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Abstract
This paper aims to analyze the role of Italian 

local authorities in disseminating gender equality 
by using the gender mainstreaming approach. 
Previous researches in gender were concentrat-
ed on legal aspect linked to labor or to violence 
against women. Moreover, other studies exam-
ined the effects of EU funds on local gender pol-
icies. However, no research results are provided 
about methodologies, timing and responsibilities 
set up by local administrations. 

The research focuses on a population con-
sisting of local authorities representing the princi-
pal regional towns and analyzes the Italian local 
authorities’ commitment in gender mainstream-
ing. The result of the analysis is that the local 
authorities are demonstrating more commitment 
with policies  linked to employment issues. More-
over, Italian municipalities show a signifi cant 
commitment to spreading GM policies, not only 
dedicated to women but also to a more inclusive 
concept of ‘gender’. However, we argue that 
policies for gender equality are not target-driv-
en: local authorities widespread a wide range 
of gender policies without defi ning an adequate 
tool. Policy makers need to refl ect about the 
possibility to develop a clear frame concerning 
strategies, resources, measuring and impact in-
dicators in order to issue real ‘gender effective 
policies’.

Keywords: gender mainstreaming, local au-
thorities, gender equality, public policy, Italy.
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1. Introduction

The European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE), founded in 2010 in order to 
contribute and strengthen the promotion of gender equality, is an autonomous body 
of the EU (EIGE, 2015a). It aims to become the EU’s knowledge center on gender 
equality by collecting information and by sharing useful experiences and expertise. 
Its activities are focused mainly on supporting gender mainstreaming in all EU and 
national policies in order to reduce gender discrimination.

Within the gender equality approach, the strategy and the tools used to promote it 
are known as ‘gender mainstreaming’ (EIGE, 2015b). For EU countries, the progress 
in the quest for gender equality is due mainly to the adoption of EU directives and to 
the use of EU funds dedicated to the gender mainstreaming approach. Gender main-
streaming has been embraced internationally as a strategy towards realizing gender 
equality. It involves the integration of a gender perspective into the preparation, de-
sign, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies, regulatory measures 
and spending programs, with a view to promoting equality between women and 
men, and combating discrimination.

While Europe has made step-by-step progress over recent years, thanks to hard 
work at local, national and European levels, gender equality still remains an unfi n-
ished business. We are far from reaching equality, particularly in areas such as par-
ticipation in the labor market, economic independence, pay and pensions, equality 
in leadership positions, fi ghting gender-based violence and gender equality in our 
external action (EIGE, 2015c).

In 2013, the EIGE developed the Gender Equality Index as a unique tool that sum-
marizes the complexity of gender equality into a user-friendly and easily interpreta-
ble measure (EIGE, 2015d). As it is based on the EU policy framework, its result has 
been designed for policymakers in the EU. The Gender Equality Index 2015 provides 
results for all member states and the EU as a whole, on domain and sub-domain lev-
els. The index shows a slight advance in gender equality between 2005 and 2012: the 
score for the 28 member states rises from 51.2 in 2005 to 52.9 (out of 100) in 2012. 

Italy is ranked amongst the EU countries with the lowest gender equality level: 
its performance is above the EU average in only one area, namely health, thanks to 
Italian women’s long life-expectancy and it reaches a score of 41.1 in 2012 with signif-
icant diff erences within other domains (work, money, knowledge, time, power and 
health). Even according to the Global Gender Gap Report (2015), Italy is highlighted 
as lacking in gender equality: its global ranking is 41 out of 73 countries with many 
problems in economics participation and opportunity, and political empowerment. 
Moreover, in Italy, policies to re-address the gender imbalance have been cautious, 
while progress in the legal framework has been promoted mainly by directives ema-
nating from the EU or by pressures of the civil society (Rosselli, 2014). 

