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Abstract
An absence of role models in girlhood is a popularly cited cause of the shortage of 
women in decision-making positions in adulthood. The power of leadership exists in a 
close relationship with public visibility, and this relationship is regularly foregrounded 
in adult interventions that seek to stimulate girls’ leadership aspirations through the 
public pedagogy of role models. We explore the problematic nature of such popular 
solutions through a framework suggested by feminist critique of the ‘fetishisation’ 
of representation, by their media effects foundations and by their alignment with 
neoliberal logics. Drawing on group interview workshops conducted in five English 
state schools, we find that role-model solutions offer an overly simplistic view of girls’ 
engagements with public figures, and that they recognise neither the contemporary 
conditions of women’s visibility nor how such conditions regulate girls’ imaginings 
of power along axes of ‘race’ and class as well as gender.
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Introduction

As the gender imbalance in decision-making roles garners increasing attention in the 
public sphere, a lack of role models in girlhood is popularly identified as a key factor 
in the shortage of women leaders in adulthood (BBC News Online, 2016; Fraser, 
2014; Warrell, 2018). The prevalence of this way of thinking can be understood within 
the wider discursive positioning of the ‘agentic girl’ as an emblem of social mobility 
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and change (Biressi, 2018; McRobbie, 2009), and simultaneously, as vulnerable to the 
influence of mass media (Gill, 2007). Role-model solutions addressing girls are, we 
argue, attempts to shape a specific element of the ‘public pedagogy’ of media texts 
(Giroux, 2004). In their intervention into the relationship between girl audiences and 
representations of women, they seek to regulate the meaning-making and identity 
work that characterises girls’ relationships with celebrity figures (Duits and van 
Romondt, 2009: 43).

A range of high-profile projects such as Sheryl Sandberg’s (2014) ‘Ban Bossy’ (the 
girl-orientated spin off from her 2013 ‘Lean In’ initiative1) in the United States and 
Edwina Dunn’s (2017) ‘The Female Lead’ here in the United Kingdom mobilise role 
models – including celebrities and women from professional fields – in popular cam-
paigns that aim to stimulate girls’ leadership ambitions. The concept of leadership itself 
and its traditionally individualist, authoritarian and masculine connotations is not, in 
general, challenged within such campaigns. Rather, their tendency is to encourage girls 
to function more successfully within its terms. There is a vast array of similar initiatives 
and programmes (Banet-Weiser, 2015; Biressi, 2018) and it could be argued that they are 
needed, as national and international surveys find that girls struggle to name female lead-
ers they admire (Estrada et al., 2015; Girl, 2018). However, popular role-model solutions 
are often based on simplistic ideas of gender-matching in which the complex relation-
ships that young people have with media figures are reduced to the assumption that 
exposure will lead to imitation. While there has been ground-breaking work investigat-
ing the ways in which engagement with celebrities can school the formation of youth 
aspirations (Mendick et al., 2018) and some exploration of girls’ discursive construction 
of leadership in educational contexts (Shinew and Jones, 2005), there remains a need to 
interrogate popular claims that ‘inspirational’ role models offered to girls have a trans-
formative, enabling effect on leadership aspirations.

Our analysis here disrupts some assumptions inherent in claims about the impact of 
role models through exploring the complexity of girls’ engagements with women in the 
public eye. We demonstrate ways in which role models may be both ‘sites of struggle’ 
(Mendick et al., 2018: 13) and the sites of ‘visual media governmentality’ that Angela 
McRobbie (2013) identifies as regulatory spaces where ‘the benchmarks and boundaries 
of female success are established’ (p. 122). We offer an analysis which attends to the 
meanings that girls attach to women leaders, and how these are shaped by wider gen-
dered discourses and by the inequalities that girls experience along intersectional axes. 
We begin by arguing for the problematic nature of role-model solutions in terms of their 
reliance on representation, their conservative and simplistic assumptions of media 
effects, and their mobilisation of neoliberal tenets. We then turn to data from our ‘Girls, 
Leadership, and Women in the Public Eye’ project to show how girls themselves respond 
to role models.

The representation problem

The underrepresentation of women in decision-making roles is identified globally as an 
issue of pressing significance. There exists a range of high-profile initiatives and data-
gathering organisations across political and corporate sectors with a focus on the 
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proportion of women leaders, for example 50:50 Parliament (n.d.) (https://5050parliament.
co.uk/), and the Forbes 30% Club (https://30percentclub.org/). Internationally, bodies 
such as the World Economic Forum (2020) and United Nations Women (2020) collect 
data on women in roles of local and national decision-making, but do not cross reference 
this with other data such as demographics of class and ‘race’.

Media and political attention to this issue has elevated the presence of women in 
leading roles to be the most prominent of concerns around gender inequalities. Lorna 
Finlayson (2018) argues that such a focus on representation is problematic in that it is 
often based on an assumption that having more women in high-profile roles is indica-
tive of greater equality more generally; it can also assume that representation is pro-
ductive of such equality, through what has been termed ‘trickle-down’ feminism 
(Jaffe, 2013), as women with the most powerful roles are assumed to create condi-
tions in which more women will flourish. Such simple counting of women neglects 
other key relations of domination and exclusion. Furthermore, implicit in concerns 
regarding the persistent underrepresentation of women in top professions is an 
approval of the competition and individualism required to achieve such roles 
(Cawston, 2016). Catherine Rottenberg (2018) sees the corporate feminism of popu-
lar campaigns such as Sheryl Sandberg’s (2013) Lean In as the birthplace of neolib-
eral feminist subjectivity, in which a woman recognises gendered inequality, but 
commits to her own individual economic advancement in response, rather than to 
collective action and social reform.

Inherent in the popular calls for more women leaders is an uncritical reproduction of 
leadership itself in its most androcentric political and corporate forms. As we argue else-
where (Paule and Yelin, 2021), girls’ leadership initiatives, while couched in terms of 
empowerment, work to stabilise the masculinist and corporate values and structures that 
subjugate and disempower women. Rather than focus on the existence and number of 
role models then, here we offer a consideration of the conditions of visibility for women 
in the public eye and of what their presence might mean for girls.

The role-model solution

The idea of the inspiring role model and the focus on women in leadership roles are 
closely entwined as both assume that increased visibility of women in top positions will 
encourage others to follow suit (Finlayson, 2018). This assumption is not without evi-
dence; the function of role models in the formation of youth aspirations has been explored 
(Allen and Mendick, 2012; Jackson and Vares, 2016), while the idea of the importance 
of leadership role models for women has gained traction both in corporate arenas (see, 
for example, Frazer, 2014; Pereira, 2012) and in management studies (Adamson and 
Kelan, 2018; Simon and Hoyt, 2013). A range of corporate and academic texts thus con-
tribute to the production of social knowledge about the value of leadership role models 
and the ways in which they may operate.

