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Gender equality is a whole-organization endeavor. Building on Agócs (Journal of Business
Ethics, 1997, 16 (9), 917–931) concept of institutionalized resistance this article undertakes a
feminist critique of policy and practice around internal promotions to the equivalent of Associate
Professor level in one Irish university (called the Case Study University). This university was
selected becauseof its lowproportion ofwomen in senior academicpositions. Themethodology
is a single case study design, employing documentary analysis, including secondary data. Since
2013 the proportion of women at Associate Professor in the Case Study University increased
significantly (bringing them close to the national average): this being associated with increased
transparency, with the cascade model in the background. However, men’s “chances” have
varied little over time andat 1:4 are the highest in Irish universities. This article usesAgócs (Journal
of Business Ethics, 1997, 16 (9), 917–931) stages of institutional resistance to show that while
some changes have been made, ongoing institutionalized resistance is reflected in its failure to
accept responsibility for change as reflected in its refusal to challenge the “core mission” and
restricting the focus to “fixing the women”; and its failure to implement change by focusing on
“busy-ness” which does not challenge power and colluding with foot-dragging and slippage in
key areas. It is suggested that such institutional resistance reflects the enactment of hidden or
stealth power. The article implicitly raises questions about the intractability and the covertness of
men’s power and privilege and the conditions under which women’s “chances” are allowed to
improve, thus providing insights into the extent and nature of institutional resistance.
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INTRODUCTION

Gender equality is a whole-organization endeavor reflecting the structure and culture of higher educational
institutions (O’Connor, 2020a). The appointment in the past six months of women at Presidential/Rector
level in four of the ten Irish public universities is historic, since no woman held that position in the previous
429 years. However, even after several national policy initiatives since 2014 (Athena SWAN1; Expert Group
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1Athena SWAN (AS) is a gender equality charter, which originated in the United Kingdom in 2005 and has been subsequently
adopted/piloted in Australia, Canada, United States as well as in Ireland. Initially focusing on gender equality in the career-
progression of women in science, technology, engineering, mathematics and medicine, it has been subsequently extended to
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Review; Gender Equality Taskforce; Senior Academic Leadership
Initiative; research funding agency initiatives and those around
sexual harassment: O’Connor and Irvine, 2020) limited change of
1–2% per year has occurred in the proportion of women at full
professorial level.

The aim of this article, which is focused at the organizational
level, is to undertake a feminist critique of procedures and
processes for internal promotion to the equivalent of Associate
Professor level in one Irish university. This university was selected
because its proportion of women in senior academic positions
was particularly low (Higher Education Authority, 2017,
2016–2020). Hence the expectation was that it would provide
insights into institutionalized resistance (Agócs, 1997). The
university will be referred to as the Case Study University. The
methodology is one of single case study design employing
documentary and secondary data analysis. Specific documents
are referred to by their type and date but not the name of the
university (e.g. Commissioned Report2, 2016).

We outline the key concepts; methodology; main
characteristics of the Case Study University; policy and
procedures for internal promotion to Associate Professor;
discuss stages of institutionalized resistance as reflected in a
refusal to accept responsibility for dealing with change and the
failure to implement change.

Power and Institutional Resistance in
Higher Educational Institutions
Power is required to meet organizational goals. In universities,
with the impact of managerialism, there is an increasing
centralization of power in the President/Rector and/or in the
legitimacy of such centralization (Blackmore and Sachs, 2007;
Deem et al., 2008; Lynch et al., 2012; O’Connor, 2014; O’Connor
et al., 2019). In this context, many university structures (such as
Executive Committee) become largely advisory, while others
(such as Academic Council) are limited by lack of access to
resources. Similarly, the power of positions such as Vice
Presidents or Deans is reduced since these become fixed term
Presidential appointments, where occupants serve at the pleasure
of the President.

It is increasingly recognized that power inmany organizations,
including those in higher education, is gendered. Thus, a
substantial body of research shows that women are under-
represented in senior positions, with power being embodied at
senior levels in men, enacted in male dominated structures, and
characterized by a culture that facilitates masculinist priorities,
lifestyles and relationships, with gender an organizing feature of
these structures (Acker, 1990; Sinclair, 2005; Martin, 2020;
O’Connor, 2020a).

Much of the early discourse on power explores overt, visible
power. We are particularly interested in hidden power (Lukes,

1974; Gaventa, 1980) also referred to as stealth power; power that
“operates covertly and panoptically” (Webb, 2008: 127; see also
O’Connor et al., 2019). This enables us to transcend a post-heroic
(Collinson, 2019) leader/follower paradigm. It reflects a
recognition that those holding formal positions of power, can,
through altering structures and shaping the organizational
culture, exert hidden or stealth power by setting agendas,
strike deals which limit others’ decision-making, prevent
certain conflicts being vocalized, or define problems as
individual rather than organizational.

Since universities are gendered, the exercise of this power is
also gendered. It is enacted by formal male dominatedmasculinist
structures which can predetermine regulations and practices
regarding recruitment and promotion and therefore limit
access to senior positions. This formal exercise of hidden or
stealth power is supported by informal practices, which have been
referred to as micropolitical practices (Morley, 2006; van den
Brink et al., 2010; O’Connor, 2020b). These include “the strategies
and tactics used by individuals and groups in an organization to
further their interests” (van Den Brink et al., 2010: 25). They may
be reflected in day-to-day interaction or in evaluation processes
such as recruitment or promotion. They include gendered
devaluation, stereotyping, procedural subversion, sponsorship,
inbreeding etc. (Martin, 2003; O’Connor 2020b). Given the male
dominated structure and culture in universities, even if these
micropolitical practices are not overtly gendered, they are likely to
favor men.

This gendered reality is obscured by legitimating discourses in
universities globally. Such discourses “provide normative
justifications for existing policies and practices through which
they are seen as appropriate, reasonable, and fair and are
consequently more readily accepted” (Tyler, 2005: 211).
Legitimating discourses are social constructions which justify
the status quo and reflect a construction of gender as a
“primary way of signifying (and naturalizing) relations of
power and hierarchy” (Mackay et al., 2010: 580). They include
gender neutrality, excellence, choice, biological essentialism, and
a depoliticized intersectional discourse (O’Connor and White,
2021). Such legitimating discourses typically either deny the
existence of gender inequality or frame it as an individual
“problem”. Even in so far as gender equality is recognized,
strategies to deal with it frequently focus on individual
women, with the implicit assumption that if women were
more confident, better time managers, more political, made
more appropriate life choices in effect if they were more like
men-gender inequality in universities would not be a problem.
Through the use of these legitimating discourses, powerful actors
justify the underrepresentation of women in senior positions and
other manifestations of gender inequality as “natural”,
“inevitable”, women’s “choice” or inadequate “excellence.”
These legitimating discourses can also be supported by
micropolitical practices. Organizational factors are ignored,
including evidence that the construct of excellence in higher
education is frequently tautological, contested or reflects
situationally specific masculinist criteria (Nielsen, 2016; van
Den Brink and Benschop, 2012; O’Connor and Barnard,
2021). Thus the structures and culture of universities created

2To protect the identify of the University, we have anonymized certain references,
using generic descriptive titles rather than institutional names or authors. Full
citations of all anonymized documents has been supplied in confidence to the
Journal Editor.
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by those in positions of power, through the use of hidden or
stealth power, reflect institutionalized resistance to gender
equality (Agócs, 1997).

