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Room at 
the top

Why are there so few women in the 
upper echelons of the academy? 
Research suggests that a combination 
of stereotyping, discrimination and an 
aversion to competition are to blame. 
Amanda Goodall and Margit Osterloh 
examine the evidence and suggest 
ideas, including ‘job lotteries’, to 
redress the gender imbalance
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Universities
Offering the right  
incentives
Universities need to take 
the conversation about 
leadership to the office 
doors of female profes-
sors. A set of questions 
need to be asked: What 
would it take for you to 
consider throwing your hat 
into the ring? What can 
we do to help you make 
that decision? 

Internal v external hiring
University hiring boards – 

possibly spurred on by 
headhunters – have 
become fixated on the 
idea that it is necessary 
to hire a vice-chancellor 
from an external institu-
tion. The same is happen-
ing for appointments at 
the level of pro vice-chan-
cellor and deputy vice-
chancellor. While evidence 
about the effect of this is 
unclear, work by Sue 
Shepherd at the Univer-
sity of Kent shows that 
external hires are more 
likely to be male. Women 

stand a greater chance of 
being promoted from 
within an institution.  

Succession planning: 
taking the long view
Planning for the academic 
leaders of the future 
requires long-term thought 
and strategy. Talented 
individuals need to be 
spotted, nurtured, appro-
priately trained and incen-
tivised over a number of 
years. Universities should 
ask themselves, whose 
responsibility is this? 

Appropriate manage-
ment and leadership 
training
If we want our best aca-
demics to become the next 
generation of university 
leaders, protecting our 
interests, then we need to 
offer appropriate manage-
ment and leadership train-
ing. Inappropriate training 
can be hugely off-putting. 
Academics have little tol-
erance for managerialism 
and the jargon that so 
often goes with it – but 
this is frequently ignored.

Coaching
At major corporations, 
when anyone moves 
upwards to an executive 
level, a professional 
coach is available to  
help. It can really help 
individuals prepare for  
a bigger role. Research 
points to a “confidence 
gap” between men  
and women. Coaching – 
which is now being 
offered more regularly in 
universities – can have a 
powerful and positive 
effect.

Creative pooling of  
candidates
Research shows that 
women are typically less 
keen to compete than 
men. To throw their hat 
into the ring, women need 
to know that the selection 
process is trustworthy  
and not open to bias or 
homophily. One technique 
that guarantees a trust-
worthy process is putting 
together a shortlist of 
equally able male and 
female candidates and 
throwing a dice to decide 

the winner. This method 
offers a natural “rejection 
insurance” – because  
anyone who misses out 
does so because of 
chance – and there is  
evidence that random 
selection may generate 
more efficient leadership 
outcomes.  

Women
Flexible working
Women make up the 
majority of part-time aca-
demic staff and profes-
sional and support staff. 

Often this is because they 
have primary responsibil-
ity for young children. Evi-
dence shows that when 
women withdraw from the 
workforce for a time to 
give birth or care for 
young children, or if they 
work part-time for long 
periods, it negatively 
affects their career pro-
gression and pay. The task 
of childcare needs to be 
shared by both sexes. 
What often happens  
during the early years  
is that women work three 

days a week while their 
partners continue to work 
five days. If both men  
and women worked a 
four-day week (with one 
partner taking Monday off, 
and the other taking  
Friday off, for example, 
leaving their child/chil-
dren with a childminder 
for three days) greater  
career equilibrium may 
ensue. If we want wom-
en’s traditional roles to be 
valued more, then we 
need more men to per-
form them. Until this  

happens, women’s time 
will always be viewed  
as cheaper than that  
of men.

Support groups for 
future female leaders
The evidence suggests 
that women get a better 
deal when other women 
are among the leadership 
team. This means that it is 
in all of our interests to 
offer support to the 
women we think may  
be future leaders and 
managers.