Given its popularity then, it is surprising that as a concept the role model remains 
somewhat ambiguous beyond being ‘someone to look up to’ (Gauntlett, 2002: 211). Its 
operations become yet more indistinct when role models are ‘distant’ media figures that 
may form part of a public pedagogy (Giroux, 2004; Stead and Elliott, 2018).

https://5050parliament.co.uk/
https://5050parliament.co.uk/
https://30percentclub.org/
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As well as concerns surrounding lack of definition, issues inherent in role-model 
assumptions mirror some key concerns identified in media effects claims. These include 
an agenda led by wider cultural anxieties, an assumption of fixed meanings in media 
texts or objects and a presumption of inadequacy in audiences or subjects (Gauntlett, 
2002). In both, there is a tendency to assume a particular influence of media on children 
and youth. This is evident throughout a well-established history of anxieties over girls as 
especially vulnerable to media content (Blumer, 1933: 205; Jackson and Vares, 2016; 
Perloff, 2014). However, an important difference exists between role-model assumptions 
and media effects claims in one regard: in the latter, vulnerable groups are typically held 
to be vulnerable to negative media messages, but not to positive content (McLeod, 
Eveland and Nathanson, 1997) whereas, in girl-empowerment initiatives, role models 
are assumed to work in benign, socially desirable ways. This, we suggest, is because 
role-model solutions are a manifestation of the discourses of both optimism and anxiety 
that coalesce around girlhood (Gonick, 2006). In such, solutions girls are simultaneously 
at risk in terms of their vulnerability to undesirable media messages (Mendick et al., 
2018) – here, in the form of non-endorsed role models – and the locus of hope as poten-
tial entrepreneurs of the self and of the future (Banet-Weiser, 2015).

Role models, neoliberalism and empowerment

In their attempts to shape individual subjectivities, popular role-model campaigns align 
with neoliberal thinking that ignores material inequalities beyond gender and promotes 
instead ‘equality of opportunity’ (Littler, 2018: 153). These campaigns belong to the 
genre of girl-empowerment initiatives that centre aspiration as the desirable, necessary 
force behind individuated social mobility, and in this case, potential leadership (Biressi, 
2018; Harris, 2004). They characterise structural barriers as surmountable through the 
development of self-sufficiency and leadership skills and self-promotion (Banet-Weiser, 
2015; Wilson, 2017). Role-model campaigns model the internalisation of responsibility 
for the surmounting of adverse contexts that is fundamental to the neoliberal subjectivity 
(Foucault, 2008: 226) and to the myth of meritocracy (Littler, 2018).2

Role models and the blurred categories of leader and 
celebrity

Even if one were to accept the premise that exposure to an increased number of female 
role models will fuel girls’ leadership aspirations, the nature of the role models them-
selves as sites of contestation raises further issues in terms of sanctioned forms of visibil-
ity. ‘The Female Lead’ (2019), for example, aims to provide ‘alternative role models to 
those ever-present in popular culture’ and warns against ‘celebrities and actresses’ as role 
models. ‘Ban Bossy’, however, features a range of celebrities in its materials. As Mary 
Beard (2017a: 13) observes, power has always been coupled to public prestige and a kind 
of celebrity. The blurring of celebrity and leadership is also reflective of a wider cultural 
shift which sees the increasing involvement of celebrities in political movements and 
processes, and politicians constructing celebrity identities (Adamson and Kelan, 2018; 
Marshall, 2014). Anxieties over both the celebritisation of leadership and ‘improper’ 
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forms of celebrity (Allen and Mendick, 2012) inform the restrictive ways in which girls 
are expected to admire role models, both in terms of the kinds of role model sanctioned 
for admiration, and within the discursive formations of leadership and celebrity them-
selves (Kokoli and Winter, 2015). Concerns reproducing conservative models of the 
public sphere and of what constitutes appropriate representation indicate how role-model 
solutions rely on the adoption of endorsed figures for admiration but, as an inevitable 
adjunct, are accompanied by ‘media effects’ fears of unwholesome influence.

Method

This article draws on data from our research project, ‘Girls, Leadership, and Women in The 
Public Eye’, which investigates the relationship between girls’ experiences and imaginings 
of leadership and their engagements with influential women in various media. Data were 
gathered through semi-structured focus group workshops and throughout dedicated social 
media groups in 2017–2018. In total, 50 girls aged 13–15 from five state-maintained schools 
across England in diverse geographical and socio-economic contexts took part. Participants 
were broadly representative of each school’s intake in terms of class, ‘race’ and ‘ability’. A 
secure, undiscoverable social media group was set up for participants in each school, in 
which girls could post images, memes and comments relating to their discussion.

Our prompt questions began by asking girls to describe the qualities of a good leader, 
and to nominate or describe any women whom they saw as possessing these qualities. 
Following questions focused on their perceptions of the representation and experiences 
of women leaders, on factors that enable women to occupy such roles, and on their expe-
riences of leadership roles themselves.

We deliberately refrained from asking participants specifically who their ‘role mod-
els’ were, and avoided the term unless participants used it themselves. The nomination of 
a role model implies that such a figure influences their aspirations and possibly their life 
outcomes (Jung, 1986). This fails to acknowledge that aspirations can be ‘cruel’ in their 
fostering of attachments to unachievable futures (Berlant, 2011). Asking girls to describe 
leadership qualities they admire or the women whom they feel possess such qualities, 
therefore, is not the same as asking them who their role models are.

The focus group workshops were designed to encourage the kind of dynamic and 
interrelational knowledge production that characterises ways in which meanings of 
media texts are negotiated among audiences as interpretive communities (Barbour, 2007; 
Fish, 1980) and among girls in peer group discussions (Mikel-Brown, 1998; Taft, 2011). 
Girls were encouraged to lead elements of discussion themselves. The social media 
groups enabled girls to continue to share ideas after the initial focus groups had ended, 
generating the kinds of ‘bonus insights’ that flexible online spaces for data generation 
can foster (Gaiser, 2008: 297).

Findings

Blurring the celebrity or leader divide

The first common assumption around role models that collapsed in discussions with girls 
was the categorisation of public figures as a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ influence along a fault line 
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of celebrity or leader. Girls’ responses erased distinctions between these two categories. 
Two strong patterns that emerged early in the data analysis were admiration concentrated 
on a few global figures, and within this, a blurring of the celebrity or leadership divide. 
The most sustained discussion focused on Michelle Obama and Beyoncé in all five par-
ticipant groups, with Michelle Obama emerging as the figure of greatest interest or admi-
ration. In this article, we focus, therefore, particularly on these two women. It is not 
solely in their prominence and popularity that they are of interest, but because discus-
sions of them coalesced around neoliberal myths of self-improvement, the policing of 
women’s domains and the risks of visibility.

