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Undoing Gender in Academia: Personal Reflections on 
Equal Opportunity Schemes

Susanne Täuber
University of Groningen

INTRODUCTION

I have always considered myself privileged to be working for my university, an institu-
tion bustling with innovativeness and committed to gender equality and diversity. The 
past years strained this feeling of privilege as I grew aware of the immense discrepancy 
between the university’s gender equality policy on paper, and my actual experiences at 
work. This discrepancy is not a purely subjective experience, as countless reports and 
figures show. But being a fellow of an equal opportunity program, the prestigious EU-
funded Rosalind Franklin Fellowship program (RFF) of the University of Groningen, 
I think that sharing my subjective experiences might offer some surprising answers to 
the question of why strong commitment to gender equality does not necessarily trans-
late into the expected progress. In particular, while the RFF scheme was specifically 
designed to close the gender gap at all career stages by facilitating the f low-through of 
women to the higher functions in the university, I came to believe that initiatives delib-
erately set up to promote gender equality might inadvertently work against women. In 
my years as a fellow, I have experienced and observed a number of mechanisms that 
work particularly to the disadvantage of women academics in the equal opportunity 
scheme. Many of those mechanisms seem negligible in isolation, but accumulate to form 
substantial disadvantages over time. Intriguingly, rather than simply being unsuccessful 
in combatting these mechanisms, the RFF scheme seems to actually cause or reinforce 
them. My experiences of unintended backlash of equal opportunity schemes revolve 
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around three key issues. First, they are designed in ways that inadvertently facilitate the 
structural discrimination they purportedly seek to challenge and moderate. Second, 
equal opportunity schemes can be seen as undermining meritocratic principles, thereby 
lending legitimization to senior (male) academics’ active reduction of any perceived or 
real benefits of the schemes. Third, the common top-down practice of imposing diver-
sity on organizations hurts both the minority and the majority group.

Equal Opportunity Schemes Facilitate Structural Discrimination

Paradoxically, schemes designed to promote gender diversity might facilitate structural 
discrimination due to specific selection criteria and hiring traditions. The RFF scheme, 
for instance, aims to attract ‘the best researchers from all over the world’, targeting 
primarily non-Dutch female scientists who, upon appointment, are on average 5 years 
older than the common tenure trackers. Due to the longer work experience and the 
highly competitive selection process, fellows of the RFF scheme typically outperform 
their colleagues at the same entry level. Nonetheless, the standing practice is to hire 
fellows at the lowest assistant professor level. This seems to ref lect a gendered evaluation 
of ostensibly objective measures of scientific output, such as number and quality of pub-
lications and working experience. In essence, the appointment criterion of ‘excellent per-
formance’ translates into an entry level that is equal to that of every other tenure tracker. 
In doing so, the university effectively institutionalizes one aspect of gender inequality 
that has been repeatedly observed, namely that men are hired and promoted based on 
ascribed potential, while women are hired and promoted based on their actual scientific 
output. An awkward side effect of this practice is that fellows of the RFF scheme often 
already fulfil the criteria for a higher level within the tenure track upon being hired and 
make the promotion to the next level faster than their colleagues. While this is a logical 
consequence of the ill-matching occurring at entry level, it is often interpreted as prefer-
ential treatment of the scheme’s fellows and thus as undermining meritocratic principles, 
which I am elaborating in more detail below.