Even if much of the gender literature focuses on the private sector (Mastracci and 
Bowman, 2015), public-sector organizations are more likely to disseminate gender 
strategies for achieving gender equality (Riccucci, 2009). According to Connell and 
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Messerschmidt (2005) and to Davies and Thomas (2002), gender equality is linked to 
new public management in public-sector organizations, which rejects old-style bu-
reaucracy, based mainly on a concept of hegemonic masculinity, and it believes in 
smart organizations, equal opportunity and family-friendly policies.

Gender mainstreaming strategies must be pursued at all levels of public admin-
istration, especially at local level. Indeed, as the public institutions most accessible 
to citizens, local authorities have the responsibility to execute a mandate to satisfy 
their constituents’ needs, mainly through the provision of basic services. According 
to Law no. 53/2000, Italian local authorities are responsible for life quality and have 
been pressed to conduct positive action to reduce gender inequality. Local authorities 
are the major actors for public needs and have to spread policies in order to guarantee 
gender equality issues (Pulejo, 2009). 

This paper aims to analyze the Italian local authorities’ policies in promoting gen-
der equality by using the gender mainstreaming approach. In other words, the goal 
is to understand which gender strategies are engaging Italian local authorities in and 
what tools they are using to improve, and to test gender equality. 

2. Furthering gender equality through the gender mainstreaming approach

Gender, in a wider interpretation, does not defi ne merely the physical diff erences 
between men and women but also the distinction between people according to bio-
logical nature, such as cultural and social identity. Gender identity must be defi ned 
independently from sex and sexual orientation (Sellers, 2014). Çağatay (2003) high-
lights that gender has to be considered a ‘social category’, useful in understanding 
lifestyles, behavior models and expectancies. 

Since the 1950s, several theories on gender, women and development have been 
presented (Pollack and Hafner-Burton, 2000). Within the most recent, inspired by the 
European Commission, we analyze the Gender and Development Approach (GAD) 
and within the GAD approach, Gender Mainstreaming (GM) (European Commission, 
2010). Gender equality is the overarching and long-term development goal, while GM 
is a set of context-specifi c, strategic approaches as well as technical and institutional 
processes adopted to achieve that goal (United Nations, 2014a).

GM is a globally and pervasive accepted strategy for promoting gender equal-
ity (Walby, 2003). It has been established as a major international strategy for the 
promotion of gender equality in the Beijing Platform for Action (Moser and Moser, 
2005; Pollack and Hafner-Burton, 2000). In 1995, the UN adopted the fi rst resolution 
on GM to guide the implementation of global commitments on gender equality and 
the empowerment of women, and the EU adopted GM in 1997 with the Treaty of 
Amsterdam.

GM integrates gender equality components in public administrations, in central 
and local strategies and in services and sectorial programs. Mainstreaming is not an 
end in itself but a strategy, an approach, a means for public administrations to achieve 
the goal of gender equality (Pulejo, 2011a). In other words, it represents a deliberate 
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and systematic notion for integrating a gender perspective into public policies and 
strategies. 

Gender literature emerged in the 1970s, as a consequence of the feminist agenda, 
and it immediately pointed towards the inequities of male-dominated workplaces 
(Mastracci and Bowman, 2015) alongside gender stereotyping and the under-repre-
sentation of women in their workplaces, professions and policy-making bodies (Leh-
man, 2012). Since the late 1980s, there has been an increasing interest in gender-relat-
ed issues in managerial and economics literatures with researches about the presence 
of females on fi rms’ boards of directors (Nielsen and Huse, 2010; Luckerath-Rovers, 
2013) and about the benefi ts of women’s work (Acker, 1992; Davies and Thomas, 
2000). Other studies have focused on the wage gap between men and women (Kan-
gasniemi and Kauhanen, 2013).

However, GM is a vague concept. Woodward (2008) states that GM has been de-
fi ned in many diff erent ways, so it has become a ‘container concept’ where every user 
can furnish it with its own meaning. Moreover, it is diffi  cult to understand the public 
entity responsible for GM implementation: when gender perspective should be add-
ed to all strategies, then mainstreaming suddenly becomes everybody’s business and 
nobody’s business (Tiessen, 2007). 

