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Dankwoord
Dank dank dank

Nieuw of bekend
vroeger of pas

Dat jij er bent
dat jij er was

En weet
dat ik het niet vergeet
weet je doet het goed

Voor wat je deed
en wat je doet

- Gewoon JIP. –
Een doctoraat schrijven is niet enkel een wetenschappelijk leerproces, maar ook een
persoonlijk groeiproces. De afgelopen vier en een half jaar was een avontuur, inclusief vallen
en opstaan. Ik mag dan ook mijn beide pollekes kussen dat ik kon steunen op zoveel mensen.
Allereerst wil ik mijn promotor Petra bedanken. Vanaf dat telefoontje dat ik de job had, zag je
de veelzijdigheid in mij. Ook al leidde dit me meermaals tot een moeizame focus, je gelooft in
de sterkte ervan en hielp me dit scherp te stellen en verder te ontwikkelen. Zonder jou had dit
doctoraat er nooit gestaan zoals het nu doet. Jouw scherpe oog voor structuur en kunde om
tussen mijn lijnen te lezen, hebben ervoor gezorgd dat ik op mijn doctoraatspad bleef. Elk stuk
las en besprak je meermaals, onvermoeibaar en met enthousiasme voor wat er uiteindelijk
liggen zou. Ik apprecieer ook enorm onze babbels met koffie of een stukje chocolade, samen
dansen, jouw openheid, gastvrijheid, en aanstekelijke lach in de gangen. Petra, merci!
Daarnaast een woord van dank aan mijn commissie. Jullie brachten elk constructieve feedback,
bemoedigende woorden en gezelligheid mee naar onze meetings. Daardoor zag ik mijn
doctoraat vanuit verschillende perspectieven groeien met aandacht voor zowel details als het
geheel. Henk, het was heel fijn om een historicus on board te hebben als co-promotor tijdens
mijn doctoraat. Ik waardeer de trein- en koffiemomenten waarbij ik ideeën kon aftoetsen bij
jou. Bernard, zo fijn dat je voorzitter wilde zijn. Bedankt voor de hartelijke gesprekken en jouw
oog voor detail met betrekking tot decreten en de werking van het gelijkekansenbeleid aan
onze universiteit. Dank je, Inge, voor jouw grondige commentaren, steevast met pen en papier,
en positieve woorden waarop ik zoveel heb voortgebouwd. Ik heb genoten van onze
samenwerking, mijn verblijf in Nijmegen en gezellige (after) work momenten. Verder wil ik mijn
juryleden bedanken. Marieke, ik ontmoette je heel snel in mijn traject en ik kon steeds terecht
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bij je voor een korte brainstorm of ontspannende babbel/danspartij. Ik ben blij dat je in mijn
jury wou zetelen. Liisa, I look up to your work, especially to your efforts in organizing a feminist
network of gender equality in higher education scholars. Thank you for being part of my jury.
Verder wil ik verschillende mensen aan de Universiteit Antwerpen danken. Bedankt aan alle
respondenten die deelnamen aan de survey en/of een interview en me hun ervaringen
toevertrouwden. Zonder jullie zou dit doctoraat niet mogelijk geweest zijn. Kristien, dank je
voor alle momenten waarbij je me wegwijs maakte in het gelijkekansenbeleid aan onze
universiteit en we brainstormden over mogelijke acties in de toekomst. Je was een steunpilaar
voor het werk met EGERA. Tijdens mijn doctoraat en EGERA-werk mocht ik met verschillende
diensten en fijne collega’s samenwerken; bedankt om mij te helpen, Chris, Dries, Greet,
Herman, Kathleen, Marjolijn en Serge. Ook praktisch moest ik soms mijn weg zoeken aan de
faculteit en universiteit. Merci aan het hele FSW decanaatsteam voor de administratieve
ondersteuning en de organisatie van legendarische feestjes en BBQs.
Ik heb het geluk gehad om met geweldige collega’s samen te werken en plezier te maken! First,
a big shout-out to all my CED-colleagues throughout the years: Åsa, Corine, Eline, Jan, Job, Joz,
Kristien, Laura, Myrte, Petra, Petra, Seunghyun, and Veronika. I enjoyed our fruitful meetings;
conversations about everything from feminism, over food, travelling, to our daily lives;
conference moments; cosy dinners and dancing. I am grateful for all the support you have given
me when I was struggling with getting thoughts on paper and for all the joy we shared when
words worked out. Petra, your writing coaching has meant so much to me, danke. Van gender
girl Laura naar radio vetzakskes met Margaux naar brunchbabes Astrid, Conny en Inger; jullie
zijn topvrouwen! Ik vind het fantastisch om met jullie de power of female friendship te delen.
Ladies, rock on. Alle collega’s van de left & right wing, een dikke merci voor alle gezellige
lunches, babbels in de gang, constructieve PW seminaries, last Thursday of the month drinks en
feestjes. Vrouwen van Pol & Smash, ik vond het steeds geweldig om met jullie op het veld te
staan. Edwin en Samira, ik zal niet vergeten hoe ik vanuit een spontane babbel steeds bij jullie
terecht kon voor steun, merci. I am also grateful for the wonderful (after) work meetings with
my EGERA-colleagues. As the most junior member I learned so much of you all. Furthermore, a
shout-out to the amazing community of feminist and gender scholars I have met
(inter)nationally over the past years. Your work is inspiring!
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Tijdens mijn doctoraat kon ik steeds terugvallen op mijn vrienden voor de nodige ontspanning
en steun, merci! Willem, ik vond het geweldig om samen in ’t Stad te werken zodat we elkaar
vaak zagen voor een hapje of een last-minute tentoonstellingsbezoek. Sinds jaar en dag
betekent jouw trouwe en down-to-earth vriendschap zoveel voor mij. Sien, ik geniet er elke
keer van om met jou op stap te zijn, voor een high tea, naailessen of een feministische lezing.
Nu het doctoraat af is, komt er hopelijk meer tijd om te leren van Bregje en samen te flaneren.
Gentse vrienden, dank jullie voor alle gezellige avonden (al dan niet met kaas en wijn of
middeleeuws buffet), namiddagen in het park, Game of Thrones-marathons, … Arne, merci om
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Sinds ik in Gent ben blijven plakken zie ik mijn familie niet zoveel meer, maar ik kan steeds op
jullie liefde en steun rekenen. Ik zie jullie graag. Mama, papa, Stan, bedankt voor alle goede
zorgen en het vertrouwen dat jullie me elke keer schenken. Ik kon mijn eigen pad uitstippelen
en bij elke stap stonden jullie aan de zijlijn om te supporteren. Zusje, Tinne, ik ben zo trots op
jou. Ook al zien of horen we elkaar niet veel, het is zo fijn als we samen op stap zijn. An, Elke,
Glenn, Seppe, Wim en kids, ik ben zo content om jullie als broers, zussen en neefjes te hebben.
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wat ik doe. Soms betekent dit dat je achter mij staat, me naar de voorgrond duwt omdat je
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ix

x

Durf, doe
Trek je stoute schoenen aan
Soms moet je niet blijven denken
Soms moet je gewoon gaan

© Mevrouw Knot & Dreamkey design

- Gewoon JIP. -

Voor mezelf.

xi

xii

1. Introduction
Setting the scene
Since decades, and worldwide, scholars have been examining phenomena of gender inequality
in academia.1 Scholars have also been investigating gender-equality policies instigated to
address these phenomena of gender inequality in academia.2 Within European academia, for
instance, women represent the majority of students, but men still dominate the higher ranks
of academic staff. The underrepresentation of women among the higher ranks of academic
staff spills over into an underrepresentation of women in academic decision-making boards
and commissions. As professors comprise the majority within such bodies due to their central
positions (in education and research) in academic organizations, the presence of women in
academic decision-making bodies depends to a certain extent on their academic rank. And as
women are underrepresented in these academic positions, they are also underrepresented in
the academic decision-making bodies. Within the EU-28 in 2014, only 28% of the members and
22% of the leaders of national decision-making boards such as research councils or foundations
were women. In more than a quarter of the 29 countries, however, women accounted for at
least 40% of board members. The numbers among leadership positions are also improving,
though still lower. Up from 15.5% in the EU-27 in 2010, 20% of heads of higher education
organizations were women in the EU-28 in 2014, with women making up only 22% of board
chair persons (European Commission, 2015).
In Europe, universities, research institutes, funding agencies, and governments have been
adopting gender-equality policies either through voluntary self-governance or due to certain
legal frameworks. Next to stakeholders, gender-equality policies also vary regarding specific

1

For example, see: Alper, 1993; Benschop & Brouns, 2003; Bleijenbergh, van Engen, & Vinkenburg, 2013; Caprile
et al., 2012; Deem, 2003; Dubois-Shaik & Fusulier, 2016; Hearn & Husu, 2011; Määttä & Dahlborg Lyckhage, 2011;
Priola, 2007; Rafnsdottir & Heijstra, 2013; van den Brink, 2010.
2

For instance, see: Al-Gazali et al., 2013; Bendl & Schmidt, 2012; S. R. Bird, 2011; Bleijenbergh & Van Engen, 2015;
Caprile et al., 2012; Deem, 2007; Husu, 2005; Nielsen, 2014; Parsons & Priola, 2013; Peterson, 2015; Timmers,
Willemsen, & Tijdens, 2010; Wroblewski, 2013
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measures and agendas. For instance, promoting gender equality has been tied to promoting
academic excellence and quality (European Commission, 2013, 2015; Husu, 2005; Rees, 2002;
Strid, Husu, & Gunnarsson, 2012). To target women’s underrepresentation in academia and its
decision-making bodies, gender quotas have been one of the key gender-equality policy
measures proposed for, and implemented in, different processes of academia (European
Commission, 2013; Rees, 2002). At the same time, however, only a few scholars in the field of
gender equality in academia have investigated gender quotas as a specific gender-equality
policy measure in academia (e.g. Bagues, Sylos-Labini, & Zinovyeva, 2014; Husu, 2004;
Peterson, 2015; Zehnter, 2012; Zehnter & Kirchler, 2015; Zinovyeva & Bagues, 2010).
The representation of women in academic decision-making can be considered as both a matter
of inequality to be tackled, and, once tackled, as one of the bases for furthering gender equality
in academia. Surprisingly, while women’s representation in decision-making is a critical element
in the broader scholarship on gender equality in academia (e.g. S. R. Bird, 2011; Chesterman,
Ross-Smith, & Peters, 2005; European Commission, 2008; Husu, 2004; Rees, 2002; Teelken &
Deem, 2013; Vinkenburg, 2017), we currently lack insight into what actually happens at the
academic organizations that implement gender quotas in decision-making bodies. A gender
quota is a gender-equality policy measure that sets certain limits to gender under- or overrepresentation in decision-making bodies. Despite the often-controversial adoption of gender
quotas in academia, to a large extent, gender-quota implementation in academic decisionmaking bodies has remained a ‘black box’ in scholarship on gender equality in academia as well
as in that on gender quotas. The latter scholarship has predominantly examined gender quotas
within the context of politics, and, more recently, business (e.g. Franceschet, Krook, & Piscopo,
2012; Hughes, Paxton, & Krook, 2017; Terjesen & Sealy, 2016). The limited studies so far have
focussed on the debates about gender quotas (e.g. Andersen, 2010; Castaño, Müller, González,
& Palmen, 2010; Schandevyl, Woodward, Valgaeren, & De Metsenaere, 2013; Zehnter &
Kirchler, 2015) and on some effects of gender quotas in academia, which have often proven
mixed (e.g. Bagues et al., 2014; Husu, 2004; Peterson, 2015; Zehnter, 2012; Zinovyeva &
Bagues, 2010).
In this dissertation, I aim to open the black box of gender-quota implementation, revealing in
more detail staff attitudes towards, practices of, and impact of gender-quota implementation
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in order to better understand whether and to what extent gender quotas affect gender equality
in academic decision-making. I will explore and study what actually happens during genderquota implementation in academic decision-making bodies in depth at a single case-university.
The reality of implementing gender-equality policy measures, in casu gender quotas, is often
more complex and messy than we might assume when debating and adopting a policy measure
towards particular aims (e.g. Husu, 2005; Timmers et al., 2010; Zippel, 2003). I therefore argue
that increasing our understanding of gender-quota implementation in practice can nuance both
scholarly and practical debates on gender quotas as a policy measure to support gender
equality in academia. A comprehensive and nuanced view of the practice of gender-quota
implementation does not limit itself to one element, but aims to connect various elements. I
will question what university staff think about gender quotas (attitudes), what they actually do
when implementing gender quotas (practices), and how gender-quota implementation affects
gender equality in academic decision-making (impact).

State of the art
Gender quotas and other affirmative/positive-action measures3 have been applied in different
processes in academia: student admission, not only to address inequalities related to gender,
but also race, ethnicity, or religion, for instance in the US (Rotthoff, 2008), Sweden (Suk, 2013),
Brazil, China, India, Malaysia and several sub-Saharan African countries (McMurtrie, Bollag,
Kigotho, & Lin-Liu, 2004); or staff recruitment and promotion, such as in the Austrian Medical
University of Vienna, stating that ‘women are to be favored in applications, in promotions, and
in training if equally qualified as the best qualified male applicant until a quota of at least 40%
females in every hierarchical level is established’ (Zehnter, 2012). Gender quotas are also
applied to the performance of scientific research itself, such as the quotas for subjects in
medical-testing phases in the USA (Satel, 1995). More commonly, gender quotas target the
composition of decision-making bodies (Rees, 2002). These targeted bodies include for

3

Affirmative action is predominantly associated with the legal context in the US and, by extension, the
Anglosphere, while positive action is the dominant terminology in the European context. They are both umbrella
terms for policy measures targeting specific sociodemographic groups to establish greater equality (Husu, 2005).
I will reference previous research accordingly; my own focus lies on gender quotas as a form of positive action.

3

instance recruitment and promotion committees of public universities (see Sweden and Spain
respectively, e.g. Peterson, 2015; Zinovyeva & Bagues, 2010), university boards (see Sweden
and Flanders (Belgium) respectively, e.g. Peterson, 2015; Schandevyl et al., 2013), but also
(inter)national advisory boards and public committees, including funding agencies, such as in
Flanders (Belgium, Schandevyl et al., 2013), Finland, Germany, Greece, the Netherlands in the
EU, and Iceland, Israel, Norway (Husu, 2005). In this dissertation, I focus on gender quotas as a
gender-equality policy measure to address women’s underrepresentation in university
decision-making bodies.
By focussing on gender quotas, my understanding of gender (in)equality in academia stands at
the intersection of gendered individuals and gendered organizations (Hearn & Husu, 2011).
Looking into the composition of academic decision-making bodies, I question who are the
(candidate) decision-makers and who, in terms of gender, is unequally represented. At the
same time, gender is constitutive of and constituted by universities as organizations,
embedding gender inequality in the universities (see discussion below), leading to the question
of how academic decision-making is ‘managed, organized and practiced’ (Hearn & Husu, 2011).
At this intersection of gendered individuals and organizations, gendered power dynamics are
at work in academic decision-making. Or in other words, who has a say about shaping the
academic organization, and how so. Therefore, when researching the practice of gender-quota
implementation in academic decision-making bodies, I am not only interested in ‘counting
bodies’ of women and men, but also in the implementation process and practices.
Understanding both elements in connection can deepen our understanding of how genderquota implementation affects gender (in)equality in academic decision-making.
As mentioned before, universities, research institutes, funding agencies, and governments have
been adopting gender-equality policies either through voluntary self-governance or due to
certain legal frameworks (Caprile et al., 2012; Castaño et al., 2010; European Commission,
2013, 2015; Husu, 2005; Rees, 2002; Strid et al., 2012). Conceptually, I understand a genderequality policy as a plan of action adopted by governmental or organizational policy-makers in
order to address gender inequality in academia. Under the umbrella of gender-equality policies,
I consider specific gender-equality policy measures to be adopted and implemented so as to
tackle particular policy issues. As ‘gender inequality resembles an unbeatable seven-headed
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dragon that has a multitude of faces in academic life’, it might not surprise that a variety of
gender-equality policies and specific policy measures exist to address the multiple ‘faces’ of
gender inequality in academia (van den Brink & Benschop, 2012, p. 71). In the scholarship,
commonly, gender-equality policy measures are classified in threefold; regarding measures
aimed at changing individuals (e.g. preferences or skills), organizational structures (e.g. rules,
procedures, processes, etc.) and cultures (e.g. norms, values, symbols, etc.). Scholars have
hereby shown and emphasized the importance of organizations fixing their own structures and
cultures, instead of aiming to (only) ‘fix the women’ (e.g. Al-Gazali et al., 2013; S. R. Bird, 2011;
Caprile et al., 2012; de Vries & van den Brink, 2016; Ely & Meyerson, 2000b; Morrissey &
Schmidt, 2008; Timmers et al., 2010). By changing gender compositions of decision-making
bodies, the gender quotas under study can be classified as a policy measure that addresses
women’s underrepresentation at a structural organizational level. In the literature, we can
situate gender quotas as a gender-equality policy measure under policies termed as affirmative
action (Carvalho, White, & Machado-Taylor, 2013; Flores & Rodriguez, 2006; Gheaus, 2015),
positive action (Caprile et al., 2012; Deem, 2007; Husu, 2005; Nielsen, 2014), or equal
representation policies (Fassa, 2015; Peterson, 2015).
In this section, I will give a state of the art of the scholarship regarding gender quotas in
academia, complemented with insights from the broader gender equality in academia
scholarship, revealing the contributions of this research accordingly. As a point of departure I
address the prominent gendered-organizations approach in the field of gender equality in
academia as I understand universities as gendered organizations (e.g. Benschop & Brouns,
2003; S. R. Bird, 2011; Bleijenbergh, 2018; Callerstig, 2014; Garforth & Kerr, 2009; Hearn &
Husu, 2011; Husu & Koskinen, 2010; Morley, 2006; Parsons & Priola, 2013; van den Brink,
2010). I go on to discuss what we know about stakeholders’ support and resistance in the
implementation of gender-equality policies and policy measures in academia, the practices of
gender-equality policies’ implementation, and the impact of gender quotas (implementation).
Universities as gendered organizations
To understand gender and gender (in)equality in academia, many scholars in the field of gender
equality in academia turn to the theoretical approach of gendered organizations (e.g. Benschop
& Brouns, 2003; Morley, 2006; Parsons & Priola, 2013), often building upon Acker’s work (e.g.
5

S. R. Bird, 2011; Bleijenbergh, 2018; Garforth & Kerr, 2009; Hearn & Husu, 2011; van den Brink,
2010). By bringing feminist and organization theoretical thinking together, Acker is one of the
key scholars in thinking of organizations as gendered:
To say that an organization, or any other analytic unit, is gendered means that
advantage and disadvantage, exploitation and control, action and emotion, meaning
and identity, are patterned through and in terms of a distinction between male and
female, masculine and feminine (1990, p. 146).
She explains that gender is ‘patterned’ through organizations through five interacting
processes: the gender division of labour, construction of symbols and images, daily interactions,
production of individual identities, and the gendered substructure of organizational logic
(Acker, 1990). Through its embedded and embodied nature, the gendered constitution of
everyday organizational life is obscured, and organizations are thought to be gender neutral.
Yet this also obscures the power relations present in gendered organizations in the form of the
(dis)advantage, exploitation, and identity of women and men as workers (Acker, 1990). When
analysing organizations it is thus important to know that ‘gender is a constitutive element of
social relationships based on perceived differences between the sexes, and gender is a primary
way of signifying relationships of power’ (Scott, 1986, p. 1067). Approaching organizations as
gendered de-naturalizes ‘the non-neutrality of organizational decision-making and
organizational practices, and goes to the heart of organizational conditions creating inequality’
(Calás, Smircich, & Holvino, 2014, p. 25). Historically and systemically, ‘hegemonic
masculinities’(Connell, 1995) permeate organizations, ‘marginalizing women and contributing
to the maintenance of gender segregation in organizations’ (Acker, 1990, p. 139). How
gendered practices (re)inscribe inequalities and power relations based on gender (e.g. Bevan &
Learmonth, 2013; Kronsell, 2002; Morley, 2006) can be understood as follows. Organizational
life is (re)produced through people’s ongoing and recurrent actions (doing) and by their speech
(saying), and it mutually structures (i.e. offers resources or constraints) these (speech) actions.
This mutual constitution is part of everyday organizational life, subtle and taken-for-granted,
and is thus often unreflective and/or based on tacit knowledge (Calás et al., 2014; Feldman &
Orlikowski, 2011; Poggio, 2006).
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Hearn and Husu offer a clear overview of typical gendered patterns in academic organizations:
the valuing of work organization and management of work in the private domains;
gendered divisions of labour and authority, both formal and informal; gendered
processes between the centre and margins; gendered processes in sexuality; gendered
processes in harassment, bullying and physical violence; gendered processes in
interactions, and individuals’ internal mental work; and gendered symbols, images and
forms of consciousness (2011, pp. 104-105).
Bird also points to these gendered features, reaffirming that universities are workplaces. She
adds that universities as gendered bureaucratic organizations also have distinct features, such
as a ‘high degree of decentralization and highly educated and autonomous faculty members’
(S. R. Bird, 2011, p. 205). These features lead to variation across academic units and disciplines
in how standards and norms of governance, research, teaching, and services are constructed
and performed. She argues that these, ‘however, also permit disjunctures between formal
expectations and reward structures at university level and department level, and between
formally stated and informally reinforced university and department expectations and reward
structures for faculty.’ The gendered bureaucratic university is thus also characterized by
ambiguities or incongruities which reproduce (gender) inequalities (S. R. Bird, 2011, p. 205).
Gender is hence patterned through and by academic decision-making as well. Gender
inequality in decision-making includes, and intertwines, unequal representation of women and
men (who) (Chesterman et al., 2005; Husu, 2004; Peterson, 2016), gendered decisions (what)
(Bornmann, Mutz, & Daniel, 2007; Sallee, 2012; Strong et al., 2013; Wenneras & Wold, 1997),
and gendered decision-making processes and practices (how) (Deem, 2003; Garforth & Kerr,
2009; Monroe, Ozyurt, Wrigley, & Alexander, 2008; van den Brink, 2010; Vinkenburg, 2017).
Decision-makers determine priorities in what will be taught and researched, how to organize
services to society and how to govern the university as organization through this all. Shaping
the academic organization by deciding who has a say about what and how so, is thus a matter
of power (European Commission, 2008; Hearn & Husu, 2011; Husu, 2004; Rees, 2002;
Vinkenburg, 2017). The research matter of gender inequality in academic decision-making and
how to tackle it remains as relevant today as it has been in the past.

7

As I focus on the organizing of universities, particularly of decision-making, I consider the
university as a gendered organization. This dissertation’s research on gender quotas to address
women’s underrepresentation in university decision-making bodies stands at the intersection
of gendered individuals and gendered organizations (Hearn & Husu, 2011). It asks who is
involved and represented in decision-making and its organization. The research also studies
how academic decision-making is ‘managed, organized and practiced’ (Hearn & Husu, 2011).
The organization of decision-making, particularly the composition of its bodies, and the
implementation of gender quotas are both part of everyday university life and hence also
constituted by and constitutive of gender (Acker, 1990; Calás et al., 2014; Hearn & Husu, 2011).
Organizational practices are fluid, situated as they are within ‘the continuous intertwinement
of structure and agency’ (Berger, 2015, p. 56). Structures not only result from actors’ agency,
but they also embed agency (Giddens & Sutton, 2014). The understanding of the university as
gendered implies for me that university actors, by their thinking and doing, give form and
meaning to respective gender-quota implementation practices, that in turn affect gender
in/equality in decision-making. This understanding is systemic as I see these elements
intertwined. Insights in one element contribute to a better understanding of the other
elements and of the practice of gender-quota implementation in academic decision-making as
a whole. As the university is characterized by variation in organizational practices (S. R. Bird,
2011), I assume the same regarding the composition process of decision-making bodies and
practices therein. When studying the practice of gender-quota implementation, I expect
implementation to be situated and complex, or in other words to be characterized by variation.
Particularly, I am interested in the variation among staff attitudes towards gender quotas,
implementation practices, and effects of gender-quota implementation, and in turn how
insights in these elements can help us understand potential variation in the impact of gender
quotas on gender equality in academic decision-making.
Support and resistance of staff
Despite their adoption in different processes of academia, gender quotas trigger normative
debates about gender relations, but also about the core values of academia. Following the
(suggested) adoption of gender quotas in academia, scholars have also focussed on the debates
that followed, providing insight into the different arguments used in these debates (Castaño et
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al., 2010; European Commission, 2008). Opponents mainly argue that gender quotas
undermine excellence if candidates are appointed based on criteria other than merit, such as
gender (Andersen, 2010; Bleijenbergh, van Engen, Vennix, & Jacobs, 2012); that they impede
the neutrality of allocation procedures; that they stigmatize the beneficiaries (in casu women)
of such measures (Schandevyl et al., 2013; Zehnter, 2012); and that they are unfair or
discriminatory (Zehnter & Kirchler, 2015). Supporters of gender quotas, on the other hand,
mostly emphasize that gender quotas broaden the pool of innovative and creative talent
(Schandevyl et al., 2013; Zehnter, 2012); that they effectively and efficiently contribute to
securing more women leaders and role models (Bleijenbergh et al., 2012; Gheaus, 2015;
Peterson, 2015); and that they are an issue of justice and ethics. Supporters thus also challenge
the supposedly neutral and universal conceptualization of merit and excellence (Andersen,
2010; Schandevyl et al., 2013; Zehnter, 2012).
Stakeholders’ support and resistance to gender-equality policies does not only translate into
adoption debates, but also into the actual implementation of the respective policy measures
and to what extent the implementation is successful. For instance, scholars have shed more
light on the key supportive role that (feminist) change agents play in advocating and sustaining
gender-equality policies at universities, e.g. by acting as active and symbolic role models
(Peterson, 2015) and/or by resisting or subverting hegemonic masculine discourses and
practices (Bevan & Learmonth, 2013; Määttä & Dahlborg Lyckhage, 2011; O’Connor, 2000;
Parsons & Priola, 2013). Bendl and Schmidt, for instance, reconstructed five different activist
voices at an Austrian university, revealing practices that target communication, networking,
reflection, and knowledge transfer. While they argue that different voices can co-exist, they
also emphasize the need for a more integrative and more mobilizing approach to gender
equality (Bendl & Schmidt, 2012).
Furthermore, scholars have suggested that successful implementation requires an active and
non-sceptical commitment by top decision-makers in order to lower resistance in the everyday
implementation of gender-equality policies (Timmers et al., 2010; Wroblewski, 2013). After all,
through their responses to policy issues of in/equality and assumptions of what is a valid policy
in response, top decision-makers could hamper an effective operation and implementation of
gender-equality policies (Bagilhole, 2002; S. R. Bird, 2011). For instance, Bagilhole has identified
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four different adapting responses to equal-opportunity policies: confusion, collusion, cynicism,
and contrariness (2002). Bird concluded that if decision-making stakeholders ‘accept as valid
only those strategies that assume that the problems to be resolved are all individual in form,
strategies aimed at altering structures or systematic practices will never be implemented’ (S. R.
Bird, 2011, p. 222). In Scandinavia, Nielsen has shown how rights-based notions underlay
mostly Norwegian and Swedish universities’ gender-equality policies (2014). In addition, he
found that utility-based notions were generally behind policies, which indicates there is a more
instrumental approach to gender equality across Scandinavia. He points to ‘the increasing
importance of investigating how current trends of internationalization, marketization, and
managerialization in academia redefine and restructure the topic’ (Nielsen, 2014, p. 200; see
also studies on gendered interactions with, and effects of, new managerialism trends, e.g
Blackmore, 2011; Caprile et al., 2012; Ferree & Zippel, 2015; Kreissl, Striedinger, Sauer, &
Hofbauer, 2015; Teelken & Deem, 2013). Research at UK universities by Deem and Morley has
shown that notions of equality and diversity seem to shift from redistributional, i.e. based on a
material understanding of inequality, to recognitional, i.e. based on a social and cultural
understanding of inequality. They warned that recognitional notions of equality might
depoliticize the issue, creating an ‘equality agenda detached from consideration of what
underpins inequality at the societal level and which goes little beyond an emphasis on staff and
student tolerance’ (Deem, 2007; Deem & Morley, 2006, p. 186). The scholarship suggests that
the way that stakeholders understand policy issues underlies to what extent they support or
resist certain types of policy and policy measure and, consequently, how implementation can
be succesful in challenging organizational gender inequality.
At the same time it is then promising that scholars have shown that raising awareness and
learning about gender inequality within the university increases the commitment of
stakeholders (Berger, 2015; Bevan & Learmonth, 2013; S. R. Bird, 2011; Bleijenbergh & Van
Engen, 2015; Carvalho et al., 2013; Parsons & Priola, 2013; Vinkenburg, 2017). Bleijenbergh and
Van Engen used participatory modelling to study gender in/equality practices at Dutch
universities, uncovering feedback processes that reinforce gender inequality. Yet, once
identified, these feedback processes can offer managers fruitful departure points for
intervention (Bleijenbergh & Van Engen, 2015).
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In sum, previous studies demonstrate the relevance of understanding stakeholders’ support
and resistance in the implementation process of gender-equality policies. By analyzing which
notions of the policy issue and of the policy measure underlie support and resistance, we gain
insight into possibilities for further awareness-raising and learning so as to foster more
stakeholder commitment for implementing gender-equality policies.
Practices
As gender quotas target the gender compositions of decision-making bodies, they target the
underlying composition process and practices of the organization, instead of ‘fixing’ individual
women so as to fit the organization (Benschop & van den Brink, 2014). Yet, previous research
offers only rare insights into actual implementation practices of gender quotas. Swedish
women academic managers, for instance, experienced that equal-representation policy
measures at the university led to breaking the ‘think manager - think male’ paradigm. In the
composition of academic management, women were now explicitly considered and
approached as potential and qualified candidate managers (Peterson, 2015). At the same time,
however, research has also suggested that changing the composition process and practices of
decision-making when implementing gender quotas also leads to unintended effects, as
including more women in decision-making processes can lead to the lower number of women
professors being in too high demand, cutting into their research time and thus negatively
affecting women’s research careers (Peterson, 2015). Bagues and colleagues made a back-ofthe-envelope calculation based on their own research data on academic evaluations in Italy
regarding the hypothetical case of a 40% quota. Their calculations suggested that ‘female full
professors would have to form part of committees at least 3 times more often than men, and
they would probably end up having less time to devote to their own research than their male
colleagues’ (Bagues et al., 2014, p. 18). These rare findings imply that how gender quotas are
implemented in practice can tell us more about the impact of gender quotas for gender equality
in academia.
Authors in the broader field of gender-equality policies (in academia) showed that
‘implementing gender equality policies appeared to be a complex process’ (Timmers et al.,
2010, p. 733) and ‘is never a straightforward 1:1 process. The reception and implementation of
policy depends on many contextual factors, personal relations, margins for interpretation,
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accommodation and resistance’ (Caprile et al., 2012, p.176). Sometimes gender-equality
policies are ‘postponed, not fully implemented, rather adopted as window dressing, used to
improve morale than to improve women’s careers.’ As discussed earlier, scepticism and a lack
of commitment among decision-makers also complicates the process of implementing genderequality policies. Lastly, Timmers and colleagues pointed to the loose relationship between the
university and its departments that adds another level of complexity to the implementation
process (Timmers et al., 2010). The process of implementing gender-equality policies seems to
change the effects in comparison to what was intended or expected when adopting the policies.
Once policies are adopted, their ambiguous formulation often provides actors with a certain
leeway in compliance and implementation (e.g. Callerstig, 2014; Edelman et al., 1991). Edelman
and colleagues argued that compliance entails a process wherein ‘the political climate within
which affirmative action officers work, together with the officers' interpretations of the law,
their role conceptions, and their professional aspirations have important implications for the
nature and extent of organizational compliance with law’ (Edelman et al., 1991, p.73).
Accordingly, I understand the implementation of a gender-equality policy measure as a
contingent process wherein actors utilise practices in order to comply to a respective measure.
In practice, hence, actors have a certain leeway in enacting the adopted policies in the targeted
organization so that during the respective implementation original policy intentions might get
lost, altered and/or unintended outcomes follow (Mazur, 2016; Timmers et al., 2010; Zippel,
2003). Ahmed, for instance, showed how writing and adopting race-equality policy documents
is often considered as a good practice in itself, even if the documents are not actually translated
into practice (Ahmed, 2007). Mazur also noted that policies unintentionally may affect other
groups than those explicitly included in the policy formation. In what extent this indicates
success or failure, she argued, depends on the perspective of the policy evaluator(s) (Mazur,
2016).
We can understand how implementation practices can change the gender-equality intentions
of the original policies because the implementation of gender-equality policies takes place in
gendered academic organizations. Gendered practices still constitute organizational life during
implementation and thus intertwine with implementation practices. Scholars previously found
that the intertwining of these practices can lead to gender inequalities being reproduced or
either challenged (e.g. Berger, 2015; Husu, 2005; Priola, 2007; van den Brink & Benschop,
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2012). For instance, van den Brink and Benschop have shown how establishing special chairs
for women aimed to challenge the scouting practices that privileged men at Dutch universities.
Yet, at the same time, implementing this policy measure intertwined with gendered criteria of
quality, leading ‘to questions about the woman appointee’s quality, which is suspect when not
tested in competition with men or measured against male competitors. As a result, some
women academics refuse to take positions that are established for women, out of fear of being
marked out as an ‘affirmative action’ case’ (van den Brink & Benschop, 2012, p. 88). Certain
implementation practices of gender-equality policies thus implicate a slower pace of genderequality change than might have been anticipated during the policy adoption. Yet, this insight
also ‘tells us something about the dynamics of the deeply entrenched gender system and
gender culture of academia, and (often latent) resistance, and hidden and covert forms of
gender discrimination in academia’ (Husu, 2005, p. 27). On another note, following her study
of gender mainstreaming in Swedish public organizations, Callerstig emphasized that
unintended effects might be inevitable, however, they are not inherently good or bad. They are
part of the unpredictable change process, ‘where ambiguous policy goals are being translated
into action by actors’ (Callerstig, 2014, p.265). Thus, another consequence of implementation
being embedded in the regular organizations’ processes and routines, is that effects might not
only be unintended or unpredictable, but also hidden. Measuring long-term effects of equality
work is difficult. ‘Changes which take place due to gender mainstreaming often take place
within the frame of regular work. This means that the effects are not necessarily reported as a
consequence of gender equality work’ (Callerstig, 2014, p.218). For example, tackling genderequality problems in small steps might go unnoticed while they can lead to desired or
surprising, unanticipated, effects.
In sum, these scholars have shown that in practice gender-equality policies can turn out
differently than how they were shaped on paper. Understanding gender-equality policy
implementation is thus key to understanding the impact of the respective policy as it is not
always the case that the implementation practices further gender equality in academia (or not
in the anticipated ways). In the next section, I will address the impact of gender quotas in
academia into more detail.
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Impact
Aside from insights into the debates and arguments regarding gender quotas in academia,
previous research also offers mixed insights into the effects of gender quotas in academia.
Regarding gender quotas as a gender-equality policy measure to target the gender composition
of respective decision-making bodies, scholars have predominantly examined the effects in two
ways: the raising of the number of women in the composition (e.g. Castaño et al., 2010; Husu,
2004), and the correlation between a particular gender composition of decision-making bodies
on the one hand and the (effects of) decisions made by these bodies on the other (Bagues et
al., 2014; van den Besselaar, 2016; van den Brink, 2010; Vernos, 2013; Zinovyeva & Bagues,
2010).
First, scholars studied whether the number of women in the composition of the targeted bodies
raised since the implementation of gender quotas. In Finland, Husu found that gender quotas
in academic decision-making regarding research funding were effective in establishing genderbalanced national research councils (2004). Following the quotas for their member
compositions stipulated in the Gender Equality Act of 1995, that targeted all public bodies,
Finnish national research councils were nearly gender balanced. This stands in contrast to the
underrepresentation of women among the respective councils’ referees. For the 1999–2002
period, women comprised 11-12% (Research Council for Natural Sciences and Technology) to
34-43% (Research Council for Health Sciences) of the respective research councils’ referees.
The quotas’ positive effect on women’s representation among the research councils’ members
is also indicated by the lower representation numbers at the private research funding
foundations not subject to the quota paragraph in the Gender Equality Act (1995). In 1999, only
14% of the boards of such private Finnish research funding foundations were women (Husu,
2004). In Norway, the numerical effects of quotas have been ambiguous. Fürst showed that,
despite the implementation of gender quotas in appointment of permanent academic
positions, the percentage of women professors had actually decreased at the University of Oslo
(1988; as quoted in Castaño et al., 2010). For 2002–2004, Nielsen also noticed a decrease in
the number of newly appointed women professors at the University of Oslo, from one-third in
2002 to one-seventh in mid-2014, though he argued that this decrease would have been even
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stronger without the earmarking gender quotas of the previous years, an equality measure of
the university law of 1997 (2004; as quoted in Castaño et al., 2010).
Second, scholars have argued that including a critical mass of women in decision-making
(considered to be 33% or higher), sets a precondition for challenging gendered practices and
changing women’s positions in the targeted organization (Chesterman et al., 2005; Parsons &
Priola, 2013; Peterson, 2015; Vinkenburg, 2017). This would entail that increasing the number
of women in the composition of decision-making bodies, as just discussed, increases the
possibility that decisions made by these bodies foster gender equality in the organization.
Scholars have operationalized this assumption as the correlation between a particular gender
composition of decision-making bodies on the one hand and the (effects of) decisions made by
these bodies on the other (Bagues et al., 2014; van den Besselaar, 2016; van den Brink, 2010;
Vernos, 2013; Zinovyeva & Bagues, 2010). The findings regarding women’s success rates in
getting recruited or grants following an increase of women in the respective recruitment or
grant evaluation committees offer us mixed insights. In the Netherlands, van den Brink showed
a significant positive correlation between an increasing number of women committee
members and the appointment rates of women professors. Mediating correlation strength, she
found a direct correlation within social sciences, but the correlation is already smaller in the
natural sciences, where fewer women work (van den Brink, 2010). Van den Brink also notes
qualitative effects of more gender-mixed appointment committees on the respective decisionmaking processes. A majority of respondents noted that the inclusion of more women in the
committees led to a more pleasant atmosphere for all candidates, as the committees would
extend their focus beyond competition and quantitative research output. More attention was
paid to consensus and to the candidates’ life histories (van den Brink, 2010).
However, other scholars have found neutral or even negative correlations between the number
of women on boards and committees and the number of women successfully getting grants or
recruited. Based on 2008–2012 data on ERC evaluation panels, no correlation appears between
the gender balance of the evaluation panels and the success rates of women candidates in
getting grants (Vernos, 2013). Regarding the ERC starting grants, van den Besselaar even found
a negative correlation between number of women on the evaluation panel and success rates
of women candidates in getting grants (2016). Bagues, Zinovyeva, and Sylos-Labini examined
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randomly assembled hiring and promotion committees in Spanish academia, where gender
quotas were implemented (Zinovyeva & Bagues, 2010), and in Italy, where this was not yet the
case (Bagues et al., 2014). In Spain, on the level of full professorships, same-gender candidates
from the evaluators’ respective networks were favoured, which entails a positive correlation
between women panel members and candidates too. Yet both men and women preferred men
candidates for associate professorships. Furthermore, this last effect was even stronger when
a woman evaluator and woman candidate held positions at the same organization (Zinovyeva
& Bagues, 2010). In Italian academia, increasing the number of women on an evaluation
committee actually decreased the chances of women candidates compared to those of men.
This result could partly be explained by the men in the committee changing their voting
behaviour in the presence of women (Bagues et al., 2014). Other factors that could explain nonor negative correlations between the number of women on boards and committees and the
number of women successfully getting recruited include: ‘the extent to which academic
networks are gendered, evaluators’ strategic concerns, and the position at stake’ (Zinovyeva &
Bagues, 2010). And women evaluators are not free of gender bias either. The academic system
also forms their views and adherence to standard norms (van den Besselaar, 2016).
Reproducing gender bias could be explained by trying to avoid tokenism: ‘visibility due to her
gender rather than her professionalism’ (van den Brink, 2010, p. 92). In such instances, a sole
woman might be inclined to follow the standard norms even more strictly for women
candidates.
In sum, we learn that the effects of gender quotas regarding changes in and through the gender
composition of the targeted decision-making bodies varies. Next to positive and neutral effects,
some scholars have also uncovered negative effects for gender equality in academia, yet, the
factor of implementation practice is not taken on board. In this light, the discussed mixed
effects of gender quotas tie to what we learned in the previous section. Studying gender-quota
implementation can further nuance how certain gender quotas’ effects come about in
academic decision-making.
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Contributions
In this section, I discuss five different ways this dissertation contributes to the literature: 1)
opening the ‘black box’ of gender-quota implementation; 2) analyzing university staff attitudes
towards gender quotas in academic decision-making; 3) uncovering gender-quota
implementation practices; 4) showing how gender-quota implementation affects the gender
composition of academic decision-making bodies; and 5) considering tensions showing up
during gender-quota implementation as being productive.
Firstly, the overall aim of this dissertation is to open the black box of gender-quota
implementation, revealing in more detail staff attitudes towards, practices of, and impact of
gender-quota implementation in order to better understand whether and to what extent
gender quotas affect gender equality in academic decision-making. Despite the oftencontroversial adoption of gender quotas in academia, we currently lack insight into what
actually happens at the academic organizations that implement them. The state of the art
provides reasons why we arguably should or should not adopt or uphold gender quotas in
academia (e.g. Andersen, 2010; Schandevyl et al., 2013; Zehnter, 2012), shows what the
numerical change in gender composition can be (Castaño et al., 2010; Husu, 2004), and reveals
how decision-making processes and outcomes might change following a change in the gender
composition of decision-making bodies (e.g. Bagues et al., 2014; van den Besselaar, 2016; van
den Brink, 2010; Zinovyeva & Bagues, 2010). I will contribute to the existing literature by
analyzing three different elements of gender-quota implementation in academic decisionmaking in practice, which I will address in the remaining part of this section. Ultimately, in the
conclusion of this dissertation, I will reconnect the insights into these elements in order to
create a better understanding of the black box of gender-quota implementation.
Secondly, in this dissertation, I will examine how university staff members think about gender
quotas in academic decision-making at their own university. Scholars previously addressed the
controversy and debates regarding gender quotas in academia (e.g. Andersen, 2010;
Schandevyl et al., 2013; Zehnter, 2012), however, we lack insight into levels of support towards
gender quotas as a gender-equality policy measure among stakeholders at an implementing
university. The analysis of staff attitudes will allow us to understand whether and why
support/resistance towards gender quotas varies between individual staff members. While
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gender inequality persists in academia, we know that resistance towards gender-equality
policies, in casu gender quotas as measure, remains present as well (e.g. Bagilhole, 2002;
Bleijenbergh, 2018; Peterson, 2015). The way that staff members of the implementing
university think about gender quotas might result in resistant behaviour and thereby affect the
implementation process. As resistance could hinder the implementation and subsequent
impact of gender quotas at the university, it is relevant to examine in greater detail whether
and why support/resistance varies among university stakeholders.
Thirdly, this dissertation will uncover practices of gender-quota implementation in the
composition process of academic decision-making bodies. Once a measure is designed and
adopted, actors in the targeted organization are supposed to enact it, but in practice they have
a certain leeway in compliance and implementation. In the process, the original measure’s
intentions could be changed. To understand what is actually done at the level of (academic)
organizations, and what the implications of this are, we need to follow organizational actors
(Mazur, 2016; Timmers et al., 2010; Zippel, 2003). Following the formal adoption of gender
quotas in academic decision-making bodies, I will question how gender quotas as genderequality policy measure turn out in practice and what this means for gender equality in
academic decision-making, i.e. regarding the representation and power of women therein.
Gaining insight in how actors practice gender-quota implementation will also better our
understanding of actors’ knowledge in the implementation process. Within particular
confinements of implementation leeway, procedural and practical knowledge of gender quotas
could shape how actors respectively implement gender quotas.
Fourthly, this dissertation will show how gender-quota implementation affects the gender
composition of academic decision-making bodies. To a very limited extent, previous scholarship
suggests positive, neutral, to even negative effects of gender quotas on the number of women
in the composition of these bodies (Castaño et al., 2010; Husu, 2004; Peterson, 2015). Yet, a
more detailed picture of the gender composition of academic decision-making bodies could
further nuance our insight into the effect of gender-quota implementation on women’s
representation in academic decision-making. When researching gender-quota implementation
in academic decision-making bodies in practice, it seems reasonable to assume that variation
in practices will occur (see previous contribution), and then, that variation in gender-quota
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implementation practices will better our understanding of the effects of gender quotas on the
gender composition of the targeted decision-making bodies. I will rely on politics and business
gender-quota scholarship and the role of institutional factors as to explain potential variation
of gender-quota implementation and of the effects on the gender composition of decisionmaking bodies (Franceschet et al., 2012; Guldvik, 2011; Huse, 2012; Seierstad & Opsahl, 2011).
Finally, this dissertation will focus on the tensions arising during gender-quota implementation
in order to consider a broader impact of gender quotas in academic decision-making. As
implementing gender-equality policies is a complex process (Timmers et al., 2010) and as what
happens during the implementation can hinder or change the original gender-equality policy
intentions (Husu, 2005; Peterson, 2015; van den Brink & Benschop, 2012), I question what the
role is of tensions in producing organizational change. This consideration goes beyond the idea
of tensions as only harming or slowing efforts towards gender equality in academia down. By
further untangling and substantiating the argument that tensions arising during gender-quota
implementation can be productive, this chapter contributes to the gender equality in academia
literature, not only adding a broader understanding of gender quotas’ impact. It also supports
the argument that resistance can be fertile ground for change of gendered organizations in the
broader scholarship on gender equality in organizations (e.g. Benschop & van den Brink, 2014;
Bleijenbergh, 2018).