The difficulty of creating gender equality in universities is well
documented, (e.g. Burkinshaw and White, 2017; O’Connor,
2020a), with institutionalized resistance theorized as fundamental
to understanding diluted, slow or no implementation of gender
equality measures (Agócs, 1997; Benschop and Verloo, 2006;
Lombardo and Mergaert, 2013; Powell et al.; Peterson et al.,
2021; Strategaki, 2005; Smolovic Jones et al., 2020). Since gender
equality challenges a powerful patriarchial order, such resistance is
not unexpected. It takes many forms, overt and covert, actively or
passively exercised (the latter through non-action and indifference).
Gender equality can become difficult to challenge and can become
more hidden and oblique, leading to a complex “dance” between
overt and covert resistance (Smolovic Jones et al., 2020). However
such distinctions may be less relevant in the noisy, contradictory
world of organizations (Fleming and Spicer, 2008).

Here the focus is on institutionalized resistance, defined as “a
pattern of organizational behavior that decision makers in
organizations employ” (Agócs, 1997: 918). It can become
“embedded in and expressed through organizational structures
and processes of legitimation, decision making and resource
allocation”. (Agócs, 1997: 919) claims that much
organizational change literature is power-blind in that it fails
to “address the ways in which gender and racial equality are built
into the structures and cultures of organizations”. Institutional
resistance to gender equality is often enacted covertly by those
with power in the organization, who see gender equality as a
challenge to their power and the privileged position they hold as a
result of that power. Change driven solely by external factors such
as national policy is likely to be resisted by them, if they see
themselves as having something to lose from a change is the status
quo. However, without such external pressure it is difficult for
initiatives to get traction. Nowhere is this more evident than in
the case of almost exclusively male senior management being
required to share that power with women.

Agócs (1997): 48 typology of resistance identifies a sequence of
four stages viz. denial of the need for change; refusal to accept
responsibility for dealing with that change; refusal to implement
change that has been agreed, and actions to dismantle change.
Studies of resistance to transformative gender mainstreaming in
public administration identify denial of the need for change and
refusal to accept responsibility for change (Lombardo and
Mergaert, 2013). Smolovic Jones et al. (2020) in a study of the
British Labor party, identifies idealistic notions of absolute
meritocracy combined with micropolitical practices involving
localized decision-making, and the unreflexive enactment of
long-established norms about suitable candidates for
appointment as institutional resistance.

Within higher education, denial of the need for change as
reflected in denial of the credibility of the message was evident in
a case in 1989 (The Chilly Editorial Collective, 1995, as cited by
Agócs, 1997) where a study by female faculty members involving
discriminatory decision making around appointments and sexual
harassment, was “publicly attacked by the University president,
provost and several influential faculty members”. Two further

internal reports which found high levels of discrimination and
inequality, were neither responded to nor acknowledged by the
university authorities (Agócs, 1997: 51). Peterson et al. (2021) also
found evidence of institutional resistance to gender equality in
Swedish and Portuguese higher education institutions. As in Van
den Brink’s, (2015) study it was reflected in challenging the data and
hence denial of the existence of gender inequality. Peterson et al.
(2021) documented change agent’s perception of a refusal to take
responsibility for change (including blaming the victims) combined
with a strong commitment to what was seen as the preservation of a
gender-neutral meritocracy. Powell et al. (2018) found that in their
Swedish university study, the way gender equality was formulated
reflected a discourse that women were the cause of the problem,
reflecting a refusal to accept responsibility for change.

Peterson et al. (2021) also highlighted a refusal to allocate
appropriate resources for gender equality as a reflection of
institutional resistance. That was also noted in Temitope
Igiebor’s (2021) work, which also highlighted policy silences,
the absence of sanctions and the existence of gendered
micropolitical practices inhibiting the implementation of
gender equality policies in Nigerian higher educational
institutions. Thus it is clear that similar patterns of
institutional resistance to gender equality have been identified
across a geographical spread of higher educational institutions,
and that these broadly reflect Agócs (1997) types of institutional
resistance.

We undertake a feminist critique of procedures and processes,
looking at internal promotions to the equivalent of Associate
Professor level in one Irish university. Building on Agócs typology
we focus here on institutionalized resistance in the Case Study
University, at the second and third stages, viz; the refusal to accept
responsibility for dealing with change, and the refusal to
implement change. We find evidence of a refusal to accept
responsibility for change reflected in an unwillingness to
effectively implement change in core institutional values and
in the requirement for disadvantaged groups to change (“fix the
women approach”: O’Connor, 2014; Burkinshaw and White,
2017). With regard to the refusal to implement change, we
find evidence of displacement activity involving busy-ness
around “soft actions” which leave power structures untouched,
as well as foot dragging and slippage in a number of areas.

Theoretically then, the contribution of the article lies in
enhanced understanding of institutionalized resistance to
gender equality.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

The feminist critique of policy and procedures around internal
promotion to Associate Professor or equivalent in one Irish
university undertaken here is alert to the gendering of
practices which may advantage men and disadvantage women,
even if this is unintentional (Bensimon and Marshall, 2003: 338).
The Case Study University was selected because the equation of
power and position with masculinity was very deeply embedded
there (Commissioned Report, 2016; Internal Report on
Promotions, 2014: also Table 1).

Frontiers in Sociology | www.frontiersin.org July 2021 | Volume 6 | Article 6964463

Hodgins and O’Connor Institutional Resistance to Gender Equality

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology#articles


The methodology is a single case study, in which the case is an
institution, a methodology suitable for complex issues drawing on
in-depth analysis of one case, while permitting transferability to
other contexts (Simons, 2009). The methods involve
documentary analysis (Bowen, 2009), including secondary data
analysis (Follmer et al., 2012). The focus of that analysis is
publicly available documents pertaining to gender equality in
general in the Case Study University, with specific reference to
internal promotion to the equivalent of Associate Professor. The
analysis is thematic (Braun and Clarke, 2006), supplemented as
appropriate by content analysis (Elo and Kyngas, 2008). In an
attempt to ensure maximum rigor while maintaining anonymity,
specific documents are referred to in this article by their type and
date but not by the name of the university. These documents
include:

1) Higher Education Authority institutional staff profiles by
gender

2) Policy documents pertaining to promotional competitions
between 2013 and 20203

3) Athena SWAN institutional submissions
4) Institutional Gender Action Plan 2019 and review of its

implementation
5) Reports commissioned by the university relating to gender

equality such as Internal Report on Promotions (2014) and
Commissioned Report (2016)

6) Case Study University web pages–2019–2021

Obviously, our approach raises issues related to access to data,
bias etc. However, no research is bias-free, and awareness of
potential sources of bias can enable critical reflection (Smith and
Noble, 2014). Furthermore, an insider can provide insights
unobtainable in any other way. Such work can be seen as a
feminist activist reaction to the status quo: potentially “an act of
transformational resistance” (Liu and Pechenkina, 2016: 191).

