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Abstract Are policies to increase women’s share among university professors effective?

The importance of gender equality on the labor market has been well established, but our

understanding of what kind of policy is effective to increase the share of women is still

unclear. Three sets of factors explain women’s low shares at higher job levels, notably

individual, cultural, and structural or institutional perspectives, and policies to increase the

proportion of women therefore should address these factors. This paper aims to investigate

if they do so and if they are effective. We investigated the efficacy of gender equality

policy measures in all 14 universities in the Netherlands, implemented between 2000 and

2007. Based on documents and interviews, 19 measures were identified that could be

classified according to the three perspectives. The university with the most measures

applied four times more measures than the one with the least measures. The more measures

a university applied in the cultural perspective, the more likely it also applied measures in

the other two perspectives. Whereas the HR managers and policy makers at universities

reported skepticism and lack of evaluations, our study reveals a positive relationship

between policy measures and the reduction of the glass ceiling and between policies in the

cultural perspective and the increase of the proportion of women among professors.

Keywords Women � Universities � Glass ceiling index � Implementation �
Efficacy � Gender equality � Measures � The Netherlands

Introduction

As in other organizations, women in universities are greatly outnumbered by men in

positions of formal power, authority, high status and high income. To remedy this situa-

tion, employers and HR managers often apply policy measures, like gender-neutral hiring
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and selection procedures and preferential treatment of women. Given the popularity and

the costs of implementing a gender equality policy, the limited information available about

the variation in implementation and efficacy of policy measures is striking. As Kalev et al.

(2006, p. 590) state ‘‘there has been a great deal of research on the sources of inequality,

[but] there has been little on the efficacy of different programs for countering it’’. Our

contribution is to theoretically categorize different types of gender equality policy and to

examine the implementation and efficacy of these policies in universities.

Senior academics are predominantly male, in spite of a gender ratio that is closer to

parity among young researchers (European Commission 2006; West and Curtis 2006).

Female students outnumber male ones in higher education in European Union member

states (54% of the student population was female in 2003) and the USA (57% was female

in 2005) (European Commission 2006; OECD 2008). They complete their studies on

average faster and with better results (European Commission 2008). Because of the fierce

competition in the labor market, the scarcity of talented academics (Altbach 2004), and the

ageing of academic staff (Enders 2001), this discrepancy results in a growing pressure on

universities to attract more female academics and to increase their proportion at higher

levels. Policy makers and decision makers respond to this pressure by implementing

gender equality policies in their organizations (Boeckmann and Feather 2007).

The objective of the study is to investigate the efficacy of gender equality policies.

Therefore, the gender equality policies of all 14 universities in the Netherlands and their

impact on the proportion of female academics have been investigated. In total 19 policy

measures could be categorized and for each it was studied whether they have brought about

change in the share of women at higher job levels. The next section outlines the theories that

try to explain gender inequality, links these theories to categories of gender equality policies

and summarizes the evidence from previous studies about the effects of such policies.

Theoretical framework

The relative lack of women in higher positions is the cumulative result of multiple barriers

at many points along the career path. We will briefly review theories and perspectives that

explain vertical gender segregation. We follow Ragins and Sundstrom (1989) and

Fagenson (1990) in distinguishing three sets of factors to explain women’s underrepre-

sentation at higher job levels: (1) individual, (2) cultural, and (3) structural or institutional

influences. For universities, a comparable set of three mechanisms explains why women0s
rank advancements are fewer, slower and lower than men0s, notably ceilings, thresholds,

and hurdles (Toren and Moore 1998). Ceilings indicate that due to individual factors

women do not reach the highest ranks. Thresholds indicate that once women have passed a

certain stage gender differences disappear, thus reflecting cultural factors. Hurdles refer to

institutional barriers. These three perspectives best summarize the causes of vertical gender

segregation. We consider them as complementing each other, not as mutually exclusive.

We discuss examples of policy measures that illustrate each perspective.