Focus of the dissertation
The representation of women in academic decision-making can be considered as both a matter
of inequality to be tackled, and, once tackled, as one of the bases for furthering gender equality
in academia. Surprisingly, while women’s representation in decision-making is a critical element
in the broader scholarship on gender equality in academia (e.g. S. R. Bird, 2011; Chesterman et
al., 2005; Husu, 2004; Teelken & Deem, 2013; Vinkenburg, 2017), the implementation of a key
gender-equality policy measure in this regard, i.e. gender quotas, remained a black box in the
scholarship on gender equality in academia until now. This research aims to open the black box
of gender-quota implementation, revealing in more detail staff attitudes towards, practices of,
and the impact of gender-quota implementation in order to better understand whether and to
what extent gender quotas affect gender equality in academic decision-making. By
understanding the university as a gendered organization (e.g. S. R. Bird, 2011; Calás et al., 2014;
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Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Hearn & Husu, 2011), I consider these three elements as
intertwined. In this study, the main focus is on the practice of gender-quota implementation
and I will examine gender-quota implementation in the composition process of academic
decision-making bodies at the case of a university. In the case outline below, I will address the
reasons for a single case study and the selection of the Belgian University of Antwerp as the
case. By using different methods and connecting theoretical insights from different disciplines,
I will answer the overarching research question as:
What actually happens during the implementation of gender quotas in decision-making
bodies at the University of Antwerp?
To examine and answer this research question, I will distinguish and bring together three
elements of gender-quota implementation in practice: staff attitudes towards gender quotas
as gender-equality policy measure, gender-quota implementation practices, and the effects of
gender-quota implementation on gender equality in academic decision-making. I translate
these elements into four research sub-questions that I will answer in four subsequent chapters.
Research question 1: How do university staff members think about gender quotas as a policy
measure, and how are these attitudes embedded in attitudes towards diversity policies and
gender equality?
In chapter 2, I will dig deeper into staff members’ attitudes towards gender quotas as genderequality policy measure and broader attitudes towards the policy issue at stake, i.e. gender
inequality, and towards the broader diversity policies at the university. When doing so I will not
only study top stakeholders, such as deans or directors, and/or women as targeted
beneficiaries/change agents of gender-equality policies (S. R. Bird, 2011; Parsons & Priola,
2013; Peterson, 2015; Wroblewski, 2013). Examining only a part of the staff population might
result in underestimating how some stakeholders are affected or what their role is in the
implementation of gender quotas. To analyze staff attitudes towards the policy issue of gender
inequality in a context of more subtle and covert sexism, I will measure modern sexist attitudes
(M. Dierckx, Motmans, & Meier, 2017; Swim & Cohen, 1997). I will also examine staff attitudes
towards diversity policies at the university (Ferree & Zippel, 2015; Klein, 2016) so as to grasp in
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more detail how the underlying notions of policies affect support levels for gender quotas as a
particular policy measure (Deem, 2007; Deem & Morley, 2006; Nielsen, 2014).
Research question 2: Through which practices are gender quotas actually implemented in the
composition process of academic decision-making bodies?
Since the actual implementation practices of gender quotas remained under-examined in the
context of academic decision-making, I will investigate them in chapter 3. To be open to
situated variation of gender-quota implementation practices and the (re)production of power
through organizational practices, I will apply a practice-theoretical lens (Feldman & Orlikowski,
2011; Nicolini, 2013; Poggio, 2006). The practice-theoretical lens will support a critical
questioning of concrete cases of composing a decision-making body at the university.
Empirically, I will dig deeper into how actors translate gender quotas during the composition
process of university decision-making boards and committees by conducting semi-structured
interviews with actors central in such processes. Opening the black box on the actual ‘doing’ of
gender-quota implementation offers insights into its effects that contribute to further
evaluations of gender quotas and gender-equality measures in academia and beyond. The case
of gender quotas, which for a long time was only studied in a political context (e.g. Dahlerup &
Freidenvall, 2010; Franceschet et al., 2012; Hughes et al., 2017; Meier & Lombardo, 2013), also
emphasizes the relevance of discussions about representation and power for the literature on
gender-equality measures in (academic) organizations.

Research question 3: Did the implementation of gender quotas successfully increase the
percentage of women in academic decision-making bodies, and, if so, how?
In chapter 4, I will explore the gender composition of academic decision-making bodies in
greater detail. To examine whether gender quotas increase the number of women in academic
decision-making, I will compare the respective decision-making mandates in the university from
before and after the implementation of gender quotas at the case university. Starting from the
politics and business gender-quota scholarship (e.g. Franceschet et al., 2012; Guldvik, 2011;
Huse, 2012; Seierstad & Opsahl, 2011), I will draw a more detailed picture of women’s
representation in academic decision-making. This picture will include representation in
decision-making overall and in leadership in particular, as well as insight into the gender division
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of decision-making mandates. By analyzing the gender compositions in more depth, this
chapter will provide a basis for further theoretical and comparative work on diverse
experiences and practices of gender-quota implementation beyond the numbers.

Research question 4: What is the role of tensions arising in gender-quota implementation in
producing organizational change at gendered universities?
By focussing on the tensions arising during gender-quota implementation, I will construct an
argument on the broader impact of gender quotas in academia in chapter 5. At the moment,
the research focus regarding effects of gender quotas in academia lies either on the numbers
of gender representation (Castaño et al., 2010; Husu, 2004), or on the question whether the
process and content of decision-making change by including more women in the respective
decision-making bodies (Bagues et al., 2014; van den Besselaar, 2016; Vernos, 2013; Zinovyeva
& Bagues, 2010). If we evaluate the impact of gender quotas only through these perspectives,
however, we risk to denounce gender quotas too quickly as a gender-equality policy measure
when implementation, and hence the impact, is complicated (Husu, 2005; Timmers et al., 2010;
van den Brink & Benschop, 2012). Or in other words, we might be ‘blinded’ by understanding
tensions as solely harming to the aim of changing gendered universities. I argue that we should
take another, a more constructive, view of tensions arising in the implementation process of
gender quotas than the one we currently encounter in the literature. By taking more elements
of the implementation process into account, I hope to contribute to a broader understanding
of the impact of gender quotas for gender equality in academia.

Methods and data
I will now briefly touch upon the methods I used and the data I collected for this dissertation
(see the table below for an overview and appendices). More detail will be provided in the
respective chapters, which are constructed as scientific articles. To allow for a nuanced analysis
of gender-quota implementation in academia, I investigate a single university (see the case
outline below) and combine quantitative and qualitative methods so that I can grasp the
implementation in both breadth and depth.
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I have employed quantitative methods to research my first and third research question,
conducting an online survey and collecting mandates. A quantitative research approach
enables me to include more and different types of university actors and to analyze the
composition of multiple types of decision-making bodies at all organizational levels. The larger
and aggregated number of data allows me to test the assumptions underlying my research
questions through statistical analyses. The first research question digs into the attitudes of staff
members towards diversity policies and gender equality at the case university, and how these
attitudes help us explain attitudes towards gender quotas. Attitudinal research often builds
upon survey data wherein respondents indicate their level of agreement with certain
statements. Rescaling their responses to these statements serves as a proxy for their attitudes
on the issues tackled by the statements. At the case university, I conducted an online survey
and invited all staff members to participate, so as to capture a wide overview of attitudes
regarding gender quotas at the university. I discuss the survey design in more detail below in
the context of the EGERA-project. Through ordinal logistic regression analyses, I tested the
chances that broader attitudes are indicators for support of gender quotas. The third research
question sets out to examine the gender composition of decision-making bodies to analyze
whether the percentage of women has increased since the implementation of gender quotas.
Furthermore, it aims to untangle the compositions according to their various variables in order
to gain a first indication of how the compositions where changed when gender quotas were
implemented. To do this, I drew on a database wherein the respective decision-making
mandates, i.e. ‘seats’, are collected. During the data collection and database building I could
rely on the support of central administration actors to gain access to and information about the
Business Intelligence database and the university archive in order to complete the dataset.
Variables included gender, staff/student category, type of mandate, type of decision-making
body, and type of decision-making level. Through descriptive statistics I could compare the
gender composition of decision-making bodies before (2009-2010) and after (2015-2016) the
implementation of gender quotas, and analyze the effects within one institutional context.
I have applied qualitative methods to research the second and last research question, i.e. semistructured interviews and interpretative reflections. To support each part of the dissertation
research, I have also collected and analysed organizational documents, such as regulations
regarding the university and faculty structures, minutes of the relevant decision-making bodies
23

(to a limited extent), and organizational charts of the relevant decision-making bodies. This data
collection and analysis served as a way to get to know the organizational context of the case
university and prepare the research. While the quantitative research approach provides a more
aggregated overview of gender-quota implementation in the university, I rely on qualitative
analyses to understand the implementation in greater depth. The second research question
digs deeper into how university actors actually implemented gender quotas in the composition
process. To collect data on such implementation practices and analyze them, I have conducted
semi-structured interviews. In the selection of respondents, I aimed to include a variety of the
university actors involved and cover multiple levels and units of the university. By asking actors
about concrete and recent cases of composing decision-making bodies, I could reconstruct the
practices in as much detail as possible, thus providing insight in how gender quotas are actually
implemented. I analyzed the interview data inductively, allowing space for reflection and
discussion of the findings with colleagues, so that an iterative analyses process could take place
and the robustness of the analysis could be ensured. The first descriptive coding remained close
to various elements of the composition process, while we next shifted to a more holistic coding,
interpreting parts of the text in light of the dynamics between the coded elements of when,
who, which criteria and rules. The emerged categories further led us to identifying practices of
gender-quota implementation. We particularly focussed on the various dynamics that
appeared and were struck by both similar and different meanings for gendered power. I end
this dissertation with a research question at a more meta level. Building upon the other parts
of the research, I employ an interpretative and reflective approach to my findings and position
myself as a feminist scholar. Gaining more nuanced insight into the implementation of gender
quotas at the university, the question rose what the role is of tensions in producing
organizational change. To construct this argument, I relied on my own research and previous
scholarship.
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Overview of data and methods used per chapter:
Research question

Data

Methods

Research question 1: How do

EGERA Gender Equality Culture Survey (fall 2014), see appendix 2

Factor analysis: principal-axis

university staff members think about

Questions used to measure variables:

factoring and varimax-rotation

gender quotas as a policy measure,

Q11 – attitude towards diversity policies

techniques with Kaiser

and how are these attitudes

Q12 – modern sexism

normalization (SPSS)

embedded in attitudes towards

Q13.2 – importance of gender quotas as a policy measure

diversity policies and gender equality?

Q22 - gender

Ordinal/Binary logistic

(CH2)

Q23 - age

regression analyses (SPSS)

Q26 – staff category
Q28 – work unit
Actors: staff members (N=469)

Research question 2: Through which

Semi-structured interviews, Dutch, interview guide, see appendix 3 Inductive and iterative content

practices are gender quotas actually

Organizational documents, see appendix 1

implemented in the composition

analysis
Document analysis

process of academic decision-making

Actors: involved in composition processes of decision-making

bodies? (CH3)

bodies (N=26)
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Research question 3: Did the

Aggregated decision-making mandates database, built based on:

Descriptive analyses:

implementation of gender quotas

Business Intelligence database of staff population;

cross-tabulations (SPSS)

successfully increase the percentage of minutes of selection commissions, see appendix 1;
women in academic decision-making

student board’s administration, see appendix 1.

bodies, and, if so, how? (CH4)

N mandates=4420 for academic years 2009-2010 and 2015-2016
Variables include:
gender, staff/student category, type of mandate, type of decisionmaking body, type of decision-making level
Actors: members of decision-making bodies (N=839 in 2009-2010,
N=1009 in 2015-2016)

Research question 4: What is the role

Previous findings regarding attitudes (CH2), practices (CH3), and

Interpretative and reflective

of tensions arising in gender-quota

numerical impact (CH4); conversations, observations and

approach

implementation in producing

experiences from my research.

organizational change at gendered
universities? (CH5)
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The EGERA-project
Since March 2014 I have been a PhD candidate at the case university and the main researcher
for the Antwerp EGERA-team, coordinated by my supervisor, Petra Meier. Before I outline the
case, I will explain in more detail my research position and the role of the EGERA-project for my
dissertation research.
EGERA, Effective Gender Equality in Research and Academia, was a European funded project
aiming to foster sustainable and measurable organizational changes to promote gender
equality in seven research and higher education institutions (2014-2017).4 The project focussed
on the implementation of Gender Equality Action Plans (GEAPs), including a set of measures to
achieve gender equality in research and higher education, and to bring a gender perspective in
education and research content. Five work packages covered diverse issues: assessing gender+
inequalities and bias, building gender-friendly environments, training academic communities,
revisiting governance and evaluation models, strengthening a gender perspective in research.
The consortium brought eight partners together, coordinated by Fondation nationale des
sciences politiques (France): Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona (Spain), Radboud Universiteit
Nijmegen (Netherlands), Middle East Technical University (Turkey), Universiteit Antwerpen
(Belgium), Universität Vechta (Germany), CzechGlobe (Czech Republic), and evaluated by
Centro de estudos para a intervencao social (Portugal).
Next to implementing the project at the University of Antwerp, we also coordinated the work
package ‘building gender-friendly environments’ within the consortium. Together with
university stakeholders and the EGERA-partners, we worked on:

4

-

mapping resistances to and guidelines for work-life reconciliation policies,

-

studying gender-equality cultures in academia,

-

a charter regarding gender-sensitive communication in and by academia, and

-

recommendations to prevent and fight sexual harassment in academia.

www.egera.eu
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Key stakeholders at the University of Antwerp included actors from the departments University
& Society (unit and steering committee Equal Opportunities & Diversity) and Personnel &
Organisation. For specific actions we sustained good relations with respective department
heads, e.g. of communication.
The EGERA-project offered me a framework through which I could learn about the field of
gender equality in higher education, theoretically and practically. I developed the research aim
and questions of this dissertation independently from the project. Hereby EGERA was not only
supportive to my development as a practice-minded researcher, but also supportive in terms
of stakeholders’ access and data collection. For instance, EGERA established the opportunity
for an internal and external network. At the University of Antwerp, we sustained relations with
key stakeholders who also helped me with the distribution of the survey or questions about
databases. EGERA also provided a broader context of my research when I invited university
actors to participate in interviews. Furthermore, I had the pleasure of working with
international partners. Especially, I cooperated with Inge Bleijenbergh, also a member of my
doctoral committee, on chapter 3, and sharpened my analytical skills and knowledge of the
field through a visiting stay at Radboud University.
Regarding data collection, EGERA especially led to the development of the gender equality
culture survey (see appendix 2)5 and supported the gender-segregated data monitoring in the
Business Intelligence database of the University of Antwerp. As main researcher for the
Antwerp EGERA-team I designed the gender equal culture survey based on a personnel
development and organizational culture survey designed, tested, executed and validated by
the Free University of Brussels (VUB) for the Equality Guide of the Flemish Interuniversity
Council (VLIR) (Van Wesemael & De Metsenaere, 2009) and already adapted at the University
of Antwerp in 2010. The survey aims to capture organizational culture and work climate,
offering insight into following questions (i.e. different survey sections):

5

For more detailed information about the survey design I refer to the EGERA report:
http://www.egera.eu/fileadmin/user_upload/Report_on_the_Pilot_study_on_gender_culture_in_academia.pdf
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-

Which work climates and organizational cultures do exist on work unit level, where
university staff works on daily basis?

-

How does the wellbeing of university staff fare, regarding discrimination, aggression and
violence?

-

How do university staff members think of equal opportunities and diversity?

-

How do they think of specific policies and initiatives?

The sections on staff attitudes towards equal opportunities, diversity, and specific policies and
initiatives were used for my own dissertation research in chapter 2. I also added a modern
sexism scale to measure the more hidden, subtle attitudes which preserve gender inequality
(Dierckx et al., 2014). Another task in the EGERA-project consisted of building a structural
monitoring tool of gender-segregated data of staff and student population. Through a
cooperation with the Equal Opportunities & Diversity unit, departments of Personnel &
Organisation and of ICT, the existing Business Intelligence database of the university was
updated to include gender-segregated statistics and graphs. This enabled my data collection
for the research in chapter 4.
In sum, as a PhD candidate and EGERA-project member at the University of Antwerp I was an
‘insider’ during my dissertation research. Being an ‘insider’ enabled institutional cooperation
for my data collection and analysis. I experienced that both my junior role and gender-scholar
position were advantageous in terms of access to respondents. Interviewees were overall
willing to explain in more detail their role in university decision-making. I felt that they
considered participation in this study as ‘part of the job’ of being an actor involved in decisionmaking. In most cases, I believe that their being my seniors, and hence having more experience
at and knowledge about the university, supported this willingness to participate. Furthermore,
I felt that the gender dimension of my research also contributed to participants explaining
things to me, as I believe that the controversial connotation of gender quotas made participants
want to explain or defend their personal stances and experiences, helping me to develop my
understanding of gender-quota implementation and impact.
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Case outline: the University of Antwerp
Before I can turn to the results of my research, I need to introduce the case I used to examine
the research questions of this dissertation. Specifically, I analyzed the implementation of the
Flemish governmental gender-quota decree (2012) at the University of Antwerp (Belgium).
My research focus and main questions set out to contribute to the literature by revealing in
more detail staff attitudes towards, practices of, and impact of gender-quota implementation
in order to better understand whether and to what extent gender quotas affect gender equality
in academic decision-making. To allow for such an in-depth understanding, I focus on one
academic organization, a university. By fixing the context, I can study the complex
organizational reality of implementing a (gender-equality) policy measure in all its multiplicity.
Given its political and organizational context, the University of Antwerp is a relevant case for
my purposes. At the political level, Belgium has been a forerunner in Europe in the adoption of
gender quotas, with the quotas under study the latest addition to the list (Meier, 2014b;
Schandevyl et al., 2013). However, research on the implementation of the decree at the
university level is lacking in Flanders. This particular decree sets one target gender quota, i.e.
33%, but targets all (and hence diverse) decision-making bodies and organizational levels in
public universities, which provides a relevant context for my research. Furthermore, at the
organizational level, the University of Antwerp is a relevant case of a European university.
Within Flanders, it is a midrange university6, and internationally, it is of average size. Overall,
the University of Antwerp follows European trends regarding gender segregation in academia.
However, as a Belgian university it is one of the ‘slow-learning’ students in the European class
when it comes to the representation of women among full professors, i.e. the highest ranks of
academia. In this sense, the University of Antwerp also serves as a critical case because the
representation of women among the highest academic ranks is also tied to the representation
of women in decision-making.

6

The University of Antwerp employs almost 5,400 staff and teaches circa 20,400 students, while Ghent and Hasselt
University respectively employ circa 9,000 and 1,300 staff, and teach circa 41,000 and 6,400 students (2016).
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The Flemish gender-quota decree of 2012
Within Europe, Belgium has been a forerunner in adopting and implementing gender quotas.
Belgium became the first European country to implement gender quotas for all electoral levels
in 1994. Since 2002, candidate lists of political parties have to contain an equal number of men
and women, with a zipper principle for the top of the list, i.e. alternating men and women. From
the 1990s onwards, Belgium and its regions and communities have also been implementing
gender quotas for advisory committees, which now require that no more than 67% of board
members are of the same gender.7 Furthermore, since 2011, governing boards of listed and
public companies are bound by the same target (Meier, 2014b). Most recently, in 2012, the
Flemish government decreed gender quotas for public universities: Antwerp, Ghent, and
Hasselt.8 More precisely, all decision-making bodies, at all organizational levels within the
university (such as the board of governors, faculty and department boards and councils,
selection committees, and the like), need to be at least 1/3 comprised of members of each
gender. This decree fits in the broader discussion on the persistent vertical gender segregation
in Belgian academia, and elsewhere, i.e. the underrepresentation of women, especially among
the higher ranks of staff, both academic and non-academic. To clarify the specific type of quota
analyzed in this dissertation, the following table summarizes the main elements of the decreed
gender quotas.

7

The federal law of 1997 was followed by the Flemish Region and Community (1997, 2003, 2007), the Brussels
Capital Region (2001), the French Community (2002), and the Walloon Region (2003).
8

Decree of 13 July 2012, Belgisch Staatsblad [Official Gazette of Belgium], 17 September 2012; regarding
University of Antwerp and University Hasselt. Decree of 13 July 2012, Belgisch Staatsblad [Official Gazette of
Belgium], 8 August 2012; regarding University Ghent.
Catholic University Leuven and Free University Brussels are private legal entities and are not subject to the
respective decrees.
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Overview of the Flemish gender-quota decree for three public universities (2012):
Threshold

Maximum two thirds (67%) of members are of the same gender.

Target(s)

All boards of governors, governing bodies that make executive decisions,
advisory boards, and selection commissions.

Range

Entire organization

How

Board of governors changes the organization’s fundamental regulations
regarding elections and appointments to warrant compliance.

Deadline

1st of October 2013, or at first formal renewal of the respective body

compliance
Sanction(s)

Not explicit. However, if a procedure leading to a decision is not in

non-

compliance with the decree, the respective organization can be

compliance

persecuted for procedural faults. In consequence, the deficient
committee’s decisions could be annulled.

Following the governmental decision on gender quotas, the Flemish university rectors,
including those of the non-subjected Free University of Brussels and Catholic University Leuven,
were concerned about the quotas’ feasibility. They initiated an interuniversity ‘High-Level
Taskforce Gender’ to develop policy measures, arguing that these measures would ultimately
prove more effective than gender quotas in achieving a gender-balanced and gender-equal
organizational culture (Flemish Interuniversity Council - Working Group Equal Opportunities,
2013). The taskforce’s report and recommendations were presented to the two ministers,
Ingrid Lieten (Scientific Research & Innovation) and Pascal Smet (Education and Equal
Opportunities), who in turn assigned the rectors to design their university action plans
accordingly. The universities’ adoption of gender quotas thus went hand in hand with a broader
policy plan on gender equality in their organizations.
Yet gender quotas are nothing new in Flemish academia. The Research Fund - Flanders (FWO)
has been subject to gender quotas since the legislation on advisory committees came into
effect in 1997. Although the head of FWO had initially negotiated an exemption, arguing that
FWO focussed exclusively on quality, a supposedly gender-neutral criterion (Meier, 2014a;
Schandevyl et al., 2013). When the law was updated in 2007, political actors and feminist
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scientists lobbied to establish greater gender equality in the scientific advisory committees. The
Minister for Science Policy, Fientje Moerman, requested gender quotas for the expert panels
hosted by FWO, for instance. These gender quotas were also accompanied by public job listings
and more transparent selection procedures regarding the panels’ composition (Schandevyl et
al., 2013).

The University of Antwerp and gender equality
The University of Antwerp is a young, mid-range university in Flanders, profiling itself as ‘an
actively pluralistic institution’. The diversity of its student and staff population is central to the
university’s policy on equal opportunities, of which gender is one focus (University of Antwerp,
2007). Aside from gender, the university’s policy also focusses on the ethnic-cultural and/or
migration background of students and staff, ability (e.g. accessibility of facilities), and on
diversity in students’ secondary education background.
In 2009, the university’s policy statement included the aim to focus not only on students but
also on staff in policies regarding diversity and equal opportunities. HR-policies have hereby
been the central focus so that more attention would be paid to ‘intrinsic quality of colleagues
and not only to their productivity’. Before 2014 one of the main activities has been to take stock
of the situation in order to further policy developments. This included reports on the presence
of men and women in different staff categories and student groups, across the various faculties,
and on a staff survey questioning wellbeing and attitudes regarding equal opportunities and
work units (University of Antwerp, 2010a, 2010b). To a large extent, other activities concerned
HR-policies from a family-friendly perspective, such as maternity and parental leave
(compliance to national legislation), replacements during maternity leave, child care (only
during holidays or at the university hospital), flexible work hours and possibility to work from
home (not for all staff). Furthermore, the university has been complying to national legislation
regarding health and wellbeing at work with services including trust persons, for example.
Besides these services, however, there has not been a pro-active strategy to prevent and tackle
(sexual) harassment. Generally, gender equality as a topic, however, independent of whether
specific policies are concerned or not, remains an issue raising resistance within the institution.
Such resistance ranges from arguing that gender equality is achieved and hence policies are
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superfluous, to a form of resistance whereby specific policies or initiatives are ridiculed, not
seriously committed to, or lack financial support in times of austerity.
In February 2014, following the interuniversity gender action-plan initiative, the University of
Antwerp presented its own strategic action plan regarding gender equality. The measures aim
for ‘a versatile and complementary approach, originated in the idea of gender mainstreaming’
(University of Antwerp, 2014). Specific actions include for instance: paying attention to gender
balance among speakers and the topic of gender equality at events; revising leadership training
to include gender diversity; quantitative and qualitative monitoring of gender representation
at career stages of recruitment, promotion, and exit; organizing specific programs for pre- and
post-doctoral academic staff; revising concepts of international mobility and research calculus;
gender-sensitive recruitment and career policies; family-friendly actions. Furthermore, since
January 2014, the university has also been one of the eight consortium partners of the
European FP7-project EGERA: Effective Gender Equality in Research and Academia (20142017). The concurrence of the first action plan and EGERA, which supported the
implementation of the plan, provides extra incentive to research the actual implementation
processes of the gender-equality policy measures, in casu gender quotas.
Women and men at the University of Antwerp
Vertical gender segregation in academia means that the higher on the career ladder you look,
the fewer women you encounter. At the University of Antwerp, 57% of the student population
consists of women in the academic year 2012-2013 (University of Antwerp, 2014). In 2013,
women and men are equally present among pre-doctoral academic staff, while the number of
women among post-doctoral academic staff drops to 41 %. It is clear that women are further
underrepresented at the higher academic ranks. Among tenured professors, women count for
28%, 25%, 22%, and 15% among assistant, associate, full, and full distinguished professors
(University of Antwerp, 2014). While women are in the majority among administrativetechnical staff (66% in 2013), men dominate the top administrative positions as well (which is
similar across Flemish universities, Flemish Interuniversity Council, 2015). In 2013, the vertical
segregation numbers at the University of Antwerp closely resemble the averages of the five
Flemish universities, though the presence of women within the four different professor grades
is 1 to 3% below the Flemish averages (Flemish Interuniversity Council, 2015; University of
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Antwerp, 2014). In 2013, the percentages of women among students and pre- and postdoctoral academic staff at the University of Antwerp also follow the EU-28 averages (European
Commission, 2015). However, the Belgian average percentage of women among the highest
rank of professors (15.6%; 15% at University of Antwerp; University of Antwerp, 2014) is below
the EU-28 average of 20.9%. Just below the Dutch (at 16.2%), Belgian universities are near the
bottom of the list (fourth from the bottom), offering a critical case to study because the
representation of women among the highest academic ranks is also tied to the representation
of women in decision-making.

Presence of men (M) and women (V) at the University of Antwerp, 2003 - 2013

Predoc

Postdoc

Assistant prof.

Associate prof.

Full prof. Full distinguished prof.

Not only vertical gender segregation spills over into the representation of women in academic
decision-making. Due to organizational principles of the composition of decision-making (see
below), horizontal gender segregation might also constrain or facilitate the representation of
women in academic decision-making bodies. Both segregation trends affect the gendered
candidate pool in universities. Horizontal gender segregation means that gender ratios vary
across specific scientific disciplines. Men tend to predominate in some fields and women in
others, which is easily observed among students (European Commission, 2015). At the
University of Antwerp, women students are the majority in the fields of health sciences,
humanities and social sciences, while men students are the majority in the sciences (and also
in the social sciences’ Faculty of Applied Economics). Gender ratios also differ starkly between
the respective programs within the faculties. For example, in 2012-2013, at the Faculty of
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Applied Economics, 62.4% of the bachelor students of Social and Economic Sciences were
women, while only 21.4% of the Business Engineering: Management Information Systems
bachelors were women.
If we focus on the professorial level, the vertical and horizontal segregation trends also cross
each other. In 2013, the Faculty of Law had the highest share of women, 34.3%, followed by
the Faculty of Pharmaceutical, Biomedical and Veterinary Sciences, 30%. Only 15.6% and 16.8%
of the respective Faculty of Arts and Faculty of Sciences consisted of women. Overall, it is
exceptional that more than one third of a faculty’s professorate consists of women. Generally,
more women are present in the lower professor grades, but their presence only rises rarely
above 33%. While there is variation in gender ratios across faculties, horizontal segregation at
the professorial level appears subdued by women’s vertical segregation. Only in one case at the
de-centralized department level were women professors overrepresented (>66.7%). In 2013,
women count for 75% (N: 3 to 1) of tenured professors in the International Business
Communication department of the Faculty of Applied Economics.
Decision-making at the University of Antwerp
Before I clarify how the gender-quota decree is translated at the University of Antwerp, I will
briefly explain how the university organizes its decision-making bodies and their composition,
further revealing the relevance of this case for my research. This sets up the gender-quota
decree’s broader implementation context. Organized through a central administration, with its
nine faculties managing higher education and research, the university consists of various
decision-making bodies at each organizational level. They can be characterized by the following
three aspects. Firstly, boards and commissions can be categorized through their focus on one
or more of the three core tasks (also at each level, see next point): education, research, and
services to the community (both the academic community and society). Secondly, decisionmaking is delegated from the central level, via the intermediate one, to the de-centralized level
through the subsidiarity principle. Thirdly, as a general principle for its decision-making, the
university stipulates representation from the different staff groups and students, from the
major scientific fields or relevant academic units, and from both men and women (since the
gender-quota decree). These organizational principles also underlie the composition
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(processes) of the respective boards and commissions, based on appointment following either
delegation or election.
The purpose of the composition process is to seek out and appoint (new) members to a specific
board or commission. University actors involved in this process include academic and
administrative leaders, such as faculty directors, deans and department heads, but also
representatives of staff groups and of students. While the Board of Governors framed it as a
collective responsibility of all involved actors to comply to the gender quotas, the actors
formalizing the appointment of the members, such as deans and faculty directors, are most
likely to be held responsible by the central administration (but see more on compliance below).
When composing respective boards and commissions, university actors apply (in)formal
organizational rules and criteria to establish a certain composition. Formal rules include the
organizational representation of staff groups and students, academic units, and gender. The
staff groups include tenured professors, pre- and post-doctoral researchers, assisting academic
staff, and administrative-technical staff. Formally, on central boards the represented unit
groups regard the three scientific domains. At the faculty level, unit groups include
departments or specific (sub)disciplines. Informal criteria, for instance, include expertise,
commitment, and language. Involved actors co-opt, delegate, or elect (candidate) members to
respective boards or commissions. Student representatives organize yearly elections, for
instance, and faculty actors delegate professor(s) and assistant(s) to the education board.
The way that the University of Antwerp organizes the composition of its decision-making
boards and commissions proves relevant for this research aim. I consider the relevance to be
twofold: I am able to include different types of decision-making bodies and to address different
organizational levels of decision-making within the university. While the particular genderquota decree sets one target, the diversity in decision-making targets might nuance our
knowledge of gender-quota implementation in practice. Previous scholarship on gender quotas
or, more broadly, gender equality in academia has mostly focussed on decision-making
regarding the recruitment, selection, evaluation, and/or promotion of academic staff (e.g.
Bagues et al., 2014; Husu, 2004; van den Brink, 2010; Zinovyeva & Bagues, 2010). However,
universities not only decide on who works within the academic organization, its decisionmakers also shape education, research and services to society (Husu, 2004). Researching the

37

practice of gender-quota implementation, it is thus relevant to consider the ways that genderquota implementation affects gender equality in decision-making bodies regarding education,
research, services to society, and selection, evaluation and promotion. Furthermore, previous
studies have predominantly looked at one organizational level – often the upper, and even
national – to investigate the potential effects of gender quotas in academia (e.g. Bagues et al.,
2014; Zehnter, 2012; Zehnter & Kirchler, 2015; Zinovyeva & Bagues, 2010). However, decisionmaking is often organized between the university, faculties and/or research institutes, and
departments and/or research groups (S. R. Bird, 2011), while academic fields are also gendered
differently (Peterson, 2015; van den Brink, 2010). Decision-making and the implementation of
any decisions and policies thus takes place at different organizational levels of the university.
Gender-equality policy implementation can become complex, as not all organizational levels
always comply to the policy (Timmers et al., 2010). The diversity in the organizing of decisionmaking within one university suggests that gender-quota implementation is a complex process
that likely knows various practices, affecting gender equality in academic decision-making
differently.
Gender quotas at the University of Antwerp
I will now return to the main elements of the Flemish gender-quota decree and summarize its
formal translation of the Flemish gender-quota decree at the University of Antwerp. The
following elements concern the regulations that structure the implementation of gender
quotas:
Overview of formal translation of the Flemish gender-quota decree for three public universities
(2012) at the University of Antwerp:
Rules

Flemish gender-quota decree

Translation at UAntwerpen

Threshold

Maximum two thirds (67%) of members Effective voting members
are of the same gender.

Target(s)

All boards of governors, governing Sometimes 1/3 per
bodies that make executive decisions, subgroup/level
advisory

boards,

and

selection

commissions.
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Range

Entire organization

How

Board

of

governors

Variation
changes

the University, faculty regulations;

organization’s fundamental regulations variation
regarding elections and appointments to
warrant compliance.
Deadline

1st of October 2013, or at first formal No institutionalized follow-up;

compliance

renewal of the respective body

Sanction(s)

Not explicit. However, if a procedure Central follow-up limited to

non-

leading to a decision is not in compliance central decision-making boards

compliance

with

the

decree,

the

practical variation

respective and selection commissions; a

organization can be persecuted for theoretical ‘comply or explain’
procedural faults. In consequence, the approach but no practical
deficient committee’s decisions could be systematic follow-up
annulled.
First, the one-third threshold in each composition only applies to the number of effective voting
members of the respective decision-making body. For the larger part, each decision-making
body consists of members with voting rights, both effective members and their deputies, but it
also includes members with a nonvoting role of adviser and/or observer.
Second, though the decree targets the composition of academic decision-making bodies as a
whole, in the respective university and faculty regulations I found that the threshold is often
applied more strictly. Namely, for several bodies, the one-third quota is to be complied with by
each represented group or level. This is the case for university-level bodies, such as the board
of governors and the respective Education, Research, and Services to Society boards, and
boards and commissions, at certain faculties, such as the Faculty of Social Sciences.
Third, the decree is not always explicitly mentioned in faculty regulations. And the formulation
of which decision-making bodies are said to be covered by the gender-quota decree varies. For
example, regulations at the Faculties of Science or of Medicine and Health Science include a
general statement on the aim of establishing a gender balance in the composition of decisionmaking bodies, but no further specifications.
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Fourth, since the adoption of the Flemish gender-quota decree, the board of governors has
confirmed the changes in both the general university as well as faculty regulations. It was a
central obligation for faculties to submit their regulations to the board of governors. As all
faculty regulations have been confirmed by the board of governors, the faculties’ variation in
translations has now been formalized.
Fifth and sixth, aside from central boards, the board of governors only follows selection
commissions upon compliance, as the board of governors has to formally confirm the
appointment of selection commissions. There is no formal institutionalized follow-up of
compliance to the gender-quota decree. The board of governors noted that compliance to the
gender quotas would be difficult for certain decision-making bodies. Originally, the board
required a sound motivation if certain bodies would not comply, yet such formal motivations
are not systematically registered.
To conclude, by empirically analyzing gender-quota implementation in decision-making bodies
at the University of Antwerp, I hope to contribute to our understanding of what actually
happens during the implementation of gender quotas in academic decision-making bodies. I
approach gender-quota implementation as situated and complex. By focusing on one case of a
gendered university, I am able to include the situated context and to analyze the complexity of
implementing gender quotas and organizing decision-making in practice. The University of
Antwerp offers us an empirical case where one type of gender quotas is actually implemented
within a gendered academic organization, that is characterized by various principles, levels, and
bodies of decision-making. I expect that this organizational variation can help us understand
the variation among staff attitudes towards gender quotas, implementation practices, and
effects of gender-quota implementation, and in turn how insights in these elements can help
us understand potential variation in the impact of gender quotas on gender equality in
academic decision-making.
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A last note on the outline of the dissertation: This dissertation consists of six chapters. Aside
from this introduction (CH1) and the broader conclusion of the dissertation (CH6), there are
four core chapters, which are written as scientific articles. The first three (CH2, 3, 4) are
empirical studies, and the last one (CH5) constructs an argument. While they can be read
separately, the order presents the various findings most coherently in light of the overarching
aim of the dissertation.
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2. ‘In our department there is absolutely no discrimination of women or
others.’9 Staff Attitudes on Gender Quotas in a Belgian University.
This chapter is published as the following article:
Voorspoels J. (2018). “In our department there is absolutely no discrimination of women or
others.” Staff Attitudes on Gender Quotas in a Belgian University. DiGeSt. Journal of Diversity
and Gender Studies, 5(1), 43-66. doi:10.11116/digest.5.1.3
Abstract
Though gender quotas are one of the policy measures used to address persistent gender
inequality in academia, empirical studies on staff attitudes towards academic gender quotas
are rare. In this case study of a Belgian university, I examine how the attitudes towards gender
quotas in decision-making bodies can be explained by attitudes towards gender equality and
diversity policies. Using a 2014 survey of 469 academic and administrative staff members, I
analyze their attitudes and sociodemographic variables through ordinal logistic regression
models. The findings show that resistance towards gender quotas as a policy measure can be
understood through respondents’ gender stereotypes and the denial of gender inequality in
contemporary society. Furthermore, women and respondents who supported diversity policies
were more likely to support gender quotas. Additionally, women assistants, humanities and
social sciences staff and other/external staff were also more likely to be supporters. The results
imply that enhanced explicit communication on gender inequality, in academia and beyond,
could enhance the implementation success of gender quotas.

