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Abstract: This work aimed to study the relationship between the perception of organizational
democracy and gender discrimination at a Chilean public university. It is known that organizational
democracy is not only about organizational life but also about democratic perceptions, attitudes,
and behaviors in social life, as found in academic contexts. The methodology used factor analysis
and descriptive and inferential statistical techniques to analyze data from a survey administered
to 704 university faculty members, with a response rate of 58.1%. The gender distribution of this
respondent population was 67% male and 37% female, values equivalent to the Chilean public
university system (60% and 40%, respectively). The results highlight the importance of gender
perspective in higher education. Indeed, academics who perceive greater gender discrimination
toward women appreciate the deployment of organizational democracy to a lesser extent. Moreover,
a high perception of discrimination on the part of women is confirmed (46%), them being, in turn, the
ones who show a greater predisposition toward gender equality. This research intends to contribute
to the development of strategies to remove obstacles to gender equality and improve the commitment
of the academic community to institutional progress.

Keywords: organizational behavior; university faculty; gender; organizational democracy; gender
discrimination

1. Introduction

The establishment of the gender perspective as part of the dynamics of institutions is
related to the human rights approach. This approach plays an ambivalent role, which, on
the one hand, is a theoretical–conceptual reference for its application in particular contexts
and, on the other, is an expression of social relations, cultural interconnection, and ethical
agreements on equity/equality. In this sense, environments that allow the exercise of
these fundamental freedoms promote changes in all spheres of action and spaces for the
deepening of democracy [1–3].

Chile has experienced important economic, social, cultural, and demographic trans-
formations in the last decades. For example, poverty levels decreased by 17.2 percentage
points between 2009 and 2022, reaching 10.2% today [4]. Access to higher education has also
become more widespread due to public policies and support mechanisms for educational,
labor, and political inclusion for the most disadvantaged socioeconomic sectors, such as
indigenous peoples, who represent 12.8% of the Chilean population [5].
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Economically, there is a growing integration of women into the labor market, close
to 41.8% in 2021 [6], contributing to their economic autonomy and addressing inequality
and poverty [7,8]. However, wage gaps persist, as they receive incomes 21.7% lower than
men [6], as well as gaps in participation in decision-making positions [9].

In sociodemographic terms, 51.05% of the Chilean population comprises women [10].
The reduction in the number of children per woman and the increase in life expectancy place
the country in an advanced stage of demographic transition characterized by a gradual
aging of the population, and those over the age of 60 are projected to comprise 31.2% of the
population by 2050 [11]. It is also important to note that Chile is a country in Latin America
with the second-highest proportion of migrants [12].

Regarding gender, Chile adheres to international conventions and treaties on gender
equality, such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights [13], the Declaration on the
Elimination of Violence against Women [14], and the Beijing Declaration [15], among others.
It has also made progress in legal provisions such as Law No. 21.369 of 2021 [16], which
regulates sexual harassment, violence, and gender discrimination in higher education.

The incorporation of the gender perspective in universities implies significant struc-
tural changes if we want to move toward more open and democratic organizations. In
such a context, the perceptions of the academic community acquire a strategic character
because they reflect the level of resistance to adapting to new cultural patterns. Various
investigations show that the perception of the organization impacts key aspects of manage-
ment, such as attitudes and behaviors [17], psychological capital [18], job satisfaction [19],
meaningful work [20], and knowledge sharing [21]. According to Adobor (2020) [22],
institutions that promote inclusion, transparency, and shared decision making as part of
their structure and culture of organizational democracy show greater openness to include
internal and external interest groups in their strategic definitions.

In this order of things, it could be assumed that an organization that is perceived as
undemocratic or with a low level of perception of organizational democracy (POD) risks
weakening the commitment of its employees, with the consequent loss of institutional
effectiveness. At the university level, faced with a low POD, academics could perceive that
institutional problems are addressed without considering the community’s interests. An
inherent factor in organizational democracy is the absence of gender discrimination, being
of interest to verify the relationship between the perception of gender discrimination (PD)
of the academic community and the POD. In the same sense, it is worth asking if there is a
relationship between the POD and the attitude toward gender roles (ATGR) exhibited by
its academics.

Attempting to further understand the above-mentioned interactions, the objective of this
study was to determine the relationship between the perception of organizational democracy,
the perception of gender discrimination, and the attitudes toward gender roles for the faculty
of a public university in Chile, controlling for a personal and social variable vector in the
institution and disciplinary field (STEM and no-STEM) of the faculty in this perception, to
contribute to the development of strategies for removing obstacles to gender equality.

1.1. Theoretical Background
1.1.1. Discrimination

Discriminatory behavior is understood as biased treatment based on characteristics
such as race, color, ethnic origin, age, gender, etc. [23], also including the different forms
of sexual harassment, sexual assault, and sexism in general [24]. These experiences have
been negatively associated with job performance (job satisfaction, commitment, and orga-
nizational outcomes), psychological health (well-being and distress), and physical health
(health satisfaction and physical symptoms) [25]. Discrimination is also observed in orga-
nizations open to people of diverse sexes/genders, who experience differential treatment
that induces a continuous devaluation and marginalization of the person [26,27].

