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Abstract

There is evidence that age matters in politics. In this article we study whether implemen-

tation of affirmative action policies on gender can generate additional effects on an alter-

native dimension of representation, namely, the age of politicians. We consider an Italian

law which introduced gender quotas in candidate lists for local elections in 1993, and was

abolished in 1995. As not all municipalities went through elections during this period, we

can identify two groups of municipalities and use a difference in differences estimation to

analyze the effect of gender quotas on the age of elected politicians. We find that gender

quotas are associated with election of politicians that are younger by more than 1 year.

The effect occurs mainly due to the reduction in age of elected male politicians and is

consistent with the optimizing behavior of parties or of voters. (JEL codes: D72, J45)
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1 Introduction

The issue of the age of politicians is coming to the forefront of the political
debate. At the onset of the Arab spring, an article on the ‘Economist’1

pointed out that among the causes of the revolution one could name the
difference between the median age of the population and the age of pol-
itical leaders: autocracies show the largest gap between the two, whereas
democracies seem to favor younger leaders. The rapid aging of the popu-
lation may affect the age profile of the ruling class and further exacerbate
the intergenerational imbalances in the political landscape observed in
some countries or it can open up new challenges in countries in which
the political arena is currently not completely dominated by the elderly.
In the past years many countries have tried to promote a more balanced

representation in political institutions, resorting to affirmative action poli-
cies. These have generally targeted gender and ethnic minorities, in an
effort to make legislatures resemble more closely the population as a
whole. The low number of female politicians in local and national

1 15 February 2011.
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administrations is indeed considered a sign of lack of political representa-

tion in institutions and an obstacle to the legitimization of democratic

bodies; the same type of arguments apply to the representation of ethnic

minorities and may justify the adoption of affirmative action instruments.

The absence of age diversity in the political arena has never prompted the

implementation of any corrective measures. One can, however, wonder

whether the efforts to reach a more diverse pool of politicians in terms

of gender or ethnicities have also affected the age distribution of polit-

icians, narrowing the gap between the latter and the age distribution of

voters.
This article is a first attempt to assess the role of gender quotas in

influencing the age of elected politicians. With the goal to create more

room for women and to rebalance gender representation in politics, gender

quotas may trigger a broader renovation and rejuvenation of the political

class, typically dominated by elderly male. To assess the existence of this

‘spillover’ effect, we use a quasi-natural experiment in Italy: gender quotas

in candidate lists for local elections were introduced in 1993, and subse-

quently abolished in 1995. Since elections did not take place in all munici-

palities during the reform period, we can identify a treatment and a

control group and adopt a difference in differences estimation strategy

(see De Paola et al. 2010 and Baltrunaite et al. 2014) to analyze the

effect of gender quotas on the age of elected politicians. We show that

gender quotas, introduced with the purpose of increasing female represen-

tation, also have the effect of reducing the age of elected politicians. Thus,

gender quotas may help to mitigate the ruling of ‘male gerontocracies’.
The issue of the selection of Italian politicians is analyzed by a recent

and growing literature (Merlo et al. 2010; Galasso and Nannicini 2011;