Key words: gender quotas, staff attitudes, higher education, policy, decision-making

9

The quote in the title was taken from one respondent’s comments in the survey.
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‘In our department there is absolutely no discrimination of women or
others.’ Staff Attitudes on Gender Quotas in a Belgian University.
In response to gender inequality, gender quotas are implemented at different levels of
academia as one of multiple gender-equality policy measures, a set ranging from voluntary selfgovernance to legal initiatives (e.g. European Commission, 2013; Husu, 2005). Gender quotas
and other affirmative/positive-action measures10 have been applied to students’ admissions
(Rotthoff, 2008; Suk, 2013), staff recruitment (Zehnter, 2012), and, more commonly, the
appointment of decision-making bodies (Peterson, 2015; Schandevyl et al., 2013; Zinovyeva &
Bagues, 2010). This not only applies to universities but also includes (inter)national funding
agencies, advisory boards, and public committees (Husu, 2005). In this article, I examine staff
attitudes towards gender quotas for decision-making bodies at universities. I question how staff
thinks about gender quotas as a policy measure and how these attitudes are embedded in
attitudes towards gender equality and diversity policies.
Gender quotas in academia remain controversial. This is clear from the normative debates
about gender relations in academia, the core values and practices of academia, and the way
gender quotas would interact with these values either in a positive or a negative manner
(Andersen, 2010; Peterson, 2015; Schandevyl et al., 2013; Zehnter, 2012). Opponents argue
that gender quotas would undermine an academic tradition of self-governance based on
principles such as meritocracy, excellence, and neutral allocation procedures. Proponents
emphasize that such ‘universal’ conceptualizations of merit, excellence, and neutrality are
gendered to begin with and, therefore, that gender quotas could challenge gendered
organizations and their processes to enhance justice and ethics therein (Andersen, 2010;
Schandevyl et al., 2013; Zehnter, 2012). In addition, empirical research contributes limited and
mixed findings on the effects of gender quotas. For instance, Bagues, Zinovyeva, and SylosLabini (2014; 2010) found that an increase of the number of women evaluators in academic

10

Affirmative action is predominantly associated with the legal context in the US and, by extension, the
Anglosphere, while positive action is the dominant terminology in the European context. They are both umbrella
terms for measures targeting specific sociodemographic groups to establish greater equality. I will reference
previous research accordingly; my own focus lies on gender quotas as a form of positive action.
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committees did not necessarily affect the success rate of women candidates positively in Spain
and Italy. Regarding another potential effect of gender quotas on its beneficiaries, Zehnter
(2012) found that while arguments about quotas did not change over time, the stigma of
incompetence towards quota beneficiaries did seem to fade.
As I will discuss in the next section, the empirical knowledge on attitudes to gender quotas is
extremely limited. Therefore, I contribute to a greater understanding of staff attitudes by
bridging and adding to the literatures on affirmative action and gender equality policies in
academia. First, I do so by extending empirical research on the implementation phase as extant
research predominantly focuses on diagnosis and adoption phases. Second, I include all staff
members of the case university instead of focusing on women as beneficiaries or on students.
Including all staff is important, since examining only a section of the population might result in
an underestimation of how individuals could feel negatively affected by the measure and could
engage in (in)formal resistance practices, which can obstruct the quotas’ formal
implementation process. The third and perhaps most crucial contribution lies in testing insights
from the mostly American affirmative action research in a West European context, where
gender quotas are in use.

As gender inequality and resistance seem to persist, the underlying aim of this research was to
investigate how attitudes towards gender equality and diversity policies can predict support
for, or resistance to, gender quotas. I hypothesized that opposition to gender quotas expresses
a broader rejection of gender-equality promoting measures, based on an underlying denial of
gender inequality. Inversely, I assumed support for gender quotas would go hand in hand with
support for diversity policies. By testing these hypotheses, this research hopes to contribute to
the understanding of the adoption and implementation of gender quotas within academia. If
gender quotas prove to be controversial because the arguments underlying their adoption
were not accepted, then it may be important to focus efforts towards gender equality on the
underlying factors rather than on gender quotas themselves.

This article starts by theorizing attitudes towards gender quotas, gender equality, and diversity
policies, and by formulating the hypotheses. The second section presents the methodology and
data. In the third and fourth section, the empirical results are presented and discussed. The last
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section concludes the article by discussing the limitations of current research and suggestions
for future research.

Gender Quotas and Attitudes
The limited research on experiences with gender quotas has predominantly focused on its
beneficiaries, in casu women. It has shown that Dutch women professors preferred careerdevelopment measures to quotas. While the latter stand for an organizational approach to
promoting women, the former measures focus on coaching and training individual women to
develop their professional skills (Willemsen and Sanders, 2007, as cited in Castaño et al., 2010).
In Sweden, women appointed to the Tham quota positions as research assistants reported a
lack of institutional and financial support. Carl Tham, Minister of Education, had initiated 31 full
professorship positions for women but this political intervention was met with institutional
resistance (Mählck, 2006, as cited in Castaño et al., 2010). The broader literature on genderequality policies targeting academia also covers views and experiences of ‘elite’ stakeholders,
such as academic managers. Carvalho et al.’s findings suggest that top managers are more
aware of their agency in establishing gender equality when formal equal opportunities and/or
affirmative action policies are in place (Carvalho et al., 2013). In Sweden, women managers
were aware of their role as active and symbolic change agents, although they also indicated
they would resist equal-representation policies if these hindered individual women’s careers
(Peterson, 2015). Bagilhole (2002), however, found that different responses to equal
opportunities – characterized as confusion, collusion, cynicism, and contrariness – could
potentially hamper the effective operation of equal-opportunities policies. In a rare study
including all university employees, Deem and Morley (Deem & Morley, 2006) examined the
employees’ views on equality policies and their opinion on UK universities’ shifting notions of
equality and diversity from redistributional to recognitional forms. They found that the
recognitional form highlighted a depoliticized take on diversity as management strategy,
instead of addressing structural inequality in the organization.

However, we still need to understand the attitudes and factors which underlie and mediate the
support for gender quotas in academia. Therefore, I turn to affirmative-action literature.
Attitudes research has primarily focused on affirmative action in the United States. While
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gender quotas are an illegal category in the USA variety of affirmative action plans (Kravitz,
2008), the affirmative action literature offers us specific insights and therefore the opportunity
to test these in a West European context where gender quotas are legal. Reviewing affirmative
action literature, Kravitz (2008) summarized that, aside from the strength of the particular
affirmative action plan, there were several attributes of respondents that could predict their
attitudes towards affirmative action: sociodemographic (racioethnicity, sex/gender), opinion
(racism and sexism, political ideology, belief that workplace discrimination exists, social
dominance), and mediating variables (beliefs about fairness and the implications of affirmative
action for self-interest). In this article I particularly follow up on two opinion variables as I study
how attitudes towards the issue at hand (gender inequality) and the policy framework (diversity
policies) predict staff attitudes towards gender quotas.

Gender equality
A resistant attitude towards gender quotas as a policy measure could originate from specific
beliefs about gender and gender equality. As Lombardo and Mergaert report in their study of
gender trainings, resistance is ‘a phenomenon that emerges during processes of change—such
as when gender equality policies are implemented—and that is aimed at maintaining the status
quo and opposing change’ (2013, p. 299). Such resistance can be based on sexist attitudes.
Previous research of faculty members’ attitudes in the USA and Australia found negative effects
for sexism on support for affirmative action (Konrad & Hartmann, 2001; Konrad & Spitz, 2003).
However, these studies were based upon traditional attitudes towards women, measuring the
effect of respondents believing in classical gender roles. In contrast, I argue that, in a context
of more subtle and covert sexism, the Modern/Neosexism scales (Swim, Aikin, Hall, & Hunter,
1995; Tougas, Brown, Beaton, & Joly, 1995) are more fitting to measure sexism and to predict
attitudes towards policies addressing gender inequality (Myrte Dierckx, Motmans, & Meier,
2014; Swim & Cohen, 1997). Both are based upon the concept of Modern Racism, but the
Modern Sexism scale focuses on the denial of continuous discrimination against women, while
the Neosexism scale aims to capture the opposition to feminist demands and to progressive
policies supporting women (Becker & Swim, 2011). Resistance to affirmative action may
actually reflect a lack of understanding of still prevailing gender inequality, rather than
reflecting any conscious resistance to gender equality. When understanding is lacking,
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affirmative action or other gender-equality policies can be perceived as exaggerated or even
biased against the dominant social groups (Swim & Cohen, 1997). In European academia,
Zehnter and Kirchler (2015) found that Austrian medical students more often thought quotas
for women to be unnecessary, unfair, and discriminatory than hypothetical quotas for men.
These findings uncovered implicit attitudes towards quotas for both women and men, and
manifested a denial of discrimination against women in academia. With this in mind, I expect
that respondents with modern sexist attitudes consider gender quotas less important, as they
believe gender equality already exists or that gender inequality is mainly caused by individual,
gendered choices and behavior; neither belief requiring organizational policy intervention.
Hence the first hypothesis:
Hypothesis 1: The higher the staff score on modern sexism, the lower the attributed
importance of gender quotas as a policy measure in academia.

Diversity policies
Gender quotas in academia tend to be implemented as part of a broader (gender) equalitypolicy framework (European Commission, 2013). Logically, we could then assume the attitude
towards such frameworks to be an indicator of support for gender quotas as a policy measure.
Positive action programs have been adopted in European academia since the 1980s, but
recently diversity management has also entered policy discourses at European universities,
mirroring an earlier shift in the Anglosphere (Ferree & Zippel, 2015; Klein, 2016). Diversity
management presents differences in organizations as strategic, profitable assets, and takes into
account a variety of differences beyond the most common identity references (gender and
ethnicity), such as sexual orientation and skills (Bleijenbergh, Peters, & Poutsma, 2010; Pringle
& Strachan, 2015; Zanoni, Janssens, Benschop, & Nkomo, 2010). In analogy to affirmative action
studies, diversity attitudes have been studied as a dependent variable through examining the
predicting and mediating role of sociodemographic, organizational-unit, and opinion variables
(e.g. Kossek & Zonia, 1993; Park & Denson, 2009). Researchers have also studied how
individuals’ diversity attitudes (van Dick, van Knippenberg, Hagele, Guillaume, & Brodbeck,
2008) and organizational policy support (Hicks-Clarke & Iles, 2000) affect individual and
organizational outcomes, such as group identification, career satisfaction, and organizational
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commitment. The role of diversity attitudes in supporting gender quotas as a policy measure,
however, has not yet been researched.
As the conceptual debate on the meaning of diversity and diversity management is ongoing
(e.g. Pringle & Strachan, 2015; Zanoni et al., 2010), there is still a great deal of ambivalence. For
instance, consider the possible shift away from ‘historically excluded groups, wherein
minorities and women may be lost amidst the wealth of what constitutes diversity’ (Flores &
Rodriguez, 2006, p. 309). This uncertainty towards the meaning of diversity could also lead to
different understandings and degrees of support for gender-equality policies. The embedding
of gender quotas in a diversity policy context might thus appear either conflicting or logical
depending on one’s understanding of the principles of diversity policies. Empirically testing the
relation between diversity policies and gender quotas attitudes for the first time, I hypothesize
a positive effect. If respondents oppose diversity policies11 as a policy framework, I expect that
they would resist more targeted measures such as gender quota. Hence the second hypothesis:
Hypothesis 2: The higher the staff value diversity policies at the university, the higher the
attributed importance of gender quotas as a policy measure in academia.

Attitudes towards gender quotas
The two aforementioned hypotheses are not isolated from each other. When modern sexist
attitudes and attitudes towards diversity policies combine in different ways, this could lead to
different degrees of support for gender quotas. For instance, one might not support diversity
policies at work, but might be very supportive of gender equality as a policy goal. In this case,
gender quotas could still be important to the respondent as a policy measure. Following from
the first two hypotheses, I expect that respondents are most supportive when they value
diversity policies and exhibit no or low modern sexist attitudes. Hence the third hypothesis:
Hypothesis 3: When university staff score low on modern sexism and value diversity
policies (highly), gender quotas as a policy measure in academia is best supported
(compared to other constellations of the two attitudes).

11

I will use the concept of diversity ‘policies’ instead of diversity ‘management,’ since this aligns more with the
institutional discourse of the case study.
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In sum, I hypothesize that attitudes towards gender quotas as a policy measure depend on how
respondents think about the issue of gender inequality and the diversity policy framework.

Methods and Data
Given its political context, the University of Antwerp as one of the public universities in Belgium
provides an interesting case to investigate the research question and hypotheses. Belgium is a
front-runner in terms of gender quotas, since it was the first European state to adopt electoral
gender quotas for all political levels back in 1994. Furthermore, gender quotas apply to advisory
committees as well as to the boards of listed and state-owned companies (Meier, 2014a). The
most recent gender quotas of 2012 were decreed by the Flemish Ministers for Education and
Science Policy, which are sub-state competencies in Belgium, and targeted the decision-making
boards of Flanders’ public universities (Ghent University, Hasselt University, and University of
Antwerp).12 Since October 2013, academic decision-making bodies, on both centralized (e.g.
Board of Governors and Research Board) and decentralized levels (such as faculty or
department boards and selection committees) are required to implement gender quotas of
maximum two-thirds members of the same gender (Meier, 2014a). Within this specific Flemish
and Belgian context, I investigated the University of Antwerp, a midrange13, and internationally
an average-sized, university in Flanders.
I conducted an online survey of all University of Antwerp staff.14 Through an email from the
Human Resources department, 5,212 staff members were invited to participate in the bilingual
survey (Dutch/English), of whom 808 responded (cf. sample discussion below). Data was
collected between 18 November and 15 December 2014, with one reminder halfway through.

12

Decree of 13 July 2012, Belgisch Staatsblad, 17 September 2012. Decree of 13 July 2012, Belgisch Staatsblad, 8
August 2012. Decree of 13 July 2012, Belgisch Staatsblad, 8 August 2012.
13

The University of Antwerp employs almost 5,400 staff and teaches circa 20,400 students, while Ghent University
and Hasselt University respectively employ circa 9,000 and 1,300 staff and teach circa 41,000 and 6,400 students
(2016).
14

This was part of the European FP7 project EGERA. For more technical information about the survey design I
refer to the EGERA report:
http://www.egera.eu/fileadmin/user_upload/Report_on_the_Pilot_study_on_gender_culture_in_academia.pdf
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Measures
Importance of gender quotas as a policy measure.
This dependent variable was measured through the item ‘an obligation to have at least one
third of the boards and commissions of the university made up of members of another gender.’
Respondents were asked to indicate how important they considered gender quotas on a 5point Likert scale (very unimportant - very important). The item was part of a series of initiatives
regarding diversity and equal opportunities, including both implemented and suggested policy
measures.
Modern sexism.
This scale originates from Dierckx et al. (2014; 2017) and tests hypothesis 1. Respondents were
asked to indicate the extent of their agreement on a 5-point Likert scale (totally disagree –
totally agree). Following the outcome of a factor analysis, the subscales Gender stereotypes
(MS_GS) (items 1 to 3, Cronbach’s α =.653) and Denial (MS_D) (items 4 to 6, Cronbach’s α
=.811) were constructed as summated scales, scaled back to zero as the lowest value (see
Appendix Table 1). The higher the scores, the more sexist attitudes the respective respondent
held.
Attitude towards diversity policies (DP).
To test hypothesis 2, respondents were asked to indicate their level of agreement on a 5-point
Likert scale (strongly disagree – strongly agree) regarding statements about working in a diverse
environment and about the university’s policy-making role. The items in this question and in
the broader survey clearly suggested that equal opportunities and diversity were not only about
gender, but also about ethnicity, sexuality, ability, and so on. From a factor analysis of 12 items
I extracted one scale, consisting of 7 items (Cronbach’s α =.875, see Appendix Table 2), which I
constructed by summating the items and rescaling to zero. The higher the score, the more the
respective respondent valued diversity policies.
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Modern sexist denial and attitude towards diversity policies (MS_D & DP).
I have constructed this nominal variable by recoding and combining the previous two scales to
test hypothesis 3. To limit the percentage of empty cells while running an ordinal logistic
regression, I first recoded both scales in a binary way: modern sexist denial (low: 0 to 6; high: 7
to 12) and attitude towards diversity policies (low: 0 to 14; high: 15 to 28). The new variable
sorted respondents along four combinations, in which combination 4 was the base case of
scoring high on attitude towards diversity policies and low on modern sexist denial. The other
combinations then scored low on both (1), scored high on both (2), and scored low on attitude
towards diversity policies and high on modern sexist denial (3). I consider the base case the
most progressive and combination 3 the most conservative.

TABLE 1
Visualization of the Nominal Variable Modern Sexism Denial (MS_D) & Attitude towards
Diversity Policies (DP)
DP low

DP high

MS_D low

Combination 1

Combination 4 – base case

MS_D high

Combination 3

Combination 2

Finally, the analysis included four sociodemographic variables (base case): gender, selfidentified (Dummy Woman), age (18-30), staff category (Administrative-technical personnel),
and work unit (Sciences).

Analytical techniques
To decide on the construction of the scales, the scores were factor analyzed using principalaxis factoring and varimax-rotation techniques with Kaiser normalization (Van Wesemael & De
Metsenaere, 2009). No indication of multicollinearity between independent variables was
flagged by the condition index and tolerance values (Janssens, Wijnen, De Pelsmacker, & Van
Kenhove, 2008). I used ordinal logistic-regression analyses to predict the outcome of the ordinal
dependent variable. I tested the hypotheses in separate models, as entering all independent
variables into one model led to too many empty cells in the calculation, thereby limiting the
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ability to calculate a fitting model (Lammers, Pelzer, Hendrickx, & Eisinga, 2007; Strand,
Cadwallader, & Firth, 2011). To convert the log odds into odds ratios, I took the exponent of -β
based on the cumulative logit model (see Appendix Table 3 & 4):
log

𝑝(𝑌𝑖 ≤ 𝑗)
= 𝛼𝑗 − 𝛽𝑋𝑖
𝑝(𝑌𝑖 > 𝑗)

Sample
After data cleaning, I conducted the analyses based on 469 observations (response rate of 9%,
before cleaning 15.5%). More than two thirds of the respondents identified as women (Table
2). As men are slightly in the majority at the university (51.18%), women were thus
overrepresented in the sample. One third of the sample was between 18 and 40 years old
(62.9%, table 3), which revealed an overrepresentation of younger staff – between 18 and 30
years old – of 35.2% to the 28.97% in the total university population. This was mostly accounted
for by an underrepresentation of staff between 51 and 60 years old (13.6% to 18%). Age groups
were recoded to 18-30, 31-40, 41-50, 51-60+ for analysis. Respondents encompassed both
academic and administrative staff in all working units of the university. In comparison to the
population, administrative-technical and assistant academic staff were overrepresented
(41.4% to 24.3% and 13% to 5.7%, table 4), while non-statutory academic staff – still one third
of the sample – were underrepresented in the sample. Mirroring the sample of administrativetechnical staff, respondents from administrative units are also overrepresented, together with
respondents from the four humanities and social sciences faculties. Staff from the two health
sciences faculties and from other university institutes or external affiliations are
underrepresented (Table 5). The survey seemed to appeal more to women, younger,
administrative-technical, assistant academic, and humanities and social sciences staff, which
possibly indicates another level of involvement regarding the topics of equal opportunities and
diversity. As ordinal logistic regression is based on probabilities and odds, it was not necessary
to add weighing coefficients to the models. Since no significant effect was found for age, or
subsequently for the intersection with gender, I will not discuss this further. Concerning staff
category and work unit, the interaction models with the independent attitude scales did not
result in reliable model fits or in significant interaction effects. For this reason, this will not be
further discussed either.
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TABLE 2
Respondents and Population by Gender
N (469) N %

P (5212) P %

Man

141

30.1 2668

51.19

Woman

327

69.7 2544

48.81

I feel otherwise 1

0.2

TABLE 3
Respondents and Population by Age
N (469) N %

P (5250) P %

18-24 years

40

8.5

294

5.6

25-30 years

125

26.7

1227

23.37

31-40 years

130

27.7

1492

28.42

41-50 years

86

18.3

1000

19.05

51-60 years

64

13.6

945

18

Older than 60 years

24

5.1

292

5.56

TABLE 4
Respondents and Population by Staff Category
N (469) N %

P (5224) P %

ATP – Administrative Technical Personnel

194

41.4

1271

24.3

AAP – Assistant Academic Personnel

61

13

297

5.7

BAP – Non-statutory Academic Personnel

150

32

2844

54.4

ZAP 1 – Assistant/Associate Professors

34

7.2

812*

15.5*

ZAP 2 – (Full) Professors

30

6.4

* Total ZAP population, ZAP= Tenured Academic Personnel
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TABLE 5
Respondents and Population by Work Unit
N (469) N %

P (5250) P %

Administration

98

20.9 646

12.3

Other/External

42

9

13.2

Health Sciences

77

16.4 1524

29

Humanities and Social Sciences

137

29.2 1028

19.6

Sciences

115

24.5 1359

25.9

693

Results
Gender quotas were thought (very) important by a small majority of the university respondents
(54.7%). Table 6 shows that nearly a quarter (22.6%) considered them (very) unimportant,
while just as many respondents (22.8%) remained undecided.15 The latter group might have
been even larger, as respondents could have left this question open and therefore have not
been included in the data analysis. I analyzed staff attitudes towards diversity policies and
gender equality to help us comprehend this variation.

TABLE 6
Descriptive Statistics for the Dependent Variable Importance of Gender Quotas as Policy
Measure
N (469)

N%

Very unimportant

37

7.9

Unimportant

69

14.7

Neither unimportant/nor important

107

22.8

Important

194

41.4

Very important

62

13.3

15

These results resemble the attitudes of staff questioned through a similar survey in 2009 (Stuurgroep Gelijke
Kansen, 2010).
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The findings in Table 7 indicate that the respondents were on average (20.76) supportive of
diversity policies and held no strong sexist attitudes (3.85 and 2.98), although on average
women were more supportive and less sexist than men (21.29 to 19.54 (DP), 3.36 to 4.98
(MS_D) and 2.73 to 3.56 (MS_GS)). However, even within this rather positive sample of
respondents I could analyze the effects of the respective attitudes on the attributed importance
of gender quotas.

TABLE 7
Descriptive Statistics for the Variables Used in the Analysis
Mean SD

Importance of gender quotas

3.37

Women Mean

Men Mean

(SD)

(SD)

1.126 3.56

Range

2.94**a

(1,5)

19.54

(0,28)

(1-5)
Attitude towards diversity

20.76 4.980 21.29 (4.332)

(6.067)* a

policies (0-28)
Modern sexism denial (0-6)

3.85

2.405 3.36 (2.141)

4.98 (2.602)

(0,6)

**a
Modern sexism gender

2.98

2.037 2.73 (1.965)

stereotypes (0-6)

3.56

(0,6)

(2.088)**

Notes. Means compared by sex:
*, ** significant (2-tailed) at 0.005 and 0.001 level.
a

Equal variances not assumed

The respective estimate parameters and model assumptions’ test results can be found in
Appendix Table 3. I will now discuss the results per hypothesis.

Hypothesis 1 - modern sexism
I hypothesized that the higher the staff’s score on modern sexism, the lower the attributed
importance to gender quotas as a policy measure would be, which the data confirmed. First,
respondents who thought more in terms of gender stereotypes (MS_GS), even if of a
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benevolent16 nature, were 1.19 more likely to consider gender quotas less important. However,
this effect could only explain the variation for 3.8%. Second, the effect of modern sexist denial
(MS_D) was on average moderated by the respondent being a man or a woman, the effect
being stronger for men than women. The odds of considering gender quotas less important for
respondents who increasingly did not recognize gender inequality as a prevalent problem in
society were 1.60, if a man, and 1.19, if a woman. This interaction effect model could predict
19% of the variation in attributed importance to gender quotas. So while both gender
stereotypes and a denial of gender inequality are confirmed as negative predictors, I find that
the latter has a stronger power in explaining attributed importance to gender quotas.

Hypothesis 2 – attitude towards diversity policies
I hypothesized that the higher the staff values diversity policies, the higher the attributed
importance of gender quotas as policy measure would be. As proportional odds could not be
assumed in this model, I controlled for the odds ratios for each threshold of the dependent
variable through separate binary logistic regressions (see Appendix Table 4) (Strand et al.,
2011). The results show that the odds for considering gender quotas less important were 0.83
for respondents who valued diversity policies more. This indicated actual higher odds for
considering gender quotas important. Recounting the highest threshold in the binary logistic
regression (0.75), this effect was even stronger when predicting the difference between
considering gender quotas very important and the lower categories. I hereby confirm the
hypothesis that respondents who were more supportive of diversity policies were more likely
to support gender quotas as a policy measure and this effect accounts for 20.4% of the
variation.

Hypothesis 3 – modern sexist denial and attitude towards diversity policies
According to the third hypothesis, I expected that combining a low modern sexist denial
attitude with a positive attitude towards diversity policies would imply the best chance for

16

Benevolent sexism entails – subjectively – positive gender stereotypes which reproduce gender order in society.
For example, see appendix table 1, items on cherishing and protecting women.
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supporting gender quotas as a policy measure, which the data confirmed. Reflecting the
previous results, the model also included an interaction effect with gender and could predict
15.1% of the variation. It is important to note that, following the construction of this nominal
variable, 390 respondents (79%) were sorted in the base-case group as ‘most progressive’ and
only 19 in the third or ‘most conservative’ group (4%). Overall, I note that the sample was
supportive of diversity policies and showed low tendencies towards modern sexist denial. The
gender variable had a main effect in the model. Men were 2.08 times more likely than women
to consider gender quotas less important. Also a significant main effect was that respondents
who scored low on both attitude scales were 4.65 times more likely to consider gender quotas
less important than respondents from the base-case group. Reflecting the significant
interaction effect of gender with the modern sexist denial subscale, I found that men scoring
low on attitude towards diversity policies and high on modern sexist denial were 13.79 times
more likely to consider gender quotas less important compared to respondents in the base
category. No similar interaction effect was found for women. There was no significant
difference between respondents who combined a positive attitude towards diversity policies
with either a low or a high score on the modern sexist denial subscale. The results suggest that
diverse combinations of attitudes towards diversity policies and gender inequality have various
effects on the attributed importance to gender quotas.

Lastly, being consistent with previous research and as reflected in the discussed models, it was
more likely that women considered gender quotas an important policy measure than men. The
odds of considering gender quotas less important were 2.65 higher for men than women. The
gender of respondents as independent variable can predict 5.9% of the variation in attributed
importance to gender quotas. Furthermore, staff category can predict 2.6% and in an
interaction with gender 8.5% of the variation in attributed importance to gender quotas. In the
first model, the odds of considering gender quotas less important were 2.67 higher for (full)
professors than for administrative-technical staff. The interaction model indicates that the
effect of staff category is also dependent on gender. The predictive effect of being an academic
assistant on the attributed importance to gender quotas is positive for women (0.47), yet
negative for men (1.61). The effect of the work unit does not interact with gender. This variable
can explain 4.4% of the variation. In comparison to respondents with a background in science,
it was more likely that respondents from the humanities and social sciences and from
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other/external units considered gender quotas more important as can be read in the respective
odds (0.58 and 0.24).

Discussion
The likelihood of considering gender quotas an important policy measure is thus influenced by
the respondents’ adherence to benevolent gender stereotypes, recognition of gender
inequality, attitude towards diversity policies, gender, staff category, and work unit. First, the
negative effects of modern sexism complement the existing literature on affirmative action at
American (Konrad & Spitz, 2003) and Australian universities (Konrad & Hartmann, 2001).
Konrad, Hartman, and Spitz (2001; 2003) found that, among other predictors, traditional
attitudes towards women and a belief in the existence of gender discrimination mediated the
effect of gender on affirmative-action attitudes. My case study shows that the subtler
benevolent gender stereotypes are also predictors of gender-quotas support. Whereas men
are on average more sexist than women, gender does not interact with this effect. The denial
of gender inequality in society is a stronger predictor, however, playing out stronger for men
than women. These results imply that support for gender quotas is lower when gender
inequality is not (or no longer) perceived as a problem. Following Swim and Cohen (1997) and
Zehnter and Kirchler (2015), we can explain such a denial of or lack of insight in gender
inequality as resulting in a perception of gender quotas as redundant. Second, the finding that
diversity policy attitudes were a positive outcome predictor contributes to the existing
literature, as there is no comparable empirical material available yet. Third, the different
attitudes of women and men are also consistent with previous research. Women in Belgian and
international universities are more favorable towards gender quotas or affirmative action than
men (Flores & Rodriguez, 2006; Meulders, O'Dorchai, & Simeu, 2012; Van Wesemael & De
Metsenaere, 2009). Affirmative action researchers point out explanatory factors for this
difference, such as self-interest and experiences of discrimination, as well as, as discussed
above, traditional attitudes towards women and a belief in the existence of discrimination (e.g.
Konrad & Hartmann, 2001; Konrad & Spitz, 2003). These factors could also explain the
interaction effect of gender and staff category in the case of assistant academic staff. Women
currently constitute the majority within this group which could lead men assistants to consider
gender quotas unnecessary, while women assistants might also take other aspects of gender
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inequality into account leading them to support gender quotas more. Fourth, I found that (full)
professors were less likely to support gender quotas as a policy measure. They are professors
of the two highest academic ranks and therefore often involved in academic decision-making
and governance. I would suggest that the opposing gender quotas arguments concerning
meritocracy, excellence and neutrality resonate with their organizational experiences. As I will
discuss in the next section, knowledge on structural gender inequality is still ambiguously met
by academic managers. Fifth, staff from the humanities and social sciences and from
other/external units attributed more importance to gender quotas. It would be interesting to
further research how effects of staff category and work units can be explained. I expect that
different experiences and perceptions of work (through individual work status and
organizational culture) and of gender inequality (including vertical and horizontal segregation)
in the university play a role in explaining support variations between and within certain
sociodemographic groups. In this light, personal views on work and gender inequality probably
influenced which respondents participated in the survey. As the sample is biased towards those
respondent groups who were more likely to support gender quotas, I assume the overall
university population to be less likely to support gender quotas.
What do these results tell us regarding gender equality and the implementation of gender
equality policies? Given the finding that support for gender quotas is lower when respondents
presume there is no inequality, I suggest that clear communication about existing structural
inequalities could increase staff support for gender quotas. As long as there is no (clear)
problem in the minds of staff, policy measures such as gender quotas will appear unnecessary
or even conflicting with organizational values such as meritocracy, excellence, and neutrality
(Andersen, 2010; Schandevyl et al., 2013; Zehnter, 2012). Thus, communication on why gender
quotas are implemented should be explicitly linked to insights into the structural gender
inequality it aims to counter.
However, increasing knowledge on gender inequality can be an ambivalent process in
academia. Research on gender inequality is still met with resistance and bias, even in academia.
For instance, Handley, Brown, Moss-Racusin, and Smith (2015) found that men, especially
STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) faculty, are more reluctant than
women to accept the results of research on gender bias in STEM fields. Van den Brink (2015)
uncovered defensive patterns on the part of academic managers when she presented on
gendered practices in academic recruitment and selection. They would laud gender equality in
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theory. Yet, by acknowledging gender inequality as a problem but locating it in the past or in
other organizations, they avoided their own responsibility for, and commitment to, structural
change. Academic managers also challenged the validity of van den Brink’s research. This
attitude allowed academic stakeholders to hold on to the status quo instead of reflecting on
gendered norms, practices, and power structures, on both individual and organizational levels
(van den Brink, 2015). In a case study intervention at an American university, Bird also
uncovered paradoxical stances towards knowledge on gendered structures in some men
stakeholders. While almost all said they were committed to gender equality, they did not
perceive the discussed issues as gendered. She concluded that if decision-making stakeholders
‘accept as valid only those strategies that assume that the problems to be resolved are all
individual in form, strategies aimed at altering structures or systematic practices will never be
implemented’ (S. R. Bird, 2011, pp. 221-222). Kelan (2009) also recognised the construction of
discrimination as an individual problem concerning singular instances of, mostly past, events.
She characterised this navigation of the prevalence of gender discrimination and the image of
of one’s own organization as gender-neutral as ‘gender fatigue.’ If academic managers are
resistant to knowledge about gender inequality and to organizational approaches to change,
the question remains how the remaining university staff can be expected to support such policy
measures. It is here that the connection between gender equality and diversity policy attitudes
of this study can make a contribution. First, it is important that the problem at hand is
acknowledged, and second, just how this problem is perceived and framed will impact the
choice for certain policy measures. Critical diversity scholars have already warned against an
individual, economical approach to diversity – an umbrella term for sociodemographic
characteristics, abilities, and skills to be seen as assets – which can lose sight of any structural
power analysis or inequalities between sociodemographic groups (Klein, 2016; Zanoni et al.,
2010).

In light of this discussion on (resistance to) knowledge about the issue and policy frameworks
at stake, the way I presented and measured attitudes towards gender quotas was limited to
the formal principle, namely the obligation to obtain at least a one-third two-third gender
balance in decision-making compositions. Arguably, who holds what kind of knowledge about
the gender quota decree and subsequent implementation at the university could play a
(mediating) role in the variation of attributed importance. For instance, in her experimental
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studies, Zehnter (2012) found that good knowledge about quotas lessened negative
stigmatization of women beneficiaries. Yet, the timeframe of my case study possibly interfered
with knowledge accumulation. The decree of 2012 offered one year before commissions and
boards had to comply in October 2013. Respondents were questioned about their attitudes in
fall 2014 and were not reminded of the specific formal context. Lack of knowledge about the
policy measure could explain why a quarter of them remained undecided. This means that
academic and administrative managers, representatives, and (candidate) members involved in
composing decision-making bodies had a knowledge advantage. Though, the difference of
attributed importance between (full) professors and administrative-technical personnel and
the above discussed resistance towards knowledge on structural gender inequality would
suggest that the knowledge effect is ambivalent regarding support of or resistance to gender
quotas. Thus, in addition to studying the effect of the different staff categories and work units,
it would be interesting to include knowledge of gender quotas as variable in future research
and to apply a longitudinal approach to untangle discussed ambivalences. Furthermore, as the
overall survey focused on the organizational context of the university, respondents were not
reminded of and not questioned about the central role of the government in decreeing gender
quotas. In addition to the effect of attitudes towards certain policy frameworks, attitudes
towards who adopts specific policy measures within such frameworks could further our
understanding of support or resistance to these measures. In the case of Tham quota, this topdown ministerial intervention was met with institutional resistance and was therefore limited
in its implementation (Mählck, 2006, as cited in Castaño et al., 2010). In the Flemish case, all
five Flemish rectors resisted the proposed gender quotas of the government – questioning the
feasibility and effectiveness – but turned this into a broader effort to enhance gender equality
by establishing gender action plans (Flemish Interuniversity Council - High Level Task Force
Gender, 2013). This brings us to organizational governance. As the gender action plan initiative
of the Flemish universities show, gender quotas are but one policy measure to enhance gender
equality. Although broader attitudes towards gender equality and diversity policies help us
understand attitudes towards gender quotas in decision-making, we should be careful with the
reverse relation. Resistance for a specific policy measure – gender quotas – does not necessarily
entail individual or organizational resistance to other gender equality or diversity initiatives.
Furthermore, I investigated attitudes towards one type of gender quotas. I expect that attitudes
towards a governmental gender quota decree targeting recruitment would be met with higher
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resistance than the type I have studied. While the latter target compositions of decision-making
boards, the former would target the actual decision outcomes of these boards and
commissions. Arguably, this could be perceived as even more invasive to a tradition of selfgovernance and related values of meritocracy, excellence, and neutrality. For this reason, it
would be interesting to include not only attitudes towards state intervention but also
perceptions of organizational values as potential explanatory/mediating factors of support of
or resistance to gender quotas.

To conclude, Benschop and van den Brink (2014) have emphasized that resistance is inevitable,
as power is inherently at play when implementing gender quotas. Not only does the
implementation of gender quotas often require the use of hierarchical power, e.g. top-down
decisions or sanctions, gender quotas also challenge the status quo of certain positions,
interests, and values, such as fairness and quality. However, Benschop and van den Brink (2014)
argue that these resistances can actually be useful in organizational change processes. They
could start an open debate on values and how these are constructed, possibly rendering
practices of discrimination and inequalities visible again. Understanding the individual staff
attitudes underlying resistance towards gender quotas can inform such a debate in greater
detail. While the results cannot be generalized without a comparative or sector-specific
valorization of the hypotheses, I believe that these findings, taking into account perceptions of
the problem and policy framework, can supplement existing thinking about the support for,
and resistance towards, gender quotas both at other universities and beyond academic
organizations.

Conclusion
Gender quotas are controversial within academia, where they are seen as breaching the core
values of meritocracy and objectivity. In this article, I used ordinal logistic regression models to
research predictors of support for, or resistance towards, gender quotas in decision-making
bodies. Although almost a quarter of the staff in the case study considered gender quotas to
be a/n (very) unimportant policy measure, a small majority of respondents considered them
(very) important, and close to another quarter was rather undecided. Based on the sample
composition, I assumed that the overall population is less likely to favor gender quotas. Which
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attitudes can help us understand these varying levels of support? Denying persistent gender
inequality in contemporary society and, to a lesser extent, holding on to benevolent gender
stereotypes negatively affect the support levels. Additionally, supporters of diversity policies,
women (assistants), and staff from respectively the humanities and social sciences and
other/external units are more likely to support gender quotas as a policy measure. Based upon
these results, it is important for managers who want to successfully target gender inequality to
highlight the underlying reason for adopting and implementing the policy, namely structural
gender inequality, so as to increase the legitimacy of the measures throughout the
organization.
There are a few limitations to this first analysis of the staff attitudes towards gender quotas at
a Belgian university. First of all, as discussed, self-selection bias hampers the external validity of
the study. The overrepresentation of women, young, administrative-technical, assistant
academic, and humanities and social sciences staff could already indicate a different level of
awareness to the topics of gender equality and diversity policies. However, I have controlled
the analyses for these sociodemographic variables, and the study included all staff members,
not only academics, nor only elite stakeholders or gender-quota beneficiaries. Still, results
should not be generalized before this study is repeated at other universities, aiming for more
representative and comparable samples. To supplement these findings on the individual level,
further research could also look into the extent to which informal implementation practices of
gender quotas are supportive or resistant at an institutional level.
The second limitation is the inclusion of only one survey moment. I studied staff attitudes to
actual, implemented gender quotas, hereby moving beyond normative debates and commonsense arguments. It would be interesting to study possible attitude changes over time, before
implementation and further along, especially within different policy contexts and to address
the impact of increasing knowledge about, and experiences with, gender quotas. This might
not be a progressive, linear process of experience and acceptance. Furthermore, the place of
gender quotas within certain policy frameworks might also change over time and attitudes with
them.
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APPENDIX: TABLE 1
6 Items and 2 Subscales for Modern Sexism (MS)
Women should be cherished and protected by men.

Gender stereotypes
(MS_GS)

Men are less likely to fall apart in emergencies than women are.

Gender stereotypes

Men are more suited to leadership than women.

Gender stereotypes

Discrimination of women is no longer a problem in this country.

Denial (MS_D)

Society treats men and women the same way.

Denial

Better measures should be taken to achieve equality (between

Denial [reverse coding]

the sexes) in the workplace.