Sexual harassment and sexism are accentuated in male-dominated organizations
and professions. This is often the case in universities [28–33], despite demonstrating



Behav. Sci. 2023, 13, 450 3 of 19

that university teaching staff have a favorable attitude toward the culture of equality.
This has been observed to be particularly true for female teaching staff [34–36]. Sexual
harassment is a serious problem in higher education institutions, a situation heightened
by its hierarchical organization, precarious working conditions, normalization of gender
violence, toxic masculinity, culture of silence, and lack of active leadership [37].

Most of the research regarding gender discrimination has been conducted in North
America, confirming a lack of knowledge regarding these topics in other latitudes such as
South America and Asia. This prevents having a more global representation of the problem
to design and implement focused interventions [38]. This occurs despite knowing that its
effects impact the organizational environment and have a systemic nature; that is, they
imply costs for higher education institutions due to a greater turnover of their employees, a
deteriorated perception of positive changes in the university, and less participation [37,39].

1.1.2. Organizational Democracy

Organizational democracy (OD) is a managerial approach that shares power with
community representatives to achieve an organizational climate based on transparency
and tolerance. It has a few variants for analysis, one of them being participation in decision
making and management. Another is the relationship between organizations’ economic and
social aspects, affecting democratic practices in social life. Thus, organizational democracy
is not only about organizational life but also about democratic perceptions, attitudes, and
behaviors in social life [19–21,40–42].

In the academic field, the research developed by Çopur and Atanur Baskan (2020) [43]
found a high, negative, and statistically significant relationship between academics’ perception
of organizational democracy and organizational cynicism, the latter being understood as a
negative attitude of the employee toward the employing organization based on the belief
that the organization lacks integrity. For their part, Turabik and Atanur Baskan (2020) [44]
stated that a university will perform effectively in the education, research, and social service
it develops if these basic duties are performed in an environment where academic and
administrative staff can work calmly and students can continue their learning activities in a
favorable climate, all of which is directly related to the level of organizational democracy.

Organizational democracy indicators can be conceptualized and measured in three
ways: (i) formal participation of employees in organizational decisions, (ii) participation
of employees in collective ownership, and (iii) perception of employees regarding their
participation in the organization’s decision making [20]. This last indicator is one of special
interest in our study.

1.1.3. Gender and Gender Roles

Gender equality refers to “the equal rights, responsibilities and opportunities of
women and men and girls and boys. It implies that the interests, needs and priorities of both
women and men are considered, recognizing the diversity of different groups of women
and men” [45]. Guaranteeing gender equality in higher education institutions requires a
community that is sensitive and aware of the issue [46]. The above inevitably implies a
cultural change in the relational practices of organizations, particularly considering that
universities are mostly male institutions with a patriarchal exercise of power [47] and
that they have operated with stereotypes in the gender roles traditionally assigned to the
sexes, with its consequent effects on the naturalization of discrimination, inequities, and
violence [48–51].

Some obstacles to gender equality identified in the academic space are the diversity
of perceptions regarding gender equality [52,53], the scarce formal preparation for the
implementation of the gender perspective in university teaching, the lack of consensus
regarding gender mainstreaming in institutions [54], and ignorance of the problem [55].
Added to this is the predominance of gender stereotypes, which represents a cultural bias
that is difficult to eradicate [56–59]. As McCarry and Jones (2022) [60] point out, cultures
and practices of gender inequality have been altered but not dismantled. The problem
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raised is accentuated when considering the perceptions of women academics within their
institutions, which include an unwelcoming and threatening academic climate, and the
scarce or null existence of support networks for the professional success of women [61–64].

The traditional role of women in the domestic space has been identified as the main and
hidden cause of their exclusion in political, educational, and artistic spaces, among others [65].
Various symbolic and social mechanisms perpetuate the sexual division of labor, making
it seem necessary and immovable, which is known as the gender regime [48]. Therefore,
identifying what happens with the perception, attitudes, beliefs, and ideas regarding gender
roles (ATGR) is a priority to initiate actions toward more egalitarian relationships that respond
to each organization’s particular needs. ATGR are referred to as “beliefs regarding the
appropriate roles for men and women”. Gender beliefs are important because they are one
piece of the narrative of increasing gender equality in society [66,67]. Gender roles are built in
relation to others and in a specific context, later becoming naturalized in the daily practices of
an organization [49]. A traditional/conservative perspective on gender roles, based on gender
bias and stereotypes, could imply that universities do not promote effective politics to foster
their communities’ intellectual development and open-minded thinking, revealing the need
for more sensitivity to the equality of gender roles.

Based on the above, and to the best knowledge of the authors, it can be concluded that
there is little research that establishes a relationship between organizational democracy
and gender variables in the university environment, this being precisely the contribution
offered by this research.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Data

The data for this study come from a survey administered online in May 2021 to the
faculty members of a public university in Chile, collecting information about gender rela-
tions and gender equity conditions. This public university is situated in the Metropolitan
Region of Chile, serving students from across the country. Its student enrollment is around
10,000, and it strongly emphasizes STEM education.

The survey comprised 42 questions, which were grouped into the following cate-
gories: (1) general characterization, (2) workplace environment from a gender perspective,
(3) procedures related to situations of gender discrimination, and (4) perception regarding
gender equity. For constructing the gender relations questionnaire, surveys used in the
diagnoses of gender relations conducted by other Chilean universities were used as a basis,
along with questions included in national surveys on gender equality. University officials
authorized the survey application, which incorporated informed consent, the purpose of
the study, anonymity in the data collection process, and the voluntariness of participation.
The population corresponds to the university faculty in 2021, composed of 704 academics.
A total of 409 valid responses were received, representing a response rate of 58.1% of the
total population. Since the sample has non-probability of voluntary responses, coverage
and post-stratification corrections were made to better represent the population and reduce
possible bias [68].