Individual perspective and related policies

The central premise of the individual perspective is that men and women are basically

different. Fagenson (1990) refers to this paradigm as the gender-centered perspective, in

which women’s underrepresentation at the higher levels in organizations is attributed to

differences between men and women, mainly in psychological traits and socialization
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background, different work orientations or career choices (Billing and Alvesson 2000). In

the early 1970s Schein (1973, 1975) demonstrated a relationship between sex role ste-

reotyping and characteristics considered to be needed for management success. The ste-

reotype of the relatively submissive, passive, non-rational character of women is

considered to be contrary to the demands of top level positions (Billing and Alvesson 2000;

Fagenson 1990; Ragins and Sundstrom 1989; Van Vianen and Fischer 2002). In addition to

presumed differences in character, a discrepancy exists between the stereotyped concep-

tions of what women are like and of what upper level managerial jobs entail. This pre-

disposition towards negativity leads to a devaluation of women’s work accomplishments

(Heilman 2001).

Expectations about the differences between men and women in personality and moti-

vation which form the core of the individual perspective, lead to intervention strategies that

support women. Training, coaching and mentoring women fit into this perspective. The

intention of such programs has been described as measures to ‘‘fix’’ a lack of specific

human and social capital in individual workers (Kalev et al. 2006). Bain and Cummings

(2000) suggest that organizational features of universities should be modified to take into

account gender-based differences in needs and lifestyle, like a greater appreciation for new

research styles.

Cultural perspective and related policies

The cultural perspective suggests that the organizational context, which includes the

organization’s culture, history, ideology, and policies, is relevant in explaining women’s

limited success in attaining high level positions. Furthermore, organizations are located in

societies, with particular cultural values, ideologies, societal and structural practices and

stereotypes regarding appropriate roles and behaviors for men and women, which affect the

processes in organizations (Fagenson 1990). Previous research (Broadbridge and Hearn

2008; Heilman 2001; Heilman et al. 1993; Ragins and Sundstrom 1989; Willemsen 2002)

has demonstrated that, while management in organizations is represented as gender neutral,

it often involves practices that are consistent with characteristics traditionally valued in

men, stereotyping and a preference for men. Although explicit gender discrimination has

been outlawed for many years, some of those studies have demonstrated that subtle dis-

crimination still exists. Heilman (2001), for example, argues that gender bias in evalua-

tions, performed by managers, is one of the causes of the scarcity of women at the upper

levels of organizations. A study by Wennerås and Wold (2001) concerning the peer-review

system of one of the main funding agencies for biomedical research revealed that ‘‘peer

reviewers cannot judge scientific merit independent of gender’’. Studying salary data of

one US university, Metcalfe and Slaughter (2008) found that women made significant

gains in areas associated with the peer-reviewed knowledge, but that they do not gain as

well in the resource rich academic areas associated with commercial research.

The occurrence of cultural constraints in the form of gender bias based on stereotypes is

a well documented phenomenon and has even been acknowledged in legal procedures in

the USA (Fiske et al. 1991). Policy measures that fit in with this perspective, like gender

and diversity training, are intended to change the behavior of managers who are respon-

sible for the hiring and selecting process or for promotions. Based on their literature

overview Willemsen and Van Vianen (2008) recommend to provide training sessions for

decision makers who are responsible for recruiting, selecting and promoting employees.

Van den Brink et al. (2006) point out the importance of reflecting on the assumptions of

talent scouts about the ‘‘excellent scientist’’ and their effects on the perceptions of men’s
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and women’s behavior and track records. They found a direct positive relationship between

the number of women in selection committees and the chances of women to be appointed.

Ng and Burke (2005) found, in an experimental study in which 113 MBA students par-

ticipated, that women rated organizations with gender equality management more attrac-

tive as potential employers. These two latter studies suggest that some simple measures

(e.g., having some women on selection committees, and clear communication of gender

policies to applicants) may help diminish the cultural barriers mentioned in this section.