I discovered that the scheme’s aim to attract female scientists from outside The 
Netherlands also contributes to a potentiation of  fellows’ otherness: as a fellow, I oc-
cupy both the non-prototypical sex and the non-prototypical cultural and national back-
ground. How alien fellows will be perceived depends on their respective field, of  course. 
In the social sciences, fellows’ sex will contribute less to their otherness than in man-
agement and economics. While I usually have no problem finding commonalities with 
colleagues on the basis of  our occupation of  particular social categories, I experience 
that the equal opportunity scheme also undermines such shared categories. For instance, 
Dutch women might feel it unjust that the scheme supports non-Dutch women, but does 
not offer opportunities for them. The scheme thus divides the otherwise shared category 
of  womanhood: now there are women academics, and there are women academics sup-
ported by the scheme. This inadvertent establishment of  otherness among women is 
accentuated by the fact that those supported by the scheme are non-Dutch. Coming from 
Germany, I experience substantial cultural differences that I was not expecting, and I can 
only start to imagine how debilitating such differences are for fellows from regions further 
away. An anecdote about childcare illustrates this.
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Born in 1980, my socialization experiences were decidedly East German. In East 
Germany, working mothers were the rule rather than the exception. That the childcare 
infrastructure was excellent became evident after the reunification, when the much less 
favourable childcare infrastructure in West Germany became obvious. The childcare 
facilities offered in the Netherlands thus impressed me. My four-year old could go to 
pre-school and after-school care, my one-year old could go to kindergarten; both chil-
dren could, in theory, be taken care of  until 6 pm. My enthusiasm was dampened when 
my colleagues told me to beware of  openly discussing that my one-year old was going 
to kindergarten five days a week. Inquiring, surprised, about the nature of  such advice, 
I learned that people relying on childcare five days a week are seen as rather uncaring 
parents. Dutch parents usually work part time; sometimes both father and mother work 
a day less per week. This system requires less days of  formal childcare, the number of  
which is often further decreased by invoking the help of  the children’s grandparents. At 
first, I thought that the issue was returning to working full-time after becoming parents. 
To my surprise, I learned that the majority of  Dutch women never work full-time at all, 
irrespective of  their family status: Dutch women work the least hours in all of  Europe. I 
was used to working full-time and grateful that there was sufficient childcare, but learned 
to stay away from the topic when meeting other parents.

Such cultural differences might seem trivial, but I felt that they undermined my pro-
totypicality for certain categories that would otherwise serve as sources of  support, such 
as shared womanhood or parenthood. Thus, by means of  their specific selection crite-
ria, equal opportunity initiatives like the RFF scheme inadvertently disrupt the basis of  
shared categories, undermining the support and solidarity needed to excel in one’s work 
environment.

Equal Opportunity Schemes Undermine Meritocratic Principles

A second observation I made concerns divergent perspectives on meritocratic principles 
and justice. The mere existence of an equal opportunities scheme is often perceived 
as undermining meritocratic principles. Indeed, a sentence regularly directed towards 
me from my closest working environment is ‘I don’t think that women should be pref-
erentially treated’. Senior academics concerned about justice issues at work might be 
motivated to correct for what they perceive as unjust preferential treatment of women by 
treating them unjustly. The dissonance resulting from being just to one group at the ex-
pense of the other is often dissolved by overstating the benefits that fellows of the scheme 
assumedly enjoy. Indeed, many colleagues entertain rather unrealistic ideas about the 
benefits of the fellowship. For instance, fellows are often envied for their assumedly lux-
urious research time. In reality, my research time is the same as that of everyone in the 
department. An experience I share with other fellows of the RFF scheme is that senior 
(male) academics chose not to correct such views, which allows them to ‘divide and rule’. 
They can construe their preferential treatment of male employees as a morally justifi-
able attempt to correct a system that unfairly favours female employees. Exaggerating 
the benefits of equal opportunity schemes is strategically used by senior academics to 
legitimize corrective measures which essentially undo any benefits that the equal op-
portunity scheme offers. One example is access to resources such as PhD students. RFF 
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fellows at my Faculty get one PhD student through the scheme, which is supportive 
because PhD supervision is an important criterion for promotion. Simultaneously, how-
ever, male academics have access to a much higher number of PhD students. This re-
f lects a highly skewed resource distribution that might be aimed at correcting for fellows’ 
‘undeserved benefit’.

That justice resides in the eye of  the beholder is also evident in the lack of  support 
and guidance by senior academics, an experience I share with many RFF fellows. Much 
has been said about the exclusionary effect of  the patriarchal support systems in place 
in academia. This more subtle way of  exclusion works by denying women access to 
knowledge about the implicit rules of  the game, making them strive for fulfilling criteria 
that are explicated in official documents, but are irrelevant unofficially. Here again, the 
disadvantage for fellows of  the RFF scheme is potentiated: they are often excluded by 
male academic elites who nurture mostly other men. Non-Dutch academics are also 
oblivious to the widespread practice of  influence peddling that is considered normative 
in the Dutch culture. Influence peddling means using one’s influence and connections 
to obtain preferential treatment for another person and is historically entrenched in the 
Dutch culture: it represents the operation of  elites ensuring that tensions in society were 
peacefully solved in a country with limited space to avoid the other. Peddling in power 
and influence is often associated with an implicit expectation of  a reciprocal service to be 
received in the future. By helping the male protégé up the organizational ladder today, 
the senior academic can expect generosity later, when he needs, say, less demanding 
teaching duties.