A good deal has been written about the role of feminist
activists in initiating change within the masculinist male
dominated contexts of academia (Bendl and Schmidt, 2012;
Bendl et al., 2014; O’Connor, 2019). In such contexts, feminist
agency may be reflected in a critique of policies and procedures
through helping to “name, analyze, and think strategically about
institutionalized resistance” (Agócs, 1997: 917). [Meyerson and
Scully (1995: 586)] put forward the concept of “tempered
radicals” individuals who identify with and are committed to
their organizations, and are also committed to a cause,
community or ideology that is fundamentally different from,
and possibly at odds with, the dominant culture of their
organization. They are inside/outsiders, people who are
ambitious for their organization but also want it to change.
Undertaking this work from inside an organization (the
situation of one of the authors) poses both personal and
intellectual challenges. In that context a second person can
provide both support and perspective.

There is anecdotal evidence that, other than in a system where
inbreeding dominates, (Cruz-Castro and Sanz-Menéndez, 2010;
Montez-Lopez and O’Connor, 2019), external women are more

TABLE 1 | Percentage of female senior academics in Irish Universities 2013–19.

Dec-13 Three year
average 2013–15

Three year
average 2016–18

Dec-19

ALL 7 Universities Prof. 19% 19% 24% 26%
Assc. Prof. 26% 27% 34% 37%
SL 35% 35% 39% 39%

University A Prof. 23% 23% 30% 29%
Assc. Prof. 17% 17% 37% 34%
SL 33% 33% 38% 36%

University B Prof. 14% 16% 26% 31%
Assc. Prof. 45% 43% 43% 48%
SL 38% 34% 38% 36%

University C Prof. 16% 18% 21% 24%
Assc. Prof. 25% 29% 39% 39%
SL 33% 29% 34% 37%

University D Prof. 17% 19% 27% 31%
Assc. Prof. 24% 29% 44% 51%
SL 33% 35% 43% 42%

University E Prof. 20% 20% 24% 24%
Assc. Prof. 27% 29% 29% 33%
SL 38% 38% 40% 40%

University F Prof. 31% 31% 31% 28%
Assc. Prof. 17% 17% 37% 41%
SL 39% 39% 44% 39%

Case Study University Prof. 14% 13% 13% 18%
Assc. Prof. 13% 11% 18% 26%
SL 30% 31% 40% 41%

Source: Higher education authority, 2016, 2017, 2108, 2019 2020; also internal report on promotions 2014.

3A revised promotions process commenced in January 2020 (slightly overlapping
with last call under older process) and is not included in this analysis
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likely to be appointed at senior level than internal ones. The
appointment of three female Presidents (from Germany,
United Kingdom and Finland) to Irish public universities in the
past six months illustrates this phenomenon. It implicitly suggests
that internal processes are problematic and prey to gendered
micropolitical practices. Hence, this article, unlike much of the
other work in the area, looks at internal promotional processes at
Associate Professor or broadly equivalent level.

RESULTS

Main Characteristics of the Case Study
University
The Case Study University is a long established publicly funded
University with just under 19,000 students and 2,000 staff; a suite of
undergraduate and postgraduate programs, and several research
institutes and centers. It was ranked in the top 260 of The World
University rankings and in the top 1 per cent of universities
worldwide on the Quacquarelli Symonds World University
Rankings (Case Study University web 2021). There are 21
Schools in four Colleges, with disciplinary leaders in each school
(a purely honorofic position). It has, like other Irish universities,
experienced the shift to neoliberalism, with elements of collegiality
(as reflected in election rather than appointment of line
management) persisting up to recently. It commissioned a
number of internal and external reports on gender equality from
2010 onwards (Internal Report onDistribution of Gender andGrade
2010; Internal Report on Academic Career Advancement 2011;
Internal Report on Promotions 2014; Commissioned Report
2016), arguably reflecting Agócs (1997) tendency to try to deny
the problem, including an external report (Commissioned Report,
2016) which firmly closed that option by noting that:

Many factors contribute to [Case Study University’s] poor
performance on gender equality relative to the other
universities in Ireland, which as a whole, perform
relatively poorly on gender equality compared to many
other European countries. The key factor is the culture
within academia generally and in [Case Study University]
in particular, which is based on gendered notions of what
constitutes success and excellence. Changing this culture
represents a major leadership challenge because it
comprises an interlocking set of goals, roles, processes,
values, communications practices, attitudes and
assumptions (Commissioned Report, 2016: 25).

The Case Study University received an Athena Swan
Institutional award (bronze) three years after its initial
application. Three of its 21 Schools have secured a Bronze
award (2017–2018) (Case Study University web, 2021).

The Gender Profile of the Case Study
University
The President and the Deputy President are both male, as all their
predecessors have been. The gender profile of the official

decision-making structures was poor in 2015, with women
constituting 25% of Executive Management, 20% of Academic
Council and 43% of Governing Authority (Higher Education
Authority, 2019). This has improved, with women now
constituting 44% of those on Executive Management, 48% of
Academic Council and 43% of Governing Authority (Higher
Education Authority, 2020). A low proportion of women are still
in line management positions. There were no women Deans from
2016 to Jan 2020, with 14% being women (i.e. one person)
between 2014 and 2016 (Athena SWAN application, 2017: 52).
Women make up a larger proportion of Heads of School,
although this proportion has also fallen slightly since 2014:
from 44% in 2014 to 40% in 2021 (Internal Committee Audit
Report, 2020). These posts were filled by election but since 2019
are overwhelmingly filled by internal appointment. It remains to
be seen what impact this will have on their gender profile in the
future.

The academic career structure in the Case Study University is
broadly similar to other Irish universities with four main points
on the academic scale: lecturer to (full) professor (Grade A:
European Commission, 2019). Full professor is not a
promotional grade, and is publicly advertised and filled
through external competition and tied to formal managerial
responsibilities. The Case Study University differs from other
universities in that rather than having a specific Associate
Professor grade, there is a post called a personal professor,
paid without increments at roughly half way along the salary
scale for the full professor post. This title in itself is unhelpful
since it can be seen as eliciting a gendered stereotype and is a
significant step up from the senior lecturer grade (Commissioned
Report, 2016). Indeed, between 2009 and 2015, 80% of the
completed applications for this position were from men
(Commissioned Report, 2016). The Higher Education
Authority4 assigns it to the Associate Professor category and
this is the practice adopted here.

