
Practical recommendations 
for research organisations

to lead the change 
towards gender equality 

in science and technology

Find out more about the GENDERA initiative under:
www.gendera.eu





1.

Why?
Why are there so few women at the top of  science? 
Why is their advancement so slow?

“Although the percentage of women in European  
research has been high for a long time, only a few of 
them reach the very top – even today.” 
Luisa Prista, Head of Scientific Culture and Gender 
Issues Unit, Directorate General Research, European 
Commission 

Even at this point in time, gender equality is not really the norm in all fields 
and in all stages of life. Stereotypes, hidden messages, gender blindness and 
direct discrimination are rampant in many areas of social life, and science 
and technology are no exception. 

Human talent and motivation are lost when capable people, female or male 
refrain from studying certain fields, do not pursue their studies as far as they 
could or drop out of the scientific career at later stages. 

The situation of women in R&D today is described as “allowed in but not to 
fully partake of science”1. Women’s advancement in science is slow with not 
nearly as many women reaching the top as men. Of particular concern is the 
situation in science, engineering and technology (SET) where both female 
students and scientists are still a minority. 

Research studies show that many excellent women who could contribute to 
the scientific community, to academia, to research and industry, refrain from 
pursuing scientific careers. Others start careers in these fields but drop out 
at later stages that often coincide with childbearing years. This process is  
usually referred to as the leaky pipeline and the loss of experienced, high 
quality individuals is a disadvantage to all.

1 In Etzkowitz, H.; Fuchs, S., Gupta, N., Kemelgor, C., Ranga, M., 2008 ‘The coming gender revolution in science’ 
in E. J. Hackett, O. Amsterdamska, M. Lynch and J. Wajcman (eds), The handbook of science and technology 
studies, Cambridge, MIT Press, pp. 405



 

 

 

2.
 

Why are there so few women at the top in science and why is their advance-
ment so slow? If there are no differences between men and women regarding 
intellectual abilities and career-relevant skills, why do women disproportion-
ately drop out of the scientific career path? 

Studies point out two basic explanations for this fact. One is role conflict - 
those matters that directly deal with time and mobility constraints related 
with the need to reconcile professional life and personal/family life. The other 
is that beyond these work-life issues, there are “subtle” forms of discrimina-
tion: subtle differences between women’s and men’s work conditions, sup-
port for career advancement and recognition. 

”The Member States that participate in EU research  
cooperation need to become involved in efforts to promote 
gender equality in their research systems”.
Luisa Prista, Head of Scientific Culture and Gender Issues 
Unit, Directorate General  Research, European Commission



3.

What?
What can an effective equal opportunity strategy 
do for research organisations?

Make the research organisation more attractive

Organisations that effectively manage their equal opportunity strate-
gies increase the attractiveness and consequently are likely to have 
more and better candidates to choose from. 

Increase researchers’ commitment

Effectively managing the work-life balance and other equal opportunity 
measures will drive researchers to higher levels of effort. Employee’s 
dissatisfaction with the work-life balance has negative consequences: 
employees with low work-life balance satisfaction are less likely to put 
extra effort into their work. 

Achieve more loyalty through researchers

Effective management of an equal opportunity strategy leads to higher 
levels of employee retention.
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How?
How can research organisations lead the change?

Companies, research institutes and universities have been developing and 
implementing policies towards gender equality in research for many years, 
some of them have excellent policies to support women in their scientific 
careers. However, the challenge is still there. More efforts are needed to 
tackle behaviours and practices and to change the traditional model of doing 
science that penalises women and also some men in their scientific paths. 
Practical recommendations to lead the change towards gender equality in 
research:

		 Time management

	 	 Offer flexible work schedules and ensure appropriate workloads and
	 predictable working hours for all scientists.

	 	 Offer work-life balance arrangements to be taken up both by men
	 and women. This could contribute to a change towards a scientific  
	 culture that enables fathers and mothers to balance work and family and 
	 sustain productivity.

	 	 Schedule essential meetings and networking events during the standard 
	 working day and hours and organise these meetings efficiently.

		 Visibility

	 	 Encourage efficiency, rather than valuing those who are more
	 visible/loud for longer time (but often less efficient). Value employees’  
	 non-work time and question the idea of the constantly visible and  
	 available scientist. 

	 	 Value employees’ non-work time and question the idea of the co 
	 stantly visible and available scientist.

“The European Commission has two main objectives for its work on 
gender equality in research. The first is to promote more women in 
senior positions. The second is to integrate gender perspectives into 
research”. 