Structural perspective and policies

Factors related to the organization’s hierarchy influence the entry and the promotion

through the ranks (Fagenson 1990; Ragins and Sundstrom 1989). Kanter (1977), the most

notable proponent of the structural approach, identified three variables as central explan-

atory dimensions: the structure of opportunity, the structure of power and the proportional

distribution of men and women. Skewed groups, in which men are a majority, lead to

treating women as ‘‘tokens’’: ‘‘they are often treated as representatives of their category, as

symbols rather than individuals’’ (Kanter 1977, p. 208). This can put women at a disad-

vantage because of exclusion. Entry as well as promotion chances for women are nega-

tively influenced by the restricted access to information about job openings. According to

Bain and Cummings (2000) informal recruitment procedures at higher levels are one of the

major areas where discrimination and prejudice towards women can creep into an orga-

nization. Apart from the structure of power, the overall career prospects in an organization

determine its attractiveness. The institutional shape of the hierarchy bears directly on the

likelihood of a starting employee to ascend the top ranks of an organization. Bain and

Cummings (2000, p. 512) point out that the demography of universities can hinder career

development of women especially: ‘‘The number of women in academe is so few and the

rate of opening of new positions is so slow that simulation suggests, other things equal, it

will take several decades for women to achieve parity with men at the top’’.

The structural perspective concerns the nature of organizational structures and the

organization of work, rather than individuals or gender roles. Drawing on the intellectual

biographies and career histories of 40 female scholars at 10 universities and colleges,

formal organizational structures retain social control over the processes of feminist

scholarship (Gumport 1990). Intervention policies based on this perspective adapt the

recruitment and promotion procedure and try to retain junior talent, if possible in favor of

women. For example, new types of appointments are introduced and financial incentives

are offered to retain young promising (female) academics (Huisman et al. 2002). Kalev

et al. (2006), using a longitudinal survey of employment practices, found that the best hope

for remedying the inequality in attainment at work lies in practices that assign organiza-

tional responsibility for change. Their findings suggest that ‘‘the best hope [for remedying

inequality in attainment at work] may lie in practices that assign organizational respon-

sibility for change’’ (Kalev et al. 2006, p. 611). Based on the findings of two large studies

of gender equity in Australian higher education, Probert (2005) states that measures that

introduce transparency around workload allocations and promotion criteria within a mer-

itocratic framework have had a significant impact in reducing gender discrimination.

The efficacy of policy measures

The effect of gender equality policies has hardly been evaluated. Most studies do not

measure the quantitative result of gender equality initiatives in terms of the increase in the
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number of women, but instead study the reactions of men and women towards these

policies (for example: Aberson 2007; Beaton and Tougas 2001; Dainty et al. 2001; Kossek

and Zonia 1993), the perceptions of workplace diversity (for example: De Meuse and

Hostager 2001; Hicks-Clarke and Iles 2000), or the perceptions of the effect of gender

equality policy on women (for example: Camp et al. 1997). Studies that do consider

quantitative effects are limited. Kalev et al. (2006) conducted an analysis of longitudinal

data (1971–2002) on the workforce composition of US private sector establishments to

assess changes in managerial composition after the adoption of equality practices. Pro-

grams were evaluated positively when a rise in the number of women in management was

shown. They found that having affirmative action plans, equality committees and task-

forces, equality managers and departments are the most effective means of increasing the

proportions of women in private sector management. Jansen et al. (2001) studied the effect

of several Human Resource practices by examining the changes of the share of women in

the highest organizational levels during three time intervals. They could not demonstrate

any positive effect of the personnel activities on women’s share.

Research objectives and methodology

This study aims to investigate the efficacy of a gender equality policy. The objective of our

empirical study is threefold.

1. Can gender equality policy measures applied in the academic sector be classified

according to the three theoretical perspectives?

2. Do organizations apply gender equality policy measures randomly or can patterns be

assessed in the portfolio of measures?

3. Do gender equality policy measures lead to improvements in proportion of females in

higher job levels?

These research objectives have empirically been investigated for the 14 universities in

the Netherlands. Between 2000 and 2007, all universities had implemented policy mea-

sures to enhance the position of female academics. We conducted a study to find answers

to the three research objectives. A detailed report about this study is available in Dutch

(Timmers 2007). This section first describes the universities and then details the data

collection and the data analyses.