All subjects gave their informed consent for inclusion before they participated in the
study. The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki, and the
protocol was approved by the Ethics Committee of Universidad Tecnológica Metropolitana
(protocol code CEC-23-10).

2.2. Data Analysis

The data were analyzed using descriptive and inferential statistical techniques and the
ordinary least squares (OLS) method for multiple regression. Factor analysis was applied
to define the scales used in the study: (i) perception of organizational democracy (POD),
(ii) perception of discrimination against heterosexual men (PDHM), (iii) perception of
discrimination against heterosexual women (PDHW), (iv) perception of discrimination
against sexual and gender minorities such as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer
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(LGBTQ) (PDLGBTQ), and (v) attitudes toward to gender roles (ATGR). In this study, the
last one is focused on the cultural narrative, which is what people believe [66,67].

The outcome of interest is the university faculty’s POD. The dependent variables
corresponded to the PDHW, PDHM, PDLGBTQ, and ATGR indexes. Control variables
included gender, age, employment seniority in the university, disciplinary field, belonging
to indigenous peoples, disability condition, nationality, and parenthood. In the case of the
gender control variable, only the categories “male” and “female” were considered, which
represented >99% of individuals who were invited to participate. The gender distribution
of the population is equivalent to the Chilean public university system. According to the
diagnosis of trends in gender gaps in Chile’s public universities [69], 60% of the faculty
comprises men, while 40% are women. The survey items used to construct each index are
shown in Table 1, and the sample characteristics are described in Table 2.

The missing values were imputed with the average value of the valid responses in the
indexes when these were equal to or greater than 60% of the responses. Otherwise, they
were not considered in the calculation of the average value of each record. This approach
assumes that when a person skips an item, the individual’s own average score for the
answered items is a reasonable substitute value for that item.

The construction of the indexes considered the quantification of the responses in a
4-option Likert-type format, assigning them scores from 1 to 4. Factor analysis was applied
to choose the component items of each index. Then, the average score, standard deviation,
and associated difference for each index were calculated. A cut-off of 2.5 was elected
to facilitate the analysis, corresponding to the scores’ intermediate value. It divides the
respondents’ positions into those above or below this cut-off score, revealing favorable or
unfavorable perceptions about the study’s variables.

Table 1. Items considered in the construction of each index used in this study.

Index Item (in Terms of the Probability of the Event Occurring)

POD

• Fear of speaking out due to possible retaliation.
• Mistakes are hidden for fear of showing failure.
• Nothing will change in the University.
• There are organizational instances open to questioning the decisions of the authorities.
• Discourse and action are coherent at the University.
• The University is open to those who propose alternative solutions to the institution’s problems.

PD

• PDHM
• A heterosexual man is recognized for his work.
• A heterosexual man receives unwanted comments about his appearance.
• A heterosexual man is affected by discrimination.
• A heterosexual man is affected by workplace harassment.
• A heterosexual man is sexually harassed.
• PDHW
• A heterosexual woman is recognized for her work.
• A heterosexual woman receives unwanted comments about her appearance.
• A heterosexual woman is affected by discrimination.
• A heterosexual woman is affected by workplace harassment.
• A heterosexual woman is sexually harassed.
• PDLGBTQ
• A person who identifies within the LGBTQ community is recognized for their work.
• A person who identifies within the LGBTQ community receives unwanted comments about

their appearance.
• A woman who identifies within the LGBTQ community is affected by discrimination.
• A person who identifies within the LGBTQ community is affected by workplace harassment.
• A person who identifies within the LGBTQ community is sexually harassed.
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Table 1. Cont.

Index Item (in Terms of the Probability of the Event Occurring)

ATGR

• Women are better teachers.
• Men are better researchers.
• Secretaries must be women.
• There are professional careers for women and men.
• Being non-heterosexual hinders an academic career.
• The man is responsible for the family.
• The woman is responsible for the children and the home.
• Whoever provides the family income should not do housework.
• Men are better political leaders.
• Men’s authority is more secure and stable.
• Equality is detrimental to women.
• There are women-only jobs and men-only jobs.
• Women are better at language and men are better at math.
• Couples with children should marry.
• Non-heterosexual people should be able to adopt children.

Table 2. Sample characterization.

Variable Category Sample
Distribution (%) (n)

University
Distribution (%) (n)

Gender
Male 62.4 (255) 69.9 (492)

Female 37.0 (151) 30.1 (212)
No response 0.6 (2) No information 1

Nationality Chilean 95.1 (389) 96.0 (676)
Other 4.9 (20) 4.0 (28)

Indigenous people Yes 3.8 (16) No information
No 96.2 (393) No information

Sexual orientation

Heterosexual 93.0 (380) No information
Homosexual (gay/lesbian) 3.2 (13) No information

Bisexual 1.4 (6) No information
No response 2.4 (10) No information

Age (years)
Low (<40) 17.9 (73) 18.6 (131)

Medium (≥40; <60) 56.9 (233) 52.2 (367)
High (≥60) 25.2 (103) 29.2 (206)

Parenthood
Yes 73.9 (302) No information
No 26.1 (107) No information

Contractual modality Staff/contract 65.5 (268) 62.2 (438)
Temporary 34.5 (141) 37.8 (266)

Employment seniority (years) 2
Low (≤5) 28.1 (115)

No information 1Medium (>5; ≤15) 30.7 (126)
High (>15) 41.2 (169)

Disciplinary field STEM 57.3 (234) 49.7 (350)
Non-STEM 42.7 (175) 50.3 (354)

1 It was not possible to access reliable information. 2 Employment seniority is the total cumulative number of
working years in the university’s academic community.