Negotiation and other 
skills
It is said that women are 
weak negotiators compared 
with men. Similarly, their 
confidence is less ironclad 
– especially at certain 
times in their lives. Women 
can do many things about 
this, one example being to 
have coaching. The first 
step is to learn to ask for 
these things.

Fine-tuning our networks
Researchers have long 
recognised that women’s 

networks may be less 
advantageous to career 
development than those 
of men. Men typically 
develop professional net-
works that encourage 
advancement and offer 
support. Women’s net-
works typically contain 
fewer highly ranked indi-
viduals, and tend to be 
more emotionally sup-
portive but less instru-
mental. This suggests  
that women’s networks 
may require some  
modifying.

a better balance: what can universities and women do?

There has been a flurry of press interest 
about the plight of women in the work-
place recently, highlighting issues such as 

the lack of women on boards, the gender pay 
gap and the dearth of female leaders. Women 
reading this article may think “Oh no, not 
another piece portraying us as victims”, while 
the men may be suffering from neck ache – 
from lowering their heads in shame. 

But it is surprising that in 2015 women are 
still so under-represented at the top of all 
kinds of hierarchies, be it in corporations, 
universities or the public sector. Many 
academics will be familiar with the figures for 
UK higher education: 20.1 per cent of vice-
chancellors and 30.5 per cent of pro vice-
chancellors and deputy vice-chancellors are 
female. While the latter figure is encouraging, 
suggesting a potential pipeline for a new 
cohort of female vice-chancellors, change is 
slow and the continued dearth of women in 
senior leadership positions seems at odds with 
recent research findings.

First, diversity brings benefits to a company’s 
bottom line. There is evidence that Fortune 500 
companies with more female directors outper-
form those with fewer female board members 
on a broad range of financial indicators – 
although these results do not tell us whether 
women increase a firm’s performance, or whether 
better-performing firms select more women. 

Evidence from a field study by Cristian 
Dezsö at the University of Maryland and 
David Gaddis Ross at Columbia Business 
School, which controlled for many factors, 
concluded that female representation in top 
management improves the performance of 
companies that pursue innovative strategies. 
Additionally, diversity is believed to have a 
positive impact on a firm’s performance in 
turbulent times, and laboratory experiments 
have found that the performance of a group is 
affected more by the proportion of women in 
it than by the intelligence of the group’s 
members.

One of the most interesting findings on 
women and leadership, from the work of 
Amalia Miller at the University of Virginia, is 
the evidence that women are more likely to get 
promoted in organisations where senior execu-
tives are female. Women seem to get more out 
of other women. The productivity of female 

workers has been shown to increase under 
female managers and leaders. A study by Luca 
Flabbi and colleagues suggests that female 
executives are better equipped to interpret 
signals of productivity from female workers. 
(In a similar way, previous research has shown 
that academic leaders are better able to inter-
pret other scholars.)

Second, women today are better educated 
than men on average. The majority of univer-
sity graduates in Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development countries are 
now female. In the UK in 2014, 180,000 men 
graduated from university compared with 
240,000 women. Moreover, research by 
Angela Duckworth and Martin Seligman of 
the University of Pennsylvania shows that in a 
wide range of settings, girls are more 
self-disciplined than boys. In general, this 
characteristic is correlated with success in the 
workplace – but not for women. 

Despite these gains in education, and the 
apparent benefits that female leaders bring to 
companies, women still have much lower 
promotion rates than men across all ranks, 
even after controlling for individual character-
istics like age, education, experience and 
tenure. And the higher the level of business 
leadership, the more male-dominated it is.  

Why wouldn’t everyone want to benefit 
from the talents of women and a diversity of 
ideas and decision-making? Everything points 
to the importance of getting women into lead-
ership positions. So why aren’t there more of 
them there?