Cases: 14 universities in the Netherlands

The cases in this study are the 14 government-approved research universities in the

Netherlands (see Table 1), which include nine general universities, four universities spe-

cializing in engineering and agriculture, and one Open University for distance learning at

university level. The universities vary in size, with enrollments ranging from 6,000 to

30,000 students. The size of the academic staff varies from 500 up to 4,000 academics. In

2007, 11% of full professors were female, one of the lowest proportions in Europe (VSNU

2008b). By contrast, the number of female students has been equal to that of male students

for many years. Until recently, all academic jobs at the higher levels became available

through a vacancy system only. Some universities now experiment with a tenure track

system, where one can reach a higher job level, up to full professor, by promotion.

All 14 universities are subject to a Collective Labor Agreement, which is negotiated

between the employers’ organization (VSNU; Association of Universities in the
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Netherlands) and three trade unions. In most years, the Agreement is renewed on an annual

basis, but sometimes once in 2 or 3 years. All these universities pursue, according to article

6.3 in the Agreement 2007–2010, ‘‘an incentive policy aimed at women […] and other

employee groups in a disadvantaged or otherwise vulnerable position’’ (VSNU 2008a, p.

59). The Agreement explicitly indicates when and to which extent additional interpreta-

tions may be given at an institutional level (VSNU 2008b). The preceding seven Agree-

ments, from 1997 onwards, contained similar clauses. According to these clauses

universities are obliged to apply a gender equality policy, but they are allowed to imple-

ment those policy measures that suit their organization. No system is in place to monitor

which initiatives have been adopted in which universities, or what their efficacy is.

Data collection

To explore the policy measures applied by the universities, the first step of data collection

consisted of analyzing publicly available documents from primary and secondary sources.

In these documents we searched for information related to the universities’ gender equality

policies for the period 2000–2007. Information on gender equality policies was solicited

from sources like the Internet (universities’ web pages), newspapers, books, articles in

which the universities were featured, and annual reports available for all universities.

Based on these documents a list of 29 different policy measures could be drafted, which

according to the documents were applied in at least one university.

In a second step, we identified the staff members, mostly HR directors and policy

makers, who were responsible for gender equality policy in their university. All were

willing to cooperate in our study. We drafted a questionnaire to identify which of the 29

policy measures were applied between 2000 and 2007, to what extent, which were

abandoned during this period or not considered at all in their university, and whether there

were or had been any other policies in place during that period that were not mentioned in

the list.

In the third step, at all 14 universities face-to-face interviews have been held with staff

members responsible for gender equality policies at a central level. In eight universities we

additionally contacted and interviewed one or more HR-staff members at a departmental

level to gather information at that level. No one refused to participate and all completed the

questionnaire before the interview took place or completed it during the interview. In total

27 HR staff members or policy makers were interviewed by the first author. The interviews

conducted at the departmental level were equally distributed over relatively small (up to

2,500 academics staff); medium (2,500–3,500 academics); and large universities (over

3,500 academics). In the analyses we did not develop a multilevel approach, but we coded

measures applied at departmental level differently from measures at university level. Each

interview took approximately 2 hours and was tape-recorded. During the interviews the

implementation of the 29 policy measures, the assumptions for applying them, and their

efficacy were discussed.

Data analysis

To draft the portfolio of gender equality policy measures for every university, we had to

reduce the initial number from 29 to 19. Based on the questionnaires, the interviews and

the policy reports we had to consider some measures that initially seemed distinct as one

measure. For example, reporting the criteria for selecting academic staff, changing these

criteria, reporting gender bias in the recruitment and selection procedure, and changing this
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procedure were combined into one measure ‘‘Review and adapt recruitment procedure’’.

Other policy measures had to be dropped because they turned out not to be implemented in

the universities, such as a recruitment policy to favor women even when they were just

sufficiently qualified for a job. For some other measures, the interviewees could not pro-

vide any information about the implementation and therefore these measures had to be

deleted too. For 19 policy measures we had sufficient information as to what extent they

were applied in the universities. Combining the theoretical perspectives drafted in the

previous section and the information derived from interviews, each measure was classified

into the individual, cultural, or structural perspective. To be able to compose the portfolio,

each measure was rated 0 (=not applied), 1 (=applied but not in all departments or not

during the entire period under study), or 2 (=applied in the entire university during the

entire period). For the 14 universities we could construct rankorders with regard to their

gender equality policy measures in the three perspectives and in total.

