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Abstract 

 

 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the experiences of academic women in order 

to gain an in depth understanding of factors that encourage and discourage their career 

advancement. A qualitative design and a Feminist standpoint framework guided the 

study. 11 faculty members from different faculties were interviewed in this study: eight 

female academics and three male academics from three Swedish universities: Linköping, 

Örebro and Stockholm. 

 

The study looked at the factors that encourage women academics career advancement 

such as: personal, family and academic factors. While, factors that discourage their 

career advancement have been also discussed and such factors are: the lack of support, 

network and mentorship; the reconciliation of the private life and the professional life; 

the lack of time: excess academic and administrative workloads. 

 

The results of this study also revealed that the lack of academic support, mentorship and 

the combination of family and work duties appeared to be the greatest barriers for the 

career advancement of the female academics. 

 

The study concludes that despite the Swedish government countless series of measures 

and reforms to improve gender equality and equal opportunity in higher education, the 

number of female academics in the top ranking especially professorship is still very low 

and the career progression is also slow compared to their male counterpart. 

 

Keywords: Gender equality, equal opportunity, career development, learning 

experience, academic women experiences, higher education and academia. 

 



 5 

Acknowledgements  

 

 

There are many people without whom this study would not have been possible. I would 

first and foremost, thank God Almighty, who created heaven and earth, for giving me 

good health and the ability to study. Secondly, I would like to thank and express my 

sincere appreciation to the following: My supervisor, Dr Song -ee Ahn for her wonderful 

support and encouragement, especially during the difficult times of research essay. She 

really inspired me and words cannot express my gratitude. 

 

     Many thanks also go to Professor Madeleine Abrandt Dahlgren, Dr Ingrid Karlsson, Dr 

Sam Paldanius, Dr Lena Pettersson, and Lena Larsson for their invaluable support and 

encouragement when ever I needed information and literatures, at the beginning of my 

research plan. 

My beloved wife, Petronille deserves thanks also for her constant encouragement, 

support and understanding throughout my studies. My sons: Randy and Jérémie for your 

love and understanding, I love you with all my heart. My parents: Lucien and Priscilla for 

all your love and for always reminding me that I could do anything with God who 

strengthens me. Thank you for your encouragement. 

 

     My friends, David Bani, Mike Fast, thanks for your help and support and 

encouragement. Thank You to my fellow cohorts and lecturers for making this learning 

experience worthwhile throughout this program.  

 

     To all the wonderful academic women and men who were interviewed. Thank you so 

much for sharing your experience with me, enriching this study. 

 



 6 

Chapter One  

 

Introduction 

1.1. Overview 

 

Sweden is regarded as one of the best countries in the world for its promotion of gender 

mainstreaming in policies and programmes, a testament which was supported by The 

United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women, known as “Beijing Declaration and 

Platform for Action, 1995), that ranked Sweden as the best country in the world for 

women to live in according to a Gender and Development (Mählck, 2003, p.3). Despite 

several government interventions such as the equal opportunity policy in the early 

1990’s, gender distribution in Swedish academia mirror an international syndrome 

pattern known as ”the academic leaking pipeline”( Mählck, 2003,p.3). 

     The academic hierarchy in Sweden is still described as a male dominant arena. The 

number of academic women worldwide has increased dramatically in the past 20 years. 

Despite these gains, research consistently documents disproportionately low numbers of 

women in senior scientific and leadership positions in the universities (Sheridan, 1998, 

p.1). 

    In Sweden, gender equality is a word of honour; in academia and business life 

everyone finds it self evident that men and women should have the same opportunity to 

reach the top. However, the majority of the top and influential positions are occupied by 

men (see table 1 and figure 2).  
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Table 1: Percentage of female Academic staffs from 1984 t0 2000 

 

 

 

Sources: Statistics Sweden 2001e; Annett Schenk (2004): Women in Swedish Higher 

Education (p.59). 

 

The Swedish government has invested actively in gender equality and equal opportunity 

for a long time, and probably has the best gender equality rhetoric in Europe, and has 

launched several measures and goals since the 1980’s to improve the gender balance in 

the academia and the scientific community. Despite this, the number of female 

professors is small compares to Finland, Portugal and Turkey (Husu 2001) (see Figure 1).  
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Figure 1: Women professors: percentage of the faculty that are women (different ranks, 

all disciplines). Region: Selected EU member states 

 

 

Source: Mischau Anina (2001), Women in Higher Education in Europe- A statistical 

overview (P.21). 

 

     In most academic disciplines, careers differ by gender, and it has been argued that 

female academics’ achievements world wide are smaller than those of their male 

counterparts. They occupy lower academic positions, receive lower salaries, are 

promoted at a lower rate, only a small number of women reach the top of the academic 

hierarchy, and a great number of them are in non-tenure track positions (Zuckerman, 

1991; Moore & Toren, 1998). 

 

1. 2. Historical background 

 

The Swedish higher education system was characterized by a heterogeneous structure 

for many centuries; until the late 1970’s that it became homogeneous. Today, the 

Swedish higher education system has a uniform structure nationwide. The oldest and the 
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first founded university in Sweden are respectively the University of Uppsala (1477) and 

the University of Lund (1666); which were followed later by the University of Stockholm 

and the University of Göteborg (Schenk, 2004, p.4). 

     The Swedish women’s right to higher education was for the first time debated in the 

parliament in 1870, perceived as the genesis of the promotion of gender equality, and as 

first step in the higher education reform system. This 1870 initiative had a great impact 

on the societal changes of that period. It was only later in 1873 that women were 

allowed to study at the Swedish Universities and the first woman to study at the 

university was Betty Petersson, in 1872 at the University of Uppsala. Betty Petersson 

became the Swedish woman to obtain a university degree, and later became the first 

female teacher at the boys’ higher school (Schenk, 2004). The invasion of women in the 

Swedish higher educational system was characterized by a strong opposition in the early 

19th century, because it was argued  based on the culture and traditions that women’s 

field was  simply at home: to get marriage and raise the children. However, the 

opposition took another dimension, in which women are regarded as lacking of scientific 

skills or competence. This controversial  and old arguments were viewed as scientific , 

while women’s invasion into the universities culturally controversial as well as , due to  

its competitiveness aspect with regards to power and authority (Schenk, 2004). 

    The introduction of the 1968 reform known also as “U68” was the Swedish 

government’s turning point   of the history of the higher educational reforms systems. 

Later, the 1970’s reform described as the rolling reform of the higher educational system 

was re-introduced. Thereafter, this reform became a written law and implemented until 

in the 1977. Schenk (2004) argues that from 1977 to early 1980, the effects of the 

ongoing reforms could not be seen in the higher educational system, until apparently the 

reforms carried out in the 1990’s which changed dramatically the patterns of the Swedish 

higher educational systems. As a result, major transformations and changes took place in 

the undergraduate and post graduate educational restructuration systems, which had 

great impact on the new career patterns and the organisational management policies 

(Schenk 2004, p.5). 

 

1.3. Promoting women in higher education 

 

The Swedish government has actively invested in gender equality and equal opportunity 

which has an important impact on the gender policy transformation in the 20th century. It 

has been even argued the Swedish apparently has best gender equality rhetoric, as a 

result of its active launching of several gender measures and policies in order to 

ameliorate the situation of women in the labour market, and especially in the academia 
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(Scenk, 2004). The Swedish higher educational systems went through a number of 

dramatic changes and transformations for the past thirty years. This has been 

characterized by a series of great wind of reforms, respectively the reforms of 1977, 

1993, 1998 and 1999(Schenk, 2004). 

      The 1977 reform is regarded as the most important one in higher education, because 

it promoted the increase of equality with regards to access to higher education, 

regardless of sex, social and economic background and other factors that promote 

discrimination would no longer be relevant aspects for selection at the higher education. 

This was the starting point of the dramatic increase in number of female students at the 

undergraduate level, especially in the social sciences, compares the natural sciences 

were male students are dominant. It has been argued that 1977 reform was innovating 

and transformative because it increases many new programs and structures that 

improved gender equality in higher education (Hetzler, 2004). It is until 1980 that the 

first equal opportunity Act came into force and two central Principles of gender policy 

were introduced. The strict prohibition of discrimination against employees and job 

seekers based on sex, and the responsibility and the duty of the employers with regards 

to create jobs and positions that promote gender equality in working life (Schenk, 2004). 

The amendment of the equal opportunity Act in 1984 was characterized by certain 

agreements, which mostly aimed the improvement of the working conditions in the public 

sector. The positive discrimination was perceived as a good aspect of the agreements, 

because it aims to balance the distribution of positions within an organisation based on 

gender. For instance, when creating new ten new positions, the quota system should be 

applied in order to have 50% men and 50% women in order to eradicate women under 

representation in an organisation (Schenk, 2004, p.27). 

       The 1993 reform is viewed as a radical reform in the history of the higher 

educational systems. This reform emphasises the introduction of a new resource 

allocation system and the de- centralisation of the higher education management and 

control over the organisation and the finances. As a result, the institutions of the higher 

education gained their autonomy to mange and have control over their resources 

(Hetzer, 2004). The 1993 equal opportunity Act promoted appropriate measures and paid 

seriously attention to gender relations with regards to higher education’s institutions. As 

a result, every university or college has its own ombudsman or a committee in change of 

gender equality (Schenk, 2004). 

         In 1995 the “Tham decree” was introduced with a special objective of the creation 

of 30 professorships positions. According to the government’s bill of 1994-1995, entitled” 

Equal opportunity between women and men in the Educational sector”, the share of 

female professors was very low compares to their male counterparts, and the 

development to wards a more balanced gender distribution was moving very slowly. The 
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government decided then provided resources destined to establish new professorships 

directed at the under- representation gender, which became known as “ham 

professorship”. As a result, preferential treatment of the under represented gender when 

applied when making appointment. However, 31 professorships were created especially 

for the under represented gender, and were publicly announced between 1996 and 1998. 

Apparently, 30 professorships positions were filled up by women. These so called Tham 

professorships are perceived as an example of the most far- reached form of preferential 

treatment (Högskoleverket, 2007:2, p.54). 

       The 1998 reform was however described as a promotional reform, which apparently 

aimed to increase the number of professors and to balance the teaching and research 

system with regards to promotion criterion. This reform was also characterized by the 

de-regularisation of the appointment system and the academic staff and the abolition of 

the old tenure system (Schenk, 2004, p.3). Schenk (2004) argues that 1999 reform dealt 

with the establishment of a new appointment system of the academic staff and their 

promotion and their tenureship. In this regards, new relatively important regulations 

concerning staff appointment were established, including tenureship and professorship 

promotion system (p.7). 

 

1.4 The aims and Research Questions  

 

In Sweden, there are no formal obstacles that would prevent the access of women to 

higher education or their advancement to even the highest academic posts. There is no 

longer any legitimized discrimination because the Swedish discriminatory laws and 

regulations, gender equality legislation promotes gender equality, and is against every 

forms of gender inequality (SCB, 2004:2, p.1). However, women under representation 

among academia and gender inequalities are still persistent in the academia. The aim of 

the current study is to describe and understand what female academics experience on 

daily basis as they are aiming to develop their career. This research provides enough 

knowledge about the experiences of the academic women, which will possibly contribute 

to a better understanding of their working conditions as well as their working 

environment. Many efforts have been made to promote gender equality and equal 

opportunity in the academia. The central questions to be explored are: 

 What are the factors or conditions that encourage Swedish female academics  

to reach  higher positions( full professor) in  academia and 

 What are the factors or barriers that discourage Swedish female academics to 

reach higher positions (full professor) as their male counterparts? 
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The experiences of female academics and their struggles to succeed to advance in their 

career will be contextualised by relating them to their views of their place that academic 

organisation, their experiences of the university and the scientific community more 

generally as a working environment.  

         This qualitative study contains descriptive data that present specific knowledge 

regarding everyday life experiences of the academic women in higher education, which 

may differ from the earlier research approach, based on statistics. 

The theoretical framework of this study is Feminist standpoint theory. This theory 

provides specific ways of constructing effective knowledge from the insights of women’s 

experience. The theory claims that because women lives and roles in almost all societies 

are significantly different from men’s, women possess a different type of knowledge or 

experience. I believe by using feminist standpoint theory, this study provides knowledge 

beyond individual experiences despite the fact that the empirical material is rooted in the 

interviews with academic women. 

 

1.4. Organisation of the study 

 

This paper is organised in six chapters. The first chapter is concerned with the 

introduction, the aims and the objectives, the research questions and the limitations of 

the study. The second chapter presents the literature review, which is a very important 

part in this research. The third chapter deal with the Theoretical Framework. Feminist 

standpoint theory is the main perspective that guided this study. The fourth chapter 

consists of the methodology,   the research design of the study including sampling, data 

collection, and data analysis. However, the fifth chapter regards the results, which 

enhance the discussions to flow in the next chapter. Finally, the sixth chapter focuses on 

the discussion of the main findings, and the conclusion.  
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Chapter Two 

 

 

Literature Review 

2.1. Overview 

 

In this study, I am exploring some important factors that possible could contribute to the 

understanding and the identification of the barriers  and the challenges which academic 

women encounter in their career advancement and  which sometimes lead them to 

leaving their work in the universities and doing something else. In another hand, this 

study identifies and examines the kind of supports academic women receive in order to 

make progress or remain in their careers as their males’ counterparts.  The central 

concepts in this literature review are horizontal and vertical supports academic women 

receive in order to advance in their careers, and the academic women under 

representation at the higher level of the academic hierarchy as a result of some 

persistent informal barriers and obstacles.  

        A few r Studies have pointed out that vertical support is referred to as a kind of 

support received from colleagues and the bosses; while horizontal support comes from 

colleagues of the same level or rank and from friends who are not connected to his or her 

work. Men academic receive more vertical support and female academics horizontal 

support. With regards to networks there are further distinctive differences between 

female academics and male academics. Apparently, academic men enjoy vertical support 

of their colleagues and bosses, and this has been perceived as a favourable factor in the 

hierarchical organisations. In contrast, academic women tend to receive so often 

horizontal support from their family members and friends who are not their faculty 

members (Zuckerman, 1991).  

        In Sum, drawn from the preceding literature review, the findings in this study are 

divided into two main areas: the factors that encourage academic women career 

advancement and the factors that discourage academic women career advancement 

The factors that encourage career advancement occurred on three levels, the personal, 

the academic and the family, including: motivations and personal career planning, 

academic support and mentorship, network, mobility and socialisation. The three major 
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factors that discourage academic women were the lack of support, network and 

mentorship; reconciliation of the private life and the professional life, and the lack of 

time: excessive academic and administrative workloads. 

 

2.2. Factors encouraging academic women career advancement  

 

The importance of support in the academic career has been proved as indispensable in 

academic advancement. However, it is still problematic to give appropriate supports to 

academic women when needed .This may be viewed as a result of a hidden unconscious 

gender and a lack of socialisation, because female academics assume that their mentors 

will approach them, and mentors assume that it is the junior faculty members who need 

help, should take the first step. (Husu, 2001; Wennerås & Wold, 1997) 

         Sheridan (1998) argues that some of academic women who were married at some 

point in their lives indicated that their marriage had a very positive effect on their 

careers; even marriage and parenthood affect women and men differently. Other 

researches have also indicated that women academic, who are married to academic men, 

are likely to be increasing their productivities, and it is a very supportive aspect that 

encourages advancement of academic women (Zuckerman, 1991; Sonnert, 1995). 

Family situation has a strong supportive impact, which can enhance a balance to the 

academic world and especially when one has a partner who goes along with her (Schenk, 

2004; Husu, 2001). This is because when academic women are married to the academics 

men they receive more intellectual support from their partners than those who are 

married to non academics. 

         A few studies have shown the importance of parents and partners who continually 

supporting academic women, economically, emotionally, and even practically, by helping 

them especially with child-care (Cole & Zuckerman, 1991). Feminist scholars (Wennerås 

& Wold, 1997) have revealed the Swedish government intervention has played a key role 

in terms of countless reforms on the promotion of gender equality and equal opportunity 

in higher education. These multiple reforms have a great to day for the advancement of 

the academic women. These series of government interventions started with the reform 

of the 1977’s, and the equal opportunity Act of the 1980’s, early 1990’s, the mid-1990’s, 

and 1999.   They advocated the promotion of gender equality and equal opportunity, in 

order to fight every form of discrimination, sexism or marginalisation in the Swedish 

societies, including the academia (Schenk, 2004). 

          Several researches have shown that the creation of adequate child-care facilities 

and the introduction of industrial rights to parental leave in Sweden have promoted 

productivity and career progress (Zuckerman, 1991; Schenk, 2004; Sheridon, 1998)). 
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Other studies have shown that the introduction of policies and legislations have 

continually encouraged academic women special participation in Swedish higher 

education. It has been suggested that the introduction of appropriate and effective equity 

policies with quota system, and the state investment in childcare and careful monitoring 

of recruitment and promotion processes have great impact on academic women career 

advancement (Morley, 2004; Zuckerman, 1991). Schenk (2004) reported that co-

operation and teamwork are very important and they are regarded as positive and 

encouraging aspects in the environment where research is done. Close co-operation in 

the academia with males’ colleagues is very indispensable for academic women, because 

this may likely has a great supportive impact in career advancement. 

      Co-operation and mutual support between academic women is a strong positive 

factor.  However, academic who have more experience help other in order to cope with 

some informal barriers in traditional male dominated domain, even if male colleagues 

sometimes regard this women’s co-operation and mutual support with suspicion 

(Wennerås & Wold, 1997).  