Research highlights several possible reasons 
why women become less visible in the upper 
echelons and why they leak out of the  
proverbial pipeline. Most studies focus on  
“demand-side” causes – in particular, discrim-
ination against women. Demand-side factors 
are imposed on women externally, often 
because of stereotyping. Women are expected 
to be less ambitious, less assertive and less 
self-reliant, but also more caring and commu-
nally oriented. In addition, it is assumed that 
women will face family-work conflicts. These 
stereotypes clash with the stereotypes associ-
ated with leadership. Instead a “too risky to 
promote” attitude emerges, regardless of 
whether these expectations are justified or not.

Research on “supply-side” explanations is a 
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A recent analysis of  
official data published in 
Times Higher Education 
shows that almost a fifth 
of UK higher education 
institutions have a gender 
pay gap for academic 
staff of 15 per cent or 
more (“UCU calls for  
wage audits as pay gap 
endures”, News, 2 April). 

Among professors the 
inequality is somewhat 
less; women are paid 
5.8 per cent less than 
male professors. The 
positive news is that over 
time pay discrepancies 
are reducing.

Unfortunately, the gen-
der pay gap information 
reported in the media is 
always based on raw 
averages. Universities 
seem surprisingly silent 
about this. How helpful is 
it to compare raw aver-
ages? Such information 
tells us almost nothing 
about whether a female 
professor in engineering 
with a good research 
excellence framework 
submission, an average 
teaching load and 25 
years’ experience is get-
ting the same pay or less 
than an equivalent male 
in her department.  

It is essential to  
compare apples with 
apples. If we were trying 
to understand how diet 
affects heart disease, we 
would naturally adjust for 
confounding variables, or 
a journal editor would 
reject our paper by return 
of post. In the same way, 
we should discuss gender 
pay discrepancies using 
statistical methods like 
wage equations that con-
trol for factors such as 
age (the majority of pro-
fessors are not only male 
but they are older than 
the female cohort on 
average), discipline and 
perhaps citations.  

Despite institutions’ 
silence, this is very likely 
to be exactly what many 
universities already do 
internally. They will want 
to avoid following in the 
footsteps of Royal Hollo-
way, University of London, 
where a female faculty 
member successfully took 
the institution to an 
employment tribunal on 
the grounds of unequal 
pay (“There’s no good 
reason for this inequality”, 
Features, 30 June 2011).

Academics’ remuner-
ation in the UK was trad-

itionally tied to inflexible 
pay grades until some of 
our best scholars disap-
peared off to US universi-
ties and into other 
industries where pay and 
conditions were better. 
Over the past 20 years 
pay has become more 
flexible; first for professors, 
then other academics, 
depending on the field or 
discipline. 

Some interesting ideas 
about pay are being tested 
in the commercial world. 
For example, the chief 
executive of internet com-
pany Reddit is addressing 
gender diversity by 
removing salary negotia-
tion from the firm’s hiring 
process on the grounds 
that it benefits negotia-
tors’ skills instead of real 
talent. Meanwhile the chief 
executive of an analytics 
company called SumAll 
uses an open salary policy, 
believing that transpar-
ency encourages ethical 
behaviour, a better cul-
ture and higher retention. 

Perhaps we have to be 
careful for what we wish 
for if research by David 
Card and colleagues at 
the University of Califor-
nia, Berkeley, is to be 

believed. A randomly 
chosen subset of employ-
ees at the University of 
California was informed 
about a new website list-
ing the pay of all univer-
sity employees. All staff 
were then surveyed about 
their job satisfaction. 
However, compared with 
a control group who were 
not informed about their 
colleagues’ pay, workers 
with salaries below the 
median for their pay unit 
and occupation reported 
lower pay and job satis-
faction and higher inten-
tion to quit, while levels 
of satisfaction among 
those earning more than 
the median were no 
higher, so the net effect 
was to reduce happiness 
in the university. 