Gagliarducci and Paserman 2012). Italy is often referred to as a country in

which expertise and power are concentrated in the older male generation

at the expense of the young and of women.2

The literature proposes several arguments on why one may care about

the age of leaders or decision-makers. Young leaders may have a different

leadership style: Schubert (1988), for instance, finds that aging is corre-

lated with a less active leadership approach and Schubert et al. (1987)—

that being old is associated with a stronger status in collective decision-

making. Barbuto et al. (2007) show that there are age differences in

transactional and transformational leadership styles. Simonton (1988) sur-

veys the link between personal age and outstanding achievement in

domains of creativity and leadership: one obstacle to detecting the

2 On the role of the cultural bias against women in the Italian labor market, see Campa
et al. (2011).
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connection between age and leadership is that most individuals fill pos-
itions of power for relatively brief spans of time which makes it hard to
estimate age-productivity profiles. Focusing on careers of 25 European
kings and queens from over a dozen nations, Simonton (1984) finds that
most objective performance indicators either decline with age or else exhi-
bit an inverted-U function with a peak at the 42nd year of life. If one
considers decision-making within groups as an additional aspect of polit-
ical activity, empirical evidence collected on teams in firms can also be
relevant: Wiersema and Bantel (1992) examine the relationship between
the demography of top management teams and corporate strategic change
and find that the firms most likely to undergo changes in corporate strat-
egy have top management teams characterized by lower average age.
Wegge and Schmidt (2009) focus on age diversity in teams within organ-
izations and show that it has a positive impact on performance. More
generally, focusing on the productivity by age of workers at a large car
manufacturer, Börsch-Supan and Weiss (2011) find that it does not decline
at least up to age 60 years: the number of errors increases with age, but the
severity of errors decreases.
Age may also affect preferences and, in the realm of politics, this may

determine the implementation of different policies. Lovenduski and Norris
(2003) in their study of gender differences in preferences over policies
among British politicians show that also age does prove important, with
the younger generation of politicians more favorable toward policies pro-
moting gender equality than the older one. Age is also a relevant variable
in determining voters’ preferences over different policies. An extensive
political economy literature has argued that our welfare states and the
dominant role of pensions can be explained by intergenerational economic
and political relations (Galasso and Profeta 2004) and that the ageing
process is associated with a change in size of the social security systems
(Razin et al. 2002; Galasso and Profeta 2007). Our welfare states and the
dominant role of pensions can be explained by ‘gerontocracy’, that is, the
elderly represent an interest-group which is successful in exerting political
power and obtaining transfers in its favor (Mulligan and Sala-i-Martin
2003). Age also influences the ability of voters to process information and
to make a correct vote, as discussed in Lau and Redlawsk (2008).
These different strands of the literature seem to reach the conclusion

that age matters in politics. Given this background, in this article we study
whether implementation of affirmative action policies on gender can gen-
erate additional effects on an alternative dimension of representation,
namely, the age of politicians. The analysis builds upon Baltrunaite
et al. (2014), to which we refer for a more detailed presentation of the
institutional features of the reform and the methodology adopted. They
show that the average level of education of elected councilors has
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increased, not only thanks to the higher presence of women who are on
average more educated, but also to the improvement in the average quality
of elected men. Besides being on average more educated than male elected
politicians, elected women are on average also younger. In this article we
find that gender quotas are associated with election of politicians who are
younger by more than 1 year. This effect is mainly due to the reduction in
age of elected male politicians and is robust to controlling for political
ideology and political competition. Our results may occur both due to the
optimizing behavior of parties, which consider older men of a lower
expected valence in gaining votes, and to the maximizing behavior of
voters, who rate younger male politicians better and vote for them. We
also point out that the specific context matters to assess the appropriate
age profile of politicians.
The article is organized as follows: the next section introduces the insti-

tutional framework and the data; Section 3 describes our empirical strat-
egy, Section 4 shows the results, and Section 5 concludes.

2 The Institutional Framework and the Data

2.1 Italian municipalities and the Law 81/1993

There are approximately 8100 municipalities in Italy. They vary signifi-
cantly in terms of geographic, demographic, and economic indicators. The
municipal administration manages the registry of births and deaths, the
registry of deeds, contracting for local roads and public works, and, most
importantly, social services. It is headed by a mayor, who is assisted by a
legislative body, the municipal council (Consiglio Comunale), and an
executive body, the executive committee (Giunta Comunale). Local elec-
tions take place every 5 years3 and municipal governments cannot affect
their schedule.4 Voters cast their votes for candidates’ lists, formed by
political parties or independent civic groups, and there is a possibility to
express a preference for candidates within a list.
In 1993 a law concerning the electoral system for municipalities and

provinces was approved. According to the Law 81/1993, neither sex
could represent more than two-third of the total candidates in electoral
lists for municipal councils in municipalities with more than 15,000 resi-
dents, whereas for municipalities with less than 15,000 residents neither sex

