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This article is a summary of a panel discussion entitled ‘“Towards an inclusive and
representative academic landscape’, held at the Building Bridges Meeting of
Academia Europaea and the Young Academy of Europe on 26 October 2022. The
panellists were Professor Yvonne Galligan, director of Equality, Diversity and
Inclusion and Professor of Comparative Politics at the Technological University
Dublin, Dr Katalin Solymosi, plant biologist, assistant professor at E6tvos Lorand
University and vice-chair of the Young Academy of Europe, and Professor Stephen
Curry, Assistant Provost for Equality, Diversity and Inclusion and Professor of
Structural Biology at Imperial College London. Dr Linn Leppert, Associate
Professor of Computational Chemical Physics and board member of the Young
Academy of Europe chaired the discussion.

Introduction

The role of researchers and educators in academia is crucial, as these people are
responsible for performing innovative and impactful scientific research, as well as
educating future generations of researchers, entrepreneurs, policy- and other
decision-makers (Kyvik 2013; Nogrady 2023). However, a lack of equality, diversity,
and inclusion (EDI) in academia can limit the recruitment, recognition and retention
of talented individuals, leading to missed opportunities for significant scientific and
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societal progress (Directorate-General for Research and Innovation 2021; European
Institute for Gender Equality 2022).

The problem of a lack of EDI in academia is fed forward to future
generations because of the limited diversity of visible role models for the current
crop of students (who may themselves, because of access barriers, not be
representative of the populations from which they are drawn). Progress has been
made in the last few years, and diversification and internationalization efforts have
significantly changed the demographics of students and staff at European
universities (Directorate-General for Research and Innovation 2021; European
Institute for Gender Equality 2022). Nonetheless, there is still a profound lack of
diversity, in particular in university leadership positions (European University
Association 2022), and an insufficient focus on equality and inclusion of
underrepresented groups in academia.

The lack of diversity in academia has a variety of adverse consequences. For
example, a number of studies have shown that when underrepresented groups are
absent from a field, it can perpetuate stereotypes and biases about those groups
(Nosek et al. 2009; Llorens et al. 2021; Markle et al. 2022). This can limit the types of
research questions that are asked, the types of methodologies that are used, and the
types of solutions that are proposed. In addition, inattention to EDI in academia can
limit the ability of underrepresented groups to access educational and career
opportunities, which can lead to missed opportunities for scientific and societal
progress (Baumeister et al. 2002). Finally, universities are educating the decision- and
policy-makers of the future, implying that problems with EDI are self-propelling and
unlikely to decline ‘by themselves’.

However, it is important to note that diversity strategies have to go beyond hiring
or recruitment strategies. While these strategies are important, they are not enough
on their own (Milkman et al. 2015). Regardless of whether students or staff at
universities are concerned, the internal dynamics of inequality at universities can
create hostile environments for minoritized groups. The retention of people from
these groups by creating an inclusive environment needs to be a core goal of EDI
strategies and has to be ensured by the institutional leadership (Wolbring and
Lillywhite 2021).

Many knowledge institutions have recognized the lack of diversity as a problem
and have developed actionable EDI plans to counteract its effects. Two of the
panellists in this discussion session titled “Towards an inclusive and representative
academic landscape’, Professor Yvonne Galligan and Professor Stephen Curry,
have been deeply involved in the development of such plans. The panel discussion
was aimed at broadly mapping out the current landscape of measures for
improving EDI at European universities, identifying roadblocks, and providing
examples for best practices than can be implemented by universities and research
institutes.

In the next section, we start our discussion with an overview of gender
representation in the current academic landscape of Hungary, for which extensive
data on the effects of female underrepresentation on wage and recognition gaps
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between male and female researchers at universities and research institutes exists.
While the situation in Hungary is not necessarily representative of that in other
European countries, we note that female representation in university leadership
positions is among the lowest in Western European countries such as Germany, the
Netherlands, and Belgium (Directorate-General for Research and Innovation 2021).
For our summary of best practices, in the third section, we primarily draw on the
examples of the UK and Ireland, where almost two decades of experience with the
Athena SWAN scheme and gender equality and EDI plans allow for the
identification of measures with proven efficacy. In the fourth section, we briefly
discuss the problem of resistance against EDI plans, and we summarize our main
conclusions in the fifth section.

