them returned to the subject 

more than once. In their answers, women’s organisations not only changed the 

parliamentary atmosphere but supported other women politicians. However, Polish 

participants also indicated some negative experiences with women’s organisations 

and claimed that they had not obtained any help from them at all. In contrast there 

were less negative responses from the British women MPs as many participants said 

that although they had not received any help but because they had not required it. 



230 

 

There was a difference between British and Polish participants when talking about 

positive experiences when in the parliament.  In Poland three women MPs raised 

this issue. They stressed their positive experiences when in the Sejm and claimed 

that being a woman had actually helped them to get into the parliament.  The 

British women MPs gave no indication of any positive experiences they faced during 

their parliamentary careers.  

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

In this chapter I have aimed to illustrate some similarities and differences in the views 

of British and Polish women MPs on difficulties that are responsible for obstructing 

women’s political advancement. These similarities and differences are attributable 

to a number of factors such as the breakdowns of gender representation in each 

country. The baseline for the comparison is the similar number of women MPs in 

each country:  29 per cent in the UK and 24 per cent in Poland. The noticeable 

differences illuminate the use of two opposite types of electoral systems within the 

UK and Poland. The above statistics indicate that under the so called women 

unfriendly FPTP electoral system in the UK there are still more women MPs in the 

House of Commons than in Poland. This is not what would be expected as the PR 

electoral system is,   according to scholars and academics, proven to improve gender 

parliamentary representation. Another factor relates to the establishment of 

democracy (a well-established democracy in the UK and a relatively new democracy 
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in Poland). Within this context scholars suggest that communism supressed the 

participation of women in politics, however as illustrated in Figure 5 and Figure 6 

(chapter II), the number of women in Poland during communism was significantly 

higher than the number of elected British women MPs. Finally, the choice for 

comparison of UK and Poland was based on the use of different types of equality 

guarantees (all-woman-shortlists, A-lists in the UK, and the 35% quota in Poland). 

And again, despite the introduction of quotas in Poland, far later than AWS was 

introduced in the UK (2011 Poland compared to 1997 in the UK), the number of 

elected women MPs in Poland between the years 1955-2015 was again considerably 

higher (see Figure 5 and 6 in chapter II). The main idea of the comparison was to 

explore how the women who are involved right at the very heart of politics in the 

House of Commons and in the Polish Sejm classify the barriers to women’s 

parliamentary representation.  

The literature dealing with gender representation in parliament reports many 

difficulties responsible for gender inequality. However, I would argue that these 

depend on a country’s individual demands, culture and ideological background. The 

most significant similarities emerging from my interviews consist of the following:  

around 50 per cent of my participants suggested the reluctance of women to come 

forward. They explained that women did not apply for parliamentary positions 

mainly due to an inability to stretch their time between work and personal life. 

Another powerful obstacle suggested by 90 per cent of my participants from both 

countries was future family responsibilities. They indicated that women were 

committed to raising their families and balancing the time which MPs had to allocate 
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for parliamentary duties would not allow them to fulfil their obligations as mothers 

and wives. Some participants also admitted that the only reason they could become 

MPs was due to having fully grown children (please refer to Table 9 and Table 10 in 

Appendix 5). Media representation of women politicians was also indicated by nearly 

90 per cent of British and Polish participants. Women MPs argued that the media 

epitomised distorted images of women parliamentarians, concentrating on their 

outfits rather than on their achievements.  98 per cent of my participants also 

discussed the effectiveness of gender quotas. For the British and Polish women MPs 

the use of equality promotion was the only solution to improve the gender balance 

in parliament, but some interviewees stressed that quotas were only a short term 

solution. Moreover, British and Polish women MPs correspondingly drew on the 

contribution of the government to tackle gender parliamentary disparity. 73 per cent 

of all interviewees strongly objected to any intervention by the government and 

suggested that this issue should be dealt with by political parties.  Women’s low 

representation in the parliament was also attributed to the failure of the political 

parties to place women in winnable seats or high on the electoral lists. 38 per cent of 

my participants spoke on this matter, claiming that higher positions on the electoral 

lists are reserved for men as positioning women at the top of the list was a risk of a 

wasted vote.  41 per cent of all participants shared the same view about the power 

of women in parliament. The term ‘critical mass, has been used in their debates as 

an indication of men’s fear to have too many women in the parliament. Also the need 

for women to ‘stick’ together was a big concern for my participants from both 

countries. The main idea behind the critical mass issue was the importance of the 
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impact that women parliamentarians would make on women’s issues. 30 per cent of 

my participants claimed that more women in parliament would help to establish 

woman-friendly policies. This would also modify men’s views on more human 

orientated matters such as childcare and health policies. Surprisingly, 32 per cent of 

my interviewees claimed that there were no barriers to women’s advancement in 

politics. They stated that political careers were open to anyone. 

As the above factors were quite important to my participants when talking about 

barriers to women’s political involvement, it is important to question whether other 

aspects play an equally significant role. For example, only 20 per cent of British and 

Polish women MPs discussed the impact of overt sexism within the lower chambers 

of parliaments. They mentioned the abuse they faced as women and the constant 

desire of men to flirt with the opposite sex.  Similarly, a small percentage of 

interviewees (nine percent) mentioned the lack of suitable women as a barrier to 

women’s advancement in politics. Further, the importance of social help was 

mentioned by my participants with the emphasis on the poor standards of social help 

in each country. This issue, however, was not considered a major barrier by the 

British or Polish women MPs as only approximately seven percent of my interviewees 

discussed this matter.   

In the previous section I illustrated similarities between the British and Polish women 

MPs’ views on barriers to women’s political involvement. I now summarise the 

differences that emerged from comparing the views of British and Polish women 

politicians on women’s political participation. Women’s fear was a big concern of the 
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Polish women MPs (64 per cent) compared to British women MPs (23 per cent). 

Polish participants discussed women’s fear of not being good enough and not 

believing in their ability to fulfil the role of MP. Another argument raised mainly by 

Polish women MPs (80 per cent) compared to British women MPs (41 per cent) was 

the differences between men and women. These included the advantage of women 

being able to work collectively and being effective in finishing given tasks. On the 

other hand, when talking about gender differences, the participants indicated 

emotional differences between men and women and the high level of women’s 

competitiveness between each other. 64 per cent of my Polish participants compared 

to 36 per cent of the British participants indicated the importance of family support. 

