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Executive summary
This policy brief summarizes and operationalizes the findings of the author’s individual research
in the context of Gender and cultures of equality in Europe – GRACE Project. This summary
and recommendations are based on a three-year investigation of the production and circulation of
narratives of gender equality on the social media platform Twitter by a sample of gender equality
institutions, women’s rights activists, LGBTI rights activists, and private users. The study
gathered data across the supranational-national divide, with part of the sample referring to the
supranational level of ‘Europe’ and part of the sample referring to a national case study on Italy.
The study analyzes what ‘gender equality’ actually means in the everyday use of the sampled
Twitter users.
Findings are as follows. Material inequalities strongly influence users’ visibility on social media.
Furthermore, material and institutional constraints limit the repertoire available to users when
speaking of ‘gender equality’ (or anything else, for that matters). This notwithstanding, users
retain agency in using the options that are available to them for the achievement of their
objectives. In the everyday use of the sampled users, gender equality emerges as a rather
contested concept, with a strong tension between a ‘neoliberal’ understanding of equality as
instrumental to economic growth and a ‘politicized’ understanding of equality as a fundamental
value worth pursuing for its own sake. In this contestation, ‘Europe’ emerges as a space where
equality matters for market-based reasons. At the national level, the picture is more mixed and
open to ‘politicized’ understandings of equality.
In light of the above, I cautiously advance the following suggestions for policymakers and
professions in the field of communications as related to gender equality. Firstly, I suggest taking
into consideration the need to strike a balance between online presence and offline advocacy,
possibly privileging the latter over the former. Secondly, I suggest serious reflection on the
actual effectiveness of market-based arguments for equality.
Key issues at stake
The first key issue identified in the research here summarized is that visibility on Twitter and
other social media platforms is unequally distributed in a way that does not favor political
content in general and progressive political content in particular. Furthermore, visibility is
unequally distributed in favor of those that have material resources (e.g. a press office) and
symbolic capital (e.g. recognizability).
In light of the above, it is perhaps wise to question the extent to which equality advocacy can
rely on social media. In the case of gender equality institutions, it might be necessary to re-think

the actual value of so-called ‘engagement’ on social media and possibly shift at least some
resources away from online campaigning and towards other forms of political communication. In
the case of highly visible political figures, taking into consideration the interplay of social media
with mainstream media might prove to be essential for the achievement of public visibility for
gender equality narratives. In the case of grassroots groups and collectivities, acknowledging the
limited reach of one’s own social media visibility is crucial to start devising alternative strategies
of political communication, online as well as offline.
If the first problem at stake makes reference to the way in which messages about gender equality
are distributed, the second problem at stake makes reference to the way in which gender equality
is discussed. The research here summarized suggest that there is a tension between a ‘neoliberal’
and a ‘politicized’ vision of gender equality. The former seems to suggest that equality matters
insofar as it contributes to economic growth, while the latter suggests that equality is worth
pursuing for its own sake. The former is particularly common at the European level, especially
among gender equality institutions and policy stakeholders. The latter is most commonly adopted
by grassroots feminist groups and collectivities, especially at the national level.
‘Neoliberal’ arguments for equality enjoy broad popularity because they are believed to be forms
of strategic communication. Allegedly, they serve the purpose of bringing to the table
stakeholders that would not be interested in equality otherwise (e.g. corporations). While
apparently sound, this reasoning proves to be rather fragile once put in practice. The persistence
of gendered discrimination in the labor market (e.g. gender pay gap, glass ceilings, etc.)
questions the extent to which speaking the language of corporations actually helps the pursuit of
equality. A ‘neoliberal’ narrative that reduces gender equality to a labor market issue and women
to workers might even be counterproductive, insofar as it overwhelmingly focuses on one aspect
of gender inequality while leaving unaddressed a wide range of other factors that collectively
contribute to the subordination of women in society. A ‘politicized’ narrative that tackles gender
inequality as a systemic issue might be in this sense substantially more effective. Switching to a
more politicized language for gender equality would also displace the centrality of the corporate
world, with the advantage of centering women as political agents endowed with rights.
Suggestions and ways forward
Based on the above, the following suggestions emerge from the research here summarized:
Re-evaluate the role of social media campaigning for the purposes of gender equality advocacy,
potentially shifting resources towards other forms of political communication.
To reiterate, social media are not spaces particularly prone to support arguments in favor of
gender equality. Effective equality communication on social media requires a good deal of preexisting material resources and symbolic capital as well as substantial efforts in the making. It is
perhaps worth reconsidering the extent to which we as a society value social media engagement
and possibly shift to other forms of engagement and political communication that privilege the
offline realm. Possible questions to ask when going through this process are:







How many people did we reach in our last social media? How does that compare to an
imagined ‘global’ audience? How does that compare to how many people we can
potentially reach with a similar campaign offline?
How much did we invest in our last social media campaign? How does that compare to
how much we would spend for a similar campaign offline?
What value do we assign to social media engagement? Is this value justified by the
relevance of social media engagement to the cause we are pursuing?
Could we balance or political communication across platforms otherwise?

Re-consider the actual effectiveness of ‘neoliberal’ narratives of gender equality, possibly
shifting at least part of the conversation towards more ‘politicized’ narratives.
Restating once again, ‘neoliberal’ narratives of gender equality are reductive, constraining, and
potentially counterproductive. Gender equality is substantially wider that the labor market and
women should be recognized political agency far beyond their role as potential or actual
workers. In this sense, adopting more ‘politicized’ narratives of gender equality can unlock the
possibility of tackling a much wider number of policy problems. Furthermore, these narratives
have the non-negligible advantage of centering women as political subjects, displacing the
currently dominant position of the business sector. Possible questions to ask through this process
are:






When did we start talking about gender equality in ‘neoliberal’ terms? Was there a
different way of speaking of the issue before? Can there be a different way of speaking of
the issue from now on?
How effective have we been in getting the attention of those stakeholders who,
supposedly, would not be interested in equality otherwise? Did they engage in equality
conversations since we adopted their own language? Did they engage in equality work
thereafter?
What issues were left unaddressed since the widespread adoption of market-based
justifications for equality? Is it possible to recover their relevance?

Concluding remarks and recommended sources
This document cannot do justice to the complexity of the issue at stake and aptly summarize the
350+ page dissertation on which it is based. To the extent possible, this brief attempts to make
viable suggestions for policymakers and communication professionals in the field of gender
equality, inviting them to question some of their assumptions and possibly rethink their approach
to political communication. Rethinking the extent to which equality advocacy can rely on social
media is crucial to devise more effective communication strategies. Rethinking the way in which
gender equality is framed can prove to be an even more powerful catalyst for change.
Those interested in the propositions advanced in this summary and perhaps in implementing
them in their daily practices might find further inspiration and more in-depth analysis of the
processes here sketched in the full paper on which this policy brief is based (details below) as
well as in this short and by no means exhaustive list of resources:
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