3 With the exception of the period 1993–1999, when the mandate was shortened to 4 years.
4 Elections can be anticipated in (arguably exogenous with respect to the introduction of

quotas) instances such as the death or resignation of the mayor. Elections take place only
in a specified time window of a year. If the term of the municipal council expires after this
period, elections are delayed. This explains why in some municipalities the term may be
longer than 5 years.
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could represent more than three-fourth of the total candidates. The quota

system was introduced to balance the gender composition in representative

institutions at local level. Namely, since usually the majority of the

candidates are male, the law established that at least one-third (one-

fourth, for municipalities with less than 15000 residents) of the positions

in electoral lists had to be reserved for women. In case the list did not

comply with the quota requirement, it was refused.5 In 1995 the provision

regarding gender quotas was abolished by the Constitutional Court. The

Judgment 422/1995 claimed that this provision was unconstitutional

because in violation of the principle of equality between sexes. All the

other reforms included in the Law were not modified.
As a result of the ruling, the provision on gender quotas was in effect for

a short period of time between 25 March 1993 and 12 September 1995.

Given the fixed term feature, not all the Italian municipalities were

affected by the reform: some municipalities voted with gender quotas,

and others never did so, as if the law had never been enacted. Thereby,

we identify the former as the treatment group (where ‘treatment’ is defined

as being exposed to gender quotas) and the latter as the control group. The

first group is composed of 7643 municipalities, which voted at least once

during the period when the law was in force; the second group consists of

the rest of the municipalities, in line with the strategy used by De Paola

et al. (2010).
As only gender quotas were removed, whereas the other provisions

introduced by Law 81/1993 remained in place, we can safely claim that

gender quotas are the only different institutional feature between our

treatment and control group municipalities. There are no reasons to sus-

pect that the 1993 reform had a differential impact on the two groups of

municipalities other than the gender quotas’ provision.

2.2 The data and descriptive analysis

In our analysis we use administrative data provided by the Italian Ministry

of the Interior on gender and age of all politicians elected in the Italian

municipalities. The sample covers the last election before the implemen-

tation of quotas and the first election after it, which happen, for the vast

majority of municipalities, during the period 1987–1999. We use these data

also to identify the political ideology of the majority in each municipal

council and to build a measure of political competition. In addition, data

regarding the size of the resident population over age 15 years and over

age 65 years, the employment rate (overall and female) and the education

5 The Law 81/1993 included other provisions besides gender quotas. See Baltrunaite et al.
(2014) for details.
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level in the municipality are taken from the 1991 and 2001 Italian Census
of Population.
To calculate the overall employment rate (Employment rate), the female

employment rate (Female employment rate) and the education level defined
as the share of university graduates (Local education level) we use the
resident population over age 15 years. Population over age 65 years is
calculated as the share of old population over the total population in a
given municipality. We measure political ideology using dummies for the
political leaning of the majority in the council.6 The variable Left-wing
majority is a dummy for a left-wing parties’ majority; the variable Centre-
right majority is a dummy for a center-right parties’ majority; the variable
Civic list majority is a dummy for councils in which the majority of mem-
bers are politicians elected through civic lists and the variable Coalition
majority is a dummy for councils in which seats are shared equally by two
or more parties with different ideology. The degree of political competi-
tion is measured by the difference between the share of seats of the win-
ning majority and that of the second largest group.
Table 1 reports averages of these variables in treated and control muni-

cipalities in 1991. The statistics show that, whereas the two groups do not
differ in terms of resident population size, control municipalities are more
likely to be in the South and they have a lower overall and female employ-
ment rate and a lower population share above age 65. Also, they are less
likely to be governed by a left-wing majority and show less competition in
local politics.
To motivate the further analysis, Figure 1 presents the graphical evi-

dence of the left-ward shift of the age distribution in treatment group
municipalities from the last election before the introduction of the
reform to the first election after it. It is evident that the density at ages
less than 40 years increases, while we see fewer politicians older than 40
years elected to municipal councils after the reform.

