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CHAPTER 1

®

Check for
updates

Gender Equality in Higher Education:

The Slow Pace of Change

Pat O°Connor and Kate White

1 INTRODUCTION

This book is about gender equality and inequality in higher education
(HE). It is over 20 years since Valian (1998) in her seminal book ques-
tioned why women’s progress in the professions, including academia, was
so slow. The fact that this question still needs to be asked in the context of
academia is revealing. Gender equality is widely seen as a human rights
issue (EIGE, 2020a; UN, 2020). Assuming a binary concept of gender,
the first problem frequently identified is gender parity; that is, that the
proportion of powerful positions held by women in the institutional
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structures of society (including HE) should be the same as those held by
men. This symbolically challenges stereotypes about the gendered enact-
ment of power and its consequences. However, the idea of parity accepts
the existing institutional structures. Although it raises important issues,
some of which will be discussed in this book, it is a limited perspective.

A distinction is often made between gender parity and gender equality.
Gender equality has frequently been depicted as treating everyone the
same so as to ensure that they have equal resources such as money, posi-
tion, power, time and cultural value to shape both their own lives and the
society in which they live. However, in an unequal world treating people
the same will perpetuate rather than reduce inequality. In order to create
real gender equality for women in societal and institutional structures
(including HE) which have been created by men for men and which incor-
porate and normalise a patriarchal dividend (Connell, 2005), it is neces-
sary to transform the structures and cultures of those institutions and to
re-imagine gender relations and the taken-for-granted ways of behaving
and allocating tasks, power and resources. It is difficult to even envisage
what such a world would look like.

It is important to recognise that in some countries (including India and
the United Arab Emirates [UAE]; see Chap. 6 in this volume) biological
essentialism is taken for granted, with women being regarded as simply
different from men and in need of their protection, so that gender equality
is effectively irrelevant. In other societies the binary concept of male/
female is rejected, and intersex, transgender and other non-binary catego-
ries are identified. Thus gender, rather than being a set of characteristics or
physical attributes attached to particular sexed bodies, is seen as ‘a situated
social practice, actualized through social interaction and rooted in the
doing and saying of organizational actors’ (van den Brink & Benschop,
2012, p. 73). This reflects the idea of individuals ‘doing gender’ (West &
Zimmerman, 1987) regardless of their biological characteristics, in par-
ticular interactional situations. Typically, however, the attributes that are
culturally valued and rewarded by access to public power, position, cul-
tural value, money and time are enacted by bodies which are male, white,
western and middle class (Connell, 2005).

Other bases of inequality such as race, gender orientation, religion, dis-
ability and family status have been identified. There has been increasing
global awareness of race or ethnicity reflected in global movements such as
the # Black Lives Matter. Even yet, in most countries, with notable excep-
tions such as the United Kingdom (HESA, 2019), there is little published
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data on such intersectional characteristics in Higher Education Institutions
(HEIs) or specifically on black women, although this is a key issue in
countries such as South Africa (see Chap. 4 in this volume; also
O’Connor, 2011).

HEIs vary cross-nationally in their relationship with the state and the
market (Clark, 1986); in their characteristics as single sex or co-educational
institutions; as undergraduate and/or postgraduate institutions; as elite,
mass or universal in terms of the recruitment of the student cohort
(Burrage, 2010); and in their dependence on student fees, particularly
from international students. They also differ in their valuation of teaching
versus research; in the nature of their internal academic career structures;
their gendered horizontal as well as vertical disciplinary patterns at staff
and student level; and in awareness of gender inequality as an issue that
needs to be tackled.

HEIs overwhelmingly remain male-dominated organisations with mas-
culinist structures, cultures, criteria, procedures and processes (O’Connor,
2020). Both directly and indirectly they play an important part in reflect-
ing and legitimising the patriarchal structures in wider society, and in vali-
dating their constructions of valued knowledge and gendered allocation of
resources and micropolitical practices (O’Connor et al., 2020). The posi-
tion of women in such structures, even those at senior level, is fraught with
ambiguity (see Chap. 6 in this volume; Fitzgerald, 2018, Fitzgerald &
Wilkinson, 2010; Burkinshaw, 2015; O’Connor, 2015). Attempts to
transform these structures are resisted internally, directly and indirectly,
with the silencing and marginalisation of those who are seen as ‘subver-
sive’; and with attempts to co-opt others and promote changes which
appear radical but are little more than ‘lipstick on the gorilla’
(Saunderson, 2002).