Because influence peddling is considered illegal and corrupt in most other countries, 
fellows of  the RFF scheme, being non-Dutch, will typically be completely naïve about 
the practice. Over the years, many foreign fellows notice that their Dutch superiors’ way 
of  doing things is only vaguely related to what is specified on paper. As with the concern 
for a just workplace considered above, I can see how the practice of  influence peddling 
can be construed as being moral. By providing male employees with tacit knowledge 
about the organization and its unofficial criteria, the senior academic demonstrates his 
loyalty to the network. The normativeness of  influence peddling in the Dutch culture 
accentuates the exclusiveness of  male academic cycles characterizing academia. But its 
elitist character implies also that many male Dutch academics are excluded from such 
networks, while some female Dutch academics benefit from being part of  such networks. 
The group most likely to be and remain excluded from such networks is the group that 
the equal opportunity scheme explicitly seeks to hire: non-Dutch women academics.

Stating ambiguous and unclear performance criteria facilitates influence peddling at 
universities. Here, again, the equal opportunity scheme itself  appears to cause some of  
the backlash. Due to the exceptional track record typifying fellows of  the RFF scheme 
upon appointment, they are expected and encouraged to apply for prestigious research 
grants. This requires substantial amounts of  time and energy, which impair publishing. 
At the same time, the competitiveness of  the Dutch funding system renders chances of  
success minimal and structurally lower for women academics. Even if  successful, grant 
money is not seen as compensating for the almost inevitable dip in publications resulting 
from the procedure. This system disproportionally punishes fellows of  the scheme: the 
exclusion from tacit organizational knowledge does not allow them to prioritize activities 
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that are unofficially incentivized over activities that are only officially valued. Together, 
the tightly knit networks, exclusion from tacit organizational knowledge, and ambiguous 
performance criteria create a perfect environment for gender bias, which is corroborated 
by numbers: at the author’s faculty, a crucial step in the promotion process is character-
ized by vague and ambiguous evaluation criteria, as well as by an exclusive dependency 
on the advice of  the respective senior academic leader. The percentage of  female full 
professors is 12 per cent. At a neighbouring faculty that uses clear and unambiguous 
evaluation criteria, and relies on advice from an external commission, the percentage of  
female full professors is 24 per cent.

Diversity Without Inclusion Hurts Both Parties

All things considered, should we get rid of equal opportunity programs? Certainly not. 
But I think we should forsake the collective delusion that having an equal opportunity 
program is equivalent to being an equal opportunity employer. The discrepancy between 
public commitment and actual progress seems to stem largely from the conviction that, 
if put on paper, diversity will magically result in inclusiveness. But such inclusiveness 
does not manifest without explicit efforts. The past decade has seen an almost religious 
faith in the benefits of diversity, leading many organizations to impose diversity policies 
on their long-standing employees in a top-down manner. In my view, universities and 
other organizations gravely underestimate the covert resistance against the perceived 
imposition of diversity policies. In other words: organizations have failed to prepare 
their managers and the workforce for ‘doing’ diversity by acting in an inclusive manner. 
This has resulted in paper tigers hardly affecting actual behaviour in organizations. 
This is frustrating for both sides, as illustrated in the heated discussion following a recent 
online article of our university’s newspaper, in which ‘diverse’ academics criticized the 
lack of inclusion at the university.