APPENDIX: TABLE 2
7 Items for Attitude towards Diversity Policies (DP)
In recruiting new staff, I think it’s good that there is a preference for certain minority
groups if candidates are equally competent.
The university should offer a tolerant and diverse work environment.
It’s the task of the university to teach its staff to appreciate diversity.
I think that more diversity within the staff and student population will increase tolerance.
I think that working in a diverse surrounding contributes to my personal development.
For the university, the advantages of diversity outweigh the disadvantages.
I think we should make extra efforts to promote equal opportunities at the university.
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APPENDIX: TABLE 3
Ordinal Logistic Regressions of Importance of Gender Quotas as Policy Measure, by Sociodemographic Variables Gender, Age, Staff, Work Unit and Language; and by
Attitude Variables Modern Sexism (MS_D and MS_GS), Diversity Policies (DP), and DP & MS_D.
(base case)

Estimate β

Exp (-β)

Nagelkerke

(1) Sig.

(2) Sig.

(3) Sig.

0.059

0.000

0.198

0.202

Age (18-30)

0.005

0.493

0.552

0.575

Staff (ATP)

0.026

0.018

0.128

0.107

0.044

0.001

0.611

0.484

1 (4%)

0.071

0.000

0.427

0.332

1 (2.5%)

Gender (woman)
Man

-0.974***

AAP

0.430

BAP

-0.011

ZAP1

-0.323

ZAP2

-0.983**

2.65

2.67

Work Unit (Sciences)
Admin

0.371

Other/Ext.

1.443***

Health Sc.

0.417

Hum.Soc.Sc.

0.547*

Gender & Age
Man 51 – 60+

0.493

Man 41 - 50

0.585

Man 31 - 40

0.713

Empty cells

0.24

0.58
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APPENDIX: TABLE 3 (continued)
Ordinal Logistic Regressions of Importance of Gender Quotas as Policy Measure, by Sociodemographic Variables Gender, Age, Staff, Work Unit and Language; and by
Attitude Variables Modern Sexism (MS_D and MS_GS), Diversity Policies (DP), and DP & MS_D.
(base case)

Estimate β

Exp (-β)

Gender & Staff
AAP

0.764*

0.47

Man AAP

-1.241*

1.61

Man BAP

-0.486

Man ZAP1

-1.264

Man ZAP2

-0.674

Gender & Work U.
Other/Ext.

1.070**

0.34

Man

-1.083***

2.95

Man Admin

0.063

Man Other/Ext.

0.687

Man Health Sc.

0.595

Man Hum.Soc.Sc.

-0.015

Language

Nagelkerke

(1) Sig.

(2) Sig.

(3) Sig.

Empty cells

0.085

0.000

0.125

0.221

2 (4%)

0.097

0.000

0.845

0.783

3 (6%)

0.001

0.506

0.236

0.217
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APPENDIX: TABLE 3 (continued)
Ordinal Logistic Regressions of Importance of Gender Quotas as Policy Measure, by Sociodemographic Variables Gender, Age, Staff, Work Unit and Language; and by
Attitude Variables Modern Sexism (MS_D and MS_GS), Diversity Policies (DP), and DP & MS_D.
(base case)

Estimate β

Exp (-β)

Nagelkerke

(1) Sig.

(2) Sig.

(3) Sig.

Empty cells

MS_D

-0.311***

1.36

0.146

0.000

0.796

0.929

11 (16.9%)

MS_GS

-0.177***

1.19

0.038

0.000

0.081

0.237

6 (12%)

Gender & MS_GS

0.020

0.084

0.000

0.019

0.009

16 (16.8%)

0.190

0.000

0.276

0.771

32 (27.8%)

0.204

0.000

0.906

0.021

41 (30.4%)

0.235

0.000

0.105

0.068

96 (40.9%)

Hypothesis 1

Gender & MS_D
Man

0.705

MS_D

-0.172***

1.19

Man MS_D

-0.295***

1.60

DP

0.186***

0.83

Gender & DP

0.049

Hypothesis 2

Hypothesis 3
DP & MS_D

0.109

(4.high-low)
1.low-low

-1.390***

4.01

2.high-high

-0.811*

2.25

3.low-high

-2.727***

15.29
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0.000

0.246

0.126

2 (10%)

APPENDIX: TABLE 3 (continued)
Ordinal Logistic Regressions of Importance of Gender Quotas as Policy Measure, by Sociodemographic Variables Gender, Age, Staff, Work Unit and Language; and by
Attitude Variables Modern Sexism (MS_D and MS_GS), Diversity Policies (DP), and DP & MS_D.
(base case)

Estimate β

Exp (-β)

Nagelkerke

Gender & DP&MS_D

0.151

Man

-0.734***

2.08

1.low-low

-1.536***

4.65

2.high-high

-0.744

3.low-high

0.495

Man 1.

0.348

Man 2.

-0.005

Man 3.

-3.119*

(1) Sig.

(2) Sig.

(3) Sig.

Empty cells

0.000

0.468

0.174

10 (25%)

13.79

Notes. Model test parameters:
(1) Model Fitting Information; null hypothesis: There is no difference between Intercept only model and Final model in the ability to predict the outcome.
(2) Goodness-of-Fit; null hypothesis: The observed data are consistent with the fitted model; Pearson’s chi-square significance test.
(3) Test of Parallel Lines; null hypothesis: assumption of proportional odds.
Cut points and base case parameters, always zero, of all models and parameters of non-significant models are not displayed, but available from the author upon request.
The occurrence of empty cells is not unusual when adding continuous variables to a model, as there are more possible category combinations that need to be accounted for
than when used in combination with categorical variables (Strand et al., 2011).
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APPENDIX: TABLE 4
Binary Logistic Regression of Importance of Gender Quotas as Policy Measure, by Attitude Variable Diversity Policies (DP)
Thresholds

Estimate β

Exp (β)

Exp (-β)

> very unimportant

0.159***

1.172

0.85

> unimportant

0.170***

1.185

0.84

> neither unimportant, neither important

0.151***

1.163

0.86

> important

0.291***

1.338

0.75

Coefficients: *,**,*** significant at 0.05, 0.01, and 0.001 level.
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3. Opening a Black Box: Gender-Quotas Implementation Practices in
Academia.
This chapter is the original version of the article submitted to the journal Equality, Diversity &
Inclusion: An International Journal.
I am first author and Inge Bleijenbergh is co-author. Beyond the regular guidance of supervisors
and members of the doctoral committee, Bleijenbergh and I collaborated more intensively on
this article. Originally, I started the design of the work and of the methodology, followed by
undertaking the respective data collection and analysis. Bleijenbergh was already involved
through critically revising my work and suggesting practice theory in these earlier stages. As
Bleijenbergh was intensively guiding and discussing the data analysis and drafting of the article,
we have decided to go on working as co-authors. Once this decision had been taken, she also
co-wrote in all sections of the article. Following the review of Equality, Diversity & Inclusion: An
International Journal, we will both contribute to the revisions as to resubmit the article.
Abstract
Purpose – This paper contributes to the academic debate on the implementation of genderequality measures by identifying three practices through which gender quotas are
implemented in the composition process of academic decision-making bodies.
Design/methodology/approach – The study applies a practice-theory lens to a case study on a
Belgian university by performing 26 semi-structured interviews with stakeholders, and
collecting and analysing relevant organizational documents.
Findings – This study shows that gender quotas are implemented through three types of
practices: gender-specific calls, scouting, and ‘playing around’. Identifying this variation in
practices helps to understand the practical and procedural knowledge regarding compliance,
and the effect of different implementation practices on women’s representation in academic
decision-making.
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Research limitations/implications – In future studies, adding ethnographic observations would
strengthen the practice approach. They could also further our understanding of how
implementation practices interact with the broader (policy) organization context and its power
dynamics.
Practical implications – Learning about implementation practices increases our knowledge
about how gender-equality measures can have supportive but also undermining effects for
women’s representation in decision-making. While the latter effects are present, universities
should continue implementing gender quotas, further analyse the implementation of genderequality measures, and comprehensively adapt their organizational policies and practices
accordingly.
Originality/value – The originality of the paper lies in its foregrounding of the implementation
of gender-equality measures (in academia) and in its application of practice theory to uncover
just how gender quotas are implemented.
Keywords Gender quotas, Implementation, Practices, Gender equality measures, Academia,
Belgium
Paper type Research paper

74

Opening a Black Box: Gender-Quotas Implementation Practices in
Academia.
European universities are implementing more and more gender-equality measures (Bendl &
Schmidt, 2012; S. R. Bird, 2011; Bleijenbergh & Van Engen, 2015; Deem, 2007; Nielsen, 2014;
Parsons & Priola, 2013; Peterson, 2015; Timmers et al., 2010; Wroblewski, 2013). Although
scholars have been addressing the multiple causes of gender inequality in academia and the
measures that could fight this inequality (Benschop & Brouns, 2003; S. R. Bird, 2011;
Bleijenbergh et al., 2013; Deem, 2003; Määttä & Dahlborg Lyckhage, 2011; Priola, 2007; van
den Brink, 2010), little is known about how exactly gender-equality measures are implemented.
This paper unlocks this theoretical and empirical black box for a specific gender-equality
measure: gender quotas. The limited research on gender quotas in academia so far has
focussed either on normative debates (e.g. Andersen, 2010; Schandevyl et al., 2013), or on
effects and outcomes (Bagues et al., 2014; Peterson, 2015; Zehnter, 2012; Zinovyeva & Bagues,
2010), but not on what happens between the adoption and evaluation of this gender-equality
measure. Studying the implementation of gender quotas in academia, there are at least two
reasons why it is relevant to apply a practice-theoretical lens. Firstly, uncovering the different
practices at work within a complex and dynamic organizational setting supports the
understanding of gender-quotas implementation as a fluid and contingent phenomenon
(Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Nicolini, 2013; van den Brink & Benschop, 2012). Secondly, as
practices produce and reproduce organizational life, this means that power is at the heart of a
practice-theory approach (Nicolini, 2013). While studying the implementation practices of
gender quotas in academia, the inherent relation between gender equality and inequality will
thus be taken into account (Bleijenbergh & Van Engen, 2015; van den Brink & Benschop, 2012).

This paper reveals the practices through which gender quotas are implemented in the
composition process of academic decision-making bodies. By applying a practice-theoretical
lens (e.g. Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Nicolini, 2013), the paper identifies three types of
gender-quotas implementation practices: gender-specific calls, scouting, and ‘playing around’.
This typology helps open the black box of the implementation of gender quotas and thus
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contributes to the theoretical debate about measures to support gender equality in academic
organizations. The paper empirically draws from a case study on the gender-quotas
implementation practices at a public university following a governmental decree in Flanders,
Belgium. This decree states that all decision-making bodies should at maximum be two-thirds
comprised of members of the same sex, yet it does not specify how this should be
accomplished.

Below, the theoretical framework of the paper is outlined, after which outlines of the case and
methodology follow. The third section then presents an empirical analysis of the
implementation practices, after which these findings are discussed. The final section pinpoints
the main contributions and opportunities for future research.

Implementing gender equality in academic organizations
In the last decennia, scholars have substantially investigated gender inequality and gendered
practices in academia. More and more, they have singled out structural, cultural, and
procedural aspects of academic organization as the main explanatory factors of women’s
underrepresentation in academia (Benschop & Brouns, 2003; S. R. Bird, 2011). Scientists and
academic criteria are gendered, mostly in the image of men (e.g. Benschop & Brouns, 2003;
Bleijenbergh et al., 2013). Academic processes and practices, such as selection and recruitment
(e.g. van den Brink, 2010) or management (e.g. Deem, 2003), have also been found to be
gendered, affecting the career trajectories, perceptions, and expectations of men and women
differently or ambiguously (Määttä & Dahlborg Lyckhage, 2011; Priola, 2007).

Subsequently, scholars have increasingly examined gender-equality measures in academia.
They have classified and identified policy measures (Timmers et al., 2010), their justifications
(Nielsen, 2014), and perceptions (Deem, 2007). Some studies have also focused on the role of
stakeholders, finding that interventions which activate the knowledge of stakeholders can
support learning about gender inequality within the university and in doing so increase the
community’s commitment to intervene and support gender equality (S. R. Bird, 2011;
Bleijenbergh & Van Engen, 2015). Yet Bird also concluded that if decision-making stakeholders
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‘accept as valid only those strategies that assume that the problems to be resolved are all
individual in form, strategies aimed at altering structures or systematic practices will never be
implemented’ (2011). Wroblewski emphasized how active commitment from the top
management, e.g. rectors, is essential to lowering resistance in the everyday practice of
implementing equality goals (2013). In this regard, sanctions are crucial, ensuring that
institutions and their top stakeholders deliver on their commitments. Scholars have
furthermore studied the key role (feminist) change agents play in advocating and sustaining
gender-equality change at universities (Parsons & Priola, 2013; Peterson, 2015; Wroblewski,
2013). Bendl and Schmidt, for example, reconstructed five activist voices at an Austrian
university, which indicate that multiple understandings and actions of equality can co-exist
(2012). Practices target communication, networking, reflection, and knowledge transfer. Yet
they also emphasized the need for a more integrative approach of the activists’ various voices
and practices to best mobilise for gender equality. Recently, gender-equality change efforts
have also been studied in their interactions with universities’ new-managerialism trends
(Blackmore, 2011; Ferree & Zippel, 2015; Kreissl et al., 2015; Teelken & Deem, 2013).

In addition to these insights, we need more knowledge on how specific gender-equality
measures are implemented by the respective stakeholders. Once a measure is designed and
adopted, actors are supposed to enact it, but in practice they have a certain leeway in
compliance and implementation. In the process, the original measure intentions could be
changed. This paper argues that opening the black box of implementation will better our
understanding of the practices at work between the adoption and the effects of genderequality measures. To understand what is actually done at the level of organizations and what
its implications are, organizational actors need to be followed (Mazur, 2016; Timmers et al.,
2010; Zippel, 2003).

This paper focuses on gender quotas as a policy measure because empirical research on gender
quotas in academia has been very limited. Normative debates indicate that gender quotas
remain controversial in academia (Andersen, 2010; Peterson, 2015; Schandevyl et al., 2013;
Zehnter, 2012), and that their effects and outcomes regarding gender equality are mixed.
Bagues, Zinovyeva, and Sylos-Labini (2014; 2010), for instance, found that an increase of the
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number of women evaluators in academic committees did not necessarily positively affect the
success rate of women candidates in Spain and Italy. Regarding another potential effect,
Zehnter (2012) found that while arguments about quotas did not change over time, the stigma
of incompetence thrust upon quota beneficiaries did seem to fade. What happens after the
adoption of gender quotas at universities and before the evaluation of their effects and
outcomes, however, remains a black box. Therefore, the research question here is: Through
which practices are gender quotas actually implemented in the composition process of
academic decision-making bodies?

A practice lens into the black box
As the research question indicates, this paper uses a practice approach to further the
understanding of gender-quotas implementation in academia. Why is this relevant to the
implementation of gender-equality measures? The ‘practice turn’ in organization studies has
not only influenced gender studies, gender scholars have driven it as well (Poggio, 2006). Such
a practice lens reveals that while organizations reproduce gender, gender is also constitutive
of organizations. As described above, various measures have been adopted in response to
gender-inequality practices. In academic organizations, a practice-lens already informed us
about gender/ed practices and gender-equality measures. Previous studies offer us the insight
that the interaction of gendered organizational practices with gender-equality practices could
lead to dynamics that both reproduce and challenge gender inequalities (Berger, 2015; Priola,
2007; van den Brink & Benschop, 2012). Furthermore, practice theory also shed light on change
agents’ micro-political strategies such as resisting or subversively incorporating masculine
discourses and practices at universities (Bevan & Learmonth, 2013; Määttä & Dahlborg
Lyckhage, 2011; Parsons & Priola, 2013). Subsequently, scholars have emphasized the need for
gender-equality measures to raise awareness and knowledge on gendered organizational
practices, and to individually and collectively subvert such practices (e.g. networking) for
gender-equality change (Berger, 2015; Bevan & Learmonth, 2013; Parsons & Priola, 2013). They
further noted that to more effectively target multi-faced inequality gender-equality measures
should go beyond a one-size-fits-all approach (van den Brink & Benschop, 2012). Following
these insights, the practice-lens has yet to turn to the implementation practices of gender-
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equality measures, particularly those of gender quotas. By doing this, this paper reveals how
the implementation of a single measure can manifest in different ways and therefore arguably
has multiple effects in a single organization. Understanding organizational complexity and
power dynamics is at the heart of practice theory, and both are highly relevant for this study.
Just as other contemporary organizations, universities are complex organizations made up of
dynamic processes and subject to various emergent phenomena (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011).
Like society at large, organizations are increasingly in flux, and as Nicolini argues: ‘Things seem
to fall into place much better if we think of the fluid scene that unfolds in front of us in terms
of multiple practices carried out at the same time’ (2013). As the next section will discuss,
universities harbor multi-level organizational structures and various organizational cultures.
Arguably this then translates into variations in both structures and agency, and subsequently
in multiple contingent manifestations of gender-quotas implementation practices in the
composition processes of academic decision-making bodies across academic sub-contexts (van
den Brink & Benschop, 2012). Furthermore, a practice approach puts power front and center.
As Nicolini points out:
Practices, in fact, literally put people (and things) in place, and they give (or deny) people
the power to do things and to think of themselves in certain ways. As a result, practices
and their temporal and spatial ordering (i.e. several practices combined in a particular
way) produce and reproduce differences and inequalities. In so doing they serve certain
interests at the expense of others (2013).
Van den Brink and Benschop have already shown that gender-inequality practices vary across
scientific fields, and they also demonstrated that gender-inequality practices are intertwined
with gender-equality practices in particular ways. These interactions can gender and slow down
change again (2012). Visualizing this point, participatory modeling shows us how genderinequality and equality practices could interact through feedback loops, thus also revealing how
we could intervene (Bleijenbergh & Van Engen, 2015).

This paper builds upon the practice-theory notion that social – and organizational – life is
(re)produced through people’s ongoing and recurrent actions – doing – and their speech –
saying – both of which are often unreflective and based on tacit knowledge (Feldman &
Orlikowski, 2011; Nicolini, 2013; Poggio, 2006). Furthermore, practices are fluid, situated as
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they are within ‘the continuous intertwinement of structure and agency’ (Berger, 2015).
Structures not only result from actors’ agency, but they also embed agency (Giddens & Sutton,
2014). The scope of this article adheres to Whittington’s ‘principle of methodological
bracketing’ as a way to consciously limit the study’s focus. Practice theory is diverse in its
themes, theorists, and approaches, which requires a selective focus. Yet, this bracketing does
not entail abandoning other theoretical insights that are ‘present, even if temporarily not
center-stage’ (Whittington, 2011). In light of the research question, this paper primarily takes
an empirical approach to practice (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011), providing insights into the
actual everyday – both routine and improvised – implementation of gender quotas in academic
decision-making compositions. By taking this approach – addressing the ‘what’ of a practice
lens – we acknowledge that the theoretical/’how’ and the philosophical/’why’ approaches to
practice are beyond the analytical scope of this article. However, they do inform our
assumption of practices as relational in the generation and operation of everyday
organizational life, and as fundamentally constitutive thereof (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011).

The next section will describe in which case and through which methodology these practices
are examined. Approaching gender-quotas implementation as a practice implies remaining
open to the various ways actors compose decision-making bodies at universities and inductively
uncovering the types of practices at work there (Berger, 2015).

Case and methodology
This article investigates practices regarding the implementation of a Flemish governmental
gender-quotas decree. A frontrunner in the field, Belgium and its sub-states apply gender
quotas to electoral candidate lists, public advisory boards, and the boards of listed and stateowned companies (Meier, 2014b). Most recently, in 2012, the Flemish Ministers for Education
and Science Policy (sub-state competencies in Belgium) decreed that public universities’
academic decision-making bodies should at maximum two-thirds be comprised of maximum
two-thirds members of the same sex.17 This includes boards and commissions at the central,

17

Decree of 13th of July 2012, Belgisch Staatsblad [Official Gazette of Belgium], 8th of August 2012.
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intermediate (faculties and institutes), and de-centralized (departments and research units)
levels. To allow for an in-depth study of gender-quotas implementation practices in all their
variety, we studied one of the three Flemish public universities, the medium-sized University
of Antwerp. Organized through a central administration, with its nine faculties managing higher
education and research, the university consists of various decision-making bodies. They are
characterized by the following three aspects. First, boards and commissions can be categorized
through their focus on one or more of the three core tasks: education, research, and services
to the community (both the academic community and society). Second, decision-making is
delegated from the central, the intermediate, to the de-centralized levels through the
subsidiarity principle. Third, as a general principle for its decision-making, the university
stipulates representation from the different staff groups and students, from the major scientific
fields or relevant academic units, and from both men and women. These organizational
principles also underlie the composition (processes) of the respective boards and commissions.
Below, we briefly outline how a decision-making body is composed at the University of
Antwerp.

The purpose of the composition process is to seek out and appoint (new) members to a specific
board or commission. When doing so, the actors apply (in)formal organizational rules and
criteria to establish a certain composition. Formal rules include the organizational
representation of staff groups and students, academic units, and gender. The staff groups
include tenured professors, pre- and postdoctoral researchers, assisting academic staff, and
administrative-technical staff. Sometimes, on central boards, the represented unit groups are
regrouped into three scientific domains. At the faculty level, unit groups include departments
or specific (sub)disciplines. Informal criteria include expertise, commitment, and language, for
instance. Actors co-opt, delegate, or elect (candidate) members to respective boards or
commissions. Student representatives organize yearly elections, for instance, and faculty actors
delegate professor(s) and assistant(s) to the education board. In light of the research question,
we emphasize that these composition processes take place in a gender-segregated
organization. Characterized by both horizontal and vertical segregation, the university’s shares
of men and women vary across scientific fields and disciplines, and the higher up the career
ladder, the smaller the proportion of women. This means that actors mostly search for more
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women (candidate) members when they are implementing gender quotas in the composition
processes. Formally, once a composition is established, the one-third gender quota only applies
to the number of effective voting members. For the large part, each decision-making body
consists of members with voting rights, both effective members and their deputies, but it also
includes members with a nonvoting role of adviser and/or observer.

Access to the organization was achieved by the first author in her role as PhD candidate at the
university in question. The position provided her with knowledge about the organizational
context and allowed us access to the respective organizational actors, supporting the data
collection and analysis.

Data collection
This article draws on semi-structured interviews18, and on document analysis. The 26
respondents – 15 men and 11 women – were actors in the composition processes of university
decision-making bodies, including seven deans, five faculty directors, eight department chairs
or academic managers, two coordinators of a central board, and four representatives of preand post-doctoral researchers and students. To create a heterogeneous sample, we selected
respondents from seven faculties19, covering the three main scientific domains: two faculties
from health sciences, four from the humanities and social sciences, and one from sciences. On
average, the sample includes three persons per faculty, including at least its dean and/or faculty
director and one department chair or academic manager. We also strove to achieve
heterogeneity in terms of department size (small/medium/large) and in their share of women
(low/high). The respondents had knowledge about the composition processes at their own
faculty, but also about decision-making bodies at the central and de-centralized level. The
following decision-making bodies were included: central boards (with the research board

18

We received a positive advice from the University of Antwerp Ethical Commission for Social and Human
Sciences.
19

We use ‘faculty’ only as a term to refer to the organizational unit, not as ‘staff members’, this to avoid confusion.
Furthermore, the University of Antwerp consists of nine faculties.
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emerging as a particular case); at the intermediate level there were faculty boards, and
commissions on education and on the selection, evaluation, and promotion of tenured
professors; and department boards, at the decentral level.

The semi-structured interviews lasted between 45 and 100 minutes and were all performed in
Dutch between February and April 2017 by the first author. The use of a thematic interview
guide (Gorden, 1992) encouraged respondents to reflect on their experiences with composing
decision-making bodies and implementing gender quotas. By asking about concrete and most
recent cases, the first author strove to reconstruct the practices in as much detail as possible.

In preparation for the interviews, we collected and analysed organizational documents such as
regulations regarding the university’s and faculties’ structures, minutes of the relevant
decision-making bodies (to a limited extent), and organizational charts of the relevant decisionmaking bodies – the latter also serving as aide memoire to the respondents.

Data analysis
The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. We coded the interviews
through open coding, subsequently selecting, questioning, and comparing fragments to identify
the different types of practices (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The analysis resulted from an iterative
process in which we worked inductively, and later on also consulted research literature and
discussed the analysis with colleagues within the field of gender and organizations. Through
this reflective going back and forth we aimed to ensure the robustness of the analysis. The
results are illustrated with selected quotes, occasionally adding clarification between brackets.
Due to ethical confidentiality considerations, identification is limited to the respondent’s
function.

Implementing gender quotas
To understand the practices through which gender quotas are implemented, the authors
reconstructed three practices that were enacted in the composition of decision-making bodies:
gender-specific calls, scouting, and ‘playing around’ with effective voting members. We can
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only describe these practices within the specific organizational context, acknowledging the
multiple structures at work that can constrain as well as enable these practices (Giddens &
Sutton, 2014). To metaphorically envision such a multiplicity of practices, we propose the
Rubik’s cube. When actors compose a specific board or commission, they are ‘twisting’
combinations of various rules, criteria, and the available pool of potential members until the
composition ‘fits from all angles’. Within these composition processes, the actual
implementation practices of gender quotas are a specific element of this ‘puzzle’. As the Rubik’s
cube helps to visualize, some composition processes go ‘smoother’ than others, as actors have
various degrees of leeway in composition processes, and subsequently in implementing gender
quotas.

In practice, the three derived types of practices can occur in different sequences on different
occasions. To fully describe them, we will thus need to look at them up close separately before
the discussion.

Gender-specific calls
The first reconstructed gender-quotas implementation practice is that actors issue genderspecific calls in the composition process. In one variant, organizational actors circulate this call
among each other, in another variant the potential candidates are on the receiving end. In the
first variant, actors such as a faculty director or the coordinator of a specific decision-making
body inform other actors that they need to adhere to the gender quotas. Sometimes this call
takes the form of a composition template that suggests the number of members necessary to
meet criteria regarding gender and other issues, e.g. sending around a spreadsheet or table to
fill in all the positions. In other cases, the call to (re)compose a board or commission explicitly
emphasizes the need for more women or men. One faculty director explained how they inform
the actors involved about the rules through the use of a template for the composition of a
selection commission each time that there is a new vacancy:
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Respondent 1, faculty director: ‘They [department actors] are used to it, they also
receive the information with each vacancy -- actually, it’s a document including what to
pay attention to and the template. They basically have to fill it out. That helps, of course,
not having to start from zero, from an empty page.’

In the second variant of gender-specific calls, organizational actors encourage women or men
in general to come forward as candidates. Especially when it is clear that the present or future
composition of a specific decision-making body lacks members of a certain gender,
organizational actors communicate the preferred gender of a candidate directly. A
representative of pre- and post-doctoral researchers in a central board for instance explained
how the invitation for this position emphasized a specific gender as one of the requirements
for this position. In this case, men already held two out of three positions for pre- and postdoctoral representatives. In practice, this meant that the pre- and post-doctoral researchers
had to delegate a woman to be in accordance with the gender rules of the respective central
board. The pre- and post-doctoral researchers who organized the election therefore included
this condition in the call for candidacies from the start and subsequently were successful when
only women came forward and no men applied. Asked by the first author when they started to
take the gender quotas into account, the representative answered:

At the election, with the call for candidacies. Then we say: ‘Look, these are the
requirements.’ So, we mention what the requirements are beforehand, not after the
candidacies – but only if they are applicable; if there already is equality, then there is no
problem. (respondent 23, representative)

Scouting
The second practice of implementing gender quotas is scouting, which happens both indirectly
and directly. In the indirect variant, actors who overview the composition process (such as
faculty directors, deans, or department chairs) ‘hear around, left and right’ for potential
members of the right gender (respondent 3, dean), encouraging colleagues and representatives
to do so too when certain positions remain open. Indirect scouting often takes place through
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(in)formal meetings and work relations. Take for example an upcoming selection commission:
professors suggest names in department or faculty meetings, or even running into each other
in the hallway. In most cases, a dean or department chair then draws up a long or short list for
the selection commission, using the various suggestions to select enough women or men to
ensure the selection commission complies with the gender quotas. When a potential candidate
declines an invitation, the actor can move on to other names on the list. Indirect scouting is
also practiced through individual work relations. For instance, faculty directors call each other
to inquire whom the other faculty could delegate to a selection commission as an expert. If the
commission members of the former faculty already include too many men, the faculty director
may add a preference for the expert to be a woman.

The direct scouting variant involves inviting individual women (or men) to become a (candidate)
member of a decision-making body. This concerns women both within and outside the
university who meet the sum of the criteria required in the composition process. When asked
whether there are other ways to comply with gender quotas, one dean noted how they
approached and encouraged individual women whose profile would fit the composition they
were making but did not come forward themselves.

Respondent 3, dean: ‘Yes, I think that we, from the management side, also approach
people, to encourage them a bit. We have to. Like: ‘How about it?’ [laughs] Because not
everyone is interested, though they fulfil all the requirements, so some need a little
push.’

This direct scouting of women is especially prevalent for selection commissions, although it is
not limited to that. In these cases women professors external to the faculty or university are
relied upon to make up for the respective own internal gender imbalances. Selection
commissions on tenured professors also require two external experts in the respective field,
plus a professor from another faculty. Though the latter is officially appointed by the Research
Board, in practice the respective department suggests the name following upon direct scouting.
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‘Playing around’
The third practice can be described as ‘playing around’ with effective voting members. Because
compliance to gender quotas is assessed on the basis of the number of effective voting
members, actors make this count work by changing part of the group so that at least one third
of them consists of women. In practice, this means that actors play around with the
composition rules. We derived three variants: playing around with the represented staff groups
and students, their positions, and the group’s size. The first concerns moving aside men
(candidate) members for women, or vice versa, from specific represented staff groups until the
gender quotas for the effective voting members are met. In practice, actors in charge of the
composition therefore weigh in on the delegation of all or some represented groups or units
so that ‘they delegate the right gender, although they still decide who they delegate’
(respondent 14, department chair). Sometimes this means that the represented groups or units
are requested to apply the one-third gender quotas to their own delegation, leading them to
issue a gender-specific call, as we already saw in the example of respondent 23. A faculty
director explained how the results of a student election was about to throw off the gender
balance of the faculty board, and how she subsequently had to impose the gender quota
irrespective of the election results:

Respondent 18, faculty director: ‘…I had to impose it on the students. [sigh] Because
out of their six members they wanted to delegate, I think, five were men. […] they had
been divided fifty-fifty before, but because they didn’t want to change, our faculty
board wouldn’t have been gender balanced, and I would have to re-elect everyone
[from the other represented groups]. Then we said: ‘Yes, students, look, there are
definitely enough women, because in some areas there is a majority of female students.
Actually, […] at maximum two-thirds of your representatives should be of the same sex.’
So, with them, for this represented group I had to impose it, because their decision
[would bring] the full faculty board [out of balance].’
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Overall, though, student representatives actually foresee such situations when they select
representatives from the election results. So going down the rankings they skip students from
the overrepresented gender for the underrepresented gender until the one-third quota is
reached (respondent 15, student representative). In other cases, if groups or units are
supposed to delegate only one person, one man and one woman are requested as potential
members, so that the actors can change the options around until the effective voting
composition fits.

The second variant of playing around with effective voting members concerns changing the
position of women from (candidate) deputy to effective voting member. Consequently, this
practice of matching the gender quotas raises the presence of women, at least in the number
of effective voting members. One dean discussed a situation where a central board needed
more women as effective voting members to have a gender balance. As the faculty had women
candidate members, but only as deputy voting member, the dean had to revise the faculty’s
delegation and encourage the women candidates to be appointed as effective voting members:

Respondent 4, dean: ‘… we had enough people. But in terms of gender it […] was not
enough. So, our women had said: ‘Yes, I would like to, but only as a deputy.’ […] And so
we got the question back from central [administration]: ‘Yes, I would prefer another
effective voting member.’ […] [So] we had to correct that. And yes, encourage some
people to do it anyway. People who literally said: ‘I would prefer not to, only if it’s really
necessary.’ Because, they are busy with other things, of course.’

The third variant of playing around with effective voting members involves playing around with
the size of this group. One way of doing so is by co-opting more women as effective voting
members until the quota is met. This happens in cases where changing the position of men or
excluding male candidates are not options, for instance because the actors deem the presence
of the particular candidates necessary due to their organizational function or expertise. In coopting, the organizational actors often ‘lean on’ members from other faculties or outside of the
university. The reverse variant also occurs, and it involves a reduction of the total number of
effective voting members within a decision-making body. In these cases, actors adapt the total
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count to the actual number of women candidates so that the one-third quota is met. This
involves turning some effective voting members into observing or advising members without
voting rights, thereby lowering the total number of effective voting members. We particularly
found this practice around promotion commissions, in which only professors of the highest
academic rank can participate. In the following example, there were not enough women
professors of this rank per department, so that they were joined by a man of the same rank as
an observer without voting rights. The dean explains how they came to this practice at the end
of the composition process when they could not include enough women professors of the
highest academic rank:

Respondent 5, dean: ‘[First we ask:] Who wants to be a representative? And then we
determine the result and then, the last three times, it always seemed necessary to
intervene, just in order to [reach] that gender balance. And trying strategies. […] Trying
to find female members anyway. And so far always [approach] the same department.
And yes, if need be invite someone [i.e. a man] without voting rights.’

In a comparable case, a similar situation was resolved by moving the final decision from the
entire promotion commission to a reduced sub-group.
Overall, the range of implementation across the university (i.e. which types of decision-making
bodies are included) also varies because the formalization of the gender-quotas decree differs
across faculties. In practice, this lack of one central institutional approach leads actors to
implement gender quotas to a minimum or maximum degree depending on their knowledge
and interpretation of central and/or faculty rules.

Discussion
The empirical analysis uncovered three types of gender-quotas implementation practices:
gender-specific calls, scouting, and ‘playing around’ with effective voting members.
Conceptually, this typology relates to different degrees of interaction with (candidate)
members in the composition processes. With gender-specific calls, actors approach (candidate)
members as a group, and interaction is rather passive. With scouting, organizational actors

89

(in)directly interact with (candidate) members on a one-on-one base and hereby address the
particular candidate’s professional profile. And by ‘playing around’, actors not only address
candidates’ particular professional profiles, but they also work to fit the profile into a specific
composition puzzle. On closer inspection, it becomes clear that knowledge and power are at
work in the composition processes through these various implementation practices and
interactions, as we will discuss next.

After zooming in on the three types of gender-quotas implementation practices, we will now
zoom out to discuss the question: So what? Opening the black box of implementation offers us
insights into the effects of implementing gender quotas. Hereby we reconnect to the purpose
of implementing gender equality measures. In sum, this paper suggests that gender-quotas
implementation practices in most cases ensure compliance to the gender-quotas decree due
to practical and procedural knowledge of actors in the composition processes, but also that
those practices could affect women’s representation and power in decision-making differently.
These insights may contribute to further evaluations of gender quotas and of gender-equality
measures in academia and beyond. The case of gender quotas, which for a long time only
dominated political-science debates, also emphasizes the relevance of discussions about
representation and power for the literature on gender-equality measures in (academic)
organizations.

The first effect of the practices of gender-quotas implementation concerns compliance. The
results suggest that actors predominantly focus on the formal goal of gender-quotas
implementation. Getting the composition right ‘on paper’ is how compliance to the genderquotas decree is monitored and controlled, and getting the composition right ‘on paper’ is
exactly what the organization gets. Through these gender-quotas implementation practices,
actors manage to comply with the decreed gender quotas despite the variations in gender
segregation and the degrees of composition leeway across the university. The practices this
paper identifies partly resonate with the institutional practices Holli described at Finnish
ministries and their appointed committees, such as resorting to representatives from other
ministries or changing the size of the body or the positions of its members. She also points out,
however, that these practices remain ‘procedural games’ to a certain extent (Holli, 2016).
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Similar to these institutional practices, there is a difference in the practical and procedural
knowledge about gender quotas among different actors and that exists across organizational
units. We understand gender-quotas implementation as a ‘fluid’ and contingent phenomenon
when it comes down to the practical knowledge (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Nicolini, 2013).
Actors apply tacit knowledge (Poggio, 2006) rather than intentionally choosing a ‘trial and error’
approach. The reconstruction may suggest that organizational actors try all types of
implementation practices. The concrete cases, however, show that the different actors enact
either one practice or multiple practices, at once or in a sequence. For example, some actors
co-opt effective voting members following upon direct scouting. In addition, contingency also
entails that gender-quotas implementation practices ‘are not standalone practices, but are
embedded in a nexus of other practices’ (Berger, 2015, p. 33). The types of practice we
reconstructed are not exclusive to gender-quotas implementation (e.g. scouting). Neither do
we claim that gender-balanced decision-making can only be established through these gender
quotas implementation practices. Regarding procedural knowledge, the findings suggest that
formalization, or at least routinization, ensures the knowledge of – or ‘being versed in’ (Holli,
2016) – the implementation of gender quotas. Formalization here means that practices
become rules for certain decision-making bodies. By formalizing these implementation
practices, actors are more likely to ensure compliance to gender quotas without repeated
negotiations in daily organizational life. Consequently, accountability for compliance is moved
to lower organizational levels, in some cases making compliance even stricter than the
governmental gender-quotas decree requires, for example by establishing gender quotas per
sub group or unit instead of per board or commission.

The second effect concerns the representation of women in decision-making. When the gender
composition of decision-making bodies fits on paper, what does this mean in practice for
women’s equal representation and power in academic decision-making, where gendered
organizational power dynamics are also at work (Bleijenbergh & Van Engen, 2015; Nicolini,
2013; van den Brink & Benschop, 2012)? The variety of implementation practices suggests
various answers to this question. To start with, in the ideal case, the composition on paper
matches the composition during meetings. Women are present and partake in the meetings of
the decision-making bodies as appointed effective voting members. Other implementation
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practices suggest that, despite this ‘paper balance’, men are still overrepresented in academic
decision-making. Appointed women do partake in decision-making, but do so surrounded by
men who might have (technically) lost their voting rights, but not necessarily their decisionmaking voice. In such cases, the actual share of women in decision-making meetings falls back
below the required one-third gender quota. Lastly, in some cases the bodies’ composition on
paper becomes mere fiction. Holli for instance found that sometimes other (deputy) members
replace the formally appointed members to partake in the actual commission meetings (2016).
The findings here also suggest that male deputy members sometimes attend meetings instead
of female effective voting members. Despite their formal compliance to gender quotas, the
actual representation of women in decision-making thus remains limited in such cases.
However, we note that, at the University of Antwerp’s central-level boards in particular, the
group of deputy voting members is often also required to comply with the gender quotas,
which prevents this effect to take place.

Thus, the implementation of gender quotas does not guarantee that decision-making power
on certain boards and commissions moves from the hands of men to a more gender-balanced
representation. This although achieving a critical mass of women – often set at a quota of onethird – is thought to be one of the preconditions for challenging gendered organizations
(Parsons & Priola, 2013; Peterson, 2015). Additionally, practices of gender-quotas
implementation have certain implications for women in decision-making. On the one hand,
they create opportunities for women to engage and gain experience in decision-making,
especially for those women who fit the sought-for criteria, but did (or would) not put
themselves forward. Scouting practices could break the supposedly ‘neutral’ networking
practices which actually reproduce gendered stereotypes and inequalities (Berger, 2015). On
the other hand, due to the multiple decision-making bodies and their concomitant
accumulation of mandates, the gender quotas may also lead to over-demanding the still-small
proportion of women professors at the university. Respondents indicated that these chosen
women subsequently lose time for research. In Sweden, women academic managers for that
reason resisted such measures aimed at increasing gender balance in decision making in order
to protect women’s careers, especially women early in their professorship, who would
otherwise get bogged down in the myriad boards and commissions instead of doing their
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research (Peterson, 2015). Lastly, the question arises just which women are represented in
decision-making. Some implementation practices indicate that actors rely upon students and
junior researchers, or women from other faculties or outside the university to make up the
overrepresentation of men professors. While it is important to include different women voices
in decision-making, organizational power dynamics might result in their voice weighing less
than those of established internal professors. The central boards and some faculties have taken
measures to prevent this effect, however.

Conclusion
By using a practice-theory lens, this study opens the black box of gender-quotas
implementation in the composition processes of academic decision-making bodies. It
reconstructs three types of implementation practice: gender-specific calls, scouting, and
‘playing around’. These three implementation practices help to explain how gender quotas can
affect women’s representation in academic decision-making. Future research could further
untangle how implementation practices interact with organizational policies and practices,
including a particular attention to (gendered) power dynamics.

This study’s first contribution is providing knowledge on how gender-equality measures are
implemented (or ‘done’) in academia, but also in organisations in general. The practicetheoretical approach suggests understanding gender-quotas implementation as a fluid and
contingent phenomenon. The existence of the various types of practices reveals that one
gender-equality measure can affect a single implementing institution differently at different
levels. By doing so, this study’s second contribution is that the analysis completes the policy
cycle – from the adoption of gender quotas to their evaluation – making it possible to learn
how gender-quotas implementation can, but not necessarily does, lead to increasing women’s
representation and power in decision-making.

