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This study examines the disparity between women'’s numerical representation in EU
parliaments and their access to leadership positions. Despite significant progress in electing
women to national legislatures, with the EU average reaching 33% female MPs and Nordic
countries approaching 46%, women remain substantially underrepresented in key decision-
making roles such as parliamentary speakers, committee chairs, and faction leaders. This
phenomenon, conceptualized as the «internal glass ceiling,» represents a distinct barrier
to substantive gender equality in political institutions that persists even when numerical
representation appears adequate. The aim of this research is to analyze leadership positions
across 27 EU member state parliaments using quantitative comparative methodology.
A novel «Leadership Ratio» metric was developed to measure the relationship between
overall female representation and leadership position attainment, calculated as the ratio
of average leadership representation to overall parliamentary representation. Data were
collected from IPU Parline database, EIGE Gender Statistics Database, and international
reports for the period 2021-2025. The results reveal that only 8 of 27 parliaments (30%)
have female speakers, while women hold approximately 25% of committee chairs on
average—significantly below their share of parliamentary seats. Committee chairmanships
in high-prestige areas such as finance, defence, and foreign affairs remain predominantly
male-dominated across most member states. The analysis identifies the «Nordic paradox»
where countries with the highest female representation show stagnating or declining
leadership shares, challenging assumptions that numerical gains automatically translate
into power-sharing. These findings demonstrate that achieving gender parity in parliamentary
membership is necessary but insufficient for equality in power distribution, highlighting
the need for targeted mechanisms addressing internal parliamentary advancement. The
results carry particular relevance for Ukraine as an EU candidate country implementing
European gender equality standards.
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Introduction. Ukraine’s path toward European
Union membership requires comprehensive adap-
tation of European standards across multiple policy
domains, including gender equality. The EU acquis
communautaire encompasses extensive provisions
for equal representation of women and men in politi-
cal decision-making, making the European experi-
ence directly relevant to Ukrainian institutional reform.
Ukraine has already taken significant steps in this
direction: the 2019 amendments to electoral legislation
established a 40% gender quota for party lists. How-
ever, no parliamentary elections have yet been con-
ducted under these new rules, and observers widely
anticipate a substantial increase in women’s numeri-
cal representation following the next elections. Yet
the European experience analyzed in this study sug-
gests that such anticipated gains, while important, may
prove insufficient. The challenge of ensuring women’s
access to parliamentary leadership positions — not
merely seats — requires attention from the outset.

The European Union has achieved notable prog-
ress in women’s parliamentary representation. Since
the 1995 Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action,
the percentage of women in EU national parlia-

ments has more than doubled, reaching an average
of approximately 33% by 2025 [6]. Several member
states approach or exceed gender parity in their leg-
islative chambers, with Finland and Sweden leading
at 46% female MPs. This quantitative advancement
represents a significant democratic transformation that
has reshaped the composition of European legisla-
tures.

Yet numerical presence in parliament does not
automatically translate into political influence. The
theoretical foundation for understanding this distinc-
tion rests on Pitkin’s [10] fundamental differentiation
between descriptive and substantive representa-
tion. Descriptive representation refers to the demo-
graphic mirroring of constituencies by elected officials,
while substantive representation concerns the active
advancement of group interests through political
action. Phillips [9] cautioned that expecting automatic
policy impact from women’s presence alone consti-
tutes a “shot in the dark” — simply having women in
office does not guarantee feminist policy outcomes or
equal influence over decision-making.

Parliamentary leadership positions — speakers,
deputy speakers, committee chairs, and faction lead-
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ers — represent critical nodes of institutional power.
These roles confer agenda-setting authority, pro-
cedural control, and enhanced visibility that signifi-
cantly amplify individual parliamentarians’ influence.
Research demonstrates that women legislators
often face horizontal segregation, disproportionately
assigned to committees dealing with “soft” issues such
as education, health, and family affairs rather than
powerful committees like finance, defence, or foreign
affairs [7]. This gendered sorting marginalizes wom-
en’s influence on high-priority policies and perpetuates
traditional divisions of political labor. The phenomenon
extends beyond committee assignments to faction
leadership, where women remain substantially under-
represented despite often constituting significant por-
tions of party parliamentary groups. Faction leaders
wield considerable power over legislative strategy,
voting discipline, and resource allocation, making their
gender composition a crucial indicator of substantive
influence. Similarly, parliamentary bureau positions —
speakers and deputy speakers — carry both symbolic
weight as the public face of democratic institutions
and practical authority over procedural matters, debate
scheduling, and institutional management.