We used two ways to investigate gender equality policy efficacy. Following Jansen et al.

(2001) and Kalev et al. (2006), efficacy was operationalized as the change in the share of

women. For all universities, we collected data on the change in the proportion of women

among academic staff, all professors, full professors, PhD-students, and students each year

between 2000 and 2007. This data was available from the Association of Universities in the

Netherlands (VSNU). The independent variable was the ranking of the university on the

application of policy measures.

The second way to investigate efficacy is related to the changes in the relative proba-

bility that women in comparison to men will reach a top position in their organization, for

which we used an indicator called the Glass Ceiling Index, hereafter GCI (Zandvliet et al.

2002). The higher the value of the GCI, the thicker the glass ceiling, and the more difficult

it is for women to move to a higher job level (European Commission 2006). The formula

for the index we used is: GCI = P1/P2, where P2 is the percentages of women among full

and associate professors, and P1 is the lower/middle job level, represented in the per-

centages of women among assistant professors, post-docs, researchers, lecturers and PhD-

students. The value can run from zero to infinity. A GCI score higher than 1 indicates a

glass ceiling effect, showing that women are underrepresented at the highest job levels

(European Commission 2006). As independent variable the ranking was used again.

Results

Classification of gender equality policy measures

The first objective of this study aimed to list the gender equality policy measures in the 14

universities in the Netherlands between 2000 and 2006 and to classify these measures

according to the three theoretical perspectives. These perspectives represent a set of

underlying assumptions about the causes of gender inequality in workplaces and, conse-

quently, the kind of interventions recommended to bring about change. In total, 19 mea-

sures were identified, of which six were classified in the individual (I) perspective, five in

the cultural (C) perspective and the remaining eight in the structural (S) perspective (see

Table 2).

Measures were classified within the individual perspective when they aimed to remedy a

presumed shortcoming of women compared to men. Mentoring and coaching of female staff

(I2) counters social isolation. Moreover, this initiative is expected to teach women new

skills and to enlarge their social networks. Additionally, a women’s network (I4) can
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counter social isolation and act as an advisory task force. These networks are often

financially supported by the universities. Training women (I5) provides them with the

opportunity to improve their skills. By disbursing incentives to female PhD students or post-

doctoral students (I6), they are provided with the opportunity to broaden their experience by

working abroad. Employers apply such a policy measure to stimulate women to aim for a

career in academia. To equally evaluate employees on their past performance, output is

corrected to account for part-time work (I3). Finally, we included the exit interview measure

(I1), when universities aimed to know whether, to what extent, and why women had quit the

university. Note that policy measures allowing part-time working hours or offering preg-

nancy and maternity leave are not listed here, although these initiatives must be classified

within the individual perspective. These measures are applied in all universities because

Dutch law as well as the Collective Labor Agreement requires them to do so.

Measures were classified within the cultural perspective, if they focus on the respon-

sibility for and support of applying a gender equality policy by managers and decision

makers in particular and the decision making procedures in hiring and selection. To reduce

gender stereotyping during those procedures and to increase the representation of women

in decision making, employers can decide to always have one or more women in each

hiring and selection committee (C1). A Gender Impact Assessment (C2) is a study on

newly introduced personnel policies to rule out possible disadvantages for women. It tries

to identify gender differences in future consequences of a current or proposed action which

is related to both men and women. Other measures that embed accountability are

employers request department managers to propagate responsibility and support for this

policy (C3), they offer gender equality training for staff responsible for the hiring and

selection procedures (C4), or they have a yearly round of consultation with deans to create

awareness (C5).

Measures are part of the structural perspective, because they are expected to put

pressure on decision makers to create equal opportunities for women to become an

employee or to be promoted, and therefore to increase women’s share at higher job levels.