In UK universities there 
are data protection con-
cerns associated with pay 
disclosure. But the sector 
or the Higher Education 
Statistics Agency should 
collect more detailed 
information. A like-for-like 
comparison could expose 
the areas where pay is 
really lagging – and those 
where universities might 
actually have something 
to feel good about.

pay inequality: more detail, please
more recent development. Such studies exam-
ine how women tend to impose negative 
stereo types on themselves and their self-iden-
tity, for example. Women also appear to have 
to choose between career success and social 
success, and to endure extra pressures that 
male leaders are not exposed to. So females 
who adopt counter-stereotypical behaviour are 
sometimes viewed as “out of role”, “bitchy” 
or lacking in social skills. They may try to 
compensate for this by attempting to display 
greater sociability in a bid to be liked. 
However, most women conform to female 
stereotypes to some extent. Studies show that 
conforming to such stereotypes has a negative 
impact on their entrepreneurial intentions, 
leadership aspirations and interest in science, 
technology, engineering and maths.

Recent findings in social psychology and 
behavioural economics suggest that women 
and men often have different preferences. The 
differences between men and women that are 
highlighted most frequently are aversion to 
competition, risk aversion, feedback aversion 
and low self-confidence. These factors all help 
to explain the gender gap in visibility, promo-
tions and salaries.

Evidence from field studies and experiments 
shows that women are more likely to opt 
out of contests even when they are 

equally, or more, qualified for the task as men. 
Do women retreat from competition while 
men pit themselves against one another too 
much? 

These two questions are addressed in a 
landmark 2007 study by Muriel Niederle of 
Stanford University and Lise Vesterlund of the 
University of Pittsburgh. In an experimental 
setting, the authors found that among men 
and women of equal abilities, men chose to 
compete twice as often as women. A number 
of possible explanations for this are raised in 
the literature.

First, men’s preference for competition may 
have evolutionary roots linked to breeding, or 
it may result from historical parenting practices 
that have generally encouraged competitiveness 
in boys and more passive behaviour in girls.

Second, research suggests that men tend to 
exaggerate their abilities, whereas women  
typically have less self-confidence, creating a 
“confidence gap”. Overconfidence is more 
pronounced when men undertake tasks that 
are considered to be masculine – and, argu-
ably, leadership may be one of these. If men 
and women are equally confident, researchers 
have found that there are no gender differ-
ences in competitive entry. This has been 
shown in the laboratory as well as in the field. 

The third explanation given in academic 
studies is that women are more likely than 
men to allow negative feedback to influence 
the way that they perceive themselves. Corres-
pondingly, women are less likely than men to 
incorporate positive information into their 
self-perception; they are prone to attributing 
their success to luck rather than crediting their 
own performance. Men generally seem to be 
more robust in their response to criticism – 
and more able to absorb praise.

The final explanation is that women are 
more risk-averse than men. However, the 

evidence here is very mixed. On balance, it 
seems that women appear to make less risky 
choices in certain situations – for example, 
when making financial investments. But risk 
aversion is reduced as women become more 
experienced. According to the results of  
Niederle and Vesterlund’s laboratory experi-
ment, the “tournament-entry gap” between 
men and women is mainly driven by women’s 
preference not to compete, and also by lower 
levels of self-confidence. 

If women tend to have an aversion to  
competition, how might their antipathy 
towards it be reduced?
The answer is likely to involve both cultural 

and institutional factors. In a patriarchal society 
– for example the Maasai in Tanzania – women 
are less likely to choose to enter competitions. 
However, in a matrilineal society – such as the 
Khasi in India – women’s tendency to compete 

is higher than men’s. Similarly, a study of  
Swedish schoolchildren found that boys and 
girls are equally likely to enter competitions,  
an outcome that the authors attribute to the 
egalitarian nature of Swedish society. 

Interestingly, evidence suggests that the 
influence of negative stereotyping is moderated 
or disappears when women compete against 
women, in situations when the competition 
concerns typical female tasks, or when the task 
is framed as gender-neutral. In Middle Eastern 
countries with same-sex schooling, there is no 
gender gap in students’ performance in maths. 
Also, having a female maths or science teacher 
seems to improve the performance of girls in 
the relevant subject, particularly among those 
who are gifted.