Despite extensive research on gender quotas
and women'’s electoral success, systematic compara-
tive analysis of women'’s access to leadership posi-
tions within EU parliaments remains underdeveloped.
This gap is particularly significant for countries seek-
ing to learn from European experience. Understand-
ing whether EU mechanisms successfully translate
numerical representation into substantive power is
essential for designing effective gender equality poli-
cies.

Aim and objectives. The aim of this research
is to analyze the gap between women’s numerical
representation in EU parliaments and their access
to leadership positions, assessing the effectiveness
of European gender equality mechanisms. The spe-
cific objectives are: first, to map the current distribution
of women in key parliamentary leadership positions
across all 27 EU member states; second, to develop
and apply a quantitative metric (Leadership Ratio) for
assessing the relationship between overall female rep-
resentation and leadership position attainment; third,
to identify patterns and anomalies in women’s access
to parliamentary power; and fourth, to draw conclu-
sions regarding the effectiveness of existing gender
equality mechanisms and their implications for coun-
tries adapting European standards.

Results. The analysis reveals substantial varia-
tion in women’s parliamentary representation
across the 27 EU member states. At the upper end
of the spectrum, Finland and Sweden lead with
46% women MPs, followed by Denmark and Spain
at 44%, and Belgium at 41%. At the lower end,
Cyprus and Hungary share the lowest representa-
tion at 14-15%, with Greece and Romania at approxi-
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mately 22%. The average across all EU member
states stands at approximately 33%, though this figure
masks significant cross-national disparities ranging
from 14% to 46%.

Among the 27 EU parliaments examined, eight
(30%) are currently led by a woman speaker or presi-
dent [12]. These include Germany, France, Spain, Slo-
venia, Czech Republic, Latvia, Bulgaria, and Cyprus.

Notably, the presence of a female speaker does
not correlate straightforwardly with overall representa-
tion levels. Cyprus demonstrates that having a female
speaker can coexist with the EU’s lowest female
MP share (14.3%). Conversely, the three Nordic EU
members with the highest overall representation —
Finland, Sweden, and Denmark (44—-46%) — all have
male speakers. This pattern suggests that speakership
elections may be influenced by factors distinct from
overall gender composition, including party dynamics
and individual political trajectories.

Committee chairmanships present the most con-
sistent evidence of an internal glass ceiling. These
positions carry substantial agenda-setting power
and policy influence, as most legislation is shaped
at the committee stage. Yet women remain under-
represented as committee chairs across nearly all EU
parliaments examined, with an EU average of approxi-
mately 25% [4; 12]. Country-level variations are sub-
stantial, ranging from single digits to over 35% in lead-
ing countries.

A particularly concerning pattern emerges regard-
ing high-prestige committees dealing with finance,
defence, and foreign affairs, which remain predom-
inantly male-led across EU member states [4; 12].
This horizontal segregation persists even in countries
with strong gender equality traditions, and progress
can reverse quickly when political coalitions change.
This suggests that gains in leadership representa-
tion remain achievements. This horizontal segregation
undermines the breadth of substantive representation
women can achieve.

Parliamentary faction or group leadership reveals
the starkest gender gaps [12]. Several countries
have zero or very few women leading parliamentary
factions, even where overall female representation
exceeds 25-30%. This pattern suggests that inter-
nal party dynamics and informal selection processes
create barriers independent of overall representation
levels.