Calculations of statistical significance and association estimation between variables
were made based on considering enough similarity in the distribution of control variables
in the sample and the population because it is a non-probability sampling [68].
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3. Results
3.1. Distribution of ATGR, POD, and PD by Gender and Disciplinary Field

The distribution of ATGR, POD, and PD according to gender and disciplinary field
is shown in Table 3. ATGR exhibited significant differences between men and women,
the latter being more open to gender role equality (3.47 women vs. 3.37 men). A higher
ATGR index score implies higher affinity with the equality of gender roles. ATGR also
revealed differences by the disciplinary field, being significantly lower among STEM (3.34)
than non-STEM faculty (ATGR = 3.46). Notwithstanding, considering a cut-off of 2.5, the
majority of the university faculty have a favorable view of the ATGR (~99%) independent
of gender and discipline.

Table 3. Distribution of ATGR, POD, and PD by gender and disciplinary field.

Index 1 Variable Category Mean Value SD Diff 2 Distribution (%) 3

<Cut-Off ≥Cut-Off

ATGR

Gender
Male 3.37 0.41

0.10 **
1.50 98.50

Female 3.47 0.44 0.69 99.31

Disciplinary
field

STEM 3.34 0.51
0.12 **

1.66 98.34

Non-STEM 3.46 0.34 0.85 99.15

POD

Gender
Male 2.44 0.53

0.15 **
49.28 50.72

Female 2.29 0.66 61.31 38.69

Disciplinary
field

STEM 2.48 0.53
0.17 **

48.01 51.99

Non-STEM 2.32 0.60 57.55 42.45

PDHM

Gender
Male 3.18 0.61

0.38 ***
12.40 87.60

Female 3.56 0.51 3.48 96.52

Disciplinary
field

STEM 3.34 0.58
0.08

8.30 91.70

Non-STEM 3.27 0.63 10.25 89.75

PDHW

Gender
Male 2.97 0.70

0.43 ***
21.98 78.02

Female 2.54 0.87 45.71 54.29

Disciplinary
field

STEM 2.96 0.77
0.26 ***

22.16 77.84

Non-STEM 2.71 0.75 35.29 64.71

PDLGBTQ

Gender
Male 2.89 0.74

0.30 ***
24.75 75.25

Female 2.59 0.88 35.55 64.44

Disciplinary
field

STEM 2.90 0.79
0.21 **

23.17 76.83

Non-STEM 2.69 0.78 32.00 68.00
1 ATGR and POD scales: 1–4, 1: very low; 4: very high. PD scale: 1–4, 1: very high; 4: very low. 2 *** Significant at
the 1 percent level; ** Significant at the 5 percent level; * Significant at the 10 percent level. 3 Cut-off value: 2.5.
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The mean POD shows a significant difference between women and men, with values of
2.29 and 2.44, respectively (Table 3). Male faculty members are equally distributed among
those who perceive a high or low POD, while women are more likely (61%) to have a low
POD. In addition, POD was significantly higher in the STEM (2.48) than in the non-STEM
group (POD = 2.32). Both cases had average values below the cut-off of 2.5; however, the
first one is equally divided between high and low POD, while the other group mainly (~58%)
perceives low organizational democracy. These findings imply that a large group of university
faculty, especially women, perceive the university as a rigid organization, not very open to
participation in decisions or actions that favor institutional work.

The PD analysis was performed concerning the perception of women and men toward
three subgroups: heterosexual men, heterosexual women, and gender diversities. For
this index, the lower the score, the greater the perception of discrimination. The discrim-
ination perceptions toward heterosexual men (PDHM), heterosexual women (PDHW),
and sexual and gender minorities (PDLGBTQ) exhibit statistically significant differences
when analyzed by gender (women vs. men), as shown in Table 3. Men perceive less
discrimination than women toward heterosexual women and the LGBTQ group, behav-
ior contrary to men’s perceptions of themselves. Regarding the discipline, only PDHW
and PDLGBTQ show significant differences by disciplinary field, whereas the non-STEM
professors perceive more discrimination against women and the LGBTQ collective. It
should be noted that the mean value of PDHM is the highest (~3.4) among the three groups
(Table 3). This value is almost 1 point above the cut-off of 2.5, denoting a perception of
low discrimination toward heterosexual men. The percentage distribution around the
cut-off reveals that only 12.4% of male members perceive themselves as discriminated
against. This percentage drops even further from the perception of women, where only
~3.5% think that heterosexual men suffer discrimination. A similar situation occurred in
the distributions by disciplinary field, where only about 9% of teachers believe that male
teachers are discriminated against. A different situation occurs regarding the perception of
discrimination toward heterosexual women (PDHW), where both men and women have
a higher perception of discrimination, with values of 2.97 and 2.54, respectively, which
are notably lower in women than in the case of men. When the percentage distribution
around the cut-off is analyzed, almost 46% of women perceive high discrimination toward
them. In contrast, only 22% of men agree with this position. The distribution by discipline
demonstrates that the non-STEM faculty perceive more significant discrimination (~35%)
toward women than ~22% of STEM professionals.