Various schemas have been used to differentiate between the levels at
which gender inequality operates. They typically include the individual,
interactional and organisational as well as systemic and cultural levels
(O’Connor et al., 2015; Risman & Davis, 2013). At the individual level,
gendered selves are created which are differently valued; at the interac-
tional level, gendered expectations and practices normalise differential
access to resources and the informal enactment of power; at the organisa-
tional level, gendered structures, cultures, discourses, procedures, criteria
and practices legitimate differential access to and valuation of those who
occupy hierarchical positions. At the systemic level, the state through
funding mechanisms and regulation can inhibit or promote gender and
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other intersectional equalities (Ferree, 2008; Yuval-Davies, 20006) through
allocating resources differently. The cultural level includes discourses
which legitimate such patterns at individual, interactional and organisa-
tional levels. Thus, gender inequalities, typically rooted in a valorisation of
hegemonic masculinities versus the rest, are embedded at every level.

The European Research Area (EC, 2012) involving 34 countries has
defined gender equality success in terms of three pragmatic political goals:
firstly, gender equal representation in all fields and hierarchical positions;
secondly, the abolition of structural and cultural barriers to women’s
careers; and thirdly, the integration of a gender dimension in all teaching
and research content. These goals envisage breaking down vertical and
hierarchical segregation and embedding gender in teaching and research.
Gendered change at the organisational level is not only indicated by the
presence of women in positions of academic and managerial power, but
also by structural and cultural changes that facilitate the transformation of
hegemonic male-dominated masculinist structures, culture, procedures
and practices. Furthermore, since HEIs are ultimately about knowledge,
one would expect to find an attempt to offset the gendering of knowledge
in their purpose, their core teaching and research function, and the inter-
ests and values of stakeholders. It is widely accepted that progress in creat-
ing gender equality in HEIs globally has been slow, despite considerable
investment and encouragement by the European Union over the last
25 years (Linkova & Mergaert, 2021).

This chapter focuses on the 14 countries which are included in the
book—Australia, Austria, Germany, India, Ireland, New Zealand,
Portugal, South Africa, Sweden, the Czech Republic, the United Arab
Emirates, the United Kingdom, the United States and Turkey. They com-
prise the Women in Higher Education Management (WHEM) Network
which was established in 2007 as a feminist research consortium with a
vision to analyse the challenges for women in university management and
to develop strategies that can empower them to apply for and succeed in
senior management roles (Bagilhole & White, 2011). The chapter exam-
ines the ranking of these 14 countries on the World Economic
Forum’s (WEF’s) Global Gender Gap Index (GGGI) and on a sub-
measure which specifically relates to the position of women in power, viz.
the Advancement of Women to Leadership Roles (AWLR). It also exam-
ines indicators of gender equality in HEIs in these 14 countries; that is,
the gender profile of top leadership positions and the proportion of
women at professorial level.
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The chapter suggests that without organisational transformation, the
effect of any intervention is being continuously undermined by processes
and practices which are part of the taken-for-granted structure and culture
of HEIs and which are underpinned by legitimating discourses.

2 GLOBAL RANKING ON GENDER EQUALITY IN THE
14 COUNTRIES IN THE STUDY

While there are limitations to ranking schemas, they do provide an indica-
tor of a country’s commitment to gender equality and facilitate crude
international comparisons. We therefore looked at global rankings to
examine where the 14 countries in the WHEM Network were positioned.
Since only half of the countries are in Europe, the most appropriate global
measure of gender equality is the GGGI (WEF, 2020). This overall mea-
sure consists of four indices. The first relates to economic participation
and opportunity (measured by the difference between men and women’s
labour force participation rates, estimated male to female earnings and an
assessment of wage equality for similar work). The second focuses on edu-
cational attainment (measured by the ratio of men to women in primary-,
secondary- and tertiary-level education as well as the ratio of male to female
literacy rates). The third relates to health and survival (measured by the
sex ratio at birth and the gap between men and women’s life expectancy),
and the fourth to political empowerment (measured by the ratio of men
to women in ministerial level positions, in parliament and in national exec-
utive office in the last 50 years).

