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Abstract

:

The barriers to women’s achievement and career progression in the higher education sector have been well researched. It has long been acknowledged that career breaks for child-rearing, and women’s self-beliefs about their abilities can impact negatively on their careers, and many programs and policies have been implemented to redress these around the world. This article is focussed around a regional Australian university, with multiple campuses distributed over 1000 km across two states. Courses, schools, and work teams are often spread across multiple campuses, and travel between campuses is sometimes a necessity; one that is time-consuming and requires time away from family. For some women, travelling is not possible due to family and other commitments or constraints. This paper explores how working in a regional university, with distributed campuses, has an additional impact on women’s career progression. Through auto-ethnographic accounts of four female staff members, we explore the intersection of gender and location through case studies of personal experiences, investigating the effects that distance and travel limitations can have on participation in work team and networking events, access to professional development opportunities, and career progression within the institution.
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1. Introduction


This paper is based on the experiences and reflections of four female university staff upon their journey and involvement in the institution-wide self-assessment process undertaken in applying for a Bronze Institutional Award in the Athena SWAN (Scientific Women’s Academic Network) gender equity charter. This process assisted in the raising and clarifying of new and different barriers that impact on women’s achievements, providing the opportunity to reflect on these issues and consider ways to address them and make improvements.



It became apparent through the Athena SWAN self-assessment process that there were significant similarities to previous research in terms of key experiences, policies, and procedures in redressing gender equity for women at the University (David 2015; Kim 2011; Neale and White 2014; Probert 1998; Silander et al. 2013; Wasserman 2017). The impact of neoliberal progression, capitalization, and entrepreneurship of the education sector, as outlined in Blackmore (2013), has also flagged both academic and student dissatisfaction in the homogenization of the sector, and further, the impact this has had when considering a gendered lens. David’s (2015) research highlights more of a gendered balance in higher education, particularly of student and first in family cohorts to attend university, however, there is still a place to explore and to achieve genuine gender equity for female academics. There are numerous accounts within the current study suggesting that these women face common barriers when exploring notions of gender equity in the workplace such as salary, career progression, and seniority, together with similarities of gender barriers and divides as reported in the higher education field (Allan 2008; Allen et al. 2006; Probert 1998; The Associated Press 2010). It also became evident through the Athena SWAN process that there were significant distinctions and uniqueness of experiences for these women. The focus of this study was these differences; the uniqueness of geography and place, and the impact of these intersectionalities, in addition to those barriers already identified (Griffin and Museus 2011). A self-reflective methodology and account was undertaken, which considered the contrasts of not only regional geography, but vastly distanced distributed campuses that signified further layers of complexity for women striving for and delivering strategies for gender equity.



This paper explores key themes including current barriers for women in regional locations moving into higher education leadership (including recruitment, promotion, and retention); the impact of diversity measures such as Athena SWAN and a lens of intersectionality; and reflections from women about their careers. Key considerations of the study included a focus on fixing the organisation, not fixing the women, as addressed by Burkinshaw and White (2017), and the impact of organisational and business delivery structures, policy, and procedures. Further concepts explored included the progression of pay equity; ability-based recruitment and promotion, where the University considers achievement relative to opportunity (as opposed to time served) (Winchester et al. 2006); and not being a workplace that prizes ‘male’ attributes over ‘female’ attributes as progressive steps to enabling gender equity. By these steps, the University is breaking the culture of the glass ceiling and the traditional patriarchal systems (Morley 2014; Redmond et al. 2017). Instead, the University is providing pathways and enabling programs to assist women who aspire to be educational leaders to achieve such.



This study was undertaken not only to understand the barriers to gender equity in higher education institutions, but to raise conversation and provide insight around how female employees of a regional university with distributed campuses may face additional barriers to gender equity. The study has resulted in a commentary that can be further developed and used for contrast and comparison for other higher education providers in Australia and beyond.