Regarding the perception of discrimination against sexual and gender minorities
(PDLGBTQ), there is also high perceived discrimination against this group, with values
of 2.59 in women and 2.89 in men. In this sense, women are more categorical (~36%),
although they think they are more discriminated against. On the other hand, men believe
that sexual diversities are more discriminated against than women (~25% vs. ~22%).
Further, university faculty in non-STEM disciplines manifested a greater perception of
discrimination toward the LGBTQ group than those in the STEM fields (32% vs. ~23%).

3.2. Distribution of ATGR, POD, and PD by Age and Employment Seniority

The ATGR, POD, PDHM, PDHW, and PDLGBTQ indexes were correlated with age
and employment seniority (Table 4). ATGR shows a significant and inverse correlation
with age, i.e., the younger faculty members (<40 years) are proportionally more supportive
of equality of gender roles than their older peers (≥40 years). This relationship was not
observed between ATGR and employment seniority at the university, even though there is
a significant difference between the averages of the middle and upper groups. In the case
of POD, there is no significant correlation with age (p > 0.05). In contrast, an opposite result
was found for employment seniority, which was negative, with significant differences
between the mean POD values of the “low-middle” and “low-high” segments. In short,
faculty members who have been at the university longer (>5 years) have a lower perception
of organizational democracy (mean POD~2.3), placing them below the cut-off.
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Table 4. Correlation of ATGR, POD, and PD with age and employment seniority.

Index 1 Variable Correlation
Value 2 Range (Year) Mean Value 3 SD Significance 2

ATGR

Age −0.1613 *** Low (<40) 3.53 0.30 Low vs. Medium *
Medium (≥40; <60) 3.43 0.43 Medium vs. High ***

High (≥60) 3.26 0.46 Low vs. High ***

Employment
seniority

−0.0559 Low (≤5) 3.38 0.41 Low vs. Medium
Medium (>5; ≤15) 3.47 0.45 Medium vs. High **

High (>15) 3.35 0.41 Low vs. High

POD

Age 0.0368 Low (<40) 2.37 0.55 Low vs. Medium
Medium (≥40; <60) 2.39 0.62 Medium vs. High

High (≥60) 2.41 0.49 Low vs. High

Employment
seniority

−0.1092 ** Low (≤5) 2.53 0.57 Low vs. Medium **
Medium (>5; ≤15) 2.34 0.54 Medium vs. High

High (>15) 2.35 0.58 Low vs. High **

PDHM

Age −0.0182 Low (<40) 3.43 0.48 Low vs. Medium
Medium (≥40; <60) 3.26 0.66 Medium vs. High

High (≥60) 3.31 0.58 Low vs. High

Employment
seniority

−0.0138 Low (≤5) 3.33 0.65 Low vs. Medium
Medium (>5; ≤15) 3.26 0.60 Medium vs. High

High (>15) 3.31 0.60 Low vs. High

PDHW

Age 0.1717 *** Low (<40) 2.61 0.77 Low vs. Medium
Medium (≥40; <60) 2.81 0.80 Medium vs. High **

High (≥60) 3.04 0.71 Low vs. High ***

Employment
seniority

0.0490 Low (≤5) 2.80 0.79 Low vs. Medium
Medium (>5; ≤15) 2.76 0.72 Medium vs. High

High (>15) 2.91 0.82 Low vs. High

PDLGBTQ

Age 0.1670 *** Low (<40) 2.56 0.77 Low vs. Medium **
Medium (≥40; <60) 2.82 0.82 Medium vs. High

High (≥60) 2.93 0.74 Low vs. High ***

Employment
seniority

0.1103 ** Low (≤5) 2.73 0.79 Low vs. Medium
Medium (>5; ≤15) 2.70 0.79 Medium vs. High **

High (>15) 2.92 0.80 Low vs. High *

1 ATGR and POD scales: 1–4, 1: very low; 4: very high. PD scale: 1–4, 1: very high; 4: very low. 2 *** Significant at
the 1 percent level; ** Significant at the 5 percent level; * Significant at the 10 percent level. 3 Cut-off value: 2.5.

Regarding PDHM, no relationship exists between this index and age or employment
seniority (Table 4), with a uniform consensus among university faculty that this is minimal
(mean 3.3 out of 4.0). In contrast, perceived discrimination toward women is higher
(mean 2.8), especially among young academics (2.6), with significant differences between
the latter and their older peers. In turn, PDHW did not exhibit a significant correlation
with employment seniority. On the other hand, PDLGBTQ has a positive relationship
with the age and employment seniority of the faculty. As explained earlier, a higher
discrimination index score implies a lower perception of discrimination. In this case, faculty
members of higher age and greater employment seniority perceive less discrimination
toward sex/gender-diverse individuals.