It is clear from Table 1.1 that the countries included in this book vary
in their ranking on the GGGI (WEF, 2020). Four of them are in the top
ten places (Sweden, New Zealand, Ireland and Germany), three are
ranked lower than the 100th position (India, the United Arab Emirates
and Turkey) and several are between the 30th and 50th positions
(Austria, Portugal and Australia). Surprisingly, the United States is
ranked below these at 53rd and the United Kingdom is at 21st, far below
the top group. Although this overall measure does provide some indica-
tion of gender equality at the national level, it can be skewed by excellent
performance on one of these sub-indices (such as health) or strong per-
formance on elements within a sub-index (such as literacy). It also takes
into account the position of all women and therefore is affected by
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Table 1.1 Global ranking of 14 countries and percentage of women among uni-
versity Heads/Rectors/Presidents/VCs

WHEM Ranking on Global — Advancement of Proportion of Women among

Countries Gender Gap Index ~ Women to Leadership Heads/Rectors/Presidents/
(GGGI) 2020° Roles (AWLR )" VCs: (date of most vecent

data)’

Sweden 4th 5.43 48 (2019)

New 6th 5.24 50 (2020)

Zealand

Ireland 7th 4.89 0(2019)

Germany 10th 4.96 15.8 (2017)

South Africa 17th 4.06 15 (2020)

United 21th 4.82 29 (2018)

Kingdom

Austria 34th 4.62 27.6 (2017)

Portugal 35th 4.34 22.7 (2017)

Australia 44th 5.14 24.3(2021)

United 53rd 5.25 34.3(2017)

States

Czech 78th 4.81 6.5 (2017)

Republic

India 112th 3.92 17 (2016-17)

United Arab 120th 5.51 N/A

Emirates

Turkey 130th 3.63 8.5 (2019-2020)

Sources: “WEF, 2020; *Sweden, SS 2020; New Zealand, UNZ 2020; Ircland, HEA 2020; Germany,
Austria, Portugal, Czech Republic, EU 2019; South Africa, Khumalo 2020; UK, HEPI 2018; Australia,
UA 2021; United States, ACE 2017; India, NL 2018; UAE, Not Available; Turkey, TCOHE 2019-2020

intersectional inequalities such as those experienced by black women in
the United States or in South Africa. Nevertheless, it does locate these
countries on an overall gender equality continuum and shows the extent
of their variation.

One focus of this book is on the relationship between women and pub-
lic power and the existence of what Brandser and Sumner (2020,
p. 122 and p. 124) referred to as a ‘Medusa’ effect; that is, ‘the sanction-
ing and stereotyping that take place when women ... enter positions of
authority and disrupt the established gender order’ ... ‘alluding to the
emblematic status the mythological Medusa has in symbolizing men’s fear
of powerful women’. Hence, we looked at the scores of the 14 countries
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on the Advancement of Women to Leadership Roles (AWLR), a contex-
tual indicator in the Global Gender Gap Report (2020) assessed on the
basis of responses to the question: ‘In your country, to what extent do
companies provide women with the same opportunities as men to rise to
positions of leadership’. While the data is limited and focuses on leadership
in companies rather than HEIs, it is clear that there is considerable varia-
tion (see Table 1.1). The high score of the United Arab Emirates is sur-
prising and might reflect positive attitudes to Emiratis who comprise only
a minority of the population (see Chap. 6 in this volume). Sweden follows
the UAE, with Turkey scoring lowest on this measure among the 14
countries.

Focusing on the seven European countries in the WHEM Network,
EIGE’s (2020b) economic power scores produce some similarities, with
Sweden having the highest score out of 100 (71.7), followed by the
United Kingdom (57.1) then Germany (56.5), Ireland (50) and Portugal
(44.9), with Austria (24.4) and the Czech Republic (16.4) at the lower
end. It is worth noting that the EU average economic power score is 46.8
out of 100, which could illustrate the strength of the ‘Medusa’ effect
in the EU.