This quickly escalated to a full-blown intergroup conflict, illustrating that the pain is 
on both sides: the Dutch pride themselves for being open and tolerant, and they want to 
be the best in everything they do. The criticism is unexpected because they thought they 
were doing just fine (‘We even have two diversity officers!’). On the other hand, employees 
coming into the university, for instance through equal opportunity programs, expect to 
be included. My own realization that I contributed to a diverse workforce while not actu-
ally being included, can best be described as an epiphany of  sorts. It was a sincerely hor-
rible insight that put into question everything I thought I knew about my organization, 
its procedural and distributive justice, and the trustworthiness of  the senior academics I 
was working with. Kuhn’s description of  paradigm shifts probably comes closest to what 
I felt. Luckily, I am the resilient type, and after fuming, rumbling, and pitying myself  for a 
couple of  months, the complexity of  the problem simply fascinated me from an analytic 
point of  view.

So where do we go from here? I think a number of  concrete measures are warranted. 
First, senior academics’ knowledge about discrimination should not be considered a 
given. Being lectured in all earnestness by male colleagues about the positive discrimina-
tion of  women academics never ceases to surprise me, certainly in light of  figures testify-
ing to the opposite. The university needs to make sure that the knowledge base about the 
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lack of  equal opportunity is solid among managers. If  this is not the case, resistance to 
any equal opportunity measure is unavoidable and top-down diversity policy will simply 
trickle away in the realities of  the work floor. Covert resistance, in turn, reinforces the 
informal hierarchies in place, where silently defeating university policy can be construed 
as heroic act of  resistance for the greater good (e.g., one’s network, male academics). 
Because policy is in place and resistance is covert, failure to climb the organizational 
ladder will be attributed entirely to women academics. After all, the organization did 
everything to support them, so if  they still can’t pull it off, this really must be due to their 
insufficient capabilities and skills.

Further, I believe that much of  the top-down imposing of  policy leaves ‘old-timers’ 
feeling coerced into public compliance for fear of  being otherwise marked sexist. This 
is not very respectful given the large adaptation and adjustment efforts required from 
employees of  organizations that are becoming more diverse. The university should fos-
ter debate and exchange between advocates and opponents of  diversity policy through 
bottom-up initiatives. If  opponents feel urged to take their dissent ‘underground’, resis-
tance is difficult to address. But faculties also need to be safe places for employees issuing 
worries about discriminatory or unfair practices. I know from personal experience that 
the one blowing the whistle is often denounced as an ungrateful complainer and faces 
backlash for daring to speak up. But senior academics should embrace their critics, since 
these are usually the employees most strongly committed to the organization’s well-being.

An important action point for the university concerns closing the escape routes that 
facilitate resistance from senior managers. Ambiguous evaluation criteria and the sole 
dependency on one person for decision making about promotions should be banned. 
Managers should, to a certain extent, be held accountable for the success of  their em-
ployees. Why not ask managers to show that they distribute resources justly, or to justify 
why some colleagues have access to more resources than others? Such measures will fos-
ter reflection on decisions that are certainly often made without much consideration or 
ill-intention. Also, mandatory leadership trainings sensitizing managers for diversity and 
inclusion issues might work miracles. We do not allow academics to give lectures without 
having acquired the necessary knowledge and skills – why do we allow academics to 
manage a diverse workforce without having acquired the necessary knowledge and skills?

Of  the roughly 100 fellows appointed to the RFF scheme, approximately one third has 
left the university again. Many went out of  frustration with the slow progress, lack of  sup-
port, the impenetrable Dutch networks, and the large discrepancy between expectations 
aroused and actual practices at the coal face. The realization that diversity policy does 
not miraculously lead to a more inclusive work place is slowly beginning to dawn on the 
university, and many people are working very hard to close the gap between policy and 
progress. In order for all these people’s efforts not to be in vain, the university has to act 
on the realization that ‘undoing gender’ requires ‘doing diversity’.

Given the potential backlash, I did not take the decision to expose myself  through this 
essay lightly. Two main factors influenced my decision: First, many people within my 
university, including scientists, policy advisors, HR advisors, and members of  the exec-
utive board, have dedicated years of  their professional lives to achieve an equal oppor-
tunity organization. I would like to create an impetus for them to go on despite the slow 
progress, by pointing towards obstacles that have been overlooked so far. Second, there 
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is a window of  opportunity right now, with the university realizing that their diversity 
policy does not result in the desired changes. Joint efforts are now underway to change 
the tide, and I hope for my essay to offer some insights concerning the directions such 
efforts could take.