3 Empirical Strategy

In our quasi-experimental setup, we use a difference in differences estima-
tion to examine the effect of gender quotas on the age of elected
politicians. We identify municipalities which were exposed to gender

6 Since Italian local elections are characterized by a large number of parties running for and
winning the seats, in order to identify the majority we group parties according to their
political leaning and then determine the majority in a given municipal council and also the
remaining minority groups. Note therefore that in a municipality with, for example, a
left-wing majority, we may often have councilors from several different left-leaning
parties.
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Table 1 Baseline covariates

Variables Treatment Control Difference

Population 5926.50 5468.58 �457.922
se 431.137 569.214 1834.29
N 7633 424

Population over 65 years 0.18392 0.17062 �0.01329 ***
se 0.00074 0.00305 0.00323
N 7632 424

Employment rate 0.41311 0.37945 �0.03365***
se 0.00101 0.00444 0.00443
N 7633 424

Female employment rate 0.27145 0.24594 �0.02551***
se 0.00099 0.00445 0.00435
N 7633 424

Local education level 0.02081 0.02095 0.00014
se 0.00016 0.00068 0.00070
N 7633 424

Located in the South 0.25657 0.49765 0.241078***
se 0.00500 0.02425 0.02192
N 7643 426

Center-right majority 0.43177 0.47183 0.04006
se 0.00567 0.02422 0.02467
N 7643 426

Left-wing majority 0.47377 0.42254 �0.051232**
se 0.00571 0.02396 0.02485
N 7643 426

Civic list majority 0.06817 0.07512 0.00695
se 0.00288 0.01279 0.01258
N 7643 426

Coalition majority 0.02630 0.03052 0.00422
se 0.00183 0.00834 0.00800
N 7643 426

Political competition 0.45619 0.43135 �0.02484*
se 0.00313 0.01346 0.01361
N 7643 426

Note. Pre-treatment baseline covariates in treatment and control municipalities and their

difference. Covariates are population over age 15 years (Population), employment rate

(Employment rate), female employment rate (Female employment rate), share of university

graduates (Local education level), share of municipalities located in the South (Located in

the South), share of municipalities with center-right majority (Center-right majority), with

left-wing majority (Left-wing majority), with civic list majority (Civic list majority) and with

coalition majority (Coalition majority), political competition (Political competition) defined

as the difference between the seats’ share received by the majority and by the second largest

party group. Standard errors are in parenthesis. The following symbols indicate different

significance levels: ***-significant at 1%, **-significant at 5%, *-significant at 10%.
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quotas as the treatment group and municipalities which never voted with
gender quotas as the control group. Then, we run a number of munici-

pality-level regressions and compare the change in the average age of
municipal councilors across the two groups of municipalities in the last

election before the adoption of the law and in the first election immedi-
ately after it. Finally, we also analyze the effects on the age of elected

female and male politicians separately.
Since being exposed or not to gender quotas was induced by an exogenous

change in the institutional setting, we consider the treatment and the control

group status unrelated to other unobserved municipality characteristics
affecting the dependent variable.Moreover, in our setting selection into treat-

ment or control groups is especially unlikely, because the timing of voting

cannot bemanipulated by themunicipality itself due to the fixed termof local
governments.7

Due to staggered election dates, in our analysis we generally

do not compare voting outcomes for the treatment and the control
group in the same year. Roughly, ‘after reform elections’ for the treatment

group municipalities happen in the period March 1993–September 1995,
while ‘after reform elections’ for the control group happen during

Figure 1 Average age before and after the introduction of gender quotas.

7 This is in line with Baltrunaite et al. (2014) in which the reader can find a more detailed
discussion of the empirical strategy adopted.
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the period October 1995–July 1999. Hence, in our analysis we also implicitly

assume that, in the absence of the reform, the treatment group would have

had the same change in outcome as the control group during different

periods.
The baseline difference in differences estimator is of the form:

Yist ¼ �þ gTreatmenti þ ’Aftert þ �Treatmenti � Aftert

þ Xit�þ �s þ �st þ "ist
ð1Þ

where Yist is the outcome of interest and measures the average age of

politicians elected in locality i, in province s, in year t; Treatmenti and

Aftert are, respectively, dummy variables for municipalities affected by

gender quotas and for elections taking place after the introduction of

the reform, as already described. The variable Treatment allows us to

control for the unobserved time-invariant characteristics that may differ

across municipalities in the two groups, whereas the variable After cap-

tures the temporal trend common to both groups. More precisely, the

variable After does also account for the impact of other provisions

of the 1993 reform that affected all Italian municipalities.