         Kamler and Rasheed (2006) suggest the introduction of mentorship for academic 

women at their earlier stages of their careers. Mentorship has been as a staff investment 

for the promotion of the academic productivity, gender equality, and equal opportunity in 

the academia or scientific community. Having a mentor is very indispensable advantage 

in the academic women career advancement. It has been also demonstrated that an 

academic woman who has one or more mentors can achieve a higher degree of career 

success and a right fulfilment that an academic women who do not have a mentor 

(Kamler & Rasheed, 2006). However, academic women who have been mentored present 

higher degree of self confidence, because it enhances their professional skills, and also it 

stimulates them to feel comfortable with the academic environment (Kamler & Rasheed, 

2006). The most recent review of research literature by Kamler and Rasheed (2006) has 

revealed that mentorship is the key factor in promoting academic women advancement, 

because it encourages them to climb the career ladder with confidence that so they can 

reach the highest academic position. Mentorship has the power to simultaneously 

energize both senior and junior academic women in learning the ropes and the 

understanding organisational cultures of the academia (Kamler & Rasheed, 2006).  

 

2.3. Factors discouraging academic women  career advancement  

 

Research that specifically examined  the experience the female academics informal 

barriers are different and exist in the long shadow cast by a profession that driven by 

women academics under representation, lack of  support  and mentorship (Zuckerman, 
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1991; Sonnert, 1995, and Husu, 2001). Some studies have shown that there are many 

forms of persistent informal barriers with the academic and scientific community that 

work against women’s opportunities for career advancement; as a result women feel 

sometimes that career problems are caused by their own personal limitations or the 

consequences of their personal circumstances, such as marriage, children care, and the 

reconciliation of family and professional responsibilities (Zuckerman, 1991; Harding, 

1996). Formal barriers are referred to as any officially recognized or controlled condition 

that makes it difficult for people to make progress, based on some prescribed 

regulations, such age, qualification and speciality etc... While, informal barriers are 

perceived as any conditions or situations that are not officially recognized or controlled 

that prevent people from making progress in an organization (Sonnert & Holton, 1991). 

        Cole and Zuckerman (1984) have indicated that academic women are more likely to 

be involuntarily unemployed and underemployed, than their male counterparts, that why 

they are much less likely than men to attain senior ranks or to occupy top management 

in the academia. Consequently their earnings not only reflecting these differences, but 

are persistently lower even at equal ranks. Sonnert (1995) has also revealed that even if 

the female academic appear to be equal to their male counterparts in all respects at the 

receipt of their doctorate degrees, still have less guaranteed careers than men. Cole and 

Zuckerman (1984) study has revealed that even if the gender differences can be seen at 

all academic level, especially at the highest position, the gap is still narrow mostly at the 

lower ranks. Zuckerman (1991)’study has shown that academic women are  more likely 

to be victims of the underemployment, even being sometimes either in involuntarily part-

time positions or in jobs out side their training. 

          The majority of women experience the academic traditions differently than men, 

which resulting to them choosing different faculty career than men. There are more likely 

a remarkable concentration of academic women in humanities and social sciences, as a 

result of the above mentioned traditions (Sonnert, 1995; Zuckerman, 1991). Hidden or 

overt gender inequalities and discrimination in the higher education and in the scientific 

communities have become popular issues in some Western literatures. This informal 

barrier mostly prevents women from making progress in their academic careers (Husu, 

2001; Mählck, 2003; Schenk, 2004; Zimmer, 2004). 

          According to Mählck( 2003), Sweden which is a country that were praised in the 

mid 1990s for its best gender equality policy and equal opportunity for both men and 

women in the world, has followed the pattern of the leaking pipeline with regard to 

hidden gender discrimination and inequality in the academia and in the scientific 

community.  Mählck (2003)’s study found that men and women use the discourse of 

gender equality to reproduce gender inequality, such as the exclusion of women in subtle 

ways or through internalizing superiority or inferiority. For instance, when women can not 
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meet up with the regulated time with regards to a project in male dominated field due to 

certain domestic responsibility imbalance, gender becomes a judgement criterion. A few 

literatures indicate that female academic often present a reluctance to talk about 

problems they encounter in their career, and hesitate to confronter them by thinking that 

gender has nothing to do with their academic career opportunity (Mählck, 2003; Hitler, 

2004). However, other literatures have reported that it was not until the female 

academic began to reflect on their everyday working lives that they began to reflect on 

how gender relations had affected them and their colleagues (Husu, 2001; Zimmer, 

2004; Zuckerman, 1991).  

         Despites existing hidden barriers, a few number of academic women have 

succeeded to make their ways in science (Husu, 2001; Sonnert, 1995; Zuckerman, 

1991). The review of literature on women scientists’ productivity and career attainment 

has indicated that women academic frequently experience a complex mosaic of informal 

and subtle barriers, which retarding their academic progress (Sonnert 1995, Husu 2001). 

Other studies suggest that academic women are likely to feel that their gender is a 

roadblock to their careers. They often think that their gender limits their normal 

advancement in their career (Bentley & Adamson 1998; Zukerman, 1991). It has been 

pointed out that academic women in the junior faculty ranks are likely to feel 

marginalized and excluded from a significant role in their departments, as a result they 

feel frustrated because of the lack of practical applications for their research, and respect 

from colleagues and networking in their field (Bentley & Adamson, 1998; Zuckerman, 

1991; Husu, 2001). A few studies has indicated that despite legal prohibition of  gender 

discrimination and sexism , female academics are likely to feel its effects, they tender to 

vanish gradually and they often take increasingly subtle and hidden forms (Wennerås & 

Wold ,1997;  Husu, 2001 ). 

           So far, there is little research on the attitudes of male professors with regards to 

equal opportunity policies, even though it can be assumed that this plays a very essential 

role in promoting gender equality. Even though academic men have a positive attitude 

towards equal opportunity policies, and they  admit that academic women under 

representation is as a result of male based university structures, they still counteract the 

efforts to reach this aim in different ways( Buchholz, 2004, p.12). Despites a dramatically 

increase of academic women in science, in the higher educations in Sweden and 

worldwide for the past 20 years, research consistently documents disproportionately low 

numbers of women in senior academic , scientific, and leadership positions( Husu, 2001; 

Zuckerman, 1991). Husu(2001)’s studies has revealed that gender inequality in the 

academia has resulted to many hidden forms of discriminatory appointments and 

promotion practices in Finland , in the Scandinavia, even in Sweden Academia and 

scientific communities. 
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 Academic promotion system has been often described as fair and not transparent. This 

existing invisible gender discrimination in promotion and nomination systems result in 

creation of a pool of more qualified women in lower ranks and the most highly qualified 

academic women in senior ranks (Bentley & Adamson 1998; Zuckerman, 1991). While 

the feedback hypothesis in few studies indicates that academic women experience 

labour-market discrimination which resulting to career interruptions, less investment, and 

lower wage growth (Bentley & Adamson, 1998)( see Table 3). A  few literatures has 

shown that academic women experience has  a so called “ negative kick” which as a 

result they become easily rejected for grants, and consequently their productivity 

potential and tenure decisions become disturbed(Bentley & Adamson, 1998). 

         The 1993 Report of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Organization 

(UNESCO) on women in Higher Education Management, reported that academic women 

are likely to have some difficulties related to much informal discrimination in pursuing 

research and gaining tenure, due the academic career systems which are built in the 

critical years after the completion of the undergraduate degree. Some academic are 

mostly to be interrupted by child- bearing or domestic responsibilities. However, other 

studies have shown that as women have multiplied the struggle to join the ranks of 

tenured scientists, the number of untenured women continues to increase, due to the 

discriminatory tenure system. 

          Cole and Zuckerman( 1991) argues that  the tenure system was established  for 

male academics , whose wives provide all the home making so that their husband could 

consecrate their energies and time specially to academic career advancement. 

Morley (2004) argues that most academic women are either victims of horizontal or 

vertical segregation. When academic women are under-represented in particular 

faculties, fields or department or academic disciplines, they experience horizontal 

segregation. And when they are under-represented in terms of senior academic ranks, 

where they are not visible at the top academic position that means the number of 

academic women in higher positions has become very compares to their male colleagues. 

           Women academic are underrepresented in senior academic rank, as a result of 

women academic being new in the system and younger than their male counterparts, a 

consequence of the relative increase of the women graduate in the field of science 

(Bentley & Adamson (1998).  Sheridan (2003) claims that the facts that academic 

women are all most new to many scientific disciplines and they form a small group, and 

they are regarded as strangers and out circle in the scientific domain. Consequently, their 

marginalised status in the scientific field affects their ways of advancing in the career 

(Zuckerman, 1991). 

            The existence of the unequal distribution of power rank and resources in the 

academic system, which results to academic women underrepresented with regard to 
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position of power and prestige in the academic, has also become a global phenomenon 

(Wennerås & Wold, 1997). In “Strangers in a strange land”, a literature review of women 

in science, Sheridan (2003) argues that the existing persistent significant disparity in 

publications and performance, when comparing eminent male and female academics, is 

as a result of the accumulation of negative kick-reactions for female academics which has 

dramatic effects. The principles of meritocracy, the standards of evaluation and the 

criteria for advancement in the academia and the scientific community, work against 

equal opportunities for academic women with regard to the distribution of resources, role 

performance and rewards (Wennerås & Wold, 1997; Sheridan, 2003). Wennerås and 

Wold (1997)’s study on the bias against academic women in scientific peer review has 

openly shown the persistence of the peer review bias with regard to the selection of 

postdoctoral fellowship recipients, which resulting to academic women being 

discriminated even if women with the same publication records as their male 

counterparts are rewarded significantly lower scores for scientific competence. 

            Husu (2001) argues that the great concentration of academic women in non-

tenure- track and part time positions in the academia, is partly a result of existing 

conflict between career and family demands. Consequently, academic women prefer non-

tenure-track positions, because of its flexibility so that they may cope with the family 

demands.  Moreover, young academic women think that the academic problems they 

encounter are personal, and marriage and motherhood are incompatible with the 

academic career. However, few academic women attribute their slow advancement to 

their marriages and families, which lead them to feel guilty (Schenk, 2004). 

         Stereotypes have been always regarded as major barriers for academic women 

advancement in the academia and the scientific community. Female academics are likely 

to suffer from stereotypes, through the myth that regards women as too emotional or too 

illogical for occupying top academic positions (Husu, 2001; Wennerås & Wold, 1997). The 

existing stereotypes can be regarded also as cultural barriers that prevent academic 

women to advance in their careers (Wennerås & Wold, 1997; Zuckerman, 1991, and 

Kearney, 2000). A few studies also indicate that the cultural stereotyping related 

problems which academic women encounter sometimes are perceived by feminists’ 

scholars as an alienation from the male dominated management culture and the 

continual persistence to admitting academic women to highest top ranks or management 

positions (Wennerås & Wold, 1997; Kearney, 2000). Several feminists’ scholars openly 

acknowledge the existence of the socio-cultural and psychological barriers which prevent 

academic women from pursuing academic careers (Husu, 2001; Bentley & Adamson, 

1998). 

          A threshold is viewed as a barrier which is situated at the stage of recruitment and 

entry to an academic occupational career. It has been argued that only academic fellow 
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with relevant qualifications can cross this threshold, but so often is not the case, due to 

some other irrelevant elements, such as age, gender or race which are taken in 

consideration (Sonnert 1995; Moore & Toren, 1998). Few women who succeed to cross 

the threshold and infiltrate these male domains will probably not experience gender 

dependent impediments and their careers are more likely to develop in the same way as 

their male counterparts (Sonnert, 1995) and (Moore & Toren, 1998). 

Hurdles are described as some kind of obstacles encountered by academic women at the 

middle stages of their career trajectories, not initially at the entry, nor immediately 

before reaching the top, such as attaining the tenure, and becoming an associate 

professor. Those kinds of obstacles that appear later are often scatted along their career 

track (Moore & Toren, 1998, p. 269). 

           Glass ceiling is perceived as a form of obstacle or situation that occurs when the 

advancement of a qualified person in the hierarchy of an institution is prevented at a 

certain level, as a result of some kind of discrimination based on sex or race. This 

situation is referred to as a "ceiling" as there is a limitation blocking upward 

advancement, and "glass" (transparent) because the limitation is not immediately 

apparent and is normally an unwritten and unofficial policy( Sonnert & Holton, 1991). 

This concept has become a popular image because it describes the phenomenon of 

women in high status occupations such as academia, military and business, apparently 

not making it to the very top, even if they reach relatively high levels in their 

organizations (Moore & Toren, 1998, p. 269). However, most relevant studies focus 

mainly on the reasons for academic women under representation in the Swedish higher 

education, and have not pointed out the importance of the academic women personal 

career planning. When academic women have made up their career strategies and clearly 

prepared goals, even if it is not a full guarantee for success, it can definitively promote 

their career advancement. 
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Chapter Three 

 

 

Theoretical framework: Feminist standpoint theory 

 

3.1. Overview 

 

As an epistemological foundation of my research, I am using Feminist standpoint point 

theory advocated by feminist theorists like Nancy C.M. Hartsock, Sandra Harding and 

Patricia Hill Collins. Feminist Standpoint theory was first named by Nancy C.M. Hartsock 

in her seminal 1983 essay, “The Feminist Standpoint: Developing the Ground for 

Specifically Feminist Historical Materialism”, rooted in Marxist-feminist tradition 

(Hartsock, 1983). 

         Feminist standpoint theory is a postmodern method for analyzing inter-subjective 

discourses. It attempts to elaborate a feminist epistemology, or theory of knowledge, 

which is an important epistemological stool for constructing effective knowledge from the 

insights of women’s experience (Hartsock, 1983).  

         The basic assumption in this theory which is rooted in Marxism is that human being 

is basically shaped by its material activities and situation. Women’s experiences and 

activities are central in feminist standpoint theory. Since women’s lives and roles in 

almost all societies are significantly different from those of men, women possess a 

different type of knowledge. In addition, their position as subordinated group enables 

women to see and understand the world in special and challenging ways to the existing 

male-biased conventional wisdom (Hartsock, 1983). Women’s ways of knowing may be 

expected to be no less real than men’s; on the contrary they are also likely to be 

different from what traditional epistemology has provided from the standpoint of men. 

The labour and activity of women differs from that of men in the contemporary capitalist 

societies. This sexual division of labour gives women a distinctive and unique 

perspective. For fact that women’s labour entails them to interact concretely with others 

and their environments, Women’s experience gives them the ability to understand clearly 

the partiality from which dominant masculinity epistemology arises.  

           Feminist standpoint epistemologies are concerned with uncovering and describing 

women’s knowledge-making activities as these are rooted in and been shaped by 

women’s daily work and women’s values.    
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The assertion of the standpoint theories is to represent the world from a special socially 

situated perspective, which claims to have epistemic privilege or authority. Every 

standpoint theory requires specifying: the social location of the privileged perspective; 

the level of its privilege, which means the kinds of questions on which it claim to have 

privilege over; The aspect of the social location that produce superior knowledge, for 

instance social role, or subjective identity; the basis of its privilege, which means the 

aspect that justifies the claimed privilege; the kind of epistemic superiority it claims, 

which is the greater accuracy, or the greater ability to represent  fundamental truths; 

The other perspectives relative to which it claims epistemic superiority; and the modes of 

access to that perspective, which is resides in the necessary and sufficient social location 

for obtaining access to the perspective( Harding, 1991). 

         Standpoint theory such as feminist standpoint, become controversial when 

claiming  epistemic privilege over socially and politically contested topics regarding the 

perspectives of systematically disadvantaged social groups, with regards to the 

perspectives of the groups which have dominion over them( Hekman, 1997).  The 

dimension of the claimed privilege is distinguished by the character, causes, and the 

consequences of the social inequalities that described the concerned groups. The feminist 

standpoint claims three kinds of epistemic privilege over the standpoint of dominant 

groups :(i) it claims to present deep over surface knowledge of the society, which means 

that the standpoint of the disadvantaged reflects the central regularities related to the 

concerned phenomena, while the standpoint of the privileged deals only the surface 

regularities.(ii) based on this, it also claims to present a superior knowledge of modality 

of surface regularities, in this manner superior knowledge of human potentialities. In this 

case, the standpoint of the privileged is likely to reflect the social inequalities as natural 

and necessary, while the standpoints of the disadvantaged represent them correctly as 

socially dependent, and demonstrate how they could be overcome. (iii) It claims to give a 

representation of social world with regards to universal human interests. As opposed the 

standpoint of the privileged, it reflects the social phenomena only in relation to the 

interests of the privilege class, thus it ideologically misrepresents these interests as 

corresponding to the universal human interests (Hekman, 1997). 

        Hartsock (1983) asserts that feminist standpoint theory is rooted in Marxist 

ideology, which claims that the proletariat has a distinctive perspective on social relations 

and that only this perspective reveals the truth. She also draws an analogy between the 

industrial labour of the proletariat and the domestic labour of women to prove that 

women can also have a distinctive standpoint. Moreover, she claims that it is easy to 

transfer Marx’s theory of class domination can to that of women’s oppression, which is 

rooted in the gender-biases (p.286). 
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          This perspective intends to emphasis that there are significant differences 

between women’s lives and roles and those of men in almost all societies, which privilege 

them to possess a different type of knowledge than men (Hartsock, 1983, p.298). 