One of the reasons that women felt able to join politics was having supportive 

husbands who helped with family responsibilities and agreed with the woman’s 

career choice. Their political plans, however, had to be discussed and agreed with 

the family prior to the woman’s’ political involvement. Forty-four percent of Polish 

women MPs compared to 18 per cent of the British women MPs also mentioned the 

importance of social changes. They pointed to the need for more nurseries and 

support with more paternity leave, allowing fathers as well as mothers to shoulder 

the burden of caring for very young children. Cultural barriers were also mainly a 

concern of the Polish woman MPs (92 per cent) compared to British women MPs (60 

per cent). In this context the participants indicated cultural differences where men 

were naturally expected to be seen in the political arena while a woman’s place was 

at home.  
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Other matters including women’s issues were discussed by 56 per cent of Polish 

participants compared to 23 per cent of the British participants. In this context, the 

women MPs mainly interlinked women’s competitiveness with each other and their 

hostility towards other women. When talking about political parties, there was also 

a difference between Polish and British women MPs. 48 per cent percent of Polish 

interviewees compared to 23 per cent of the British interviewees illustrated the 

importance of receiving help from their political party, though some claimed that 

they did not require or did not receive any help. An additional factor in women’s 

participation in politics mentioned by 32 per cent of the Polish participants compared 

to 14 per cent of the British participants was the demand for more or better 

education of young girls on politics and political careers. Another argument raised 

mainly by the Polish participants was the importance of having political experience 

before entering parliament. Eighty-four percent the Polish women MPs raised that 

issue, compared to 45 per cent of the British women MPs. The participants also 

indicated their political involvement since being young women or coming from a 

political family. The majority of Polish participants (80 per cent) compared to 50 per 

cent of the British participants also testified to the effectiveness of women’s 

organisations in helping women politicians. However, some woman MPs said that 

they had not received any help from women’s associations.  

 Some of the barriers to women’s participation in politics were completely ignored 

during the interviews with British women MPs. These included, for example, men’s 

collaboration with each other (only mentioned by eight percent of the Polish 

participants) or religion and the impact of Catholicism (only mentioned by 8 per cent 
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of the Polish participants but not tackled on by the British women MPs). Also the 

impact of communism and the recent changes in the early 21st century, where 

modernisation of the political parties has taken root, was only discussed by 12 per 

cent of the Polish participants. And finally, the role of the political party in supporting 

women’s participation in politics was discussed by only five percent of the Polish 

participants who gave examples of right wing parties supporting more women than 

the left wing parties.  

One of the most striking findings from my interviews was the assertion by 12 per cent 

of my Polish participants, who claimed that there was no need for more women in 

the parliament and political gender balance should regulate itself. This could be 

linked to the competitiveness among women, therefore their unwillingness to 

accommodate more women in the parliament.  

12 per cent of the Polish participants spoke about having positive experiences while 

being in the office and indicated that their femininity helped them as 

parliamentarians. In contrast 36 per cent of the British women MPs talked about the 

need to lose their more feminine aspects and develop more masculine behaviour in 

order to survive in the dominant male orientated environment.  

One of the factors in encouraging women’s participation was, according to 23 per 

cent of British participants, the wider progress in gender equality, where more 

women were already coming forward. However, they predicted that at the current 

state it would take 200 years to achieve gender parity in the House of Commons.  Five 

percent of the British women MPs also spoke about the electoral system, indicating 
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some disadvantages of FPTP as being less friendly to women, as they are less likely 

to be selected. Also the selection processes were debated by 14 per cent of the 

British participants, who claimed that the selectors were looking for a particular type 

of candidate and one who had predominantly ‘male’ characteristics. Also, British 

women MPs dominated the discussion on two other concerns which regulated 

women’s parliamentary participation. For example, 55 per cent of the British 

participants compared to 32 per cent of the Polish participants discussed the 

weakness of electoral support, which although sometimes sufficient, but was mainly 

not adequate. Lastly, 32 per cent British women MPs compared to 12 per cent of the 

Polish women MPs raised their concern about the parliament being dominated by 

men. They gave examples of the women unfriendly ‘macho-politics’ and the 

aggressiveness of the lower chambers. 

The study has shown the contrasting perceptions of women MPs from the two 

different countries on gender inequality in the parliaments and barriers that women 

face on their way to becoming part of the political elite. This study provides additional 

evidence that political gender imbalance depends on many variables including the 

social, cultural and political atmosphere of a particular country. This study also 

contributes to understanding the importance of cross international research and its 

implications for identifying the differences in establishing the foundations and 

backgrounds to women’s parliamentary advance.   
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CHAPTER VII: FINAL CONCLUSIONS AND PRACTICAL RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
FURTHER RESEARCH 

 

Life is made up of small comings and goings. And for everything we take with 
us, there is something that we leave behind… The dogmas of the quiet past 
are inadequate for the stormy present and future. As our circumstances are 
new, we must think anew and act anew. And so must we… We need to look 
at this old issue in a new way, not simply for today but to make our tomorrows 
more rewarding, more fulfilling, and more compelling because of the change 
we make today (cited from Summer of 42; Sir Ken Robinson; Jack Canfield). 

 

The thesis’s core aim has been to investigate the fundamentals that account for 

women’s under-representation in the House of Commons and the Polish Sejm by 

carrying out cross-national research. The purpose of the study was to determine and 

evaluate the difficulties that women are facing on their way to the political top from 

the perspectives of women who are already involved right at the centre of the 

parliamentary work, the MPs themselves.  This project addressed some of the 

unanswered questions derived from previous cross-national studies.  In this project, 

two countries were compared which have two different electoral systems, two 

dissimilar models of equality promotion, different historical cultures and are at 

different stages of achieving democratic status. Despite the major differences 

between these two countries, at the time of this fieldwork they had similar numbers 

of women MPs in the lower chambers of the parliaments and substantial under-

representation of women in power. The approach in this research examined existing 

women politicians’ view on the electoral systems within each country, when and 

impediments to women’s struggle to reach the political top. It allowed me to explore 

why there are similar numbers of women elected under Poland’s so-called women-
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friendly PR electoral system compared to the FPTP electoral system in the UK, and 

why compulsory gender quotas have apparently made no difference vis-a-vis the 

UK’s voluntary party equality guarantees. This study equally allowed me to clarify 

why both countries’ parliaments are still lagging in the worldwide movement towards 

gender equality from the perspectives of those most involved, the women MPs.  

