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where women play very limited roles; Japan 
ranked 101st in the Gender Gap Report 2012 ­
by the World Economic Forum.

“At Tokyo, women have accounted for ­
less than 20 per cent of incoming under
graduate students for the past 10 years. ­
This is because fewer women apply to our 
university (they account for less than 20 per 
cent of the applicant pool).” 

Egawa says that the institution is working 
hard to enhance applicant diversity: it wants 
the proportion of women to increase to ­
30 per cent by 2020. In 2012-13 the figure 
was 18.8 per cent, a 1.5 percentage-point rise.

So what lessons could Japan and other 
countries learn from Turkey, which heads our 
gender equality list? Gülsün Sağlamer, former 
rector of Istanbul Technical University, says 
that a mix of historical and cultural reasons 
explains why female academics have pros-
pered in Turkey’s universities, but stresses that 
continuing support is vital.

She highlights how the crumbling Ottoman 
Empire in the late 19th century acceded to 
many of the demands of the women’s libera-
tion movement, while the republic established 
in 1923 by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, Turkey’s 
first president, guaranteed women equal rights 
to higher education, as well as the opportunity 
to join the Civil Service.

“The new universities that opened in the 
republican era made special effort to enrol 
female students,” Sağlamer says. “Some have 
argued that women served as kind of a reserve 
army in the Atatürk era.”

The scarcity of high-status men after the 
First World War’s bloodshed meant that class 
overtook gender and women were called to 
duty, she adds.

Later generations of Turkish women 
“remembered the efforts of the newly built 
republic in this endeavour with gratitude ­
and pride, were socialised to believe that 
women were not inferior to men and could ­
be ­successful in any field they chose to study”.

Turkey’s extended-family tradition also 
helps female academics, allowing them to 
return to the workplace quickly after having 
children, Sağlamer explains.

“Many universities also provide nurseries 
and primary and secondary schools on their 
campuses, together with on-campus housing, 
which makes life easier, while flexible working 
hours help women academics to organise 
themselves for their careers.”

Official figures suggest that a glaringly wide 
gender gap still exists at senior levels, however. 
According to data presented at a recent British 
Council workshop, Absent Talent: Women in 
Academic and Research Leadership in East 
Asia, just 7 per cent of Turkey’s vice-chancel-
lors are women. The situation is worse in 
Japan, where only two of its 86 public univer-
sities (2.3 per cent) are headed by women (one 
leading an all-female institution).

This gap is less wide in Australia, where ­
18 per cent of higher education institutions ­
are led by women. In the UK the figure ­
is 14 per cent, but only one of the 24 large 

research-intensive institutions that make up 
the Russell Group – the Uni­versity of 
Manchester – is female-led.

Our data also shed light on the gender 
imbalance within different academic 
subjects.

Overall, the student body is balanced: 
50.3 per cent of students at the top 400 
­institutions are women. However, they make 
up just 33.7 per cent of staff and the propor-
tion is far lower in some disciplines. 

While 43 per cent of academics in the arts 
and humanities and 38.5 per cent in the social 
sciences are female, the proportion falls to 
19 per cent in the physical sciences and just 
15.6 per cent in engineering and technology.

The figures in our global survey broadly 
correspond with the findings of a recent Euro-
pean Commission report, She Figures 2012: 
Gender in Research and Innovation. Its analysis 
of European countries shows that female PhD 
graduates equal or outnumber men in all fields 
of study except for science, mathematics and 
computing (40 per cent), and engineering, 
manufacturing and construction (26 per cent).

However, it adds that women’s academic 
careers remain “markedly characterised by 
strong vertical segregation”: while women 
make up the majority of students (55 per cent) 
and graduates (59 per cent), this numerical 
dominance is lost if they move into academia.

“Women represented only 44 per cent of 
grade C academic staff, 37 per cent of grade 
B…and 20 per cent of grade A”, the most 
senior positions, the report says.

In science and engineering, the proportion 
stands at 32 per cent of grade C, 23 per cent 
of grade B and only 11 per cent of grade A 
personnel.

Meanwhile, just 7.9 per cent of engineering 
and technology professors are women, although 
in the humanities and social sciences the 
figures are 28.4 and 19.4 per cent, respectively.

The report finds little sign of improvement.
“There is no evidence of spontaneous reduc-

tion of gender inequality over time. Policies…
are needed to ensure that constant progress is 
made towards gender-equality in research and 
scientific careers,” it concludes.

The lack of women in senior roles is some-
thing that the recent British Council-backed 
report Manifesto for Change – written by 
Morley – hopes to change. In it, she calls for 
university rankings to reflect institutional 
efforts to promote gender equality in staffing.

“These figures should be weighted in future 
rankings to reflect the progressiveness in 
gender equality being achieved,” argues Mana 
Nakagawa, a PhD candidate at Stanford 
University’s Center for Education Policy Anal-
ysis. “Women are making visible headway in 
attaining higher proportions of…degrees, but 
they are still under­represented in the higher 
echelons of university positions…and there are 
stark differences across fields of study.” l

Times Higher Education will be exploring  
the issues raised in this feature in a series of 

articles in the coming months
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LEADING THE INEQUALITY PACK: FEW WOMEN MAKE IT TO THE TOP
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