There appears to be little relationship between the ranking of the 14
countries on the GGGI and on the AWLR. Some countries such as Sweden
and Turkey have broadly similar relative rankings on the two. Others such
as Ireland score higher on the GGGI than the AWLR, suggesting less
positive attitudes to women in leadership than to more broadly based indi-
cators of gender equality, while the United States scores higher on the
AWLR than on the GGGI as an overall measure of gender equality, argu-
ably reflecting the highly individualistic nature of that society. Many of
these countries have National Gender Equality Action Plans to promote
gender equality (Wroblewski, 2020). While the countries which rank
highly on the GGGI tend to be those with plans, there is no clear relation-
ship between the two (e.g. Austria with a national plan has a relatively low
ranking). This may indicate that the existence of such plans does not guar-
antee their effective implementation.

The conclusion from this overview of the rankings of the 14 countries
is that they vary both in their scores and in rankings on the GGGI and on
the AWLR, with no clear relationship between the two. We now turn to
indicators of the position of women in higher education.
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3 INDICATORS OF GENDER EQUALITY
IN HIGHER EDUCATION

The most common indicator of gender equality in higher education is the
proportion of women in senior academic positions (O’Connor, 2017). Its
selection partly suggests its accessibility and attractiveness as a numerical
indicator, reflecting the impact of global neo-liberalism and managerial-
ism. However, it also reflects a framing of the problem in terms of gender
parity and so fails to problematise Fraser’s (2013) misrecognition-related
gender inequalities and implicitly limits policy responses to affirmative
action, rather than to transformation (Sidelil, 2020).

It is clear that HEIs remain male dominated (see Tables 1.1 and 1.2).
Across the EU, men made up 76% of tull professors in 2016 (Grade A:
Table 1.2) and the proportion of all men at that level was over twice that
of women (EU, 2019). Because the most recent EU figures are five years
old, where more up-to-date data is available at national level, it is used
with implications as regards potential loss of comparability.

Table 1.2 Women as a percentage of full professors (Grade A) in the 14 coun-
tries: 2000, 2010, 2020 (or nearest approximate date for the data)

Country %2000 % 2010 %2020
United States 22.7 (2001) 28.0 (2009) 33.5(2018)
Turkey 25.5(2000) 28 (2010) 32 (2020)
South Africa 14.5 (2001) 25.6 (2012) 27.5 (2016)
Australia 16 20 30.1 (2019)
United Kingdom 14.4 (2002/3) 19.8 (20006) 27.4(2018/9)
Portugal 23.9 (1999) 22 (2009) 26.3 (2016)
New Zealand 12.9 17.5 26.6 (2017)
Sweden 14 (2001) 20 (2009) 29 (2019)
India 18 (2000) 18.5 (2006) 24 (2018,/9)
Austria 7 (2000) 17 (2009) 22.7 (2016)
Ireland 7.5 (2000) 19 (2012) 26 (2019)
Germany 8.3 (2001) 15 (2009) 19.4 (2016)
Czech Republic 8.7 13 (2008) 15.4 (2018)
UAE N/A 10.3 12 (2016)

Sources: United States: NCES (2002, 2009, 2018); Turkey: EU (2006, 2013), TCOHE (2020); South
Africa: Boshoft (2005), HEIMS (2016); Australia: UA (2015, 2020); United Kingdom: HESA (2004,
2019, 2020); Portugal: EU (2006, 2013, 2019); New Zealand: NZMoE (2019); Sweden: EU (2010),
SS (2001, 2020); India: Singh (2008), Gov of India 2018 /9; Austria: EU (2004, 2013, 2019); Ireland:
EU (2004), HEA (2013, 2020); Germany: EU (2004, 2013, 2019); Czech Republic: EU (2013),
Hasova and Oliverius (2018); UAE: 2000 N/A—Not available, FCSA (2016)



1 GENDER EQUALITY IN HIGHER EDUCATION: THE SLOW PACE OF CHANGE 9

In New Zealand, drawing on a comprehensive data set, Brower and
James (2020) found that a man’s odds of being at professor or associate
professor level were more than double a woman’s among those with a
similar research score, age, field and university. And the odds were even
higher when attention was focused only at full professorial level. In Irish
universities women’s ‘chances’ of accessing a professorship remain much
lower than men’s (1:13 for women as compared to 1:5 for men)
(O’Connor, 2020). Assumptions that this simply reflects women’s
maternity leave, caring activities or lack of ambition are difficult to sus-
tain in the face of variation in ‘chances’ in Irish universities, for women
from 1:9 to 1:27 while men’s ‘chances’ varied little (1:4 to 1:6)
(O’Connor, 2020).