While culture-specific preferences are not 
easy to change, and single-sex competition is 
not usually feasible in the workplace, other 
institutional alterations can be made to reduce 
stereotyping. One set of measures open to 
institutions is to adopt affirmative action 
policies or quotas. Writing in Times Higher 
Education earlier this year, Simonetta 
Manfredi asked whether higher education 
should set a target of having women fill 
40 per cent of vice-chancellor posts by 2020 
(“Lead by example”, Opinion, 1 January).  
We know that quotas work. When quotas are 

adopted, more women compete and their 
chances of winning improve. Moreover, find-
ings from laboratory experiments show that 
the strongest female candidates are more likely 
to compete under affirmative action and win; 
in contrast, the percentage of men choosing to 
compete falls. However, in the workplace, 
quotas can prompt concern that female leaders 
will be labelled as “token women”. Would the 
effect of encouraging talented women to 
participate through quotas outweigh this sort 
of detrimental effect? Some may view affirma-
tive action as unfair “reverse discrimination” 
while others see it as a necessary measure of 
last resort – one that should be enacted if 
present trends of under-representation of 
women in leadership roles continue.

Setting up a reward system is another way 
of motivating women to compete. Women 
may, for example, be offered cash incentives to 
apply for a particular job. Studies show that if 
the rewards are sufficiently large, women will 
not only choose to compete – they will also be 
as successful as men. This measure could be 
expensive for universities. It may also fail to 
change women’s general preferences and, if 
women are offered greater rewards than men, it 
could foster resentment. However, given that 
men are currently paid more on average than 
women, such a system may help to equalise pay.

What else can we do to encourage women 
to throw their hat into the ring? Reducing the 
role of competition in promotion and appoint-
ments’ procedures may be one option. Compe-
tition is not always positive. Research shows 
that in cooperative settings, when people are 
working towards a common goal, the intro-
duction of competition can be detrimental to 
performance because individuality is encour-
aged over collectivism.  

So we suggest two measures. The first is for 
universities to make more use of job-sharing.  
Sharing management jobs gives two people 
leadership experience. At the FTSE 100 
Women on Boards meeting in February, Vince 
Cable, the secretary of state for Business, Inno-
vation and Skills at the time, stated that the 
role of director of higher education in BIS was 
carried out by two women. Arguably, the job 
of head of department could be shared by two 
women, or a man and a woman.

A second, more unusual measure would be 
the use of random selection for mid-level 
management appointments. Post-holders 
would be picked at random from a pre-
selected pool of equally capable candidates.  
In higher education, such an approach is not 
entirely alien – for example, in the 
18th century, the University of Basel used 
random selection to appoint a new professor. 

The top three candidates were chosen by a 
committee and the final selection was made  
by lot. Using this method of selection, the 
“losers” save face and the most highly 
respected candidates choose to stand for office. 
Women who win in this type of lottery will 
not be exposed to the negative stereotypes that 
are sometimes associated with women when 
they outperform men. Moreover, this measure 
avoids homophily and fosters a more diverse 
applicant pool.

Universities need to do more to take advan-
tage of the huge female talent pool and get 
women into leadership positions. They should 
take on board the evidence suggesting that 
women have different preferences than men. 
Carrying on as we are isn’t good for equity or 
efficiency – so universities need to be open to 
fresh and unusual ideas. At the Women on 
Boards meeting, Cable spoke about using 
quotas as sticks. One would hope that UK 
universities with international reputations to 
maintain will jump before they are pushed. l

Amanda Goodall is senior lecturer in 
management at Cass Business School, City 
University London, which is about to announce 
a new female dean. Margit Osterloh is emeritus 
professor in the department of business 
administration at the University of Zurich.

the ‘tournament-entry gap’ between 
men and women is mainly driven by 
women’s preference not to compete, 
and by lower levels of self-confidence

in the 18th century, the university of 
basel used random selection to appoint 
a scholar. three people were chosen 
and the final selection was made by lot
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