I based my research on a method very commonly used by social scientists of semi-

structured individual interviews with women MPs from both parliaments. However, 

my aim was to conduct a PhD study with real world applications, thus I geared my 

findings towards a wider non-academic audiences such as policy makers who would 

be able to use this research as a guide for implementing suitable strategies to tackle 

gender inequality.    I explained the implications of proceeding in this manner in 

chapter II with all its complications when carrying out a cross-national study. I 

proceeded to assess how women in power perceived parliamentary gender 

inequality and what was of most and least importance when explaining the numbers 

of women in the lower chambers of the parliaments. The aim of the interviews was 

to uncover and explain:  

(i) How much impact gender similarities and differences have on women’s 

desire to join the political elites.  

(ii) What is the impact of the family on women’s political career choices and 

of how valuable is family and social support when in office? 
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(iii) What are the distortions to their political involvement, especially how 

likely are mechanisms such as equality guarantees to help them to reach 

the political top and what are the implications of using such approaches?  

(iv) Further within the same context, how does bias in the media’s coverage 

of women in politics affect their role as politicians? 

(v) How significant is the role of social and parliamentary culture on the 

numbers of women in the lower chambers of the parliaments?  

(vi) How, if at all, does the democratic status and history of the country make 

a difference?  

(vii) What is the impact of religion?  

(viii) How should governments be involved in equality promotion, if indeed 

they should be at all?  

(ix) What are the potential ways to improve the parliamentary gender 

balance?  

Since the research involved elected members of two lower chambers of the 

parliaments, the House of Commons and the Sejm of the Republic of Poland, it was 

essential at first to establish women’s parliamentary presence within a global 

overview of other parliaments. Fortunately, the data provided by other academics 

and researchers (presented in chapters II and III) indicated many similarities in the 

assessments of the difficulties that women face on their routes to parliaments 

worldwide. It also indicated the strengths and weaknesses of the approaches taken 

by the governments, political parties and women themselves towards helping 

women not only in the selection, promotion and election processes but also when 
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they take office. Socio-cultural factors and the need to challenge stereotypes is one 

of the topics discussed in the literature. These factors include common perceptions 

of the proper roles of women in society and women’s reluctance to join politics due 

to the difficulties of achieving an acceptable life/work balance.  Research indicates 

that another barrier which women have to overcome when deciding on a political 

career is the impact of the media on women in politics. Media bias when presenting 

women in politics has been widely discussed by scholars and is considered to be one 

of the main difficulties encountered in women’s careers as MPs. Further, the impact 

of socio-economic factors such as education and lack of financial resources are 

considered in previous studies as equally important when talking about the barriers 

which affect women’s numbers in national parliaments worldwide. Finally, the 

perceptions of men on the feminisation of parliaments and their fear of losing their 

‘critical mass’ status, is also widely discussed in the literature. Within the same 

context, women and women’s issues are highlighted by previous researchers as 

among many difficulties which have to be addressed if parliamentary parity is to be 

achieved.   

 

Empirical findings 

 

This study has shown that gender equality is still far off: we suffer from lack of gender 

balance in our parliaments. However, the study also shows that parliamentary work 

differs from other professions as the parliamentarian’s work requires not only 
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extensive travelling, but also living in two locations (the capital and the constituency) 

at the same time when holding the position of an MP. This research has also 

established that the barriers to women’s political advancement are clustered in five 

major types (Illustrated in chapter II). First, this study has found that fundamental 

similarities and differences between men and women have an impact on the 

willingness of women to put themselves forward as political candidates. For example, 

in the UK only 25 per cent of those who put themselves forward as willing to stand 

as Conservative Party candidates in the 2015 parliamentary election were women. 

The second concern was mainly voiced amongst Polish women who often felt that 

they are not good enough to cope with parliamentary work. Their concern was that 

they would not be able to cope with the responsibility and they were not prepared 

to take the risk, feeling that they may fail to fulfil the role, and hence face judgment 

from their peers if they joined the male dominated environment. This leads to the 

conclusion that there is a need to change women’s mentality and teach them to 

believe in their ability. However, the possibility that this is a serious barrier might 

lead to another significant conclusion, namely that the behavioural patterns of men 

and women which they acquired during their cultural and social learning might 

enhance or restrict their ability to cope with the male dominated parliamentary 

environment. Women, when compared to men, were seen to have a different 

approach to problem solving and to be generally better listeners. Moreover, 

women’s ability to work collectively and to be well organised allowed them to 

complete more than one task at the same time. This was because women resolved a 

problem rather than just talking about it, whereas men improvised and took on all 
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tasks regardless of their ability to complete these tasks effectively. Overall MPs 

thought that as women in general are not appreciated and are not treated seriously, 

and that masculine qualities are more highly prized than feminine ones. They felt that 

women have to develop a ‘thick skin’ to survive the parliamentary atmosphere where 

people need to be dominant in their body language, and aggression is a part of the 

parliamentary culture.  In this respect, women had not only to work twice as hard as 

men in order to be respected, but they also needed to change the attitudes of men 

to dealing with ‘hysterical women’ when dealing with difficulties. Nevertheless, other 

new evidence suggests that women’s ability to talk to others rather than being 

abusive could prove to be more effective. Therefore they should not use masculinity 

to fit within the male oriented environment, but rather they could use their 

femininity as an advantage and smooth the aggressive atmosphere. Moreover, 

despite the implementation of equality promotion strategies such as all-women-

shortlists, there has still been a shortage of female candidates coming forward. This 

is most likely to be due to women not considering politics as a potential career. 

Therefore, in order to challenge their perceptions about joining their countries’ 

parliaments, more support should be offered, especially practical help to enable 

women especially to manage additional family responsibilities. This help would 

encourage women to come forward and eliminate their worries about achieving an 

acceptable work/life balance.  