3.3. Regression Model for Determining the Impact of Different Indexes and Control Variables
on POD

Finally, and to better understand the relationship between the variables analyzed, a linear
regression model was fitted considering POD as the outcome and ATGR, PDHM, PDHW,
and PDLGBTQ as dependent variables, together with the control variables of gender, age,
employment seniority, disciplinary field, indigenous people, disability condition, nationality,
and parenthood (Table 5). These control variables were considered because of their potential
confounding effect on the relationship between POD and perceived discrimination.
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Table 5. Regression model for determining the impact of ATGR, PD, and different control variables
on the perception of democracy organizational (POD).

Index or Variable β non-Standardized
Coefficient 1 Standard Error Interval

ATGR 0.4798 0.0602 −0.0701; 0.1661
PDHM −0.0306 0.0600 −0.1492; 0.0881
PDHW 0.2174 *** 0.0510 0.1169; 0.3180

PDLGBTQ 0.0906 * 0.0501 −0.0088; 0.1900
Gender (female) 0.0204 0.0527 −0.0836; 0.1244
Disciplinary field

(STEM) 0.1031 ** 0.0469 0.0107; 0.1957

Age 0.0018 0.0022 −0.0026; 0.0062
Employment

seniority −0.0071 ** 0.0024 −0.0024; 0.0044

Indigenous people 0.2183 * 0.1170 −0.0053; 0.4418
Disability condition −0.5192 ** 0.2236 −0.9730; −0.0655

Nationality −0.1419 0.1034 −0.3458; 0.0618
Parenthood 0.1021 0.0587 −0.0134; 0.2177

1 *** Significant at the 1 percent level; ** Significant at the 5 percent level; * Significant at the 10 percent level.

A model including PDHW, PDLGBTQ, STEM area, employment seniority, belonging
to indigenous peoples, and disability condition explains 22% of the variance of POD with
F (12, 279) = 11.25, p < 0.001. The ATGR, PDHM, gender (female), age, nationality, and
parenthood variables do not have a statistically significant effect. PDLGBTQ (β = 0.091)
and employment seniority (β = −0.0071) have a weak but statistically significant effect on
POD. The strongest predictors were PDHW (β = 0.2174, p < 0.001), disability condition
(β = −0.5192, p < 0.01), and disciplinary field (STEM) (β = 0.1031, p > 0.01).

It can be concluded that the higher the perception of discrimination against women
and people outside the gender binary (higher scores on the respective indexes), the lower
the evaluation of POD. In short, people who perceive less discrimination toward these
groups show a higher value of organizational democracy at the university. It is also worth
highlighting that the STEM faculty have a higher assessment of organizational democracy.
An opposite situation is observed when evaluating the impact of employment seniority on
POD, although with a smaller effect size. The findings concerning people with disabilities
demonstrate they tend to value organizational democracy less, which could reflect their
dissatisfaction with politics or strategies at the university to include this group. This
fact raises questions about improving institutional support to promote more inclusive
workplaces. Finally, belonging to indigenous peoples implies a greater positive perception
of organizational democracy with a significance of ~10%.

4. Discussion

Even with the limitations of the sample in terms of strict representativeness, the
findings of the perception of organizational democracy are framed in what was stated
by Eslen-Ziya and Yildirim (2022) [70], who conclude that the perception of the gender
situation is related to the vision that one has regarding how hierarchical the institution
is. The more hierarchical, the less democratic. The above is supported by the fact that the
perception of gender equality is directly interrelated with the sociocultural context [71,72],
and, therefore, perceiving an unwelcoming and threatening academic climate, together
with little or no existence of support networks, is a barrier to the professional develop-
ment of women [61–63]. This is consistent with our findings that women perceive less
organizational democracy than men. In general, the literature related to organizational
democracy recognizes the impact of gender on management practice to make the most of
the contribution of women to organizations or simply to recognize that difference as part
of diversity [73].
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The low POD of academics, regardless of their disciplinary field, could reflect, ac-
cording to Turabik and Atanur Baskan (2020) [44], the need to implement practices that
promote awareness of their rights and responsibilities as citizens, the acquisition of critical
perspectives, and respect for diversity as a member of a globalized world. These are funda-
mental characteristics of a democratic way of life that universities must cultivate for their
projection to society. The foregoing is key to favorably impacting the effectiveness of the
institution, understood as the degree of fulfillment of its objectives to carry out its mission
and function, and its efficiency, understood as the level of satisfaction of the interested
parties and the good use of their resources [74].

The fact that academics in STEM areas perceive greater organizational democracy is
consistent with the existence of preferences in the different disciplines regarding academic
leadership for management in higher education institutions. It is well known that the
discipline is a source of identity in the professional life of teachers and can produce varia-
tions in academic direction and management priorities [75], as well as in their social and
epistemological orientations and political attitudes [76]. Disciplines such as sociology have
been associated with emancipation rather than increased efficiency and tough management,
and its practitioners are critical of effective, results-oriented management since this partly
creates inequality or may go against democracy and equal opportunities in decision making.
This contrasts with what happens in tougher disciplines (e.g., physics) that value pragmatic,
direct, and even technical university management and where said management will be
good as long as it works and does not affect personal values and interests or departmental
traditions [77].