The Leadership Ratio metric — calculated as
the ratio of average leadership representation to
overall parliamentary representation — reveals
that the majority of EU member states have ratios
below 1.0, indicating systematic underrepresenta-
tion of women in leadership positions relative to their
overall parliamentary numbers. Only a few countries
achieve near-parity or exceed it, while many show
significant gaps (ratios below 0.65) between overall
representation and leadership access.
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A counterintuitive finding concerns the Nordic EU
member states — Finland, Sweden, and Denmark —
traditionally celebrated as global leaders in gender
equality. Despite having the EU’s highest percentages
of women MPs (44-46%) [6; 11], all three countries
currently have male speakers [12]. Their Leadership
Ratios remain below the EU average, suggesting that
achieving high overall representation does not auto-
matically translate into proportional leadership posi-
tions.

In contrast, Baltic states present a more favorable
picture. Lithuania and Latvia demonstrate Leadership
Ratios approaching or exceeding parity, indicating that
women’s access to leadership positions matches or
exceeds their overall parliamentary presence. This
pattern may reflect the relatively recent establishment
of democratic institutions in these countries, potentially
creating less entrenched informal hierarchies com-
pared to longer-established Western European parlia-
ments. Central and Eastern European member states
show considerable variation: while some countries like
Poland and Hungary exhibit substantial gaps between
representation and leadership, others demonstrate
more balanced distributions. Southern European par-
liaments generally fall in the middle range, with grad-
ual improvements in recent years but persistent gaps
in high-prestige positions.

This pattern aligns with broader scholarship on
the “Nordic paradox” in gender equality — the observa-
tion that high levels of formal equality may coexist with
persistent informal barriers [5]. The data suggest that
achieving critical mass in parliamentary membership
does not automatically dismantle internal advance-
ment barriers, supporting Childs and Krook’s [1]
emphasis on “critical actors” and institutional context
over numerical thresholds alone.

Table 1
Women in parliamentary leadership positions,
EU-27 (2025)

Position % Women Gap (pp)
Speakers 30% -3
Deputy Speakers |~35% +2
Committee Chairs | ~25% -8
Faction Leaders |~22% -11

Note: pp = percentage points. Gap calculated relative to
average % women MPs (33%). Source: Author’s calculations
based on data from EIGE Gender Statistics Database [12]
and IPU Parline [11].

Discussion. The findings reinforce a core
insight from representation theory: increasing wom-
en’s descriptive representation does not automati-
cally deliver substantive influence over agendas
and resources. Following Pitkin’s [10] distinction
between “standing for” and “acting for,” the Leadership
Ratio helps make visible where women’s presence in

plenary numbers is not matched by access to posts
that shape parliamentary business, information flows,
and bargaining outcomes.

The results qualify simple “critical mass” expecta-
tions derived from Dahlerup’s [2] influential work. The
original hypothesis suggested that when women reach
approximately 30% of a legislative body, they would
achieve sufficient presence to effect meaningful policy
change. However, our data reveal a more complex
picture: very low levels of women MPs correlate with
weak leadership access, but high representation does
not guarantee proportional leadership. This finding
aligns with scholarship emphasizing “critical actors”
and institutional context over headcounts alone: selec-
tion rules, parties’ internal incentives, and informal
networks shape who advances once inside parliament
[1; 3].

The horizontal segregation observed in committee
assignments represents a particularly stubborn barrier
that operates through both formal and informal mecha-
nisms. Women'’s systematic exclusion from chairing
high-prestige committees — particularly those dealing
with finance, budget, defense, and foreign affairs —
limits their influence on the most consequential policy
areas and reinforces gendered assumptions about
appropriate domains for women’s political engage-
ment. Across the EU-27, women disproportionately
chair committees focused on social affairs, health,
education, culture, and gender equality itself, while
“hard” policy domains remain predominantly male-led.
This pattern persists regardless of overall representa-
tion levels: even in Nordic parliaments where women
constitute over 40% of members, defense and finance
committees rarely have female chairs. The implications
extend beyond symbolic representation. Committee
chairs control agendas, manage debates, negotiate
with government ministers, and serve as spokesper-
sons on crucial issues. Exclusion from these strategic
positions means that women legislators, regardless
of their numbers, remain peripheral to core parliamen-
tary functions. The data demonstrate that this pattern
persists even in countries with strong gender equality
traditions, and that progress can reverse quickly when
political coalitions change. This suggests that gains in
leadership representation remain fragile without insti-
tutional safeguards.