This paper shows that gender quotas and their implementation practices can subvert gendered
practices and support women’s participation in academic decision-making. Yet in some
instances, gendered implementation and organizational practices keep women’s participation
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below the one-third quota or lead to over-demanding women, causing them to lose significant
time for their other academic tasks. Such negative effects do not seem to originate from the
type of gender-equality measure, i.e. gender quotas, but rather from its interaction with
existing gender-inequality practices. Therefore, organizations should continue implementing
gender quotas, but also evaluate and adapt the implementation of these gender-equality
measures, particularly by taking a comprehensive approach to revising organizational policies
and practices.
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4. Gender Quotas in Academic Decision-Making: Lessons Drawn from a
Belgian University.
This chapter is the revised version of the article as resubmitted to Politics & Gender.
I am first author and Petra Meier is co-author. Beyond the regular guidance of supervisors and
members of the doctoral committee, Meier and I collaborated more intensively on this article.
Originally, I started alone, by designing the work and methodology, undertaking data collection
and analysis. Later, when I was drafting the article, Meier critically revised the article and we
decided to work together. Once this decision had been taken, she co-wrote the article from the
introduction until methods and data. Following the review of Politics & Gender, we both
contributed to the revisions as to resubmit the article.
Abstract
In this article we analyze how quotas were able to ‘fast-track’ the number of women in
academic decision-making bodies. Starting from a comparative perspective based on political
and corporate quotas research, we examine the gender composition of different types of
decision-making bodies within one Belgian university. We found that the proportion of women
in decision-making bodies increased between 2009 and 2015. The findings also suggest that
the higher number of decision-making mandates held by women stems from a higher number
of women. It does not stem from a smaller group of women accumulating more mandates than
men, but from a broader group of women in various organizational positions. Academic
leadership, however, remains predominantly in the hands of men. Through an in-depth analysis
of one university, we provide a basis for further theorizing on the effect of gender quotas on
academic institutions that goes beyond mere numbers. We point out new insights to both
gender quotas research in general and to gender equality in academia research in particular.
First, gender quotas are also effective in another sector of society, i.e. academia. Second, rather
than burdening a few women professors, a diverse group of women shares the ‘burden’ of
gender quotas.
Key words: gender quotas, academia, decision-making, representation, women on boards,
Belgium.
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Gender Quotas in Academic Decision-Making: Lessons Drawn from a
Belgian University.
The ongoing gender segregation in research, science and academia has been well documented.
On the one hand, the variation of gender ratios across scientific fields points at a horizontal
gender segregation. A phenomenon whereby men tend to predominate in some fields and
women in others, which is also observable at the stage of undergraduate studies (European
Commission, 2015). On the other hand, there is also clear vertical gender segregation. Fewer
women are to be found at each next career step and men are largely overrepresented among
the highest ranks of the academic profession (e.g. Dubois-Shaik & Fusulier, 2016). This vertical
segregation tends to be referred to as the ‘scissors diagram’, which visualizes a ‘leaky pipeline’
that continuously loses women along the path of an academic career. Over the last decades,
research has started to document the causes of this horizontal and vertical gender segregation
(e.g. Bevan & Learmonth, 2013; Bornmann et al., 2007; Leslie, Cimpian, Meyer, & Freeland,
2015).

We address this phenomenon of vertical gender segregation in academia, particularly since this
phenomenon spills over into an underrepresentation of women in academic decision-making
bodies. Presence in the latter depends to a certain extent on academic rank. In the EU-28, as
recently as 2014, only 20.1% of the heads of higher education institutions, and 28% of the
members and 22% of the leaders of national decision-making boards, such as research councils
or foundations, were women (European Commission, 2015). Similarly to other sectors in
society such as politics and business (Holli, 2011), this underrepresentation of women in
academic decision-making bodies led to a call for gender equality policies, including gender
quotas (Dahlerup, Jilal, Kalandadze, & Kandawasvika-Nhundu, 2013; European Commission,
2013; Storvik & Teigen, 2010). By 2013, up to 18 European countries had implemented gender
quotas – or target figures – for academic decision-making bodies such as university boards,
faculty councils and university research councils. Countries such as Austria, France, Greece,
Luxemburg, Poland, Slovenia and Spain. In some cases such measures also target staff
recruitment, especially from the level of professors onwards. In other cases it concerns
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research funding, focusing on a balanced funding of men and women scholars and/or
earmarked funding for gender studies (European Commission, 2013; Wallon, Bendiscioli, &
Garfinkel, 2015). Just as in other sectors in society, gender quotas do not remain uncontested
in academia (e.g. Schandevyl et al., 2013; Wallon et al., 2015; Zinovyeva & Bagues, 2010).

We focus on the effects of the implementation of gender quotas for academic decision-making
bodies. More particularly, we investigate in what respect gender quotas increase the
proportion of women in academic decision-making. Why should we be interested in these
implementation effects? The first reason is that, by investigating an underexposed sector
where gender quotas are applied, i.e. academia, we complement existing gender quotas
research (e.g. Dahlerup, 2008; Terjesen, Aguilera, & Lorenz, 2015; Yoon, 2004). We argue that
the specific characteristics of this sector ensure that research into academic gender quotas
offers new insights in how gender quotas increase the proportion of women. We would like to
point out the following three aspects in particular: 1) Universities predominantly rely on what
we call a closed pool to recruit from for decision-making bodies. Whereas in other fields –
certainly in politics, but sometimes also in business – the pool of potential candidates is more
open. 2) Universities also strive towards organizational representation in their decision-making
bodies through delegations from different categories of staff, students, and so on. A set-up
which may also differ from politics and business. And, 3), many university decision-making
bodies comprise ex officio positions, a situation which resembles those in the world of business
but not those of politics.
The second reason we focus on the effects of the implementation of gender quotas for
academic decision-making bodies is that, despite the fact that gender quotas are controversial,
empirical research on this issue is still limited. By building upon earlier gender quotas research
(e.g. Dahlerup, 2008; Terjesen et al., 2015; Yoon, 2004), we contribute to the research on
gender equality in academia. The findings offer a basis for the evaluation of gender quotas as a
tool to improve gender equality in academia. As decision-making bodies in academia determine
priorities in teaching and research programs, how to organize services to society and who to
hire for what position, they set the boundaries within which scientific knowledge production
takes place. Scholars interested in politics and gender issues should be interested in the effects
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of gender quotas on the composition of such decision-making bodies, as they shape the
environment in which we operate.

In sum, this article’s contribution is twofold. It shows what we can learn from the case of
academia for our understanding of gender quotas in general, as they are still an important
political tool to further gender equality, and it suggests what academia can learn from the
prolific literature on gender quotas in politics and business in particular. We learn that the
participation of a diverse group of women underlies the increased number of women in
academic decision-making. The ‘burden’ of gender quotas is thus more shared than it is a
matter of a select group of ‘golden skirts’. Furthermore, we learn that also in academia gender
quotas are an effective tool to increase the number of women in decision-making and
leadership.

In this article we first outline how gender quotas can affect the gender composition of decisionmaking bodies and articulate our hypotheses. The second section then describes the university
and data studied in this article. Analyzing the changes in composition of the different decisionmaking bodies of this Belgian university provides us with a detailed picture of the effects gender
quotas have on the composition of academic decision-making bodies. In the third and fourth
sections, we respectively present and discuss these findings. In the final section we conclude
with the main implications for further research on gender quotas.

Effects of gender quotas: state of the art
Literature on the effects of gender quotas on the proportion of women in academic decisionmaking bodies is still limited and has predominantly covered Scandinavian experiences (e.g.
Castaño et al., 2010; Husu, 2004). Most of it did so from the point of view of Finnish and by
extension Scandinavian public advisory boards and committees (Holli, 2011; Holli, Luhtakallio,
& Raevaara, 2006). It finds a moderate positive impact of gender quotas on the proportion of
women. While the Finnish national research councils were nearly gender balanced following
the quotas for their member compositions stipulated in the Gender Equality Act of 1995,
women remained underrepresented as their referees. For the period 1999-2002, women
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comprised 11-12% (Research Council for Natural Sciences and Technology) to 34-43%
(Research Council for Health Sciences) of the respective Research Councils’ referees. In further
contrast, in 1999 only 14% of the boards of private Finnish research funding foundations
consisted of women, as these foundations were not subject to the same quotas (Husu, 2004).
In the case of Norway, the impact of gender quotas was less strong. Fürst (1988; as quoted in
Castaño et al., 2010) found that the proportion of women at the University of Oslo had actually
decreased despite the implementation of gender quotas. Nielsen (2004; as quoted in Castaño
et al., 2010) also noticed a decrease in the proportion of newly appointed women professors
at the University of Oslo between 2002 and 2004. However, he argues that this proportion
would have been even lower without the earmarking gender quotas of the previous years. With
the literature on academic quotas thus undecided on their effects, we will draw on the
experiences of other sectors of society where gender quotas have been implemented – politics
and business – to understand how gender quotas affect the composition of academic decisionmaking bodies. This research informs the hypotheses underlying our research question.

Do gender quotas increase the number of women in decision-making?
Generally speaking, gender quotas in politics and business have proven to be effective to
increase the proportion of women in elected politics and on the boards of public and/or listed
companies, both in Europe and across the world (Dahlerup, 2008; Yoon, 2004). In politics,
mandatory legislated gender quotas have been applied in 85 countries, both at the national
and/or subnational level (Dahlerup et al., 2013). According to several scholars, ‘to date, gender
quotas have proved to be the single most effective tool for ‘fast-tracking’ women’s
representation in elected bodies of government’ (Dahlerup et al., 2013, p. 16). In the wake of
gender quotas, 23.3% of the MPs worldwide are women, an increase from 11.3% in 1995 (InterParliamentary Union, 2017). In the corporate world, Norway became the trendsetter when it
successfully required listed companies to have a gender quota of at least 40% for their boards,
this after only 10% was a woman in 2002 (Huse, 2012; Terjesen & Sealy, 2016). Canada
(Québec), Israel, Italy, Kenya and Spain were among the first countries to follow the Norwegian
‘snowball’ of gender quotas for boards (Terjesen et al., 2015). In Belgium and France gender
quotas acts have also led to significant increases in the proportion of women board members
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at listed and state-owned companies; respectively from 8.2% in 2012 to 16.6% in 2014, and
from 9% in 2008 to 12% in 2010 (Institute for the equality of women and men, 2016; Singh,
Point, & Moulin, 2015). Whereas in Iceland all targeted firms complied to the 40% in 2013
(Terjesen & Sealy, 2016).

However, the effective implementation of gender quotas and any subsequent increase in the
proportion of women depend on multiple factors (Franceschet et al., 2012; Guldvik, 2011). We
note that these factors and the way they work, are already related to the type of gender quotas.
In politics, electoral gender quotas often target the number of candidates. In this paper we
analyze gender quotas that resemble those of business or the reserved seats in politics. Namely,
the gender quotas set a certain proportion of the underrepresented gender to be included in
the respective decision-making bodies (Hughes et al., 2017). For an effective gender quotas
regime, it is important to carefully design the gender quotas legislation (e.g. concrete goals and
candidate order) and include sanctions with substantial incentives and/or penalties.
Furthermore, implementation practices by superior and involved actors could vary and thus
influence the effect of the gender quotas regime (Guldvik, 2011). Sanctions were first
introduced after voluntary target figures were found to have a slow to non-existent impact, and
also to counter resistance strategies deployed by parties and boards (e.g. Araújo & García,
2006; Norris & Krook, 2014; Storvik & Teigen, 2010). Academia is characterized by a tradition
of self-governance based on principles such as meritocracy, excellence and neutral allocation
procedures. Opponents argue that this tradition is undermined by the implementation of
gender quotas (Andersen, 2010; Schandevyl et al., 2013; Wallon et al., 2015). In this sense, as
resistance towards gender quotas is vocal and academic institutions rely on self-governance, it
remains to be seen whether gender quotas are also a ‘fast-track’ tool for women’s presence in
academic decision-making bodies. However, as there are more and more urgent calls for a need
of gender equality in academia, we make a positive assumption.
We expect that gender quotas lead to an increase of the proportion of women in academic
decision-making bodies (Hypothesis 1).
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Do gender quotas lead to more mandates for women?
Following the assumption of an increasing share of women in academic decision-making
bodies, there would also be a need for more women to take on a mandate in the respective
bodies. As scholars of quotas for women on boards have emphasized, a quota law puts pressure
on the available pool of eligible candidates (Huse, 2012; Seierstad & Opsahl, 2011). Board
members often have to comply to certain skill and/or governance experience requirements.
The combination of the candidate pool, membership requirements and the quota law have led
to a repeated use of a select group of women (Seierstad & Opsahl, 2011). Unlike political
parties, which in principle can recruit from a relatively open pool of candidates among the
(gender balanced) population, and more like business, academic institutions are often limited
to an internal, and thus closed, pool of candidates. If this pool is less balanced than what the
gender quotas prescribe, women face a potentially higher demand to participate in decisionmaking. For example, a gender quota of 33% is challenging if only 20% of the professors are
women (European Commission, 2015), and if decision-making bodies require (some of) its
members to have at least the rank of professor. In academia, and especially in those scientific
fields where women are underrepresented, gender quotas could thus have negative
consequences for the targeted women (Peterson, 2015; Vernos, 2013).

For instance, Vernos (2013) has warned about overburdening ‘already stretched female
scientists’ by the European Commission’s commitment to include at least 40% women in
Horizon 2020 advising committees. She argues that there is no correlation between the gender
balance of evaluation panels and the success rates of women applicants at ERC (for other
references on this issue, see Bagues et al., 2014; van den Besselaar, 2016; Zinovyeva & Bagues,
2010). In Sweden, women academic managers were found resisting measures of gender
balanced representation in order to protect women’s careers. They raised concerns about the
loss of time for research, especially for younger women early in their professorship (Peterson,
2015). These arguments suggest that, getting more women on academic decision-making
bodies can only be achieved by increasing the average number of mandates women hold. The
latter would than compensate women’s lower presence in the overall institution and thus
candidate pool.
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We expect that the average number of mandates women hold in academic decisionmaking bodies increases after the implementation of gender quotas (Hypothesis 2).

Do gender quotas lead to more mandates for a woman than a man?
The previous argument also suggests that the respective women would partake in decisionmaking disproportionally more than men. Due to men’s overrepresentation in the candidate
pool, it is suggested that the ‘burden’ lies more on women professors than on their male
colleagues. In Norway, a select group of highly experienced women took on more corporate
board positions than men (Huse, 2012). The so-called ‘golden skirts’ were found to accumulate
power by holding multiple mandates (Seierstad & Opsahl, 2011). For academia, we note that
from the perspective of impacting decision-making, accumulating mandates could be seen as a
positive side effect. The voices of women professors could, proportionally speaking, be heard
more. This is another argument as the one set out above, which focuses on the workload
related to decision-making positions. Either way, due to the gender segregated pool and the
higher demand initiated by gender quotas we assume the following.
We expect that the average number of mandates per woman will be higher than the
average number of mandates per man (Hypothesis 3).

Do gender quotas increase the number of women in leadership?
Following on the expectation that gender quotas will increase the proportion of women in
academic decision-making bodies, they could also affect the position of women in leadership.
Yet any such desired contagion effect on corporate director positions and political leading
mandates seems to be slow to appear. Only small proportions of European CEOs and around
10% of top executives are women (Institute for the equality of women and men, 2016; Storvik
& Teigen, 2010; Wallon et al., 2015). Despite such a fairly low number of women on Norwegian
boards, Wang and Kelan (2013) identified a spillover effect to top leadership. Moderated by
independence, age and qualifications of women directors, they found that the number of
women directors positively affected the number of appointed women board chairs and CEOs.
Others, such as Seierstad and Opsahl, however, found that women’s presence in senior board
positions remained stable at low numbers since the implementation of gender quotas (2011).
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In business, the spillover effect thus remains a matter for further and more longitudinal
research. In politics, leading positions such as head of state, prime minister, member of
government or even mayor are also still predominantly in the hands of men (K. Bird, 2003; de
Moor, Marien, & Hooghe, 2013; Murray, 2012). However, following an analysis of the Swedish
Social Democratic Party’s municipal leaders, O'Brien and Rickne (2016) did identify a positive
effect of gender quotas on women’s access to the leading electoral positions. Although, they
did not find any impact on reinstating incumbent women leaders. Furthermore, also in this case
their number remained under 40%, even after 15 years of gender quotas.

Aside from leadership positions, the appointment of powerful roles within decision-making
bodies is also an indication of women’s share in decision-making leadership. While both newly
elected men and women equally preferred a committee assignment in French municipalities,
men received such a position significantly more often. This difference did not occur in the group
of mandate holders before gender quotas (K. Bird, 2003). On the whole, women hold more,
and more important, positions in politics than they did a decade or two ago, but equality is still
far off (Inter-Parliamentary Union & UN Women, 2017). In the business sector, the situation
seems similarly mixed. In Norway, women are now in the majority at important committees
dedicated to audit, nominations or compensation, no longer holding the ‘least important’
committee positions (Huse, 2012). In France, though one third of employee (shareholder)
representatives are women, these positions often lack a voice in the boards. It seems that the
government anticipated the latter by excluding those positions from the count list for quotas
so that women’s voices would not be limited (Singh et al., 2015).

Based on these findings, and as leadership positions are not directly targeted by gender quotas
in academia, we expect gender quotas not to, or only slowly, affect the number of women in
leadership positions in academic decision-making bodies.
We expect that the increase in the proportion of women in academic leadership will be
lower than the increase in the proportion of women in academic decision-making overall
(Hypothesis 4).
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Methods and data
In sum, we will examine the gender composition of the academic decision-making bodies to
analyze whether the presence of women has increased since the implementation of gender
quotas. And whether this has further affected the average number of mandates held by women
and the share of women in leadership positions. While most political and corporate gender
quotas research investigates one type of body across multiple institutions (e.g. electoral lists or
boards of governors across multiple countries or companies), we have chosen to examine
multiple types of academic decision-making bodies within one institution. Thereby, we aim to
grasp the effects of gender quotas on decision-making in greater depth while keeping the
institutional context constant.

The University of Antwerp is a typical public university with a central administration and
different faculties managing higher education and research. Since October 2013, it is one of the
three public universities subjected to the Flemish gender quota decree (the other two public
universities fall under a different regime). The latest addition to Belgium’s list of gender quotas
for public advisory boards, electoral candidate lists, as well as listed and/or state-owned
companies (Meier, 2013), this decree stipulates that at least 33% of the members of all
decision-making bodies should be of the underrepresented sex.20 Next to the central level, the
decree includes bodies at the intermediate (faculties) and decentral (departments, research
units, laboratories) level. While the rectors of the respective universities expressed their
concerns about the feasibility of these gender quotas (Flemish Interuniversity Council - Working
Group Equal Opportunities, 2013), the decree does not foresee any formal sanction. However,
the gender quotas are to be evaluated by the institutions. In practice, at least in the case
discussed here, academic decision-making bodies whose composition does not conform to the
rules are not approved by the university’s central authorities.

20

Decree of 13th of July 2012, Belgisch Staatsblad [Belgian Official Gazette], 8th of August 2012. Translated by the
authors from the Dutch.
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The multiple types of academic decision-making bodies can be best understood by their
organization. First, most of the decision-making bodies focus on one of more of the three core
tasks: education, research and services to the community (both the academic community and
society at large). Second, the decision-making processes themselves are organized through a
principle of subsidiarity along the three main levels. This means that their authorities are also
delegated from the central level towards intermediate (faculties and institutes) and decentral
(departments, research units, laboratories) levels. Third, for all decision-making bodies the
university stipulates representation from the different staff groups and students, from the
major scientific fields or relevant academic units and from men and women.

The University of Antwerp is characterized by vertical and horizontal gender segregation. First,
vertical gender segregation in academia entails that the higher on the career ladder, the fewer
women are to be found. Table 1 shows that women start in the majority on the academic career
track, but men remain overrepresented among the highest ranks. The student population
consists for 54% of women (54.5% in 2009 and 54.7% in 2015). From 2009 to 2015 the number
of women increased to 59.2% in the group of assistant academic staff (pre- and post-doctoral
level). Among non-statutory academic staff the number of women drops to respectively 43.9%
in 2009 and 44.7% in 2015. While the proportion of women among tenured professors
increased from 22.3% in 2009 to 26.7% in 2015, it is clear that women are underrepresented
in the higher academic ranks (see also table 2). While women are in the majority among
administrative-technical staff (65.3% in 2009 to 66.8% in 2015, table 1), we note that men
dominate administrative top positions as well (which is a similar trend across the Flemish
universities, cf. VLIR 2015). In 2013, the vertical segregation numbers at the University of
Antwerp closely resemble the averages of the five Flemish universities. The presence of women
within the respective four professor grades are between 1 to 3% below the Flemish averages
(Flemish Interuniversity Council, 2015; University of Antwerp, 2014). In 2013, the proportions
of women among students, pre-doctoral and post-doctoral academic staff at the University of
Antwerp also follow the EU-28 averages (European Commission 2015). However, the Belgian
average of women among the highest rank of professors (15.6%; 15% at University of Antwerp,
University of Antwerp, 2014) is below the EU-28 average of 20.9%. Just below the Netherlands
(at 16.2%), Belgium is near the bottom of the list (number four counting bottom-up).
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Second, horizontal gender segregation entails that gender ratios vary across specific scientific
disciplines. Men tend to predominate in some fields and women in others, which is easily
observed among students (European Commission, 2015). At the University of Antwerp women
students are in the majority in the fields of health sciences, and humanities and social sciences,
while men students are in the majority in sciences (and also in the social sciences Faculty of
Applied Economics). Gender ratios differ starkly between the respective programs in the
faculties as well. For example, in 2015, at the Faculty of Applied Economics, the bachelor
program of social and economic sciences counted 64.5% women, while the bachelor program
of business engineering: management information systems counted only 22.3% women.

Third, the vertical and horizontal segregation trends cross each other as well. In light of our
second and third hypotheses, we zoom in on the professors at the University of Antwerp. Table
2 shows the shares of women professors in their respective grades and faculties. In both 2009
and 2015 the Faculty of Law had the highest share of women, i.e. 33.8% and 37.3%. In 2009
the Faculty of Sciences consisted for only 13% of women, while this rose to 20.9% in 2015. In
the latter academic year, the Faculty of Pharmaceutical, Biomedical and Veterinary Sciences
counted the lowest share of women at 20.3%. Overall, it is rare that the professorate consists
for more than one third of women. Table 2 shows that more women are present in the lower
professor grades. Therein women’s presence often rises above 33%, but never above 50 %.
While there is variation in gender ratios across faculties, horizontal segregation at the
professorial level appears subdued by the vertical segregation. Only at the decentral level, there
are three rare cases were women professors are overrepresented. In 2015, women count for
83.3%, 75%, and 75% of tenured professors in the departments of respectively translators &
interpreters, international business communication, and marketing. As women professors
remain a minority, the over-burdening effect for them, as suggested in the literature, could
thus occur at different faculties within the University of Antwerp.

We drew on the university’s business intelligence database of the staff population as it contains
information on the different functions staff members hold within the institution, including
mandates in decision-making bodies. As this information only covers permanent mandates, we
complemented these data with data from two further sources: 1) the information available on
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selection committees, as they are composed on an ad hoc basis, and 2) the available data on
student representation from the central student board’s administration, as student
information is not managed in the staff database. The selection committees recruit and appoint
staff members; staff evaluation and promotion are matters of other commissions. To test our
hypotheses, we will compare data on two academic years, one before and one after the
implementation of the gender quota decree: 2009-2010 and 2015-2016. This dataset
comprised 4420 mandates and included variables on sex, staff/student category, type of
mandate and decision-making body. The staff/student categories were tenured academic staff
(including (tenure track) assistant, associate, and full professors), non-tenured academic staff
(such as (guest) lecturers or pre- and postdoctoral researchers), assisting academic staff (preand postdoctoral), administrative-technical staff, students and external members (such as
professors from another university joining selection committees or people from outside
academia joining the board of governors). Different mandate types are coded as chair, deputy
chair, effective voting member, deputy voting member and other (secretaries, advising and
observing members).21 As the last variable, consistent with the university’s three level
organizational structure, we have categorized the most prominent decision-making bodies as
follows: at the central level, board of governors, executive board, education board, research
board, council for services to society and student board; at the intermediate level, 7 faculty
boards, 17 education commissions and respectively 127 and 122 selection committees; and at
the decentral level, 22 department boards.

We conducted cross-tabulations on the aggregated SPSS dataset. When testing the second and
third hypotheses on the average number of mandates held per woman and per man, we also
organized the data on mandates in subsets based on individual persons. Throughout this article
we will use the term ‘mandate’ to denote membership of decision-making bodies. Mostly these

21

Per decision-making body only one mandate was counted per person. To exclude doubles we recoded data as
follows: (deputy) chair before all other mandates, effective before deputy voting rights mandates and ‘other’
before effective or deputy voting rights positions. This does not mean that some of those mandate types do not
hold voting rights, but this recoding allows for considering the variation of mandate types within decision-making
bodies.
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concern permanent mandates, with an average term of two to four years, while selection
committees require ad hoc mandates per vacancy. Because of the existence of multiple
decision-making bodies within one academic institution, accumulation of mandates occurs.

TABLE 1 Women’s presence across staff categories and students at the University of
Antwerp
2009 Women % (#)

2015 Women % (#)

Tenured academic staff

22.3 (124)

26.7 (169)

Non-statutory academic staff

43.9 (808)

44.7 (1345)

Assisting academic staff

47.7 (137)

59.2 (164)

Administrative-technical staff

65.3 (724)

66.8 (855)

Students

54.5 (7079)

54.7 (11060)
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TABLE 2 Women’s presence across professor grades and faculties at the University of Antwerp
Women % (N) >

Assistant

Assistant

Associate

Associate

Professor

Professor

Full

Full

Total

Total

Faculties:

prof. 2009

prof. 2015

prof. 2009

prof. 2015

2009

2015

prof.

prof.

2009

2015

2009

2015

19.1

35 (7)

24.7

32.4

(20)

(22)

16.7

26.4

(13)

(23)

33.8

37.3

(24)

(28)

19.8

27.3

(16)

(36)

Applied Economics

72.7 (8)

34.4 (4)

15.8 (3)

42.1 (8)

16.7 (5)

16.7 (3)

(4)
Arts

19.2 (5)

38.5 (10)

22.7 (5)

33.3 (8)

5.6 (1)

20 (4)

16.7

5.9 (1)

(2)
Law

Medicine and Health

48.6 (17)

35 (7)

38.9 (14)

38.5 (20)

14.3 (2)

17.1 (6)

50 (8)

22 (9)

33.3 (4)

7.7 (1)

28.6 (2)

27.3 (6)

Sciences
Pharmaceutical,

10 (1)

15.4

25 (4)

5.9 (1)

(2)
33.3 (5)

23.5 (4)

33.3 (8)

16.7 (3)

22.2 (4)

22.2 (4)

Biomedical and

11.1

18.8

27.3

20.3

(1)

(3)

(18)

(14)

5.3 (1)

11.8

13

20.9

(2)

(13)

(19)

20 (1)

25.5

26.6

(12)

(17)

Veterinary Sciences
Sciences

Social Sciences

16.1 (5)

24 (6)

35 (7)

30.8 (8)

25 (7)

20 (2)

13 (4)

16 (4)
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0 (0)

14.3 (1)

26.1 (6)

50 (4)

60 (3)

Findings
Gender quotas increase the number of women in decision-making
As a start, our findings support our first hypothesis, which stated that we expected the
proportion of women in academic decision-making bodies to increase after the implementation
of gender quotas. Table 3 shows that women mandate holders increased from 35.9% in 2009
to 42.8% in 2015, hereby decreasing the gap between women’s and men’s presence in
decision-making. At the same time, the proportion of women in the overall staff population
stayed stable at 47.2%. As the staff population grew at similar rates for both women and men,
the closing gap in decision-making cannot be explained by a disproportional increase in women
staff members in this case. These findings imply that in academia, just like in the political and
corporate world, gender quotas are an effective measure to ‘fast-track’ women’s presence
(Dahlerup et al., 2013).
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TABLE 3 Descriptive statistics of mandates and mandate holders
2009

2015

Women

Men

#

%

#

629

31.8 1346 68.2 1975 961

39.3 1484 60.7 2445

Permanent bodies

416

30.9 931

69.1 1347 661

37.7 1090 62.3 1751

Ad hoc bodies

213

33.9 415

66.1 628

300

43.2 394

56.8 694

301

35.9 538

64.1 839

432

42.8 577

57.2 1009

258

35

65

738

365

41

59

81

29.7 192

70.3 273

141

42.2 193

All - mandates

All – persons*
In permanent

%

480

Total Women

Men

N

#

#

%

525

Total
%

N

890

bodies
In ad hoc bodies

57.8 334

UA staff population*

1766 46.9 2000 53.1 3766 2545 47.2 2843 52.8 5388

Tenured academic staff

252

20.7 965

79.3 1217 495

29.9 1158 70.1 1653

Non-statutory academic

87

51.2 83

48.8 170

125

55.1 102

44.9 227

Assisting academic staff

35

39.8 53

60.2 88

76

66.7 38

33.3 114

Administrative-technical

181

57.3 135

42.7 316

142

61.5 89

38.5 231

Students

65

51.2 62

48.8 127

91

57.2 68

42.8 159

External members

9

18

82

32

53.3 28

46.7 60

Effective voting members

534

32.2 1125 67.8 1659 750

40.5 1101 59.5 1851

Deputy voting members

42

39.6 64

60.4 106

93

42.9 124

57.1 217

Chairs

7

13.5 45

86.5 52

10

19.6 41

80.4 51

Deputy chairs

9

17.6 42

82.4 51

13

23.6 42

76.4 55

Other+

37

34.6 70

65.4 107

95

35.1 176

64.9 271

Executive leaders*

2

7.4

92.6 27

4

14.8 23

85.2 27

Health Sciences

124

34.3 238

65.7 362

265

36

64

Human and Social Sciences

296

32.9 604

67.1 900

433

42.5 586

57.5 1019

Sciences

99

24.8 301

75.3 400

122

33.5 242

66.5 364

staff

staff

41

25

50

Increases in italics
* based on individual mandate holders; other information based on all mandates
+

secretaries, advising and observing members

112

472

737

Gender quotas lead on average to more mandates for women
Our second hypothesis stated that the average number of mandates women hold increases
after the implementation of gender quotas. The findings support this only partially. The findings
in Table 3 indicate further nuances. Across all decision-making bodies the proportion of
mandates held by women increased from 31.8% to 39.3%. A woman held on average 2.09
mandates in 2009 and 2.22 in 2015. Table 3 also shows the number of mandates and individual
mandate holders across the subsets of permanent and ad hoc decision-making bodies. In 2009,
a woman on average held 1.61 mandates in permanent decision-making bodies, which
increased to 1.81 in 2015. In the selection committees the ratios indicate a reverse shift. In
2009, a woman held on average 2.63 mandates, which decreased to 2.13 in 2015.

Gender quotas do on average not lead to more mandates for a woman than a man
Our third hypothesis stated that the average number of mandates per woman would be higher
than the average per man after the implementation of gender quotas. The findings support this
only partially. The findings in Table 3 indicate further nuances. Across all decision-making
bodies a man held on average 2.5 mandates in 2009 and 2.57 in 2015. The ratio per woman
increased twice as much as that per man (.13 to .07), which indicates more of a closing-the-gap
maneuver than women taking on disproportionally more mandates per person. Table 3 also
shows the number of mandates and individual mandate holders across the subsets of
permanent and ad hoc decision-making bodies. In 2009, a man on average held 1.94 mandates
in permanent decision-making bodies, which increased to 2.08 in 2015. These findings
resemble the overall results, as in most cases people held more mandates in 2015 than in 2009.
In the selection committees the ratios also indicate a shift towards a greater gender balance,
though a reverse one, as the average number of mandates in selection committees decreased
for both women and men after the implementation of gender quotas. In 2009, a man held on
average 2.16 mandates, which decreased to 2.04 in 2015 (a .14 decrease for men to .50 for
women). Though women had and have a higher average of mandates in selection committees
than men, this gap is also closing.
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Gender quotas increase the number of women in leadership
Our fourth hypothesis, which stated that the increase in the proportion of women in academic
leadership would be lower than the increase in the proportion of women in academic decisionmaking overall, is not supported by the data. While the share of women across the academic
decision-making bodies increased by 6.9%, their share in the group of executive leaders rose
by 7.4%.

In Table 3 we have included information on the executive leaders at the university, including
one rector, three vice rectors and their six deputies, seven deans, seven vice deans and three
executive managers. Though the total number remained unchanged from 2009, by appointing
two more women the proportion of women in academic leadership grew to 14.8% in 2015,
closely paralleling the proportional growth of their overall share in decision-making bodies. Yet
this still leaves women strongly underrepresented among university leaders. The contrast
between the women’s share in overall decision-making bodies and in leadership positions is
also further indicated by the types of mandates. In 2015, effective voting, deputy voting and
other mandates are held for 40.5%, 42.9% and 35.1% by women respectively. However, only
19.6% of chair positions and 23.6% of deputy chair positions are held by women.
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TABLE 4 Effective* mandate holders
Between sexes %
Men

Within sexes %

Women

N

Men

Women

# Mandates 2009 2015 2009 2015 2009 2015 2009 2015 2009 2015
1

61

50.4

39

49.6

372

397

44.3

40.6

55.6

54.9

2-3

70.4

65.3

29.6

43.7

294

311

40.4

41.2

33.3

30.1

4-5

76.8

61.8

23.2

38.2

56

89

8.4

11.2

5

9.5

6-7

55.6

77.4

44.4

22.6

27

31

2.9

4.9

4.6

1.9

8-12

85

45

15

55

20

20

3.3

1.8

1.1

3.1

12+

75

50

25

50

4

4

0.6

0.4

0.4

0.6

N

512

493

261

359

773

852

512

493

261

359

Increases in italics
* Effective mandate holders include: effective voting members, chairs, deputy chairs, and secretaries
who were also specified as effective voting members.

Discussion
By examining how gender quotas affected the number of women in academic decision-making,
we contribute to gender quotas literature in general and to research into gender equality in
academia in particular. In this section we discuss the findings in light of both research strands.

First, we found that the gender gap in decision-making decreased since the implementation of
gender quotas. Particularly relevant to the gender quotas literature is the fact that, despite the
initial resistance and the issues around closed recruitment pools, gender quotas also appear to
be an effective tool for gender equality in academia. In this sense our analysis extends the
research field of gender quotas to another sector of society, raising possibilities for comparative
research with gender quotas in politics, business and advisory boards. Consistent with politics
and business research, different degrees of freedom to compose decision-making bodies
appear, even if the criteria may be specific to academia. The more composition related rules
there are besides gender quotas, the more the freedom to compose bodies as one wishes
declines and the more difficult it becomes to apply gender quotas. However, such restrictions
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on the freedom to compose decision-making bodies does not necessarily mean gender quotas
are not adhered to. Compliance could vary by how gender quotas fit with institutional rules
(Franceschet et al., 2012; Guldvik, 2011). The institutional rules and context can therefore
inform us more about the other findings.

Dahlerup and colleagues (2013, p. 16) already noted that ‘gender quotas may have a
differential impact in different contexts and in different electoral systems and may take longer
than a single electoral cycle to produce the desired impact.’ We would like to add that it is
possible that this differentiation in implementation and impact not only occurs within and
between specific sectors but within a single institution as well. Our findings hint at different
ways of implementing gender quotas across various types of decision-making bodies that have
different criteria, such as the degree of openness of candidate pool, the level of organizational
representation, the share of ex officio positions, and how they relate to each other. In that way,
the findings could offer us hints of how superior and involved actors practice implementation
and how implementation varies within the institution (Guldvik, 2011). The findings also offer us
the opportunity for comparative research in the sector of academia. By comparing various
universities we could untangle the role of institutional rules and context in the way gender
quotas affect the number of women and men in decision-making. Within this sector, we could
also compare various types of academic institutions, such as universities and research councils
(Husu, 2004), or various types of gender quotas, such as for decision-making and recruitment
(Fürst 1988; Nielsen 2004; both as quoted in Castaño et al., 2010).

Second, we found that on average a woman holds more mandates than she did before the
implementation of gender quotas. We found the reverse for selection committees. Our findings
suggest that in absolute terms more mandates are now held by women, which is an expected
effect of gender quotas. This development is accompanied by an increase in the number of
individual women mandate holders as well (an increase by 43.5% in comparison to an increase
by 7.2% for men). Thus, it appears that in this university women are closing the gap with men
in academic decision-making without overburdening a select group of women. A deeper look
into the findings can help us explain who the women mandate holders are and why there is no
select group of women being overburdened (Table 3, mandates per staff category). In 2015,
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tenured academic staff held 67.6% of all mandates, 29.9% of which were held by women. In
2009, the latter percentage had been 20.7%, but as the number of mandates by tenured
women professors doubled, their share thus increased by a little more than 9% in 2015. Despite
this gain in women’s participation, the percentage still falls short of the 33% quota. Since
women actually represented the majority in every other staff category in 2015, we argue that
they were called upon to further complement decision-making compositions to reach the 33%
quota. This seems especially the case for assisting academic staff and external members, as
their percentage of women increased by 26.9% and 35.3% respectively. Among assisting
academic staff, women already held 66.7% of the mandates in 2015, hitting the gender quota
limit. The proportion of women who held mandates as external members rose at the sharpest
rate: from 18% to 53.3%; this concerns members for the selection committees and the board
of governors in particular.
These findings help us understand the increasing presence of women in academic decisionmaking differently than the literature, which saw a disproportional accumulation of mandates
and related workload (Peterson, 2015; Vernos, 2013). In addition, they indicate a difference
with the women on boards literature. The gender quota law led to a repeated use of a select
group of women to seat on the respective corporate boards (Huse, 2012; Seierstad & Opsahl,
2011). Our analysis suggests another way to deal with the pressure of gender quotas on the
available candidate pool and eligibility requirements. It appears that the gender segregated
pool, which entailed a lower proportion of women professors in the university, has been
compensated by another institutional rule of academic decision-making. The composition of
academic decision-making bodies at the University of Antwerp also includes representatives of
different staff categories and the group of students. These groups are more gender balanced,
or even have a majority of women, than the group of tenured professors. Such institutional
compensation by other staff categories, students or even external professors could perhaps be
explained best as follows. Many bodies comprise all tenured professors ex officio. This means
that they automatically become a member due to their position and/or the course they teach;
for example for a department board or education commission. The presence of tenured women
professors in decision-making bodies thus often reflects the overall presence of women
professors, or in other words, the closed gender segregated pool. Therefore, the tenured
professor segment of decision-making bodies is often predetermined and dominated by men.
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Then, the representatives from the other categories have to take into account this gender
unbalanced composition and probably have to compensate by delegating women from their
respective staff/student pools so that the gender quota can be met.

Third, we found that on average a woman does not hold more mandates than a man since the
implementation of gender quotas. We found the reverse for selection committees. A deeper
look into effective multiple-mandate holders22 can help us explain who holds multiple
mandates and why women do not take on more mandates than men (Table 4). In both 2009
and 2015, the majority of effective mandate holders, respectively 86.2% and 83.1%, held only
one to three mandates. In the group of single-mandate holders, men and women were present
in practically equal numbers in 2015, while among the groups of people holding 2 to 8
mandates men comprised the majority each time. As we already noted in the findings above,
the share of single-mandate holders decreased in favor of multiple mandates for both men and
women. The increase of multiple mandate holders is a consistent finding with the research of
Seierstad and Opsahl (2011). In our case, however, the fact that women were catching up did
not lead to any increase of the total number of top multiple-mandate holders. Even considering
the low number of 8+ mandate holders, by 2015 more women and fewer men were present,
closing the gap between them. So women do not take on more mandates than men across all
decision-making bodies. But, the picture changes if we zoom in on the selection committees.

The impact of the gender segregated pool might be stronger in the case of selection
committees. The field of expertise and professor grade weigh more as criteria for selection
committees than for the permanent decision-making bodies. For selection committees the
potential candidate pool is thus smaller. Such institutional circumstances can explain why an
individual woman thus participates more than an individual man. However, gender quotas do
not seem to add to this ‘burden’ of individual women professors. By increasing the number of
individual women in decision-making, they seem to contribute to a decrease of average
mandates per woman in selection committees. As discussed before, the latter can be explained

22

Effective mandate holders include: effective voting members, chairs, deputy chairs, and secretaries who were
also specified as effective voting members.
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by women professors external to the respective faculty or university or by assistant academic
women who also join the composition of selection committees. In that sense, it would be
interesting to further research the potential ‘burden’ on women professors across various
academic institutions and not only internally.