Reviewing and adapting job advertisements, for instance by explicitly requesting women to

apply (S1), offering a bonus to a department when hiring a woman for a higher level job

(S3), personal chairs for women professors only (S4), preferential treatment of women

(S5), and tenure track offers (S8) all cater to increasing the chance of women to be

employed at or be promoted to higher job levels. To ensure equality and formality in

recruitment procedures employers can adapt hiring and selection procedures by making

them more objective and gender neutral (S6). A hiring and selection committee that

accounts for the recruitment of women to board of executives (S2) is expected to lead to a

fair and transparent hiring and selection procedure. Setting target numbers (S7) brings

about pressure on decision makers, because they are forced to increase the number of

women in their departments.

Patterns of policy measures across universities

The second objective of this study aimed at assessing patterns across universities in the

portfolio of policy measures implemented. Per university, the columns in Table 2 reveal

the scores assigned to each measure and the partial scores assigned to each perspective. For

the latter, no weights are applied. The Table shows the rankings of the 14 universities for

each perspective and for the total.

As regards to the policy measures within to the individual perspective, support for a

women’s network (I4) and providing training for women (I5) are the most frequently
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applied. Both measures were applied in 9 out of 14 universities. By contrast, exit interviews

(I1) are hardly applied and output measures (I3) are hardly corrected for staff in part-time

positions. The latter is striking, taking into account that a substantial proportion of staff

holds part-time jobs. When the numbers of applied measures are compared to the maximum

number of measures, Table 2 reveals that University c applies most measures, notably 67%

of the maximum, whereas University f does not apply any (0%) measure at all.

As for the cultural perspective, expressing responsibility for applying a gender equality

policy has the highest score (C3). It is applied in all 14 universities. All interviewees have

stated that their university feels responsible for enhancing women’s position. For various

reasons, the universities strive at displaying their support. Interviewees stated that it was

expected to lead to an advantage for new hires compared to other universities. Female

candidates would be more attracted to a university that shows its responsibility for

enhancing women’s position. In addition, policy makers and HR directors expected more

support and responsibility for this policy from decision makers at department level, when

its importance is stated in formal policy documents. Table 2 also shows that a Gender

Impact Assessment (C2) is hardly applied. Within the cultural perspective, University m
applies 90% of the maximum, whereas four universities rank lowest, because they apply

only 20% of the maximum.

Concerning the structural perspective, accounting for the recruitment of women is

applied most often (S2). Obliging departments to account for the recruitment of women to

the Board of Executives leads to total compliance in four universities, while in another four

universities only some departments follow this measure. By contrast, the personal chairs

(S4) are hardly applied. As for this perspective, university c ranks highest, as it implements

50% of the maximum. University n ranks lowest, applying only 20% of the maximum.

In summary, Table 2 reveals a large variation in gender equality policy measures across

the universities. The last row shows that two universities rank at the bottom with regard to

the applied measures, expressed as the percentage of maximum measures. Universities f
and n have almost no policies in place, as they applied only 13, respectively, 14% of the

maximum measures. By contrast, universities c and g apply a broad range of measures with

59, respectively, 51% of the maximum. When regressing the total ranking on the three

perspectives rankings, the cultural perspective determines the total ranking most and the

structural perspective least. This indicates that the more measures a university applied in

the cultural perspective, the more likely this university also applied measures in the other

two perspectives. The Spearman rho correlation of the rankings indicate that the measures

in the cultural and the structural perspectives are highest correlated and the measures in the

individual and the structural perspectives are lowest (Table 2 note). This indicates that the

cultural and the structural measures are more often combined than the individual and the

structural measures.

Efficacy of gender equality policy measures

The third objective of this study aimed at examining the efficacy of the university’s gender

equality policy. Both interviewees and policy reports often referred to future plans. The

interviewees indicated that past experiences were hardly evaluated. According to the

questionnaire, the universities had hardly evaluated the applied policy measures. In most

cases policy makers only assumed that certain policy measures were effective or necessary.

