
Educating women to be leaders: the role of the colleges 
 

Promoting women’s education and helping the students of colleges belonging to the Conferenza to 
become leaders in their professions and agents of social change has been one of the main objectives 
of the Presidency of the CCU, entrusted to Collegio Nuovo for 2004-5.  The culminating moment of 
the events programmed by the Women’s Commission was the seminar ‘Educating women to be 
leaders: the role of the colleges’, held at Collegio Nuovo on 8 July: this was a first positive step 
towards raising awareness ‘globally’ of issues in women’s leadership.  Guests included, as well as 
the principals and students of the Conferenza colleges, the Deputy Vice-President of the University 
of Pavia, Paola Vita Finzi; the Councillor for Equal Opportunities of the Province of Pavia, Renata 
Crotti; and many women professionals, university teaching staff and entrepreneurs from the 
Province, who with their experience are spokeswomen and pioneers of women’s leadership 
capacities.  A message of greeting was also received from the new Councillor for Culture of the 
Comune of Pavia, Silvana Borutti, a university lecturer who has always been close to our college. 
 
The seminar was opened by the President of the Conferenza dei Collegi, Paola Bernardi, who 
presented the international context and then went into detail on the situation in Italy.  “In our 
country, most girls traditionally opt to study arts subjects but subsequently have great difficulty in 
finding an adequate job.  The situation is not much better for those who study science subjects.  
Even those who graduate within schedule (often before their male counterparts) and with excellent 
results, while they may not have difficulty in finding a job in the first instance, end up being 
disadvantaged when it comes to career progress and reaching managerial roles.”  This picture is 
confirmed by the data provided by the sixth ISTAT enquiry into graduate employment, published 
on 1 June 2005, and the first National Report on Women in Business by the Ministry of Production, 
the Committee for Women in Business and Unioncamere. 
 
According to ISTAT, in 2004, three years after graduating, 74 per cent of young people already 
have a job, while 12.6 per cent are still looking for work and the remaining 13.4 per cent say they 
are not looking for a job because they are still involved in education, in salaried positions in nearly 
half of cases (6 per cent).  Within this picture, women turn out to be at a disadvantage: the study 
confirms that, despite the increasing prominence of women in the labour market, it is women above 
all who find stable employment a difficult objective to reach.  62% of men are in permanent 
employment after graduating, compared to barely 51.8% of women graduates. 
“It is male graduates living in the North,” writes ISTAT, “who find the best conditions of 
employment, with high numbers employed continuously and permanently.  The Centre, by contrast, 
is characterised by a high incidence of fixed-term jobs and the South by a relatively large number of 
occasional, seasonal or part-time workers.” Moreover, the differences between the sexes are 
particularly apparent where salary is concerned, with men earning on average 200 Euros a month 
more than women, even – for the most part – where they hold equally senior positions.  Thin pay 
packets can also be linked to employment in professions unsuited to the graduate’s qualifications: 
among graduates, a good 32 per cent work in a job which does not require a degree.  As for job 
satisfaction, the most common complaints concern salary (38 per cent), the possibility of career 
progress (35 per cent ) and job stability (28.4 per cent). 
“The greater professional difficulties experienced by women,” ISTAT concludes, “are very likely to 
be at the root of the greater dissatisfaction among women with all the aspects of employment we 
have considered.  The disadvantages faced by women as compared with men are thus not limited 
simply to the probability of finding work, but seem also to have a harmful effect on quality of 
employment.  The gap between men and women is greatest where career progression is concerned; 
on this issue 41% of women graduates are dissatisfied (compared to 28.7% of men).”  However, the 
situation in Italy is not an isolated case, as is demonstrated by the enquiry into graduates by 
Almalaurea in 2004: gender differences and discrimination are rife in the labour markets of many 



European countries, certainly in France, Germany, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Poland, 
Spain and Hungary.  Exceptions which may be taken as a model are Sweden  (in first place 
according to the World Economic Forum for career opportunities for women), Norway, Iceland, 
Denmark and Finland. 
 