The idea of a heavy accumulation of mandates was tied to specific scientific disciplines, such as
sciences (Peterson, 2015). When we described the gendered composition of the University of
Antwerp, we already noted that women professors are never in the majority in their respective
faculties. Generally, the variation between gender ratios in academic fields is also reflected in
decision-making. Table 3 sheds further light on the number and proportion of mandates held
by women in the decision-making bodies at the intermediate and decentral levels according to
academic field. The proportion of mandates held by women in Health Sciences increased
slightly to 36%, while the proportion increased with 8.7% to 33.5% in Sciences and with 9.6%
to 42.5% in Human and Social Sciences. Furthermore, we already noted that more women
joined the top of multiple mandate holders. As an indication, the 8+ mandate holders top
consists predominantly of tenured professors of Health Sciences, the Faculty of Applied
Economics, and Sciences. As the number of selection committees could increase the respective
mandate accumulation for tenured professors, the extra information offers an indication of
how women professors could experience various levels of demand between academic
fields/faculties.

Fourth, we found that the gender gap in leadership decreased since the implementation of
gender quotas. Regarding academic leadership, our findings are consistent with previous
research on gender quotas in politics and business. Since the implementation of gender quotas
the number of women increased in both academic leadership positions as in leading mandates
in decision-making bodies. At the same time, however, the numbers remain low and under the
respective quota of 33%. So while women also in academia hold more important positions, they
remain outnumbered by men, as is the case in business (Huse, 2012; Seierstad & Opsahl, 2011;
Storvik & Teigen, 2010; Wang & Kelan, 2013) and in politics (K. Bird, 2003; Murray, 2012;
O'Brien & Rickne, 2016).
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At the University of Antwerp, gender quotas have a direct effect on academic leadership and
can thus partially explain the increase in number of women, even at a low total number (N).
When the university adapted the composition rules following the Flemish gender quotas
decree, gender quotas were also extended to the composition of vice-rector teams. In that way
gender quotas could affect the most important leadership positions at the central level. The
rector of the university is accompanied by three vice-rectors, who are respectively responsibly
for education, research, and services to society (core tasks of the university). Each vice-rector
has two deputies. The respective trios, each per core task, are subjected to the gender quota
as well. Subsequently, due to the low N, adding one or two women can thus increase women’s
presence in academic leadership.

Conclusion
In this article we studied how gender quotas increased the number of women in academic
decision-making bodies at one university. Overall, we found that women’s proportion grew
following gender quotas implementation. Furthermore, we found that a woman held more
mandates, on average and across all decision-making bodies, than before the gender quotas.
However, the average number of mandates a woman held, did not surpass that of a man. In
selection committees the reverse was found, as mandate ratios decreased but women’s
remained higher. Finally, women’s presence in academic leadership increased parallel to their
overall share in decision-making. That still meant that very few women were to be found at the
top. Our discussion provided further nuance by revealing that women’s presence in academic
decision-making increased across all staff categories, but particularly among non-tenured
professor women. Multiple-mandate holdership also increased for both women and men. The
closing of the gender gap in academic decision-making seems to be mostly due to more
individual women, from various staff categories, taking up positions and mandates, and at a
higher rate than men. This stands in contrast with the idea of a select group of women
professors ‘baring the burden’ of gender quotas. While it has been argued that the demand of
gender quotas would lead to overburdening academic women (Peterson, 2015; Vernos, 2013),
we did not find such disproportional accumulation of mandates for women in our data. Yet, we
do not argue that individual women’s experiences can be ignored, nor that our findings directly
contradict these experiences. Rather, we point out the need to connect insights on the impact
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of gender quotas across micro-, meso-, and macro-levels (respectively those of individuals,
organizational cultures and structures, and the sector and society at large), and how this can
help us understand various experiences of gender quotas.

As a preliminary examination, our article was limited to a single, descriptive analysis. This means
that we explored effects of gender quotas on women’s presence in decision-making and
explanations thereof. However, a substantial testing of explanatory factors lies beyond the
scope of this article. Regarding our exploration, the gender composition of the University of
Antwerp is quite typical within Europe regarding the first academic career steps, but finds itself
almost at the bottom regarding women’s representation among the highest rank of professor.
Therefore, we assume that our findings could be indicative for other universities, which often
count more women full professors. Much will depend on the institutional rules and context of
composing decision-making bodies at those universities and the role of diverse staff groups
therein. While our findings should thus not be generalized without further research of other
universities, our study across multiple types of decision-making bodies does show that gender
quotas are also an effective tool in a sector of society, academia, which had not yet been
included on the gender quotas research agenda. Our results present an opportunity to theorize
the implementation and impact of gender quotas from a comparative perspective and within
the broader context of gender equality in academia. The numbers we found suggest that
multiple, diverse practices and experiences of gender quotas implementation hide beyond the
numbers.

Based on our results and discussion, we reiterate the importance of uncovering the ‘black box’
of the gender quotas implementation process in future research. Such process analysis ‘beyond
the numbers’ could reveal more about both which implementation practices are employed
exactly and how these lead to specific outcomes. We believe that the findings to these
questions can strengthen both the broader gender quotas literature and the research into
gender equality in academia. An analysis of implementation practices could question and
deepen the understanding of the following issues. How and through which formal and informal
practices do (academic) institutions comply with gender quotas? How are mandate holders,
particular women mandate holders, selected and approached, and for which decision-making
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bodies and positions (e.g. Terjesen & Sealy, 2016)? In addition, it would be interesting to
examine how these implementation practices are integrated in the institutions’ broader gender
equality policy and overall organizational context. Thereby we would gain a greater insight into
the long term and broader impact of gender quotas on gender equality. In that way, we could
examine how gender quotas’ implementation (in academia) interacts with and affects
individuals (micro), organizational cultures and structures (meso), and the sector and society at
large (macro).

Therefore, we sincerely hope that this study provides a strong impetus towards more research
into gender quotas in academia, since their positive effects on gender equality cannot be
denied. Gender quotas do lead to the inclusion of more, and diverse, women voices in boards
and commissions that form the institutions we work in.
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5. The Broader Impact: Tensions in Gender-Quota Implementation in
Academia
This chapter is a manuscript that I prepared for future journal submission. I will present the
paper at the 10th European Conference on Gender Equality in Higher Education, 20th-22nd August
2018, Dublin.
Abstract
Adoption and implementation of gender quotas in academia remain controversial. Opponents
and proponents focus on how gender quotas (would) affect organizational practices, such as
meritocracy or justice, and the targeted benefiters, in casu women. Subsequently, actors and
scholars have discussed why gender quotas are (not) needed, are (not) working, and how
gender quotas could be improved – if not abolished – accordingly. In this paper, I do not focus
on gender quotas as a gender-equality policy measure in itself. Rather, I contribute another, a
more constructive, view of tensions arising in the implementation of gender quotas than the
view we currently encounter in the literature.
Based upon my empirical research and existent scholarship, I argue that, when tensions arise
during gender-quota implementation, we can employ them for changing universities. We
should recognize the complex reality of gender-quota implementation and acknowledge that it
is not a matter of all or nothing, even when implementation can be hindered or change the
original gender-equality policy intentions. I define a tension as the shaking of the organizational
status quo by the implementation of gender quotas. Particularly, I focus on situations wherein
tensions arise between the implementation of gender quotas in academic decision-making and
specific organizational elements of a (gendered) university, such as processes, practices, norms,
values, rules, actors, and so on. The tension, i.e. the ‘shaking’, makes ‘the way we do things
around here’, i.e. the status quo, explicit regarding one or more organizational elements. I
argue that tensions can be productive for organizational change as they break the silence about
the embedded status quo, they engage more and more diverse actors, and they trigger
(support for) initiative in the organization regarding (gender) equality.
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The Broader Impact: Tensions in Gender-Quota Implementation in
Academia
Adoption and implementation of gender quotas in academia remain controversial, as was the
case in other sectors (e.g. Dahlerup, 2008; Hughes et al., 2017; Terjesen & Sealy, 2016). As
tensions arise when implementing gender quotas, my aim in this paper is to argue that we23
can and should make use of such tensions to change the university rather than solely counting
on gender quotas for provoking such a transformational change. In the scholarship we find that
opponents’ and proponents’ arguments focus on how gender quotas (would) affect (gendered)
organizational practices such as meritocracy, self-governance, and justice (Andersen, 2010;
Rice, 2012; Schandevyl et al., 2013; Wallon et al., 2015; Zehnter & Kirchler, 2015) and how they
could affect the targeted beneficiaries, in casu women (Bagues et al., 2014; Castaño et al., 2010;
Husu, 2004; Peterson, 2015; van den Besselaar, 2016; Vernos, 2013; Zehnter, 2012; Zinovyeva
& Bagues, 2010). Based on these (expected) effects on the organization and/or targeted
beneficiaries, actors and scholars have discussed why gender quotas are (not) needed and/or
(not) working, and how gender quotas should be improved – or abolished – accordingly. These
discussions focus on the use of gender quotas as a policy measure to include more women
equally in academic decision-making. By focussing on the tensions that arise during the
implementation of gender quotas instead, I emphasize a broader impact that gender quotas
might have on gender equality in academia than might be expected from previous foci. I
redirect the scholarly focus from the use of gender quotas to the use of tensions.
With this argument, I contribute to debates on gender quotas and on gender equality in
academia (e.g. Bagues et al., 2014; Bleijenbergh, 2018; Husu, 2005; Nielsen, 2014; Peterson,
2015; Schandevyl et al., 2013; Timmers et al., 2010; van den Brink & Benschop, 2012; Zehnter
& Kirchler, 2015). In this paper, I particularly focus on the tensions that arise during genderquota implementation in academic decision-making. Whereas we could normatively consider
tensions as harming the aim of establishing greater gender equality, I stand with those scholars
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In this paper, I will argue that changing the university is not solely a matter of gender experts, policy-makers or
scholars, but of all university actors.
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who state that dynamics of tensions in the implementation of gender-equality measures also
constitute fertile ground for transformational change in organizations (e.g. Benschop & van den
Brink, 2014; Bleijenbergh, 2018; Callerstig, 2014; Scott, 1999). My argument builds on their
work and unpacks how tensions may lead to gender quotas’ broader impact regarding gender
equality in academia. As I will discuss in further detail below, I consistently use the term
tensions in this paper. I thus argue that tensions arising during gender-quota implementation
can also be useful for challenging and changing gendered universities. For this argument I focus
on gender-quota implementation in academia because it has remained an unknown territory
between their adoption and evaluation. Recognizing that the actual implementation of gender
quotas is complex, I go on to my argument that focussing on the tensions that arise during
gender-quota implementation shows that gender quotas have a broader impact than we might
have expected by merely focussing on their intended aims. In practice, implementation takes
place in particular organizational realities and can thus take on different forms. Actors have a
certain leeway in enacting adopted measures, potentially changing the original measures’
intentions. What actors say and do can thus offer us insight into how gender quotas are actually
implemented at the organizational level and how this affects their impact on gender equality
in academia (Mazur, 2016; Walby, 2005; Zippel, 2003).
I begin this paper by clarifying my research and the role of my engagements in the construction
of my argument. Next, I focus on what we know about gender quotas in academia and
implementing gender-equality policies. I go on to clarify my understanding of tensions arising
when implementing gender quotas in gendered universities. Then, I illustrate my argument by
presenting three tensions arising during gender-quota implementation at the case university of
my PhD research. To conclude, I reflect on the broader relevance of my argument for the
debate about gender equality in academia.

Research on gender quotas at the University of Antwerp
Over the last four years, I have studied the implementation of gender quotas in decision-making
bodies at the University of Antwerp, one of the three public universities that has to comply with
the Flemish governmental gender-quota decree of 2012. I combined quantitative and
qualitative methods to examine staff attitudes towards gender quotas, gender-quota
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implementation practices, and the effects of this implementation on the composition of
decision-making bodies. My research thus offers a nuanced view of gender-quota
implementation in academic decision-making (see previous chapters). In this paper, I will use
my research findings and experiences from the last four years as foundations and illustrations
to develop my argument. Both regionally as well as internationally, the University of Antwerp
resembles the trends in gender segregated staff composition (European Commission, 2015;
Flemish Interuniversity Council, 2015). However, the average Belgian percentage of women
among the highest rank of professors (15.6%; 15% at University of Antwerp; University of
Antwerp, 2014) is below the EU-28 average of 20.9%. As the overall gender segregation at the
University of Antwerp is typical for academic organizations, I believe that the argument in this
paper will most likely also stand beyond this case.
This paper is the final piece of my PhD research project and connects my key reflections on the
findings of my research. For the presentation of my argument, I need to clarify some
autobiographical information first. I have been a PhD candidate at the University of Antwerp
for four years. Within the framework of the European project EGERA I have been researching
the state of gender equality (policies) at my own university and was also involved in the
implementation of the university’s gender-action plan. Aside from being a junior researcher at
and of my own university, I am also a feminist activist. For example, I co-created a Brusselsbased collective to contest public harassment in 2014 and a social media campaign against
sexism and gender-based violence in 2015. My initial motivation to apply for the position of
PhD candidate within the field of gender studies was, and is, my feminist interest to participate
in actions that recognize individuals’ experiences of (gender) inequality and that (strive to)
challenge the (gender) inequality practices and structures in our society and organizations. As
a scholar, I consider it important to connect academic knowledge with the practical reality
when doing research, and to view knowledge production and exchange as a participatory
process. Positioning myself as a feminist scholar, I am convinced that scholarly work can (and
should) serve to critically review our (gender) unequal society and organizations in order to
contribute to positive change in practice (Bleijenbergh, 2018; Hesse-Biber, 2014; Pereira,
2012). Both in research and in practice, we need to keep questioning what (gender) in/equality
and change mean and entail. Our critical feminist strength lies in offering and pinpointing
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paradoxes, in challenging and revisioning proclaimed solutions and results (Ahmed, 2012).
There is no fixed finish line for change towards (gender) equality, rather it is the political
negotiation process that constitutes our organizational and societal life and, hence, takes
centre stage (Scott, 1999). In my PhD research, I have put the practice of gender-quota
implementation centre stage for this reason, and, in this paper particularly, I consider that
tensions arising in gender-quota implementation can offer us more insight into the impact of
gender quotas as a gender-equality policy measure in academia than might be expected from
a sole focus on (expected) effects.
How did this final PhD piece come about? As I was writing my dissertation, especially in its final
phase, I found myself discussing gender quotas in academia with colleagues and friends.
Working on gender equality, and particularly gender-quota implementation at my own
university, questions of colleagues and friends helped me reflect more on what I was doing in
my research and especially on my findings over these four years. Increasingly, I heard myself
explain that, yes, gender quotas do raise the number of women members in decision-making,
and that, yes, both women and men had pointed to the quotas’ effect of increasing role models
and opportunities for women. At the same time, I would also admit that, yes, actors also
experienced counter effects, such as overburdening women, or implementation problems,
such as struggling to complete the composition puzzle of decision-making bodies.
After a while, it became clear that gender quotas led to a mix of implementation practices and
effects that seemed complex and often contradictory. More and more, it was exactly this
complexity that drew my interest. I thus started to develop this paper based upon
conversations and reflections, turning to tensions in the implementation of gender quotas
rather than to the debate on gender quotas in itself. As a researcher, I argue that focussing on
tensions can broaden our understanding of gender quotas and of gender in/equality in
academia, and help recognize that gender quotas’ impact extends beyond their intended
effects, leading to change in the long run through these tensions. As a feminist activist and
scholar, I hope that this argument based on the practice of gender-quota implementation can
find its way back to implementation practice, even while this might be beyond the scope of this
paper.
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Gender quotas in academia
In response to the persistent underrepresentation of women in academic decision-making, by
2013, 18 European countries, up from 8 in 2008, implemented gender quotas – or target figures
– for academic decision-making bodies such as university boards, faculty councils, or university
research councils (European Commission, 2013, 2015; Wallon et al., 2015). This type of gender
quotas prescribes that a certain percentage (such as 33% or 50%) of the underrepresented
gender, in casu women, should be included in decision-making bodies. This type of gender
quotas resembles those implemented in business, i.e. for boards of governors (Hughes et al.,
2017). Because these quotas target the number of actual members in the body, this type is also
considered as aiming for a certain equality of outcome rather than of opportunity. In politics,
for instance, the focus is often on opportunity, as electoral candidate quotas target the number
of candidates to legislative bodies, not the number of actual eventual members (Hughes et al.,
2017). Due to their focus on outcome instead, the gender quotas I reflect on in this paper are
often labelled as radical (Benschop & van den Brink, 2014; Benschop & Verloo, 2011).
Regarding gender quotas as a gender-equality measure to target the gender composition of
respective decision-making bodies, scholars have predominantly examined the effects in two
ways: the raising of number of women in the composition (e.g. Castaño et al., 2010; Husu,
2004), and the correlation between a particular gender composition of decision-making bodies
on the one hand and the (effects of) decisions made by these bodies on the other (Bagues et
al., 2014; van den Besselaar, 2016; van den Brink, 2010; Vernos, 2013; Zinovyeva & Bagues,
2010). As we learned in the introduction of this dissertation, the effects of gender quotas
regarding changes in and through the gender composition of the targeted decision-making
bodies varies. Next to positive and neutral effects, some scholars have also uncovered negative
effects for gender equality in academia. At the University of Antwerp, the percentage of women
mandate holders increased from 35.9% in 2009 to 42.8% in 2015, and the gender gap in
decision-making decreased. Gender quotas, however, could not ensure increasing women’s
presence in every decision-making body every time.
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Targeting the gender composition of decision-making bodies, gender quotas target the
underlying composition process and practices of the organization, instead of ‘fixing’ individual
women so as to fit the organization (Benschop & van den Brink, 2014). Yet, previous research
offers only rare insights into actual implementation practices of gender quotas. Swedish
women academic managers, for instance, experienced that equal-representation policy
measures at the university led to breaking the ‘think manager - think male’ paradigm. In the
composing of academic management, women were now explicitly considered and approached
as potential and qualified candidate managers (Peterson, 2015). In my research at the
University of Antwerp I have reconstructed three types of gender-quota implementation
practices: gender-specific calls, scouting, and ‘playing around’ with the meaning and range of
effective voting members. In some cases, these practices subverted the composition process
to ensure the actual inclusion of women so that women were more equally represented in
academic decision-making bodies. At the same time, however, research has also suggested that
changing the composition process and practices of decision-making when implementing
gender quotas also leads to unintended effects. Including more women in decision-making
processes can lead to the lower number of women professors being in too high demand, cutting
into their research time and thus negatively affecting women’s research careers (Bagues et al.,
2014; Peterson, 2015). At the University of Antwerp, I also found that implementation practices
would sometimes undermine the purpose of including more women in academic decisionmaking. For example, by appointing women as effective voting members, but sending deputies
(men) to the actual meetings. However, at the University of Antwerp, it was not the case that
a woman on average held more mandates than a man, thus nuancing the idea that genderquota implementation leads to overburdening a select group of women professors. Increasing
our understanding of gender-quota implementation is thus key to understanding the impact of
gender quotas as it is not always the case that the implementation practices further gender
equality in academic decision-making.

Implementing gender-equality policies
Authors in the broader field of gender-equality policies in (academic) organizations showed
that ‘implementing gender equality policies appeared to be a complex process’ (Timmers et al.,
2010, p. 733). For instance, the implementation of gender-equality measures can be hindered
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by a lack of resources, instruments, or supportive infrastructure to enact the measure; lack of
institutional commitment; loose relationship between organizational levels; superficial or
women-only measures; diverse (and simplifying) definitions of the problem and thus goals; and
resistance/blindness to gender knowledge (e.g. Benschop & van den Brink, 2014; Benschop &
Verloo, 2006; Callerstig, 2014; Timmers et al., 2010; Walby, 2005). The process of implementing
gender-equality policies seems to change the effects in comparison to what was intended or
expected when adopting the policies. In practice, actors have a certain leeway in enacting the
adopted policies in the targeted organization so that during the respective implementation
original policy intentions might get lost or altered (Callerstig, 2014; Mazur, 2016; Müller, 2000;
Timmers et al., 2010; Zippel, 2003).
As the implementation of gender-equality policies takes place in gendered (academic)
organizations, we can understand how implementation practices can change the genderequality intentions of the original policies. Gendered practices still constitute organizational life
during implementation and thus intertwine with implementation practices. Scholars previously
found that the intertwining of these practices can lead to gender inequalities being reproduced
or either challenged (e.g. Berger, 2015; Husu, 2005; Morley, 2000; van den Brink & Benschop,
2012). For instance, van den Brink and Benschop have shown how establishing special chairs
for women aimed to challenge the scouting practices that privileged men at Dutch universities.
Yet, at the same time, implementing this policy measure intertwined with gendered criteria of
quality, leading ‘to questions about the woman appointee’s quality, which is suspect when not
tested in competition with men or measured against male competitors. As a result, some
women academics refuse to take positions that are established for women, out of fear of being
marked out as an ‘affirmative action’ case’ (van den Brink & Benschop, 2012, p.88). Certain
implementation practices of gender-equality policies thus implicate a slower pace of genderequality change than might have been anticipated during the policy adoption. Yet, this insight
also ‘tells us something about the dynamics of the deeply entrenched gender system and
gender culture of academia, and (often latent) resistance, and hidden and covert forms of
gender discrimination in academia’ (Husu, 2005, p.27).
Hearn distinguished three concepts through which we can analyze gendered complexities, and
dynamics of tensions therein, in organizations: ambiguity, contradiction and paradox (Hearn,
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1998). First, complexity can arise from different meanings given to a gendered relation, leading
to an ambivalence that suggests both stasis and change. Second, contradiction’s ‘usage has
often been extended to more systemic, structural or societal oppositions, antagonisms,
conflicts or interests, whether latent or manifest’ (Hearn, 1998, p.2). Third, a ‘paradox’,
combining elements of interpersonal interaction and oppositional structures, brings us to
examining social processes. By highlighting the ‘possibility of impossibility’, a static
understanding of organizations is challenged (Hearn, 1998).
Change towards (gender) equality has no static end goal, but rather entails a political
negotiation process, of new meanings, practices and relationships, that constitutes our
organizational and societal life (Callerstig, 2014; Müller, 2000; Scott, 1999; Thomas & Hardy,
2011). Implementation processes towards change are thus ambiguous, complex, multi-faceted
and transversal, breaking strict divisions between policy formulation, implementation and
impact. Or in other words, implementing gender-equality policies is a ‘politics of doing’
(Callerstig, 2014; Thomas & Hardy, 2011). For instance, Walby argued that the implementation
of gender mainstreaming entails a contestation and negotiation between ‘gender equality’ and
‘mainstream’ agendas. While not per se opposed, existent meanings might compete with the
‘new’ gender equality meanings for prioritization. In this iterative process, is it is more likely
that the agendas influence each other and change simultaneously (Walby, 2005).
Describing dilemmas in implementation of organizational change projects as a series of catch22-s, Acker emphasized that organizational practices are at once intended ‘targets and tools of
change’. Change agents experienced contradictions regarding goals and methods as hindering
the experiment because the focus on gender was lost in a dual agenda. As organizations are
gendered, they are mostly experienced as gender neutral so that most actors don’t regard
organizational practices as gendered and, hence, as target of change (Acker, 2000; Coleman &
Rippin, 2000). Reflecting on the dilemmas and difficulties in keeping gender explicit on the dual
change agenda, Ely and Meyerson emphasized that stories not only reproduce organizations,
but also have a subversive potential. Instead of narratives that ‘lose gender’, they envisioned
narratives that bridge individual experiences and gendered organizational processes (Ely &
Meyerson, 2000b). Callerstig pointed out that gender mainstreaming as practice and concept
entails contradictions. Gaining insight into how actors cope with and use dilemmas regarding
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gender in/equality in organizations enables insight into sense-making and tensions, and into
the implications for policy formulation (what is the problem?) and actions being prioritized and
undertaken (what are the solutions?), at both individual and organizational levels.
Scott’s notion of paradoxes underlines the contingent embodiment of change beyond
‘either/or choices’ and the ‘possibility of the impossibility’ (Hearn, 1998). Regarding affirmative
action, she argued ‘that individuals and groups, equality and difference, are not opposite but
rather interdependent concepts which are necessarily in tension’ (Scott, 1999, p.3). Politics is
rather about the balancing, the negotiating of these interdependent concepts, than looking for
a final resolution to the paradox. In that sense, she calls politics ‘the negotiation of the
impossible’ (Scott, 1999, p.12).
At the moment, the research focus regarding effects of gender quotas in academia lies
either on the numbers of gender representation (Castaño et al., 2010; Husu, 2004), or on the
question whether the process and content of decision-making change by including more
women in the respective decision-making bodies (Bagues et al., 2014; van den Besselaar, 2016;
Vernos, 2013; Zinovyeva & Bagues, 2010). These findings do not always indicate a positive
effect of gender quotas on gender representation in academic decision-making. When we
evaluate the impact of gender quotas only through these perspectives, i.e. the ‘outcome’,
however, we risk to denounce gender quotas too quickly as a gender-equality policy measure
in academia. We should recognize the complex reality of gender-quota implementation and
acknowledge that it is not a matter of all or nothing, even when implementation can be
hindered or change the original gender-equality policy intentions (Husu, 2005; Timmers et al.,
2010; van den Brink & Benschop, 2012). I believe that unintentional effects and difficult
implementation of gender quotas are not sufficient reasons to give up on their use in academia.
Or in other words, we might be ‘blinded’ by understanding tensions as solely harming to the
aim of changing gendered universities. Building upon previous work regarding complex
dynamics of tensions, I argue that we should take another, more constructive view of tensions
arising in the implementation process of gender quotas than the one we currently encounter
in the literature. My argument is that if we focus on the implementation of gender quotas and
the tensions that manifest therein, we can gain a broader view of gender quotas’ impact than
we might have expected by merely focussing on their intended aims.
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Tensions in the implementation of gender quotas
In this paper, I define tensions as the shaking of the organizational status quo. Particularly, I
focus on situations wherein tensions arise between the implementation of gender quotas in
academic decision-making and specific organizational elements of a (gendered) university. In
this section, I will unpack my understanding of tensions in order to build up to my argument
that we can (and should) consider tensions through gender-quota implementation as being
productive to changing (gendered) universities.
The university is an organization constituted by processes, practices, habits, norms, values,
rules, actors, and so on, which together determine its status quo. The certain way that these
different organizational elements operate, gives form and meaning to the university and its
everyday organizational life (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Nicolini, 2013), for example, the way
academic decision-making is managed, organized and practiced (Hearn & Husu, 2011). The
certain running of things at the university, i.e. the status quo, is not neutral and is key to
understanding the (re)production of inequalities and power relations in the organization (Calás
et al., 2014; Nicolini, 2013). Academic decision-making, in particular, shapes the organization
by deciding who has a say about what and how so. It is a powerful matter because decisionmakers determine priorities in what will be taught and researched, how to organize services to
society and how to govern the university as organization through this all (Hearn & Husu, 2011;
Husu, 2004; Vinkenburg, 2017). Gender inequality in academic decision-making includes, and
intertwines, unequal representation of women and men (who) (Chesterman et al., 2005; Husu,
2004; Peterson, 2016), gendered decisions (what) (Bornmann, Mutz, & Daniel, 2007; Sallee,
2012; Strong et al., 2013; Wenneras & Wold, 1997), and gendered decision-making processes
and practices (how) (Deem, 2003; Garforth & Kerr, 2009; Monroe, Ozyurt, Wrigley, &
Alexander, 2008; van den Brink, 2010; Vinkenburg, 2017). Important to take away for my
definition of tensions is that we can understand the organizational status quo of a (gendered)
university as operating through different organizational elements, such as processes and
practices (how do we organize the university?), norms, values, rules, and so on (what do we say
and do as to give meaning and form to the university?), and actors (who is (not) involved in the
organizing of the university?).

134

As I introduced above, gender quotas as a gender-equality policy measure target the gender
composition of decision-making bodies, thereby targeting the underlying composition process
and practices of the organization, with the aim of increasing gender equality in academic
decision-making. Gender quotas are adopted and implemented as a new rule, in this case by
the Flemish government. The implementation of gender quotas arguably introduces a new
process, practices, values, and so on to the university. It is then probable that the
implementation of gender quotas will not necessarily fit the university’s status quo easily,
because the different organizational elements of the university are at once ‘targets and tools
of change’ (Acker, 2000). This ‘misfit’ is what I understand as tensions shaking the
organizational status quo when implementing gender quotas in the university.
So, when tensions arise between the implementation of gender quotas in academic decisionmaking and the organizational status quo at the (gendered) university, I argue that we can
discern this shaking of the status quo. I consider this ‘shaking’ already as being productive to
organizational change. With my focus on tensions arising during gender-quota implementation,
I join previous scholars in taking a constructive perspective on situations wherein tensions arise.
As the organizational status quo can be understood as a certain way of putting and keeping
people and things in places of unequal power, I consider it already productive that tensions
shake the status quo. I mean that actors come into action and things are put into motion at the
university (Nicolini, 2013), which could lead to changing an unequal (gendered) status quo.
I consistently use the term tensions for the argument in this paper. I consider the term tensions
to be broader and to articulate the ‘shaking of the status quo’ more closely than, for instance,
the term resistances does. I would argue that not all cases wherein tensions arise during
gender-quota implementation necessarily include resistances against gender quotas. The
tensions, or the shaking of the organizational status quo, are also experienced and addressed
by university actors who support the adoption and implementation of gender quotas as a
gender-equality policy measure. In other words, I understand that resistances and tensions are
closely related organizational phenomena, yet, they do not entail the same, nor is their relation
linear.
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Based on my own research and on existing scholarship, I derived three tensions arising during
gender-quota implementation at the case university. I will illustrate three tensions regarding
processes and practices (how), actors and their relations (who), and policies (norms, values,
measures) (what), arising between the implementation of gender quotas and the
organizational status quo of the university. In this paper, my aim is to construct and illustrate
the argument that we can (and should) consider tensions arising during gender-quota
implementation in academic decision-making as being productive to organizational change. I
do not aim to offer a comprehensive overview of types or cases of tensions, but I hope that this
paper can contribute to future research. As the organizational status quo operates through
different elements, different tensions can arise when implementing gender quotas.
Furthermore, the different organizational elements intertwine in the constitution of the status
quo, hence, I would not consider different tensions as entirely separate from each other either.

Breaking the silence
To discuss the first tension between gender-quota implementation and the organizational
status quo, I build upon the work of gender scholars who state that resistance against genderequality measures may constitute fertile ground for transformational change in organizations
(e.g. Benschop & van den Brink, 2014; Bleijenbergh, 2018; Lombardo & Mergaert, 2013). When
measures for gender equality aim to challenge and change the status quo, resistance occurs as
a defensive expression of the status quo, i.e. gendered power relations (Lombardo & Mergaert,
2013). Especially for privileged actors, gender-equality measures, in casu gender quotas,
challenge certain positions, interests, and values such as fairness and quality (Benschop & van
den Brink, 2014). In response to this challenging of the status quo, it might be unsurprising that
the actors who benefit from this status quo are triggered into resistance.
Benschop and van den Brink argue that ‘in an open conflict, the constructed nature of values
becomes more clear and the practices of discrimination and inequalities are no longer subtle
and deeply embedded, but are brought to the surface’ (2014, p.345). In everyday organizational
life, rife with routines and improvizations, practices are often unreflective and based on tacit
knowledge (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Nicolini, 2013; Poggio, 2006). When tensions arise
during the implementation of gender quotas, they break the ‘unreflectiveness’ and ‘taken-for136

grantedness’ of those particular practices which constitute the status quo, ‘allowing for debate
and contestation where there was once silence’ (Benschop, Mills, Mills, & Tienari, 2012). Having
organizational elements of stability and in flux because disruption of the status quo is seldom
complete, paradoxes of change have ‘the potential for gendering change because it opens up
contested spaces and the potential for different voices, discourses, sense-making, and
possibilities of enunciation’ (Benschop et al., 2012, p.4).
As a first tension, the process and practices of gender-quota implementation in academic
decision-making can shake the embedded processes and practices of organizing the university,
and the composition of decision-making bodies in particular (how). I consider the tension to be
productive because the respective embedded processes and practices are denominated and
revealed as gendered. Or in other words, the processes and practices that sustain gender
inequality in decision-making, particularly, and in the university, more broadly, become more
visible to actors. I will introduce a key tension at the University of Antwerp to illustrate this
point.
One of the most-discussed tensions at the University of Antwerp, and in other academic
organizations (e.g. Peterson, 2015; Vernos, 2013), regards the apparent overburdening of
women professors. Especially in disciplines where women are starkly underrepresented, the
gap between the low representation of women and a 33% quota can in practice lead to
increasing the additional workload of the few women professors present (Bagues et al., 2014).
At the University of Antwerp, multiple actors, both women and men, argued that the
implementation of gender quotas, i.e. by the practice of overdemanding them, thus burdens
women professors, the ones who should arguably be benefiting from quotas. The following
quotes from a professor and department chair illustrate this:
P24: ‘I have to say that in my entire career I have never experienced any negative effects
from the fact that I’m a woman. It only started after those gender quotas were put in
effect, because since then I’ve really felt a kind of burden, yes, because we are really
asked for every, yes, for everything. Now, for instance, I’m in the [CAP] promotion
committee, which is a lot of work, a lot […] I’m on the FEC committee, which is an
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evaulation committe that takes part in a lot of recruitment procedures. I was on a
research council, in the reading committee, …’

I: ‘So these mainly are faculty and central committees?’

P: ‘Yes, probably because there aren’t a lot of female full professors or distinguished full
professors, So there, the number is lower, right? In the department boards this has no
effect, because at those levels and at the lower levels there usually are a few more
women. So at the central level I’ve found it’s really a drawback to be a woman.’
I want to unpack this tension as follows. The aim of the composition process of decision-making
bodies is to search and appoint members to seat on the respective board or commission. When
gender quotas are implemented in this process, the tension delineates the various processes
and practices (re)inscribing gender inequality at the university. First, the composition process
starts from the internal and thus closed pool of potential candidates, yet, the university is
characterized by vertical and horizontal gender segregation. On the one hand, fewer women
are present higher up the academic career ladder. On the other hand, faculties and disciplines
differ in the shares of women. Second, a composition rule at the university requires almost all
decision-making bodies to at least include a certain number of members who have the rank of
tenured professor or higher. Among others, processes and practices of recruitment constitute
the underrepresentation of women among professors at the university, which flows over into
an unbalanced candidate pool in terms of gender when composing decision-making bodies.
Discussing the tension, university actors argued that there are not enough women to be found
as (candidate) member for respective decision-making bodies, thereby reflecting upon and
revealing the recruitment process and practices. These reflections often constructed gender
quotas as a goal instead of a measure: ‘to solve the lack of women, we would need to hire more
women professors’. While this mostly remained hypothetical, i.e. not actually supporting the
adoption of gender quotas in academic recruitment, it does offer an insight into the actual
recruitment process and practices that hinder establishing more gender-equal academic
careers, such as particular financial models or a slow rotation of professorships.
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Furthermore, the feeling of being overburdened by academic decision-making when gender
quotas are implemented also reveals other gendered practices of decision-making at the
university. For example, the burden of decision-making is constituted by the dominant valuing
of research time over education and service tasks in an organization that is already
characterized by stress and heavy workloads (Chesterman et al., 2005; Peterson, 2015). Several
university actors in Antwerp, both women and men, pointed out how taking on decision-making
mandates means losing valuable research time. This connects to what Peterson found at
Swedish universities where women academic managers resisted measures of gender-balanced
representation in order to protect women’s careers, raising concerns about the loss of time for
research, especially for women early in their professorship (Peterson, 2015). Similar protective
practices were described by actors at the University of Antwerp when they noted that a dean
or faculty director said no to a request for a specific woman professor to be part of a selection
committee or central board. But women professors themselves were also conscious about
which committees or boards they could turn down. While there is a (self-)exclusionary element
to such protective practices of gender-quota implementation for women academics, this also
reveals an awareness on the gender inequality persisting in women’s career trajectories and
workload at the university. It is important to recognize the gendered practices of academic
decision-making because ‘women faculty are shouldering a disproportionately large part of the
burden of ‘taking care of the academic family,’ so to speak’ (Guarino & Borden, 2017, p. 19).
This part of the burden varies across fields and disciplines and is increasingly undervalued in
times of new managerialism (Caprile et al., 2012; Heijstra, Steinthorsdóttir, & Einarsdóttir,
2017; Monroe et al., 2008; Peterson, 2016).
I believe that the illustrated tension arising between gender-quota implementation and preexisting organizational processes and practices can break a silence or blindness among
university actors about processes and practices that constitute (gender inequality at) the
university. Regarding resistances, Lombardo and Mergaert already emphasized the learning
opportunities that could spring from embedded practices being exposed: ‘A learning
opportunity for gender experts, policy-makers, and scholars alike, one that, if embraced with
openness and preparation, offers a chance to engage with entrenched patriarchal (and other)
norms, values, and stereotypes and deal with the inevitable problems that any process of
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changing the gender norms of institutions and individuals is bound to create’ (Lombardo &
Mergaert, 2013, p.309). Bleijenbergh and Van Engen, for example, showed that there is a
learning opportunity in the uncovering of embedded practices and how they work. They used
participatory modelling of gender in/equality practices with managers and uncovered feedback
processes that reinforce gender inequality in organizations and could thus offer fruitful
departure points for intervention (Bleijenbergh & Van Engen, 2015). In sum, breaking the
silence on gender-inequality processes and practices in the status quo that comes with
implementing gender quotas increases the potential to learn about and subsequently intervene
in the organization. However, I do not believe this is solely a matter of gender experts, policymakers or scholars, but of all university actors as I will discuss next.

Engaging more actors
Entailing a second tension with an organizational element of the status quo, I argue that
tensions in the implementation of gender quotas lead to engaging more actors in the university.
Scholars often exclusively focus on women and/or feminist actors, explaining their agency to
subvert gender inequality (e.g. Bevan & Learmonth, 2013; Kronsell, 2002; Määttä & Dahlborg
Lyckhage, 2011; Parsons & Priola, 2013; Peterson, 2015). Or in other cases, they examine the
agency of academic managers regarding establishing and enacting gender-equality measures
(Bagilhole, 2002; Carvalho et al., 2013; Peterson, 2015). As these gender quotas not only
concern the ‘usual suspects, such as gender experts, policy-makers, and scholars’ (Lombardo &
Mergaert, 2013), I argue that tensions in the implementation of gender quotas offer all
university actors an opportunity to let their voice be heard on gender-quota implementation,
gender equality, or the university more broadly.
In the university, these actors situate themselves on three decision-making levels: the central,
intermediate (faculties and institutes), and de-centralized (departments, research groups)
levels. Furthermore, the actors also represent students and different groups of staff: academic
(tenured professors, assistants, statutory staff) and administrative employees. When tensions
arise in the implementation of gender quotas, they are not only experienced by those targeted
and by those who ultimately control the composition process. Other actors also give expression
to tensions in the implementation of gender quotas.
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As a second tension, the implementation of gender quotas shakes the relations between
different (groups of) actors. Certain practices of gender-quota implementation change what is
expected from whom and who is involved how in organizational decision-making. As an
illustration of this tension I will refer to the students’ resistance to gender-quota
implementation.
As we already saw, the vertical and horizontal gender segregation and particular composition
rules often result in a ‘lack of women professors’ in the implementation of gender quotas.
Actors in charge of assembling these committees, such as department chairs, deans, or central
board coordinators, compensate for this gender gap by ‘leaning on’ other organizational groups
than the professoriate to delegate women. They do this because women are on average more
equally or even overrepresented in the groups of students, junior and untenured (assistant)
academic staff, and administrative staff. In response, some representatives of the latter groups
have been arguing that this gender-quota implementation practice impedes upon the
representational democracy underlying the composition of academic decision-making, further
arguing that the various represented groups should be free in who they delegate as
representative. They refer to the low rates of engagement in their groups, saying that the extra
criterion of gender impedes on their ability to delegate candidate members. Additionally, some
actors argued that the practice also undermines women’s representational power, because
junior women do not have an equal voice as senior women would have, due to hierarchical
power (and gender) relations in the university. Relating to the previous tension in the status
quo, I note that this resistance also breaks the silence on various university practices.
Students and junior representatives already expressed this second tension by opening debates
on the topic in the board of governors, asking who should comply to gender quotas and why.
Below, a professor and board member explains such a debate in greater detail. She recounts
how students question to be exempted from gender-quota implementation because student
representatives have difficulties in mobilizing enough women students, while, at the same time,
they experience that women students have to ‘overcompensate’ the lack of women professors
in the composition of decision-making bodies. The quote further illustrates how the debate also
addresses the value of gender equality and diversity at the university and the opportunities for
women to participate in decision-making through gender quotas:
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P16: ‘There was a question, asking, “Look, can’t we be released from this gender
quota?” Because of course students are often used within certain decision-making
bodies in order to acquire the necessary balance. With us, for instance, it’s often said:
“Look, on a faculty board or department board, yes, ask the students – because we are
stuck with that ZAP framework if those are men – if they can delegate more girls, to
balance the whole thing.” And they took issue with that, saying: “We’re having a hard
time finding girls.” But the answer, in the end, was very clear. In legal terms we cannot
make any exceptions. The university has chosen to be super diverse and prides itself on
diversity. To say no, then, that would send entirely the wrong signal. Especially towards
younger students. And it’s a matter of recruitment, I think, so it has to be by the book.
[…] But it is, I believe, and that’s also what I tried to pass on to the students yesterday:
you have to see it as an opportunity, try to step out of your comfort zone. Who knows,
it might be for you, something that really fascinates you. I think there is a kind of
threshold that they experience, which I think was part of the reason, though they also
signalled that a lot of the time it has to be a student representative, which is a hard-tofill position, What should we do now? What does it entail? But I think you can also solve
it by better informing the students and addressing the work load.’
On the one hand, more senior and higher-up actors are pushed by the debates to reflect on the
issue of gender-quota implementation and take a stance regarding gender quotas and gender
equality at the university. The above quote illustrates how the professor and her colleagues in
the board argue why students should also comply with gender quotas, and how this relates to
the university’s mission to be diverse. On the other hand, students not only initiated these
debates, they also started reflecting on alternative measures to increase gender equality at the
university. For example, the then-chair of the student council wrote an opinion piece on
International Women’s Day of 2017 stating that it was time to search alternatives to gender
quotas to establish equality because of gender quotas’ unintended effects on (women) student
representatives.
I believe this second tension of the status quo to have an impact on organizational change as it
engages more and more diverse actors in the university. Actors from less powerful positions let
their voice be heard within the university on matters of gender equality and of representation
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within the university more broadly. The resulting tensions brought different voices to the table
to challenge the status quo (Benschop et al., 2012). I believe it is important for top-positioned
actors to take this opportunity because ‘while change can be imposed, it is more likely to be
taken on by members of the organization if they have played a part in the negotiations of new
meanings, practices and relationships’ (Thomas & Hardy, 2011, p.323). Coleman and Rippin
offer us an important lesson regarding collaborative, participatory change experiments. While
collaboration entails power sharing, it does not mean consensus on all issues. Rather, it is
important to work across differences and to recognize different experiences and sorts of
knowledge among actors. They conclude that ‘the form of collaboration that is most effective
is one in which we challenge more and agree less, disrupt more and acquiesce less, while at the
same time building and maintaining trust. This, we learned, is far from easy’ (Coleman & Rippin,
2000, p.587).