The Higher Educational Authority figures show that in
December 2019, women made up 26% of those in Associate
Professor positions in the Case Study University, increasing to
29% by December 2020 (Internal Progress Report, 2021),
compared with an average of 37% across all then seven Irish
universities. The increase occurred much later in the Case Study
University (starting 2016–18) and from a lower base, bringing it
closer to the national average (see Table 1). However, the extent
of the change, and its limitations become obvious when we realize
that in the Case Study University, women had a 1:42 “chance” of
the broad equivalent of an Associate Professorship in 2013–15,
improving significantly by 2019 to 1:13 (compared with 1:18 to 1:
11 across all these universities in the same period: see Table 2).

Men’s “chances” of an Associate Professorship across this
same time period varied little over time and across universities
(Table 2). Indeed, in four of the seven universities then in Ireland

4Higher Education Authority uses the term “Associate Professor” (Associate
Professor) for comparability across institutions, although titles, terms and
conditions vary somewhat between Universities. This data excludes the three
new Universities created in 2020.
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they increased between 2013 and 2019, with men in the Case
Study University having the highest “chance”, at 1:4 in 2019. This
implicitly raises questions about the intractability of men’s
privileging and the conditions under which women’s
“chances” improve.

There is a wider pattern of under-representation of women in
senior positions in the Case Study University. It has consistently
had the lowest proportion of women at full professorial level in
any Irish university since 2013 (Table 1). This reluctance to
appoint women to senior positions has also been evident in the
administrative area where only 24% at those paid E106,000 p. a.
were women as compared with 38% across all universities
(Higher Education Authority, 2020).

Thus, although there are sectoral issues as regards the
consistency of men’s privileging, there are particular questions
as regards the Case Study University, where, despite
improvement and effort, men’s “chances” remain three times
higher than women’s “chances” at the equivalent of Associate
Professor level.

Policy and Procedures for Promotion at the
Equivalent of Associate Professor
Personal professorial posts in the Case Study University
(categorized as Associate Professor by the Higher Education
Authority and hence here) are internal promotional posts
secured on the basis of scholarly achievement and suitability.
There is no limit to the number of appointments that the board
can recommend, with applicants being ostensibly assessed against
a normative standard rather than competing with each other
(Internal Report on Promotions, 2014: 7). The procedures
changed relatively little between 2009 and 2020 (The last call
under the policy discussed here was February 2020).

To be eligible to apply for promotion to this position on the
regular track, applicants must hold a senior lectureship and have

reached the top of the salary scale (i.e. at least four years). The
procedure includes three stages. Firstly, applications are assessed
by the 14–16 person promotion board (14 up to 2016: Athena
SWAN application, 2017) including the President and Deputy
President as ex-officio members. (Seven or more members can in
practice make that decision). Reflecting the continuing collegial
ethos of the university, the other members are elected for five
years. Up to January 2016, the gender profile of this internal
board was 11 men and two women (Internal Report on
Promotions, 2014: 9). Given the well-recognized importance of
homosociability (Grummell et al., 2009), this raises legacy issues
involving the extremely low “chances” of women being promoted
from 2016 to 2018.

By 2018, the panel had been changed to include 50% of each
gender, and the requirement for all members of the board to be at
full professorship was dropped: with four of the eight men and
three of the eight women being full professors. All board
members have been required (since 2016) to undertake
unconscious bias training (Case Study University web, 2021).
However, the effectiveness of such training has been challenged
internationally: “there is very little evidence that changes in
implicit bias have anything to do with changes in a person’s
behavior” (Oswald et al., 2015; Bartlett, 2017). Up to 2016 there
was no scoring of candidates by the board; nor were there any
strategies to eliminate conflicts of interests between the members
and the applicants. It seems possible that applicants who had
“paid forward” by doing favors for powerful members of the
board were likely to be favored (O’Connor, 2020b).

Although officially both teaching and research were included
as criteria, in practice promotion was primarily based on research
output and income. More recently, c. 2018, a scoring system was
introduced providing some transparency for individual
candidates. However, it continues to favor research: of the 300
marks available, 200 are allocated to research and 50 each to
teaching and learning and contribution to the university, school

TABLE 2 | Women’s and men’s “chances” of securing a professorial position Irish Universities (Rounding to nearest whole number).

Women’s “chances” Men’s “chances”

Three
year average 2013–15

Three
year average 2016–18

Dec-19 Three
year average 2013–15

Three
year average 2016–18

Dec-19

ALL 7 Universities Prof. 1:25 1:14 1:13 1:2 1:5 1:5
Assc. Prof. 1:18 1:13 1:11 1:8 1:7 1:7

University A Prof. 1:12 1:8 1:9 1:6 1:5 1:4
Assc. Prof. 1:21 1:7 1:8 1:7 1:5 1:5

University B Prof 1:21 1:14 1:11 1:5 1:6 1:6
Assc. Prof. 1:8 1:8 1:6 1:8 1:8 1:7

University C Prof 1:22 1:19 1:17 1:6 1:6 1:6
Assc. Prof. 1:23 1:15 1:17 1:11 1:10 1:12

University D Prof 1:18 1:19 1:16 1:5 1:6 1:7
Assc. Prof. 1:27 1:25 1:24 1:11 1: 17 1:23

University E Prof 1:12 1:10 1:11 1:4 1:4 1:4
Assc. Prof. 1:14 1:15 1:13 1:6 1:7 1:7

University F Prof 1:11 1:11 1:11 1:7 1:6 1:5
Assc. Prof. 1:39 1:10 1:7 1:10 1:6 1:5

Case Study University Prof. 1:28 1:29 1:24 1:5 1:5 1:5
Assc. Prof. 1:42 1:21 1:13 1:5 1:5 1: 4

Source of data: Higher Education Authority, 2016, 2017, 2108, 2019 2020.
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or community. A minimum score of 210 (70% overall) must be
achieved to be recommended for promotion, and this must
include a minimum score of 150 (75%) for research and
scholarly standing, and a minimum of 20 (40%) in the two
other areas. Given that women have 20–30% fewer
publications (Rorstad and Aksnes, 2015; European
Commission, 2019: 161), are less likely to be cited (Budrikis,
2020: 348), and to receive research grants (European
Commission, 2019: 136), this scoring system advantages male
candidates. Indeed 41% of female respondents in a survey of the
scheme in the Case Study University felt they would never meet
the level of achievement required, compared to 6% of the men
(Internal Report on Promotions, 2014:13).

When a prima facie case for promotion is established, that
board appoints the three members of the second Assessing Board,
all external. There is no evidence of a requirement for this second
board to be gender balanced. The assessors are asked for a written
report on applicants’ research and scholarly standing informed by
the 10 best papers submitted by the applicant. They are also asked
whether the candidate would be suitable for promotion in the
assessor’s university and to rank them in the top 5, 10 or 20% of
applicants. It would be surprising if care was not taken by that
board to select assessors who were likely to be supportive of those
candidates favored by the board. There is no evidence that the
board is aware that evaluations of male candidates tend to be
higher than female candidates even in experimental situations
(Moss-Racusin et al., 2012); or that letters of recommendation
favor male candidates in terms of length, adjectives used and
“doubt raisers” (Trix and Psenka 2003; Madera et al., 2009).