On the other hand, the lower organizational democracy perceived by academics with
greater seniority in the institution could be related to the deterioration of their perception
of quality in their workplace [78] or to the existing pressure from younger academics
to abandon the seniority principle and move toward academic ranking systems based
on the merit principle [79]. Older professors with higher academic ranks have proven
to be more resistant to change, and professors with less seniority in higher education
institutions (<10 years) are more prone to decision-making deprivation than their senior
peers (>20 years), which impacts organizational effectiveness [80]. In any case, it has been
recognized that organizations that differ in terms of seniority and age of their workers
produce processes of sub-grouping by age that favor the perception of a negative climate of
age discrimination, which is negatively related to the performance of the organization. This
leads to some labor decisions being made based on the age of the workers [81], which can
impact perceived democracy. However, two facts cannot be dismissed: (i) there are other
pressures driven by age-related changes in work or social contexts (e.g., stereotypes or loss
of status) [81], and (ii) in the context of higher education institutions, there is administrative
pressure on the older group to retire, preferring the hiring of younger professors, who carry
a lower cost due to their lower hierarchical rank but who could better adhere to certain
institutional challenges [82]. These situations undoubtedly call for an improvement in
practices in the management of organizational human resources to positively impact the
efficiency and effectiveness of universities.

Regarding the perception of discrimination, our findings are in line with the results
of other studies, especially when considering environments with a male predominance,
as occurs in academic institutions [37]. Studies focused on the Chilean public university
system reveal that gender discrimination is perceived by 64.5% of female academics, an
opinion held by 35.5% of male academics [69], which reflects a similar context to the one
revealed in this work (approximately 62% female and 38% male). Other studies outside the
Chilean context have also shown that men tend to perceive situations of institutional or
structural discrimination toward women to a lesser degree compared to the perception of
women themselves [83–85]. A recent study concluded that among STEM scholars within
the same institutional context, men differed in the ways they understood and acted toward
gender issues [86]. This suggests that promoting gender diversity does not necessarily
raise sensitivity toward gender equality among all men. For example, Carr et al. (2020) [87]
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found that female faculty members were more than 2.5 times more likely than male faculty
members to perceive gender-based discrimination in the academic environment. These
results are similar to those reported by Hill and Hurley (2022) [88].

For their part, the perception of men regarding discrimination toward sexual diversi-
ties is greater than the perceived discrimination toward women. Similar results have been
reported by Gururaj et al. (2022) [89], one of the few studies that address the issue, which
found that male teachers have a more favorable attitude toward the LGBT community
than female teachers. Perhaps this attitude is due to the treatment given by the media,
highlighting situations of tolerance toward sexual diversities. This effect has recently been
addressed by Taracuk and Koch (2023) [90], who established that barriers to equality and
inclusion for transgender and gender-diverse people can include a variety of factors, most
notably discrimination in educational settings and labor.

Regarding the perception of discrimination toward men, be it their self-perception or
that of women, it is found that studies on this topic are almost non-existent. In the work of
Funk and Parker (2018) [91], although not focused on the self-perception of discrimination
of men, the values reported agree with those identified in this study. The issue is also
addressed in Korea by Lee et al. (2022) [92], who found men’s perception of discrimination
toward themselves to be higher than that of women, which was associated with the specific
cultural context of the country.

The results related to the perception of discrimination of academics in STEM areas
were lower than those in non-STEM areas, which contradicts findings reported by Funk and
Parker (2018) [91] and García-González et al. (2019) [93]. The explanation behind our results
lies in the fact that aggregated data are presented in which women are underrepresented.
When STEM women are isolated, they have a greater perception of discrimination.

In relation to the age of the teaching staff and the perception of discrimination, a
consensus was found that men suffer less discrimination than women and the LGBTQ
group regardless of age, which is consistent with previous studies [28,93]. Regarding
variations with age, our findings establish that young academics have a greater perception
of discrimination toward women than their older counterparts. This is in line with previous
evidence indicating that younger teachers are more sensitive to gender issues, since from an
early age, the issues of women’s rights and gender discrimination were a matter of debate,
valuing more equal and diverse treatment regarding gender [88,94]. Similar evidence
was reported by Kehn and Ruthig (2013) [95], although their findings were not set in an
academic context.

Employment seniority is not related to the perception of discrimination toward women
or men, which is contradictory to the results of Mihajlović Trbovc et al. (2022) [96], who
find that newly admitted academics have high visions of inequality. In our results, the
senior faculty reported a lower perception of discrimination toward sexual minorities.
More research is required regarding these findings.

On the other hand, the results on ATGR are consistent with those of studies developed
in various contexts [34–36,51], registering a high disposition to gender equality among
academics, with this attitude being stronger in women because they are the ones who
experience the most discrimination from having to overcome a series of obstacles of a
political, religious, cultural, and social nature [97–99]. Likewise, ATGR is significantly
higher in women and non-STEM academics, an issue that, as already mentioned, is related
to the fact that women experience greater discrimination in work contexts and also have a
sensitivity typical of those who belong to non-STEM areas whose field does not present the
gender biases observed in STEM areas. Women in STEM fields face a constant need to prove
their abilities to their peers, managers, and students [100,101]. Moreover, studies have
concluded that, in terms of publications, the improvement is slower in those disciplines
with a greater gender bias [102].