Gender Wage Gaps and Female Representation in Academia in
EU13 Countries:* The Case of Hungary

In 2018 (Alpar et al. 2018, 2019) and 2021 (Németh et al. 2022), the Hungarian
Young Academy conducted comprehensive surveys among early-career researchers
(defined as researchers below the age of 45) in academia. Both surveys collected
responses from >1000 respondents. The second survey was more detailed and
contained data related to salaries and publication practices. This study also covered
all early academic career stages and scientific areas and included 45% female and
55% male respondents. The results showed a strong gender wage gap, which was
significant, even after normalization of the data with respect to factors such as
academic rank, scientific performance, discipline, and leadership position. The
survey found a clear correlation between the appearance of the wage gap and the age
of respondents. In the traditional family model that is prevalent in Hungary, women
are expected to take over the majority of child-caring responsibilities and stay at
home for longer periods (parental leave can be up to three years per child) and men
are expected to act as financial providers.

Additionally, the survey analysed publication records of respondents and found
that only women with children under the age of ten publish less than men. Moreover,
the data showed that this publication gap — and potentially other, not studied factors,
such as lower visibility of female researchers — later resulted in a citation gap between
men and women, because women who did not publish during this period got fewer
citations than men.

It is important to note that female representation in academia and engineering in
Hungary is among the lowest within Europe (below 35%; Eurostat 2023). This might
be correlated with the strong traditional family model and the long parental break
and is in strong contrast with data observed in other EU13 countries, in which the
representation of women is relatively high in academia. However, salaries of
researchers at universities and in research institutes are comparably low in all EU13
countries (Eurostat 2022), which complicates the comparison with other European
countries.
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Identifying Best Practices

The case study of Hungary described above highlights that a thorough analysis of the
underlying dynamics of inequality is crucial for developing tailored responses, and
that systemic and cultural changes promoting equality and inclusion sometimes even
beyond academia are important to help underrepresented minorities to thrive in the
scientific landscape. The responsibility for implementing systemic changes and
SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant and Time-bound) plans for
inclusion rests with the dominant group, i.e., those who make decisions in
universities. The implementation of these plans requires full commitment,
implementation, and accountability at all levels of the university. While networks
of underrepresented groups are important for crystallizing their priorities and
shaping institutional discussion, these groups should not be expected to fit into
structures that do not currently represent them (League of European Research
Universities 2019).

Equally important to this shared responsibility approach, where every student
and staff member has a role to play in promoting EDI, are formal oversight processes
and active involvement of senior university leadership in delivering the EDI strategy.
An important point highlighted throughout the panel discussion was that addressing
EDI challenges is complex and requires multifaceted approaches. Here we mention
several initiatives undertaken by Imperial College London to promote EDI,
including shaping conference policies to ensure gender balance, the need for data-
driven approaches and listening to staff experiences in developing action plans,
introducing reverse mentoring schemes for senior leaders, providing appropriate and
accessible facilities such as toilets, and examining the university’s historical links to
British colonialism (Imperial College London 2018; Ball 2022).

Measurable outputs and data availability are particularly important in promoting
diversity in academia. For example, at Imperial College London, external
benchmarking schemes, requiring extensive data collection from the institutions
were used to hold the institution accountable and create deadlines. Specific measures
are now being implemented around recruitment, including a policy called ‘Know
Y our Pool’ which encourages talented women to apply to the university. The policy
involves extensive efforts at identifying suitable candidates and diversifying the
recruiting panels to include women. Interview processes have been re-engineered to
be non-adversarial and to explore the candidate’s contributions to the department
beyond their research. Data collection is intensive and involves the determination of
gender and ethnicity ratios, who applies, who gets short-listed and hired, grievances
and disciplinary issues, admissions, and graduation rates. The data collected have
revealed gaps and underrepresentation in certain ethnic groups, and highlighted the
need for more interventions in areas such as engineering, physics, and computing,
which are still male-dominated. The success of these measures has been shown in
some departments and in recruitment numbers. However, the challenges do vary
between disciplines, and the institution continues to work towards making the
academic landscape more inclusive and representative.
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A demonstrable commitment from the highest decision-making levels of the
institution is crucial to making change happen. One example given by panellist
Professor Yvonne Galligan was how the TU Dublin achieved a gender-balanced
governing body and senate, which then led to the expectation that every decision-
making committee of the university would be gender-balanced. Although there was
resistance at first, including from women who viewed the initiative as a tokenistic
gesture, it has now died away. Gender balance in the Academic Council, followed by
a gender-balanced distribution among Heads of Schools after a reorganization, has
brought about more inclusive decision-making teams. It is now unthinkable for TU
Dublin to have a decision-making group solely composed of one gender or identity.