According to the diffi  culties for public administrations in disseminating gender 
strategies, previous researches highlighted an interesting aspect in gender main-
streaming: gender equality is found to belong to the area of ‘low politics’ as it is an 
issue that is not considered vital to the survival of a nation. In particular, David and 
Guerrina (2013) found that GM is more visible on paper than in EU’s countries poli-
cies: The gender equality is an actual issue for policy makers, but not eff ectively im-
plemented. Furthermore, Daly (2005) highlighted many criticisms in comparative 
analysis concerning GM, as well as the under-theorization of the conceptual notions 
of the term. Bendl and Schmidt (2013) pointed out the need to open new avenues for 
bett er understanding gender mainstreaming.

Concerning public administrations’ strategies to improve gender equality, Pule-
jo (2011b) analyzed gender responsive budget initiatives. Results highlight that GM 
strategies have to be pursued within each level of public administration, especially at 
local level. Martini (2011) studied the spread of gender budgets analysis in Italy. The 
results highlight that local authorities are the main users of this tool within Italian 
public administrations.

Despite progress in the legal framework, Italy lacks a proper gender infrastructure 
at central level. Moreover, policies issued to re-address the gender imbalance have 
been cautious. According to previous research, Italy has never produced an eff ective 
strategy to favor the inclusion of women into the labor market, based on the integra-
tion of diff erent policy areas. The situation is slightly bett er within local administra-
tions, especially at municipal level, where many gender policy initiatives have been 
carried out, by investing EU funds. However, to our knowledge, no research results 
are provided concerning methodologies, timing and responsibilities set up by local 
administrations.
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Research Question 1: As previous research highlights diffi  culties in disseminating 
gender equality policies, which gender strategies are engaging Italian local authori-
ties in?; and

Research Question 2: What tools are Italian local authorities using to improve and to 
measure gender equality strategies?

3. The development of gender policies in Italy

The principle of equal opportunity is grounded in the Italian Constitution (Articles 
3, 37, 51). Italian women voted for the fi rst time in 1946; however, for twenty years, 
very litt le was done to enforce the principle of gender equality enshrined by the Con-
stitution. Women’s position in Italian society has been deeply aff ected by socio-cul-
tural changes since the beginning of the 1970s (Lombardo and Del Giorgio, 2013). By 
the end of the 1960s, the call for change had grown louder, supported by strong civil 
rights and women’s movements. In 1970, Statutes 898/1970 introduced the divorce 
law and in 1975, Parliament issued the reform of family law (Law no. 151/1975), put-
ting an end to the traditional hierarchical structure of the family, dominated by the 
man. The crisis of the women’s movement in the 1980s caused a meaning pause in 
gender equality issues and for a decade, women remained virtually absent from the 
public and the political scene. 

The situation changed in the 1990s and 2000s, thanks to progress in gender equal-
ity originating mainly from the need to adopt EU Directives and the use of European 
funds (Rosselli, 2014). GM’s strategic goal was initially foreseen in 1997 by the Direc-
tive Prodi-Finocchiaro and reinforced two years later by the introduction of the fi rst 
GM operational tool, Strategic Impact Assessment on Equal Opportunity, which was 
fully developed during the 2000-2006 planning period.

Italian public administrations developed gender strategy at diff erent governance 
level. At national level, GM has been coordinated primarily by the Equal Oppor-
tunities Department within the Presidency of the Council of Ministers (under the 
Vice-Minister for Labor and Social Policies). It was established in 1996 and acts as an 
operational unit. The Equal Opportunities Department is responsible for gender pol-
icy in structural funds. It plans, coordinates and manages the complex framework set 
up at national and local levels to support equal opportunity policies. It is also respon-
sible for disseminating and coordinating gender policies in Italy. 