Triggering (support for) initiative
Entailing a third tension with an organizational element of the status quo, I argue that tensions
during gender-quota implementation trigger (support for) other (gender) equality initiatives at
the university among actors. As a third tension, the implementation of gender quotas shakes
the status quo of university policies, and its underlying norms, values, and measures. The
practice of gender-quota implementation challenges the status quo regarding what do we say
and do as to give meaning and form to the university. This tension plays out in the arena of
policy-making and the discussion thereof. When actors express themselves about the genderquota implementation tensions, they often also express their support for other initiatives at
the university, which I consider to be productive for organizational change.
The same professor and department chair who noted the tension of overburdening women
professors also went on to say the following. She argues that gender quotas are
counterproductive to developing an academic career, and that other measures, i.e. to establish
a better work-life balance, are better suited to support women’s careers in academia (I would
also argue men’s). In addition to this plea for other measures, she emphasizes a need for
gradual gender-quota implementation, because the current form seems to ‘sacrifice’ the
current generation of women professors for the next. This quote thus illustrates support for
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other or additional types of (gender) equality measures that could lead to more gender equality
at the university:
P24: ‘Yes, I myself have three children, and I managed. It wasn’t easy to combine, but
the reason I was able to manage was because of flexible hours, starting while I was
working on my PhD and postdoc, when my advisor made it possible to stop working in
time for me to pick up the kids from school, and to work from home on Wednesdays.
These are things that are much more important for a woman to be able to develop an
academic career. These gender quotas, if you ask me, are counterproductive […] But
perhaps it’s my generation of women that particularly falls victim to that, because we’re
on a lot of committees, so perhaps they should have put them into effect more
gradually, and not impose them as required. Instead, they should be more aware of
other issues in order to give women more opportunities, like flexible work hours and
working from home, to combine with a family life, as that is much more important.’
The tension can not only trigger support for other initiatives regarding gender equality, but also
lead to undertaking them, in the first place by central and top-positioned actors. I believe that
the five Flemish rectors offer the best example of this. In March 2014, after a collective
preparation within the framework of the Flemish Interuniversity Council (VLIR), the rectors
launched a gender equality plan for each university, arguing that gender quotas alone would
not be effective in establishing gender equality, and that a more comprehensive gender
equality plan would offer measures to change the universities culturally and structurally
(Flemish Interuniversity Council - Working Group Equal Opportunities, 2013).
The past four years have shown that this gender-equality policy constitutes more than lip
service to the University of Antwerp. While the gender-equality policy is still susceptible to
critique and improvement, the plan behind it has translated into actual deeds. At the central
level of the university, the steering committee and policy staff unit regarding (gender) equality
and diversity have been coordinating the translation of the gender equality plan into practice.
Implemented actions include, for example: structural quantitative and qualitative monitoring
of gender inequality by the equality and diversity policy staff, a mentoring program for postdocs, screening recruitment procedures from a gender-sensitive perspective and recognizing
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the actual research time (thus correcting for certain absences) in the evaluation of tenured
professors by the personnel department, cooperation with a day-care in the city to offer
reserved places to university staff, and so on.
Tensions in gender-quota implementation do not only lead to support for other measures that
could establish greater gender equality. The tension in the status quo regarding policies also
indicates there is support for tackling other inequalities at the university, such as ethnic-cultural
inequality. Discussing gender-quota implementation at the university, various actors reflected
on the broader meaning of equality and diversity. This is visible in the specific argument that
‘we cannot adopt quotas for all minority groups’. From there, actors reflected on which
practices constituted other inequalities and how they could be tackled.
This tension of the status quo ties in with Callerstig’s study of gender mainstreaming in Swedish
public organizations. She concludes that contradictions in implementation ‘are problematic if
they are ignored but fruitful if used as a basis for discussion about how future change strategies
might be designed’ (Callerstig, 2014, p.245). This discussion should be more about reflection
and learning than completely resolving dilemmas, focussing on the complexity of different
problems to be dealt with and implications of various problem understandings and attitudes.
She underscores organizational conditions for this approach to be fruitful, such as a willingness
to discuss power relations, being open-minded to problems, and resources (trust, time,
managerial support).

Conclusion
In this paper, I argue that gender quotas in academia have a broader impact than might be
expected when merely focussing on their intended aims. I believe that it is relevant to consider
the tensions that arise in the implementation of gender quotas not only as hindering the aim
of increasing gender equality at the university, but that they can be useful too. Tensions shake
the organizational status quo of the university, for instance, leading to breaking the silence
about and revealing the embedded processes and practices of the university. Furthermore,
tensions can engage more diverse voices in the university to speak up about (gender)
in/equality. Lastly, they can lead to (support for) other initiatives regarding (gender) equality
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and diversity to be undertaken at the university. In this way, gender quotas do not only work
directly but also indirectly, that is, the tensions arising during gender-quota implementation
might get people into action and things into motion and thus affect the university’s status quo.
These tensions present an opportunity to learn more about the organizational status quo of
universities, to break it open, and to ultimately change it. I have especially reflected on these
tensions and potential from the perspective of gender equality at the university, but I believe
these tensions might be relevant to other inequality phenomena in the university, as these are
exposed as well.
Working with tensions during gender-quota implementation still has its risks as well for
practice. To ascertain the broader impact of gender quotas, it is important for university actors
to actively harness the tensions arising during gender-quota implementation and the
opportunities they offer. We should avoid these tensions, the shaking of the status quo, from
being minimized or silenced again. Regarding breaking the silence, we should expose what is
revealed about embedded practices so that gender knowledge can be increased and gender
blindness and fatigue decreased (e.g. Bleijenbergh & Van Engen, 2015; Kelan, 2009). Reducing
ridiculing attitudes, especially by actors at the top, can foster an open climate where all of the
involved actors’ voices can be heard and taken seriously. This could harness the second tension
as well. We can and should harness the third tension, the one regarding supporting or
undertaking policy initiative, by ensuring sufficient resources for implementation, instruments
and supportive infrastructure, and institutional commitment (Acker, 2000; Benschop & Verloo,
2011; Walby, 2005). For example, top-positioned actors should ensure budget, access to the
organizational top and to relevant actors or units, and time for equality staff officers so that
they can organize, monitor, and evaluate implementation of respective policy measures
systemically.
While I have built my argument on the case of the University of Antwerp, I expect that my
conclusions will be valid and useful at other universities as well, as the gender quotas at this
university represent a very likely case in academia (European Commission, 2013, 2015; Flemish
Interuniversity Council, 2015; University of Antwerp, 2014). The first reason for this is that the
design and adoption of these gender quotas are typical for academic decision-making bodies,
set at a challenging target of 33% of the underrepresented gender. As they are externally
146

adopted by the Flemish government, this act of top-down power can already trigger tension
with regards to the organization’s value of self-governance (Benschop & van den Brink, 2014).
The gender quotas are also a recurring intervention. They are not implemented once and then
done with. Actors have to implement them every time and for every decision-making body in
the university when the respective composition of members is renewed, i.e. on average every
three years but also ad hoc, which increases the likelihood of tensions.
The second reason is that these gender quotas are implemented in a typical academic
organization, i.e. a gendered university. Just like other (inter)national universities, it is still
characterized by vertical and horizontal segregation. Furthermore, research has shown the
persistence of gendered practices in academic organizations (e.g. Bevan & Learmonth, 2013;
Bleijenbergh & Van Engen, 2015; Husu, 2004; Määttä & Dahlborg Lyckhage, 2011; van den Brink
& Benschop, 2012). Together, I assume it most likely that the tensions discussed here would
also occur in other academic organizations, though the exact manifestations might vary
depending on the institutional features. For instance, I expect that tensions might manifest in
efforts to revise the gender-quota policy. These tensions could also reveal which processes and
practices are given most weight by the actors involved. This would tie in with the first and third
tensions described in this paper.
In this paper, I focussed on the scenario when tensions arise during the implementation of
gender quotas. Following gender-quota adoption, we could also consider scenarios where no
tensions arise during implementation, or where implementation does not take place. The
different scenarios can even exist right beside each other within one academic organization, if,
as in the case of the University of Antwerp, different decision-making bodies are targeted by
gender quotas. If I would extend my argument to include these scenarios, I expect that these
would support my results regarding the usefulness of tensions for organisational change. I
would argue so because in the other scenarios the organizational status quo remains
‘unshaken’ by the gender quotas. The scenario where no tensions arise, could mean that the
organization was already relatively gender equal, that the gender quotas were not set at a high
enough percentage to shake the status quo, or that implementation is limited to lip service. If
no implementation takes place, gender quotas are not enforced and/or completely ignored. I
therefore suggest that cases where tensions arise during the implementation of gender quotas
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might actually represent the best scenario we could hope for to change organizations. It is in
the absence of tensions that we should worry and ask why this is the case. Though untangling
the argument across these other two implementation scenarios was beyond the scope of this
paper, it should certainly be explored in further research. What would be the most ideal
situation of gender-quota implementation to lead to tensions being productive for
organizational change remains another matter for further research.
In sum, I argue that it does make sense to implement gender quotas in academia. Though this
might not be immediately clear, tensions shake the status quo of academic organizations,
breaking the silence, engaging more and more diverse voices, and undertaking new policy
initiatives, which contributes to organizational change towards more gender equality.
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6. Conclusion
This dissertation set out to open the black box of gender-quota implementation, revealing in
more detail staff attitudes towards, practices of, and the impact of gender-quota
implementation, in order to better understand whether and to what extent gender quotas
affect gender equality in academic decision-making. By analyzing gender-quota
implementation through and connecting these three elements, I contribute to a more
comprehensive and nuanced view of the practice of gender-quota implementation. This final
chapter concludes my dissertation by first presenting the main findings in answer to the central
research question: What actually happens during the implementation of gender quotas in
decision-making bodies at the University of Antwerp? Next, I discuss what these findings
together imply for both research and practice, ultimately reflecting on this study’s limitations
and on possibilities for further research.

Main findings
In Chapter 2, I analyzed how broader attitudes towards gender equality in society and towards
diversity policies at universities can help us understand staff attitudes towards gender quotas
as a policy measure. As I built my statistical analysis on data from a survey including all academic
and administrative staff, not only students, academic staff, or policy beneficiaries, I gain more
insight into individual staff attitudes. Although almost a quarter of the studied staff members
considered gender quotas to be (very) unimportant as a policy measure and close to another
quarter was rather undecided, a small majority of respondents considered them (very)
important. Additionally, supporters of diversity policies, women (assistants), and staff from
respectively the humanities and social sciences faculties and other research units are more
likely to support gender quotas as a policy measure. Based on the unbalanced sample
composition, I assume that the overall university population is less likely to favour gender
quotas, because respondents that are more likely to be supportive of gender quotas were
overrepresented in the sample. While my study’s ordinal logistic regression is based on
probabilities and odds, and thus weighs this unbalance in the analysis, the overrepresentation
of supportive staff suggests that the overall population is less likely to support gender quotas.
Furthermore, I showed that the different levels of recognition of gender inequality as a problem
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and the differing importance attributed to diversity policies offer explanations for the variation
in support of gender quotas. The findings indicate that denying persistent gender inequality in
society and, to a lesser extent, holding on to (benevolent) gender stereotypes negatively affect
gender-quota support. I conclude that actors working towards gender equality should highlight
the underlying reason for adopting and implementing policy measures such as gender quotas,
namely structural gender inequality, in order to increase measures’ legitimacy throughout the
university.

Since the actual implementation of gender quotas remained under-examined in an academic
context, Chapter 3 dealt with opening its ‘black box’. I dug deeper into how actors translate
gender quotas during the composition process of university decision-making boards and
committees by conducting semi-structured interviews with actors central in such processes. By
applying a practice-theory lens, I found three types of implementation practice: gender-specific
calls, scouting, and ‘playing around’. The existence of these practices reveals that a single
gender-equality measure, in casu gender quotas, can affect one implementing organization
differently. Identifying this variation helps us to understand actors’ differences in practical and
procedural knowledge regarding compliance. Additionally, the findings contribute to our insight
into the effects of different implementation practices on women’s representation in academic
decision-making, as we learned how gender quotas can have supportive but also undermining
effects. By applying a practice-lens to the implementation of gender quotas, this chapter also
contributes to the literature on gender-equality policies in academia. Opening the black box on
the actual ‘doing’ of gender-quota implementation offers insights into its effects that
contribute to further evaluations of gender quotas and gender-equality measures in academia
and beyond. The case of gender quotas, which for a long time was only studied in a political
context (e.g. Dahlerup & Freidenvall, 2010; Franceschet et al., 2012; Hughes et al., 2017; Meier
& Lombardo, 2013), also emphasizes the relevance of discussions about representation and
power for the literature on gender-equality measures in (academic) organizations.

Using descriptive statistics on decision-making mandates in the university, I explored the
numerical effects of gender-quota implementation in greater detail in Chapter 4, which
examined and compared the gender composition of different types of decision-making bodies
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in 2009 and 2015. Based on comparable studies on political and corporate quotas, I formulated
four assumptions of numerical change since the implementation of gender quotas; namely an
increase of the proportion of women in academic decision-making bodies, an increase of the
average number of mandates that women hold in academic decision-making bodies, a higher
average number of mandates per woman than per man, and an increase in the proportion of
women in academic leadership lower than the increase in the proportion of women in
academic decision-making overall. I found that in academic organizations gender quotas also
work as a fast-track to increase the percentage of women in decision-making, but that the
impact on women’s decision-making power varies. More specifically, the results nuanced the
idea, so present in the gender equality in academia scholarship, that gender quotas would
overburden women professors. My findings indicate that the proportional increase of women
in decision-making bodies can be explained, namely, by a higher number of individual women
holding decision-making mandates. As women from various organizational positions participate
in decision-making, their presence prevents that a select group of women professors are
bogged down by a disproportionate number of mandates compared to their male colleagues.
While I found that the gender gap in academic decision-making is decreasing, academic
leadership remains predominantly in the hands of men. Furthermore, the numerical variations,
e.g. between ‘fixed’ and ad-hoc bodies, or between different categories of women, support the
previous findings in the dissertation, suggesting that the implementation of a single genderequality measure impacts an organization and the respective actors and levels differently. By
analyzing the gender compositions in more depth, this chapter provided a basis for further
theoretical and comparative work on diverse experiences and practices of gender-quota
implementation beyond the numbers.

In Chapter 5, I constructed an argument on the broader impact of gender quotas by focussing
on the tensions arising during their implementation. After gaining more nuanced insight into
the impact of gender-quota implementation in academic decision-making at the university, I
wondered what the role is of tensions in producing organizational change at gendered
universities. First, I looked into the previous research on effects of gender quotas in academia,
learning that gender quotas can have positive, neutral, and even negative effects on the gender
representation in academic decision-making. I argued that unintended effects and difficult
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implementation of gender quotas are not sufficient reasons to give up on them. I noted that
we should consider tensions arising during gender-quota implementation as being useful,
defining tensions as shaking the organizational status quo. By breaking the silence on the status
quo, tensions can reveal the embedded organizational practices of the university. Furthermore,
tensions can engage more diverse voices in the university to speak up about gender (in)equality
and lead to (support for) other (gender) equality initiatives to be undertaken at the university.
Thus, even if gender-quota implementation does not appear to immediately make sense, the
tensions might get people to come into action and things into motion and thus affect the
university. These tensions enable us to learn more about the organizational status quo, crack it
open more, and ultimately change it. Though I have especially reflected on these tensions and
potential from the perspective of gender equality at the university, I am convinced that they
might be relevant regarding other inequalities in the university as well. By further untangling
and substantiating the argument that tensions arising during gender-quota implementation can
be productive, this chapter contributes to the gender equality in academia literature, not only
adding a broader understanding of gender quotas’ impact, but also supporting the argument
of resistance as fertile ground for transformational change in the broader scholarship on gender
equality in organizations.

Implications of the dissertation
In this section, I discuss the joint implications of these findings, also beyond the University of
Antwerp. I will structure this discussion along the following five key issues: (1) compliance with
gender quotas; (2) gendered practices of gender-quota implementation; (3) connections
between gender quotas, (gender) equality, and diversity; (4) knowledge, tensions, and
resistance; and (5) (policy) practice. Throughout, I will also address suggestions for further
research.
I have deducted the five key issues during my research process, reconnecting what I learned
regarding the three elements of gender-quota implementation. I approached the practice of
gender-quota implementation systemically. Understanding the university as a gendered
organization implied that staff attitudes, practices, and impact regarding gender-quota
implementation were intertwined. So, the further I got in my research, the more I started to
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connect the findings to each other, and to reflect on what those findings could further imply
for our knowledge of (gender) equality in academia.

Compliance with gender quotas
Though it seems obvious for a study of the implementation of a gender-quota decree to raise
the issue of compliance of the targeted organization to the respective decree, I did not place
the compliance question centre stage in my research. As I aimed to gain insight into the broader
and deeper impact of gender-quota implementation in academic decision-making, it was a
conscious decision not to (solely) analyze or evaluate compliance or degrees thereof. Aiming to
go beyond a ‘legal compliance check’, I started out from the idea that, no matter the
controversy around gender quotas (adoption), the decree exists, and actors have to (or at least
are supposed to) implement the gender quotas. This also inspired my research questions
regarding what actors think of gender quotas and what they do when they implement them
(Mazur, 2016; Timmers et al., 2010; Zippel, 2003). Of course, the matter of compliance is still
very much present in this research; the findings on staff attitudes, practices, numbers, and
tensions regarding gender-quota implementation are tied to, and indicative of, compliance.
Namely, the process of gender-quota implementation translates the original gender-quota
decree in practice at the university. In the end, this process is indicative of how the university
as organization and the respective decision-making bodies therein complied to the one-third
quota set in the decree.

We learned that gender quotas lead to increasing the percentage of women in decision-making
bodies. However, this does not mean that each and every decision-making body complies with
the one-third gender quota. There is some variation in compliance between different
organizational levels and types of decision-making bodies. Based on the research in Chapters 3
and 4, I find that nearly all selection commissions comply (above 90%). Other bodies at the
intermediate level, such as faculty boards and education commissions, are compliant in more
than two thirds of the cases. Central and decentralized bodies also comply in the majority of
cases.
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My research offers insight into institutional factors that could explain variation in (non-)
compliance with gender quotas in academic organizations. First, the findings indicate that
compliance varies according to how gender quotas fit the institutional rules – this is consistent
with what happens in the worlds of politics and business (Franceschet et al., 2012; Guldvik,
2011). We learned that the composition of the university’s decision-making bodies is structured
by a ‘puzzle’ of composition rules and criteria. Aside from gender quotas, there are also rules
for the representation of staff categories and/or units. And (the percentage of) ex-officio
mandates, i.e. positions attributed due to a person’s specific rank or other position, also
influences the composition ‘puzzle’. Considering the differing levels of gender-segregation, and
hence differing candidate pools, actors have various amounts of leeway when they compose a
decision-making body and implement gender quotas. Situations where there is little leeway,
i.e. where the composition ‘puzzle’ is tight, seem to complicate the process for actors. However,
this does not necessarily mean that compliance is actually hindered, as the institutional fit can
have both facilitating and constraining effects for implementation and consequently
compliance. For example, even if the composition flexibility is limited, it is possible that one of
the other institutional rules, e.g. representation of students, facilitates gender-quota
implementation and compliance.

Second, the role of sanctions (or, more precisely, their perceived risk) is another indication for
the difference in compliance between (types of) decision-making bodies. Scholars of gender
quotas in politics and business have emphasized the importance of sanctions with substantial
incentives and/or penalties in the gender-quota regime in order to counter resistance
strategies and, thus, to have an effective regime (e.g. Araújo & García, 2006; Norris & Krook,
2014; Storvik & Teigen, 2010). While the Flemish decree on gender quotas in academic
decision-making does not explicitly mention any sanction, legal action based on noncompliance is possible, and a legal appeal could easily deem void (or annul) any decisions made
by a commission or board which is not in accordance with the decreed gender quota due to
procedural faults. My research findings suggest that not all decision-making bodies are equally
at risk of such legal action. It appears that actors are especially aware of the legal risks in bodies
deciding on matters of personnel (such as, for instance, the assignment of positions and
resources, which directly affect (potential) staff members), as their decisions are considered
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more sensitive to appeal. Actors’ apparent attention to the risk of appeal in such cases could
explain the higher compliance rates of selection commissions – and, by extension, of
commissions on the evaluation and promotion of academic staff. Actors will more actively work
towards compliance to avoid legal persecution.

Third, and this also relates to the previous points, at the university there seems to be no
institutional follow-up on the gender-quota implementation and compliance, no systematic
registration or control mechanism, so gender-quota implementation in decision-making and
subsequent compliance primarily becomes a matter for the actors throughout the organization
who are directly involved. Yet we know from the literature that institutional or leadership
commitment is an important factor for successful implementation and compliance (Bagilhole,
2002; S. R. Bird, 2011; Timmers et al., 2010; Wroblewski, 2013). At the moment, there are only
selective formal checks of those decision-making bodies considered at the highest risk of legal
action. The lack of institutional follow-up is also reflected in the differences between faculties’
regulations at the University of Antwerp and the level of detail at which they translated the
gender-quota decree. My findings on implementation practices, however, indicate that
formalization, or at least routinization, can facilitate and ensure compliance.

To conclude, compliance with gender quotas in the case university is primarily approached
pragmatically, strategically. This dissertation has shown that we need to look beyond mere
compliance if we are to understand the broader impact of gender-quota implementation. A
pragmatic approach to implementation and compliance does not automatically mean this
impact is necessarily negative.

Gendered practices of gender quotas implementation
Here, I focus in more detail on the implications of my findings regarding the gendered impact
of gender-quota implementation at academic organizations. Though the qualitative data
analyzed in Chapter 3 and 5 suggest that women professors are being overburdened after
implementation, the statistical analyses in Chapter 4 indicate more of a ‘shared burden’ among
women in academic decision-making. Though the literature has also argued that the demands
of gender quotas would lead to overburdening academic women (Bagues et al., 2014; Peterson,
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2015; Vernos, 2013), I did not find such disproportional accumulation of mandates for women
in comparison to men in the composition data. Yet this does not mean that individual women’s
experiences can be ignored, nor that the statistical findings directly contradict these
experiences. While there appears a mismatch between individual experiences of and numbers
of gender-quota implementation, the one finding does not necessarily undermine the other
finding. Instead, it calls for a further untangling of the complex reality of gender-quota
implementation. I would like to point out the need to connect insights on the impact of genderquota implementation across micro-, meso-, and macro-levels (respectively those of
individuals, organizational cultures and structures, and the sector and society at large), and how
this can help us understand various, seemingly contradictory, experiences of gender quotas.

Looking at the intersection of the micro- and meso-levels of the academic work environment, I
note that, depending on an individual’s position, gender quotas could contribute to them
feeling like they are getting extra burdens instead of more opportunities. Unlike in politics or
business, participation in academic decision-making is only one of the staff members’ tasks,
and mostly not the core one, so being included might negatively impact research and teaching
time (Chesterman et al., 2005; Peterson, 2015). The reason why we need to ensure that
individual experiences are included in the conversation is because ‘women faculty are
shouldering a disproportionately large part of the burden of ‘taking care of the academic
family,’ so to speak’ (Guarino & Borden, 2017, p. 19), and this part of the burden varies across
fields and disciplines. Furthermore their institutional care work is undervalued ‘so that work or
positions once deemed powerful and conferring high status frequently become devalued as
women increasingly take on these roles. Service tends to be thought of as a female job, and
service within the university is undervalued, as is teaching. The status hierarchy rewards
research’ (Monroe et al., 2008, p. 230). In other words, decision-making could become just
another task on an already extensive (gendered) academic task list. And even if women staff on
average do not hold more mandates than their men colleagues, their overall academic
‘household’ tasks could easily surpass those of men.

Examining the intersection of the meso- and macro-levels, we could examine what this ‘shared
burden’ tells us about women’s power in academic decision-making after the implementation
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of gender quotas. While tenured women professors’ presence increased in academic decisionmaking bodies, leading positions and roles remained largely in the hands of men, who then ex
officio also have a say in multiple bodies at once. Compared to those internal, senior, and
tenured mandate holders, it remains to be seen how powerful the voices of women in the other
staff categories in decision-making can really be, as they mostly occupy temporary and more
precarious positions. My findings show that actors in the composition process call upon these
women because their (gender) profiles match the compositions of these decision-making
bodies under gender quotas. One the one hand, the practice could increase and support diverse
voices in academic decision-making, yet, on the other hand, the practice could sustain
gendered criteria of appointing decision-makers. Following the analysis of French boardrooms,
where new women directors brought more human and social capital to the table (Singh et al.,
2015), however, requiring women mandate holders to match more criteria than men could
indicate another gendered and potentially discriminatory practice. Furthermore, the growing
presence of women in academic decision-making bodies comes at a time of new managerialism
(at the macro level), which could increase the time required by, yet, at the same time, devalue
the status of, decision-making and academic ‘housework’, and consequently the power of
women therein (Caprile et al., 2012; Chesterman et al., 2005; Heijstra, Steinthorsdóttir, &
Einarsdóttir, 2017; Peterson, 2016).

Learning how the academic decision-making ‘burden’ is shared between men and women, and
of different organizational positions, and what it implies for decision-making power requires
further research, especially on what lies between the numbers and experiences of women and
men staff following the implementation of gender quotas. While my case study analyzed the
university’s most prominent types of decision-making bodies across multiple organizational
levels instead of focusing on one type (Peterson, 2015; Vernos, 2013), future research could
benefit from a comprehensive analytical model. Factors that explain gendered practices of
decision-making following gender-quota implementation could include scientific disciplines,
the bodies’ characteristics, (in)formal decision-making tasks and roles, and so on. It would also
be important to take into account all types of organizational bodies and service activities at
different levels, internal and external, subjected to gender quotas or not. In-depth profiles of
mandate holders could also inform us how they fit the organizational needs (and composition
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requirements) of decision-making bodies (Terjesen & Sealy, 2016) and how their needs and
requirements are gendered. In sum, I argue for examining how gender quotas’ implementation
in academia further interacts with, and affects, individuals (micro), organizational cultures and
structures (meso), and the sector and society at large (macro).

Gender quotas, (gender) equality, and diversity
Through the research subject of gender quotas as a gender-equality policy measure, this
dissertation also has implications for the broader subject of equality and diversity (policy) in
academia, as my findings relate to questions of underrepresentation and inequality based on
other social categories than gender. Studying a policy measure inevitably bridges
understandings of the problem to understandings of policy frameworks and aims (Deem, 2007;
Deem & Morley, 2006; Nielsen, 2014). And through the analysis of gender-quota
implementation in academic decision-making we gained insights about various understandings
of gender in/equality at the university and about the impact of gender quotas on gender
equality. More generally, my research also offers a glimpse into the differing meanings given to
equality and diversity (policies) within the university.

Alongside the underrepresentation of women, during my research of gender-quota
implementation actors also raised the issue of underrepresentation of students with a migrant
background, for instance. The way that this issue was raised is indicative of the dominant
understanding of ‘diversity’ among actors: currently, ‘diversity’ is mainly understood as an
ethnic-cultural matter, considered through one’s migrant and/or religious background, and
ethnic-cultural diversity is foremost posed as an issue of student presence, i.e. the academic
‘inflow’. Discussing the subject of gender-quota implementation at their own university, actors
argue that quotas, whether based on gender or (hypothetical) on migrant background, are not
effective ‘solutions’ to such ‘inflow’ problems. Regarding both inequality issues, actors’
understandings of the problem seem similar: the focus on the flow into the academic (career)
track is clearly rooted in an understanding of the problem as being located at the individual
(micro) and/or societal (macro) level(s), leaving little to no space for the role of organizational
inequality practices. Hence, it is not surprising that actors suggest awareness-raising and/or
mentoring programs.
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Additionally, some actors’ reflections emphasize the heteronormative, binary cis-gender
notions which underlie academia’s current diversity policies (and actors’ understandings
thereof) and its traditional understandings of family life in work-life balance measures (Hearn
& Husu, 2011; Sallee, 2012). The way actors refer – in rare instances – to transgender persons
also reinforces an unequal organization and work environment. Though transgender issues are
increasingly familiar in academic organizations (just as in society), references to transgender
persons were sometimes of a ridiculing nature as I performed my research. Though no actual
persons were mentioned, some actors ‘joked’ that gender identity changes would solve gender
unbalances in decision-making bodies and thus facilitate gender-quota implementation.
Thereby, the implementation of gender quotas in decision-making seems to perpetuate binary
understandings of gender at the case university. At the university policy level, I also have to
note that the first transgender policy initiatives are aimed at students (University of Antwerp,
2007).

The findings in this dissertation imply that issues of equality and diversity are connected in
actors’ thinking, but that structural, organizational, and intersectional notions of these issues
are lacking. On the one hand, staff’s cognitive connections between the issues of (gender)
equality and diversity offer the potential to further develop (support for) policies. In this
dissertation, I have already argued for the potential of tensions arising during gender-quota
implementation to increase the (support for) undertaking other initiatives in the academic
organization regarding (gender) equality and diversity. Uncovering how actors’ understandings
of equality and diversity issues and policies relate and compare to each other can increase our
insight into the actual implementation, interactions, and impacts of particular (gender) equality
policy measures.

On the other hand, the findings also indicate that if various issues of equality and diversity are
raised in connection, they are rather posed next to each other. Hence, the results imply that
university actors do not yet understand the various axes of inequality in the academic
organization structurally, organizationally, and intersectionally. Instead, the focus of both
actors and the actual policy framing is predominantly on the business case, i.e. how individuals
from various backgrounds can reach their fullest potential and hence contribute most to the
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organization (Bleijenbergh et al., 2010; Pringle & Strachan, 2015; Zanoni et al., 2010). Inequality
is understood from an individual and recognitional perspective rather than as historically and
structurally (re)produced in (academic) organizations. Though differences are recognized, the
underlying unequal power structures and practices are not taken on board. This all ties in with
critical diversity studies and previous scholarship on (gender) equality policies in academia (e.g.
Deem, 2007; Deem & Morley, 2006; Flores & Rodriguez, 2006; Klein, 2016; Zanoni et al., 2010).
These scholars already warned against an individual, instrumental approach to diversity that
can exclude any structural power analysis or lose sight of inequalities between
sociodemographic groups. The implications of my study also emphasize the importance of
taking an intersectional approach to power. By posing issues of equality and diversity next to
each other, actors neglect how the different axes of inequality intersect, how particular
accumulations and intersections of inequality practices have different implications for the
organizational power of people from different sociodemographic groups.

In conclusion, research into the implementation of gender quotas and equality/diversity
policies in academia should further study how understandings of particular policy problems,
policy measures, and broader policy frameworks interact, and how these interactions can
support and/or hinder efforts towards more structural equality in academia. Critical diversity
studies and academic debates on intersectionality offer theoretical insights to develop such
research efforts.

Knowledge, tensions, and resistance
This dissertation also has implications for the understanding of the role of actors’ gender
knowledge in the implementation and impact of gender quotas in academic organizations. I
have referred to the aspect of knowledge throughout this dissertation, but only briefly and
using shifting definitions. While I hope that this discussion contributes to academic knowledge
production, I do not focus on a discussion of academic knowledge in itself, instead I address the
issue of knowledge in practice. In research on gender quotas’ implementation and impact,
actors’ knowledge takes three forms: the variation in procedural and practical knowledge
among actors (see also implications for compliance), gender (in/equality) knowledge (see also
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understandings of (gender) equality and diversity), and the ambiguous relation of knowledge
and resistance.

First, studying the implementation of gender quotas, we learned that actors do not share the
same knowledge regarding gender-quota procedures and practices (Feldman & Orlikowski,
2011; Holli, 2016; Poggio, 2006). Though we could assume that the knowledge gap is bigger
between actors who are directly involved in (the composition process of) academic decisionmaking and those who are not, this would ignore the differing degrees of knowledge among
the first group of involved actors. In this study, we learned that this variation in procedural and
practical knowledge of gender quotas affects implementation and hence compliance. For
instance, some people still have procedural questions, such as to which bodies and to which
represented groups/units gender quotas are applicable or not. Actors also differ in their
experience with, and hence ‘practical’ knowledge about, implementing gender quotas.

Second, as I already noted in the previous subsection, the understanding of gender in/equality
in academic organizations by university actors varies and is often limited; believing gender to
be constituted by and constitutive of academic organizations is rather the exception among
actors. Gender blindness/bias and misunderstandings of the problem of gender inequality thus
persist in academia (Bleijenbergh, 2018; Vinkenburg, 2017). Analyzing attitudes towards
gender quota as a gender-equality policy measure revealed how gender blinded/biased
knowledge can help us understand resistance to gender quotas. Because, if actors do not
understand there to be a problem or understand it differently than a matter of structural
inequality, there is also no reason to implement a targeted policy measure such as gender
quotas.

Third, there is the matter of resistance to gender and feminist knowledge (production) (e.g.
Bleijenbergh, 2018; Handley et al., 2015; van den Brink, 2015). For instance, reflecting on
participatory action research projects in Dutch universities, Bleijenbergh noted how ‘key
organizational stakeholders refused to accept the knowledge we produced as valid’
(Bleijenbergh, 2018). Gender and feminist knowledge challenges hegemonic practices, such as
norms or beliefs, that constitute gendered organizations. Resistance to gender and feminist
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knowledge can thus be understood as defending the status quo. It especially might be difficult
to see and accept that these institutional barriers exist for those actors who are privileged by,
and hence have no experiences with, structural inequality practices (S. R. Bird, 2011).

Looking at these three aspects of gender knowledge shows that supporting actors’ knowledge
in order to support successful implementation of gender-equality measures such as gender
quotas is challenging for actors because of both the lack of structural understanding of gender
inequality and the connection to resistance. This impacts actors’ ability and commitment to
implement gender quotas to ‘the fullest’, i.e. to support organizational change towards gender
equality. The messy reality of universities as gendered organizations entails that increasing and
activating actors’ knowledge is an ambiguous exercise that is more systemic than linear.
However, this at the same time means that the organizational reality is not static, and that
learning and action opportunities do exist.

To close on a hopeful note, this dissertation supports other scholars who have emphasized that
addressing actors’ resistance and knowledge has the potential to transform (academic)
organizations towards greater gender equality (Benschop & van den Brink, 2014; S. R. Bird,
2011; Bleijenbergh, 2018; Bleijenbergh & Van Engen, 2015). My research suggests that tensions
arising during the implementation of gender quotas are telling of the involved actors’ own (tacit
and conscious) knowledge of the organization and its embedded practices. As these
experiences of tension and knowledge can vary among actors, it is important to bring these
experiences and knowledge together to activate and further opportunities for learning,
commitment, and action. This dissertation has also pointed to the role of tensions in bringing
more diverse actors and voices to the table and instigate change. This connects to previous
research which showed that resistance might actually trigger greater involvement to change
and that continuous conversation, discussion, and training can subsequently transform actors
into change agents who actively support efforts towards gender equality (S. R. Bird, 2011;
Bleijenbergh, 2018). Regarding the (mediating) role of actors’ knowledge in the support for,
and successful implementation of, gender quotas in academia, it remains a question for future
research to untangle ambiguities and examine the effect of various aspects of knowledge, such
as procedures, practices, gender, organization, and so on.
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Practical implications
Last but not least, the findings and conclusions of this dissertation also have implications for
the policy practice of gender quotas and, by extension, (gender) equality policy measures in
academic organizations. Below, I will make three recommendations for policy practice around
(gender) equality and gender quotas: unambiguous institutional commitment, continuous
organizational learning, and the expansion of (gender) equality policy practice. I have deducted
the recommendations from this case study of gender-quota implementation in practice. As my
research is embedded in the broader scholarship on gender equality in academia, the
recommendations below (re)affirm existing or suggested practices present in the literature on
gender-equality policies in academia, and beyond, emphasizing their importance for future
policy practice.
Unambiguous institutional commitment
We need top-positioned actors at the central level of the university to commit unambiguously
to the implementation of gender quotas. Translating and ensuring gender quotas in actual
practice, not only on paper, requires institutional leadership that shows real commitment,
takes control, and coordinates implementation (Carvalho et al., 2013; Timmers et al., 2010;
Wroblewski, 2013). It is important that top actors at the central decision-making level, and
policy-makers at the legislative level, show the political will to implement gender quotas and
work towards a more gender-equal university (Castaño et al., 2010; Council of Europe, 1998;
Dahlerup et al., 2013; European Commission, 2008; Guldvik, 2011; Husu, 2005). In other words,
academic leaders should lead by example, as it otherwise is difficult to get other institutional
actors motivated and committed. Additionally, the implementation and compliance of gender
quotas needs to be systematically checked and enforced throughout the university. This could
lead to more clarification and certainty among actors about their institution’s interpretation,
and hence expectations, of implementing gender quotas in the first place. Consequently,
institutional commitment should move beyond an enforcing role to one of pro-active
coordination. Too often, institutional leadership sticks to a selective, formal compliance check,
especially in light of legal risks in cases of non-compliance. Central coordination does not need
to present a one-size-fits-all approach, but it should offer clarity on what is expected from
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whom in which situations. In sum, top-positioned actors need not only show their commitment,
i.e. in saying so, but they also need to offer everything that is necessary to actually do what
they are committed to. It is important to ensure sufficient resources, instruments, and
supportive infrastructure for implementation (Acker, 2000; Benschop & Verloo, 2011;
Callerstig, 2014; Walby, 2005). For instance, top-positioned actors should ensure budget, acces
to the organizational top and relevant actors or units, and time for equality staff officers so that
they can organize, monitor, and evaluate implementation of respective policy measures
systemically. The following two recommendations contribute to the actual translation of
institutional commitment. Central actors can also initiate organizational learning by bringing
actors from various levels and units together to share diverse implementation experiences and
practices, thus enabling actors to learn from each other and move gender equality forward.
Continuous organizational learning
I recommend developing organizational learning of actors continuously. Based on the insight
that actors vary in their knowledge of procedures, practices, and gender at their own university,
it is important to support actors in their learning and hence their ability to contribute to
organizational change towards gender equality. I am convinced that a proactive and
participatory approach to knowledge production and sharing within the university can effect
on-going change by sustaining a conversation on which of the organization’s problems should
be tackled by policy practice and how. This approach also supports actors in connecting their
individual experiences and insights to a more structural understanding of their own university.
Participative interventions have already proven promising in the link of individual agency and
transformative change. Methods and approaches include group model building (Bleijenbergh,
2018; Bleijenbergh & Van Engen, 2015), case-studies (S. R. Bird, 2011), narratives-based
approach (Ely & Meyerson, 2000b), and a bi-focal approach (de Vries & van den Brink, 2016).
Furthermore, a participatory approach not only ensures that university actors regularly work
together, but it is just as essential to equalize the power relations and voices of all involved in
these spaces (Benschop & Verloo, 2011).