Competence is considered the most important criterion when
evaluating candidates, however, while male applicants are
assessed primarily on competence, female candidates are
assessed on a wider range of criteria (Moscatelli et al., 2020)
Thus, mothers are less likely to be evaluated positively than
fathers (Gonzalez et al., 2019). In a potentially enlightened
move, since 2015 applicants in the Case Study University were
requested to document “leave taken”5 so as to allow the assessors
to “adjust their expectations” providing “up to one year for each
period of maternity leave” (Internal Promotional Documents
2019:17). This forces women to signal their parental status. It
presupposes the existence of a supportive organizational culture.
In its absence this information can evoke stereotypes and biases
which disadvantage women.

There are additional potentially gendered requirements.
Candidates are expected to make a clear and unequivocal case
that they are currently performing at the higher level, and that
they have the drive and capacity to continue performing at that
level. Both may be problematic for female applicants, based on
evidence that women who self-promote are more negatively
evaluated than men who do so and are more vulnerable to a
gender stereotyping backlash, since male stereotypes are more
compatible with senior positions (Rudman and Glick, 2001:758).

The tendency in women to play down achievements and for male
and female assessors to view the achievements of men more
favorably than those of women, raises further possibilities as
regards gender bias.

The application process includes a commentary from the Head
of School, who is expected to liaise with head of discipline, with
oversight and sign-off by the Dean. This reflects a collegial ethos
(Lynch et al., 2012), giving them (predominantly men), an
opportunity to influence the process. Given informal practices
such as sponsorship and homosociability (O’Connor, 2020b), this
is likely to advantage men and disadvantage women.

The third stage involves the consideration of these reports by
the promotion board and its recommendation to Governing
Authority. It seems highly possible that “horse trading”
(O’Connor and O’Hagan, 2016) occurs between the members
of that board so that candidates favored by its most powerful
members are recommended for promotion.

Additional routes were identified in 2013: namely “fast track”
and leadership (Athena SWAN application, 2017: 43). The fast
track category is an “exceptional” provision, which permits
exemption from the top of the salary scale criterion, but
requires external recognition through the award of an advanced
higher degree (D. Litt, D.Sc., etc.) or “equivalent recognition”, as
judged by the board (Internal Promotional Documents, 2019:1).
Given men’s greater success at securing research grants (European
Commission, 2019:115,116), the potential for gender bias in the
judgment of “equivalent recognition”, and the lesser likelihood for
women to be seen as exceptional (Van den Brink and Benschop,
2012), this route is unlikely to be helpful to women (men are more
likely to attempt it: Commissioned Report, 2016).

The recommendation to increase the valuation of teaching
(Athena SWAN application, 2017: 83), culminated in the
leadership track. The grounds for selecting this track are
“outstanding leadership” as evidenced by “projects, including
strategic initiatives, which he/she has initiated and successfully
implemented, the outcomes of those projects, and how those
outcomes have impacted on the University’s performance”
(Internal Promotional Documents, 2019). Given the under-
representation of women in leadership positions in the Case
Study University and the tendency for constructions of leadership
to be gendered (Schein, 1998; Fitzgerald, 2018; Gandi and Sen,
2021), this also seems unlikely to be helpful to women (it is little
used by either: Athena SWAN application, 2017: 44).

Unsuccessful applicants can appeal the process but only on
procedural grounds, and only one appeal is permitted. The
appeals committee comprises three people (men and women),
as least two of whom will be professors or the equivalent of
Associate Professor though women are under-represented in
both positions (Internal Promotional Documents, 2019: 18).

A survey of senior lecturers in the Case Study University (with
an overall response rate of 76%: including 82% of the women)
identified a substantial lack of clarity, particularly among the
women, about these criteria and procedures (Internal Report on
Promotions, 2014). Thus, half of the women (and less than a
quarter of the men) were not at all clear what was meant by
demonstrating “a high and recognized international standard in
scholarship and research”- a key issue since priority is given to

5Time out for documented leave including: maternity; paternity; parental; sick/
disability; and carer’s leave is discounted in the assessment of applications (Case
Study University web, PDs, 2019)
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research. Even higher proportions of the women (and a sizeable
proportion of men) did not know how they could demonstrate a
high level of achievement in teaching; while twice the proportion
of women as men did not know what the board was looking for to
“demonstrate a high and recognized international standard in
academic leadership”. Even by 2018, almost one third of women
felt they did not understand the promotion process and criteria
(Internal Survey Report, 2019a).

Furthermore, although there was little difference in the
qualifications, age, marital or family status of the men and
women at senior lecturer level in the Case Study University in
2014, more men than women had been encouraged to apply for
promotion (47% vs. 36%), mainly by Associate Professors (i.e. mainly
men: Internal Report on Promotions, 2014: 9). This did not reflect
their differential seeking of advice or length of time in the Case Study
University (half of the women had worked there for at least 16 years
compared with a third of the men: Internal Report on Promotions,
2014: 9). It may reflect homosocial micropolitical practices favoring
men (Graves et al., 2019; O’Connor and Barnard, 2021). Overall
although there have been some changes, an unambiguous focus on
reducing gender inequality has been missing.

In February 2015, a Gender Equality Task Force (almost half of
whom were external to the Case Study University) was established
with a remit: to “advise the University on what measures it should
take to develop effective gender equality” (Commissioned Report,
2016:9). It challenged the myths underpinning institutionalized
resistance (Agócs, 1997): for example, the idea that the construct of
excellence is gender neutral (Commissioned Report, 2016: 18) and
that women are “the problem”.

It made 24 recommendations including the appointment of an
adequately resourced Vice President of Equality, the first such
appointment in an Irish university; the introduction of
“mandatory gender quotas for all academic promotions and
competitions” based on the flexible cascade model (i.e. a soft
quota) with the number promoted being based on the number of
eligible women at the grade below (Commissioned Report, 2016:
40), if necessary phased in over a maximum of two rounds of
these competitions. Both of these recommendations were re-
iterated at national level by the Expert Group (Higher Education
Authority, 2016a) which recommended linking state funding to
the gender profile of senior positions and a gender quota of 40 per
cent women at full professorial level. The report on the Case
Study University also recommended a review of its academic
grading structure, including the Associate Professorship; the
development of principles to underpin workload models (since
women were more likely to be allocated administrative
responsibilities: Misra et al., 2011); and “Detailed, specific
exemplars of what constitutes excellence for the various areas
of academic activity” (Commissioned Report, 2016: 41). There
were other “softer” recommendations. Nevertheless, it was an
attempt at structural and cultural transformation.