While indicating the pervasiveness of celebrity politics in the public sphere, our par-
ticipants’ perceptions of women as leaders at first appear to evade adult categorisations 
of ‘celebrity’ and ‘leader’ (Marsh et al., 2010). While the celebrity aspects of leadership 
were recognised – for example, Molly remarked that ‘[b]asically leaders are celebrities 
because everybody knows them . . . as soon as they step into that power, they are auto-
matically a celebrity because they’re in the public eye’, while Amina observed that as ‘a 
leader you get a lot of attention don’t you. Kind of celebrity and things like that’. Girls 
were invariably less concerned with the public role a woman occupied, and more with 
how far her concerns represented issues of importance to themselves. Their choices are 
also illustrative of ways in which girls’ explorations of such ideas are shaped by the 
wider discursive context in which they take place; their favourite women leaders were 
among those identified by Anita Biressi (2018) as exemplifying mainstream politics’ 
attempts to revivify itself through mobilising girls to promote conservative political dis-
course, a discourse in which both representations of and exhortations to female success 
are taken as signs that equality has been achieved.

Intersectionality, privilege and the idea of overcoming

A second way that the girls’ ideas about leadership pose problems for common assump-
tions about role-model solutions is the fact that, by focusing on the existence of a female 
role model as de facto evidence that gender barriers are surmountable, role-model dis-
course inadequately accounts for the way that girls experience the (in)accessibility of posi-
tions of leadership through intersecting axes of race, class and regionality with gender.

Participants’ discussions suggested that they did see women’s presence in high-profile 
roles as a sign of wider equality. They saw women overcoming difficult conditions, including 
gendered restrictions, to achieve status and power as demonstrating that society is working as 
it should be in terms of providing opportunity and rewarding merit. This was tempered, how-
ever, with the ideas of ‘austere meritocracy’ (Mendick et al., 2018: 9), of entrenched forms of 
classed and masculinised power, and of the ‘implied whiteness’ of ideal forms of femininity, 
including those implicit in ideals of female leadership (Biressi, 2018). Just as celebrity culture 
is classed, raced and geographically contingent, and hierarchies of oppression operate along 
these axes (Christiansen and Richey, 2015; Currid-Halkett, 2013; Skeggs and Wood, 2008; 
Tyler and Bennett, 2010), class, race and gender were pronounced in the framing both of 
girls’ admiration of prominent women and of their awareness of their own opportunities. 
Both Michelle Obama and Beyoncé promote a form of girl empowerment that is centred on 
personal confidence, self-determination and individualism (Mirza and Meetoo, 2018); these 
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qualities were exemplified in popular memes shared by the girls. One variant shows Michelle 
Obama with an extract from a speech given at a London girls’ school (2009): ‘Whether you 
come from a council estate or a country estate, your success will be determined by your own 
confidence and fortitude’. This illustrates the kind of ‘popular parable’ described by Littler 
(2018) as encapsulating the Western narrative of social mobility, a narrative that both obscures 
social division and promotes an image of the elite as ordinary individuals, ‘just like us’ (p. 
116), who are living a life attainable by us. Shameem felt that ‘it just shows that someone who 
came from a background or was born as a minority, can have that opportunity to be in the 
spotlight’. For Shameem, Obama’s Black identity served as a marker of disadvantage – for all 
her global visibility, participants knew little of her socio-economic background. Similar dis-
cussion took place around Beyoncé, who was described by Chloe as having ‘had so many, 
like, difficult situations in her life’. Michelle Obama and Beyoncé were both felt to have 
earned their influence through a combination of hard work and the ‘right’ kind of motivation.3 
Their success and prominence were, however, understood as taking place in contexts of wider 
inequality that particularly disadvantage women. Apprehension of these contexts was shaped 
by participants’ own experiences of inequality along intersectional axes. For Black partici-
pants, Michelle Obama was read first and foremost through her identity as a Black woman. 
For these girls, Obama was a figure of pride and possibility in terms of representation, as is 
shown in this exchange:

Toya:  Because I watch her and she’s like, I’m a black woman, I’m here talking to 
you here, you can make a change. That was quality.

Tani:  She’s proud to be black. Not a lot of women now are like proud to be black.

The participants in the same group praised Beyoncé for celebrating Black culture and 
women in the face of public hostility:

Toya:  You know that Superbowl performance? She did the arrow thing, she did a 
wonderful formation, she got a lot of like hit backs for it.

Ayana:  She got a lot of remarks for it because she did women things in her 
performance.

That neither Michelle Obama nor Beyoncé’s racialised identity was mentioned by White 
participants is suggestive of the wider erasure of racial specificity inherent in popular 
White feminisms (Banet-Weiser and Portwood-Staycer, 2017). In media coverage of 
both women, a foregrounding of universalising, feminised factors such as relationships, 
fashion and family have been identified (Short, 2015; Utley, 2017; White, 2011), and 
indeed these factors figured in participants’ discussions. Such foregrounding locates both 
women within traditional patriarchal structures and renders them intelligible in ways that 
are consistent with Eurocentric ideals of femininity (Block, 2017: 163).

Role models and classed geographies

Classed geographies came into play for girls from disadvantaged regions outside the 
capital. While admiring the same women, they were less likely to see their presence in 
the public eye as indicative of wider equalities. They did not see successful women as 
overcoming similar hurdles as themselves, and recognised that many who 
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occupy positions of influence are drawn from already privileged groups. In a school in 
the post-industrial north-west of England, there was consensus among participants that 
the apparent opportunity modelled by women leaders was not easily realisable for them-
selves. Leaders were discussed in ways that reproduced wider framings of the operations 
of privilege through institutional and geographical signifiers (Currid-Halkett, 2013; 
Savage et al., 2001), as indicated by the following exchange:

Callie:  If you take people from like posh areas, they’d have all this (opportu-
nity) . . . because Bradford is not like a very posh place.

Cadence: Oxford, they’re posh people, right?
Amina: We’re not one of the best areas.
Geri:  If someone came here, like from somewhere where it don’t look like this, 

they’d be shocked. But like, I don’t think people know that there are places 
like this in England.

Maya:  Yeah, like all the posh country, they’d run a country on their beliefs and 
how they’ve been brought up, so with money and everything they’ve ever 
needed. Whereas, if you’ve got people that have nothing, they could pos-
sibly be better leaders because they’ve had to try harder to get why they 
are. So if you had to, if you took people from places like Bradford, they 
may be in better control than people from posh places because they can, 
they’ve actually had a chance, an opportunity, like an opportunity to see 
the rest of the world for what it really was, instead of being in their own 
little bubble of richness and happiness.