In my discussion of knowledge and tensions, I emphasized the latter’s transformative potential,
which is important to harness. As we know that increasing gender knowledge is a messy,
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ambiguous process, it is important to keep the efforts going continuously. In the process of
policy implementation it is important that actors have capability, willingness, comprehension
and awareness (Callerstig, 2014). Lastly, gender scholars should stay involved in developing and
implementing (gender-)equality policies, not as authorities checking tensions and resistances,
but as constructive mediators between theory and practice (Benschop & Verloo, 2011). As
gender and feminist scholars, it is our role to understand and connect the actors’ experiences
to the university’s structures and practices.
Expansion of (gender) equality policy practice
To sustain transformative change towards more (gender) equal academic organizations, we
need to expand the range and spectrum of policies in practice. The findings of this dissertation
have shown that gender quotas, their implementation, and the tensions arising in the process
all point to a greater problem of (gender) inequality; rather than gender quotas themselves
being the problem. We gained insight into staff attitudes, practices, and impact of genderquota implementation, and their implications for gender practices and the broader issues of
equality and diversity. It is now important to take (policy) action on the practices and power
relations that have been uncovered (or will be through organizational learning). Gender quotas
are not and cannot be the sole policy measure to address gender inequality in academia. There
is no one-size-fits-all policy approach, so we need to expand (gender) equality policy practice
with more (supportive) measures, resources and infrastructure (Al-Gazali et al., 2013; Pereira,
2015; Peterson, 2015; van den Brink & Benschop, 2012). Unambiguous institutional
commitment and continuous organizational learning will lead to and support further
development of such policy practice. For example, the gendered practices of gender-quota
implementation and academic decision-making are rooted in the gendered practice and
division of labour regarding research, education, and services to the organization and society.
‘Taking care’ of the organization and its people is a demanding, yet gendered task (Chesterman
et al., 2005; Monroe et al., 2008; Peterson, 2015). If we want equal representation and
participation in academic decision-making, we need to recognize and revalue educational and
service work (e.g. Guarino & Borden, 2017; Heijstra et al., 2017; Mauthner & Edwards, 2010;
Parsons & Priola, 2013).
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Limitations and suggestions for further research
In this section, I discuss the limitations of the research presented in this dissertation. Inevitably,
even after setting a study’s aims and scope, the actual research process entails making choices.
I discuss the limitations of the following research decisions: studying a single case, being an
‘insider’, and exploring gender-quota implementation in academia. I address suggestions for
further research.

Studying a single case
The first limitation is due to my choice of empirical material: a single university. In light of my
research questions, limiting myself to a single case study enabled me to contribute an in-depth,
nuanced understanding of the practice and impact of gender-quota implementation in an
academic organization. As the institutional context was fixed, I could zoom in on the complex
organizational reality of implementing a (gender-equality) policy measure, presenting a
panoramic view by understanding and connecting multiple elements of gender-quota
implementation.

Given its political and organizational context, the University of Antwerp was a relevant case of
a European university targeted by gender quotas. At the political level, Belgium has been a
forerunner in Europe in the adoption of gender quotas. The Flemish type of decreed gender
quotas sets one target, but targets any and all decision-making bodies and organizational levels
of public universities. At the organizational level, the University of Antwerp is a relevant case of
a European university: the university is midrange and average in size, both in Flanders and
internationally, and it is gender segregated following European trends. As a Belgian university,
however, it lags behind the rest of Europe when it comes to the representation of women
among full professors, i.e. the highest ranks of academia. In this sense, the University of
Antwerp also served as a critical case because the representation of women among the highest
academic ranks is also tied to the representation of women in decision-making.
We gained insight into the variety and complexity of staff attitudes, practices, and impact when
implementing gender quotas at a university. As an explorative study of gender-quota

166

implementation in academic decision-making, however, this single case study was often limited
to a descriptive analysis. Based on a single case study, it is difficult to assess the extent to which
these findings can be generalized to other universities and academic organizations. Within one
case context, it is also harder to exactly untangle which factors explain the various findings or
relations between them. While I expect the University of Antwerp to serve as a most likely case
of a European university, and the findings hence to be indicative for other cases of genderquota implementation at gendered universities, the findings and explanations derived from this
single case analysis are vulnerable to its particular institutional context. The variation found in
one university also suggests the need for research into more academic organizations than just
this one.

Longitudinal and comparative research can enhance the study of gender quotas in academia in
the future. Longitudinal data collection and research offers the opportunity to untangle more
specifically which of the diverse individual and organizational factors can best explain the
variation in gender quotas’ implementation and impact. Comparative research could take into
account the institutional context and ask if, how, and why the implementation and impact of
gender quotas varies within and between academic fields, (types of) academic organizations,
and countries. Additionally, comparative research could offer insights into similar and different
arguments, attitudes, or practices regarding the implementation of different types of gender
quotas, e.g. those targeting decision-making or those focussed on recruitment. Cutting across
data sets, a comparative research design could pay more attention to the connections between
the micro-, meso-, and macro-levels of analysis. Lastly, since gender quotas, their adoption,
implementation, effects, and underlying logics have so far all been predominantly examined
within the context of politics, and, more recently, companies, the study of gender quotas in
academia also offers the opportunity for comparative research within the broader field of
gender-quota research (Hughes et al., 2017).

Being an ‘insider’
Throughout the research process, I have been aware of my position as a junior and feminist
scholar within my own organization, and I tried to capture my reflections on that as consistently
as possibly through the use of research journals and post-interview memos. Aside from the
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advantages of being an ‘insider’ in terms of access to respondents, I also acknowledge certain
risks and limitations. Being part of the same organization as the subjects of my study might
have led both participants and myself to assume certain organizational elements and practices
to be self-evident and thus not mentioning/questioning them, potentially leading to more
hidden or deeply embedded organizational practices being obscured. Regarding gender, there
is a risk that gendered practices were missed in interviews because participants considered
them gender-neutral and thus not relevant to the interview topic (although supposedly genderneutral concepts such as meritocracy were mentioned regularly). This risk entails missing both
gender-inequality and gender-equality practices. To prevent this, however, I have intentionally
strived to be receptive of variation in this study of gender-quota implementation, each time
looking for alternative understandings of the findings. Chapter 5, in particular, resulted from an
effort to offer alternative perspectives on the impact of gender quota-implementation in
academia. Through my mixed-method approach I aimed to accommodate my ambiguous
position and the implications thereof as much as possible.

I have combined quantitative and qualitative methods to research the case in both breadth and
depth. The quantitative approach, using descriptive and analytical statistics, enabled me to give
a more aggregated view of the impact of gender-quota implementation in academic decisionmaking bodies. Since I could work with a larger N, I could include more staff members and their
attitudes and mandate positions. I could also statistically test some of the hypotheses
underlying my research question. The qualitative approach allowed me to zoom in on the daily
organizational aspects of gender-quota implementation. In my data-collection process (or,
more precisely, in the decisions I made in that process), I aimed for a heterogonous sample of
actors (in terms of hierarchical positions, gender, and academic units) and of decision-making
bodies. Furthermore, I have complemented my interview data with organizational documents
so the organizational context could be integrated into my data analysis and interpretation as
much as possible. Yet, through me being an ‘insider’, there is the possibility that social
desirability was present on the side of the participants, but also a restraint in critique on my
side. This does not only concern interviews, but also the use of survey data, as it is difficult to
trace back participants’ underlying thought processes when they are filling out a survey. Social
desirability, for instance, is also a risk factor in surveys. To a certain extent, we can also consider
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filling in a survey as performance by the participants in which they decide what to share and
what not. Though the survey analysis suggests linear relations between the variables that are
measured, my understanding of the university as a gendered organization, a socialconstructivist understanding of organizational life, leads me to assume there to be more
‘hidden’, complex relations at work that are more messy than just linear relations. My mixedmethod approach can only accommodate these limitations of my research position and the
respective methodologies up to a certain point.

While this dissertation clearly takes an organizational approach, future research on genderquota implementation and impact in academic decision-making can benefit from a more
substantial ethnographic approach (see the work on academia of Ahmed, 2012; Pereira, 2017),
which would also be consistent with the social-constructivist understanding of (academic)
organizations as gendered. Ethnographic approaches can uncover embedded gendered
practices in gender-quota implementation and its impact on gender and power in academic
decision-making. Ethnography could complement and further unpack the brief ‘snapshots’ of
organizational life we gain from surveys and interviews. As Yanow, Ybema, and van Hulst
summarize (2012, p.332): ‘in our view, ethnography entails […]: a research process involving
fieldwork methods engaging the extraordinary-in-the-ordinary with a particular sensibility
towards often more hidden or concealed meaning-making processes, reported in a particular
form of writing that places both author and reader at the scene, in the thick of things, through
actor-centred and context-sensitive analysis and theorizing grounded in layered data.’ Further
research could examine how deeply gender-quota implementation is ingrained with genderinequality, gender-equality, and decision-making practices, which could offer us more insight
into power dynamics and micro-politics around gender quota. Methodologies that allow us to
be and participate in the field longer include, for instance, observations, shadowing, or process
tracing. An actual (and longer) participative presence enhances one’s ability to capture and
analyze the organization’s more tacit and concealed dimensions (Calás et al., 2014).
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Exploring gender-quota implementation in academia
The third research decision that affected this study’s limitations is analytical in nature, bringing
together this dissertation’s findings, implications for future research, and empirical and
methodological limitations. My aim was to contribute to the literature on gender equality in
academia by opening the black box on gender-quota implementation and impact in academic
decision-making. The resulting exploratory view was enabled by digging into multiple elements
of gender-quota implementation in academic decision-making, as it was relevant and important
to uncover which staff attitudes, practices, and effects underlie the implementation of gender
quotas. I have shown that the practice and impact of gender-quota implementation varies
within one university. Furthermore, in this concluding chapter I have reflected on and discussed
my findings’ broader implications regarding compliance, gendered practices, equality and
diversity, knowledge and resistance, and policy practices.

However, its exploratory approach also means that this dissertation often remains descriptive
in its uncovering of the various gender-quota implementation elements. And my empirical,
predominantly descriptive approach to studying gender-quota implementation in practice kept
more theoretical notions of gendered (academic) organizations in the background, even though
they were and are key to my research assumptions and understandings. Consequently, though
I have discussed my findings as indicative of practices and dynamics of gender and power in the
implementation of gender quotas, many great questions remain:

How does the implementation of gender quotas reproduce or subvert gender? Does it
challenge hegemonic binary cis-gender categorizations? Through the construction of gender in
the implementation of gender quotas, who is included and excluded? We learned that more
women from various organizational positions participated in academic decision-making
following the implementation of gender quotas, but which power dynamics are at play in
decision-making if these women come from hierarchically lower or precarious academic
positions? How can and do they raise their voice in decision-making? At the same time, we
should also be careful in our assumptions and expectations of women who enter academic
decision-making, leadership, and management, asking when gendered notions of doing power
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and of change agency reproduce gender or lead to extra work for women that their men
colleagues do not undertake (cf. Mauthner & Edwards, 2010).

As many research questions remain, I can only hope that the findings in this dissertation
contribute to the scholarship on (gender) equality in academia, and that they may be part of a
basis for further research. In closing, and with these questions and my findings in mind, I want
to emphasize that the implementation and impact of gender quotas does not only concern or
affect women. Men can be and often are key change agents for (gender) equality in academia,
and they themselves can also be situated at intersecting axes of inequality. Furthermore,
studying decision-making practices (including the composition of decision-making bodies) and
the accumulation of mandates raises the question whose power is embedded and hidden in
the academic organization and whose power is ‘noted’ and judged (for instance as ‘too much’
or ‘too subjective’). Power dynamics and micro-politics in the composition process and
workings of academic decision-making bodies should also be uncovered in greater detail. I
acknowledge and emphasize that our academic organizations are not only constitutive of, and
constituted by, gender, power relations in academia are also situated in interactions of gender,
race, ethnicity, sexuality, class, and other social-constructed differences implicated in the
production of inequality. Putting these experiences and interactions centre stage in research
will also reveal their potential for disruption and change (Calás et al., 2014). Further research
can tie in with and enhance the academic debates among critical diversity and intersectionality
scholars, disciplines and debates which are also present in the scholarship on gender equality
in academia.

Both in research and in practice, we need to keep questioning what (gender) in/equality,
diversity, and change mean and entail. Our critical feminist strength lies in offering and
pinpointing paradoxes, in challenging and revisioning proclaimed solutions and results (Ahmed,
2012). There is no fixed finish line for change towards equality, rather it is the political
negotiation process that constitutes our organizational and societal life and, hence, takes
centre stage. I can only amplify the words of Joan Scott, who has been key to my formation as
a gender and feminist scholar. It feels full circle to end this dissertation with some of her words.
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Politics has been described as the art of the possible; I would rather call it the negotiation
of the impossible, the attempt to arrive at solutions that – in democratic societies –
approximate principles of justice and equality, but that can only always fall short, thus
leaving open the opportunity for new formulations, new social arrangements, new
negotiations. The best political solutions these days will recognize the dangers of
insisting on a final, totalizing solution […]. (Scott, 1999, p. 12)
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Appendices
Appendix 1: List of documents used

Gender-quota legislation of the Flemish government
-

Decree of 13 July 2012, Belgisch Staatsblad [Official Gazette of Belgium], 17 September
2012; regarding University of Antwerp and University Hasselt.

-

Decree of 13 July 2012, Belgisch Staatsblad [Official Gazette of Belgium], 8 August 2012;
regarding University Ghent.

Flemish Interuniversity Council documents
-

Flemish Interuniversity Council, 2015. Gelijke Kansen en Diversiteit 2011-2013 [Equal
Opportunities and Diversity 2011-2013]. Brussels: Flemish Interuniversity Council.

-

High Level Task Force Gender, 2013. VLIR Actieplan Gender. Vrouwen in de academische
loopbaan en het universitair beleid. [VLIR Action plan Gender. Women in the academic
career and the university policy]. Brussels: Flemish Interuniversity Council.

-

Working Group Equal Opportunities, 2013. Actieplan Gender Hoger Onderwijs [Action
Plan Gender Higher Education]. Brussel: Flemish Interuniversity Council.

Organizational documents of the University of Antwerp
-

Duurzaam genderbeleid voor academisch personeel [Durable gender policy for academic
personnel], 2014.

-

Basisnota academische structuur Universiteit Antwerpen [Elementary regulations on the
academic structure of the University of Antwerp], 28.06.2016.

-

Huishoudelijke reglementen [Faculty regulations]
o Arts, 03.03.2015
o Applied Economics, 21.01.2015
o Law, 31.05.2016
o Medicine and Health Sciences, 10.10.2016
o Pharmaceutical, Biomedical and Veterinary Sciences, 31.05.2016
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o Science, 31.05.2016
o Social Sciences, 26.01.2016
-

Verslagen [meeting minutes], university archive, 2012-2017.
o Board of Governors
o Executive Council
o Board of Services to the Community
o Research Board
o Selection commissions, 2009-2010 and 2015-2016

-

Organogrammen [organizational charts]
o University of Antwerp:
www.uantwerpen.be/en/about-uantwerp/organisational-structure/
o Respective faculties:
www.uantwerpen.be/en/faculties/
o Student board:
www.uantwerpen.be/nl/campusleven/studentenwerking/studentenraad/

194

Appendix 2: EGERA Gender Equality Culture Survey

English survey as piloted at University of Antwerp
[(numbers) are the coded values.]
Q1 Dear colleague,
We appreciate your cooperation.
Before you get started:
-

Most questions are multiple-choice, so you can simply mark your answer.

-

For more information, you can hoover with your computer mouse over the blue
coloured words.

-

There are no right or wrong answers.

-

It is important that you state your own personal opinion, so please complete the
questionnaire individually without consulting others.

-

Completing the questionnaire will take about 20 minutes of your time.

Should you have any questions, please contact Jolien Voorspoels [insert contact information]
or Petra Meier [insert contact information].
Q2 As this survey will be disseminated by all of EGERA’s[hyperlink to the website] partner
universities, please pick your university:
-

University of Antwerp (1)

-

Fondation nationale des sciences politiques (2)

-

Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona (3)

-

Radboud University Nijmegen (4)

-

Middle East Technical University (5)

-

Universität Vechta (6)

-

Centrum Vyzkumu Globalni Zmeny AV CR v.v.i. (7)
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Q3 In this first section you will be presented several statements. Please indicate to what extent
these statements match your working unit. By ‘working unit’ we mean the service, department,
or research unit where you work and about which you know the most. Our main purpose is to
learn how you experience the atmosphere in your own unit. Mark your chosen answer.
This statement applies to my unit …
Strongly disagree (1)
Disagree (2)
Neutral (3)
Agree (4)
Strongly agree (5)
My unit has a pleasant working atmosphere. (1)
The emphasis is on good interactions with colleagues. (2)
There are “cliques” in my unit. (3)
Colleagues consider each other as competitors. (4)
Colleagues help each other in performing tasks. (5)
When new employees attend a meeting for the first time to, they are immediately greeted and
welcomed by the colleagues. (6)
The people in my unit are on good terms with each other. (7)
Informal activities are organized within my working unit. (8)
Informal activities: retirement dinners, birthday drinks, …
Newcomers are introduced to their colleagues on their first day at work. (9)
In my unit there is a feeling of solidarity. (10)
Colleagues gossip about each other. (11)
Newcomers have to find out by themselves which rules, habits and behavioural codes apply in
our unit. (12)
There is a competitive atmosphere. (13)
I’m invited to join informal activities, organized by colleagues in my unit . (14)
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The emphasis is on gaining individual results. (15)
Ideas can be expressed freely without being condemned by colleagues. (16)
Everyone in my unit dares to say what is going well/wrong in their interaction with
colleagues.(17)
Unfounded criticism is directed at colleagues. (18)
New employees are left to their own devices. (19)
Everyone gets the opportunity to express their views in meetings and consultations. (20)
Information about the unit is accessible to all colleagues. (21)
More experienced colleagues help new employees in the beginning. (22)
Information about my unit is spread in understandable language. (23)
When decisions have to be made in our unit, everyone’s opinion is taken into account. (24)
The relationship between co-workers and superiors is good. (25)
Colleagues respect the expression of the others’ cultures. (26)
Culture in its broadest sense: ethnic culture, food culture, music culture, …
My superior gives me sufficient freedom in performing my tasks. (27)
The superior of my unit pays attention to the balance between work and private life. (28)
In my unit, decisions are more often made informally than in formal meetings. (29)
In my unit, we are given the opportunity to work from home. (30)
Women and men get equal career opportunities in my unit. (31)
Co-workers in my unit can choose their own working hours. (32)
You are expected to leave your personal problems at home in my unit. (33)
Only a limited number of people from my unit are involved in decision-making. (34)
In my unit more things are discussed informally (e.g. during coffee breaks, lunch, etc.) than
during formal meetings. (35)
In my unit being known by the right people is more important than doing a good job. (36)
You need to have a big mouth to have a say in meetings at our unit. (37)
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Q4 In this second section, we try to gauge your general wellbeing as an employee at your
university.
Q5 During the past year, I, as a person at the university, felt…
Never (1)

Seldom (2)

Sometimes (3) Often (4)

Very often(5)

Accepted (1)
Humiliated (2)
Valued (3)
Excluded (4)
Different from others (5)
Welcome (6)
Threatened (7)
Free to be myself (8)
Thwarted (9)
Respected (10)
Ignored (11)
Q6 Have you suffered discrimination, bullying or aggression at your university?
Discrimination may be defined as the different treatment of individuals or groups based on
arbitrary ascribed or acquired criteria such as age, sexual orientation, marital or parental status,
socio-economic background, religion, political opinions, language, health, disability, sex,
nationality, and race.
Bullying (also known as harassment, mobbing or psychosocial violence) is repeated and
unacceptable behavior directed against an employee or group of employees and meant to
humiliate, belittle, or threaten the victim.
Violence at work is unacceptable behavior by one or more individuals and can take many
different forms, some of which may be more easily identified than others. It can for instance
take the form of verbal or psychological harassment and physical violence.
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-

Yes (1)

-

No (2)

[If “No” is selected, then Skip Logic to Q11]

Q7 Check in the table for which characteristic you have been the target of discrimination and
in which form this discrimination occurred. You can choose multiple options each time.
Discrimination can be direct or indirect. Direct discrimination occurs when someone is treated
differently than someone else is or would be in a comparative situation based on a certain
characteristic, without any lawful and objective justification.
Discrimination is indirect when some people are treated differently than others, leading to a
specific disadvantage for persons of a minority without any lawful justification.
Direct discrimination (1)
My gender (1)
My age (2)
My skin colour (3)
My origin (4)
The way I look (5)
My sexual orientation (6)
My disability (7)
The way I dress (8)
The way I speak (9)
My ideas (10)
My religion (11)
Unknown reasons (12)
Other (13)
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Indirect discrimination (2)

Q8 Indicate by whom and how often you have been discriminated. You can choose multiple
options.
Just once (1) Seldom (2)

Regularly (3) Often (4)

Superiors (1)
Colleagues (2)
An employee of the university,
but not a close colleague. (3)
Students (4)
Q9 Check in the table for which characteristic you have been the target of bullying or aggression
and in which form this occurred. You can choose multiple options for both the characteristics
and forms.
Physical violence: Pushing, hitting, spitting, threatening with a physical object, …
Psychological, verbal violence: Yelling, calling someone names, laughing at someone, social
isolation, malicious gossiping, threats, libel, …
Sexual violence: Attempts to approach, remarks or suggestions of a sexual nature, visually
undressing someone, unwelcome touching, forced sexual acts, …
Physical violence (1) Psychological, verbal violence (2)
My gender (1)
My age (2)
My skin colour (3)
My origin (4)
The way I look (5)
My sexual orientation (6)
My disability (7)
The way I dress (8)
The way I speak (9)
My ideas (10)
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Sexual violence (7)

My religion (11)
Unknown reasons (12)
Other (13)
Q10 Indicate by whom and how often you have been bullied or harassed. You can choose
multiple options.
Just once (1) Seldom (2)

Regularly (3) Often (4)

Superiors (1)
Colleagues (2)
An employee of the university,
but not a close colleague (3)
Students (4)
Q11 In this section, we present several general statements about equal opportunities and
diversity. Please indicate to what extent you agree or disagree with these statements. This is
your own personal opinion, so there are no correct or incorrect answers. Mark the box that
best reflects your position.
To what extent do you agree or disagree with these statements?
Totally disagree (1)
Disagree (2)
Neither disagree, nor agree (3)
Agree (4)
Totally agree (5)

I would mind helping a colleague with a disability (no matter what kind) in carrying out a task.(1)
I have a problem with colleagues wearing religious attributes at work (e.g. cross, veil, kippah).(2)
In recruiting new staff, I think it’s good that there is a preference for certain minority groups if
candidates are equally competent. (3)
I don’t have a problem with the fact that colleagues could be lesbian, gay or bisexual. (4)
The university should offer a tolerant and diverse work environment. (5)
201

I have problems working with colleagues from a different ethnic-cultural origin. (6)
It’s the task of the university to teach its staff to appreciate diversity. (7)
I think that more diversity within the staff and student population will increase tolerance. (8)
I don’t have a problem to work with colleagues from another gender. (9)
I think that working in a diverse surrounding contributes to my personal development. (10)
For the university, the advantages of diversity outweigh the disadvantages. (11)
I think we should make extra efforts to promote equal opportunities at the university. (12)
Q12 Please indicate to what extent you agree or disagree with these statements.
Totally disagree (1)
Disagree (2)
Neither disagree, nor agree (3)
Agree (4)
Totally agree (5)

Women should be cherished and protected by men. (1)
Men are less likely to fall apart in emergencies than women are. (2)
Men are more suited to leadership than women. (3)
Discrimination of women is no longer a problem in this country. (4)
Society treats men and women the same way. (5)
Better measures should be taken to achieve equality (between the sexes) in the workplace. (6)
Q13 Below we present you with a number of initiatives regarding diversity and equal
opportunities that this university has undertaken or could undertake in the future.
Please indicate to what extent you think they are important by marking the appropriate answer.
Very unimportant (1)
Unimportant (2)
Neither unimportant/nor important (3)
Important (4)
Very important (5)
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Adding a clause that bans discrimination to the employee guidelines. (1)
An obligation to have at least 1/3 of the boards and commissions of the university made up of
members of another gender. (2)
Make an effort to project an ‘inclusive’ image of the university (imaging, marketing,
communication) that would speak to any future student/staff member. (3)
Organizing a training on how to deal with diversity for all management staff. (4)
The use of extra channels to distribute job listings among ethnic minorities. (5)
Free language training in the language of the institution for students, colleagues, and
professors. (6)
Appointing someone within each faculty or department to be responsible for diversity and
equal opportunities. (7)
Setting up a mentoring project in which young researchers are coached and guided in the
realization of their academic career. (8)
[a more experienced person guides a less experienced person regarding a specific topic. This
relationship can be short or long term.]
Organizing science communication training for female researchers. (9)
Screening of the accessibility of university buildings for people living with disabilities. (10)
An electronic questionnaire researching the support base for diversity and equal opportunities
within the university. (11)
Incorporate a gender screening in the guidelines for recruitment and selection committees.(12)
Weighing individual output against prorated time investment when evaluating and promoting
staff. (13)
Scheduling meetings at family-friendlier hours. (14)
Funds to temporarily replace staff on maternity leave. (15)
A gender audit. (16)
[A participatory process which helps to identify organizational strengths and challenges to
integrating gender in the organization’s systems, processes and projects.]
Can you think of any other projects regarding equal opportunities and diversity that the
university currently does not incorporate which would nonetheless be important to you? (17)
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[Display logic: If Q2: University of Antwerp is selected]
Q14 Below you will find a number of services available to you as a staff member of the
University of Antwerp. Please indicate 1) if you know the service and whether you have made
use of it in the past, and 2) to what extent you think they are important, regardless of whether
or not they apply to you.
Knowledge/use:
I do not know this service (1)
I know this service but I cannot use it. (2)
I know this service and I have not used it (yet). (3)
I know this service and I have used it. (4)
Degree of importance:
Very unimportant (1)
Unimportant (2)
Neither unimportant, nor important (3)
Important (4)
Very important (5)

Childcare for UZA staff (1)
Discount for children’s vacation camps during the holidays (2)
Confidential mediators (3)
Possibility of continuing education (4)
Paying back commuting costs (5)
Vegetarian options in the restaurants (6)
Maternity/paternity leave or co-parent leave (7)
Thematic leaves: parenthood, palliative care, and medical assistance (8)
Career breaks (9)
Intranet with information for employees (10)
Flexible working hours (11)
Possibility to work from home (12)
Quiet Space (13)
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Accessibility for people with disabilities (14)
Welcome sessions for new employees (15)
International Staff Office (16)
Access to facilities outside of office hours (17)
Prevention advisor (18)
Internal claims procedure against violence, bullying, and harassment at work. (19)
Are there any other services regarding equal opportunities and diversity that are currently not
available at the university that would nonetheless be important to you? (20)

[Display logic: If Q2: … is selected]
Q15 Fondation national des sciences politiques.
Q16 Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona
Q17 Radboud University Nijmegen
Q18 Middle East Technical University
Q19 Universität Vechta
Q20 Czech Globe
Q21 This is the last section of the survey, in which we will ask about your personal background.
We would like to emphasize that all answers will be processed in such a way that individual
data are impossible to retrieve. We also will never pass on your data to other parties. No answer
is required to proceed to the end of the survey. It is however important for us that you fill out
these pages as completely as possible, as this enables us to draw the right conclusions.
Q22 Are you?
-

Man (1)

-

Woman (2)

-

I feel otherwise: (3) ____________________
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Q23 To what age category do you belong?
-

Between 18-24 years (1)

-

Between 25-30 years (2)

-

Between 31-40 years (3)

-

Between 41-50 years (4)

-

Between 51-60 years (5)

-

Older than 60 (6)

Q24 Which other people are also part of your household? Mark all that apply. Your household
here includes all persons who for the majority of their time live at the same address.
-

Spouse/partner (1)

-

Child(ren) (2) ____________________

-

Parent(s)(-in-law) (3)

-

Grandparent(s)(-in-law) (4)

-

No one, I live alone (5)

[Display logic: If Children is selected in Q24]
Q25 Is/are your child(ren)? You can mark multiple answers.
-

0-5 years old (2)

-

6-12 years old (3)

-

13-18 years old (4)

-

18+ (5)

Q26 To which staff category do you belong?
-

Administrative Technical Staff (ATP) (1)

-

Assisting Academic Staff (AAP, OP1, OP2) (2)

-

Special Academic Staff (BAP) (3)

-

Assistant/Associate Professor (ZAP, OP3) (4)

-

(Full) Professor (ZAP, OP3) (5)
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Q27 What is your highest degree of education (or equivalent)?
-

Primary School (1)

-

High School (2)

-

Bachelor's (3)

-

Master's (4)

-

Doctorate Degree (5)

[Display Logic if Q2: Universiteit Antwerpen Is Selected]
Q28 Please indicate at which department or faculty you work according to your main contract.
-

Administrative departments (1)

-

Faculty of Pharmaceutical, Biomedical and Veterinary Sciences (2)

-

Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences (8)

-

Faculty of Arts (9)

-

Faculty of Design Sciences (10)

-

Faculty of Political and Social Sciences (11)

-

Faculty of Law (12)

-

Faculty of Applied Economics (13)

-

Faculty of Applied Engineering (14)

-

Faculty of Science (15)

-

Other at UA (Centres, Institutes, Association, UZA, Antwerp Management School...) (4)

-

External employer (7)

[Display Logic if Q2: … Is Selected]
Q29 Fondation national des sciences politiques
Q30 Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona
Q31 Radboud University Nijmegen
Q32 Middle East Technical University
Q33 Universität Vechta
Q34 Czech Globe
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[Display Logic if Q2: Universiteit Antwerpen Is Selected]
Q35 What nationality or nationalities do you have? You can choose multiple options.
-

Belgian (1)

-

other: (2) ____________________

-

other: (3) ____________________

-

other: (4) ____________________

[Display Logic if Q2: … Is Selected]
Q36 Fondation national des sciences politiques
Q37 Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona
Q38 Radboud University Nijmegen
Q39 Middle East Technical University
Q40 Universität Vechta
Q41 Czech Globe
Q42 Do you have any form of impairment? Multiple answers are possible.
-

No, I don’t have any form of impairment. (1)

-

Yes, I have a learning disorder. (2)

-

Yes, I have a physical disability (visual, auditory, motor disability). (3)

-

Yes, I have a chronic medical condition/disorder. (4)

-

Yes, I have an impairment due to a mental disorder. (5)

Q43 Please choose the option that describes best your sexual orientation.
-

heterosexual (1)

-

homosexual/lesbian/bisexual (2)

-

other: (3) ____________________
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Q44 What is your religion
-

Christian (1)

-

Hindu (2)

-

Jewish (3)

-

Islam (4)

-

Buddhist (5)

-

Other: (6) ____________________

-

None, I am not religious (7)

[Display Logic if Q44: None, I am not religious Is Not Selected]
Q45 Do you currently practice your religion? We hereby understand if you regularly attend
services (in churches, mosques, temples).
-

Yes (1)

-

No (2)

Q46 If you have any comments about this questionnaire or about equal opportunities and
diversity culture at your university, you can write these down below.
[Display Logic if Q2: Universiteit Antwerpen Is Selected]
Q47 If you would like to win one of the dinners for two, please leave your email address here.
We emphasize that this information will be separated from your answers.
Q48 Please go to the next page to submit your answers, thank you.
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Appendix 3: Interview guide

Original guide in Dutch
Notities om door te vragen; respondenten te laten reflecteren; laat stiltes toe
-

Hoe, wat, waarom, in welke gevallen, wanneer, wie, waar, voorbeeld, …?
(verloop, betekenis, ervaring)

-

Evidenties, definities, concepten, …: Hoe bedoelt u? Kan u hier een concreet
voorbeeld van geven?

-

‘Geen verandering’, ‘is zo’, …: Kan u aan de hand van een concreet voorbeeld
toelichten hoe het toen verliep en nu verloopt?

-

Praktijk bevragen met betrekking tot genderquota argumenten: Hoe beïnvloedt dit
al dan niet het samenstellingsproces? Is dit reeds zo voorgevallen? Waarom bent
u/zijn zij er (niet) mee bezig?

Hoofdonderzoeksvragen:
1. Hoe worden genderquota in de praktijk geïmplementeerd?
a. Hoe past de implementatie van genderquota in het samenstellingsproces van
bestuursorganen?
i. Hoe verloopt dit proces?
(proces: formele procedures, praktijken, normen)
ii. Waar komen genderquota in beeld tijdens dit proces?
iii. Hoe worden genderquota geïmplementeerd?
sub: al dan niet aan voldaan?
iv. Hoe past de wijze waarop genderquota geïmplementeerd worden in dit
proces?
b. (Extra) Hoe hebben de ervaringen met genderquota de attituden van betrokken
actoren op genderquota in universitair bestuur veranderd?
2. Welke factoren verklaren het niet naleven van genderquota?

210

Dimensies:
-

proces (1a), criteria (1a), normen (1b), factoren niet-naleving (2)

Inleiding en afronden
-

Voorstelling van mezelf en onderzoek

-

Interviewtoelichting
o confidentiële behandeling van data
o geaggregeerde verwerking in de analyse
o resterende vragen? akkoord? (toestemmingsformulier)

-

Heeft u nog opmerkingen met betrekking tot bestuur en/of genderquota aan de
universiteit? Aanbevelingen voor de toekomst? Heeft u nog vragen?

-

Duiden en bedanken voor bijdrage

Interview
Vanuit uw positie als … wil ik u bevragen over het samenstellen van bestuursorganen, raden
en commissies, en de implementatie van genderquota.
Ik zou dit graag doen aan de hand van enkele concrete voorbeelden. Hierbij zou ik graag
starten met de laatste …
Proces
Organen: departementsraad, onderwijscommissie, selectiecommissie, faculteitsraad, facultaire
evaluatiecommissie, commissie academisch personeel
-

Welke waren de voornaamste stappen om tot deze samenstelling te komen?
o Hoe en waarom handelde/besliste u zo?
o Wie en hoe was er allemaal betrokken?

-

Welke criteria speelden een rol in deze samenstelling?
o Hoe ging u hier mee om, waarom? (+ doorwegen, betekenis)

-

Welke profielen, en hoe, werden gezocht? (+ keuze?)
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-

Hoe gingen betrokkenen om met dit samenstellingsproces en bijhorende
beslissingen?
o Welke redenen heeft u gegeven als u iemand vroeg? Welke redenen
werden gegeven om al dan niet te zetelen? (wie, welk profiel?)

-

Hoe werd dit samenstellingsproces afgesloten? (discussie, redenen, omgang)

-

Om welke redenen kan het zijn dat de feitelijke samenstelling verschilt van de
formele?

-

Nu we het proces van samenstelling doorlopen hebben, over welke ‘vrijheidsgraad’
beschikte u om dit orgaan samen te stellen? (Indien minder: Welke aspecten zou u
anders willen zien?)

-

Als u het proces zo overloopt, hoe ging u om met de implementatie van
genderquota?
o Bij welke stappen speelden genderquota al dan niet een rol? Waarom?
o Hoe werden genderquota al dan niet benoemd en besproken in dit proces?
o Op welke manier werd ervoor gezorgd dat de samenstelling zou voldoen
aan de genderquota?
o Wat betekende dit voor (deze stap in) het samenstellingsproces?

-

Welke andere, nieuwe ontwikkelingen (m.b.t. universitair bestuur en organisatie)
speelden mogelijks nog een rol in dit samenstellingsproces? (waarom, impact in
vergelijking met GQ?)

Algemene brug
-

Hoe wordt vanuit het centrale/facultaire bestuur de implementatie van
genderquota al dan niet opgevolgd? Welke omkadering wordt al dan niet
aangeboden? (voor wie, …?)

-

Specifieke vragen m.b.t. huishoudelijk reglement
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Factoren
-

Nu we verschillende voorbeelden doorlopen hebben, wanneer was het behalen van
de genderquota het moeilijkste/makkelijkste? Kan u toelichten waarom?

-

Kan u teruggaan naar de laatste situatie waarin een bestuursorgaan niet voldeed
of zou voldoen aan de genderquota? Kan u toelichten waarom dit niet behaald is?
Hoe kwam u hieraan tegemoet?

-

Doorvragen naar aspecten/factoren niet behalen genderquota in de samenstelling
o Als ik het correct begrijp, situeert dit volgens u voornamelijk op/bij…
o Ziet u nog andere redenen waarom het in deze situatie moeilijk was?
o Ziet u dit als specifiek voor dit voorbeeld of geldt dit ook voor andere
organen, bestuursniveaus?
o Welke aspecten/eigenschappen van betreffend orgaan/beslissingsniveau…
kunnen die situatie mogelijk mee verklaren?
o U zei dat … zoals nu bestaat, bemoeilijkt, maar, hoe bent u er dan in de
praktijk mee omgegaan?

Normen
-

Kan u zich nog herinneren hoe u dacht/zich voelde bij de invoering van de
genderquota? Nu?
o Hoe heeft dit al dan niet impact op je dagelijkse handelen binnen de
universiteit?

-

Hoe hebben genderquota het debat over gender(gelijkheid) aan de universiteit al
dan niet gevoed?
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Translation into English
Notes to probe; to let respondents reflect; allow silences
-

How, what, why, in which cases, when, who, where, for example, …?
(course, meaning, experience)

-

Evident, definitions, concepts, …: How do you mean? Could you give a concrete
example?

-

‘No change’, ‘it is like that’, …: Could you give a concrete example and explain how
it occurred then and occurs now?

-

Question practice regarding gender-quota arguments: Whether and to what extent
does this influence the composition process? Has this occurred in that way? Why
are you/they (not) occupied with gender quota?

Main research questions:
1. How are gender quota implemented in practice?
a. How does the implementation of gender quota fit in the composition process of
decision-making bodies?
i. How does this process occur?
(process: formal procedures, practices, norms)
ii. Where in the process do gender quota come into play?
iii. How are gender quota implemented?
sub: are they complied to?
iv. How does the way of gender-quota implementation fit into the
composition process?
b. (Extra) How did attitudes of involved actors towards gender quota in academic
decision-making change through experiences with gender quota?
2. Which factors explain non-compliance to gender quota?
Dimensions:
-

process (1a), criteria (1a), norms (1b), factors non-compliance (2)
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Introduction and conclusion
-

Presentation of myself and research

-

Interview clarification
o confidential treatment of data
o aggregated processing in the analysis
o remaining questions? consent? (consent form)

-

Do you have any remark regarding decision-making and/or gender quota at the
university? Any recommendations for the future? Do you have any question?

-

Emphasize and thank for contribution

Interview
From your position as … I would like to question you about composing decision-making
bodies, boards and commissions, and the implementation of gender quota.
I would like to discuss this based on a few concrete examples. Hereby I would like to start with
the last …
Process
Bodies: department board, education commission, selection commission, faculty board, faculty
evaluation commission, commission academic personnel
-

Which were the principal steps to take towards this composition?
o How and why did you act/decide so?
o Who was involved, and how so?

-

Which criteria played a role in this composition?
o How did you handle it, why? (+ weight, meaning)

-

Which profiles were sought for, and how? (+ choice?)

-

How did involved actors handle this composition process and the related decisions?
o If you invited someone, which reasons did you give? Which reasons are
given to (not) take up a mandate? (who, which profile?)

-

How was this composition process concluded? (discussion, reasons, encounter)
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-

For which reasons would it be possible that the actual composition differs from the
formal composition?

-

Now that we reviewed the composition process, which ‘degree of freedom’ did you
have to compose this body? (If less: Which aspects would you like to be changed?)

-

If you review the process, how did you deal with the implementation of gender
quota?
o During which steps did gender quota (not) play a role? Why?
o If so, how were gender quota mentioned and discussed in this process?
o In what way did you/others take care that the composition would comply
to gender quota?
o What did this mean for (this step in) the composition process?

-

Which other, new, developments (regarding university decision-making and
organization) possibly played a role in this composition process? (why, impact in
comparison to gender quota)

General bridge
-

If so, how does the central/faculty governors follow up on the implementation of
gender quota? Which support is (not) offered? (for who, ...?)

-

Specific questions regarding the faculty regulations

-

Now that we reviewed different examples, when was compliance to gender quota

Factors

the most difficult/easy? Can you explain why?
-

Could you return to the last situation when a decision-making body did (or would)
not comply to gender quota? Can you explain why the quota were not met? How
did you concede?

-

Probe regarding aspects/factors of non-compliance to gender quota in the
composition
o If I understand correctly, it is mainly situated at …
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o Can you think of other reasons why it was difficult in this situation?
o

Do you consider this as specific to the example or does it also concern other
bodies, decision-making levels?

o Which aspects/characteristics of the body/decision-making level could
possible explain the situation?
o You said that … (more difficult), how did you handle it in practice?
Norms
-

Can you remember how you thought/felt about the adoption of gender quota?
Now?
o How does this (not) affect your daily behaviour within the university?

-

How did gender quota (not) contribute to the debate about gender (equality) at
the university?
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