Moreover, several gender-equality structures with advisory and monitoring func-
tions have been established both at national and local level (Rosselli, 2014). Local au-
thorities have a central role in achieving gender equality: however, a recent research 
highlighted that while many legislative initiatives have been initiated, measures to 
ensure their implementation remain weak (Pulejo, 2011b). 

While Italian legislation has made much progress in enshrining gender equality, 
Italy is still falling short of achieving satisfactory results. The current fi nancial crisis 
and austerity policies threaten gender achievements in terms of equality and all legis-
lation requires greater awareness of these issues in order to design future policies and 
strategies (European Commission, 2013).
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4. Method

The inductive method was used in this exploratory research. We start from the 
general assumption that a policy will always contain an implicit or explicit represen-
tation of a diagnosis (what is the problem?), connected to an implicit or explicit prog-
nosis (solution/s), and a call for action (Verloo, 2005). Both diagnosis and prognosis 
give fundamental information about who is deemed to have the problem, who caused 
it, and who should solve it (Lombardo and Meyer, 2008). In other words, the policy 
has been proposed to solve a problem, and if we examine policies, we are going to 
also examine local authorities’ problems and solutions in achieving gender equality. 

The research focuses on a population consisting of local authorities representing 
the chief regional towns. Our population comprised 20 local authorities with more 
than 5,000 inhabitants, across Italy. 

The research analyses principal regional Italian towns’ commitment to GM and 
thus, equality, through the analysis of strategic documents, such as the ‘Documento 
Unico di Programmazione’ (DUP) and the ‘Piano delle Azioni Positive’ (PAP) with 
qualitative and quantitative measures, examining formal (frame and issues) and 
substantial (budget, tools, diagnosis and prognosis) aspects of GM. The above-men-
tioned documents cover a three-year period and are the main tools for strategic plan-
ning within Italian local authorities. Given their importance in planning and imple-
menting local strategies, DUP and PAP are regarded as the main building blocks to 
understanding local strategies and consequently, to evaluate gender equality and GM 
issues.

In particular, while DUP gives information about the territory and resources al-
located for each strategy, PAP highlights local critical issues and indicates the way 
to solve them. Both documents give an overview of the past and ongoing develop-
ment strategies; moreover, they set out priorities by outlining concrete development 
programs, add timetables, budgets and, sometimes, measurement indicators (Galizzi 
and Siboni, 2016). We excluded a gender-responsive report, as it is a voluntary dis-
closure and not widely and systematically diff used in Italy: occasional gender report-
ing is not useful in evaluating local policies’ impact on the territory (Budlender and 
Hewitt , 2003).

Content analysis has been used to analyze DUPs and PAPs and has been widely 
applied to analyze social concerns in accounting, such as gender issues (Guthrie and 
Abeysekera, 2006; Parker, 2005). To that end, the researched items were developed 
on the basis of three documents: Gender Equality in Public Administration (United 
Nations, 2014b), GM in Development Programming: Guidance Note (United Nations, 
2014a) and Strategic Engagement for Gender Equality (EIGE, 2015c). Content anal-
ysis was manually developed, using Excel to record disclosure in a specifi c work-
sheet shaped on the above-mentioned items. To detect possible progress over time, in 
terms of formal and substantial aspects of the GM approach, the research compares 
two generations of policy documents (2013-2015 and 2016-2018) by looking for their 
inclusion of gender equality issues. So, the fi le has recorded the presence and the 
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frequency of gender-highlighted issues by adopting the ‘phrase’ as a unit of analysis 
of the texts. In particular, we recorded ‘1’ when the unit of analysis was found in the 
document (‘yes’) and ‘0’ if it was not (‘no’). To disclose the prognosis more succinctly, 
we divided the total points by giving 0.5 point if the issue was present, and 0.5 point 
if the prognosis was spread within a timetable. Data and information have been col-
lected using the form reported in Table 1. 