Here, representation of the disadvantaged by the elite was as a matter of concern; rather than 
generating the ‘intrigue of difference’ (Littler, 2018: 135). Leaders from privileged back-
grounds emphasised the girls’ sense of their own disadvantage and disempowerment:

Becky:  If you’re higher up, people are more likely to listen to you . . . but if one 
of us was to be like, we want this to happen, I don’t, kind of how society 
works, you wouldn’t really get like much recognition for it.

Serena:  That is it, the higher up you are, the more respect you have and having 
respect is . . . you have some sort of say in what happens.

While participants reproduced some of the meritocratic narrative of ‘earned success’ 
attaching to Michelle Obama and Beyoncé, in terms of their own lives, they saw ideas 
around equality of possibility and self-made success as myths. They struggled to name 
other leaders as emerging from disadvantage, or to whom they felt could relate. A sole 
focus on gender as the indicator of equality means that for these girls, proffered female 
role models may serve to further normalise structures of power and inequality because 
those endorsed for their admiration are too often drawn from a privileged pool.

Role models, motives and the gendering of leadership: 
making a difference versus seeking power

The third way in which role-model discourse falters at the point of its encounter with 
girls is the failure to take into account the proliferation and strength of cultural narratives 
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that penalise women for seeking power, and restrict its exercise to more traditionally 
feminised domains. Here, we bring into our analysis girls’ discussion of Hillary Clinton; 
because she was frequently evoked as a kind of foil to Obama’s virtues in ways that illu-
minated girls’ sense of the ways in which women can and should achieve and perform 
leadership.

The curtailment of women’s participation in structures of power is not a contemporary 
problem; Rebecca S. Richards (2015) makes a compelling case for gendered difference 
as both inherent in the creation of, and appropriated by, the policing of the patriarchal 
‘nation state’ in ways that render women’s seeking of power as a destabilising challenge, 
while Mary Beard (2017b) demonstrates that mechanisms that silence women and sever 
them ‘from the centres of power’ have been practised for thousands of years in Western 
cultures. Although the space allowed to women leaders – be they celebrities, corporate 
stars or politicians – in contemporary culture has expanded over the last century in 
Western democracies, it is still constrained by gender in ways that resonate with the 
essentialised feminised leadership traits described earlier. Furthermore, contemporary 
conditions of visibility for women add new pressures which compete with older but 
nonetheless potent gendered mores, adding new tensions and complexities to navigate, 
and these increase exponentially along intersectional axes. For the girls in our study, 
these coalesced around issues of authenticity and motive.

That women leaders should be seen to work towards creating greater equality was an 
important criterion for most participants, and both Michelle Obama and Beyoncé were 
lauded for promoting the interests of girls, in particular. Judgement of both women, how-
ever, depended largely on perceived authenticity, and this authenticity was linked to 
perceptions of motive and to claims to struggle. Beyoncé’s celebrity status was seen as 
driven by a kind of ministry to girls, as exemplified in this exchange:

Ayana:  I don’t even think Beyoncé does it for the money. She just wants to be 
heard and wants to make a difference.

Tani:  It’s just like that thing that girls can run the world if you want to, don’t 
give up.

Michelle Obama’s desire to promote girls’ interests was also seen as a key motivation in 
seeking power.

Shameem:  I think she wants to be a leader because she’ll be good for young girls 
like us and she has an impact on us . . . people would know that she’s 
actually in it for that, not just because she’s famous

Helen:  I think because . . . whilst she was First Lady she didn’t take advantage 
of the fact that she had tons of money now and she . . . she did a lot of 
stuff to help the environment in the community, not just like herself. She 
donated to a lot of charities and she’s kind of like, I think she was a role 
model for most girls, I think.

Tani:  A person who works in the White House shouldn’t be like focused on 
fame and all of that . . . But like for Michelle Obama she’s different 
because she’s trying to help people and the only way she can help people 
is by getting known.
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Here, Beyoncé’s celebrity and wealth, and Michelle Obama’s political celebrity status 
are seen as inevitable adjuncts of power, as means of doing good rather than as sought 
for their own sake – fame becomes ‘the only way’ a woman can help people. This ‘doing 
good’ discourse aligns with essentialised models of the caring, ethical woman leader 
(Enderstein, 2018; Lewis, 2014; Prugl, 2012) and becomes a way of reconciling the 
individualism of popular leadership models and neoliberal self-advancement with 
acceptable modes of femininity.

Although both women claimed to want to empower girls, there were notable differ-
ences in participants’ reception of Michelle Obama and Hillary Clinton in terms of per-
ceived motivation, for example,

Maya:  She (Hillary) was in it for power as well. Her husband had done it and she 
was already in politics and she just . . . for her it was probably just being 
sick of being the one in the background, not making the proper decisions

Rachel:  I think the difference between Hillary and Michelle, is that I feel like 
Hillary was a lot more, well she still is a lot more, power hungry than 
Michelle

Hillary Clinton’s professed desire to inspire girls was called into question, with Helen 
expressing scepticism over Clinton’s (2016) election night tweet that told ‘every little 
girl who dreams big’ that ‘tonight is for you’, thus,

I don’t think that she was 100% all for girls, I think she might have just tweeted that because, 
you know, oh hey this could win me the election I guess

Significant in the way Hillary Clinton and Michelle Obama were discussed was the 
fact that Clinton had put herself forward for a powerful public role. The girls’ judge-
ments reflect a wider cultural disparagement of women who are perceived as staking a 
claim to patriarchal territory (Beard, 2017b; Manne, 2018), and the hostile arena cre-
ated for women by the confluence of celebrity and politics (Zoonen, 2006: 299). 
Studies of press coverage of both women reveal that Michelle Obama’s not seeking 
presidential office for herself, while Hillary Clinton had done so, shaped the different 
media treatment of the two women (Rhee and Sigler, 2015; Utley, 2017); in aiming for 
the presidential role Clinton was denigrated for poaching on male preserves (Manne, 
2018).

While participants’ preferences may also be symptomatic of the generational divide 
between the two women’s appeal (Dolan and Hansen, 2018), admiration of Michelle 
Obama over Hillary Clinton indicates how girls’ engagements with women in the public 
eye are shaped by and normalise wider discourses of gender and power and the perceived 
limits to a woman’s domain. Some participants recognised that public opinion of Hillary 
Clinton, including their own, was shaped by the media treatment she received as a result 
of seeking election – for example, Rachel observed, ‘Hillary obviously, was going for 
president, so she was more in the spotlight than Michelle, so people were going to look 
for her insecurities and look for bad things about her’.