2. Methods


This study was undertaken using an inductive approach, based on the observations of four female University staff members about barriers to gender equity within their place of work and working in a distributed campus model. Participants (denoted P1 to P4 for quotes) were provided with a set of questions to use as prompts for auto-ethnographic exploration (Denshire 2014; Shaw and Gould 2001a, 2001b; Tomaselli 2013) based on critical reflection of their circumstances, experiences, and situations within the University. Purposive sampling (Alston and Bowles 2018) was used to select the four participants from the Self-Assessment Team who participated in the Athena SWAN application process. This type of sampling was utilised to ensure a cross-functional view of participants at the University could be explored, that is, a mix of differing career classifications, locations, carer responsibilities, and other intersectionalities to elicit (or not) whether there were common or similar factors that impacted firstly on engaging with their work, and secondly looking forward to progression.



Each participant was provided with the questions via email and asked to consider the questions and provide a written response discussing how each question impacted on them. The questions were as follows:

	
Describe your work team/s (past and present, if relevant) and your relationships within the team.



	
Working at the University often requires travel, how easy do you find it to travel given your personal circumstances?



	
How has travel (or the inability to travel) affected your access to professional development and other opportunities, e.g., training, conferences etc.?



	
Has the composition and location of your work team affected your ability to participate in events? What impact does this have on working relationships?



	
What impact has the intersection of gender, personal circumstances, travel, access to professional development/other opportunities and team events had on your career progression?



	
Do you feel the terms of your employment (fraction, employment/contract-type) have impacted on your career progression?



	
Do you have any suggestions to reduce these barriers at the University?








These questions were prompts for self-reflection, and follow-up was undertaken with participants to firstly either embellish elaborate upon or clarify responses and secondly to add further points for consideration post writing the statement. Transcripts were then coded and thematically analysed (Boyatzis 1998; Galanis 2018) using NVivo 11 (QSR International Pty Ltd, Melbourne, Australia) in order to identify common factors that were either barriers or enablers to improving gender equity within the University.



Participants (age range 39–53) were from a combination of academic and professional streams, and STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Mathematics)/non-STEM backgrounds. Other intersectionalities of participants included having children or carer responsibilities, identifying as same sex, and having a disability—all of which added to the richness of resulting themes.




3. Results


Four female staff members from the University provided critical reflections on their workplace experiences around the intersection of gender, personal circumstances, and travel, particularly focussing on barriers or enablers to gender equity in the context of a regional university with distributed campuses. From this study, four key themes emerged. The following is the exploration of these key themes, which were identified as barriers, together with participants’ reflections on potential approaches to reducing these barriers.



3.1. Travel Limitations and the Need for Planning


The distributed nature of the University’s campuses dictate that travel times of several hours are often needed to attend events face-to-face, including meetings, professional development and other training opportunities. It is a requirement in many position descriptions. Participants with carer responsibilities identified numerous barriers to travel, for example, the participant who was breastfeeding whilst at work noted being very limited, having to either take the child and a carer with them, or not travel at all. The need to plan ahead for travel was a key theme, both for those with carer responsibilities, and disability. Travel necessitated putting in place support mechanisms including carers, working around family schedules, and factoring in recovery time after long journeys. These work-arounds also led to flow-on effects, including having to pay personally to have a carer present, and coping with the emotional strain of being away from family, particularly young children, in order to travel.



Participants noted inflexibility around the scheduling of meetings, professional development and training events. This included insisting on face-to-face meetings, and scheduling events at times which clashed with carers’ responsibilities, including early or late in the day, or during school holidays, as well as holding key face-to-face training events on only one campus, necessitating travel to attend. This inflexibility often led to participants not being able to attend, and missing out on valuable opportunities. For example:


“… there is a five year period in my career where I didn’t attend a single conference nor did I access any professional development that required travel at all, and that was something that I really just had to kind of do because that was the phase of my life that I was in …”



P4






“There are specific training programs here, held up as the solution for increasing women’s leadership capacity, that required overnight travel.”