Harding (1991) supported this idea and stated that women’s position as subordinated 

group enables them to perceive and understand the world in very different ways, which 

challenge the existing patriarchal traditions (p.185). 

        Feminist scholar like Collins (1990) is of the view that if we want to repair the 

historical trend of the misrepresentation and exclusion of women from the dominant 

knowledge, it is indispensable to make women’s concrete, life experiences , the main 

sources of our investigations, so that we can construct knowledge that accurately reflects 

and represents women( p.209). In other words, women’s everyday experiences and the 

knowledge that accompanies those experiences constitute the lens through which, we 

can evaluate the society as a whole (Jaggar, 1997, p.191). 

         Like Hartsock (1983) who advocated the understanding and the evaluation of the 

society through the eyes the oppressed women or marginalized people, feminist 

standpoint perspective enable us to examine and understand the experiences of the 

Swedish female members of the faculty. It is important to consider their various aspects 

of daily lives, as mothers, wives, daughters, and faculty members. 

 

3.2. Marxist Standpoint Theory 

Hartsock (1983) states Marxism presented a classic model of standpoint theory, which 

focuses on the epistemic privilege of the proletariat standpoint over central questions 

such as: economics, sociology, and history (p.297). Workers’ standpoint in this context is 

as a result of the collective consciousness gained through their role within the capitalist 

system and history. The different kinds of workers’ social situations allow them to gain an 

epistemically privileged perspective on the society. The oppression of workers is regarded 

as the foundation of the capitalist mode of production, equipping with a cognitive style as 

a result of their practical productive material interaction with nature, and the collectively 

self-conscious agents of a potentially universal class. It is through the oppression that 

workers develop their capacity to really understand the main interests of the capitalist 

system. Workers’ centrality enables them to gain access to the most important relations 

of the capitalist production. Under capitalism, the capitalist production principles 

determine the standpoint of all other classes, workers become of aware of their class 

position, and gain really knowledge of the society as a whole(Hartsock, 1983,p.298).                    

Based on a materialist epistemology, the most important mode which enables people to 

know the world is the practical productive interaction with it. It also allows workers to 

gain a unique perspective about the world in terms of use values, and the capitalists in 
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terms of exchange values. Since,    economics and history laws are viewed in terms of 

the struggles over the appropriation of the surplus (use-) value, not in terms of 

superficial money (exchange) values, results to workers’ representations becoming more 

central. Under communism, workers’ standing is regarded as the agents for the future 

universal class. This means that every worker possesses the same class status, standing 

in accordance with the means of production as both workers and collective rulers over 

the surplus. As a result, workers representations of the society gain strong objectivity 

than those of the capitalists. In addition, workers’ collective self consciousness possesses 

the character of a self-fulfilling prophecy. The collective view of workers with regards to 

their common condition and the need to change it using a collective revolutionary action 

enables them to really understand who they are, in order to reach their goal. Workers 

become the universal class through their self understanding actions. 

           In sum, the epistemic privilege of the standpoint of the proletariat is rooted in the 

epistemic privilege which the autonomous agents gain over their work. 

The main point of debate among Marxists are the degree to which they are committed to 

a workers’ revolution as the means of achieving human emancipation and enlightenment, 

and the actual mechanism through which such a revolution might take place and 

succeed. As pointed out previously, the earlier feminist standpoint theory was viewed in 

terms of women’s standing in the sexual division of labour. There is a specific relationship 

and reliance between feminist standpoint and Marxist standpoint theory. According to 

Hartsock (1983) Marxist theory of class domination is easily transferable to that of the 

oppression of women, which among other things, is based on gender –biases. Hartsock 

(1983)’s feminist standpoint theory which is rooted in Marxism asserts that the 

proletariat possesses a unique perspective on social relations and that only this 

perspective presents the truth.  She makes a comparison based on some similarity 

between the industrial labour of the proletariat and the domestic labour of women to 

demonstrate that women can also possess a unique perspective.  

 

3.3. The ground of feminist standpoint theory 

 

The feminist standpoint theory claim  an epistemic privilege over the gender relations, 

the social and psychological phenomena character, in which gender is involved, in the 

name of the standpoint of women. The concept privilege is relative to different kinds of 

theories that promote patriarchy or represent sexist assumptions (Hekman, 1997, 

p.345). However, the foundation of various feminist standpoint theories lies on the claim 

of the epistemic privilege with regards to different characteristics of the social situations 

of women. Therefore, feminist standpoint theories are likely to be inspired in one way or 
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anther by the Marxist epistemology. For instance, the concepts such as: centrality, 

collective self- consciousness, cognitive style, and oppression present some similarities 

with regard to Marxist epistemology patterns. 

 

           Centrality - Since workers are central to the system of the production of the 

commodity in accordance with Marxism, women are also central with regards to the 

reproduction system, the socialization of children and caring for bodies (Hartsock, 1987).  

Women being in  a better position than men , in order to understand and identify the 

failure of the patriarchal system in terms of caring for needs of individual, Women’s role 

becomes very central to the household’s responsibility, such as  taking care of the needs 

of everyone in the family. Meanwhile, men have the advantage of refusing to pay 

attention to the interests of those who are in lower ranks or classes as a result of being 

in dominant position. Therefore, women epistemic privilege is based on women regarded 

as a class, enhances them to respond effectively to needs of everyone in the patriarchal 

system (Hartsock, 1997). Harding (1991) supported this idea and stated that women’s 

position as subordinated group enables them to perceive and understand the world in 

very different ways, which challenge the existing patriarchal traditions (p.185). 

          Jaggar (2004) claims that women’s view of the world is more reliable and less 

distorted than what the ruling class possesses, because of women unique social position 

(p.56). Women as members of an oppressed group, have no interest or motivation to 

misconstruct reality, unlike the members of the ruling class who can attempt to construct 

a distorted interpretation of reality to protect their interests, and maintain their power. 

However, because women’s subordinate status, they are likely to develop a clear and 

more trustworthy understanding of the world (Jaggar, 2004, p.62). 

 

            Collective self- consciousness - Sexual objectification is viewed as an 

epistemic mystification process, which enhances men dominion over men (Mackinnon, 

1999). The dominant groups utilize their power in order to extend their desire towards 

the subordinated groups, so that they will correspond in form or character to the 

dominant group, as objectification is concerned. Mackinnon (1999) argues that gender is 

a method of objectification which involves erotic desire, and the eroticization of 

domination. It has argued that women are parts of men, since they portray their natures 

of being importantly sexually subordinated to men, and handling them appropriately. 

These kind of ideological misrepresentations can be unmasked by women through the 

achievement and the action related to their common understanding of themselves as 

women, regarded an unequally formed social group through sexual objectification. 

Women’s privileged knowledge can be viewed as a self-knowledge agent activated when 

acting (Hekman, 1997, p.335). 
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            Cognitive style - Feminist standpoint also identifies with the object relations 

theory, which is a perspective that enhances the understanding of stereotypical feminine 

and masculine traits, with regards to the different problems concerning identity formation 

encountered by children raised female caregivers (Hartsock 1997 & Hekman, 1997, 

p.348).  According to the object relations theory, male children separate themselves from 

their mothers as a result of the distinctive masculine identities they create. In this 

process, however, psychologically male children have a tenancy to anxiously reject the 

feminine, and they continuously desire to keep the distance and the boundaries through 

the control and the denigration of the feminine. In contrast, female children identify with 

their mother in order to develop the sense of their gender identity, which enhances them 

to become familiar with the shadow of the boundaries between self and other. When 

male and female cultivate their gender identities, they gain differently masculine and 

feminine cognitive styles (Hartsock, 1997).  

         Hekman( 1997) claims that based on the object relations theory, masculine 

cognitive style, which is oriented towards values of control and domination, is viewed as 

abstract, theoretical, disembodied, emotionally detached, analytic, deductive, 

quantitative, and atomic.  While the feminine cognitive style which oriented toward the 

values of care is described as concrete, practical, embodied, emotional engaged, 

synthetic, intuitive, qualitative, and relational( p.349). The different types of labour 

allocated to men and women determine these cognitive styles. For instance, the 

monopoly of the theoretical sciences, cause war, having the political and economic power 

and control, characterized men domain. And the emotional care for other is reserved for 

women. Therefore, the feminine cognitive style claims to have a superior epistemology , 

as a result of its prevalence over the dichotomy between the subject and the object of 

knowing, and for the fact that that the ethics of care is higher in quality than the ethics 

of domination (Hartsock, 1987). Rose (1987) argues that in order to institutionalize the 

feminine approach of knowing, the division of mental, manual, and caring labour which 

characterizes capitalist patriarchy, needs to be dealt with.  

 

           Oppression - The needs of the representation of the social phenomena in a 

revealing manner, than masking the truth, are very important for the oppressed women. 

However, the privilege of men enhances them to disregard how women as class, are 

affected by men’s actions (Harding, 1991). The identification of the multiply oppressed as 

multiply epistemic privilege associate epistemic is the aim of an epistemology which 

emphasizes the epistemic privilege based on the oppression. This logic of epistemology 

inspired Collins (1990) to establish the black feminist epistemology, based on the black 

women’s personal experiences of racism and sexism. Sometimes, the epistemic privilege 
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of the oppressed is disregarded, for instance Dubois’ expression” the bifurcated 

consciousness”, in which the capability of seeing things from the dominant perspective 

and from the oppressed perspective at the same time, and make a comparison (Harding, 

1991). 

 

3.4. Central concepts of the feminist standpoint theory 

 

Situated knowledge - It is a kind of knowledge that is specific to a particular situation. 

In other words, this specific knowledge reflects the particular perspectives of the subject. 

This concept emphasises the ways through which people see and understand the same 

object in different manners that reflect the specific relations in which they stand to it. 

Feminist standpoint epistemology perceives knower as situated in special relations to 

what is known and to other knower. What is known and the ways through which it is 

known reveals the situation or perspective of the knower (Harding, 1991). Feminist 

standpoint epistemology is concerned with few forms of situated knowledge, including: 

embodiment, personal knowledge of others, cognitive styles, and emotions, attitudes, 

interests, and values. Embodiment emphasises people experience the world through their 

bodies, which are distinct and located in space and time differently. People generally 

perceive objects based on their emotions, attitudes and interests. Other people have 

knowledge about other, as result of their different relationship to them. 

 

       Double consciousness – Since feminist standpoint approach emphasizes the 

centrality of women’s experiences of oppression, daily experiences, which create a 

powerful lens through which we can examine the society, and even possibly bring social 

change from it (Brooks, 2006, p.63). Double consciousness is a concept used by Harding 

(1993), to describe the intensified women’s awareness of both their lives and those of 

the dominant group, who often not recognize women’s everyday lives and labour as 

members of an oppressed group. Women have to grasp the dominant group’s 

perspective of the society as a whole, and their own perspective as minority. They 

possess a working and active consciousness, which enables them to handle two 

perspectives.  

       Nielsen (1990) indicates that even if a woman is in a subordinated position, it is 

often to her advantage to be in harmony with, and attentive to the male perspective and 

to her own perspective at the same times. Brooks (2006) argues that women’s ability for 

double consciousness derives from their attempt to comply with socially dictated roles, 

such as those of wife and mother. Moreover, this double consciousness can be perceived 

in few cases, as a physical and economic   defence mechanism for women survival and 

their family (P.64). This means that women’s physical and socially survival is influenced 
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by their understanding of the ways men perceive the world, so that they can identify, 

predict, and understand the interests, motivations, expectations, and attitudes of 

men(p.10). 

           Women’s capacity for double consciousness enables them to possess a unique 

perspective or lens, which gives the privilege to have a better perception of the society 

as a whole. In other words, women have developed a mode of seeing unknown to most 

of their oppressors, through their experiences of oppression and exploitation, and 

enactment of gender subordinate roles (Hooks, 2004, p.156). This unique mode of seeing 

unknown, is perceived as women’s capacity to know and understand the attitudes and 

behaviours of the dominant group, which gives them an advantageous position, through 

which they can change the society for the betterment of all( Hooks, 2004, p.156). 

 

          Strong objectivity - Women’s subordinated position and double consciousness 

grant them an advantage over men, in producing accurate and reliable knowledge of the 

world (Hartsock, 1983, 187). Harding (1991) views strong objectivity as a feminist 

standpoint concept which supports that women possess the capacity to produce accurate, 

comprehensive, and objective interpretation of social reality than the dominant group, or 

men (185). Jaggar (2004) claims that women’s view of the world is more reliable and 

less distorted than what the ruling class possesses, because of women unique social 

position (p.56). Women as members of an oppressed group, have no interest or 

motivation to misconstruct reality, unlike the members of the ruling class who can 

attempt to construct a distorted interpretation of reality to protect their interests, and 

maintain their power. However, because women’s subordinate status, they are likely to 

develop a clear and more trustworthy understanding of the world (Jaggar, 2004, p.62).  

           In sum, the feminist standpoint concept” strong objectivity”, shows that the 

representation of reality deriving from women’s standpoint is more objective and 

unbiased than the prevailing representation of the members of the dominant group or 

men(Jaggar,2004,p.62). Harding (2004) argues that carry on a research from women’s 

lives experiences will produce less partial and distorted than that which is carried based 

on the members of the ruling class (p.128). 

 

3.5. Goals of Feminist standpoint theory 

 

Feminist theorists like Hartsock and Harding are of the view that feminist standpoint 

theory is a critical theory that focuses on the empowerment of the oppressed groups for 

the betterment of their situation (Harding, 1991). In achieving this indispensable aim, 

the introduction of some pragmatic constraints on the social world theories is essential: - 
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the social theories required the representation of the social world that defends the 

interests of the oppressed people (those who are the subjects of study), - to provide an 

account of the world, available to the subjects of study which facilitates the 

understanding of their problems, and – to provide an account  of the world which enables 

the subjects study to change their condition for better. 

         According to Hartsock (1996), these pragmatic dimensions of the critical theory 

increasingly support that the strong assertion of specific theories’ superiority may be 

grounded in pragmatic than in epistemological virtues. In spite of the fact that specific 

feminist theory can not successfully justify its claims of having privilege access to reality, 

it might provide true representations profitable to women than to other accurate 

representations. 

 

3.6. Criticisms of the feminist standpoint theory 

 

The post-modern feminists point out that the feminist standpoint theory does not present 

any concrete “women’s experience” from which one can construct knowledge (Hekman, 

1997, p.350). In other words, the lives of women across space and time are so diverse it 

is impossible to generalize about their experiences.  To some degree, Standpoint 

feminism has absorbed this criticism. It has become impossible to claim one and single or 

universal “women’s experience” due the existing differences among women, which 

several standpoint feminists acknowledge today.  

          As Hallberg (1989) referring to what she calls “ special knowledge”, She claims 

that  feminist standpoint theory can result in the splintering of knowledge so that we 

would have not only men’s knowledge and women ‘s knowledge, but also Hispanic 

feminist knowledge , Asian feminist knowledge, Black feminist knowledge, and so on. But 

if the criticisms suggested above are correct, such fragmentations need occur (p.6). 

Hekman (1997) argues that the feminist standpoint theory cannot provide a noncircular 

basis for deciding which standpoints have epistemic privilege. Women cannot even have 

privileged access to understanding their own oppression, because of this takes different 

forms for different women, in relation with their race, sexual orientation, and so on( 

Hekman, 1997,p.340). 

        Feminist standpoint approach is founded on the assumption that women’s 

subordinated status in the social enables them to possess a kind of epistemological 

privilege, due to their capacity for double consciousness and strong objectivity. To day, 

this has become controversial, because the production of a less distorted and more 

reliable understanding of social reality from women’s every day experiences arise some 

new and critical questions (Jaggar, 1997, p.192). For example, Nielsen (1990) argues 
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that the claims of the feminist standpoint of accuracy and objectivity are promising and 

problematic (p.25). This is because it is difficult to claim that women as a group, unlike 

men, possess a distinctive and exclusive capacity for accurately perceive the complexity 

of social reality.  Beside, feminist standpoint epistemology has become more complex 

and multifaceted, feminist scholars no longer talk about the experience of women or 

bring together all women into one oppressed group. Instead, they acknowledge that 

women can be viewed from a diverse range of class, cultural, and racial background 

which represent many different social realities, endure oppression and exploitation in 

many different shapes and forms. Hekman (2004) points out those women’s experiences 

are increasingly different, which leads to the existence of women’s multiple standpoints, 

and multiple realities that derive from them (p.27). 

           The emphasis here lies on the liberating effect of the claims and the goals of 

social justice and social change that accompany them.  Moreover, it is problematic to try 

to reduce all women to a group sharing one experience and a single point of view, or 

standpoint, based on that experience. Feminist scholars like Haraway (1991) and Longino 

(1999) are of the view that instead of continuing argue only on the differences between 

women, it is important to pay closely attention to the unique perspective that derives 

from each of these women’s lived experiences, which teaches us something different and 

valuable about the society; because knowledge is generated from women unique lived 

experiences and the defined interpretations of social reality that accompany those 

experiences.  

          In Summary, feminist standpoint theory is an approach that focuses on women’s 

daily experiences and their rich multiple standpoints which enhance the understanding 

and the production of accurate and reliable knowledge of the world. Women’s 

experiences are increasingly different, and each of their lived experiences has a unique 

perspective which legitimates and empowers women’ thoughts and feelings in order to 

bring social change. In addition, feminist standpoint epistemology does not only claim 

that women should be taken seriously as knower’s, instead women’s knowledge should 

be translated  into practice, and what we learn from women’s experiences should be 

applied toward social change and toward the elimination of the oppression not only of 

women but of all marginalized groups(Brooks,2006, p.77). 