Treatmenti � Aftert is the interaction term between the two dummies and

measures the treatment effect of our interest. Xit is a vector of control

variables including the population size, its square, the share of population

over age 65 years, the share of university graduates, and the share of

employed resident population at the municipal level. We also include

dummies for each province to account for the characteristics that are

common to municipalities in the same province and are constant over

time and indicate them with �s. �st is the interaction between province

dummies and the dummy After accounting for time and province-varying

shocks in the outcome variable. The inclusion of �st guarantees that time-

varying unobserved characteristics common to municipalities within the

same province do not drive our results. Finally, "ist is an error term.

4 Results

Table 2 presents the results of our main specification. Panel A focuses on

the effect of the reform on the average age of all members of the municipal

council; Panel B and Panel C replicate the same set of regressions on

female and male politicians, respectively, to investigate the existence of

differential effects according to the gender of the elected politician. In all

panels, Column 1 reports estimates of equation 1 without considering

control variables and province and province-After dummies. In Column

2 we include province dummies, in Column 3 we add control variables,
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Table 2 Average age of council members

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Panel A: all politicians
Treatment 0.106

(0.184)

�0.180

(0.155)

�0.197

(0.155)

�0.0748

(0.158)
After �0.115

(0.238)
�0.118
(0.232)

�0.250
(0.230)

�2.179***
(0.240)

Treatment*After �1.249***
(0.237)

�1.248***
(0.229)

�1.123***
(0.228)

�1.371***
(0.240)

Observations 16,225 16,225 16,197 16,197
R-squared 0.033 0.169 0.217 0.236

Panel B: female politicians
Treatment �0.294

(0.544)
�0.614
(0.549)

�0.552
(0.547)

�0.453
(0.569)

After �0.444
(0.581)

�0.266
(0.580)

�0.296
(0.570)

�1.437**
(0.576)

Treatment*After �0.570
(0.587)

�0.599
(0.588)

�0.499
(0.579)

�0.668
(0.579)

Observations 13,708 13,708 13,682 13,682
R-squared 0.005 0.044 0.082 0.090

Panel C: male politicians

Treatment 0.253
(0.193)

�0.103
(0.164)

�0.123
(0.163)

�0.0106
(0.166)

After 0.259
(0.247)

0.255
(0.240)

0.133
(0.239)

�2.369***
(0.262)

Treatment*After �0.995***
(0.251)

�0.988***
(0.244)

�0.872***
(0.244)

�1.099***
(0.262)

Observations 16,225 16,225 16,197 16,197

R-squared 0.009 0.149 0.185 0.203

Province fixed effects No Yes Yes Yes

Controls No No Yes Yes
Province fixed effects*After No No No Yes

Notes. Ordinary least square regressions of average age of council members. Panel A shows

the results for all politicians, Panel B for females, and Panel C for males. The sample

contains the last election before the adoption of gender quotas and the first election after

the adoption of this provision for every Italian municipality. For treated (control) munici-

palities, After elections are held when the gender quota is in force (no longer in force).

Columns 2–4 include province dummies; columns 3–4 control for the municipality employ-

ment rate, the share of university graduates, the share of population over age 65 years,

population over age 15 years and its square (coefficients of the control variables are not

reported); Column 4 includes interactions between province dummies and the dummy

After. Standard errors clustered at province level are in parenthesis. The following symbols

indicate different significance levels: ***-significant at 1%, **-significant at 5%, *-signifi-

cant at 10%.
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and in Column 4 we estimate the full specification in equation 1. Standard