This sense of appropriate domains for women in the public eye was also an area where 
girls made some distinction between different kinds of celebrity and leadership. This is 
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demonstrated in the following exchange, showing awareness that public approval for a 
woman is contingent on perceptions that she is staying in her lane:

Laura:  So if it was Beyoncé, no one really has an opinion unless they don’t like 
her music. But no one really hates her with that passion that they might 
hate someone in politics.

Toya:  The people that don’t like Beyoncé, the only reason why they all say they 
don’t love her is because people were branding, you know how people 
were calling her the queen. That’s the only reason why they get, why is she 
being called the queen, why are you putting tags on her.

Such responses indicate the critical and nuanced readings that girls as experienced con-
sumers bring to media texts and figures, and also ways in which their views are inevita-
bly shaped by the wider discursive regime in which their meaning-making takes place. 
This has implications for the aims and the claims of role-model solutions; while girls are 
clearly not the passive dupes of media messages, the gendered values and ideologies that 
participants reproduced in their discussions carry the hegemonic weight of wider culture, 
and are unlikely to be shifted far by individual examples.

Participants’ perceptions of motivation were also complicated by those of authenticity, 
and these align with narratives of self-improvement and overcoming. As Littler (2018) 
observes, media framings of powerful elites often present them in terms of the meritocratic 
myth that ‘no matter where you start off in life, you can, with passion and effort, compete 
and rise up’ (p. 121). The idea of authenticity as a media construction around such narra-
tives of struggle and just deserts is inherently self-contradictory and ambivalent (Banet-
Weiser, 2013; Holmes, 2005; Yelin, 2020), but such ‘authenticity’ is not only a feature of 
popular representations; it is central to what Allen and Mendick (2012) describe as ‘the 
moral economies of personhood and processes of class-making’ (p. 2). While such pro-
cesses might render the too-authentically working class less valued in the eyes of audi-
ences, when combined with aspiration and upwards mobility in narratives surrounding 
both Michelle Obama and Beyoncé, disadvantage conveys authenticity. Michelle Obama’s 
perceived political outsider status also made her more relatable and accessible; Carly 
observed that ‘she’s not like all politicians who just walk around and tell you what to do 
and try being above everybody else. She can be like a normal person, but then she can also 
have the politics side as well’. The evocation of ‘normal’ here is significant in the light of 
Littler’s (2018: 120) identification of ‘normcore’ as representational strategies through 
which the elite perform ‘ordinariness’ rather than difference, drawing on meritocratic dis-
course that frames them as hard-working, deserving and every-day.

Giving voice and the risks of visibility

Finally and most significantly, fundamental to our issue with role-model solutions is that they 
assume that increased exposure to women in the public eye will show girls what they can 
achieve, and inspire them to want to achieve similar status. This does not take into account 
the hostile conditions of representation faced by women in the public eye. Our data reveal that 
witnessing women in the public eye often operates as a cautionary tale against seeking posi-
tions of power which entail visibility, actively discouraging girls from such roles.
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While the girls in our study reproduced some of the restrictive discourse surrounding 
women who explicitly seek power, they did express a desire to see more women in pow-
erful roles. However, they saw the experiences of women in the public eye as providing 
evidence of gendered discrimination rather than as evidence of equality achieved. They 
saw inequality constituted by the very conditions of visibility for women; across our 
participating schools, girls identified elements of discrimination, misogyny, and risk 
inherent in life in the public eye. They recognised the particular dilemma that the polari-
sation of feminist, visibility and politics creates for women (Zoonen, 2006: 299), with 
Ayana observing that ‘if they’re not famous, no one is going to listen to them’. Women 
were perceived as less permitted to make mistakes and less likely to be praised for their 
successes than were men. Becky felt that ‘You’re not acknowledged for what you do 
right, you’re acknowledged for what you do wrong’, while Molly observed that ‘women 
get judged more’. Serena imagined how it would feel to be a woman leader in the public 
eye thus, ‘Everything you do wrong is enlarged. So it’s just like super pressure for being 
in charge. Because you’re on the face of everything, so if you do one wrong then it could 
go worldwide’.

Participants’ impressions of the risks of visibility are borne out: women leaders face 
more media abuse and more questioning of their capacity than do men, combined with a 
relentless focus on appearance (Gershon, 2012; Ross, 2002; Tischnet, Malson and Fey, 
2019). In each group of participants there was a consensus that, far from encouraging 
aspiration, the experiences of women in the public eye operated as a deterrent. For exam-
ple, Chloe felt ‘that women can be less ambitious because of these limitations and how 
they see how other women leaders get scrutinised’.

The perception of the degree of risk was a key area in which girls’ views on represen-
tation as constitutive of equality differed along intersectional lines. For Black partici-
pants in a London school in a disadvantaged borough, the need for representation was 
felt more acutely while the risks were seen as far more intense. For these participants, 
Michelle Obama and Beyoncé’s status as women leaders was not seen as evidence of a 
more equal rebalancing of power; rather, the girls identified the intersecting pressures 
and disadvantages created by gender and ‘race’ and the negative attention that campaign-
ing on equality issues draws down upon women. They viewed the exceptionality of 
influential Black women as highlighting the barriers to power and the risks faced by 
BAME women more widely:

Avril:  Michelle Obama for example, all the people who don’t like her are kind of 
like obvious about it and upsettingly, partially it’s because of her race and 
because she’s a woman I guess.

Kelly:  I think that that’s and every time she does her speeches I think she does try 
to make that point across, not by directly saying it, but by sort of saying that 
she just wants to help even if she either gets dissed, or not really recognised 
as much, she is at least making the change which is what’s important to 
her.. . .

Ada: She (Beyoncé) is letting her voice be heard.
Judith:  Beyoncé is a good leader because she’s speaking up for other women that 

can’t be heard.
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The idea of representation as giving voice to the disenfranchised was a key theme with 
this group; some of the girls made a poster for the session with the logo ‘Just because you 
don’t know my story doesn’t mean I have no voice’. Formal representation in politics 
was seen as ineffective in promoting their interests; for example, Toya maintained that 
‘in this world that we’re in, Government is out of the door’.

When considering leaders they admired, members of this group also listed Black lead-
ers who had been arrested, assaulted, or assassinated, and Toya summed up starkly, 
‘Every black person that’s done something good got shot in the head’. She described 
women, especially Black women, as living with a hyper-awareness of risk and of the 
surveillance that accompanies those in the public eye most intensely, observing that 
‘Black women are smart, they know how to get around, because they will know, they can 
sense when someone is looking at them. Not only black, women in general. Because 
we’re more scared’. Toya’s perception of scrutiny and hostility is borne out by analysis 
of media representations of BAME women politicians. They may receive more press 
attention than White female candidates due to exceptionality, but that press coverage is 
‘exceptionally negative and narrowly focused on their ethnicity and gender’ (Ward, 
2017: 43), and they receive by far the greatest amount of online abuse (Amnesty 
International, 2017; Demos, 2016). Rather than imagining themselves as future decision-
makers, Black participants in this group saw the level of risk confronting Black women 
leaders in the public eye as too great to contemplate for themselves.