Luisa Prista, Head of Scientific Culture and Gender Issues Unit, 
Directorate General Research, European Commission



5.

		  Support care responsibilities

	 	 Provide childcare and eldercare support (financial and practical) for
	scientists who are required to work abroad or travel to congresses,  
	seminars, conferences or meetings. Enough advance notice of travel  
	should be given to employees so that they can make appropriate  
	arrangements.

	 	 Provide the possibility for men and women to take career breaks either
	to do family care work or for other personal development activities.

		  Career planning

	 	 Recognise that scientists who wish to work flexible or reduced hours 
	still need opportunities to learn and develop and to advance in their  
	career.

	 	 Encourage women to actively plan their scientific careers. This includes
	planning pre- and post-maternity breaks, but also as a long term  
	strategy to support and motivate women and maintain ambition.

	 	 Introduce a mentoring scheme for young scientists, both men and 
	women, to include them in informal networks, raise motivation and  
	help to define ambitions.

		  Roles and stereotypes

	 	 Identify senior women scientists as role models, but also men who 
	have taken career breaks or work part time so that it is no longer seen  
	as only a women’s issue.

	 	 Offer training and awareness-raising, especially for directors and 
	managers, with the main aim of challenging gendered myths and  
	stereotypes. The attitudes and actions of line managers can be critical  
	to the success of a woman’s scientific career.



 

 

 

 

6.

		  Promotion and progression

	 	 Ensure that promotion criteria are clear, transparent and fair. If visibility, 
	availability and mobility are criteria, consider innovative alternatives  
	or make sure these criteria are justifiable . For example, availability for 
travel is an important factor in career progression in many global SET 
companies. However, alternative methods of communication (video 
and telephone conferencing) could be more widely used. 

	 	 Recognise that high potential may emerge at different stages of a 
	scientist’s career. Remove any formal or informal age barriers and  
	ensure that promotion and progression are not limited to a specific age  
	group. Ensure that scientists whose careers have slowed down due to  
	career breaks or periods of part time work have the possibility of  
	promotion and progression at a later stage.

		  Support for returners

	 	 Avoid making assumptions about a woman’s availability or reduced 
	capacity following a maternity leave or a career break. Maintain  
	ongoing dialogue and discussion to establish what women want and  
	are able to do.

	
	 	 Implement a structured system of “keeping in touch” during 

maternity/parental leave. Ensure employees on leave are consulted  
	and informed about opportunities and changes that are taking place.

	 	 Review internal financial procedures to ensure that they do not penalise 
	departments/groups in which someone has taken a maternity/parental  
	leave or a career break.

		  Monitoring

	 	 Monitor pay rises and progression of scientists to really assess the impact 
	of the equal opportunity measures and strategies. Data collection  
	should include should collect information on sex, career breaks, family  
	situation, etc.

“… new slogan, which we have taken from science historian Londa 
Schiebinger, is ‘fixing the knowledge’. This is what we need to do now”.
Luisa Prista, Head of Scientific Culture and Gender Issues Unit, 
Directorate General Research, European Commission



7.

Who?
These practical guidelines have been developed in the framework of the  
GENDERA project. 

The overall objective of the GENDERA project is to facilitate the implemen-
tation of gender balance in science and create an enabling environment 
to integrate gender dimension into science policy throughout Europe. This  
general objective is achieved through the following specific objectives:

• Collection, systematisation and analysis of experiences in gender 
equality policies and activities on gender balance in different research 
organisations.

• Identification and discussion of good practices for the empowerment 
of women to get on the top of research organisations and scientific  
committees with top policy and decision makers and other stakehold-
ers at national and European level. 

Review the 60+ initiatives that are featured on the GENDERA website,  
(www.gendera.eu).

Project team

•	TETALAP – Tudományos és Technológiai Alapítvány (Hungary)
•	Center for European Initiatives and Research in the Mediterranean  

(CIREM), Spain
•	National Documentation Centre/National Hellenic Research Foundation 

(EKT/NHRF), Greece
•	Jozef Stefan Institute, Slovenia
•	Univerzita Mateja Bela v Banskej Bystrici, Slovakia
•	Joanneum Research Forschungsgesellschaft mbH, Austria
•	Steinbeis-Europa-Zentrum, Germany
•	Agenzia per la Promozione della Ricerca Europea (APRE), Italy
•	Ort Braude College of Engineering, Israel
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