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Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
Welcome to Pavia and to this seminar on women’s education which concludes my year as President 
of the Conferenza dei Collegi Italiani, and which forms the climax of a project we have worked 
very hard towards, we women especially.  By this I mean our efforts to raise awareness of the issue 
of women’s leadership both within our high-achieving colleges and within the universities and the 
business world.  I refer in particular to the concrete projects we have started with the aim of 
reducing the obstacles to women’s careers, starting with our own students, and of triggering a 
process of renewal in the world of leadership which many, myself included, feel is badly needed.   
One of the main objectives of my year of presidency has been to promote women’s education and in 
particular to adopt some initiatives in our colleges which can help our students to become leaders of 
their professions and agents of social change. 
The Women’s Commission has proposed to offer courses in leadership and teamwork skills in all 
the colleges, as an effective way of helping our students to face the world of work with adequate 
preparation.  The aim is to stimulate students to reflect upon their own motivations and their 
personal and professional qualities and strengths, as well as to provide practical skills for 
developing their own capacities to the full. 
This is a theme I am sharing with my colleagues at the head of top women’s colleges all over the 
world (from America to Africa, from the Middle East to Japan), whom I met last year in Boston and 
whom I will meet in Dubai next January for the 2nd international meeting of Women’s Education 
Worldwide. 
 
I want to emphasise this, to make it clear that the issues we are dealing with today and which are the 
purpose of our day-to-day work as principals of high-achieving educational establishments, are also 
considered a matter for international debate, reflection and statistical enquiry: this is the clearest 
sign that women’s education and the role of women in society are not questions to be put off to a 
later date. 
This is true in India, in Saudi Arabia and in Africa (where women are fighting to gain even basic 
rights); hence it is also true – or it ought to be true – in our own country.  There is ever more need in 
the world to pay attention to women’s education.  It is not merely a question of which schools to 
attend in order to become successful scientists, economists or medics: there are still many instances 
of discrimination which women have to face, in both rich and poor parts of the world. 
Of course, the objectives to be reached are very different.  In the United States, for example, the 
main objective of the leading women’s colleges is to free themselves from the traditional education 
in ‘liberal arts’ (designed to produce good housewives) and to motivate girls to study science and 
engineering.  Seen within this perspective, there is nothing very unusual about the comments of the 
President of Harvard, who believes women are inferior in scientific subjects.  They are simply a 
defensive move in the campus war - an attempt to defend a position of leadership acquired centuries 
ago. 
 
Mathematics, technology and computer science are also the degree subjects of young women in 
Saudi Arabia and Dubai: they study and work in complete separation from men, but their education 



is supported and funded by the government.  In the Middle East, where there is increasing 
recognition of the need to make good use of women’s strengths, attitudes towards women’s 
employment are rapidly changing.   
What about Italy?  In our country too, 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 is not only because of family responsibilities (which, statistically, are still 
borne almost entirely by women in our country) but also because they are less well-equipped 
(psychologically, according to some) to face the world of work. 
In stimulating our reflection today I think the results of two recent studies will be of use: the ISTAT 
investigation on graduate employment in 2004, published on June 1 2005, and the first National 
Report on women in business, produced by the Ministry of Production, the Committee for Women 
in Business and Unioncamere.  ISTAT has published the results of the sixth enquiry into graduate 
employment.  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. 
The gender of graduates, their degree subject and their geographical provenance are factors which 
may also favour the spread of ‘atypical’ forms of employment (including occasional or seasonal 
work). 
“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. 
“This wide variation in the quality of employment is confirmed in the perceived rewards and in 
workers’ levels of professional satisfaction.” 
Moreover, the differences between the genders 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 
positions 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 capacities to take the lead. 
The first report by the Ministry of Productive Activity, the Committee for Women in Business and 
Unioncamere, published in January this year, 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%). 
 
On presenting this first National Report on Women-Owned Businesses, the Under-secretary for 
Productive Activity, Giuseppe Galati, said that ‘in a world in which we are looking for new ways to 
support the competitiveness of the national productive system, seeking above all to renew the 
managerial culture of entrepreneurs, the feminine business style is turning out to be a winning 
factor.  This style has enabled women-owned businesses to reach an average of 24% of the total 
number of businesses nationally, with over 60% of these producing positive economic results.  It 
must increasingly be developed and valued as part of the heritage of business culture in our country, 
modelled as it is upon factors which are showing themselves to be of vital importance in all 
countries with advanced economies.  It must, however, make its own managerial flexibility its 
greatest weapon in organisational terms too, overcoming the rigidity already shown by 35% of 
businesses as compared with 26% of businesses headed by men.” 
 
What leads a woman to opt for business?  For the representatives of women-owned businesses, the 
idea is sparked off by their awareness of their own abilities and their determination to realise a 
project.  Compared to their male counterparts, women business owners show much higher 
percentages on questions regarding specific skills (54.8% compared with 32.3%) and the realisation 
of their own objectives/dreams (41.3% compared with 31.9%).  The profile which emerges is that of 
a motivated businesswoman, well prepared and/or aware of the importance of being in the know 
when it comes to doing business. 
 
Obstacles – 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).  Reconciling private life and working activity turns out to be a 
central prerogative in the feminine conception of doing business.  In other words, for 
businesswomen, work has positive connotations when it does not form an obstacle to family life – 
an aspect highlighted above all by married women with children, but which is not important to the 
central age bands (35-64). 
 
“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, 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. 
 