             I chose this theoretical framework because it does not only take women’s 

needs, their interest and experiences into account, but treats research subjects as 

knowing subjects whose knowledge must be respected. It claims explicitly that there is 

no form of knowledge from a disinterested perspective. This perspective, therefore, 

allows both the researcher and the research participants to be actively involved 

identifying, describing, questioning and analysing the problems women experience in 

their daily lives as, daughters, wives, and mothers and as academics. 



 31 

 

Chapter Four 

 

 

Method 

4.1 Research design 

 

Since the purpose of this study is to examine the main factors that encourage or 

discourage Swedish academic women to advance in their career, and reach the highest 

ranking in the academia; this study required an approach that take in consideration of 

the female academics’ voices while recording their experiences. This study follows the 

ontological and epistemological perceptive of Feminist standpoint theory. Feminist 

standpoint theory claims that because in almost all societies the lives and the roles of 

women are significantly different from those of men, therefore women hold a unique kind 

of knowledge.  This perspective seek to uncover and describe women’s knowledge-

making activities as these being rooted in and been shaped by women’s daily work and 

women’s values. In the case of this study, this means that academic women’s daily lives 

experiences are important because these different experiences allow us to have a better 

understanding of their career advancement. Female academic’s knowledge, which is 

based on their experiences, has been somehow neglected in research studies, whereas 

the experiences of men have been recorded and the questions that men are concerned 

about have already been asked.  

         Data collection is primarily guide by feminist standpoint theory which is a useful 

approach to this study. This theory asserts that women’s experiences and roles in the 

society differ from those of men, and allow us to have a more accurate reality of the 

world. In other words, women across space and time are in a better position to construct 

accurate knowledge of the world from their concrete experiences in their daily lives. 

However, the consistency of this framework and the dialogue exchanges, in which I 

engaged with the participants in sharing information, served as the primary method of 

inquiry in effort to equalize the power dynamics between the researcher and the 

respondents (Seale, 2004, p.298). It has been argued that pursuing an academic career 

is a challenging process that requires many years of hard work. The career path of 

academics presents various forms of positive and negative factors that may influence 

individual aiming towards career advancement in academia, or quitting the academia 

(Seale, 2004, p.35). Each department has its own organisation and culture which affect 
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the career paths of the female and male academics in terms of their future ambitions. 

That is why, in this study I focused specially on everyday experiences of the female 

academics, as they are aiming towards higher position in higher education and scientific 

community. 

          The experiences of the female academics in Sweden academia, as they struggle to 

develop their careers, are approached by exploring gender equality, equal opportunity, 

the under representation, and the government interventions. It is not only the barriers 

that are identified and examined, but I focused also on the women academics conditions 

or supports they receive from private, organisations, the universities and the 

government. However, their coping survival mechanisms against various forms of 

obstacles are also of great interest. The under-representation of Women in regards to 

academia has become a global phenomenon, which was also taken into account (Husu, 

2001).  

 

4.2. Data Collection 

 

Research on women is often conducted within a qualitative method. This is because this 

technique seeks to give voice to women in order to apprehend their perception of the 

world.  Web (1992), argues that feminist research is research on women and for women: 

“Research for women is a research that tries to take women’s needs, interests and 

experiences into account and aims at being instrumental at improving women’s lives in 

one ay or another (p.423)“. 

         In this study researcher used qualitative interviewing method (Kvale, 1996) based 

on the feminist standpoint theory in order to carry on my study. This method focuses on 

recorded depth interviews (Kvale, 1996), which is my main technique for data collection 

because it seems to be the most appropriate technique considering the nature of my 

research topic.  Kvale (1996) argues that interviews are very useful and practical 

techniques for data collection, analysis and the interpretation of the result.  

         The empirical data were collected in semi- structured interviews with 11 faculty 

members: 3 male and 8 female lecturers and full professors in Natural Sciences, 

Engineering and Medicine, from three Swedish universities. The reason for interviewing 

lecturers and full professors was to present a more complete analysis by including the 

experiences and the opinions of those that have succeeded in the academic profession, 

by reaching the top of the pyramid. Moreover, the perception of those at the doors of the 

top-rank position are directly affected by the new-established appointment procedures 

were very relevant to this study (Seale, 2004 & Kvale, 1996). The semi-structured 

interviews used “open-ended questions” in accordance with Kvale (1996), which will 



 33 

allow academics women to identify, describe, question and analyze the problem they 

experience in their daily lives both as women and as academics. In fact this is done in a 

narrative format.  

The following areas were focused on in the interviews: 

1. The faculty members’ family background. 

2. The faculty members’ academic background. 

3. Who or what motivated them to start studying at a university and the choice of 

the discipline? 

4. The motivations for choosing an academic career. 

5. Description of their career development. 

6. What was the biggest obstacle in their career advancement? 

7. What was the most joyful moment in their career? 

8. What should be done for the university to be a better place for women to work? 

Although, I decided to include 3 male participants in my study, I did not want to make a 

comparative study, but the male participants were basically used to get their own point 

of view about the gender inequality in the academia. (See table 2)  

In these 11 semi-structured in depth interviews, the questionnaire determined the 

content, the number as well as the order of the questions. Overall, there are several 

techniques to conduct an interview. Due to limited personal resources and geographical 

distribution of the target population over few locations within Sweden, I decided to use 

the telephone interview with two female academics, but all the 9 interviews were carried 

out face to face. It has been argued that telephone interview as means of social research 

has become increasingly popular during twenty first century (Seale, 2004). The cost-

efficiency and the speed of data collection are the majors’ advantages of this technique. 

          The use of tape recorders was very necessary and was done depending on the 

free choice of the respondents. It is important to not that the interview session lasted 

between one and half to two hours. The interview questionnaire was elaborated based on 

the themes that are relevant to the experiences of the Swedish female academics in 

higher education (Seale, 2004 & Kvale, 1996). In addition, there were also some 

questions regarding the women family situation, scientific and personal networks and 

future career ambitions. 

 

 4.3. The background of the participants 

 

Participants consisted of 8 academics women aged between their mid- thirties and mid-

sixty, and of 4 academic men aged mid-forties and mid-sixties. Three women were over 

the age of sixty, two women under the age of thirty and two other women were over the 
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age of forty. In the other hand, two male academics were over the age of fifty, and one 

in his mid-forties. Among the 8 female academics, 4 were full professors, 1 associate 

professor, 2 lecturers and 1 senior administrative staff. While among the 3 males, there 

were 2 full professors and 1 associate professor (see Table 2). Most of the participants 

were from Linköping University, and two others from Stockholm and Örebro universities. 

One among these women was divorced and another one was living with some one. But 

the majority of the woman academics were married and had children. The participants 

were specialised in the following fields: of interest on this study are mainly: Social 

sciences, Natural sciences, Engineering and medicine, and had at least two year 

experience in their career.  

        When reading through the transcripts of the interviews for this study, I was struck 

by the flow and the rhythm of each woman’s life, and their boldness. To ensure 

confidentiality and protect their identity and privacy, I gave each participant a 

pseudonym. Whereas the use of the pseudonym may be a standard procedure in many 

researches, but in this one it became important, as the female and male academics are 

concerned, and since the majority of participants are from Linköping University. For 

pseudonyms I used the names such IP1, IP2, IP3, IP4 etc. The names were assigned at 

random and there is no direct correlation between the pseudonym and the participant to 

whom it was assigned (see Table 2). 
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Table 2 

Information on participants by pseudonym 

 

Pseudonym  Gender Partner status Age 

IP1  female married 57 

IP2  female married 62 

IP3  female married 63 

IP4  female married 64 

IP5  male married 44 

IP6  male divorced 61 

IP7  male married 51 

IP8  female married 47 

IP9  female married 32 

IP10  female married 61 

IP11  female single 36 

 

 

4.4. The process of data collection 

 

The interviews were conducted over a period of 2 months. The individual interviews took 

between one to two hours.  The location and time of the interviews was left to the 

convenience and comfort of each participant. However, the only necessity was that I 

conducted the interview in a location where background noise would not interfere with 

the quality of type. Nine of interviews were conducted in the office of participants and 

two were conducted in the conference room. February 20th, 2008, 40 e-mails were sent 

out in advance to the participants introducing the interview with a brief description of the 

topic and goal of the research, but only 11 agreed to participate in the interviews. These 

e-mails were very important because they reduced the surprise factor and unfortunately 

they could not reduce the refusal rate, which consequently could affect the quality of the 
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data. Furthermore, these have also demonstrated the authenticity of the study and 

accordingly create trust towards the interview (Seale, 2004, p. 423). All the faculty 

members who participated in this study were willing to share their experiences and were 

also very open when answering to some pertinent questions.  

 

4.5. Data Analysis 

 

The taped –recorded interviews were transcribed by myself. I employed data analysis 

techniques described by Seale (2004) and Kvale (1996), using the perspective of feminist 

standpoint theory as a background for my interpretations. Feminist standpoint theory 

challenges us to critically examine the society through women’s eyes. That is to use 

women’s experiences as lens through which to examine the society as a whole.  

       The analysis of the empirical data was conducted in several steps. The interviews 

were first read separately in order to gain an overall view of the interviews, and a 

concentration and categorisation of meaning was done (Seale, 2004; Kvale, 1996). In 

order to reduce the large quantity of text, the individual interviews were compiled and 

summarised into smaller themes. In the next step, I extracted the themes from different 

interviews and gathered them into two separate groups, in order to find differences and 

important perceptions, and experiences relating to various themes: the first themes from 

the interviews with the female academics and then the themes from the interviews with 

the male academics. The themes correspond to the questions in the interviews regarding, 

family background, motivation, undergraduate and graduate and post graduate studies 

experiences, and career experience, and hindrances. Then, the empirical data within the 

themes were categorized and discussed with my learning partner with the good 

understanding of the empirical material in order to validate the acceptability of the 

interpretations. The interview data were analysed by categorising, classifying, and 

thematizing the transcribed texts in accordance with the research questions.  

        The statements of the respondents are regarded as a representation of their career 

experiences and the reality of the academic world to which they belong. The purpose 

here is to portray academic women career path, and not to deny the present objective 

reality, which the respondents experienced or interpreted. 
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Chapter Five 

 

 

Findings 

 

5.1. Introduction 

 

The findings in this study are divided into two main areas: the factors that encourage 

academic women career advancement and the factors that discourage academic women 

career advancement. The factors that encourage career advancement occurred on three 

levels: the personal, the academic and the family. The four major factors that discourage 

academic women were: - the lack of academic support, mentorship and network and, - 

the lack of time: excessive academic and administrative workloads, - the reconciliation of 

the private life and the professional life, and men’s attitudes towards women in the 

academia and in the society. 

 

 5.2. Factors encouraging academic women career advancement 

 

 5.2.1. Personal factors: Early exposure to learning and motivations 

 

Findings suggest that academic women early exposure to learning, from nursery to 

primary schools, from secondary schools to higher educations had great impact in their 

personal lives. The female faculty members believe that their first degree experiences 

played a very important in developing their personal qualities for the academic career 

development. 

      The findings suggest that early exposure to learning and motivations were the first 

question that was asked to participants. It was interesting to find out what motivated 

them to be in some particular fields or disciplines. The interest in their field and the 

curiosity seemed to be common to the majority of participants, and becoming academic 

was something they did not plan at the earlier stage in their studies. Most of the 

participants have never thought or planed to become academic during their 

undergraduate studies. 
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At a younger age I started school, I was already highly motivated to go the 

University, and I was really interested in biology and luckily I was offered 

admission in this field. But I did plan to study up to the PHD level. I wanted 

only to get good job so to say from the beginning. My parents did not have 

any higher education, but it is only later that they also went to the 

university to improve their level. Well, I had an inner driving force inside me 

that motivated me to study engineering. My mother encouraged me a lot to 

be economically independent. (IP3) 

 

The first degree experience of the female faculty members appeared to be very inspiring 

and motivating. The undergraduate program experience enabled them to see and 

understand how the academic professional functions and how to learn the skills required 

for the academic career. The positive experiences in this program increased considerably 

their expectations and desire to get a good job. The academic women perceived this 

stage as the most stimulating, which attracted them to envision working in the academia. 

 

 

The findings show that majority of respondents had at least someone that encouraged 

them in different ways, in order to increase their expectations and motivations. Most 

importantly, almost all the participants emphasized also their interests, competence and 

encouragement received from one of the professor or their parents that motivated them 

to engage in the post graduate studies. A respondent had this to say: 

 

 

In 1968, I was politically motivated and out of curiosity I started to study 

this course…. I loved teaching in this university because it was multi 

disciplinary. My father was an engineer and my mother a teacher. I got 

married after my PHD, but we were living together before we got married. I 

wanted to teach and do research at the university than working in a factory 

or company. I just loved to be academics. Teaching young people and 

transmitting my knowledge. (IP5) 

 

 

The data indicate that certain factors such social and political had a great impact in the 

career planning and in the choice of the area of interests for the respondents. Similarly, a 

respondent emphasised her point: 
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Well eh eh, motivation is not often so strong and circumstances are 

stronger. So in my case it was difficult to get a job when I finished at the 

university. I started to work few years in an industry but I did not like very 

much there, because after finishing the university it could have been 

interesting to work in a laboratory, but I was the highest educated person 

there, and still my education was not higher to do things for my own and I 

realized that. When I saw that they advertised a position at the university, I 

applied for that and that actually was a position as an Engineer. (IP1) 

 

However, even if most of the respondents did not plan or think about their academic 

career immediately, they had a strong desire to embrace the postgraduate studies, in 

order to get a good job. It was just like an available opportunity not to be wasted. A 

respondent has this to say: 

 

So I started here as a part time engineer……when this division started then 

it took around 3 years and I was doing samples for every one here. I was 

processing  samples for everyone here, and I really also got a strong desire 

to also have the possibility to do the same thing, to do the experiment and 

what will happen to the samples if I make them this way or that way, what 

will happen, what happen to them. Eh eh he…, to do the science 

(experiments) so I decided to continue my education to be able to be a PHD 

student. But professor XY told me that my education was actually enough to 

be a PhD student. So I turned to a PhD student but it was a mistake actually 

because I kept to this ……. position half time. 

Half time I was doing my PhD studies and half time my …….. Work out. They 

all needed the samples at the same time speed as before, I did not have 

enough time for my thesis, but it took 7 years to finish my thesis, but after 

a while I find that it was important to convinced professor XY to hire a part 

time engineer so that I can find it easier to finish my PhD studies.  

 

5.2.2. Family factors: Parents and partner 

 

The interview-scheme contained also questions regarding how the family played an 

important role in the career advancement of the faculty members. The data indicate that 

family members and partners played a significant role in the career planning and the 

achievement in their career.  The findings reported also that an academic career was 

perceived as not only as a result of planning and competence, but understood principally 

as the interplay between achievement and academic support from senior faculty 
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members, and also a moral support from family members and partners. In relation to 

their extended family support, a respondent reported: 

 

I was the first girl in my family to go to the university. My parents always 

encouraged me to study more so that I can have a better job and more 

opportunity to improve my life, even my grand mother encouraged a lot to 

acquire more degree. (IP9) 

 

Similarly, another respondent has this to say: 

  

 I don’t know really how I managed to finished in 5 years of my deadline. My 

husband and my parents supported me strongly, because I did have any 

mentor or support from department. My family played a very big role in my 

career advancement. It is a pity that I could not find help from my 

department, rather I found outside the academia, even I did not suppose to 

do so.(IP8) 

 

The findings suggest that family background and social background played a very 

important role in the academic career progression. Female academics that have 

academicians as partners were likely to successful in their career than those who had non 

academics partners. A respondent revealed in terms of her husband support: 

 

Well, I did (not?) have any obstacle so to say, because my husband was 

also academic. He helped me a lot with my PhD paper, reading and 

correcting. I can say that the great support came from him due to the lack 

of mentorship in my university. During my time, the university did not have 

any good support or mentorship system to assist PhD students. My husband 

helped me a lot with my PHD. We supported each other, I read his text and 

he read mine also. This was very position about our relationship. We always 

talk about our research and project to each other. During my time, it was 

difficult to receive support as a PhD student. I was lucky that my fiancé then 

could help me to read my paper, and encourage whenever I needed help. 

(IP3) 

 

In fact this statement reinforces the impact of a family support provided by a partner 

who was also academic on the academic women career advancement. This also 

demonstrates the importance and the advantage of being married to an academic 

spouse. It seems there is a big difference between academic women married to academic 
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men than those married to non-academic men, with regard to the quality of received 

support. Female academics who were married to non-academic spouses seemed to 

receive poor support than those married to academic spouses, even this support is still 

equally important. Few academic women who were married received both emotional and 

financial support. When asking one of the respondents, this is what she had to say: 

 

My husband supported me a lot, because I receive very poor support from 

the faculty, both financially and materially. If I am still working here is 

because of a strong support from my family, otherwise I would have left 

already this job. It is also because I love doing research and university 

environment. (IP11). 

 

Respondent IP11 demonstrated that not only academic women received emotional and 

intellectual support; they received also material or financial support from their spouses. 