Global processes are increasing the proportion of women professors
in HE. It is clear from Table 1.2 that between 2002 and 2016, the pro-
portion of women at full professorial level became more homogenous
and increased overall. Although there is still some variation in the pro-
portion of women at full professorial level, there is a good deal of simi-
larity; in eight of the 14 countries the proportion of women at full
professorial level around 2020 was between 22% and 29%. However, all
14 countries are below 40% gender representation which can be seen as
a minimal definition of gender parity. The pace of change since 2002 as
reflected in this indicator has been fastest in Austria, Ireland, Germany,
New Zealand and Sweden, where the proportion of women full profes-
sors more than doubled over the period, and almost doubled in South
Africa, Australia, the United Kingdom and the Czech Republic
(Table 1.2). It is striking that in countries such as Turkey, Portugal and
the United States, which started at a higher level in 2002 the growth has
been more modest, suggesting that increases are not inevitable
(O’Connor, 2020).

Since Wenneras and Wold’s (1997) classic study, there has been
increased awareness that the purportedly gender-neutral discourse of
excellence (widely used to legitimate the under-representation of women
in senior positions, see Chap. 3 in this volume) is problematic and without
a clear definition (Campbell, 2018; Ferretti et al. 2018). There is also bias
in evaluation of women’s CVs (Moss-Racusin et al., 2012) and recogni-
tion of how organisational criteria, procedures and practices effectively
discriminate against women. Despite rhetoric about the importance of
excellence in a meritocratic system, in some HEIs professorial positions
are not publicly advertised, criteria are narrowly defined to suit an
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individual (sometimes local) candidate and even where detailed criteria are
available, gendered micropolitical practices persist (van den Brink &
Benschop, 2011; Nielsen, 2016; O’Connor et al., 2020; O’Connor &
O’Hagan, 2016).

The gender profile of top leadership in universities can also be seen as
an indicator of gendered change (Wroblewski, 2020). It is clear from
Table 1.1 that it varies a great deal; it is highest in New Zealand and lowest
in the Czech Republic and Ireland (where the first woman in 428 years
was appointed as president,/rector on an interim basis in 2020 and within
six months three further women were appointed, so that by 2021, 40% of
those at presidential /rector level in Irish public universities were women).
Reflecting the greater prestige of universities, the proportion of women
who are in Rector/President/Vice Chancellor positions across the EU is
lower than in HEIs which are not universities (EU, 2019).

Much EU attention has focused on gender parity at full professor and
senior management level, particularly in Austria where there has been con-
siderable progress in altering the gender profile of management structures,
and some progress at full professor level. It will be shown that this falls far
short of institutional transformation (see Chap. 8 in this volume).

Wroblewski (2020) found no relationship between EIGE’s (2017)
measure of gender equality and the proportion of women at full professor
level. Among the 14 countries in the present study, there also appears to
be no relationship between the proportion of women who are full profes-
sors and that country’s rank on the GGGI or AWLR (Tables 1.1 and 1.2).
Thus, Turkey’s proportion of women professors is high at 32%, but it
ranks 130th on the GGGI and is the lowest of the 14 countries on
the AWLR.

4  Wuy Is THE PACE oF CHANGE SO SLow?
THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE

Feminist institutionalism is the underlying theoretical perspective for
this book (Mackay et al., 2010; Krook and MacKay 2011; Verge et al.,
2018). Building on the work of Acker (1990, 2006) on gendered organ-
isations and Connell (1987, 2002) on gender regimes, feminist institu-
tionalism sees gender operating at both the structural and cultural, and
formal and informal levels (O’Connor, 2020). Acker (1990) highlighted
the gendered nature of organisations and suggested that their processes
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create and/or sustain gender segregation within paid work, gendered
segregation between paid and unpaid work, gendered income and status
inequality, stereotypical cultural images and individual gender identity.
Acker (2000, p. 443) described organisational regimes as: ‘loosely inter-
related practices, processes, actions and meanings that result in and
maintain’ gender inequalities that are themselves ‘gendered processes’
(Acker, 1990, p. 140). They are typically ‘care-less’ (Lynch et al., 2012),
premised on paid workers who are unencumbered by caring
responsibilities.