In the minority of cases where the university or the department evaluated a policy measure,

efficacy was mostly assessed by describing increases in the share of women in the staff or

by asking participants of policy measures for their opinion.
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As for the gender equality policy on the whole, the interviews sometimes revealed a

discrepancy between official policy documents and the actual state of affairs. In these

cases, one or more initiatives had been mentioned in policy documents, but were not yet

put into practice at the time of the interview or were abandoned earlier than planned. In all

14 universities, interviewees could recall at least one and sometimes two or more plans,

which were delayed. This was either due to poor planning or to a lack of support at

departmental level. Many initiatives were of short duration and their implementation had

not been coordinated consistently. In addition, the departments did not always comply with

suggestions or even directives made by the Board of the university. For example, not a

single interviewee at university level was entirely sure whether the departments had

adapted the text of their job advertisements, although it was claimed to be a standard

procedure. The same goes for preferential treatment of women.

Interviewees stated that most managers, policy makers, and full professors considered

gender equality as a bureaucratic requirement. Applying measures had become a routine

part of the paperwork of the academic hiring process. They also indicated that the gender

equality policy measures were implemented because it was assumed that these would

improve the university’s ability to compete nationally and internationally for new hires.

Universities also felt pressure from the government. During the past decade, universities

have been stimulated to implement policy measures to increase the number of women in

higher job levels. Nevertheless, most interviewees felt severely constrained in their ability

to change the low share of women in higher job levels, given the gender composition of the

pool of applicants for vacancies. One interviewee stated that applying a gender equality

policy was no priority anymore in their university: ‘‘It doesn’t fit our way of thinking, this
policy is outdated’’. This interviewee was rather negative about gender equality policy,

primarily because of the minor effects and the lack of support in the past. Nevertheless,

most interviewees believed that in their university the gender balance at higher job levels,

and therefore gender equality, would be a matter of time.

As the universities had hardly evaluated their gender equality measures, we used

aggregated data on staff composition per university to assess the effects of the policy

measures taken between 2000 and 2007. Table 1 shows the changes in the glass ceiling

index (GCI), indicating that the GCI decreased in all universities and that the glass ceiling

was less thick in 2007 than it was in 2000. To investigate the relationship between the GCI

decrease and applying policy measures, we ranked the universities with regard to the

decrease in GCI and the total number of measures applied (Table 2, last row). Spearman

rho correlation of these two rankings is r = .35. Though this is not a very high correlation,

it is sufficiently high to point towards the conclusion that universities who implemented

gender equality policy measures faced a reduction of the glass ceiling.

To study the effects of the measures within the three perspectives, separate partial

correlation analyses were performed for five hierarchical levels in universities (Table 3).

We correlated the percentage of women among the student population, PhD-students,

academic staff, professors, and full professors with each university’s score on the three

policy perspectives. These correlations were controlled for the percentage of women on

that particular hierarchical level in 2000. Not surprisingly, the percentage female students

is not significantly correlated to any of the gender equality policy perspectives. The per-

centage of female PhD students is negatively and significantly correlated with the cultural

perspective. For both the students and the PhD students, it is plausible that the percentages

of women are related to other factors than the university’s gender policy. The percentage

female academic staff is negatively correlated with two of the three policy perspectives. It

is also negatively, though not significant, related to the third perspective. As the assistant
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professors are the largest group within this category, one may conclude that the univer-

sity’s gender equality policies obviously do not target this group. The percentage of female

professors is positively and significantly correlated with one of the three perspectives,

notably the cultural perspective. It is positively but not significantly related to the other two

perspectives. Finally, the percentage of female full professors is positively but not sig-

nificantly correlated to two out of three perspectives, and negatively and insignificantly

with the third perspective.

In conclusion, whereas the interviewees reported skepticism and lack of evaluations of

the applied policy measures, the relationships between policy measures and the reduction

of the glass ceiling and between the policies in the cultural perspective and the increase in

the proportion of females among professors reveal that the applied policy measures have

been effective.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to examine the variation in gender equality policies and the

efficacy of these policies. The empirical study, which investigated gender equality policies

measures in all 14 universities in the Netherlands from 2000 to 2007, leads to five main

insights.

Firstly, at the outset we identified three mechanisms explaining the low shares of

women at higher job levels and therefore identifying the target of gender equality policies.

These perspectives coincide with career hurdles that exist on an individual, cultural, and

structural level. Differences between men and women in personality and motivation form

the core of the individual perspective, leading to intervention strategies that support

women. Policies related to the organizational context are associated with the cultural

perspective. The structural perspective addresses the organization’s hierarchy and policies

try to influence the entry and the promotion through the ranks. We do not try to determine

which perspective best describes the career threshold for women in universities, but instead

we used the perspectives to classify the university’s gender equality policy measures. This

turned out to be a feasible approach.