P1








3.2. Isolation, Disconnection, and Barriers to Network Building


It is common at the University for courses, schools, and work teams to be spread across multiple campuses. Cross-campus teams hence often meet remotely by talking over the phone or participating in teleconference meetings. This remoteness leads to isolation, reduced spontaneity of interactions, and a lack of personal and social connection. It can also hinder developing real connections with peers and supervisors. It can result in reduced team building and innovation, and also prevents people from providing the day-to-day support often seen among colleagues working in the same physical location. This issue is exemplified by the following quotes:


“I’ve ‘worked with’ many people across the University, yet I still have not met most of them in person. Lacking that personal, social interaction means relationships don’t go deeper than the professional interaction, and can often be forgotten.”



P1






“It can be hard to establish relationships or rapport with colleagues or other university stakeholders without that face-to-face contact.”



P3






“… you absolutely are able to achieve so much more, and we know this, in a ten minute conversation face-to-face than you ever can through five hundred emails. So it certainly does have a big impact on working relationships, particularly when you are trying to form those relationships.”



P4







The regional location of the University and the necessity to travel also presents a barrier to network building and establishing collaborations with colleagues from other institutions in the sector, particularly for academic staff. Many conferences are held in capital cities, or overseas, necessitating sometimes lengthy travel to attend such fora to present research findings, network, and establish collaborations. Similarly, the lack of geographical proximity to other universities, as is the case in metropolitan settings, presents a barrier to attending other institutions for key meetings and seminars. Further on this theme, travel limitations present a real barrier to building and maintaining international standing and influence in academic areas of expertise. A flow-on effect of this is difficulty in demonstrating impact for promotions applications. The following quotes add depth to this theme:


“… it’s a problem for everyone who has children or caring responsibilities, but it’s even more of a problem once you geographically isolate yourself. To actually travel and get out and set up those new collaborations or present your research findings… this [barrier] is far more pronounced for anyone working at a regional university.”



P4






“It is very difficult to travel to conferences, due both to personal circumstances and working regionally. Travel to domestic conferences usually requires at least a few days away from home as they’re mostly in capital cities. International conferences are even more difficult and I have had to turn down offers to present at conferences because of my carer responsibilities.”



P3








3.3. Limited Job Security and Training Opportunities


A key theme, particularly for participants employed in the professional stream, is a lack of job security, which stems from rolling short-term contracts that do not lead to permanent appointments, and a lack of communication around continuity of employment. Whilst this lack of employment security is not an uncommon situation in the higher education sector, the intersectionality of distance and travel contributes to and exacerbates this issue. Due to the distributed nature of campuses, available roles are also distributed across the nine campuses, hence limiting the number of opportunities at any one campus. This limits the potential feasibility of moving from role to role within the university because of constraints on travel or proximity to campuses, as exemplified by this quote:


“As someone on short-term contract after short-term contract, employed in a professional role, with limited ability to travel there are opportunities I don’t have access to.”



P1







Participants also highlighted that there can be rigid definitions around opportunities for training, which impact on career progression. For example, specific training events may only be eligible to specific position definitions, such as academic staff, or those on continuing contracts, despite being directly relevant to some roles. These definitions can be limiting, for example:


“Over the last couple of years, these definitions have seen me excluded from training in grant writing; leadership development and change management; all skills required in my current role.”



P1








3.4. Career Development and Promotion


The theme of promotion relative to opportunity was important for the two participants from the academic stream, and is key to two intersectionalities of these participants: carer responsibilities and disability, both of which have had an impact on career development and promotion:


“… unless you get promoted to the professoriate before you have children, you really significantly disadvantage yourself, and that’s just the reality. It’s not to say that you can’t do it, but if I look at all the males that did PhDs at the same time as me, we are now at least five or ten years apart in terms of stepping through the different levels inside an academic career. So I have absolutely no doubt that this has a huge impact on career progression.”



P4






“… intersectionality has impacted on my opportunities to progress research as an early career researcher, and ultimately I changed to teaching professional as I knew I was unable to maintain the research momentum.”