Another powerful finding from this research concerns the impact of parliamentary 

work on the family and the importance of family support.  The significance of this 

discovery proved related to the culture of the country. In a country with a deep 
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family-orientated culture such as Poland and with its Catholic religion, the support of 

the family is the most vital, and a demanding political career simply had to be 

discussed with the whole family prior to taking on or even seeking parliamentary 

commitments.  Moreover, there was also a lack of debate about communism 

endorsing the traditional role of women. In contrast, there was some debate in 

Poland about the change to democracy and how this transformation helped women 

to be seen as more valuable in politics. Overall, the Polish MPs felt that there had 

already been progress towards gender equality and that more women have become 

interested in politics, yet expressed concern that at current growth, it would still take 

200 years to achieve parliamentary gender parity.  

The job of MP was considered family unfriendly by the interviewees in both 

countries, with MPs feeling that for parliamentarians to do the job properly, they 

have to make sacrifices in their family life. One of the claims made in this research 

was that when women have to choose between family and community activism, they 

choose to fulfil family duties first. When working as an MP, many felt it was inevitable 

that some family responsibilities would have to be abandoned and that it was not 

possible to be a wife and an MP at the same time. On many occasions they gave 

examples of where women were put under pressure to choose what was more 

important at the time, to be with children or to sort out social issues. The main 

difficulty with life-work balance was said to arise especially when women had young 

children. Many MPs admitted that if they knew how hard the job would be, they 

would not have considered becoming an MP. Others conceded that they only 

became MPs because they were living in the capital, otherwise they would not have 
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considered the career path. Many women became MPs only when their children 

were fully grown or if they had no children at all. Some said that they would have 

been scared of being judged as choosing ambition over children. Overall, they 

believed that people felt that it was not right for women who had small children to 

become MPs at the same time. This is due to living in an unequal society where 

women are expected to look after the family and therefore they would feel the guilt 

of making a choice between family and political party. On the other hand, some MPs 

speculated why this was a question only for women MPs but not for the male MPs, 

and questioned what the difference was as having a young family was hard for men 

too. Within the same context the question arose about how women with children 

and family responsibilities coped in other professions. Some women MPs felt that 

being well organised would be the solution to establish a good life/work balance. In 

order to achieve this, they considered it very important to discuss the choice of 

becoming the MP with family first as this profession was not just a job but a way of 

life. Therefore it was necessary to have the support of family and friends. However, 

some MPs felt that things had become better for women as social changes were 

ongoing and, for example, in the UK there was more support with child care. In 

contrast, in Poland there was still an urgent need for more help in social care and a 

need for more nurseries. A common ground for the MPs in the UK and Poland was a 

concern to allow paternity leave for fathers.  

This study has also explored what I have described as distortions to women’s 

parliamentary involvement. This study provides additional evidence that the roots of 

women’s parliamentary under-representation are embedded in the cultural 
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stereotypes which allocate the roles of women and men in a society. The degree of 

women’s participation in politics derives largely from cultural backgrounds where 

men traditionally have more time and there is no competition in politics except from 

other men. What is more, it used to be the case that when voters were presented 

with the choice, they would choose men over women. Although there has been 

change in this domain, politics was still seen as being reserved mainly for men. In 

general women were associated with caring roles and family responsibilities. These 

cultural stereotypes have proven very hard to change due to their deep roots. The 

women MPs felt that there was a need to challenge established cultural stereotypes 

and especially young girls’ perceptions of women’s role in society. The interventions 

that are still needed which could help to change people’s perception of women’s and 

men’s proper roles include, for example, the image of a man with a pram still not 

being accepted by society. Yet surprisingly, some women MPs felt that cultural 

barriers had already been broken down and that some individuals were concerned 

about a ‘glass man’s floor’. Needless to say, this is questionable as men still think the 

same old way: they just do not want to say it aloud. An implication is that it remains 

necessary to change men’s perception of women’ role, but at the same time not to 

force the changes.  

Within the same context, another huge obstacle identified in this research is the 

impact of the media on women in politics and the media’s promotion of stereotypes.  

In general, the main concern was that the media were distorting the image of women 

politicians, presenting them as decorations rather than as politicians equal to men. 

The media were believed to concentrate on women’s clothes rather than what their 
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achievements were and tended to be more sympathetic to men. It is worth noting 

again in here that even in 2014, the media is still referring to women in the UK’s 

parliament as in the derogatory terms of ‘Cameron’s Cuties’. The MPs also felt that 

the media were supporting stereotypes about women’s role and overall women 

journalists were the most unpleasant. Another point was that there was far lesser 

media’s coverage of women than men in politics. However, this could have been due 

to the lower number of women in politics overall. Some MPs had rather different 

views and felt that women were benefiting from media coverage and that they could 

use media to their advantage. Some of the findings in this the study indicated that 

there has been an improvement in the way in which the media represent women in 

politics, which although still unequal, was getting better because the media are not 

as patronising as formerly. In general, participants considered that journalists were 

mostly interested in sensationalism irrespective of whether this involved men or 

women politicians.  Within the same context, a very important finding emerged from 

this study regarding social media. Overall my participants feared that everyone was 

open to social media criticism without of the option of responding to allegations.   

The results of this study also indicate a surprising lack of cooperation among women 

within the parliamentary environments, but this was especially noted by the Polish 

MPs.  Although some women MPs acknowledged that they had received help from 

other women MPs, largely the consensus was that there was a lack of help from other 

women, who it was felt, mostly competed with each other. It was believed to be 

different for men, who in contrast tended to support each other. Evidence from the 

study also suggests that men adopt patronising attitudes towards women 
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parliamentarians, openly expressing patriarchal views on women’s political 

involvement and criticising women colleagues for not concentrating on traditional 

roles. British women MPs also experienced a large amount of overt sexism, especially 

towards younger women MPs. The striking finding was that some MPs said that they 

had never experienced this type of sexism until they arrived in the parliament. 

Controversially, some indicated positive aspects of this phenomenon arguing that 

women should be glad because if men made sexist remarks this showed that they 

were being noticed.  

Perhaps surprisingly, there is a complete absence of any indications in this project’s 

findings of the different electoral systems making any difference to women’s 

successes in getting elected. This was contrary to the evidence reviewed in chapter 

II which found that in many countries belonging to the OECD which had List 

Proportional Representation electoral systems, the representation of women in the 

lower chambers of parliaments was slightly higher than in countries with FPTP or 

other electoral systems. Significant differences were shown especially in Nordic 

countries such as Sweden, Finland, Iceland and Norway. However, in view of this 

project’s UK-Poland findings, it may well be that in the Nordic countries women’s 

high profile in the parliaments depends on other social factors and the success of 

equality promotion strategies.  