5. Results

Of the 20 principal regional towns, only 16 were found with full documentation 
(DUPs and PAPs). The paucity mainly concerns PAPs that have not been updated in 
16 out of 20 municipalities. This was conducted by checking all the local authorities’ 
offi  cial websites during October 2016 and November 2016. Despite the fact that DUP 
and PAP are mandatory documents, and Italian regulations require local authorities 
to publish them on their websites, as yet not all public administrations have done so. 

Regarding gender issues, the municipalities’ organization is similar: each local au-
thority has a specifi c assessor dedicated to gender equality. Milan, Palermo, Turin 
and Trento have a diversity manager, while Cagliari, Potenza and Rome have a gen-
der equality board to encourage the implementation of gender strategies. 

Table 2 highlights the general research results. L’Aquila municipality has been ex-
cluded from our research, as it has been deeply aff ected by the 2009 earthquake: the 
eff orts and issues highlighted by its mandatory documents are mainly directed to the 
rebuilding of the city.

The results show an improvement in gender policies from 2013/2015 to 2016/2018: 
gender strategies points increased from 71 to 82; the presence of indicators from 2 
to 7; the presence of a diagnosis from 40 to 47; and the presence of prognosis from 
26.5 to 32. The level of gender strategies wide-spreading is weak and remains low 
without any improvement, at 5 points. Summarizing, each municipality shows an 
increasing trend in formal and substantial aspects, as the performance of the trien-
nium 2016/2018 is bett er than that of 2013/2015, with the exception of Campobasso, 
Florence, Milan and Rome. 

An initial examination of results shows more att ention on formal aspects in com-
parison to substantial ones: local authorities put more eff ort in drawing strategies, 
but the critical issue is that they do not insert them in a specifi c and objective picture. 
The risk is that the gender policies remain a ‘declaration of intent’ without any eff ec-
tive results, as municipalities do not use the tools to control the strategies’ implemen-
tation, such as indicators and prognosis to solve gender problems. Moreover, local 
authorities show a low level in defi ning diagnoses of gender inequalities. This nega-
tive aspect aff ects gender policies.

Table 3 highlights our research’s ranking of municipalities from 2013 to 2018. Bo-
logna holds the fi rst place and reaches the maximum score for both the defi nition 
of strategies and for the identifi cation of the diagnosis. This means that there is a 
close link between identifying a diagnosis and individuating strategies to solve gen-
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Table 1: The form used to collect data and information

City Region

Formal Aspects
Substantial Aspects

2016 / 2018 2013 / 2015
Yes / No Yes / No

Gender strategies
2016 / 2018 2013 / 2015 Specifi c budget dedicated

to gender policies
Yes / No Yes / No Presence of indicators Yes / No Yes / No

Employment direct and
indirect discrimination

Employment direct and
indirect discrimination

Reconciliation of family
and professional life

Reconciliation of family
and professional life

Family equality between
men and women

Family equality between
men and women

Women and political
decision-making

Women and political
decision-making

Measures against gender
based violence and stalking

Measures against gender
based violence and stalking

Gender training Gender training
Women and media Women and media

Spread /
Not spread

Spread /
Not spread

Level of gender’s strategies
wide-spreading

Presence of a diagnosis
(contextualization) Yes / No Yes / No

Yes/ No Yes/ No Employment direct and
indirect discrimination

Offi ce/gender councilor Reconciliation of family
and professional life
Family equality between
men and women
Women and political
decision-making
Measures against gender
based violence and stalking
Gender training
Women and media

2016 / 2018 2013 / 2015

Presence of a prognosis
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Reconciliation of family
and professional life
Family equality between
men and women
Women and political
decision-making
Measures against gender
based violence and stalking
Gender training
Women and media

ATENTIE am rearanjat ultimele 2 coloane, dupa ani ESTE CORECT?

der inequalities. Another signifi cant element is that municipalities with bett er per-
formance in disseminating gender strategies also have a higher level of gender strat-
egies wide-spreading; in other words, these local authorities have a more systematic 
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diff usion of gender policies within each public policy issue, without relegating them 
mainly to social policies, alone. 