P2







The University has recently made ‘achievement relative to opportunity’ a key part of the promotions application process for academic staff, which is a positive step towards improving equity in promotion. Participants have noted the value of women in particular having conversations around it being both acceptable and important to use this section, and being honest about how personal circumstances and intersectionalities have impacted career progress. What are highlighted above are real risks that the participants perceive in terms of career progression. Certain roles or intersectionalities are perceived to inhibit career prospects, and the notion that research within work allocation/function is more prized. This is not to imply that those on teaching professional workload allocation are not successful at progression, however, it is the perception that needs to be further unpacked to enable success and be reaffirmed through policy statement and leadership modelling.



A second theme which emerged around career progression was that there are no promotion opportunities for professional staff, who are not employed in the academic stream.




“There is no promotion process for professional staff; I need to find a new job to be able to progress. New roles are dependent on an existing role becoming vacant, or another short-term role is created for yet another project.”



P1





This issue feeds back to the theme of poor job security, and the limitations imposed by available positions being distributed across the campuses. Again, the intersectionality of carer responsibilities and flow-on travel restrictions come into play for these women.




3.5. Reducing These Barriers at the University


The University is implementing overarching strategies and initiatives to drive positive change, through its commitment to the Athena SWAN charter and development of the Workplace Gender Equity Strategy 2018–2022. Despite the existence of numerous challenges around career progression for women at a regional university, participants also provided very positive insight into how to potentially reduce these barriers in order to provide a more equitable workplace moving forward.



The theme of challenging long-standing organisational cultural beliefs was key, particularly in regard to workplace flexibility and addressing advancement ‘relative to opportunity’; as was ensuring senior managers are genuinely engaged with gender and intersectionality issues, particularly in the context of a dispersed workplace. Specific suggestions to implement more flexible workplace practices included having senior managers acknowledge and consider people’s responsibilities outside the workplace, particularly around meetings and training opportunities, as well as implementing practices to ensure that career advancement ‘relative to opportunity’ is recognised and taken into account, especially around promotions. These themes are exemplified by the following quotes:


“Make sure senior leaders are genuinely aware and understanding of the conflicting responsibilities/time pressures of people with carer responsibilities.”



P3






“…provide staff with flexibility around meeting times/attendance at events.”



P3






“Certain accommodation such as video conferencing needs to be acceptable rather than stating everyone must be there face-to-face… it needs to be planned and agreed.”



P2






“… have a greater acceptance of ‘success relative to opportunity’ that it should be encouraging all no matter what their individual issues are to progress with research at a pace that is mutually acceptable.”



P2






“Staff who have been employed continuously, despite each contract being for short periods e.g., 1–2 years, should be recognised and treated as continuing staff in terms of access to training.”



P1









4. Discussion


The four auto-ethnographies presented bring a richness of insight into how women engage with careers in the higher education environment and equally identifies those barriers that are relevant to physical localities, establishments, systems, and negative impacts on opportunity. The mere physical location of the University brings some complexities that perhaps metropolitan counterparts may not experience. Being rural and regional signifies impacts on time and travel for professional development, training, and the carrying out of work duties. These additional intersectionalities can influence work satisfaction and accomplishment, and can be limiting in the context of carer responsibilities that may not allow nor enable access to travel and training opportunities. The impact of geographical distance and disconnection impacts significantly on women who wish to progress in their careers. The sense of lost networks, isolation, and general confidence levels of the study participants to progress was clearly articulated. Further to this was the theme of broader disconnection to team, such as the inability to collaborate, the constraints on opportunities for incidental or informal discussions, the sharing of ideas, or having the ‘water cooler conversations’ that may provide the seed for the next research grant or textbook (Herman and Hilliam 2018). Even though there was a set agenda for exploring the various line items of Athena SWAN self-assessment processes, there were further cultural practices and considerations that required a focus on exploring unique regional characteristics beyond just regionality.



