How hard times help women in politics

When economic times get tough, research shows it pays to be a female politician.

Women tend to attain office in times of economic hardship - which could help Queensland's Anna Bligh on her way to becoming Australia's first elected woman premier.

Bligh, who gained the top job when Peter Beattie retired in September 2007, faces her first election before September.

Queensland University of Technology PhD researcher Mary Crawford, who was Labor's federal member for Forde from 1987 to 1996, said the world's climate and financial crises came at an advantageous time for Bligh.

"Research suggests that while women politicians don't pursue a different style, voters perceive their interests are different - that they are more likely to be concerned with the daily concerns

of people, like jobs, food prices, education and so on," Crawford said.

It worked for Margaret Thatcher, who became prime minister in 1979 with the task of turning around a British economy in steep decline.

Australia's past female premiers - Victorian premier Joan Kirner and WA premier Carmen Lawrence, rose to power because crisis claimed their leaders.

In Kirner's case, her biggest challenges were also economic, having inherited financial institutions on the brink of insolvency, and an unsustainably high budget deficit.

Today, Deputy Prime Minister Julia Gillard is excelling in steering the nation through troubled times when Prime Minister Kevin Rudd is absent.

In Queensland, the effects of the global downturn are just starting to be felt, with mining job losses and a dip in the important tourism industry.

The opposition links the government to the crisis, but Crawford said most fingers pointed to those on Wall Street who thought themselves "masters of the universe" before the crash - and they were men.

"People could think, those men got us into this, so she may be better able to clean up the mess because she may not be so aggressive and competitive," she said.

The University of Queensland's Dr Rae Wear agreed that women had a unique appeal in tough times, but warned it wasn't well received in all circles.

"Thatcher's great strength, and economists used to sneer at her for it, but she used to use handbag economics - explaining economics in household terms," Dr Wear said.

"Women have that facility and are prepared to use it ... but doing that can bring a negative response too, because people can say there's no parallel between a household and a state budget."

But just how ready are Queenslanders to elect a woman when the "policy" she has attracted the most attention for is her beauty regime?

The 48-year-old last month admitted to getting botox, a procedure that smooths wrinkles.

"Like most women I care about my appearance, I dye my hair and I do other things, so what?" she told reporters.

Bligh might have taken a "so what" line, but the topic filled columns and fuelled radio waves around the country for days, such was the novelty of a woman in power admitting to a cosmetic enhancement.

Crawford said the pressure was the same the world over - even in Scandinavian countries that had mandated a gender balance in parliament.

"Women politicians are subjected to an enormous amount of personal scrutiny, whether it's their shape or their clothes or their make up or their style," she said.

"People don't say, 'what a plump fellow he is', but they are very quick to say, 'she's put on a bit of weight'."

Anyone who followed last year's US election would recall how Hillary Clinton cried when a woman on the campaign trail asked, "how do you do it?" - in relation to maintaining her appearance and confidence.

And Sarah Palin made an issue of her femininity, with her comparison of pitbulls and hockey mums.

Both women endeared themselves to some voters, and isolated themselves from others - so how gender will unfold as an issue in the Queensland campaign is unclear.

Dr Wear expected it would be low in people's priorities, behind party lines and policy issues - not that this would lessen Ms Bligh's achievement if she did become the first woman elected to lead an Australian state.

In her interviews with male federal politicians, Ms Crawford found three attitudes to women in power - that parliament was male dominated because "that's just the way it is", that women had

"taken over", and that greater diversity was needed among MPs, regardless of gender.

In this light, Dr Wear said Bligh should be acknowledged for making it despite the attitudes of her colleagues, let alone the public.

"Her achievement is substantial because she's managed to arrange, quite successfully, parenting a couple of kids and working through the Labor party which is a tough organisation to work through," she said.

"The electorate is prepared to accept women, but it's for making it to that position where they need congratulations."
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