 

The majority of the respondents feel that having children contribute strongly to career 

delay, but one of the respondents had a different experience, and perceives it as a 

positive aspect in career advancement:  

 

I think it is not that so bad to make it so clear when you have children, 

because  there is a risk of working so much and forget your family, but if 

you have  children you can not over work (ah,ah,ah,). It is also good to 

spend sometimes with your kids after spending many hours in the campus. 

It better to do sometime totally different than your academic work, at the 

same time, it make your brain clear out, because you are doing something 

totally different. Then suddenly, you have solved the problems (ah, aha, ah, 

ah, ah,).  

I believe the family is a positive factor that makes you relax a bite from your 

academic activities, based on the above point of view. My husband was a 

teacher, and that he started up his own company, and created an office in 

our house. Now, I have a grandson and it is very interesting actually to 

spend sometimes with him. (IP1) 

 

Interestingly in the findings is only one female respondent who perceived having children 

as a positive that enables her to relax a bite from academic demanding and stressing 

activities. For her playing with her children after many hours of academic activities 

reduce academic stress and depression. Whereas majority of the academic men and 

women believe that having children is an obstacle to career advancement. 
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5.2.3. Academic factors: The importance of the role modelling, academic support, and 

mentorship after disputation 

 

The data reveal that most importantly female academics are expected to follow a “male 

model” of academic success, which necessitate a fulltime commitment to scientific work 

and aggressive competitive relations with peers.  However, two ideal typical responses to 

current situation by the female academic have been identified, which result to the 

classification of the female faculty members in two categories :( i) those who follow the 

male model and expect other women to do so, and (ii) those who choose an alternative 

model, which necessitate a combination of work and family duties. 

Nearly few female academic prefer to follow the male model of career development, 

which necessitates an aggressive, competitive attitude and unconditional commitment to 

work, until getting the tenure. Meanwhile, the majority of female academics attempt to 

adopt a woman model, which consists of balancing work and family roles.  

        The female faculty members who adopt a male model of career development were 

always able work independently and strategically. They were also willing to spend many 

hours night and weekend, working harder and consecrating most of their energy to 

career. They were typically unmarried or divorced and without responsibilities for child 

rearing, who were likely to consecrate most of their energy to their career. 

In contrast, the female academics that prefer an alternative model, in which they balance 

the academic and the family duties, were likely to perceive the competitiveness academic 

career nature as problematic, because of the conflicts it creates against their own choice 

and style.  

        The findings show that academic career required as an appropriate academic 

support from for example the supervisors, tutors at the university in general. The junior 

academics, both male and female especially newly employed in academic, need support 

from the professors in order to adapt and advance in their career. 

 

My supervisor was also my mentor; he was really very nice and kind. You 

don’t have to book an appointment before going to the see him as such. He 

was just a next room beside. I have only to walk to his office and ask the 

question I want. That was positive to me because as my supervisor he 

supported a lot since he was also my boss (IP9). 
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Regardless of sex, a mentor is regarded by the respondents as a central figure in their 

career development. In the above mentioned example, it was a male mentor who was 

very inspiring and motivating.  

       The conversation about the usefulness of academic women being mentored turned 

into the issue of the creation of network through their graduate studies experiences. 

 Interestingly, some of the respondents reported that collegial support and collaboration 

were the key factors in their academic women advancement, because it encouraged 

them to climb the career ladder with confidence that so they could reach the highest 

academic position. Network system has the power to simultaneously energize both senior 

and junior academic men and women in learning the ropes and the understanding 

organisational cultures of the academia.  

Almost all the respondents are of the view that network can be created through the 

participation of the conferences. Mobility is regarded as an influential factor for the 

progression of both male and female academics. One of the female respondents 

explained her reasons for giving graduate students opportunity to participate in national 

and international conferences: 

 

When I was a PhD student, I never went to any conference, but they did not 

give me that opportunity, but now I am very careful with my PhD students, 

I make sure that they go to conferences at least once a year, if we have 

enough means to do it, and Because it was very important for the PhD 

students to travel for conferences.(IP1) 

 

Majority of female respondents feel that through conferences, academic women were 

able to exchange ideas with other researchers attending the conferences. She strongly 

believed that men were more mobile than women and women with children were more 

disadvantageous than those without children or single, especially in the natural sciences 

than social sciences. This is what one of the respondents had to say: 

 

I think what kept me here; it is the networks I created through my past 

administrative duties in our faculty. I got internal support and external 

support through the funding I got in order to carry out my research. What I 

like most is the way I managed to create my networks (IP4). 

 

The data suggest that network is not only created through conferences and seminars, it 

may be also as a result of the involvement in some administrative duties, even though 

they were viewed as time consuming tasks. All respondents supported that both male 

and female faculty members could choose the network to which they would like to 
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belong, regardless of gender, even if it appeared so often that women have a tendency of 

forming their own network and men their own. In relation to this, a respondent reported: 

 

The resources, and the social interaction associated with your capability will 

enhance good career advancement. Because getting the resources required 

prove of personal capability of conducting the research, and your 

interactions with others, which will connect to you to a useful network. 

Social interactions and personal expectations play a very important role in 

the academic career advancement. Expectations depend from one person to 

another, depending on the problem that affects it, such as gender, personal 

problem, professional skills or competences. Because as a person you 

performance is enhanced by your expectations and your capability. Sweden 

being a small country, academic members seem to know each other more 

easily that in other country (IP7). 

 

Almost all the respondents argue that the network system is not the only factor needed 

in the academic career advancement; it requires the resources, the social interaction 

combined with personal capability. The personal expectations ad social interactions play 

also a very essential role in career development.  

       The findings have shown the importance of mobility. The participation in the 

conferences or similar events by female academics has a great impact in their career 

progression. Participating in the conferences contributes a lot to the growth of the faculty 

members through various constructive exchanges and enlargement of their knowledge, 

on many issues through listening to lectures or receiving feedback from their own 

contributions, and the creation of new networks.  

 

The scientific community in Sweden is also very small, so it easier to know 

each other through the conferences, seminars, publications and through 

your social interactions with other members of scientific community in 

Sweden. Gender creates the difference in people’s expectations in the 

academic world. In the academia, they expect women to show their 

capability and competence, that is why it difficult for a woman to climb the 

academic ladder easily than a man. As a male academic, I have more 

advantages than my female colleagues in term of salary, promotion and 

position; check the statistics (IP7). 

 

In Summary, almost all the female respondents had the similar point of views than their 

male counterpart. Both male and female respondents are of the view that success in the 
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academic career, is not only based on strategic strong motivations and higher personal 

commitment, career planning. It concerns the interaction between good achievement, 

which in some cases the impact of the experience of the external support, such as a 

senior faculty member who encouraged and helped both male and female faulty member 

to establish at the university. The findings show that to become male or female academic 

is more regarded as interplay of different factors rather than based only of personal 

competence and strategy. 

 

5.3. Factors discouraging academic women career advancement  

 

The analysis of the interviews yielded four key factors that delay the career advancement 

of the female academics, including: (i) the lack of academic supports, and mentorship 

and network, (ii) the lack of time (excessive academic and administrative workloads), 

(iii) the reconciliation of the private and professional life and, (iv) men attitudes towards 

women in the academia and in the society. 

 

5.3.1. Lack of supports, mentorship and network 

 

Women generally felt that there were sex based obstacles to career success for women 

that did not exist for men; male respondents generally did not agree with this statement. 

Some specific areas of perceived bias by women include standards, mentoring, 

collaborative research opportunities, informal networking, and academic attitudes. 

Apparently, it is probably problematic for academic women to find support at the 

university than it is for men, even though many formal promotion reforms and legislation 

have been done in the favour of women. When I asked one of the respondents to 

describe her network, she elaborated it this way: 

 

My network was not very good actually, but when I went for my post 

doctorate in the United States, I created some contacts which were very 

important for me, and one of them, I am still working with him at X He is 

still my co-worker within the new competences, but I am actually the vice 

director and my director in this centre of X is now my collaborator. I have to 

say that I connected many women, which is most important thing I could do 

for other academic women. So I have quite many women all over the world 

that I know and we support each other, and that is very important for me. 

This was done after my PhD. (IP1) 
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The findings show that academic women experience so often exclusion or marginalisation 

as a result of some forms of informal supports such as “old boys’ networks”, etc. This has 

lead to many female academics receiving less support than their male colleagues. 

Networks have been viewed today as male dominated and almost to be exclusionary in 

academia. In referring this, one of the respondents described her own experience as 

follows: 

After my PhD, I was left alone without a mentor. It was very difficult to 

know how to plan and orientate my career. I had to work alone without any 

academic support or help. I jumped to many wrong paths that could not 

help my career advancement, such as much of administrative works I 

accepted without knowing or calculating. I feel being used unfairly, because 

I still regret that I wasted a lot of time doing administrative works that are 

time consuming, and many teachings without thinking or planning my 

career advancement, because of a lack of mentor. Many of my male 

colleagues are today professors, and I am still Associate Professor. It is after 

that, I woke up and I realised that I was misused. Then, I start doing 

research and publishing, which was very good for my career paths. My boss, 

the head of our department could not even encourage me to do that, 

because He enjoyed my administrative works. It was only after few years, 

we got a new boss (professor) who encouraged me to change and start 

doing research and publications. (IP8) 

 

For almost all the respondent, not having a mentor was a very difficult situation in her 

career advancement. As mentioned, making mistake or taking wrong academic path such 

as administrative duties without career plan may delay sometimes somebody’s career 

progression. The lack of support, and mentorship system at all the academic levels 

constituted a persistent obstacle to career development. Female respondents feel that 

academic men were likely to received more and regular academic support and 

mentorship than women at any level. For them, not reaching the highest academic 

position is as a result of their lack of academic support and mentorship at the early 

stages.  

        All female respondents regarded mentorship and network system as a key factor in 

career advancement. In principle, mentoring and networking can strengthen both the 

mentors and those who are mentored in learning the academic system. However, in the 

findings academic women were likely to continually facing barriers in receiving nurturing 

mentorship, which consequently appears to have limited the number of academic women 

who achieve prominence in their field. In relation to this, a respondent had this to say: 

 



 47 

I think the biggest problem for women is that men have their own networks, 

which are very strong. For instance, all the positions that are available are 

reserved for men. It is mostly men who majority in all the committee for 

promotion and recruitment. They always want to promote themselves to all 

prestigious and influential positions. It is not easy to be included in men 

network, because sometimes they would like to have men talk, which 

women are not allowed. So women, have to create their own networks 

because, it is not easier at all to get in to male networks. But some progress 

has been made actually. It is not easy to be included in men network, 

because sometimes they would like to have men talk, which women are not 

allowed. So women, have to create their own networks because, it is not 

easier at all to get in to male networks. But some progress has been made 

actually (IP4). 

 

The female respondents fell that academic network system is often exclusive and 

marginalizing. They claim that the academic working conditions discourage women career 

development, and especially with regard to promotion because they still consider the 

university as men dominated domain. They argue that men had a tendency of promoting 

more easily men than women, because they belong to their network systems. One of the 

respondents had a similar experience and indicated that was problematic for women to 

get access to men’s networks and have social interactions than do men themselves: 

 

Well, I think males academic have more advantages than women with 

regards to getting networks and social interactions, which are pretty difficult 

for female academics in general. In fact, I don’t want to be in the network 

where there are only men, because if it is much of men, it is likely to be 

discriminating. This kind of network is more excluding than including. I don’t 

want to exclude women from our network. I would like to be comfortable in 

the mixed network. (IP7) 

 

The findings of this study have shown that women’s negative tenure and promotion 

history to the academic women being left out of collaborations, informal networks, and  

receiving little mentoring, and the career success , result from the lack of being 

mentored. Similarly, one of the respondents describes her negative experience about 

lack of academic support and network: 

 

I think the lack of network is a very big barrier to career development. 

Because it is because of it, that I worked for many years alone, and I could 
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not move forwards. It was a pity that when I had academic problems, I had 

to run to my family for help, instead of seeking help from my department, 

because nobody cares. All this happened because I was a woman. This was 

a very bad experience in academic career, I don’t even want to talk or think 

about it. (IP8) 

 

As mentioned earlier by other female respondents, apparently senior male academics had 

a tendency of promoting or sponsoring male academics easily than female academics.  

The conversation about poor support and lack of mentorship and network turned soon 

into an issue of lack of financial support, with regard to funding. How this issue was 

perceived by some female respondents in their development. When asked about how she 

managed to get research funding, a respondent had this to say: 

 

For quite a long time I had not funding, it has been really bad and difficult to 

do research I wanted to do. I was really about to quite the academic sector, 

but when I got the opportunity to work with my new organisation, I felt 

quite encouraged to continue. Now, I have little more research money to 

conduct my research. So, later year was so bad for me, but this year is 

quite better actually. I can see that it will be better even next year, because 

I feel now a bite secure. 

For it is very important for me to be able to conduct research I want. And I 

have a clear vision or ideas of what I want to do, and if I find out that it is 

impossible to do it, in that case I have decided to quite when even I am 

unable to do the research I want to do. But now, it seems that it is a bite 

Ok. (IP1) 

 

The majority of female respondents feel that it is not always easy for female academics 

to get research funds when applying for first time compared to their male counterparts. 

They argue that they have to apply several times before succeeding. As a result few 

female academics left the universities to work in other sectors because of lack of 

research fund. As mentioned previously by other female respondents, it was the joy and 

satisfaction through doing research that kept them in the academia. Almost all female 

respondents were of the view that academic women struggle a lot to get research funds 

in both natural and social sciences. They claimed that the distribution of research funds 

between men and women in higher ranking was unequally shared. Academic women feel 

that they were treated differently because of lack of access to men network systems. 

Male faculty members have large and strong networks which often exclude female faculty 
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members. Men have a tendency of favouring men than women with regards to the 

research funds distribution which reflects male dominance in the academia: 

 

When we talk about funds, it is better to include the statistics here for 

people to see the clear difference regarding the distribution of funds 

between men and women academics. It is easier to found out that the 

distribution of research founds between men and women in higher positions 

are shared unequally, because it is on the favour of men. Take for instance, 

the Swedish research council, which is the national funding agency, there 

was a decree stipulating that a certain amount of women should receive 

resources funds. But curiously, one of the higher directors of this research 

council, started out a small investigation, and found that there are some 

unspecified problems related to the application of funds process due to the 

economic situation. It is very difficult to understand how the applications are 

handled in the research council. I think the only way of dealing with this 

kind of problems, is to start sending the application forms without names on 

them, may be this will solve this unequal distribution of funds. This world is 

very small, especially the academic world is very small, and we know each 

other. So it does not matter, whether you have a strong point or not. We 

always see each other at the conferences. In other words, we have 

cooperation, everyone knows someone. There is no objectivity in the funds 

distribution reviews process, because when the economy is bad, women 

have to stay back; and that is what is happening (IP1). 

 

Almost all Female respondents feel that the national research council was still 

increasingly influenced by male dominance tradition. For them, this unequal research 

funding distribution, May be caused by the economic situation which plays another 

important role in research funds distribution. They argue that when the economic 

situation is bad, it automatically favour men than women. It is definitely academic men 

who end up with more research funds than their female colleagues.  

          The conversation about unequal distribution of research funds turned soon into an 

issue of salary inequality in the academia. Female respondents argue that although 

salaries are tied to ranks, it is surprising that for academic women both measures fall 

behind those of men. They feel that based on equal ability and attributes, academic 

women are likely to be unpaid while men tend to be overpaid. Almost all female 

respondents were of the view that salary inequality in the academia was still a persistent 

problem which needed to be addressed. The salary gap between male and female 
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academics is relatively big from the junior to the senior academic ranking (see table 3). 

In relation to this, a female respondent had this to say: 

  

Certainly women and men do not have same salary in the academia; you 

can get that from the statistics. There are four of us in the top position of 

our organisation X. 2 men and 2 women. However, the 2 women have half 

the salary of men, although we are all professors. Well the director of the 

organisation has a lot of experience and a lot of funding, so he is more 

advanced than me. The second man has other speciality than me, but he 

still has higher salary than me. May be he changed the universities and 

came here, but I think it is because we are women, that is why we have low 

salary than our male colleagues professors. (IP1) 

 

The majority of the female respondents indicate that academic women received low 

salary compared to their male colleagues simply because they were women. They believe 

that, despite academic women having equal qualification and sometimes equal academic 

ranking, women still received low salary, which could be easily guessed as hidden gender 

discrimination which need be dealt with.  

 

5.3.2. Reconciliation of the private life and the professional life 

 

For the academic women, being married and having children have great negative effects 

on their academic career advancement. In addition to many demanding, inner and 

external professional expectations, professional women are still expected, in most cases, 

to perform effectively in the traditional roles of married women, without adequate help 

from their spouses. Women Faculty, married with children are likely to spend so many 

hours per week on domestic duties and child care than their male colleagues do. This is 

because the key responsibilities of the household tasks and especially the childcare duties 

are still in the hands of women. As a result, it is more problematic for academic women 

to combine their private life with their professional life than their male counterparts. One 

of the respondents narrates her experiences as a young PhD student:  

 

I think having children is for me a major obstacle or barrier in career 

advancement. Because for instant, when I was hired my professor asked me 

about my plan for having children and what I thought about that. He asked 

this because I was a woman. He could not ask my male colleagues. This was 

very bad for me and very chocking. I did nothing, because I wanted a job, 
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even though, it is my private life. I don’t think he would ask to a male PHD 

also the same question, I felt so bad because it was a great challenge really 

from the very beginning. I was living with someone I was not really married. 