If this is to be a balanced picture of our country, however, it should be said that ever more 
numerous studies are emphasising the huge potential of women as leaders, and above all the fact 
that women are culturally accustomed to combine differing roles, to co-ordinate their own activities 
in different environments and to draw on their own creativity.  This is why many of them are 
choosing to go it alone, using their own abilities to take the lead; this is confirmed by the first 
Report by the Ministry of Production, the Committee for Women in Business and Unioncamere, 
published in January this year, which shows a large increase in the number of women entrepreneurs.  
In spite of prejudice and scepticism, which are still strong, there are almost 1.2 million women-
owned enterprises – 23.5% of active businesses in Italy; women entrepreneurs – over a million of 
them - are creating a different business style, but have not yet succeeded in becoming a model.  One 
in three works in commerce; one in four is in the South.  In total, 91.6% of women-owned 
businesses operate within only 6 sectors of activity.  After commerce and agriculture, the most 
popular sectors are manufacturing (10.6%), real estate (9.5%) and other public, social and personal 
services (8.9%).  Strong motivation and adequate preparation are not always enough to overcome 
some obstacles.  One of these is the need to reconcile work with family responsibilities (16.6% 
compared with 3.7% of male colleagues), a central prerogative in the feminine conception of doing 
business. “Women’s business style”, the report concludes, “is a different style which is emerging 
and advancing but which is not yet a ‘model’.  The identikit of the businesswoman is that of a 
woman in whom contradictory elements persist and succeed in coexisting.   The businesswoman is 
at once conventional and static but also innovative and dynamic; traditional and conservative but 
also modern and ready to experiment.  In short, when it comes to her expectations, she expresses the 
ambivalence of someone who feels somewhat suspended between dreams and reality.  For 
businesswomen, success is made up of a mix of personal characteristics, the most important (for 
44.7% of those interviewed) being the ability to take responsibility.  The difference in their style of 
running a business is clearest when it comes to the owner’s relationship with colleagues.  In 
women-owned businesses, managers delegate more to women than is the case in other businesses, 
although overall they still delegate mostly to male colleagues.  As for the organisation of roles 
within the business, the female approach can be considered more democratic than the system in 
other businesses, where organisational choices are largely made by the manager.” 
 
“As you can see, then,” Paola Bernardi concluded, “a good degree and a course on personal 
motivations are not enough to reverse a trend confirmed by all the studies and statistics, from the 
ISTAT to the World Economic Forum, which places Italy in 45th place (out of 58 countries) for 
gender equality in business.  We need to contribute towards promoting the female model of 
leadership, and I believe that the Conferenza dei Collegi, which supports a small group of very 
high-achieving university students, can and must act as a loudspeaker, broadcasting women’s 
capacities for leadership and helping its own new graduates to make their way as leaders.  Social 
progression, based on merit rather than wealth, and making the most of students’ talents have 
always been our objectives; now is the time to offer our students the opportunity to express their 
capacities to the full.”  After the president’s address, Franca Audisio Rangoni – ‘Signora Gibaud’ as 
she likes to be called – the Managing Director of Dual Sanitaly SpA and the Deputy National Vice-
President of the Association of Women Entrepreneurs and Managing Directors (AIDDA) spoke on 
‘Women Entrepreneurs’.  She set out the aims of AIDDA and particular its style of management, 
which shows concern for the problems of all and especially of women “who must have children and 
a rewarding professional life too, because the human factor is really important for a business.”  
Alongside her was Daniela Rossi Cattaneo, representative of AIDDA Lombardy, who announced 



the start of a partnership – geared towards internship opportunities in Italy and abroad – between the 
Association and the students of the Conferenza colleges. 
 