The University has been at the forefront of establishing flexible work and work-from-home arrangements for all staff, together with return-to-research funding schemes, which buy out teaching time to allow for the re-establishment of research undertakings, networks, and allies. Whilst these policies may have been identified, and a commitment to pay equity made, there is still work required in raising the voices within the sector to create discussion and positive disruption for change (Klein 2016). To continue to discuss and develop the culture of a values-driven University, clear leadership and systems and structural changes have been initiated to support and enable change, including undertaking leadership shadow exercises; running webinars for all staff on topics including gender equity, intersectionalities, and rights as staff; and promoting significant leadership and stewardship by engaging the senior leadership in unconscious bias training. Further investing in leadership development for women has also been key to dismantling gender inequity (Selzer et al. 2017; Silander et al. 2013), all of which sits within the context of a broad University equity and diversity framework. Engaging with the senior leadership and gaining their buy-in is integral to the enactment of University-wide policies and programs.



In line with the established understanding of gender equity and directly flowing from the auto-ethnographies was the notion of ‘promotion relative to opportunity’ (Winchester et al. 2006). This is an acknowledgement that merit should be based on that component of time engaged in the workplace and what is deemed to be relative opportunity for success. That is, no longer are ‘male attributes’ prized (for example, not taking leave for carer responsibilities), and assessment of merit does not concern itself with time in a position, but rather with contribution relative to the time formally engaged in the workplace. This principle of ‘relative to opportunity’ is included in the advancement, progression, and promotion policies for staff. While the University has provided new policy surrounding progression and promotion based on the concept of ‘relative to opportunity’, there are still more fundamental underlying issues that we need to address in the area of gender equity. One of these is the current lack of promotion opportunities for professional staff; however, the required resolution of this issue is noted.



The auto-ethnographies identified issues of job security and stability, and the impact of rolling contracts. Reaching permanency is desirable, but in reality, while ongoing casualisation of the higher education workforce creates opportunity for mobility, in some cases it impacts stability.



This perhaps is not unique to regional universities; however, the mobility to find other or complementary work is difficult. Whilst flexible work arrangements may overcome some barriers and provide work–life balance, the on-going requirement for travel between campuses is time consuming and needs to be planned to enable successful engagement with all, including those with carer responsibilities and disabilities. The use of effective technologies for communication and meetings, such as video conferences and Skype, are ways to overcome such barriers and are being used more and more within the University. This enables employees with carer responsibilities to still engage and make valuable contributions, as opposed to not attending a meeting at all. This style of alternate options for attendance at meetings is progressive and inclusive.



What becomes clear through the voices in this study is that regionality and the need to travel are additional complexities or intersectionalities that impact on a range of other opportunities. These in turn become barriers to progression and career trajectory, as well as networking opportunities. Despite this, the auto-ethnographies reveal solutions that can be considered in a policy framework to aid in overcoming the additional complexities, through further policy changes and better use of technologies and systems. Further work is progressing to understand and address issues of pay gaps at recruitment and impacts for sessional and part-time staff.




5. Conclusions


The barriers to women’s achievement and career advancement in the higher education sector are well recognised and researched. This study has shown that workplace regionality and the need to travel are two additional key intersectionalities and barriers to success, in that they influence establishing meaningful workplace relations; building and maintaining networks and collaborations; attending key training and professional development; and career stability, promotion, and progression. Issues of geographical distance and the ability to maintain relationships and networks through technology is one way to overcome isolation and invisibility and increase engagement, however, more needs to occur to enable women to have the same aspirations and outcomes in their career trajectory in higher education. This study has identified that regardless of policy and leadership, there are still perceptions and real barriers that impact on career trajectories. The impact of leadership and enabling systems are key to unpacking inequalities and attaining genuine gender equity. A robust policy sense that reflects gender equity is vital. Engaging and establishing buy-in from leadership is fundamental to change, and in considering the impacts on women and striving for gender equity, systemic processes need to be explored, identified early, and enacted to strengthen equity of opportunity.



This study as a reflective ethnographic study has impacted on the awareness and thinking of ‘where to from now’ regarding how the University approaches and delivers the Athena SWAN action plan. The ‘voices’ of the participants have provided rich insights and the catalyst for further reflection, discussion, and progression to genuine gender equity.
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