I was planning to have my children after my PhD. This also was a great 

challenge because I did not know what would happen then. I was worried 

then I would have a permanent job then, which will not conflict with my 

children plan. I was really thinking how I will get the work with the children. 

This was really another big challenge. I think it is not right or fair to base 

their judgement on gender before employing someone. (IP9) 

 

Children are regarded as an obstacle in the career progression by senior faculty 

members. For female respondents, as a junior academic woman not having children was 

a first requirement for the PhD position. It was chocking for a young woman not to think 

about children during her PhD programme. Several female respondents believe that 

many young junior faculty members are facing some similar problems at the earlier stage 

of their career. The conversation about of having children turned soon into the issue of 

reconciliation of family and work live. One of the respondents had a different perception:  

 

Ah…I think that there is a famous Swedish history professor who said: “We 

don’t need anymore reforms for women; we need reforms that allow men to 

take responsibilities at home with their family and their children”. And I 

think if you want to achieve equity, you can not only produce good 

conditions for women but you have to look at the system and try to make 

men feel more responsible for their family and their children. You know in 

Sweden parental leave can be divided between mother and father and a lot 

of young couple do that and a father stays at home with his child for half a 

year, the first half year, maybe from six to one year. He will have a very 

good contact with the child and he will feel very competent to do anything 

and he will be automatically willing to spend more time with his child. A lot 

of fathers are a sort of pouched out and don’t feel reconnected with their 

children. That is one way and I don’t think that at university it is popular 

that young men stay at home with their children that that can’t argue 

because it’s writing in the Swedish laws. The reproductive responsibility is 

the main reason why we may not see equity. If you want to work on it you 

have to push a man to the family to be closer to his children so that he will 

be more engaged in the family activities, otherwise we will not achieve 

equity. Man does not get pregnant, deliver baby, breast feed, I think 

biologically a woman is closer to children than a man. (IP4) 
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For few of the female respondents, promoting academic women through series of reforms 

was not the only solution which could enable rapid career development. Preferably, the 

government should promote special reforms for men which enable them to take their 

responsibilities at home. As long as academic women continue taking the entire 

household responsible alone, it will very problematic for them to combine their private 

and professional life. In other words, it is not only the matter of offering child care 

facilities to academic women, but their partners must willing to share equally all the 

home responsibilities, including child care. Academic men were likely not willing to accept 

take parental leave because of the delay and its negative effects on their career 

advancement (Husu, 2001). One of the male respondent agreed with all the female 

respondents that the only way to achieve equity and improve the life of the academic 

women, is by sharing the households’ duties equally:  

 

My wife is also in the academic profession, she is a full professor. I can say 

that it was easier to combine the family and the academic work, because we 

were sharing quiet well all the domestic responsibilities equitably, such as 

child care, dropping and picking children to school. On the other hand, it 

can’t be completely easier, since my expectations as man may be different 

from the expectations of a woman. From that point of view, it is easier to 

restart the career, based on the expectations of other people. But from the 

practical time consuming, how you help your self, matter a lot in prioritizing 

your time. From that perspective, I can say that there has been a 

difference. From specific case, I spend quiet sometimes in parental leave, 

because I was working part time. Of course, I was not at home when the 

kids were new born, I could not stay with them. But it is only after that 

stage we started sharing the responsibilities at home, and after a while my 

wife starts working full time and I work part time so that I can stay with the 

children at home.. We do have in Sweden like one year of parental leave 

which can be shared between the wife and the husband. The first year, the 

woman or mother stays at home  two times, when the baby is still very 

small to breastfeed it, because  the man can do that. But after a while, 

either the man can be at home full time or half time for both mother and 

father. But as a father if I don’t stay full time, it takes a while to stay at 

home as much time as my wife did. (IP7) 

 

Sharing equally all households’ duties has a great impact on the career advancement of 

the female academics as mentioned previously by few male respondents. His personal 



 53 

experiences as man who accepted to help his wife, contributed to the promotion of his 

wife at ranking of professor. Women do not only need child care facilities, but they need 

men to be actively involve in home responsibilities, such parental leave (Husu, 2001). As 

men are traditionally not easily to accept sharing home duties equally (Husu, 2001), one 

of the respondents had a different experience with her husband:  

 

I was married when I started my PhD. I had one daughter, and she also 

started her primary school. Yes, it was easier to combine my domestic 

responsibilities and my academic career, because my husband and the 

father of my daughter took a big part in raising her up and we shared all 

responsibilities at home. We are really an equal family so to say, my 

husband is very good in cooking than me, and he does most of the cooking. 

That was very good for me actually, and may be more of the laundry and 

some other stuff, but we really shared equally these domestic duties. Some 

he dropped our daughter to the day care centre and one of us has to pick 

her up in the afternoon. This was a very flexible system for both of us. 

When I had I had a meeting or something else at my office I could stay 

much longer. This worked out for me pretty good, actually. (IP4) 

 

In fact, few female respondents think that all the men are not the same in their 

relationship with their partners. The situation of women academic is very diverse. It can 

vary according to position at the university and depends on the individual distribution of 

household tasks. For many female respondents, combining private and professional life is 

perceived as a dilemma but not for academic men. Majority of women who want to 

pursue their career choose alternative ways of life and often decide against children. On 

the opposite, men do not have to explicitly decide between career and family. Unlike the 

majority of male participants, a respondent had this to say:  

 

Ah, ah, ah, I think both male and female academics may face the same 

problem if they share the domestic responsibility equally: one drops the 

children to school and another picks the children, or cook the food. This 

depends on how you prioritize your work and your domestic responsibilities. 

For example, I did so much administrative works in the past, because this 

did not require a lot of time so that I could balance my domestic 

responsibilities. In this perspective there were not many conflicts in 

combining the domestic and the academic duties. In other case, my male 

colleagues that have their wives who took care of everything at home 

become strong competitors, because they were a head of me in their 
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research. Time management is still a big issue in the academic profession, 

because one has to prioritize between the domestic duties and the academic 

works. (IP7) 

 

According to few male respondents, there is not big difference between men and women 

faculty members on the problems encountered when combining private life and 

professional life. In other words, both male and female academic may experience the 

same disadvantages in terms of scientific competition. They may not publish the same 

number of books or articles as their colleagues who did not combined career and private 

life. One of the respondents had a similar point of view to support the previous 

statements:  

 

From the domestic point of view, when you stay at home and you work part 

time there is always a problem with your academic career. This is a problem 

in the career development for both male and female academics, because if 

don’t work full time, you will not be as important as your colleagues who are 

working full time. Take for instance, if you are were doing research work 

part time, you will spend twice the time on the research, compares to your 

colleagues that do it full time. As always says my female colleague from 

Uppsala University that my worse competitors are my male colleagues’ 

wives, because they use to take the all domestic responsibilities at home. 

This makes my male colleagues passing me by becoming more productive. 

Then the male colleagues will do more than the full time jobs, because the 

academic career is such than you have to prioritize between your 

professional work and your domestic duties. Take for instance, you are 

doing a experiment and  you have to stop it because you have to go to pick 

your child form day care canter, when you come back you have start all 

over again from the beginning, because it was not finished. This is a 

completely different story, because if you have a wife or husband that will 

take care of the domestic responsibilities. That is why I quote my colleague 

who said that my worse competitors are the wives of my male colleagues 

who take care of the total domestic responsibilities. 

 

Concerning the issues of sharing equally domestic responsibilities between men and 

women in their home, few male respondents indicate that academic men still have 

advantages in their career development than their female colleagues. As mentioned in 

the statement by one of the respondent that the worst competitors of the female 

academics are the wives of their male colleagues who in most cases, perform effectively 
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in the traditional roles of married women, without adequate help from their spouses. This 

enables male faculty members to be more productive than their female colleagues. Even 

if few male faculty members are willing to share equally households tasks, the majority 

of them avoid that by prioritizing their academic careers. In this perspective one of the 

respondents had this to say: 

 

The problem here is that the domestic responsibilities are always carried out 

by women and males don’t always want to share them with their wives. This 

is a women challenge I think. I think it is a great sacrifice because sometime 

females had to sacrifice their career because of children. I think having 

children for me is a disadvantage in my career advancement, because with 

you can not compete with males in times of promotion. I think in the 

relationship with your partner, it is always the females that do everything 

regarding most domestics’ responsibilities. It is better for both, mal and 

female to share the domestics’ responsibilities equally so that women can 

also advance in career. (IP9) 

 

Nevertheless, beside the issues of academic women scarifying their career because of 

child care responsibilities as mentioned by almost all respondents, academic women 

experience more stress than their male counterparts when combining their jobs and 

private lives. Similarly, few female participants also pointed out that they experienced 

occasionally greater stress and felt of time constraints when combining the double roles 

of household and career. The issue of academic women coordination of their households 

and academic duties leaded to another issue of lack of time as a result of excessive 

academic and administrative workloads.  

 

5.3.3. Lack of time: Excessive academic   and administrative workloads 

 

The academic profession requires certain activities such as teaching, administrative 

duties and publishing research results. Yet publications are seen to be most relevant for 

career advancement. To be successful, women faculty members have to show a higher 

degree of individual commitment than their male colleagues, as reported in the findings 

(Schenk, 2004). One of the female respondents had this to say:  

 

It was the lack of time for my own work, which delayed my PhD 

programme. Since I was very busy doing the lab work because then 

everyone wanted me to prepare samples for them. They did not care about 
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my own work; they only expected me to continuing processing the samples 

for them at the same speed as before. This, I think was more typical for 

women, to be always available when needed for service. The only thing I 

enjoyed most was the scientific part of the job, especially the experimental 

area. These  experiments I was doing then, were the most  exciting part in 

my career, that is the picture you there (ah,ah,ah,ah)(IP1) 

 

For few respondents, some academic tasks such as administrative duty, doing research    

, and teaching are very demanding and time consuming. They feel sometimes that this 

reduced their performance during postgraduate studies. According to them, this is 

typically for women to accept easily whatever administrative work they give them. 

However, one of the female respondents had a different point of view about this:  

 

I think the problematic situation here is the publications, not the teaching 

because I enjoy teaching more than research. I think the quantity of the 

publications matter more than the quality, because they don’t value or 

recognize the teachings and the administrative duties, which are part of the 

academic work, even if though they are very time consuming activities.(IP8) 

 

Most of respondents mentioned that they have held at least one administrative position, 

before getting to another stage. They viewed teaching and administrative tasks as very 

interesting and convenient for women, because it makes someone to be visible in the 

faculty and the university, and gives new management skills and experiences, which 

should be taken seriously in consideration in the promotion policy. Unfortunately, it is 

mostly the publications which taken in account. In relation to this a respondent had this 

to say: 

It took me quiet some years to be where I am today, because of so many 

administrative works I took before becoming Professor in X. That is quite a 

long period. I was working as a……….in the department of Y, because it was 

not to do teaching, due to my specially, and in this department they teach X 

course, and I could not teach those courses. 

So I had so little teaching. In Sweden, one can be promoted as a professor, 

so I am a promoted professor. You can become promoted but there are 

certain requirements for that, such as: you should be an examiner or 

supervisor of PhD students, having done a certain amount of publications 

and research work, but you should have also done teaching. I could not fulfil 

the teaching part, but when they announce a position of professor at the 

organisation X, where I am working now, and I applied for the position, and 
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we were many applicants. Only four were selected in the first round and 

declared competent for the position…..But I waited for 2 years, before 

someone told me that you have to try again you are qualified. Then, I 

applied directly, then I was promoted as a professor (ah, ah, ah, ah,) (IP1) 

 

For both male and female respondents to be successful in academic career required a 

higher amount of individual commitment. The most important criteria to measure 

academic success, as reported in the findings, is the number of required relevant 

publications. Beside, publication is always regarded a very demanding and time 

consuming academic task, which demands a higher personal commitment, discipline and 

hard work. Academic women often fell pressurised by the production of higher scientific 

works in form of publications, which engage them in a very higher competitive situation. 

As a result the pressure becomes the burden for the academic women with children 

especially in natural sciences and engineering than in the social sciences.  A respondent 

confessed:  

The major obstacles in the academia is being productive and getting some 

funding in order to make publications. Producing science or making 

publications is very challenging in the academic profession. I think if it is 

difficult to make publications and to get funds for men, it will be the same 

for women, because I don’t think women will be treated worst. It think to 

some extent it may be much harder for women that for men, because 

women are not ready to fight naturally. (IP5) 

 

Most female respondents argue that publications difficulties which few academic women 

encountered were attributed to the distribution of the research funds between men and 

women which problematic. They believe that meritocracy rule in research funds 

distribution is not fair because it still follows informal men strong traditions (Wennerås & 

Wold, 1997). As mentioned previously by some female respondents, it is more difficult 

more women to get research funds than for men. When another male respondent was 

asked about his experiences, again this issue of research funds or resources appeared:  

 

In general, the big obstacle is the question about whether I will succeed or 

not in my career. This fear or uncertainty can be overcome only by spirit of 

strong determination, desire, and the capability of the person, and how you 

manage the situation in order to produce sciences. Producing sciences 

includes: producing scientific manuscripts that will be published in the 

scientific journals. 
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Academic men and women need resources or found to carry out researches. 

Researchers need a kind of networks in which researchers can exchange 

ideas and support, which will leads to being updated on the production of 

science. These resources could be money or equipments. And to get these 

sources you need a network, a good presentation of your research project 

and to some extend some social interactions with others. (IP7) 

 

But for few male respondents, obtaining resources or research funds is strongly 

connected to a good network, a good presentation of the research project, and a solid 

interaction with others, which support what were mentioned earlier about the importance 

of the mentorship, and network system. 

 

5.3.4. Men attitudes towards women in the academia and the society 

 

All the female respondents were of the view that the university was a male dominated 

environment, but this perception did not influence their choice. They feel that young 

female academic in natural sciences and engineering often have some problems at the 

beginning of their academic career. One of the female respondents described some of 

these difficulties as following: 

 

(…..)I started teaching and I was very young. I had a serious problem with 

students because of my age and being a woman. They could not really 

accept me as their teacher from the beginning because; I was mostly 

younger than my students. This was a great challenge. I had to change my 

method of teaching or try to impose my self. The students find it difficult to 

show their respects to me, because I was a young woman and because of 

my age. Sometimes I tried to be very authoritarian or use more 

authoritative method in order to gain respect from my students. I had to set 

up a boundary otherwise I could not reach my objective for the course I was 

teaching. Sometimes even female students who were older than me could 

not show respect for me because I was looking very younger than theme, 

and sometimes they asked themselves who is she? That is a challenge I 

think specially in field where women are very dominant then men, it 

becomes another challenge. Especially when we having seminar, they make 

much noise and they don’t want to obey or respect. (IP8) 
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The majority of female respondents indicate that the challenge in the teaching 

experience was to get respect from the students and to be accepted as a teacher 

teaching. They believed that they experienced this kind of obstacle simply because they 

were women. This is often happening in every male dominated arena. Female academics 

were treated differently compared to their male colleagues, as also supported by another 

female respondent: 

 

In 1970, I applied for a doctorate position but they give it to someone else, 

a man. I was discriminated to get the doctorate position. I felt so bad, 

because the appointment was then based on the PhD work. May be because 

I was a woman, I don’t what it was. May be because my supervisor was not 

there, or because I came from another university, it was still difficult to 

interpret that. Why a person has to discriminate against another one? It was 

very difficult to understand then. I was really well qualified but they 

mistreated me because I was a woman, and also.  I did not have any 

mentor or supervisor, and then we had a bad system, because of the lack of 

support in the faculty. I may say that women were treated differently than 

men. I still don’t know why. Maybe one can say that it was discrimination 

against women then. (IP3) 

 

Most of the female respondents claim that it is not always easy to understand 

immediately that we were marginalised or treated differently, with regard to employment 

or new position and promotion. They feel that even if they thought being qualified 

enough for getting the position, they end up loosing the job, simply because they are 

women. Other female respondents fell sometimes being treated differently due to what 

they described a patriarchal traditions. One of the respondents had her own story as 

followed: 

(…) women were treated differently than their male colleagues. It is all the 

time, and this is from the tradition and men do not think about it. 

I can call it tradition, the tradition is very strong. There is also another 

aspect which is influencing it; it is the economic situation right now is not 

good. It went a bite better last year, but before that it was really a disaster 

at the university. Then, when the economy is low or bad, it is likely to be 

important to promote men than women. And women suffered a lot from 

that. So I will say that equality or equity has stepped back, I mean several 

years back, for the past 3 years, I think. But now, I can see little signal that 

we are back again due to the economic situation. I think there is somehow 
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so much research made and there are quite a number of women that have 

good position now. It is encouraging to see this slow progress. (IP1) 

 

The findings indicate that almost all female respondents perceived men’ attitudes as 

strong men’s traditions, with regard to promotion, research funds distribution and salary 

distribution. These men’s traditions are not more visible now than it was few decades 

ago. It may be visible only when the economic situation is bad as mentioned previously 

by other female respondents that it becomes easier to perceive. 