In HEIs women appear to have equal rights and privileges in what pur-
ports to be a gender-neutral world. The reality is more complex. Each
organisation has a particular gender order or ‘gender regime’ involving ‘a
set of relationships—ways that people, groups and organisations are con-
nected and divided’ (Connell, 2002, p. 53). For Connell (2005) the gen-
der order is a structure that benefits men who have a vested interest in
upholding it. Hence, gender inequality is embedded in the structure and
culture of organisations and shapes and is shaped by the individuals in it.
Feminist institutionalism (Mackay et al., 2010, p. 580) sees gender as an
element constituting ‘social relations based upon perceived (socially con-
structed and culturally variable) differences between women and men, and
as a primary way of signifying (and naturalising) relations of power and
hierarchy’. Thus, it involves the devaluation of women and of areas of
predominantly female employment in HEIs. It is reflected at both a struc-
tural and cultural level.

At a structural level it is evident in the under-representation of women
in senior positions with men dominating senior posts, and predominantly
male areas having better resources, working conditions and access to pro-
motion than predominantly female ones. Such male-dominated areas typi-
cally have a higher ratio of senior to junior posts, better staff/student
ratios, greater access to research funding, more highly valued research out-
put and are considered more highly skilled and strategic than predomi-
nantly female ones (Steinporsdottir et al., 2018; White et al., 2011;
O’Connor, 2020). While the time-line for accessing permanent positions
in HEIs appears gender neutral, it is unhelpful for women as it conflicts
with the peak time for bearing and rearing children (Caprile, 2012; HOC
Science and Technology Committee, 2014; White, 2014).

At a cultural level it is reflected in the legitimacy of discourses and prac-
tices that value men and facilitate their access to top positions. Indeed, the
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organisational culture of HEIs frequently reflects the wishes and needs of
powerful men, underpinned by gendered discourses which legitimise
women’s position at lower hierarchical levels (Benschop & Brouns, 2003).
Increasingly in HEIs in Western Europe, undergraduate teaching and pas-
toral care are considered ‘housekeeping’ (Heijstra et al., 2017), and deval-
ued and disproportionately allocated to women (El-Alayli et al., 2018;
O’Meara et al., 2017; Santos & Dang Van Phu, 2019). Frequently this
reflects underlying assumptions about women’s ‘nature’ and patronising
attitudes about what is best for them (O’Connor, 2015). Activities that
are considered high profile and status (e.g. postgraduate teaching and
research) tend to be allocated to men. The net effect is that women are less
likely to be the ‘obvious’ next-level person when opportunities for recruit-
ment/promotion appear.

The day-to-day interaction—what Martin (2006, p. 254) called ‘the
literal practicing (sic) of gender that is constituted through interaction’—
including through the enactment of informal power or micropolitical
practices (O’Connor et al., 2020) also perpetuates gender inequality.
Thus, senior managers with influence leverage off their own power and
reputation to advance the careers of their (typically male) protégés through
sponsorship (De Vries & Binns, 2018; Ibarra et al., 2010). Micro-
aggressions which ultimately impact on women’s careers have also been
identified, including gendered devaluation (O’Connor et al., 2020)
reflected in incivility, denigration, threats, invisibility, condescension, dis-
paragement, ostracism, ridiculing, ‘catch 22’ evaluations, blaming, with-
holding key career-related information, and taking unearned credit for
others” work and sexual harassment (As, 2004; Miner et al., 2017; Naezer
et al., 2019). ‘Doubt raisers’ such as questioning women’s intellectual
independence and devaluing their achievements in informal asides have
been observed even on Swedish funding boards (Ahlqvist et al., 2013).
Schraudner et al.’s (2019) survey of staft at the Max Planck Society found
that one in three women had experienced unequal treatment on the basis
of gender in the previous 12 months (three times the corresponding num-
ber of men)—rising to almost 60% of women in senior leadership (com-
pared with less than 12% of comparable men). Chapter 7 in this volume
argues that gender-based violence and harassment exist on a continuum
from microaggression to rape and its eradication requires transformation
of HEIs and their organisational culture.

Leadership positions are typically seen as gendered (‘Think Manager,
Think Male’: Schein et al., 1996). Such stereotypes create challenges for