Conclusion

If the properly aspiring, empowered girl who will grow up to close the gender leadership 
gap is a new kind of subject necessitating a new regulatory mediascape (Kokoli and 
Winter, 2015), the campaigns promoting leadership role models for girls can be viewed 
as a part of that new mediascape in their attempts to tap into in celebrity youth cultures 
and to shape discourses surrounding women and power. Our findings indicate that popu-
lar role-model initiatives are, however, problematic in several ways. In their focus on 
representation alone and their single-issue axis of gender, role-model solutions are dif-
ficult to reconcile with intersectional feminisms and wider equalities agendas. 
Furthermore, their uncritical adoption of media effects assumptions means that they fail 
to take into account the situated realities of girls’ engagement with public figures, nor the 
conditions of visibility for women in the public eye. In our study, rather than simply 
accepting and wishing to emulate women leaders, participants’ views reflected feminist 
concerns that having more women represented in positions of power is not necessarily 
indicative of wider equalities nor likely to promote their own access to decision-making 
roles. The meanings the girls attached to the women leaders they discussed were shaped 
by their own contexts in terms of gender, class and ‘race’. Within these contexts how-
ever, girls drew on and reproduced global media discourses surrounding women and the 
‘proper’ pursuit of influence. Such discursive regulation further limits the possibilities of 
girls imagining future power for themselves.

In contrast with the claims of role-model solutions, our findings suggest that being 
exposed to more leading women in the public eye, however, popular such women may 
be, is not enough in itself for girls to view their own conditions as surmountable nor to 
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imagine themselves in decision-making roles in the future. Participants’ engagements 
with figures that might be described as ‘role models’ were shaped not only by their own 
experiences, but by their awareness of the increasing hostility directed at women in the 
public eye, and of the particular targeting of BAME women within this (Demos, 2016). 
Conditions of public visibility are so hostile to women that exposure to coverage of influ-
ential women may deter girls from leadership rather than encouraging them. These find-
ings illustrate the limits of contemporary exhortations to voice and to visibility for girls 
(Harris, 2004: 127); the incitement to discourse is outweighed by the risks of speaking 
up. This is not to say that the girls rejected the idea of assuming powerful roles and mak-
ing change – indeed, as we argue elsewhere (Paule and Yelin, 2021), they offer original 
models for collective change-making towards progressive goals – but they were deterred 
by the inherent visibility. This was succinctly summarised by Serena, to whom we leave 
the final word: ‘These things don’t make me think I wouldn’t want to be in charge, they 
make me think I don’t want to be known for it’.
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Notes

1. ‘Lean In’ is a globally successful campaign and book by Facebook’s Chief Operating 
Executive Sheryl Sandberg. The strategies it recommends to women for achieving workplace 
success have been criticised as reactionary and individualist.

2. We offer a more detailed analysis of the neoliberal feminist address of both the ‘Ban Bossy’ 
and ‘The Female Lead’ campaign materials in our article: Paule and Yelin (2020)

3. This theme is explored further in our article, ‘The best thing about having Meghan join the 
Royal Family is that she actually has black in her’: Yelin and Paule (2021)

References

50:50 Parliament (n.d.) 50:50 Parliament. Available at: https://5050parliament.co.uk/
Adamson M and Kelan E (2018) ‘Female heroes’: Celebrity executives as postfeminist role mod-

els. British Journal of Management 30: 981–996. Available at: https://onlinelibrary.wiley.
com/doi/abs/10.1111/1467-8551.12320

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6944-9197
https://5050parliament.co.uk/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1467-8551.12320
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1467-8551.12320


252 European Journal of Cultural Studies 25(1)

Allen K and Mendick H (2012) Young people’s uses of celebrity: Class, gender and ‘improper’ 
celebrity. Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education 34(1): 77–93.

Amnesty International (2018) Women abused on Twitter every 30 seconds: New research reveals 
the staggering level of abuse against women journalists and politicians from the UK and US 
on Twitter last year. 18 December. Available at: https://www.amnesty.org.uk/press-releases/
women-abused-twitter-every-30-seconds-new-study

Banet-Weiser S (2013) Authentic TM: The Politics of Ambivalence in a Brand Culture. New York: 
New York University Press.

Banet-Weiser S (2015) ‘Confidence you can carry!’: Girls in crisis and the market for girls’ 
empowerment organizations. Continuum 29(2): 182–193.

Banet-Weiser S and Portwood-Stacer L (2017) The traffic in feminism: An introduction to the 
commentary and criticism on popular feminism. Feminist Media Studies 17(5): 884–888.

Barbour R (2007) Doing Focus Groups. London: Sage.
BBC News Online (2016) Role model campaign to encourage female leaders. BBC, 29 August. 

Available at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-37209280
Beard M (2017a) Women in power. London Review of Books 39(6): 9–14.
Beard M (2017b) Women and Power: A Manifesto. London: Profile Books.
Berlant L (2011) Cruel Optimism. London: Duke University Press.
Biressi A (2018) From the girl to the world: Good girls as political endorsers and agents of change. 

Communication, Culture and Critique 11(3): 399–417.
Block R Jr (2017) Race, gender, and media coverage of Michelle Obama. Politics, Groups, and 

Identities 5(1): 161–165.
Blumer H (1933) The Movies and Conduct. New York: Macmillan.
Cawston A (2016) Are feminism and competition compatible? Hypatia: A Journal of Feminist 

Philosophy 311: 204–220.
Christiansen LB and Richey LA (2015) Celebrity-black: The meanings of race and performances of 

aid celebrity outside the mainstream Hollywood/UK circuit. Celebrity Studies 6(4): 505–518.
Clinton H (2016) To every little girl who dreams big: Yes, you can be anything you want – Even 

president: Tonight is for you. Twitter Post. 8 June. Available at: https://twitter.com/hillary-
clinton/status/740349871073398785?lang=en

Currid-Halkett E (2013) The geography of celebrity and glamour: Reflections on economy, cul-
ture, and desire in the city. City, Culture and Society 4(1): 2–11.

Demos (2016) New Demos study reveals scale of social media misogyny. Demos, 26 May. 
Available at: https://demos.co.uk/press-release/staggering-scale-of-social-media-misogyny-
mapped-in-new-demos-study/

Dolan K and Hansen M (2018) Blaming women or blaming the system? Public perceptions of 
women’s underrepresentation in elected office. Political Research Quarterly 71(3): 668–680.