 

I think women are treated different than male but it is hard to see 

sometimes when inside the academics system unless you are outside 

maybe. Because it is visible until you examine it deeper. Since women grew 

up with the patriarchal system from house, primary to secondary school 

where the boys are always treated in special way, it is difficult to perceive it 

ordinary eyes. But this marginalisation or discrimination is there even you 

can see it openly. I think there is a difference in the way women and men 

are treated. It is hard to see it when you are inside the system. The 

statistics will definitely confirm this fact, that men are more dominant in the 

university. (IP4) 

 

The conversation about women being treated differently than their male colleagues 

turned into an issue of making the vacant positions open for both men and women in 

order to achieve equity. Most of the female respondents feel that academic women were 

not visibly given equal opportunity to compete with male colleagues with regards to 

promotions in different academic ranking, especially in natural sciences and engineering. 

According to them, Promotion system based on internal election or selection 

characterized men’s traditions in the academic system, which is perceived as not 

contributing the gender equality and equal opportunity. In relation to this, a respondent 

reported: 

                   

One thing I always advocate for, even it very hard to introduce, I have tried 

to fight for that. It is about promotion and the creation of new positions. I 

believe it is better to make all academic positions open so that everyone can 

have the same opportunity, and equal chances to apply for those positions. I 

think the university system does not have any open positions that people 

can apply for them. Most of these academic positions are done through 

elections. People are elected to those positions internally. There is an 

internal process to these positions, but it is still the small internal electoral 
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committee that promotes or elects people they want for those positions. 

That is unfair, I think it should be an open process and it should be made 

possible for everyone to send their application forms that signify that they 

are interested in positions, which will be very good for women too. All the 

same, it is still very difficult o introduce this (ah, ah, ah). I think it will be 

probably difficult to make it a law. But it will be difficult as well, because 

people will always found something to say against this. And sometimes, 

people don’t want openly that they are interested in positions, because they 

think that  it is a bite disgraceful for other people to know that they failed to 

get the positions, or they were not enough qualified to get the position. That 

is what people pointed out, I think it is better for everyone to be giving the 

same chance and opportunity, and the application forms should be sent 

without names on them. That is why may be men keep these positions for 

them, and they refuse to make it an open process. (IP1) 

 

Even if few female respondents blamed male faculty members for establishing and 

maintaining a system that works in the favour of men. When another male respondent 

was asked about men’s attitudes in the academic setting, the attitude of the entire 

society was pointed out. The society as a whole must change their attitudes towards 

women, if we need to achieve equity: 

 

Swedish women have the same right than men. The central problem here is 

not discrimination, because formally there is no longer gender discrimination 

in Sweden. But the problem is that the society in general has to change 

their attitudes towards women. This concerns the expectations of the society 

and the tradition of judging women capability. It is better to capture girls 

when they are very young in order to train them and treat them equally in 

school, without giving them special treatments or different treatment or 

restriction regarding all courses and disciplines. People should not think that 

there male course and female course. Girls should be motivated and taught 

to like natural sciences and technical courses when they very young, so that 

they may change that strong ideology, doctrine or philosophy about Maths, 

Physics, engineering etc, if we really want them to their academic careers. I 

have myself two daughters and we have to motivate them now that they 

very young to love natural science and engineering, unless something else 

will distract them in future. (IP5) 
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In summary, as already mentioned earlier, male faculty members were perceived by 

female respondents as active in supporting gender equality, equal opportunity policies 

and positive action; because they always believed that it was very important in achieving 

equality in the academia. In the interviews few male academics, it was easier to guess 

that they generally had a progressive point of view and even wished to see a significant 

number of female academics at the top ranking in the academia. They also acknowledge 

that women’s under-representation is as a result of the existing academic systems, which 

needs to be changed. Nevertheless, few female respondents still maintained that the 

issue of men’s attitudes remain controversial, because is not enough to express their 

support verbally, but it should be practical, otherwise one may guess that that men are 

not willing to loose their power and prestige. Consequently, they oppose the gender 

equality and equal opportunity indirectly. 

 

In the next section I will discuss the findings and the insights they have provided. 
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Chapter Six 

 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 

6. 1. DISCUSSION 

 

In this chapter, the study will be concluded with a discussion about the findings in 

relation to the background of the study and the theoretical framework. The issues 

covered in this research are not all new. Being a man or a woman affects a person’s 

opportunities and life conditions in many areas. The social environment a person grows 

up in can also has positive or negative impact on his or her personal development 

(Brooks, 2006). 

       The feminist standpoint epistemology claims that women’s social position is different 

from men’s social position, and social positions influence people’s knowledge. In addition, 

different social positions influence people’s knowledge differently, thus producing 

different types of knowledge. Women situated knowledge is epistemically advantaged 

compared to that of men. Since women are often perceived as outsiders or strangers in 

the largely male social order, they have the advantage of perceiving some aspects that 

the dominant group can not see (Harding, 1991). 

         Although men and women social positions are different, does not means that all 

aspects of their social positions are different too. For instance, the majority of men and 

women share several aspects of their social positions, such as the need for shelter, 

nourishment, physical security, health, and the experience of hunger. The results suggest 

that even if women and men’s social positions are different, there are still some aspects 

in those social positions that may well be similar to both men and women.  Many of men 

and women have common attitudes with regard to sex, gambling, crime, abortion, 

authority or politics, unemployment and environment. But generally, the feminist 

standpoint theory indicates that the material world of women differ from that of men 

(Hartsock, 1983). 

        Since women’s lives and roles in almost all societies are significantly different from 

men’s, women hold a different type of knowledge. Their location as a subordinated group 

allows women to see and understand the world in ways that are different from and 

challenging to the existing male-biased conventional wisdom (Hartsock, 1983). 

       Giving voices to academic women’s lives that appeared to be silenced and ignored 

enables us to uncover hidden knowledge contained in their experiences. This promotes 
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the solidarity among female faculty members and the academic career achievement and 

social change (Harding, 1991). The emphasis here lies on the construction of knowledge, 

which challenges us to see and understand the academic world through the lens and the 

experiences of the academic women, and use their vision and knowledge for social 

change. This perspective is regarded as a way of understanding the world, a point of 

view of social reality, which starts and developed principally from women’s experiences. 

        As we learn from academic women’s everyday lives, and from their different 

oppressed position in which they are located in the society, this requires the combination 

of knowledge and practice. It accentuates on the use of the academic women’s 

experiences as a lens through which to examine the academia. In other words, women’s 

concrete experiences constitute the departure point, from which to build knowledge. 

Women’s concrete experience is everything women do. They engage in wide and diverse 

range of activities which are parts of their daily lives. 

Majority of academic women feel that they had not often the opportunity to talk about 

their everyday activities with an interested party, and they struggle with how to put their 

thoughts and feelings about their daily activities into words (Harding, 1991).  

        The academic women view their everyday experiences and knowledge that follows 

these experiences as a very indispensable means for understanding the career 

development of women in academia and the society as a whole. In other words, 

academic women experiences and knowledge that accompanies them can also be used to 

draw attention to the academic women under-representation in the academia.  

         As female faculty members examined the workplace through the lens of their own 

experiences, they begin to establish the connections between the poor academic support, 

and the lack of mentorship they experienced and other aspects of workplace structure 

such as power imbalances based on gender, even though the legislations continually 

promote gender equalities and equal opportunity. Academic women develop considerably 

their level of consciousness with regard to the obstacles encountered and began to 

interpret their own experiences from a new perspective, by learning to share and 

speaking about their experiences of lack of support and mentorship. This women’s new 

perspective allow them to identify the real cause of the lack of academic support and 

mentorship, and empower them to found a solution to it. 

        Academic women claim that they are more capable of producing knowledge 

accurate, comprehensive, and objective interpretation of social and academic reality than 

their male colleagues do. This strong objectivity gives great privileges to the academic 

women, to view the academic world from a very reliable and less distorted way than their 

male counterparts. Academic women believe that women can know and understand the 

dominant groups’ behaviours and ideologies as well as their own, beginning research 
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from women’s lives means no areas or aspects of the world are excluded (Harding, 2004, 

p.128). 

 

6.1.1. Factors encouraging career advancement 

 

6.1.1.1. Personal factors: Early exposure to learning and motivations 

 

In this study, the findings reveal that women make the transition to the post graduate 

studies and pursue a post doctoral career to a less extend than men do. The personal, 

family and academic factors play a very indispensable role in the career development. 

      The present results suggest that the experiences of the female academic in earlier 

formal schooling had a great impact their life, and have given them equal opportunity 

with their male colleagues. These earlier successfully learning experiences produced in 

them strong motivations and expectations which increased their academic dreams and 

passions. For the majority of faculty members, their  active  involvement in the extra 

curricular activities has a significant impact on their characters , and personality building, 

future leadership qualities, attitudes towards survival and success, self –motivation and 

independence.  

        The academic women first degree experience was also identified as very essential in 

their career path. Although all female academics did not plan their career, but they all 

began to develop their specialised area of interest during their first degree program. The 

findings reveal that female faculty members’ early interest was apparently the field in 

which they are currently specialising in, although they might have slightly deviated from 

it because of the range of their research areas. This early identification of field of interest 

or specialised area characterised the majority of the successful female faculty members’ 

career consciousness. The results suggest that majority of academic women explored 

very earlier their area of specialization during their first degree program or just before 

staring their career in higher education. 

         The graduate study experience was considered to be most interesting and useful 

for the female faculty members. Their graduate degrees enabled them to obtain a post of 

academician in any public university. They all acknowledge that through their graduate 

study experiences, they developed special skills which had an early strong effect on their 

need to establish an area of specialization, and accomplishing their teaching and research 

duties. The skills developed particularly during the doctorate program enabled them to 

realize the importance of producing good researches and publications. In addition, their 

post graduate experiences enhanced them to create local and international networks, 

which also strengthened their self confidence through regular meetings with peer 

researchers, in professional meetings and conferences. The results suggest that there is 
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no difference between male and female academic learning experiences during both the 

undergraduate and the graduate studies, even if male faculty members were likely to 

develop strong self confidence. 

         The findings indicate that personal qualities of an academician constitute the 

essential form of the characteristic required in the academic career. These personal 

qualities consist of hardworking, self motivation, independence and possession of position 

of control in study (Zuckerman, 1991). The results indicate that there is no difference 

between men and women academics with regards to personal qualities, because data has 

shown a great performance and achievement of the academic women, with regard to 

teaching, publications and administrative duties. The academic performance reflects the 

outer facet of the academic and motivation, commitment, determination and hard 

working constitute its inner facet. The data show that majority of these female faculty 

members apparent to be bold, brave and confident that they will be successful in their 

career regardless of various forms of barriers encountered. These successful female 

academics have cultivated their personal qualities earlier in their life just like male 

academics did; this enabled them to excel in their career.  

 

6.1.1.2. Family factors 

 

In case of family support, other studies have reported that family support usually 

differentiates the results of studies on men and women’s career advancement (Schenk, 

2004). The present study suggest similar results to the previous researches, for the fact 

that the most important form  of family support appear to be spousal support, followed 

by assistance from extended family members such as parents. Academic women 

generally receive poor support compared to their male counters, who in contrast receive 

a very big support from wives. However, academic women who were married to other 

academics had a relatively good spousal support mostly intellectually, such as thesis and 

mentoring. This spousal support appears to be the most indispensable for women career 

advancement.  

 

6.1.3. Academic factors: The importance of role models and academic support 

after disputation 

 

During the graduate studies, the female faculty members experienced many professional 

practices. They have worked with senior faculty members, supervisors, and mentors in 

their various stages of their career ladder. The findings indicate that role modelling play a 

significant role in the construction of the graduate students and the junior academics 

personal professional identity, and the perception of what kind of academician they want 
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to become. By observing mentors and supervisors in professional practice, academic 

women may learn, for instance how to interact and relate to students.  

         In the present study, the issue of having career centrality for female academics 

was also identified as another essential key factor for their success. The majority of the 

successful female faculty members put a great accent on their career centrality. This 

enabled them to aim towards career fulfilment, understanding of the psychology of their 

career, hardworking, determination and having career target just like their male 

colleagues. This was similar to other studies among successful professional which also 

persistently emphasized the significance of having career centrality.  Kamler and Rasheed 

(2006)’s study on mentoring emphasises career centrality as an important quality of any 

successful men and women professional. This study indicates that there is no difference 

between academic men and women with regard to career centrality, even though female 

faculty members with children have to make a lot of sacrifices. In this study, career 

centrality is regarded as the degree to which an individual views her or his involvement 

in a career as central to her or his adult life. 

         This study shows that almost most of academic women are not completely satisfied 

with their present career status, even though some of them were promoted professors, 

because several mentioned that they should have been promoted to professorship very 

much earlier. The uniqueness of female academics appeared to be very important in their 

career development. Despite this kind of delay in promotion, and some other forms of 

informal obstacles, academics women consciously recognized the existence of academic 

role in which they enjoyed the three in one functions, including: teaching, research and 

administrative duties. Teaching seemed to constitute the most positive and joyful 

moment for few of the female faculty members. Teaching is viewed as a very common 

activity to both male and female academics, with regards to workload and performance; 

even academic women enjoy it more than their male colleagues. The only aspects that 

differentiate female faculty members from their male counterparts, is their relatively 

more remarkable performance in research and publication. 

          The results of this study show the significance of providing mentorship to 

academic women at their earlier stages of their careers and after disputation. Mentorship 

is regarded by all the respondents as a great investment for the staff in order to promote 

the academic productivity, gender equality, and equal opportunity in the academia or 

scientific community. Even thus, having a mentor is not a guaranty for academic success, 

but it is a very indispensable advantage in the academic women career advancement 

(Kalmer & Raheed, 2006). All the respondents were of the view that an academic woman 

who has one or more mentors can achieve a higher degree of career success and a right 

fulfilment than an academic woman who do not have a mentor. Both male and female 

respondents in this study supported that academic women who have been mentored 
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present higher degree of self confidence, because it enhances their professional skills, 

and also it stimulates them to feel comfortable with the academic environment.  

          Swedish government interventions are very central to the academic career 

development for female members of the faculty. The Swedish government views gender 

issues as area of priority because gender is no longer a woman’s issue but of both sexes 

which needs everyone contribution. The findings of this study indicates that majority of 

female faculty  members acknowledged that the series of policies and measures  taken 

by government have significant impact in promoting female academic career 

development, through gender equality and equal opportunity’s laws in all areas of the 

society, including the academia. For examples, the 19977s high education reform, which 

was characterized a dramatic increase of the female students at the undergraduate level. 

The implementation of the first equal opportunity act in the 1984, known as a positive 

discrimination, rooted in two central principles of gender policy, which promoted women 

working conditions, salary and promotion, in order to eradicate women under-

representation. Meanwhile, the mid 1990s reforms resulted in the considerable increase 

of women in different appointments at the universities, and made equality and gender 

issues visible. In addition, the Tham-professors especially, which aimed to create 30 new 

professorship positions in favour of female academics, made probably the largest impact 

on gender and equality in academia( Hetzler, 2004). The results of this research support 

what Wennerås and Word (1997)’s study reported with regard to the key role played by 

the Swedish government interventions in advocating gender equality and equal 

opportunity in higher education. 

 

6.1.2. Factors discouraging career advancement 

 

6.1.2.1. The lack of academic support, mentorship and network 

 

The results of this study indicate that female faculty members received poor support 

from the senior academics and sometimes few of them felt abandoned, because of the 

lack of guidance and mentoring. This case was more frequent in the natural sciences, 

engineering than in the social sciences. The female faculty members claimed that the 

importance of mentoring junior female academic is not whether the mentors are men or 

women, but it is to be able to relate to female academics. For example, female mentors 

who follow the male model, in fact, often increase performance anxiety among female 

graduate students by expecting more of themselves and their female students than do 

male professors. In other words, the patriarchal institutional roles, whether performed by 

men or women, may influence female behaviours and preferences being misinterpreted, 
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for example preference for a collegial rather than a competitive working environment, as 

inferior rather different.  

       During the graduate programs, both male and female students are expected to build 

up a close relationship with their mentors, because this relationship will continue for 

several years, which are very important through out the program and the post-doctoral. 

Previous studies have reported some negative patterns in male mentors relationship with 

their female graduate students, which discourage their career development (Husu, 2001, 

123).The present study indicates similar patterns in natural sciences and engineering 

than in social sciences. A few numbers of female academics felt that they were 

stereotyped as uncompetitive by their male supervisors.  

         The lack of mentoring and collegial partnership are  perceived in this research as a 

problem for both junior male and female faculty members, but female faculty members 

feel to be more affected negatively than their male counterparts. This may be viewed as 

a result of a hidden unconscious gender and a lock of socialisation, because female 

academics assume that their mentors will approach them, and mentors assume that it is 

the junior faculty members who need help, should take the first step. Mentorship can 

improve carer satisfaction and productivity of academic women and the lack mentorship 

prevents and slows women career development (Kamler & Rasheed, 2006). This study 

shows also that after PhD program, academic women receive poor assistance. This is 

another important obstacle for the academic women academic advancement that needs 

to be dwelt with seriously. A good relationship between a junior academic and a senior 

academic is very important for one succeed in the academia. Majority of academic 

women acknowledges felt that it was not easier for them to initiate and maintain a good 

working relationship over time with the mentors who were in general men.  This study 

indicates that women academic with one or more mentors achieve a higher degree of 

career success and fulfilment than women without a mentor. And academic women who 

are mentored viewed themselves as having improved their self confidence as well as 

having enhanced their professional skills. This was also reported in other studies on 

mentorship that women with mentors appeared to be more determined to climb the 

career ladder and aimed at becoming university presidents (Kamler & Rasheed 2006, 

p.3). 