errors are clustered at the province level.8

We observe that treatment and control group municipalities do not

significantly differ in terms of the average age of municipal councilors

and that this variable remains roughly the same in the After with respect

to the Before elections (see Panel A).9 However, the coefficient on the

interaction term Treatment � After is statistically significant and negative

in all columns. The estimates suggest that the reform reduced the average

age of the elected municipal councilors. Namely, after the introduction of

the gender quotas the average age of municipal councilors in the treatment

group municipalities decreased by 1.12–1.37 years more than in the con-

trol group.
We then divide the sample according to the gender of the elected coun-

cilors. The dependent variable in Panel B is the average age of the elected

female politicians. As the coefficient of interest is imprecise to the conven-

tional confidence levels in all columns, we cannot claim that in the treat-

ment municipalities the age of the elected women did evolve differently

after the reform compared to the control group. Note, however, that the

introduction of gender quotas still contributes to the average change in the

age of the elected politicians through its compositional effect. Namely,

more women are elected due to gender quotas (see De Paola et al. 2010;

Baltrunaite et al. 2014) and female politicians are on average younger than

male politicians.10

The regressions on the age of the elected male in Panel C show that the

age of male politicians experienced a larger reduction in the municipalities

affected by the reform than in the control group. The results indicate that

the age of male municipal councilors decreased by 0.87–1 year more in the

treatment group than in the control group. Therefore, our estimates in the

baseline specification are mainly driven by the reduction in the age of the

elected men rather than of the elected women.
To better qualify the result according to which the age of the municipal

councilors decreases more in treated municipalities, we compute the vari-

ance of age in municipal councils and use it as a dependent variable in our

regressions. Table 3 shows that in the treated municipalities the variance

8 The results are robust to clustering the standard errors at the municipality level.
9 Due to the inclusion of province dummies interacted with the dummy After, the signifi-

cant coefficient in Column 4 is not informative about the change in the average age of the
elected politicians in the After with respect to the Before elections.

10 Even though the reform only specified a certain percentage of female candidates without
imposing any constraint on the order of candidates of different gender, the evidence in
De Paola et al. (2010) and Baltrunaite et al. (2014) suggests that a potentially disadvan-
taged female candidates’ placement on the lists was not sufficient to mute the gender
quotas’ effect.
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decreased more than in the control group municipalities. Given that the
average age and the variance go down, the decrease in the average age of
politicians prompted by gender quotas does not hinge on the entry of a
small number of very young individuals.
To verify the robustness of our results, we control for political variables

which may also have an impact on the age of politicians. First, one may
argue that, given the staggered timing of municipal elections in the treat-
ment and control group, it is possible that the effects on the politicians’
age are mainly driven by changes in the winning parties’ ideology. We
therefore explicitly control for the political ideology of the majority in
municipal councils. Namely, the vector of municipality-level control vari-
ables is augmented with dummies for the political leaning of the majority
in the council. The distribution of councils according to this dimension can
be found in Table 1.
Table 4 shows that our results are robust to controlling for the political

ideology of the majority. In Column 1, the coefficient of interest
Treatment*After on the average age of all members of the municipal coun-
cil remains negative and statistically significant. The results for female and

Table 3 Variance

Variance of age of council members

Variables (1) (2) (3)
All Female Male

Treatment*After �9.557***
(3.287)

�16.85*
(9.918)

�9.609***
(3.506)

Observations 16,197 10,467 16,197
R-squared 0.179 0.043 0.160

Province FE Yes Yes Yes
Controls Yes Yes Yes
Province FE*After Yes Yes Yes

Notes. The table reports the difference in differences coefficient from ordinary least square

regressions of variance of age of councilors. Treatment and After dummies are included in

the regression, but their coefficients are not reported. The sample contains the last election

before the adoption of gender quotas and the first election after the adoption of this

provision for every Italian municipality. For treated (control) municipalities, After elections

are held when the gender quota is in force (no longer in force). All columns include

province dummies and interactions between province dummies and the dummy After.

All columns control for the municipality employment rate, the share of university gradu-

ates, the share of population over age 65 years, population over age 15 years and its square

(coefficients of the control variables are not reported). Column 1 shows the results for all

councilors, Column 2 for female councilors and Column 3 for male councilors. Standard

errors clustered at province level are in parenthesis. The following symbols indicate differ-

ent significance levels: ***-significant at 1%, **-significant at 5%, *-significant at 10%.
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male politicians separately are shown, respectively, in Columns 2 and 3.