Returning to the question posed at the beginning of the study on the foundations of 

parliamentary gender imbalance, one of the significant results I discovered in this 

research that the PR system used in the Polish general election did not have any 
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significant impact on increasing the number of women MPs, especially when 

compared to the UK’s FPTP. In chapter II, Figure 4 presented the differences in the 

numbers of women in the House of Commons and the Sejm of the Republic of Poland. 

However, when compared over a period of 11 years, I identified only a slightly higher 

percentage of women in the Sejm than in the House of Commons (see chapter II, 

Figures 5 and 6). 

This study has also identified some structural factors that have an impact on women’s 

parliamentary involvement. However one of the new findings in this study suggests 

that any types of equality guarantees are only a short term solution and not a 

permanent resolution to gender parliamentary imbalance. The most contentious 

practices explored in this study were the use of equality guarantees and their 

effectiveness. The findings suggest in general that there is a need to use some special 

measures to help women to reach their political goal and the most effective equality 

guarantee is the use of a quota. Although this type of affirmative action was seen as 

imperfect, it did encourage more women to come forward. In practice, in the UK 

women had chosen to take the all-women-shortlists route rather than get elected 

under the open list. The MPs felt that for years there were unspoken all-men-

shortlists and without of the use of a gender quota there would be no progress 

towards gender equality. The overall feeling was that quotas were needed to allow 

fair access to the parliament and to promote women’s visibility. Once people realise 

the ability of women to be equally effective as politicians as men, there will not be a 

need for any equality guarantees. There is also the consideration of the ‘critical mass’ 

impact on the feminisation of parliamentary environment, greatly objected to by 
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male MPs,  which is precluding women’s success at the current time. Therefore, 

quotas should be considered as a short-term measure, but not a permanent solution. 

In opposition to this, the women MPs had found that quotas created resentment 

were controversial, seen as patronising to women and an artificial measure. To avoid 

the accusation that someone was elected because of the use of quotas and not on 

their own merit, it was argued that women should work for the privilege to be elected 

in the same way as men. Moreover, there should not be a division between men and 

women politicians. Within the same context there was a debate about the 

intervention of the governments in promoting gender parliamentary equality.  

Surprisingly, another significant finding from this research suggests that most women 

MPs from both countries are very much against any intervention by the government 

and feel that equality issues are the responsibility of the political parties. Moreover, 

compulsory gender quotas in the UK were not at all welcome. Besides, the overall 

feeling was that the government had already intervened by introduction of the 

Equality Act of 2010 (modification of the Sex Discrimination (Election Candidate) Act 

2002) to allow the re-introduction of all-women-shortlists. It was argued that 

governments should only intervene to improve the climate in the parliament so that 

the atmosphere became more woman-friendly. In contrast some Polish women MPs 

felt that any help to improve gender equality was welcome even if it was forced by 

the government. There was a general feeling that women entering politics required 

more support as many MPs had been left on their own after being selected, and on 

many occasions were placed in seats where their chances of success were low. 

However, some of them still were successful even though they had been placed 
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towards the bottom of the electoral lists in Poland. Another difficulty uncovered by 

this study was that the party gatekeepers (who constructed the lists) were unwilling 

to choose women because of their family responsibilities. The overall feeling was that 

political parties should encourage selection committees to choose the best person 

for the job and think outside the box. Surprisingly, there was a divergent view which 

was that there was no need for special support as women had as much strength as 

men. I paid special attention to some ideas on how to improve the gender balances 

in the parliaments, thus the study indicated some paths to gender equality.  The main 

idea was to educate young girls about politics and political careers. Also, political 

experience was a necessity, and most of the MPs were already involved in politics 

before they decided to stand for election.  It was equally interesting that women MPs 

in Poland were better educated than men. The main idea behind training was to 

encourage women’s organisations to provide help during electoral campaigns and to 

fight for the introduction of party quotas. These organisations were also encouraged 

to raise awareness about women’s rights. However, some MPs had experienced 

resentment from women’s organisations. As each parliament was male dominated, 

the aggressive atmosphere caused resentment towards women who put themselves 

forward. It was also inevitable that more women in parliament influenced the 

atmosphere, so they were accused of taking power from men. Moreover, women 

would support women’s issues, which on many occasions were then abandoned by 

men MPs. This study has also illustrated different views. Some women MPs in each 

country argued that there was simply no issue and there were no gender barriers to 

women who wanted to get into the parliament. Overall, some MPs felt that special 
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obstacles to women’s political involvement had already been removed and there was 

no further need for more women in the parliament.  

In contrast, this research has also discovered that some women politicians feel that 

there is nothing to stop women from reaching the political summit.  Some MPs 

suggested that the parliaments were open to everyone and women who fulfilled the 

same criteria as men were mostly stopping themselves becoming involved in politics. 

What is more, these MPs argued, being a MP is not a role that needs artificial gender 

parity, it is merely another type of job; therefore, if women were not willing to take 

on this kind of occupation, they should not be encouraged.    

 

The cross international comparison of the empirical findings 

 

This study found that women MPs in the two countries held many similar views on 

the difficulties that women faced on their way to the parliaments (presented in 

chapter VI).  The main concerns discussed by the majority of MPs were that women 

did not want to come forward and women’s worries about not being able to cope 

with family responsibilities and to fulfil the role of MP at the same time.  Another 

main worry was the interference of the media in presenting distorted images of 

women politicians, emphasising their outer persona rather than their achievements.  

An additional issue was the use of equality guarantees, especially gender quotas and 

their value in tackling gender parliamentary imbalance. The discussions about 

equality promotion encouraged a debate about the intervention of the governments 
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in the promotion of political gender equality, and the study discovered how strongly 

women MPs felt that their governments should not interfere.    