The evidence indicates that candidate quotas —
the primary institutional tool used across Europe —
address entry but leave intact the internal allocation
of power. Electoral quotas successfully increase
the number of women elected, but they do not regulate
how leadership positions are distributed within institu-
tions. Once women enter parliament, they encounter
a second set of barriers governed by party hierarchies,
seniority norms, and informal selection processes that
quotas do not reach. This points to the need for tar-
geted measures—sometimes described as “quotas
within quotas” — that govern leadership distribution
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across committee chairs, bureau posts, and faction
leadership [8; 4].

The faction leadership findings reveal particularly
important dynamics regarding party-level barriers.
Parties may nominate women candidates to comply
with electoral quotas while maintaining male-domi-
nated internal hierarchies. This disconnect between
external representation and internal power distribution
deserves greater attention in both research and policy
design.

The persistence of the internal glass ceiling across
diverse political systems — from Nordic social democ-
racies to Southern European parliamentary regimes to
post-communist democracies — suggests that the phe-
nomenon reflects deep-seated patterns rather than
context-specific anomalies. Neither high overall repre-
sentation nor recent democratic transitions automati-
cally produce equitable leadership distribution. This
cross-national consistency strengthens the case for
deliberate intervention targeting internal parliamentary
structures.

Several policy mechanisms merit consideration.
First, extending quota requirements to internal lead-
ership positions — mandating gender balance among
committee chairs, deputy speakers, and bureau mem-
bers — would directly address the gap between elec-
toral access and power distribution. Such provisions
exist in some national contexts and could be adapted
more broadly. Second, transparency measures requir-
ing parliaments to publish gender-disaggregated data
on leadership positions, speaking time, and committee
assignments would enable monitoring and account-
ability. Third, party-level interventions — since factions
control many leadership selections — could include
requirements for gender-balanced nominations to
committee chairs and leadership bodies. Fourth,
mentorship and professional development programs
specifically targeting women legislators’ advancement
into leadership roles could help counteract informal
networks that currently favor male advancement.

For countries adapting European gender equal-
ity mechanisms, these findings suggest that elec-
toral quotas represent only the first step. The chal-
lenge of ensuring that increased representation
translates into substantive power requires attention
from the outset, before patterns of internal exclu-
sion become entrenched. Proactive measures might
include requirements for gender balance in commit-
tee chair distribution, rotation of leadership positions,
transparent selection criteria, and regular monitor-
ing of leadership composition. The Nordic experience
demonstrates that complacency can emerge precisely
when numerical goals appear achieved, potentially
allowing leadership gaps to persist or widen.

Conclusions. This comparative analysis of 27 EU
member state parliaments reveals that achieving high
percentages of women MPs is necessary but insuf-
ficient for gender equality in parliamentary power
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structures. The concept of the “internal glass ceil-
ing” captures a systematic pattern whereby women'’s
advancement to leadership positions lags behind their
overall numerical representation.

Three principal findings emerge from this research.
First, symbolic breakthroughs can occur without struc-
tural change. The case of Cyprus and several other
countries demonstrates that electing a female speaker
does not necessarily transform broader patterns
of gender inequality within parliamentary institutions.
Second, the Nordic paradox operates within parlia-
mentary leadership. Countries with the highest overall
female representation do not automatically achieve
proportional leadership representation; indeed, some
Nordic countries show declining leadership shares
even as their overall representation remains high.
Third, electoral quotas address entry barriers but not
internal advancement barriers. The European expe-
rience demonstrates that well-designed quotas can
effectively increase women'’s parliamentary numbers,
but additional mechanisms are required to ensure
equal access to leadership positions.