Duits L and van Romondt VP (2009) Girls make sense: Girls, celebrities, and identities. European 
Journal of Cultural Studies 12(1): 41–58.

Dunn E (2017) The female lead: Women who shape our world. Available at: https://www.penguin.
co.uk/books/110/1109689/the-female-lead/9781785033520.html

Enderstein A (2018) Not just a girl: Reworking femininity through women’s leadership in Europe. 
European Journal of Women’s Studies 25(3): 325–340.

Estrada JD, García-Ael C and Martorell JL (2015) Gender differences in adolescents’ choice of 
heroes and admired adults in five countries. Gender and Education 27(1): 69–87.

Finlayson L (2018) The third shift: The politics of representation and the psychological turn. 
Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 43(4): 775–795.

Fish S (1980) Is There a Text in this Class? The Authority of Interpretive Communities. Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press.

https://www.amnesty.org.uk/press-releases/women-abused-twitter-every-30-seconds-new-study
https://www.amnesty.org.uk/press-releases/women-abused-twitter-every-30-seconds-new-study
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-37209280
https://twitter.com/hillaryclinton/status/740349871073398785?lang=en
https://twitter.com/hillaryclinton/status/740349871073398785?lang=en
https://demos.co.uk/press-release/staggering-scale-of-social-media-misogyny-mapped-in-new-demos-study/
https://demos.co.uk/press-release/staggering-scale-of-social-media-misogyny-mapped-in-new-demos-study/
https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/110/1109689/the-female-lead/9781785033520.html
https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/110/1109689/the-female-lead/9781785033520.html


Paule and Yelin 253

Foucault M (2008) The Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the Collège de France 1978-1979 (trans. 
G Burchell). New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

The Guardian (2014) Young women need female role models to inspire success. Helen Fraser, 
22 October. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/women-in-leadership/women-lead-
ership-blog/2014/oct/22/women-role-model-penguin

Gaiser TJ (2008) Online focus groups. In: Fielding N, Lee RM and Blank G (eds) The Sage 
Handbook of Online Research Methods. London: Sage, pp.290–306.

Gershon SA (2012) When race, gender, and the media intersect: Campaign news coverage of 
minority congresswomen. Journal of Women, Politics & Policy 33(2): 105–125.

Gonick M (2006) Between “girl power” and “reviving Ophelia”: Constituting the neoliberal girl 
subject. NWSA Journal 18(2): 1–23.

Gauntlett D (2002) Media, Gender and Identity: An Introduction. London: Routledge.
Gill RC (2007) Critical respect: The difficulties and dilemmas of agency and ‘choice’ for femi-

nism: A reply to Duits and van Zoonen. European Journal of Women’s Studies 14(1): 69–80.
Girl G (2018) Girls’ attitudes survey. Available at: https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/girls-making-

change/girls-attitudes-survey/
Giroux HA (2004) Cultural studies, public pedagogy, and the responsibility of intellectuals. 

Communication and Critical/Cultural Studies 1(1): 59–79.
Government Equalities Office (2017) Gender pay gap reporting. Available at: https://www.gov.

uk/guidance/gender-pay-gap-reporting-overview
Harris A (2004) Future Girl, Young Women in the Twenty-First Century. London: Routledge.
Holmes S (2005) ‘Off-guard, unkempt, unready’? Deconstructing contemporary celebrity in heat 

magazine. Continuum: Journal of Media & Cultural Studies 19(1): 21–38.
Jackson S and Vares T (2016) ‘Too many bad role models for us girls’: Girls, female pop celebri-

ties and ‘sexualization’. Sexualities 18(4): 480–498.
Jaffe S (2013) Trickle-down feminism. Dissent. Available at: https://www.dissentmagazine.org/

article/trickle-down-feminism
Jung J (1986) How useful is the concept of ‘role model’? A critical analysis. Journal of Social 

Behaviour and Psychology 1: 4525–4536.
Kokoli AM and Winter A (2015) What a girl’s gotta do: The labour of the biopolitical celebrity 

in austerity Britain. Women & Performance: A Journal of Feminist Theory 25(2): 157–174.
Lewis P (2014) Postfeminism, femininities and organization studies: Exploring a new agenda. 

Organization Studies 35: 1845–1866.
Littler J (2018) Against Meritocracy: Culture, Power and Myths of Mobility. Abingdon: Routledge.
Manne K (2018) Down Girl: The Logic of Misogyny. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
McLeod DM, Eveland WP and Nathanson AI Jr (1997) Support for censorship of violent and 

misogynic rap lyrics: An analysis of the third-person effect. Communication Research 24(2): 
153–174.

McRobbie A (2009) The Aftermath of Feminism: Gender, Culture and Social Change. London: 
Sage.

McRobbie A (2013) Feminism, the family and the new ‘mediated’ maternalism. New Formations 
80–81: 119–137.

Marsh D, Hart P and Tindall K (2010) Celebrity politics: The politics of the late modernity? 
Political Studies Review 8(3): 322–340.

Marshall PD (2014) Celebrity and Power: Fame in Contemporary Culture. Minneapolis, MN: 
University of Minnesota Press.

Mendick H, Allen K, Harvey L, et al. (2018) Celebrity, Aspiration, and Contemporary Youth: 
Education and Inequality in an Era of Austerity. London: Bloomsbury.

https://www.theguardian.com/women-in-leadership/women-leadership-blog/2014/oct/22/women-role-model-penguin
https://www.theguardian.com/women-in-leadership/women-leadership-blog/2014/oct/22/women-role-model-penguin
https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/girls-making-change/girls-attitudes-survey/
https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/girls-making-change/girls-attitudes-survey/
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/gender-pay-gap-reporting-overview
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/gender-pay-gap-reporting-overview
https://www.dissentmagazine.org/article/trickle-down-feminism
https://www.dissentmagazine.org/article/trickle-down-feminism


254 European Journal of Cultural Studies 25(1)

Mikel-Brown L (1998) Raising Their Voices: The Politics of Girls’ Anger. London; Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press.

Mirza HS and Meetoo V (2018) Empowering Muslim girls? Post-feminism, multiculturalism and 
the production of the ‘model’ Muslim female student in British schools. British Journal of 
Sociology of Education 39(2): 227–241.