As for intra-country differences, the study has shown that some issues were relevant 

to some women MPs, whereas others did not regard these issues as barriers to 

women parliamentarians (as explained in detail in chapter VI). The main inter-

country differences discovered among the women MPs were the emphasis of Polish 

MPs on women’s fear of choosing that career path and the deeply-rooted 

behavioural differences between men and women which were not as widely 

discussed by British MPs.  Another difference in their opinions was the impact of the 

prevailing culture on women’s political activity. Yet another was the importance of 

family support in the choice of a political career. These issues were mostly alluded to 

by the Polish MPs.  Equally, the difficulty of women competing against each other 

and being excessively hostile towards other women MPs was seen as more important 

by the Polish MPs. However they also praised women’s organisations which had 

helped other women politicians. The importance of having prior political experience 

before standing for election was also discussed by Polish MPs more widely than in 

Britain, as was the lack of help from political parties in women’s struggles to get 

elected.  In contrast, the British women MPs were concerned about male domination 

of the parliamentary environment and the development of masculine behaviour by 

some women. Very few British MPs raised the need for improvement in electoral 

support in selection processes. 
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Theoretical implications  

 

The main results from the study obviously and unsurprisingly support the conclusion 

that gender inequality in national politics persists. The findings also confirm some 

common reasons why women struggle to reach the political top.  The results in 

chapters IV and V are similar to those of Shedova (2005): those socio-cultural factors 

have a powerful impact on the number of women in national parliaments.  These 

factors include the role of women in society and their difficulties in establishing 

work/life balance when working as MPs. Moreover, the findings suggest that, in 

contrast to other professions, work in a parliament requires not only excessive 

travelling but also living and working in two places, the capital and the constituency. 

What is more, some women MPs admitted that their willingness to stand for election 

was only due to the fact that they were already residing in the capital as otherwise 

they would not even have considered taking the role of MP. Also, the evidence from 

this study suggests that the culture of a country has an impact via the role of the 

family. For example, in Poland family support has deep roots in members’ 

responsibility for each other, and collaboration between members of the whole 

family is considered a fundamental duty. Therefore, support for women who decided 

on political careers from their families was always very strong. Within the same 

context, this study provides additional evidence that the impact of their families on 

women MPs’ parliamentary careers depends on the age of their children. The study 

discovered that most women MPs in both countries had no children or their children 

were already fully grown when they stood for election. This research contributes the 
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additional finding that among women MPs there is a high number of divorces during 

their work as parliamentarians. However, this study has not found support for other 

socio-cultural factors such as religion in general or Catholicism in particular as a main 

barrier to women’s political activity. The evidence from this study also indicates that 

the impact of the media on women politicians varies as some women MPs reported 

positive experiences with the media.  

Some scholars have stressed the impact of socio-economic factors such as education, 

financial resources and electoral support on gender parliamentary disparity 

(Shedova, 2005; Krook, 2010; Ruedin, 2010). For example Wawrowski (2007) and 

Abdela (2010) argue that the struggle of women to get a good education still affects 

their political rights. The results from this study do not support this claim as most 

British and Polish women MPs had obtained a higher education. Moreover, some 

women MPs claimed (correctly) that women in general were now better educated 

than men. Also there was an absence of evidence in this study that financial 

resources restricted women’s electoral activity.  Lack of support throughout the 

electoral process was widely debated and the research confirms previous findings 

that women do not have the necessary support from their political parties. Within 

the same context, this research contributes to previous findings that electoral 

assistance comes from women’s organisations, an issue that has been widely 

discussed (for example by Lowenduski and Karam, 2002). On the other hand, the 

claim by Pankow and Post (2005: 35) that ‘the biggest enemy of a woman is another 

woman’ receives some support in this research. In contrast, this study has confirmed 
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that women’s collective work has resulted in the introduction of affirmative action 

measures on gender in both countries.  

Men’s domination of the parliament has been considered as another barrier to 

women’s participation in politics. The findings from this research support claims 

made for example by Childs et al. (2005) who state that women constantly struggle 

to cope with the male controlled environment This study, however, makes an 

additional contribution to this topic and provides additional evidence with respect to 

sexism which was reported as extensive in the House of Commons, but not as intense 

in the Polish Sejm. In the UK, sexism was associated with making abusive remarks 

and more sophisticated misbehaviour such as the sexist gestures made by male MPs. 

These were more likely expressed towards younger women MPs. What is more, 

sexist behaviour in the British Parliament appeared to be greater than in other 

professions. On the other hand sexism in Poland was associated with flirting.  

Previous scholars have also emphasised the significance of the behaviour of men 

who, as Pankow and Post (2009) suggest, will do anything to get power, and the 

impact of a critical mass which according to Stevens (2007) and Zukowski (2011) 

forces feminist orientated change. The findings from this study also underline to need 

to understand the impact of behavioural differences between men and women on 

their parliamentary behaviour, which has been missed by many scholars in relation 

to political gender representation.    

This research has uncovered some hitherto relatively neglected factors which play 

important roles in women’s political activity and inactivity. This study partially 



257 

 

substantiates claims by scholars that the introduction of quotas can improve the 

gender balance in politics, especially in countries with compulsory gender quotas 

(Ruedin, 2010).  However this study found no significant differences in its cross-

national comparison: the difference between the UK and Poland in women’s 

parliamentary representation was only 2 per cent. Ballington and Karam (2005) 

maintain that the quota is a secondary resource best used after preparing the 

groundwork.  This study similarly suggests that the foundation has to be prepared 

from an early age, where women must be educated about the possibility of choosing 

a political career path. Therefore, education on political careers for women should 

be implemented as early as at primary school. Additionally, the findings suggest that 

gender quotas can be no more than a short term solution. The issue of intervention 

by governments was also explored in this study, leading to a clear preference for it 

to be left to political parties to tackle the problem of gender parliamentary 

imbalance. Some scholars emphasise the link between the electoral system and 

women’s access to a parliament (Darcy et al., 1994; Norris and Lovenduski, 1995; 

Paxton, 1997; Galligan and Tremblay, 2005; Ruedin, 2010).  I have found in this thesis 

that this was not greatly significant to the women MPs.   