Implementation of Policies: Transparency
and the Cascade Model
From 2009 to 2015 there was little information and even less
transparency about the Associate Professor process in the Case

Study University (Internal Report on Promotions, 2014). Eight
rounds of promotions took place involving 69 applications, of
which only 14 (20%) were from women (Commissioned Report,
2016: 24). This could be seen as indicating a lack of confidence in
the procedures and/or a low proportion of eligible women. The
proportion of women in these positions increased from 10% in
2014 to 16% in 2016 (reflecting increases in STEMM: no data
available on non-STEMM: Athena SWAN application, 2017: 24).

Following the 2016 Commissioned report, a Vice President
was appointed and an office staffed (two persons). This office has
since initiated three institutional committees with an equality
focus, appointed a Vice Dean for Equality Diversity and Inclusion
in each of the four Colleges, developed a Gender Equality Action
Plan in 2019 and reviewed it (Internal Progress Report, 2021) and
put in place an external advisory group. Gender balance on
committees has also been monitored and reported.

From 2017 to 2020 inclusive, 43% of those who applied for an
Associate Professorship were promoted (29/68), with roughly a
fifth of the men and women who applied being successful (13/68
women V 15/68 men: Table 3). The proportion of women
promoted to Associate Professor, with the exception of 2017,
exceeded that in the senior lecturer pool (Table 1). The gains for
woman were more marked and consistent after 2018, and placed
the Case Study University close to the national average (Table 1).
This change coincided with improved transparency, including a
scoring system and making public the composition of the
promotions panel. The number, gender and discipline of
applicants at the various stages and ultimately of those
promoted was not provided; nor were the applications of
successful candidates made available; nor data on appeals.

Gender quotas based on a flexible cascade model are in the
Gender Action Plan (2019), but are not explicitly referred to in
the promotional documentation. This could be to avoid criticism
(Agócs, 1997: 55). However, an explicit, transparent cascade
policy could encourage female applicants and prevent slippage
(although it may have the opposite effect in highly feminized
professions).

Legacy issues such as the requirement to have reached the top
of the senior lecturer (SL) salary scale before applying for an
Associate Professorship on the regular track was not removed by
the end of the scheme (February 2020) although this was
recognized as an issue in 2014; listed for action in 2017
(Athena SWAN application, 2017: 44) and reappeared in the
2019 Gender Equality Action Plan.

The ongoing gap in men and women’s “chances” suggests that
transparency alone (even with the background existence of the
cascade model) is not sufficient (van den Brink et al., 2010).

DISCUSSION OF STAGES OF RESISTANCE

The aim of this article is to undertake a feminist critique of
procedures and processes for internal promotion to the
equivalent of Associate Professor level in one Irish university
in order to provide insights into institutionalized resistance
(Agócs, 1997). As stated previously, Agócs (1997: 48) identifies
a sequence of four stages of resistance: denial of the need for
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change; refusal to accept responsibility for dealing with that
change; refusal to implement change, and actions to dismantle
change.

Although it is not the focus here, it is suggested that the first
stage of institutional resistance was reflected in the historically
extreme position of the Case Study University and its stubborn
denial of the existence of gender inequality up to 2016. There have
been some improvements since then, most notably the increase in
women’s “chances” of promotion to Associate Professor from 1:
42 in the 2013–15 period to 1: 13 in 2019. Yet, this current level is
more than three times worse than men’s “chances”. We suggest
that this reflects the second stage of Agócs typology of
institutional resistance viz. an institutional failure to accept
responsibility for dealing with change and (to some extent) the
third stage viz. refusal to implement change.

We identify two sub-categories of the second stage viz. refusal
to challenge what is seen as “core mission” of the university and
“fixing the women”. These have been identified in other studies
(O’Connor, 2014; Burkinshaw and White, 2017; O’Connor,
2020b; Peterson et al., 2021; Temitope Igiebor, 2021). We also
identify two sub-categories of the third stage viz. a refusal to
implement change as reflected in the displacement of energy away
from tackling power inequalities into “busyness” and foot
dragging and slippage in a number of key areas. These are
particularly important in the Case Study University where
there appears to be a willingness by those in formal positions
of power to use stealth power to collude with such tactics and so
avoid the need for fundamental structural and cultural change.

Stage of Institutional Resistance: Failure to
Accept Responsibility for Change
Based on Agócs (1997) schema, the second stage of institutional
resistance is seen as including a refusal to challenge the “core
mission” of the university and a focus not on fixing the university
but on “fixing the women”.

Refusal to Challenge the Core Mission
In the Case Study University there is an uncritical assumption
that a meritocratic approach involving excellence is completely
free of gender bias, despite caveats expressed in the
Commissioned Report (2016) based on Castilla and Benards
(2010: 543) evidence that “when an organizational culture
promotes meritocracy . . . managers in that organization may
ironically show greater bias in favor of men over equally
performing women”. The internal Associate Professor scheme
in the Case Study University has continued to list criteria (albeit
with some adjustment in their number or the weighting of one set

against the other) based on the assumption that to change this
would be to challenge the core mission of the institution (Agócs,
1997: 55). This can be seen as reflecting the exercise of hidden or
stealth power by the power holders: the challenging of this being
literally unthinkable.

There is now considerable evidence that the definition and
operationalization of the construct of excellence is frequently
gendered and tautological (Van den Brink and Benschop, 2012;
Nielsen, 2016; Campbell, 2018; Ferretti et al., 2018; O’Connor and
Barnard, 2021). Excellence has been seen as a rationalizing myth
in academia used to legitimate evaluative decisions and to obscure
gendered processes (O’Connor and Barnard, 2021). There is no
recognition of this in the Case Study University. The criteria
outlined in the promotional documentation since 2018 relate to
“Research and Scholarly Standing”, “Teaching and Learning”,
and “Contribution to School, College, University and
Community. Most appear, at face value, to be appropriate to
promotion (student feedback, teaching approach, research
funding, scholarly standing, research leadership etc.) but the
standards to be attained, and hence the scores, involve
judgments that are highly subjective and therefore open to
bias. Even for criteria where numerical benchmarks could be
applied, subjective terms are employed (“evidence of consistent
and continuing high-quality output of research publication in
peer-reviewed journals, scholarly works”: Internal Promotional
Documents, 2019: 3). Phrases such as such as “high level of
achievement”, “maintaining theoretical currency” “evidence of
scholarly contribution”, “recognition by peers” (Internal
Promotional Documents, 2019; 2–4), appear with no
benchmark or objective indictors despite the recommendation
to specify the standard expected (Commissioned Report, 2016:
41). These are all presented and applied as gender-neutral. The
CVs of successful candidates, which could facilitate a gendered
analysis, have also not been made available.

More fundamentally, the bias in favor of research ensures that
men’s privilege is maintained. The evidence that men outperform
women in this area is well established, yet this bias is embedded
into the promotion scheme (European Commission, 2003).
Women are also likely to carry heavier teaching and
administrative loads (not least because the male dominated
hierarchies endorse stereotypical views about women and
devalue their skills and attributes), and this is seen as
“natural” and inevitable.