Lastly, Table 4 shows the ranking reached in 2013/2015 and in 2016/2018 by Italian 
municipalities in developing each gender strategy, even if the absolute performance 
is, another time, weak considering the maximum score. The presence, or not, of the 
policy against ‘direct and indirect employment discrimination’ is very diff used as it 
underpins the increase in the number of women employed and, at the same time, the 
equality in employing conditions by the reconciliation of the family and professional 
life of gender targets.

Local authorities place increasing focus on ‘gender training’ and in developing 
‘measures against gender based violence and stalking’. Within gender training poli-
cies, some local authorities provide specifi c instructions designed to upgrade wom-
en’s skills in lower and middle management positions, where women are often con-
centrated, within the municipality and also in other job positions (Maphunye, 2006; 
Siboni, Sangiorgi and Farneti, 2016).

Table 2: Results overview 

City

Formal aspects Substantial aspects
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Ancona 3 3 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 1 1.5 1.5 5.5 6.5
Aosta 3 3 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 3 3 7 7
Bari 4 4 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 1 0 0 6 5
Bologna 7 7 1 1 1 1 2 1 7 7 3.5 3.5 21.5 20.5
Cagliari 5 5 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 2 1 8 6
Campobasso 2 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 3
Catanzaro 4 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.5 1.5 4.5 4.5
Florence 2 4 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 2 1.5 1 5.5 7
Genoa 5 3 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 1 2 0.5 8 5.5
Milan 5 5 0 0 1 1 0 0 5 5 2 2.5 13 13.5
Naples 7 7 1 1 1 1 0 0 7 7 3.5 3.5 19.5 19.5
Palermo 3 3 0 0 0 0 4 0 4 0 1.5 0 12.5 3
Perugia 6 6 1 1 0 0 0 0 6 6 3 3 16 16
Potenza 4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 0 2 0 10 0
Rome 3 6 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 4 1 2 6 12
Turin 4 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0.5 0 5.5 2
Trento 4 2 1 1 1 0 1 1 3 2 1.5 1 11.5 7
Trieste 6 3 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 0 1.5 1 9.5 5
Venice 5 3 1 1 1 1 0 0 4 3 1.5 1.5 12.5 9.5
Total 82 71 5 5 11 8 7 2 47 40 32 26.5 76 73
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Table 3: Municipalities ranking from 2013 to 2018

City ranking

Formal aspects Substantial aspects

Ranking
(maximum score 60)
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1. Bologna 14 2 2 3 14 7 42
2. Naples 14 2 2 0 14 7 39
3. Perugia 12 2 0 0 12 6 32
4. Milan 10 0 2 0 10 4.5 26.5
5. Venice 8 2 2 0 7 3 22
6. Trento 6 2 1 2 5 2.5 18.5
7. Rome 9 0 0 0 6 3 18
8. Palermo 6 0 0 4 4 1.5 15.5
9. Trieste 9 0 2 0 1 2.5 14.5

10. Aosta 6 0 2 0 0 6 14
10. Cagliari 10 0 1 0 0 3 14
11. Genoa 8 0 2 0 1 2.5 13.5
12. Florence 6 0 1 0 3 2.5 12.5
13. Ancona 6 0 2 0 1 3 12
14. Bari 8 0 0 0 3 0 11
15. Potenza 4 0 0 0 4 2 10
16. Catanzaro 7 0 0 0 0 2 9
17. Turin 5 0 0 0 2 0.5 7.5
18. Campobasso 5 0 0 0 0 0 5

Table 4: Strategies’ ranking 2013/2015 and 2016/2018

Strategies

Gender
strategies

Presence
of indicators

Presence
of a diagnosis

Presence
of prognosis Ranking
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Reconciliation of family
and professional life 18 15 1 1 9 6 6.5 4.5 34.5 26.5
Direct and indirect employ-
ment discrimination 15 15 0 0 11 9 6.5 4.5 32.5 28.5