Overall, the findings indicate that a vital point in the improvement of gender 

parliamentary equality is the need to challenge stereotypes and address cultural 

beliefs as other matters such as electoral systems, culture, democracy, religion or the 

introduction of quotas do not make any significant difference if not supported at the 

foundations.  
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Limitations of the study 

 

A number of important limitations need to be considered regarding this study. The 

investigation was limited by the time available for the research into such a complex 

issue as political gender inequality, and requires many aspects to be investigated 

further if any conclusions on how to improve the gender parliamentary balance are 

to be reached. The current study was not able to investigate in depth the impact of 

some aspects, particularly family responsibilities. These issues include the rate of 

divorce which occurs among women MPs during their parliamentary work or the 

preponderance of childless women MPs or those with fully grown children at the 

time of their election. The research was not able to analyse these variables. Further, 

the current study has only examined in depth the impact of traditional media on 

women politicians, but has not tackled the impact of new social media such as, for 

example, Facebook and Twitter. Another issue that was not addressed in this 

research is a comparison with women in other professions, especially when 

discussing the development of masculine behaviour by women parliamentarians and 

how this relates to the predominant behavioural patterns among men and women.  

Equally, this study did not investigate how sexism in other professions limits women’s 

ability to reach positions of power.  

This study also was unable to explore the significance, if any, of political changes 

within each country while carrying out the research: for example, fresh elections, 

political parties losing power or introducing new policies and how these events might 
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have affected the empirical findings.  Finally, the current investigation was limited by 

the difficulty of accessing the elites and their willingness to accommodate time for 

the interviews, across a comparable number of political parties.  

 

Recommendations for further research 

 

This research has thrown-up some questions that need further investigation. Some I 

have already mentioned in the limitations of the study. Further research should take 

a more quantitative approach to the analysis of divorce among women MPs while in 

the office and the number of childless women MPs or with children who are fully 

grown. It would be also interesting to compare the experiences of women MPs with 

the experiences of women in other professions regarding both overt and institutional 

sexism and how this affects the development of masculine behaviour by women. 

Considerably more work needs to be done to determine the impact of social media 

on women politicians when compared to men politicians. Within the same context, 

there is a need to explore the impact of both types of media on male politicians as 

well as female politicians. This suggestion can be also used to develop targeted 

interventions aimed at general media as well as social media to ensure that gender 

stereotypes are not promoted. Nonetheless, unless governments adopt and establish 

a clear understanding of the principles of gender equality and link these with the 

misleading use of stereotypes, the full benefits of for example  equality guarantees 

will not be attained. Further, more research is needed to build a better understanding 

on the extent to which behavioural  differences between men and women affect 



260 

 

their ability to reach positions of power and to exert real influence in the 

parliamentary environment.  

Taken together, all the study findings support strong recommendations to policy 

makers. Firstly, they should take advantage of the organisations which promote 

equality guarantees, trying to link them together and collectively promote gender 

equality in schools and other educational institutions. Education should lean towards 

the promotion of politics as a potential career path for girls and support the 

transformation of gender roles from stereotypes towards equality with men. Within 

the same context, education should promote the re-distribution of domestic duties 

and the introduction and acceptance of paternity leave.  

Secondly, there is a strong need to work with the media to promote gender equality 

and challenge media bias regarding gender roles in society. Within the same context, 

men should be encouraged by the media to fight for the promotion of gender 

equality in positions of power and improvements in understanding gender bias.  Also, 

more education about the use of social media would allow individuals to be 

protected from outside allegations and help to clear any incorrect information. A 

reasonable approach to tackle gender bias would also be the encouragement of 

media to promote women into leadership positions within the political parties. 

Another important practical suggestion would to respond to sexism with harsher 

punishments not only within corporations, but within the parliament.  

Finally, it will be important to indicate to party selection committees that women 

comprise around 50 per cent of the population and this reflects on the number of 
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voters. This recognition would be very important in promoting more women into 

politics and voting for women.  
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APPENDICES 
 
 
 

Appendix 1 
  
 
Picture 1:  ‘Blair’s Babes’ 
 
 

 
 
Source: BBC News, 2007  
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Appendix 1  
 
 
Picture 2: Women politicians during the UK’s 2015 General Election  
 

 
 
Source: Morris  (2015)  
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Appendix 1  
 
Picture 3: Creation of sub-categories and categories 
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Appendix 1  
 
Picture 4: Creation of master categories UK 
 

 
 
Picture 5: Creation of master categories PL 
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Appendix 2 
 
Table 4: Categories: United Kingdom 
 

Sub Categories Categories Master Categories 

Women don’t want to 
come forward 

Reluctance Gender 
similarities/differences 

Women’s fear 

Lack of suitable women 

Differences between men 
and women 

 
Male/female 
characteristics Developing masculinities 

Family responsibilities Work/life balance Family 

Family support 

Social changes Social issues 

Social help 

Cultural barriers Culture Distortions 

Media’s representation of 
women politicians 

Progress in gender equality 

Sexism Club atmosphere 

Electoral systems Political establishments 

Quotas Positive actions Structural pros and cons 

Interference of the 
Government 

Winnable seats Election processes 

Electoral support 

Help/lack of help from the 
party 

Selection 

Education Background of the 
candidates 

Ways to gender quality 

Political experience 

Male orientated 
environment 

Coming together 

Women’s organisations 

Critical mas 

Women’s issues 

No barriers Gender equality not an 
issue 
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Appendix 2 
 
Table 5: Categories: Poland 
 

Sub Categories Categories Master Categories 

Women don’t want to 
come forward 

Reluctance Gender 
similarities/differences 

Women’s fear 

Differences between men 
and women 

 
Male/female 
characteristics 

Family responsibilities Work/life balance Family 

Family support 

Social changes Social issues 

Social help 

Cultural barriers Culture Distortions 

Media’s representation of 
women politicians 

Women’s integration Club atmosphere 

Men’s integration 

Sexism 

Religion Political establishments 

Communism 

Spectrum of the political 
party 

Quotas Positive actions Structural pros and cons 

Interference of the 
Government 

Position on the electoral 
list/ winnable seats 

Election processes 

Electoral support 

Help/lack of help from the 
party 

Education Background of the 
candidates 

Ways to gender quality 

Political experience 

Male orientated 
environment 

Coming together 

Women’s organisations 

Critical mas 

Women’s issues 

No barriers Gender equality not an 
issue 
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Appendix 3 
 
Table 6: Gender similarities/differences 
 

 UK 
(how many MPs 
mentioned 

PL 
(how many MPs 
mentioned) 

UK (how many 
MPs mentioned 
more than once) 

PL 
(how many MPs 
mentioned more 
than once) 

Women’s fear 5 16 1 7 

     

Women don’t want 
to come forward 

12 11 6 9 

     

Lack of suitable 
women 

2 2 1 0 

     