Secondly, based on interview data and document analysis, we conclude that the 14

universities have implemented a total of 19 gender equality policy measures. Within the

individual perspective, support for a women’s network and training for women are the

most frequently applied. Within the cultural perspective, expressing responsibility for

Table 3 Partial correlation of the percentage of women in 2007, controlled for the percentage of women in
2000, with the three gender equality perspectives for 14 universities

Independent variables Full professors
(N = 14)

Professorsa

(N = 14)
All staff
(N = 14)

PhD-students
(N = 14)

Students
(N = 13)b

Individual perspective -.03 .09 -.21 -.41 .35

Cultural perspective .15 .52** -.60* -.52** .01

Structural perspective .18 .20 -.60* -.17 .12

Total perspective .13 .38 -.60* -.50** .23

* p \ .05; ** p \ .01
a Associate and full professors
b Student population is not known for the Open University
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applying a gender equality policy at department levels and women in selection committees

are applied to a large extent. Within the structural perspective, accounting for the

recruitment of women, adapting job advertisements, and bonuses for hiring women are

applied frequently. By contrast, measures such as exit interviews, output measures adapted

for part-time employees, Gender Impact Assessment and personal chairs are hardly

applied. Using a mixed-mode approach of questionnaires, face-to-face interview data and

document analysis turned out to be a viable approach for identifying, counting and clas-

sifying policy measures.

Thirdly, the mixed-mode approach revealed discrepancies between policies reported in

documents and the information about these policies based on the questionnaires and the

interviews. In all 14 universities, interviewees could recall at least one and sometimes two

or more plans, which were postponed, not fully implemented, rather adopted as window

dressing, used to improve morale than to improve women’s careers. This turned out to be

challenging for the classification and coding process of the policy measures. Additionally,

our interviewees reported that implementing gender equality policies was a difficult pro-

cess, because of skepticism and a lack of commitment among decision makers. Finally,

implementing gender equality policies appeared to be a complex process, because of the

loose relationship between the university and its departments. While most policies are

decided at the university level, the cooperation of departments is urgently needed, but did

not always comply. In our study, we kept the university level as the unit of analysis, and

only controlled for partial implementation of policy measures in the coding of measures. In

future research a framework should be utilized which is built up out of different hierar-

chical levels. This would lead to more insight in this complex policy implementation.

Fourthly, all 14 universities in our study applied gender equality policy measures,

though with large variation. Expressed as the share of applied measures to the maximum

number of measures, the universities ranged from 59 to 13%. Universities apply relatively

more often measures in the cultural perspective and less often those in the structural

perspective. Additionally, using rank correlations it turned out that a university’s ranking

on the cultural perspective determined its total ranking most and the structural perspective

did so least. Measures in the cultural and the structural perspectives are more often

combined than the individual and the structural measures. From this we conclude that

policies that address the organizational context are the most important features of the

university’s gender policies.

Fifthly, it turned out that the universities hardly had evaluated their gender equality

policy measures. For investigating the efficacy of the policy measures, we had to rely on

publicly available, aggregated data about the staff composition of the 14 universities over

the period 2000–2007. The results indicate that the larger the number of gender equality

policy measures, the larger the reduction of the glass ceiling in the university over the

period 2000–2007. Furthermore, the increase in the percentage of women among profes-

sors is positively, strongly, and significantly correlated with the cultural perspective, and

positively, but not strongly and not significantly correlated with the other two perspectives.

The increase in the percentage of women among full professors is positively, but not

strongly and not significantly correlated with the cultural and structural perspectives, and

negatively and insignificantly with the individual perspective. Our study aimed at measures

associated with increasing women’s share in higher job levels. Not surprisingly, our

findings indicate that the increase in the percentages of women among students, PhD

students and academic staff are predominantly negatively related to the three perspectives.

Yet, this may suggest that one domain of policy might go at the cost of other domains and

this definitely needs further study.
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