Maria Cristina Bombelli spoke on ‘Women’s Education and Careers”: she is a lecturer at Bocconi 
University and the founder of Laboratorio Armonia - a woman who has dedicated a large part of her 
career and publications to gender education and diversity management. After outlining the current 
context in Italy of the “world of knowledge” in which women are increasingly dependent on work 
but women’s employment is not increasing (“we have the lowest rates in Europe”), Maria Cristina 
Bombelli picked out some of the causes: from managerial stereotypes, according to which women 
make less career progress, to the choice of degree subject (few women hold engineering degrees) 
and “vertical segregation”, which means that out of 100 executives, 21 are women; out of 100 
managerial staff, 36.2 are women; and out of 100 university professors, 11.6 are women (“the first 
woman professor at Bocconi was appointed in 2000!”).  Analysing “women’s difficulties”, i.e. 
having to live on the boundaries between family and work, to work within time limits which are far 
from ideal, and to depend on other people’s judgements, Dr Bombelli said “Doing a good job is not 
enough to make career progress – women need a political stance, and the ability to put themselves 
forward and to negotiate, to bear the weight of responsibility, to place themselves in the centre of 
attention.”  In educating women to be leaders, then, it is vital to work on awareness and self-esteem, 
management of colleagues, assertive communication, the ability to speak in public, to present an 
image and to negotiate.  “Organisations need to ask themselves: How far do we accept diversity?  
How far does merit count?  Which is more important – the time put in or the results reached?  Is it 
possible to wield power in a transparent way?”  Next Daniela Dodero, an Associate Partner of 
Accenture, strongly condemned the situation in our country as being far behind when it comes to 
making good use of women’s abilities.  “When women of average talent reach positions of power, 
our task will be done.  For women to gain power they need to manage budgets and resources, 
including people.  Unfortunately I still see few women managers (only 5%) – all of whom are 
extremely talented – and an overwhelming majority of men, who are often of average talent, in 
positions of power.  When we longer have to show we are far better than them to gain the same 
results, our task will be done.”  The Dodero proposal for starting a new trend is this – to move away 
from using typically male attributes (often adopted by women managers) in favour of typically 
female attributes.  In other words, from behaviour characterised by analytic thinking, problem 
solving skills, quick decision-making, recognition of hierarchy and authority, rigidity of procedures 
and behaviour (typically male) to an attitude which uses intuitive thinking, flexibility of approach, 
the ability to listen, negotiation/discussion, managing complexity and diversity, role-playing.  
“This,” concluded Daniela Dodero, “really can lead to gaining the respect of men; this will mean 
differences are seen as strengths and successfully integrated, and will cancel out the concept of 
differentness.”  
 
The second half of the morning was opened by the journalist Cinzia Sasso, who has to her credit 
200 interviews of women managers and entrepreneurs, written for the “Business and Finance” 
section of “La Repubblica” and published in the volume Women who love work and life.  “My 
experience has enabled me to meet exceptional women who have some common characteristics.  
First of all, they don’t want to give anything up, neither career nor family.  They have great self-
esteem and independence, and they have all benefited from an excellent education, often partly 
spent abroad.  Another very important factor for them has been their family origins – not so much in 
terms of their financial conditions as of their openness to other cultures, and their willingness to 
face up to challenges with enthusiasm.  I have also noticed that for almost all the women managers I 
have met – and they were top executives – marriage and family are fundamental; women want the 
best in this too.”  Cinzia Sasso thus illustrated the last frontier in equal opportunities: time 
management, the subject of her recent volume Just one hour is all I want: “It is important today not 
to forget the time that women need to dedicate to their children and to their home.  I was very struck 



by the resignation of the Vice President of Nokia, a woman who has given up everything when at 
the top of her career; when asked why, she replied, ‘I realised that I no longer had time for anything 
and I stopped to think what I really wanted; you know what conclusion I reached - that I am a 
simple person who likes going mushrooming in the woods!’” 
 
The seminar ended with the testimonies of some former students of the colleges, already 
successfully established in the world of work: Giovanna Bertazzoni, of Collegio Ghislieri, who runs 
a Modern Art section at Christie’s in London; Paola Lanati, of Collegio Nuovo, Marketing Manager 
of AstraZeneca in Milan; Concetta Lico, of RUI (Collegio Viscontea), Junior Talent of Unicredit; 
and the new engineer of the CEUR, Francesca Ravelli. 
  
A first concrete result of the day was the signing of a protocol agreement for a close collaboration 
between the Conferenza and Accenture SpA.  It is hoped that a similar agreement will soon be 
signed with AIDDA, whose President, Laura Frati Gucci, has already indicated her full support for 
such a project. 
 
 
 