Differences 
between men and 
women 

9 20 3 13 

     

Developing 
masculinities 

8 0 5 0 

 
Table 7: Family 
 

 UK 
(how many MPs 
mentioned 

PL 
(how many MPs 
mentioned) 

UK (how many 
MPs mentioned 
more than once) 

PL 
(how many MPs 
mentioned more 
than once) 

Family 
responsibilities 

20 23 12 18 

     

Family support 8 16 4 12 

     

Social changes 4 11 0 2 

     

Social help 1 2 0 1 
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Appendix 3 
 
Table 8: Distortions 
 

 UK 
(how many MPs 
mentioned 

PL 
(how many MPs 
mentioned) 

UK (how many 
MPs mentioned 
more than once) 

PL 
(how many MPs 
mentioned more 
than once) 

Women’s integration 5 14 1 9 

     

Sexism 2 5 4 1 

     

Cultural barriers 13 23 4 15 

     

Media’s 
representation of 
women politicians 

19 22 12 17 

     

Progress in gender 
equality 

5 0 1 0 

     

Electoral systems 1 0 0 0 

     

Men supporting other 
men 

0 2 0 1 

     

Spectrum of the 
political party 

0 1 0 1 

     

Communism 0 3 0 2 

     

Religion 0 2 0 1 

 
Table 9: Structural pros and cons 
 

 UK 
(how many MPs 
mentioned 

PL 
(how many MPs 
mentioned) 

UK (how many 
MPs mentioned 
more than once) 

PL 
(how many MPs 
mentioned more 
than once) 

Electoral support 12 8 4 3 

     

Help/lack of help 
from the party 

5 12 0 3 

     

Position on the 
electoral 
list/winnable seats 

7 11 2 10 

     

Selection 3 0 0 0 

     

Quotas 22 24 16 24 

     

Interference of the 
Government 

17 17 8 4 
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Appendix 3 
 
 
Table 10: Ways to gender equality 
 

 UK 
(how many MPs 
mentioned 

PL 
(how many MPs 
mentioned) 

UK (how many 
MPs mentioned 
more than once) 

PL 
(how many MPs 
mentioned more 
than once) 

No barriers 7 8 5 1 

     

Critical mass 9 10 4 5 

     

Male orientated 
environment 

7 3 5 1 

     

Women’s organisations 11 20 4 8 

     

Women’s issues 8 6 4 5 

     

Education 3 8 2 6 

     

Political experience 10 21 7 10 

     

No more women needed 0 3 0 2 

     

Positive experiences 0 3 0 0 
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Appendix 4 
 
Figure 9: Differences in percentages between men and women and their interest in 

British politics 

 

 

Source: Amended from: 2005 British Election study dataset in Ryland and Mackie, (nd) 

 

Figure 10:  Differences in percentages between men and women and their interest 

in Polish politics. 

 

 

Source: Amended from Survey: Actual problems by women eye’s, Warsaw, 2005 TNS OBOB in 

Marszalek-Kawa, 2010 
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Appendix 5 
 
Table 11: Information about the British interviewees 
 

Participa
nt 

Marital 
Status 

Children Educational 
Level 

Political Party Length of active 
political 
involvement 

How long as 
MP 

Susan Married yes HND Conservative 26 years 14 years 

Alison Married yes MPhil Labour 34 years 17 years 

Sarah Single no BA Labour 19 years 9 years 

Katie Married yes Masters Liberal Democrats 16 years 7 years 

Debbie Divorced yes BA Labour - 9 years 

Michelle Divorced yes BA Labour - 22 years 

Alison Single no MA Labour - 4 years 

Georgina Divorced yes BA Conservative - 4 years 

Diane Single no BA Labour 2 years 2 years 

Janet Married yes BA Conservative - 17 years 

Patsy Married yes BA Labour 44 years 41 years 

Nicky Divorced yes BA Labour - 17 years 

Vicky Married yes BA Conservative 13 years 9 years 

Joan Married yes BA Labour 16 years 9 years 

Rebekah Divorced yes Secondary 
Education 

Labour - 4 years 

Emma Married yes  Labour 7 years 4 years 

Samantha Divorced no BA Labour 17 years 4 years 

Julie Married no BA Labour 17 years 13 years 

Rosie Single no BA Labour 31 years 17 years 

Annabel Married yes BA Labour 21 years 17 years 

Lydia Married yes BA Labour - 9 years 

Tilly Married no BA Scottish National 
Party 

16 years 4 years 
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Appendix 5 
 
Table 12: Information about the Polish interviewees 
 

Participan
t 

Marital 
Status 

Children Educational 
Level 

Political Party Length of 
active 
political 
involvement 

How long 
as an MP 

Marta Married yes MA Civic Platform 12 years 3 years 

Teresa Divorced yes MA Palikot Movement 34 years 3 years 

Elzbieta Divorced yes MA Civic Platform - 3 years 

Karolina Married  yes MA Civic Platform 34 years 3 years 

Hanna Divorced yes MA Civic Platform 4 years 3 years 

Wanda Married yes MA Law and Justice 16 years 9 years 

Zofia Divorced yes MA Civic Platform 16 years 9 years 

Maria   PhD Civic Platform 20 years 9 years 

Roza Single no MA Civic Platform 12 years 3 years 

Agata Married yes MA Civic Platform 13 years 3 years 

Anita   MA Civic Platform 16 years 7 years 

Agnieszka Married yes MA Civic Platform 14 years 3 years 

Sabina Married yes MA Civic Platform 12 years 3 years 

Barbara Married yes MA Independent 24 years 3 years 

Justyna Married yes MA Civic Platform 10 years 7 years 

Monika Married yes MA Civic Platform 19 years 9 years 

Evelina Divorced yes MA Civic Platform 12 years 3 years 

Mariola Married no PhD Civic Platform 16 years 5 years 

Celina Single yes MA Civic Platform 24 years 7 years 

Dagmara Married yes MA Civic Platform 4 years  3 years 

Ewa Married yes MA Civic Platform 8 years 3 years 

Malgorzat
a 

Married yes MA Civic Platform 13 years 3 years 

Halina Single no PhD Law and Justice 7 years 3 years 

Irena Married yes MA Civic Platform 12 years 2 years 

Jolanta Married yes MA Civic Platform 12 years 3 years 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