Obama M (2009) Speech given at Elizabeth Garret Anderson School, Islington, London. Available 
at: http://www.channel4.com/news/articles/society/michelles%2bmessage%2bof%2bhope/ 
3064817.html

Paule M and Yelin H (2020) ‘There are so many things that you could change’: The gendered 
politics of hope and aspiration in girls’ mediated imaginings of leadership. Participations: 
International Journal of Audience and Reception Studies, Themed Edition: Politics Goes 
Pop: Feminisms, Celebrity and Women’s Political Engagement 17: 2. Available at: https://
www.participations.org/Volume%2017/Issue%202/18.pdf

Perloff RM (2014) Social media effects on young women’s body image concerns: Theoretical 
perspectives and an agenda for research. Sex Roles 71(11–12): 363–377.

Prügl E (2012) “If Lehman brothers had been Lehman sisters…”: Gender and myth in the after-
math of the financial crisis. International Political Sociology 6(1): 21–35.

Rhee KS and Sigler TH (2015) Untangling the relationship between gender and leadership. Gender 
in Management: An International Journal 30(2): 109–134.

Richards RS (2015) Transnational Rhetorics and Gendered Leadership in Global Politics: From 
Daughters of Destiny to Iron Ladies. London: Rowman Littlefield.

Ross K (2002) Women, Politics, Media: Uneasy Relations in Comparative Perspective. Cresskill, 
NJ: Hampton Press.

Rottenberg C (2018) The Rise of Neoliberal Feminism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Sandberg S (2013) Lean in: Women, Work, and the Will to Lead. New York: Alfred A. Knopf.
Sandberg S (2014) Ban Bossy. Available at: http://banbossy.com/
Savage M, Bagnall G and Longhurst B (2001) Ordinary, ambivalent and defensive: Class identities 

in the northwest of England. Sociology 35(4): 875–892.
Shinew DM and Jones DT (2005) Adolescent girls’ perceptions of leadership. In: Bettis PJ and 

Adams NG (eds) Geographies of Girlhood: Identitites In-between. Abingdon: Routledge, 
pp.55–68.

Short LR (2015) Still haunted: Tending to the ghosts of marriage and motherhood in white feminist 
critiques of Beyoncé Knowles-Carter and Michelle Obama. Tapestries: Interwoven Voices of 
Local and Global Identities 4(1). Available at: https://digitalcommons.macalester.edu/tapes-
tries/vol4/iss1/22/

Simon S and Hoyt CL (2013) Exploring the effect of media images on women’s leadership self-
perceptions and aspirations. Group Processes & Intergroup Relations 16: 232–245.

Skeggs B and Wood H (2008) The labour of transformation and circuits of value ‘around’ reality 
television. Continuum: Journal of Media & Cultural Studies 22(4): 559–572.

Stead V and Elliott C (2019) Pedagogies of power: Media artefacts as public pedagogy for wom-
en’s leadership development. Management Learning 50(2): 171–188.

Taft J (2011) Rebel Girls: Youth Activism and Social Change across the Americas. New York: 
New York University Press.

The Female Lead (2019) About us. Available at: https://www.thefemalelead.com/the-campaign
Tishcnher I, Malson H and Fey K (2019) Leading Ladies: Discursive Constructions of Women 

Leaders in the UK Media. Feminist Media Studies. Epub ahead of print 10 July 2019. DOI: 
10.1080/14680777.2019.1640266.

Tyler I and Bennett BB (2010) ‘Celebrity chav’: Fame, femininity and social class. European 
Journal of Cultural Studies 13(3): 375–393.

http://www.channel4.com/news/articles/society/michelles%2bmessage%2bof%2bhope/3064817.html
http://www.channel4.com/news/articles/society/michelles%2bmessage%2bof%2bhope/3064817.html
https://www.participations.org/Volume%2017/Issue%202/18.pdf
https://www.participations.org/Volume%2017/Issue%202/18.pdf
http://banbossy.com/
https://digitalcommons.macalester.edu/tapestries/vol4/iss1/22/
https://digitalcommons.macalester.edu/tapestries/vol4/iss1/22/
https://www.thefemalelead.com/the-campaign


Paule and Yelin 255

United Nations Women (2020) Facts and figures: Leadership and political participation. Available 
at: https://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/leadership-and-political-participation/facts-
and-figures

Utley EA (2017) What does Beyoncé mean to young girls? Journal of Popular Music Studies 29: 
e12212.

Ward O (2017) Intersectionality and press coverage of political campaigns: Representations of 
Black, Asian, and minority ethnic female candidates at the U.K. 2010 general election. The 
International Journal of Press/Politics 22(1): 43–66.

Warrell M (2018) Raising girls to be brave leaders. Forbes, 11 October. Available at: https://www.
forbes.com/sites/margiewarrell/2018/10/11/raising-girls-to-be-brave-leaders/

White KL (2011) Michelle Obama: Redefining the white house-wife. Thirdspace: A Journal of 
Feminist Theory & Culture 10(1): 1–19.

Wilson J (2017) Neoliberalism. New York: Routledge.
World Economic Forum (2020) Global gender gap report 2020. Available at: http://www3.wefo-

rum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2020.pdf
Yelin H (2020) Celebrity Memoir: From Ghostwriting to Gender Politics. Basingstoke: Palgrave 

Macmillan.
Yelin H and Paule M (2021) ‘The best thing about having Meghan join the Royal Family is that 

she actually has black in her’: Girls making meaning around Meghan Markle, the monarchy, 
and meritocracy. Women’s Studies International Forum 86: 102456.

Zoonen L van (2006) The personal, the political and the popular: A woman’s guide to celebrity 
politics. European Journal of Cultural Studies 9(3): 287–301.

Biographical notes

Michele Paule researches discourses of gender and youth in popular and institutional settings, 
focusing on issues relating to girlhood and equalities. Her edited collection (with Beverley Clack) 
Interrogating the Neoliberal Lifecycle: The Limits of Success was published by Palgrave Macmillan 
2019 and her monograph based on her doctoral thesis: Girlhood, Schools and Media: Popular 
Discourses of the Achieving Girl, by Routledge in 2017. She is Principal Investigator for the ‘Girls, 
Leadership and Women in the Public Eye’ project. Before completing her doctorate, Michele 
worked in the Secondary education sector.

Hannah Yelin is a Senior Lecturer in Media and Culture at Oxford Brookes University. Her 
forthcoming book, Celebrity Memoir: from Ghostwriting to Gender Politics examines agency in 
celebrity self-representation. She is co-investigator on the project Girls, Leadership, and Women 
in the Public Eye. Before academia, Hannah had a 12-year career in the media. She now runs the 
Celebrity Culture Club, hosting discussions between academics and media industry figures.

https://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/leadership-and-political-participation/facts-and-figures
https://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/leadership-and-political-participation/facts-and-figures
https://www.forbes.com/sites/margiewarrell/2018/10/11/raising-girls-to-be-brave-leaders/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/margiewarrell/2018/10/11/raising-girls-to-be-brave-leaders/
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2020.pdf
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2020.pdf

