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This  policy  brief  provides  evidence-based,  concrete  recommendations  for
national level policy makers and institutional science leaders on how to secure
top-level  institutional  support  for  gender  equality  in  research  performing
organisations (RPOs) and research funding organisations (RFOs).

Why is this important? 
Securing top-level support has been signaled as a crucial component of effective
institutional  change  in  Europe  and  in  the  US.1 Without  top  commitment
institutional  change  strategies  can  get  lost  and  implementation  can  just  not
happen,  be  circumvented  or  resisted,  actively  and  directly  or  passively  and
indirectly.  It is recommended that gender policy be developed in a unit – that is
closely  aligned  to  the  governing  body  of  research  and  higher  education
institutions.2 This approach attempts to ensure that the design, implementation
and  evaluation  of  gender  policy  is  institutionally  embedded  and  strategically
supported in order to effect long lasting institutional change. 3

In  most  institutions  and  agencies  to  secure  top-level  commitment  for  gender
equality in effect means gathering support from leaders and top managers, who
tend most often to be men. This is especially so at the highest levels,  such as
rectors,  heads  of  research  funding  organisations,  institute  and  centre  of
excellence  directors.  In  parallel,  men  are  still  so  often  the  unspoken  norm,
presented as “top managers”, “policy makers”, “science leaders”, and so on. Having
said that,  since the mid-1990s there have been many interventions at the UN,
European, national and local levels on men and gender equality.4 The European
Commission has been investing in this approach since the 1990s. Most recently,
The Study on the Role of Men in Gender Equality EU expert report was published
drawing on expertise from all EU member states and beyond was published in
2013.5 The European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE) has also been active in
the promotion of debate on men and gender equality, including on questions of
gender  in  top  management  and  leadership,  for  example,  the  2015  ’Gender
Equality in Power and Decision-Making’ Report.6 The Study on the Role of Men in
Gender Equality reads:

Vertical  hierarchies  are  basic  forms  of  power,  frequently  men’s  gender
power.  Management  is  a  major  place  of  men’s  advantage  and  the
construction  of  men  and  masculinities.  There  have  been  significant
historical transformations of management, from almost a male monopoly
in  management,  with  traditional  stereotypes  (competition,  power)  and
symbols  of  masculinity,  coming  from  sports,  military,  using  arguments
from socio-evolutionary ideology like‚  survival  of  the fittest,  to modern
forms which include multiple factors and act across national borders. At
the  same  time,  male  homosociality  persists  in  management, often
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involving men’s preference of men’s company, competitiveness, emotional
detachment,  exclusion  of  women  and  suppression  of  other  men,
reproducing  a  hierarchical  order  among  men.   Therefore  management,
especially where it is seen as being most effective, has often been assumed
to coincide with characteristics which are traditionally valued with men.
The meta-analysis of Eagly, Johannesen-Schmidt and van Engen’s (2003)7

concluded  that  women  more  than  men tend  to  enact  transformational
leadership styles, along with greater effectiveness. However, caution must
be exercised in generalizing on the impact of sex on leadership style.8 

Thus  a  major  task  in  gaining  top-level  commitment  to  gender  equality  is  to
engage  and  where  necessary  change  men  and  masculinities.  Yet  the  mass  of
policies,  resources  and  reports  on  women’s  careers  and  gender  equality  in
science,  produced  in  organisations,  as  well  as  nationally  and  at  the  EU  and
European Commission level, usually hardly mention men, and make no demands
at  all  for  men  to  change.  To  promote  women’s  careers  and  achieve  gender
equality in science means making demands on science leaders at top levels, both
men and women.9 

Measures that target top senior management to foster buy-in and commitment to
gender  policy–  have the  potential  to  effect  change via  the  championing of  an
institutional GEP and the power they wield in RPOs and RFOs. It is recognised
that  this  is  a  “difficult  but  possible  target.”10  Worth  it  however,  due  to  its
“effective” results:   the GENDER-NET report shows how 85% of their selected
institutions had aligned gender policy at the highest level of their institution and
identified it as a key component of structural change. 11

What is the extent of the problem? 
Whilst there has been an increasing recognition that leadership commitment and
participation  in  the  development  of  gender  equality  policies  in  science  and
research is essential – measures specifically targeting leaders tend to be scarce.12