For Ukraine as an EU candidate country, these
findings carry particular significance. The 2019 elec-
toral legislation establishing a 40% gender quota for
party lists has not yet been tested due to the post-
ponement of elections under martial law. When par-
liamentary elections eventually occur, Ukraine may
experience substantial increases in women’s numeri-
cal representation. The critical question, informed
by this study’s EU-wide findings, is whether such
numerical gains will translate into proportional access
to leadership positions. The Nordic paradox docu-
mented here provides a cautionary tale: countries
with the highest female representation often dem-
onstrate stagnating or declining leadership access.
Future research should examine Ukraine’s Verkhovna
Rada through the Leadership Ratio lens, assessing
whether its institutional dynamics facilitate or impede
women’s advancement to strategic positions. Pre-
liminary observations suggest that newer democratic
institutions may present fewer entrenched barriers
than long-established European parliaments, but sys-
tematic analysis is needed to test this hypothesis.
Learning from both the successes and limitations
of European experience can help design comprehen-
sive approaches to gender equality that address not
only electoral access but also internal parliamentary
advancement mechanisms.
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LocnioxeHHs pucssyeHe aHasisy po3pusy MiX Ki/TbKICHUM pedcmasHUymasoM XIHOK y rnap-
nameHmax €C ma ixHim docmyrnom 9o KepigHUX rnocad. Hessaxarouu Ha 3Ha4Hul rpoepec
B 06paHHi XIHOK 00 HayioHa/IbHUX 3aKOHOOas4yuX op2aHis, 0e cepedHili nokasHuk no €C
docsie 33%, a B CKaHOUHAaBCbKUX KpaiHax Hab/uxaembscsi 00 46%, XIHKU 3aauwaromscsi
Ccymmeso Hedonpedcmas/ieHUMU Ha K/Il040BUX rocadax: Crikepu nap/iameHmis, 20/108U
Komimemis ma nidepu ¢hpakyili. Lie sisuwje, KoHYenmyanisogaHe sik «BHymMpIWHS CK/IsiHa
cmens», A/sie cobor okpemull 6ap’ep 07151 00CS2HEHHST 2eHOePHOI PIBHOCMI 8 MOIMUYHUX
IHcmumymax Hasimb 3a yMOBU ad0eKkBamHO20 Ki/flbKiCHO20 rpedcmasHuymsa. Mema doc/i-
OXEeHHs1 — npoaHastizysamu po3roodi/l KepigHuUX nocad y napiameHmax 27 0epxas-4y/ieHi8
€C. Po3pobieHo HoBuUl NMOKa3HUK «KoegbiyieHm sidepcmsax» 07151 BUMIPHOBAHHS Cr1iBBIOHO-
WEHHS M 3a2a/1bHUM MpedcmasHUYmMBOM XIHOK ma ixHiM docmyrnom Ao KepisHUX rnocao.

[anHi 3i6paHo 3 6a3 daHux IPU Parline, EIGE Gender Statistics Database ma MiXHapOOHUX
38imig 3a nepiod 2021-2025 pokis. Pe3ynbmamu nokasytoms, wo suwe 8 3 27 napna-
meHmig (30%) maromb XIHOK-CriKepis, modi sk XIHKU o6ilMaroms npubsiusHo 25% nocad
20/1i8 KOMIMemis — 3Ha4YHO MeHwe IXHbOI Yacmku dernymamcbKux MaHoamis. [Mocadu
20/1i8 NPECMUXHUX KoMimemis (ghiHaHcu, 060pOHa, 3aKOPOOHHI Ccrpasu) 3a/1ullarmascsi
rnepesaxHo 40/108i{HUMU. AHasl3 BUSIB/ISIE «HOPOUYHUU MapadoKc»: KpaiHu 3 Halsuwum
rnpedcmasHUyMBOM XIHOK 0eMOHCMPYomb cmazgHauyito abo 3HUXEHHST YacmKu XXIHOK Ha
KepigHUX nocadax. BucHosku csidyamb, Wjo 00CSi2HEHHST 2eHOepHO20 napumemy ceped
denymamis € HEO6XIOHOK, a/le HeA0CMamHbOK YMOBOHK 07151 PiBHOCMI y PO3r00iNi BAA0U.
Pe3ysibmamu € akmyasbHUMU 0715 YKpaiHu sk kpaiHu-kaHOudama 8 €C, wo BrMposacxKye
esponelicbki cmaHdapmu 2eHOepHOI piBHOCM.
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[Jarta nepLuoro HaaxomkeHHs pykonucy Ao BugaHHa: 18.11.2025
[arta npuinHATOro Ao ApYKy pyKonucy nicns peueHsyBaHHs: 12.12.2025

[Jata ny6nikauyji: 30.12.2025

35