Many of these processes also occur in other universities: and
are arguably not unrelated to the low levels of variation in men’s
“chances” in Irish universities (see Table 2). However, the targets
set in the Case Study University reveal the desire to maintain male
privilege. Thus, whereas nationally, there is a quota of 40% of the

TABLE 3 | Promotions to equivalent of Associate. Prof. in the Case Study University: 2017–2020.

Year 2017 2018 2019 2020

Total applicants 15 29 13 11
Applicants who got through first stage 7 male, 3 female 16 male, 11 female 4 male, 4 female 5 male, 4 female
Number promoted 2 male, 0 female 8 male, 7 female 3 male, 3 female 2 male, 3 female

Source: The Case Study University Equality Office.
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full professoriate to be women by 2024 (Higher Education
Authority, 2016b) the Case Study University has considerably
less ambitious targets: 28% by 2024–including both full professors
and those in the broadly equivalent Associate Professor category
(Case Study University web, 2019).

Restricting the Focus to “Fixing the Women”
In the case study’s Gender Equality Action Plan (Internal
Progress Report, 2021) there is a good deal of reliance on an
uncritical “fix the women” approach (O’Connor, 2014;
Burkinshaw and White, 2017). This is seen by Agócs (1997) as
indicating a failure to take responsibility for change.

There are 20 references to leadership in that Gender Equality
Action Plan, all reflecting a deficit model (Burkinshaw andWhite,
2017), with women’s lack of skills being used as a legitimating
discourse. Thus, there is a reference to making women serious
candidates for promotion (Van den Brink and Benschop, 2012:
81) by coaching, mentoring and training them. There is also a
reference to “a strong pipeline” at Associate Professor level (see
Table 1) reflected in “the pool of women eligible for promotion to
Professor in the coming years” (Internal Progress Report, 2021:
16). This implicitly rejects the idea that the low proportion of
women reflects organizational factors and suggests that “the
problem is women”, with the cause of women’s under-
representation being framed in terms of individual’s deficits.

The Gender Equality Action Plan (Internal Progress Report,
2021) also refers to three separate leadership initiatives i.e.
Academic Career Development Workshops, Aurora Leadership
training, and Athena SWAN Leadership seminar series.
“Successful” women leaders are presented as role models with
structural difficulties obscured. There is an uncritical view of the
impact of such programs. This is in contrast to [Manfredi et al.
(2014): 54] which found that female alumni of its top
management program who applied for senior management
roles were more than twice as likely as their male counterparts
to have been unsuccessful (22% vs. 8.5%).

Maternity is still seen as an aberration. Thus, “ramp-up post-
maternity workshops” are provided for women returning from
protected leave including maternity leave (Internal Progress
Report, 2021: 20) with small grants available since 2016. These
are helpful but do not deal with the underlying organizational
cultural and structural problems, and can be seen as reflecting
institutional resistance to systemic change.

Institutional Resistance: Failure to
Implement Change
Agócs (1997: 56) describes this third stage of resistance as
involving overt claims of responding to a change message, but
with no real change occurring. It includes failure to implement or
enforce policy, failure to ensure accountability or delegation of
responsibility for implementing change or failure to allocate the
necessary resources for such work. While it would be untrue to
say that no real change has occurred in the Case Study University,
the slow rate of change compared to other Irish Universities (see
Table 1) suggests that some elements of this stage of resistance are
present.

Here it is seen as reflected in busy-ness which does not
challenge power and in foot-dragging and slippage in a
number of areas.

Busy-Ness Which does not Challenge Power
Here we focus on busy-ness involving de-politicized actions as a
stage of institutional resistance. The Gender Equality Action Plan
contains 89 actions. Neither power nor inequality is mentioned,
“discrimination” only once, while “support” appears 34 times;
“committee” 20 times. The references to gender are couched in
sanitized terms such as “inclusion” and welcoming “diversity”.
There is a strong impression that there is a preference for “safe”
actions that do not challenge the power structures in the Case
Study University. Implicit in this is a kind of de-politicized
intersectional approach one that fails to recognize power
inequalities and their implications (Indeed, in one College the
Vice-Dean is of Equality, Diversity and Wellness, aligning
equality with lifestyle).

The Internal Progress Report (2021:1) on the implementation
of the Gender Equality Action Plan finds 41 actions completed, a
third of which involve the setting up of committees, return of data
to the Higher Education Authority, the creation of Athena SWAN
structures and the Gender Equality Action Plan itself and
reporting on its implementation. Many of the completed
actions do not challenge power for example a video
showcasing senior women in leadership roles, celebrating
diversity events, roadshows for family leave entitlements, and
the creation of parental support networks.

Although the proportion of women at Associate Professor has
increased, reflected in the improvement of women’s “chances”
(which at 1:13 are close to the national average of 1:11) the
persistently high- and indeed increase in men’s “chances” in 2019
(at 1:4, they are now the highest, compared to a 1:7 average across
all universities: See Table 2) point to institutional resistance.

The need to address gender equality in Case Study University
as a deep gendered structural and cultural problem was first
recognized in 2016 (Commissioned Report, 2016). Few of the
actions to date have addressed this, with the possible exception of
the creation of an office for equality and increased transparency
(against the backdrop of the cascade model). However, this is
concealed by the “busyness” of the actions in Gender Equality
Action Plan.

Foot-Dragging and Slippage in a Number of Areas
Here we focus on foot-dragging involving the implementation of
recommendations made over a number of years, including the
introduction of a new typical Associate Professor grade, the
persistence of gendered requirements for promotion to the
current equivalent of Associate Professor, legacy issues and the
lack of progress on gender balance on committees and line
management.

The introduction of a grade of Associate Professor similar to
that in other universities was recommended in a report in 2016
(Commissioned Report, 2016: 14); it re-appears as a
recommended action in the institutional application for an
Athena SWAN award in 2017 (Internal Application Document
2017: 25) but is recorded as “delayed” in the progress report
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(Internal Progress Report, 2021: 17). This contrasts with the
moving ahead of plans to consolidate the superior status and
salary of full professor: a position where women are still very
under-represented.

Foot dragging is reflected in the persistence of gendered
requirements for promotion to the broad equivalent of
Associate Professor, such as the requirement for applicants to
make a clear and unequivocal case that they are performing at the
higher level; and the maintenance of fast track and leadership
additional routes, despite their unhelpfulness as regards gender
equality. These requirements, and the failure to acknowledge or
defend against micropolitical practices such as sponsorship and
homosociability, all point to difficulties in implementing change
in the gender profile of senior positions.

Failure to deal with legacy issues is also evident. Women have
been under-represented at senior lecturer level in the Case Study
University for many years (see Table 1) a situation which only
started to improve in 2017 (Higher Education Authority, 2018).
Retaining the requirement to wait four years until these women
reach the top of the salary scale to apply for promotion to
Associate Professorship is evidence of foot-dragging.