On  the  other  hand,  there  is  now  a  very  large  academic,  policy  and  practical
literature and experience in this area more broadly beyond research and science
organisations, that is, changing leaders and leadership, including men leaders, in
relation to gender equality.13 So it remains of interest why research and science
leaders and organisations might be resistant to this kind of research. Moreover,
science  leaders,  and  men  managers  in  particular,  cannot  be  absolved  from
responsibilities for fairness, equity, equal opportunities policies, well-being, and
the development and promotion of women staff and women’s careers in science. 
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What are the options? 
Securing institutional leaders’ commitment to gender in research can be done in
various ways.  For example establishing bodies responsible for gender equality
that incorporate top-level decision makers – is one way to ensure that gender in
research stays high up on the policy agenda. Another type of effective measure is
the  provision  of  training  for  top  leadership  –  primarily  in  order  to  raise
awareness  about  gender  in  research regarding issues  and policies  (see  Policy
Brief 24 for examples of this approach).14

More specifically, there are many ways for men leaders to become committed to
the  issues  of  gender  equality,  and  to  change  current  unequal  gendered
organisations  and  career  structures  and  arrangements:  recognition  of  how
current careers limit people; commitment to women, wives, partners and lovers,
mothers and sisters, daughters and nieces, co-workers, and for better lives for
them; differences amongst men, such as those marginalized; recognition that men
cannot  cling  to  the  past;  and basic  human capacities  for  justice  and to  share
experiences,  feelings  and  hopes.  In  changing  workplaces  from  traditional
masculinity to gender equal workplaces, the 2013 EU expert report had many
recommendations, including, for example:  

 Europe-wide programmes which support the exchange between
organisations to spread and adapt good practices regarding

 gender equality measures including also male employees
 support  offers,  like  counselling  services  and  workshops  which

support  implementing  new  gender  equality  regulations  and
developing  care  friendly  workplaces,  development  of  HR
management tools in this respect, etc.

 Support  campaigns and research,  so that organisations become
aware  of  the  costs  of  gender  inequality  and  of  dominant
masculinities (like unhealthy and risky behaviour, lack of common
responsibility)  and the  benefits  of  gender  equality  for  male  and
female employees.

 Recognise  care  as  a  key  competence  in  organisations.  This
would  be  another  important  step  towards  gender  equal
workplaces. Recommendable steps could include establishing care
as a key competence in the context of quality assurance systems.

 Combine quotas to reduce vertical segregation (for example in
management, on boards, etc.)  with awareness raising initiatives
also  addressing  both  management  and  male  employees  to
stimulate a debate about how men benefit from these quotas (like
less pressure, more diversity, better work-life balance, etc.).15

In France in CNRS – a Steering Committee for Gender Equality has been created.
All  top-level  decision-makers at  CNRS participate – whilst  it  is  chaired by the
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CNRS  President.  Important  actions  include  validating  and  adopting  the
Transformational Gender Equality Plan (T-GAP) proposed by  the Mission pour la
place des femmes au CNRS.16

In the UK in Imperial College the Academic Gender Strategy Committee has been
established to champion and oversee the advancement of gender equality at the
institutional  level.  The  Committee  is  comprised  of  top-level  decision-makers
(Provost, Associate Provost, deans of each faculty, a representative from HR, and
the chair if the Athena Committee)17 and meets once a term. Its remit includes:
ensuring the College continues its commitment to advance gender equality and
enhance  the  working  environment,  particularly  for  those  who  undertake
academic/research roles; consider issues of strategic relevance, plan how best to
address  issues  of  concern and  how best  to  optimise  and  disseminate  current
good practice; and agree what changes are required and what actions must be
taken for the College to achieve the Athena SWAN Gold Award.18

Recommendations
National level policy makers: 

 Demonstrate the benefits of an institutional transformational approach to
institutional science leaders.

 Involve  science  leaders  and  gender  equality  experts  in  policy-making
processes for gender in research to ensure optimal take-up and buy in of
institutional leaders. 

 Promote  knowledge  exchange  forums  where  institutional  leaders  can
share experiences of the development, implementation and evaluation of
gender and research policies. 

Institutional Science Leaders: 

 Demonstrate  to  others  (internally  and  externally)  the  benefits  of  these
policies at the institutional level. 

 Make resources available in terms of staff (gender experts) and a budget
for  internal  activities   (mentoring  programmes,  gender  awareness
courses, data gathering, close interaction with other administrative units
as  well  as  the  teaching  and  research  units)  and  external  activities
(institutional networking, national and international workshops). 19

 Engage both men and women in gender equality work and leadership in
science

 Address the resistance of many men to the promotion of women’s careers
and  gender  equality;  highlight  the  responsibilities  of  leaders  in  the
promotion of women’s careers and gender equality; and reach out to those
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less interested, less involved or even hostile on these isssues. 

 This involves raising and taking up gender equality and related issues on
science and research management and leadership meetings and agendas,
at  all  levels,  even  if  this  may  appear,  at  first  and  to  some,  unusual
questions, and even if this meets initial and continuing resistance. 
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