The point estimates change their magnitude only slightly when compared

to the corresponding columns in Table 2. This piece of evidence suggests

that the results are not driven by differences in the winning parties’ com-

position across elections taking place on different dates.
Second, we control for the level of political competition in the munici-

palities. We want to check whether the impact of quotas on age remains

significant when controlling for the extent of political competition. We

measure the latter by computing the difference between the number of

seats of the winning majority and that of the second largest party group.

The larger this difference is, the lower the level of political competition.

Columns 4–6 in Table 4 show that indeed a stronger political competition

is associated with a lower average age of municipal councilors. Our coeffi-

cient of interest is negative and significant in all regressions.
Overall, our results show that the introduction of gender quotas

decreased the average age of individuals who became politicians in the

municipalities affected by the policy: the age of the overall political body

decreased by more in the treatment group municipalities than in control

ones. This result is due to the fact that fewer old male politicians were

elected. Given the lack of data on candidates’ lists, we cannot disentangle

whether these results are driven by optimizing behavior of parties or of

voters. We now discuss each of the two possible mechanisms separately,

keeping the other one fixed. As far as parties are concerned, gender quotas

impose a constraint on candidates’ choice by party leaders, since lists must

now include a lower number of males compared to the unconstrained choice

before the reform. Since parties are maximizing the expected number of

votes, they must re-optimize the choice of male candidates present on the

list. The significant reduction in the age of male politicians suggests that

older men are of a lower expected valence in gaining votes for the party.

This is in line with the findings of Lawson et al. (2010) that too old candi-

dates have a negative effect on electoral performance. However, see

Berggren et al. (2010) in which the effect of age varies. The observed

increase in the number of elected young male politicians may also be

the result of changes of voting behavior. Even if parties do not alter the

age composition of the male candidates, by their revealed preferences,

voters consider younger male politicians better and thus they vote for

them.11

11 Isolating the age-based voting decisions is a complex empirical issue. Previous studies
find divergent results. Campbell and Cowley (2013) show that candidates’ age has a
negligible effect on voters’ choices. Cutlers (2002) argues that sociodemographic simila-
rities between voters and candidates matter for their decision on whom to vote for.
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Our evidence documents the presence of a significant ‘spillover’ effect of
affirmative action policies targeted to raising female participation in pol-
itics on political selection mechanisms more in general. Since the existing
literature shows that age is relevant for both the leadership style and the
policies implemented, the overall assessment of the appropriate age profile
of a political body depends on the specific context. For instance, if youth
unemployment is a top priority, younger politicians are likely to tackle this
issue better (Marques 2013). Similarly, if renovation of the existing polit-
ical elite is needed, policy actions that rebalance the age (and gender) of
the ruling class may be desirable (Besley et al. 2013). On the contrary, if
experience and accumulated know-how are required, for instance, due to a
conflictual environment, older politicians may be preferred, as analyzed by
Spisak (2012).

5 Concluding Remarks

A male gerontocracy seems to dominate the political arena in several
countries. The aging process is expected to exacerbate this trend. Both
the age and gender of politicians matter: they may influence the style of
leadership, the productivity of decision-makers and their policy agenda.
Whereas gender quotas have been adopted and/or discussed in several
countries as a policy to increase the role of women in politics, the issue
of a more balanced representation by age has been relatively neglected
both in the debate and in research.
We argue that gender quotas may be a useful policy to improve not only

representation by gender but also by age, due to their ‘spillover’ effect on
the reduction of the age of elected politicians. Applying a difference in
differences approach to a quasi-natural experiment on Italian municipa-
lities, our results show that indeed gender quotas are associated with the
election of younger politicians. This result, which is particularly meaning-
ful in an aging world, extends the success of actions targeted to the pro-
motion of gender equality, as they turn to be a powerful mechanism to
renovate the current ruling class.
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