Gender training 16 13 0 0 7 8 6.5 5 29.5 26
Measures against gender
based violence and stalking 15 11 1 1 7 5 5 3 28 20
Women and political
decision-making 7 8 0 0 6 7 2.5 3 15.5 18

Women and media 7 5 1 0 4 4 3 2.5 15 11.5
Family equality between
men and women 4 3 0 0 3 2 1.5 1 8.5 6

Total 82 70 3 2 47 41 31.5 23.5 163.5 136.5
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If we consider that gender issues’ priority must be identifi ed, selected and includ-
ed in eff ective development programs, content analysis results show that GM strate-
gies have often been arbitrarily identifi ed without a direct connection within the local 
framework. In other words, municipalities frequently pick out gender strategies not 
based on a specifi c diagnosis (Table 4). Consequently, they do not declare the perfor-
mance target they aim to achieve. The presence of a correct diagnosis is the corner-
stone of GM, and its absence is a weak link in the overall program planning process 
(World Bank, 2012). The diagnosis should encompass the current policy environment, 
the political climate, the organizational structures and cultures in which the munici-
pality’s strategy is situated, and it has to be built on what has been learned from the 
well-evaluated experiences from previous programs. Access to national data, such as 
gender statistics and operations research, is fundamental for prognosis analysis, as 
well as qualitative data generated through local policy and participation assessments 
(Moser, 2007). A deep prognosis analysis is the basis for monitoring the key trends 
in local implementation on gender equality, mapping out key stakeholder’ positions 
and needs, learning from past experience, anticipating risks and benefi ts linked with 
GM strategies.

There is no connection between GM strategies and targeted intervention, as these 
are not frequently explicit. While Italian local authorities are able to issue a detailed 
program for gender equality by identifying priority issues, target groups and cov-
erage, at the same time they fail in identifying indicators, intervention modalities, 
measuring and monitoring results (Table 3). Without monitoring and evaluation ac-
tivities, municipalities are unable to report and, above all, to readjust strategies in 
response to results.

Research results show that strategies linked to GM are not systematic and are con-
sidered a one-time activity, rather than a crucial step to provide information to de-
velop and adjust gender equality programming. The fi ndings of GM should be used 
to actually shape or adjust the design and implementation of strategies, programs 
and projects and consequently, to feed the policy-making and programming cycle. 
Research results suggest that focus should also be on the extent to which GM policies 
and initiatives are translating into meaningful change within the local territory (Con-
nell, 2006).

Another issue highlighted by this study concerns fi nancial resources to implement 
goals and policy commitments to gender equality objectives: few municipalities give 
information on resources allocated within the budget and none regarding return on 
gender investments (Table 3).

In addition, the results concerning the presence of specifi c indicators reveal sever-
al problems: indicators are rare and very general (Table 3). Instead of fi xing specifi c, 
measurable, accurate and time-bound indicators, the few measures are referred only 
to non-objective quantities or to time-tabled targets. No municipalities disaggregat-
ed indicators on diff erent groups (e.g., by sex, ethnic group, age, disabilities, health 
status, income, sexual orientation, gender identity, etc.). A balanced mix of qualita-
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tive and quantitative indicators is essential to generate more and diverse information. 
Moreover, a stronger accountability on mandatory documents – such as DUP and 
PAP – could add credibility to the local GM policies. The Italian GM approach needs 
to be accompanied by concrete programs with practical steps to enhance gender 
equality; further, the impact of these policies also needs to be measured, monitored 
and evaluated systematically.

6. Conclusions

The article’s aim is to contribute to the on-going debate in the literature and to 
the policy decisions about the local policies for disseminating gender equality. Whilst 
existing literature and studies tend to focus on EU policies or on specifi c state initia-
tives, this article examines local policies for gender equality and, consequently, high-
lights GM at local level. These fi ndings have implications for public administrations 
and policy makers, as they highlight several diff erent action lines to disseminate gen-
der equality.