On the other hand, ATGR was significantly higher in younger scholars. These results
coincide with other studies [88,94], whose explanatory hypotheses are linked to the fact that
this age group has played its role under legislative initiatives for gender equality unlike
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their older peers less exposed to such practices. In addition, regardless of gender and
disciplinary field, a highly favorable view of equality of gender roles was found (~99%).
While this can be considered politically correct, it is difficult to pin down what causes
cultural change, highlighting the need to build global indicators of cultural change in
higher education institutions to assess progress toward gender equality [47]. However, the
implementation of institutional gender policies, affirmative actions to correct inequalities,
regulations stemming from laws and public policies aimed at gender equality, and efforts to
increase knowledge on the matter are mechanisms that contribute to consolidating cultural
change [103].

Finally, the linear regression model used to adjust the relationship between the vari-
ables of interest, controlling for possible confounders, confirms the previously discussed
results. Although the model only explains 22% of the variance of the POD, it is significant
and is acceptable when contrasted with other findings. Indeed, the variables that reflect a
high rate of discrimination are more significant in the model (PDHW, disability status, and
PDLGBTQ). The STEM disciplinary field variable also appears to be strongly significant,
reflecting the more favorable perception of university POD by those who belong to the
STEM area for the reasons already mentioned. Job seniority was also significant in the
model, which could be explained by the different reasons that relate the perception of
organizational democracy to this variable and which have already been discussed.

Some secondary research results are worth highlighting. The model evidenced the
significance of the condition of disability and belonging to indigenous peoples on the
POD, the first being the most significant. People with disabilities valued organizational
democracy less, which could be reversed if the university improved the policies or strategies
that support them. Indeed, the WHO identifies the concept of disabling obstacles to refer
to a set of difficulties that a person with disabilities may experience in an organization,
such as insufficient policies and standards, insufficient provision of services, negative
attitudes, lack of accessibility, and lack of participation. These obstacles can affect the
assessment of organizational democracy as long as an inclusive space with equal rights
and the absence of prejudice is not observed [104,105]. For its part, traditionally belonging
to indigenous peoples has led to expressions of racism in higher education, including
in pedagogical practices [106,107]. However, the findings of this study show that this
group, which represents 3.8% of the population analyzed, has a positive perception of
organizational democracy. This could imply that the public policies of recognition toward
this population are perceived positively. Both groups, people with disabilities and those
belonging to indigenous peoples, constitute a challenge for organizations in the design of
inclusive policies that consider intersectionality with gender [108].

5. Conclusions

University professors who are more open to gender equality in roles perceive a greater
deployment of organizational democracy, provided they do not perceive discrimination,
to which they are particularly sensitive. In this study, we found that the perception of
discrimination against women is a good predictor of academics’ views on the perceived
level of organizational democracy in the university. The results of our study confirm the
perception of discrimination expressed by a high percentage of women. Women also exhibit
a greater predisposition toward gender equality. However, it is concerning that academics
in STEM fields have a lower inclination toward gender openness. This situation may be
explained by the higher presence of men and gender biases in this disciplinary field.

In terms of the perception of organizational democracy, there is a surprising difference
between men and women. Women perceive a lower level of organizational democracy,
which is linked to their perception of discrimination. In this case, faculty members associ-
ated with non-STEM disciplines have a lower appreciation of organizational democracy.

Regarding the perception of discrimination, there is a gap between men and women,
with men tending to perceive less discrimination toward women and sexual minorities. It
is essential to reduce this gap for the success of gender equality policies.
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As for the relationship between the three main variables of this study (POD, PD, and
ATGR) and age and job seniority, it is found that young academics are more prone to ATGR
than those who are older. In contrast, POD is not related to the age of faculty members but
is related to job seniority. This reveals that as one has a greater knowledge of the institution,
there is a more skeptical stance toward organizational democracy, which could weaken
institutional effectiveness and efficiency.

The perception of discrimination toward women is related to age, with young aca-
demics perceiving more discrimination. In the case of the perception of discrimination
toward gender and sexual diversity, it is negatively related to age and job seniority.

The practical contribution of this work is to reflect that the success of gender policies
depends, to some extent, on reducing the gaps reported in this study. Therefore, universities
would do well to reinforce and explain their policies toward gender equality, as it will lead
to a better perception of their organizational democracy. In this sense, innovative strategies
and relevant support structures are required to impact cultures of discrimination toward
women, ensuring the construction of safe and inclusive working environments in higher
education. All these issues give possible opportunities for future research since they are
relevant in contemporary societies and contribute to understanding social experiences and
power relations in academic contexts.

The aforementioned also highlights the need to intervene at the level of organizational
culture by mainstreaming the gender perspective in teaching and management in order
to promote an ethical change toward respect for diversity and gender equity. This is
particularly important given the social role that higher education has in training individuals
and their deployment in different spaces of society.

Finally, the results of this study should be considered with some caution regarding
the external validity of the conclusions, as the study focuses on only one university, even
though the results are in line with previous studies. Internal validity may be affected
by voluntary responses. However, the high response rate (58.1%) and post-stratification
corrections strengthen the representativeness of the sample and minimize selection bias.
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Abbreviations

ATGR Attitude toward gender roles
LGBTQ Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer
OD Organizational democracy
OLS Ordinary least squares
PD Perception of gender discrimination
PDHM Perception of discrimination against heterosexual men
PDHW Perception of discrimination against heterosexual women
PDLGBTQ Perception of discrimination against sexual and gender minorities
POD Perception of organizational democracy
STEM Science, technology, engineering, and mathematics
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