Another topic of discussion was the European Council’s requirement for
institutions applying for Horizon or European funding to have (gender) equality
plans in place. It is highly important to implement unbiased control mechanisms to
ensure that these equality plans do not remain only tick-box exercises to secure EU
funding, but receive enough attention, tailored and dedicated funding and human
resources to initiate real changes in academia in countries where EDI policy
measures have not been adequately addressed institutionally before (Clavero and
Galligan 2021). In this respect, learning from universities and research institutes
across Europe, and working with policymakers can help create change in such
situations. Policymakers can exert leverage on the sector to change expectations for
higher education.

The panellists also discussed the need for social and structural changes to promote
gender equality, including the availability and affordability of childcare facilities.
They also discussed the need for institutional measures to ensure that maternity leave
is respected, and that re-integration into the academic workforce on return is
supported in a positive manner.

Regarding research assessment, the panellists highlighted the differences between
the number of papers published by male and female researchers and differences in
how often these papers are cited (Dion et al. 2018; Larivicre et al. 2013; King et al.
2017). They suggested that a change in mindset is needed to address the issue of
gender inequality in research funding. They suggested further that consideration
should be given to parenting times and other times spent on care responsibilities
which disproportionately affect female researchers (Swider-Cios et al. 2021), and
highlighted that research excellence is a question of quality and impact, not quantity.

Finally, the panellists discussed the variability in teaching activities across
different European countries and universities, which should also be taken into
consideration in promoting gender equality.

In conclusion, the panellists suggest that creating a more inclusive and
representative academic landscape requires extensive data for identifying tailored
measures that address various areas such as recruitment, promotion, maternity leave,
and institutional culture. A demonstrable commitment from the highest decision-
making levels of the institution is critical to making change happen. Learning from
other universities and working with policymakers can also help create change in
academia.
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Resistance against Implementation of Change

The panel also addressed the topic of resistance towards discussions on EDI inside
and outside of academia. One of the examples cited was a recent survey on EDI,
conducted at several Dutch universities, which was intentionally hijacked by internet
trolls to render the data unusable (U-Today 2022). Another issue discussed was how
political players are politicizing the conversation on EDI for their own purposes. The
panellists discussed how to deal with these types of resistance, emphasizing the
importance of having constructive conversations and the need for universities to
stand for free speech. The panellists agreed that universities cannot shy away from
these conversations and that those who work in EDI should build capacity
throughout the university and among all staff and students to enable self-reflection
and critical analysis. Overall, the panel discussion highlighted the importance of
having respectful and constructive conversations on EDI in universities and research
institutions and the need to address resistance in a proactive and reflective manner.

Summary

The panel discussion ‘“Towards an inclusive and representative academic landscape’
stressed that bringing social justice into academia is necessary for achieving
excellence. Therefore, institutions should incorporate strategic goals centring on
equality, diversity, and inclusion in their strategies. To achieve this, collecting data to
identify the real problems and areas of underrepresentation is crucial. The panellists
suggested that institutions should take measures in response to these issues, explicitly
address accountability in their EDI plans, and involve all students and staff members
in promoting EDI, while firmly placing the burden of responsibility and
accountability on decision-makers and the dominant groups.
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Note

a. EU13 designates the group of member states admitted to the EU since 2004: Czech Republic, Cyprus,
Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Bulgaria, Romania
and Croatia.
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