        In the present study, role modelling is perceived as an effective socialization 

process in work live. Modelling oneself on an older person contributes considerably to 

early strategy to career success (Kamler & Rasheed, 2006). Women academics viewed 

the lack of role model as a big barrier to their career progression. They argued that a 

junior faculty member can take on the characteristics of the senior faculty member in a 

professional role while serving in a junior capacity. Basically, the role model academic 

women wanted was the female academics who could concretely explain the necessary 
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strategies and steps to be followed in order to be successful in the graduate school. But, 

this appeared to be absent, especially in natural sciences and engineering which are 

almost male dominated domain. 

          The female faculty members feel that the lack of the academic female role models 

in most of the disciplines, especially in the natural sciences and engineering provokes 

anxiety among female graduate students, and junior female faculty members who 

believe that this contributes to the delay in their career advancement. However, few 

female junior faculty members report having sometimes positive and negative 

experiences with both male and female mentors. This is similar to the study of Schenk 

(2004) on the female professors in Sweden and Germany, which reported that the lack of 

appropriate mentorship for the junior female academics had a significant negative impact 

on their success in the academic career development. 

         The findings indicate that apparently female academics feel that the lack of 

academic support and mentorship reflect the violation of their psychological contract. 

This because when accepting the opportunities and joined their universities; they had 

great expectations that they would offer hard work and achievements in exchange for 

their universities providing a suitable environment and rewards for success. This 

constituted their psychological contract with their various institutions (Goltz, 2005). It is 

also regarded as their mental type of unwritten exchange agreement between 

themselves and their employers. The female faculty members’ psychological contract 

appeared to be considerable representing their assessment of fit during their various 

academic activities and duties. More female faculty members had no expected to 

encounter obstacles such as lack of academic support, mentorship, and network, 

assuming that the university would honour the contract. But apparently, female faculty 

members feel that their institutions did not provide what they expected. The results of 

this study indicate that in impoverished and sometimes unfriendly environment, they try 

to achieve their successes, and often not receiving the excepted rewards for those 

successes at the appropriate time. The majority of female faculty members, especially in 

the natural sciences and engineering viewed this situation as the violation of their 

psychological contract, a pattern rooted in strong men’s traditions which constitutes 

another of obstacles to their career progression.  

 

6.1.2.2. The lack of time, excessive academic and administrative workload 

 

The results of this study suggest that academic women accept more responsibilities that 

do not add to their academic career than do men. As a result, an overbalanced 

administrative burden is likely to be placed on those female academics who try to 

achieve some measure of success, making it difficult for them to maintain high level of 



 71 

academic productivity. These confirm what was reported in the previous studies about 

women taking more administrative duties than men. 

        The case of female faculty members’ productivity in the present study was not 

similar to that in other studies. Schenk (2004)’s research on women in Swedish and 

German higher education reported women being less academic productivity compared to 

their male counterparts. However, this research indicates that academic women are likely 

to be as productive as their male colleagues do, especially in social sciences and 

education. Female academics publish relatively at a higher rate and their articles are 

more often cited even if they are fewer. A few number of male faculty members are of 

the support that  women repeatedly connected their slow productivity rates and 

subsequently slowed promotion rates due the lack of an academic mentor and support 

and the distribution of the research funds between men and women which is problematic. 

Because, they believe that meritocracy rule in research funds distribution is not fair 

because it still follows informal men strong traditions (Wennerås & Wold, 1997). As 

mentioned previously by some female respondents, it is more difficult more women to 

get research funds than for men. They also feel that the national research council was 

still increasingly influenced by male dominance tradition. According to the female faculty 

members, this unequal research funding distribution may be caused by the economic 

situation which plays another important role in research funds distribution. They argue 

that when there is economic crises, it automatically favour men than women. It is 

definitely academic men who end up with more research funds than their female 

colleagues. This demonstrates that women’s material world is different from that of men 

(Hartsock, 1983). 

 

6.1.2.3. The reconciliation of the private and professional life 

 

This study indicates that it is problematic to balance family and professional duties. 

Academic women often show more concern over balancing academic and family 

responsibilities. As a result of this problematic situation, female faculty members often 

take decisions that affect seriously, either their career or their family conditions. This is 

supported by what Harding (1991) describes as women double consciousness or double 

vision. While some women develop a double consciousness as they try to conform to 

specific social roles and expectations, other women cultivate their capacity for double 

consciousness to protect them and to enable them to survival.  The majority of the 

female faculty members indicate that childbearing and child rearing seemed to be 

primary a cause for the difficulties to combine work and family duties. The findings 

underlined that although academic women can reconcile family duties and the 

professional responsibilities, they are likely to suffer the problems that happen in daily 
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lives. Similarly to the findings in this study, data from the Swedish statistics central office 

(SCB, 2004) indicated that male academics perform only the third of child care 

responsibilities and the household duties in their homes, while academics perform two 

third of both child care and household in their homes.  However, some universities have 

promoted changes in their structures attempting to solve these conflicts, by supporting 

government policies which allow faculty members to postpone promotion while attending 

to family responsibilities. 

          The common pattern in this study is that women who appeared to be successful in 

their career were single or divorced; Because pregnancy and child –bearing still have 

negative consequences on career advancement for academic women who are married. 

The results of the present study indicates that marriage and children have negative 

impacts on female academics at three important stages, including: having a child during 

graduate programs, getting marriage at the seeking a job, and being pregnant at the 

point of having tenure. In other words, junior academic women are likely to remain 

single during their graduate programs if they want to successful or serious about their 

carer development. Few female academics who were married during the graduate 

programs and survived the burden of the lack of support with regard to childbearing and 

childrearing, and successful complete their degrees encountered other forms of obstacles 

at  different stages of their career advancement, including: from Ph.D. program to post-

doctoral position, and from post-doc to the next level. The findings of this study indicates 

that the majority of the female academic, whether from the social sciences to natural 

sciences and engineering perceive marriage and children as great impediments to their 

career advancement, from graduate programs to post-doctoral, until tenure. 

           Concerning women academic multiple roles, the majority of the female faculty 

members in this study feel that their family situation forces them unconsciously to adopt 

multiple roles. This consists of combining professional and domestic duties, which 

balance reasonably the two spheres of life. They attempted to organize their professional 

duties on collegial, non competitive basis and tried to follow and respect normally the 

work hours, and carrying on the intellectual work at home after the children were asleep. 

However, because of the government interventions through policies and series of 

measures, with regard to gender equality and equal opportunity, combining academic 

career with serious attention to family obligations has become acceptable attitude for 

both male and female in academia and in other professions. 

       For the majority of academic women, being married and having children have great 

negative effects on their academic career advancement. In addition to many demanding, 

inner and external professional expectations, professional women are still expected, in 

most cases, to perform effectively in the traditional roles of married women, without 

adequate help from their spouses. Women Faculty, married with children are likely to 
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spend so many hours per week on domestic duties and child care than their male 

colleagues do. This is because the key responsibilities of the household tasks and 

especially the childcare duties are still in the hands of women. As a result, it is more 

problematic for academic women to combine their private life with their professional life 

than their male counterparts.  Combining private and professional life is considered as a 

dilemma for female faculty members but not for academic men. Majority of women who 

want to pursue their career choose alternative ways of life and often decide against 

children. On the opposite, men do not have to explicitly decide between career and 

family.  

 

6.1.2.4. Men attitudes towards women in the academia and society 

 

The case of men attitudes towards women in the academia and in the society as a whole 

remains controversial with regard to the issues of equal opportunity policies and the 

distribution of the households’ responsibilities. Female faculty members indicate that 

male faculty members are actively involved in supporting gender equality, equal 

opportunity policies and positive action; because they always believed that it was very 

important in achieving equality in the academia. The data indicate that most female 

faculty members are of the view that few academic men had generally a progressive 

point of view with regard to academic women’s problems, and even wished to see a 

significant number of female academics at the top ranking in the academia. They also 

acknowledge that women’s under-representation is as a result of the existing academic 

systems, which needs to be changed. Nevertheless, a few number of female respondents 

still maintained that the issue of men’s attitudes remain controversial, because is not 

enough to express their support verbally, but it should be practical, otherwise one may 

guess that that men are not willing to loose their power and prestige. Consequently, they 

oppose the gender equality and equal opportunity indirectly. 

       Female faculty members feel that although the opportunities are supposed to be 

equal, it seems not to be the case, a fact that contributes to their existing stresses. Most 

of the female faculty members agreed that although there are many demanding, inner 

and external professional expectations, academic women are still expected in most cases, 

to perform effectively and efficiently in the traditional roles of married woman, without 

sometimes adequate help from their spouses. 

        The findings indicate that academic women feel that women can easily turn in to 

men’s activities, attitudes, and behaviours and to their own. In contrast,  men as the 

dominant group’s members, are not necessarily concerned with women’s activities and 

behaviours, instead their way of perceiving reality is principally based in their own 

experiences (Harding 1991). The capacity of female faculty members for double 
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consciousness enhances them to see and understand certain aspects of academic reality 

which their male colleagues ignore. This special way of seeing, and the ability to know 

and understand men’s attitudes and behaviours, as well as their own, put academic 

women in a special position from which they can bring changes in the academia. In order 

words, their capacity of double consciousness and their position as subordinated in the 

patriarchal system gives them advantage to produce accurate knowledge about the 

academic world (Brooks, 2006). 

         Female faculty members argue that men’s position of power and privilege in the 

society causes them to unconsciously separate and isolate themselves from the academic 

women’s difficulties, and they are often easily convinced by their strong traditions. As 

members of ruling class, men are so often satisfied with the status quo and have no 

cause to question the interpretation of the academic reality (Harding, 1991). 

Female faculty members claim that as members of an under represented group, they 

have no reason or motivation to distort academic world reality. Unlike men, who, as 

members of the dominant group, can unconsciously construct a distorted interpretation 

of reality in other to protect their interests and maintain their power, which justify their 

strong traditions. For the academic women, this may happen when the dominant group 

or strong traditions succeed temporarily persuade the marginalized group to accept their 

difficulties, to self-blame. 

          The results of this research suggest that female respondents feel that a few 

numbers of male faculty members possess some attitude that can sometimes reduce the 

efforts of traditional female socialization, as result of their awareness, sensitivity, and 

political attitude based on sex roles. Two categories of male supervisors were identified 

with regard to women, including:  those who follow the male model which has negative 

consequences for young female faculty members, and those who are conscious of the 

harmful effects of the male model on women and try to avoid its worst consequences for 

their female graduate students and the young female faculty members. 

 

6.2. Conclusion 

 

The present study builds on the emerging research that suggests academic women’s 

career development is a function of a diverse range of factors and events during their 

early socialization and learning experiences, such as: primary, secondary and tertiary 

education, and especially the first and second degree (Schenk, 2004).  Academic women 

felt that the post-graduate experiences were the most important events in their in their 

career specialization. The results indicate that academic women passed through different 

life stages in this career advancement. The focus is on the factors contributing or 

hindering women career advancement in higher education. Personal qualities and career 
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centrality were perceived by the female faculty members as very indispensable factors 

that contributed to their struggles to succeed in their career. However, the lack of 

academic support and mentoring after graduate studies, and the difficulties to balance 

family and professional responsibilities appeared to be the most important obstacles to 

women career progression, because women perceived this as a violation of their 

psychological contract and expectations. 

        This study suggests that if we want achieve an accurate and authentic 

understanding of female faculty members’ career development, there is need to examine 

their lives, as themselves experience them at the workplace and home. It is extremely 

important to build knowledge from academic women current or concrete and life 

experiences, if we hope to correct the historical bias of the misrepresentation of 

academic women and their exclusion from the dominant knowledge dogma. It is only by 

considering academic women’s concrete and life experiences as principal source of 

exploration in this study, that it will be possible to construct knowledge that veraciously 

reflects and represents female faculty members (Hartsock, 1987). 

        The results show the importance of improving the academic women working 

conditions as well as their desire for changes in structure with regard to their roles 

outside the academia. This may reflect several measures undertaken across almost all 

the university, even proposed in various equal opportunities centres.  Although structural 

and formal mechanisms can be changed, the results reveal that most of the obstacles to 

women career progression appear to be grounded in the societal attitudes and 

behaviours that seem to be difficult to detect and unconscious. Moreover, some of the 

present policies and academic practices reveal the social structures that no long exist 

(Husu, 2001). The results of the current study indicate also that almost all the female 

faculty members and a significant number of men faculty members were married to other 

professionals, which as a result it becomes difficult to address domestic and family 

aspects of life. 

         As mentioned early, it will be hard to try to change the attitudes and the 

behaviours which were for a long time rooted in the patriarchal traditions with regard to 

how to structure work and evaluate faculty members’ performance and achievement. 

These results should be taken in count during the academic women assessment for 

promotion or appointment for example, because it seems important for the university 

management to consider also the subjective interpretation of career than just 

concentrating on the objective measure of career development. Further studies are 

suggested on how to combine the family and professional responsibilities and related 

stress.  
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Appendix 

 

I. Interview guides  

 

The interview questionnaire was elaborated based on two central themes, including: 

 Hindrances or obstacles to the advancement of the female academics in their career. 

 Contributions or supports to the advancement of the female academics in their 

career. 

1. Why did you choose an academic career? 

2. What is your current position in your university?  What is your area of speciality? 

3. In which year did you finish your study and obtain your Master degree (M.A., 

M.Sc, MBA, etc.)? 

4. What did you do immediately after finishing your master degree? 

5. In which year did you finish your Ph.D.? Where? 

6. How did you finance yourself to complete the Ph.D.? 

7. When did you become associate professor or senior professor? 

8. How long did it take you to become associate senior professor or associate 

professor? 

9. In which year did you obtain your title of professor? Where? 

10. How long did it take you to become professor? 

11. How long have been employed in higher education or research institution? 

12. Have you ever interrupted you’re your academic work? If yes, for how long? 

13. After obtain your Ph.D., up to now, where did you receive support which 

encourages you to advance in your career (Private person, organisation etc)? 

Please, specify? 

14. What have the biggest obstacles in your academic career? 

15. What are the factors that encourage you to advance or remain in this career? 

16. Did you expect such obstacles? Why? 

17. How do you describe your work environment? Who are you closest co-workers? 

18. Which positions have you held up till now in higher education or scientific 

institution? 
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19. What is your family situation? Are you single, married, divorced, and separated, 

widow, living together? 

20. Do you have children? How many? 

21. Does your family life get in conflict with your academic life? 

22. What kind of sacrifices did you have to make to get where you are day? 

23. Did you ever think of leaving your work in the university and doing something 

else? 

24. Are you disappointed or satisfied by what you have experienced in your academic 

career? 

25. Do you think the university treats women and man differently? How? I what kind s 

of situations? 

26. Do you experience that you are or have been treated differently than your male 

colleagues in the university?  Can you explain why? 

27. What is your reaction towards this kind of treatment? 

28. Have you observed in the university any hidden or overt gender discrimination? 

What kind? 

29. What should be done to prevent this hidden discrimination? Give your 

suggestions. 

30. In order to make the university a better place for women to work, what do you 

suggest? 

 

 

 

II. Abbreviations 

    

ETAN: European Technology Assessment Network on Women and Science. 

HSV : National Agency for Higher Education( Högskoleverket) 

IDAS: Identification, Development, Advancement and Support for Women in Higher 

education 

SCB: Statistics Sweden( Statistiska Centralbyrån) 

SEK: Swedish Crowns( Svenska Kronor) 

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation 
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III. Glossary   

 

Associate professor: 

(Docent) 

A university professor who ranks above an 

assistant professor and below a professor. 

Equality:  

(likhet) 

All human beings are of equal vale 

irrespective of sex, nationality, ethnic origin, 

social background, religion, disability, sexual 

orientation and age, etc. 

 

Equal opportunity Ombudsman: 

(Jämställdaombudsman) 

National body responsible for controlling and 

ensuring of the realisation of the gender 

policy of the Swedish government. 

 

Gender: 

(Genus) 

 

The concept of gender includes all the nations 

that exist in society concerning what is 

defined as feminine and masculine. 

  

Gender equality: 

(Jämställdhet) 

Is a matter of relative equality of sexes, and 

means that women and men have the same 

rights, obligations and opportunities in all 

essential areas of life. 

  

Lecturer: 

(Adjunkt) 

Academic post with mostly teaching 

comments. Usually a lecturer works at her or 

his PhD. 

  

Leaky Pipeline: The term used to describe the gradual loss of 

women from science throughout the career 

path., even though women and men go into 

higher education in equal numbers(European 

Commission 2001:54) 

  

Professor: 

(Professor) 

Top rank position in the system of higher 

education. This post is mostly concerned with 

research.  
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Research Associate: 

( Forskarassistenter) 

Time-limited (four years) academic post with 

only research commitments. Doctorate is 

required. 

  

Research Council: 

( Forskningråd) 

National body that deals with the distribution 

of research grants. 

  

Senior Lecturer: 

(Högskolelektor) 

Academic post with both teaching and 

research commitments. Doctorate is 

required. 
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IV. Additional Table and Figure 

Table 3:  

Statlig sektor – genomsnittlig månadslön, fördelad efter myndighet, oktober 2007 

Governmental sector – average monthly salary, by authority, October 2007 

 

 

Source: Statistics Sweden (SCB), 2007 
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Figure 2: Distribution of women by percentage at the top positions in different areas in 

Sweden, 2001 

 

Source: Göransson, 2004, p.10) 

 

 