Considering the fi rst research question, the conclusion of the analysis is that the 
local authorities are demonstrating more commitment with policies linked to em-
ployment issues. Moreover, data analysis shows uniformity in engaging with gender 
equality policies: everybody agrees on the necessity to coordinate governance and 
public strategies in order to achieve gender equality. This is a fundamental issue: pol-
icy benefi ts to assure equal opportunities are strictly linked to eff orts in knowing the 
public’s needs according to gender diversities. 

The major dilemma facing most municipalities is not whether to deal with gender 
inequalities, but how. Research results reveal a huge quantity of affi  rmative action 
but this cannot be automatically converted into eff ective strategies. A lack of initial 
analysis was noted, plus a poor capacity to discover the inequities of the territory, 
while a steady quantity of statistic and social data is presented in the documents. Few 
municipalities are able to contextualize and to quantify this information within the 
gender inequality panorama. 

Research results highlight Italian municipalities’ signifi cant commitment to 
spreading GM policies, not only dedicated to women but also to a more inclusive 
concept of ‘gender’, including disabled, youth, elderly and sometimes, transgender 
people. Policies are more extensive and transversal as they involve diff erent offi  ces 
and services. However, they lack clear, unambiguous guidelines for implementation 
and this undermines the very eff orts aimed at spreading gender equality. 

Another critical element concerns the diff erences within municipalities that apply 
GM strategies in diff erent ways and display diff erent engagements with fi nancial, 
human and material resources. This may increase diff erences and, consequently, in-
equalities within the Italian regional panorama (Gori, Fissi and Manett i, 2012).

The number of local policies issued with inbuilt gender equality is increasing, yet 
many of the non-discrimination policies are impotent, as we have no evidence con-
cerning their real impact. In other words, we can conclude that Italian local authori-
ties are gender sensitive but not gender eff ective. 
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If we consider the second research question, we argue that, unfortunately, Ital-
ian policies for gender equality are not target-driven. Local authorities widespread 
a wide range of gender policies without defi ning an adequate tool. Often, there is a 
feeling that gender policies have been issued to promote general principles, without 
focusing on concrete actions or, worse, just for symbolic reasons.

Without measuring tools, it is impossible to evaluate the impact of gender poli-
cies. Italian local authorities are involved in disseminating gender equality but only 
a minority is able to explain the eff ects of their policies. Policies alone do not achieve 
desired outcomes: they need to be supported by implementation strategies, action 
plans, capacity building and dedicated resources, as well as monitoring and account-
ability mechanisms. These elements are the basis for gender equality. The implemen-
tation of gender mainstreaming’s strategies need re-clarifi cation and revitalization by 
focusing more on performance and results. 

Overall, to eff ectively achieve policy and program results for women, men, boys 
and girls, policy makers need to develop measuring tools and incorporate both multi-
ple-level and multiple-track responses within any stakeholder needs. From this point 
of view, research results show that the Italian local authorities’ approach is not ‘per-
vasive’, as it is unable to fi nd out systematic and positive actions. There is an ongoing 
and urgent need for developed tools and indicators for monitoring and evaluating the 
outcome of gender strategies within national and local programs. Policy makers need 
to refl ect on the possibility to develop a clear frame concerning strategies, resources, 
measuring and impact indicators in order to build real ‘gender eff ective policies’.

This study has several limitations. The fi rst one is concerned with the analyzed mu-
nicipalities, as they represent only a part of the whole Italian local authorities’ popula-
tion. Further research development needs to improve results by enlarging the studied 
population and by enriching results with interviews to bett er understand the commit-
ment of local public actors in achieving gender equality. The second boundary is that 
the gender equality policy’s success depends not only on the tools used to measure it 
but also on individual target characteristics, such as race and education, etc.
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