Further evidence of failure to implement change can be found
in slippage regarding gender balance on committees, and in the
ongoing low proportion of women still in line management
positions. At the Case Study University there has only been
one female Dean between 2014 and 2016 and none since then
(Athena SWAN application, 2017: 52). The proportion of female
Heads of School, while considerably higher at 44% in 2014
actually slipped to 40% in 2020 (Internal committee Audit
Report, 2021). Similarly, whereas 66% of all committees were
compliant with 40% gender balance in 2018, this dropped to 55%
in 2019 and to 46% in 2020 (Case Study University web, 2021).

Slippage is also evident in the description of the very modest
targets identified at professorial level as delayed (Internal
Progress Report, 2021). Other interventions that might
challenge men’s advantage are also identified there as “at risk”:
including gender disaggregation of all personnel data;
demonstrable experience of leadership in advancing gender
equality for appointment to senior leadership roles; the
development of a competency framework and a promotional
scheme for professional and administrative staff (Internal
Progress Report, 2021:10). It is suggested that these also reflect
foot dragging and slippage and ultimately a failure to implement
change and a reflection of the third stage of institutionalized
resistance (Agócs, 1997). They can also be seen as a manifestation
of the enactment of hidden or stealth power.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

The challenges in promoting gender equality in higher
educational institutions have been identified in many studies
(e.g. Benschop and Verloo, 2006; Lombardo and Mergaert, 2013;
Burkinshaw and White, 2017; O’Connor, 2020a; Smolovic Jones
et al., 2020; Powell et al.; Peterson et al., 2021). Building on Agócs
(1997) conceptualization, the contribution of this article lies in an
enhanced understanding of institutionalized resistance to gender

equality as a manifestation of stealth power, reflected in a refusal
to accept responsibility for dealing with change and the failure to
implement aspects of a change agenda, both indicating an
unwillingness to recognize that institutional transformation is
required. We demonstrate how the analysis of documentation
facilitates the identification of these sub-types of institutional
resistance, as does the calculation of men’s chances in comparison
to women’s chances, methods which could be applied in other
organizations to reveal the extent and nature of institutional
resistance to gender equality.

Gender inequality was identified in 2015 as a particular
problem in the Case Study University (Commissioned Report,
2016), and this was the reason for its selection. In this article we
have been particularly concerned with the procedures involved in
internal promotion to the equivalent of Associate Professor and
the related Gender Equality Action Plan (2019) and evaluation of
its implementation (2021). It has been shown that women’s
“chances” have improved dramatically: this coinciding with
increased transparency in the process, and the flexible cascade
model (i.e. soft quota).

However, in the Case Study University, the “normal”
procedures and criteria are designed by men for men. This
helps explain the low level of variation in men’s “chances”.
The particularly masculinist culture in that university was
reflected in women’s 1:42 “chance” of promotion to Associate
Professor in 2013–2015; in the total lack of transparency in the
procedures and in the very designation of the Associate Professor
position as personal professor which served to create further
difficulties for women and to embed male privilege. Residues of
these remain: the net effect being that although women’s
“chances” in the Case Study University have improved (and at
1:13 are close to the national average of 1:11) men’s have also
increased and at 1:4, are now the highest in the country
(compared to a 1:7 average across all Irish universities).

Despite an overt concern with the under-representation of
women in senior positions, the masculinization of line
management positions has continued and is being effectively
ignored. There has been no attempt to see the problem as an
organizational one and to challenge the “core mission” of the
university but instead the focus is on “fixing the women”,
reflecting Agócs (1997) second form of institutional resistance.
There has been slippage in women’s representation on
committees, in line management positions and in the
implementation of policies in a number of areas, as well as
foot dragging on a number of fronts, despite a large amount
of “soft” activity (these being seen as reflecting Agócs, 1997 third
form of institutional resistance). Thus, it is almost as if, losing
ground on some fronts, institutionalized resistance ensured that it
was gained on other fronts, through the exercise of hidden or
stealth power.

It seems possible to conclude that in Case Study University (as
indeed in all Irish universities) improvements in women’s
position will only be accepted if men remain ahead of them.
However, this pattern is heightened in the Case Study University,
most recently as reflected in an attempt to consolidate the
superior status and salary of the full professor; in the slow
increases in the proportion of women at this level-and the
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effective acceptance of this slow pace as reflected in the sleight-of-
hand foot dragging around the national quota of 40% of women
at full professorial level by 2024. Thus, in the Case Study
University although there has been some progress for women,
it has not been at the expense of male power and privilege.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO CIRCUMVENT
INSTITUTIONALIZED RESISTANCE

Institutionalized resistance needs to be addressed at the
institutional level. Exposing the way in which power operates
in organizations, in particular how those who hold power can use
it to frame interpreptations of the “problem” of gender inequality
and circumscribe solutions to those problems by the exercise of
hidden or stealth power through structures, legitimating
discourses, processes and micropolitical behaviors is crucial. At
the very least, the inevitability of institutional resistance needs to
be surfaced and recognized. Only then can change agents start to
dismantle it.

In particular the uncritical assumption that a meritocratic
approach is gender neutral needs to be challenged. This has been
identified in a number of studies. Since academic institutions can
be relied on to robustly defend their activities as meritocratic, this
will require innovative and creative approaches, beyond
traditional information sessions. Drawing on dedicated
resources such as the FESTA handbook on resistance to
gender equality in academia (Saglamer et al., 2016) may be a
useful entry point since it aims to facilitate a deeper
understanding of institutional resistance, with practice-based,
exemplary vignettes, presenting its causes, indicators and ways
of dealing with it.

The significance of data was clearly acknowledged by the
national Expert Group in their recommendations for year-on-
year statistics on the percentages of women in senior positions
across Irish Higher Educational Institutions (Higher Education
Authority, 2016a). Although a limited approach, the availability
of data can make a problem and the solution visible. The annual
publication of gender profiles since 2016 has made resistance
through denial of gender equality less viable. Collecting and
publishing national data at a more granular level on individual
institutions, including the gender breakdown of all stages of the
applications, including withdrawals/resignations and retention,

length of time in each position and the gender profile of principal
investigators/Directors of Research Centers can help reveal fault
lines and benchmark successes. The public availability of the CVs
of successful candidates would be very helpful in such
benchmarking. Monitoring women’s and men’s “chances” of
securing senior posts, as we have done here, would a useful
addition to institutional profiles. The role of the Higher
Educational Authority is important in ensuring that the targets
identified are compatible with national policy and that resources
to achieve them are identified internally, with their achievement
related to state funding.

The findings here are consistent with many other studies
that reveal a reliance on “adding women to things” (e.g.
Committees, interview boards) or “adding things to women”
(e.g. CV writing or leadership skills). We strongly recommend
moving the focus from women to institutional structures and
processes that privilege men. Privilege and the mechanisms
that maintain it must be exposed, if institutional resistance is
to be successfully dismantled. Higher Education Institutions
might benefit from training materials developed to surface
white privilege (see for example McIntosh, 2010). Finally, case
studies involving the structures, processes, procedures and
leadership in those higher education institutions that
exemplify best practice in this area would also be important in
moving the issue forward.
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