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Abstract

Introduction: Sexism and misogyny remains an ongoing threat to optimal health and medical
services. An important factor in health and medical services is the education and training
pipeline into these careers. A substantial body of literature demonstrates the impacts of sexism
in third-level education and training institutions developing future health service staff. Athena
SWAN accreditation is a benchmark designed to counter such institutional and individual
sexist practices in education settings to foster equality. In recent years the Athena SWAN
process has expanded to include professional and administrative staff, as well as academics.
This process has also evolved to move beyond a narrow focus on gender, to also include other
crucial issues such as race, sexuality and gender identity.

Methods: This examination is based on the author’s role as a participant observer and critiques
the Athena SWAN process in an Institute of Technology in Ireland.

Results: This examination identifies a substantial number of deficits in the Athena SWAN
process, as well as also identifying institutional resistance strategies to such gender equality
work.

Conclusion: The current Athena SWAN process in Ireland is critically flawed. Suggested
strategies for those engaged in such work into the future are outlined.
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Introduction

‘Nothing is more obscene than inertia.
More blasphemous than the bloodiest oath
is paralysis’

(1)

As we start to emerge from the shadow of
COVIDI19 and it variants, the future of
healthcare provision in Europe is faced with
a number of significant challenges. One
important challenge is that of confronting
sexism and its impact on the future pipeline
of health service workers.

Sexism in the Health Field

Ample evidence exists demonstrating the
pervasive nature of sexism in the health
services and in university level institutions
involved in medical/ health and social care
training and research. At their most blatant
sexist environments can enable sexual
assaults, sexual coercion and physical
assault, sexual harassment and active
strategies to undermine women (2). The full
gambit of sexism in health, medicine and
science environments also extends to:
macho attitudes, behaviours, and cultures in
the workplace, differential pay, promotions,
and research and mentoring opportunities
for women, as well as an implicit and
unconscious bias based on outdated
patriarchal stereotypes (3). Although health
professionals in training are at particular
risk (4), gender based abuse is by no means
limited to those in training and continues
throughout the careers of many health
professionals (2). Tackling such systemic
sexism is particularly difficult and complex

(5).

The Medical/ Health/ STEM Pipeline

The adverse impact of sexism on the
workforce pipeline into the medical field,
the allied health and caring professions, and
the STEM  (Science, Technology,
Engineering & Mathematics) sector
generally is a particular concern, and may
be described as critically fractured (6). As
well as being an issue in general nursing
and medicine, specific gender based

pipeline issues for the future health service
workforce have been observed in many
fields, including: dental care (7); radiology
(8); palliative care (9); plastic surgery (10);
anaesthesiology (11); communication and
speech  therapy  (12); biomedical
engineering (13); academic surgery (14);
and orthopaedic surgery (15).

Athena SWAN

Different European countries have
responded to this issue in a variety of ways.
A notable response to these issues has been
the Athena SWAN benchmarks, which
were developed in the UK. The Athena
SWAN gender equality accreditation
scheme was launched in 2005 by the
Equality Challenge Unit (ECU) (16). This
initiative combined two former elements,
the Athena Project, and the Scientific
Women’s Academic Network (SWAN)
(17). In the following years Athena SWAN
grew dramatically, from involving just 10
institutions in 2005 to 140 in 2017. In 2015
it was extended to include Ireland and
Australia, and variations of the Charter
have also since been established in both
Canada and the US (16,18).

Sexism in Irish Third-Level Education

The focus in this analysis is Ireland, and this
examination is based on the author’s role as
a participant in, and experience of, an Irish
higher education institution’s application
for Athena SWAN Bronze Award
accreditation. It is important to note that
‘Ireland’s  Constitution  envisages a
restricted role for women’ and Ireland’s
first gender discrimination laws were only
introduced after it joined the European
Community (19). Despite the subsequent
introduction of legislation outlawing
gender-based discrimination in Ireland
(Employment Equality Acts 1998-2015),
gender disparities in employment in the
Irish Higher Education sector only started
to be taken seriously by the Irish
Government in the aftermath of the high
profile 2014 legal cases of Sheehy
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Skeffington v National University of
Ireland- Galway and Dempsey v National
University of Ireland - Galway (20). In both
cases the University was found guilty of
gender based discrimination (21), with four
more female lecturers also denied
advancement subsequently being promoted
after a long legal battle (22). In response to
such  blatant  discrimination  former
European = Commissioner  (Research,
Innovation & Science Portfolio), Maire
Geoghegan-Quinn, was appointed to lead
an expert group to explore this issue in
2015. The report of this Expert Group
identified significant under-representation
of women at senior levels among both
academic and Professional, Management
and Support Staff (PMSS) (23). The Gender
Equality Taskforce, which was
subsequently established by the then
Minister for Higher Education, Mary
Mitchell, noted only miniscule
improvements and this inertia led to the
launch of a Gender Action Plan (24). In the

following year a Centre for Excellence in
Gender Equality in the Higher Education
Authority (HEA) was established. It is
important to note that prior to these
developments the position of women in
academia in Ireland had actually
deteriorated in the preceding decades (25).
A HEA funded Gender Equality Unit was
closed in 2002, and from 2004 to 2012 the
HEA did not publish a gender equality
breakdown of the higher education sector
(25). Figures 1 and 2 detail the percentage
of women by academic grade (Whole Time
Equivalents) in Irish Universities and
Institutes of Technology respectively. The
linear gradient is particularly stark in
Ireland’s Universities, with only 23% of
Professors being women. It is notable that
in the latest report on this issue Ireland had
never had a female president at any of its
seven universities, while there were
currently two female presidents in the
Institute of Technology sector which
encompassed 11 institutions.

Figure 1. Percentage of Women by Academic Grade in the Irish University System

Universities in Ireland

W % of Women (WTE)

Professor Associate Professor

Senior Lecturer Lecturer
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Figure 2. Percentage of Women by Academic Grade in the Irish Institute of Technology

Sector

Institutes of Technology in Ireland

W % of Women (WTE)

Senior Lecturer 3 Senior Lecturer 2

Critiques of the Athena SWAN Process

It is important to note that perceptions of the
impact of Athena SWAN are often
overwhelmingly  positive  (26), and
particular improvements have been noted
among those institutions that have obtained
more advanced Silver accreditation (18).
The following assessment by Schmidt et al.
is fairly typical: ‘Athena SWAN is the single
most comprehensive and inclusive gender
equality scheme in Europe’ (27). Critiques
of the Athena SWAN process are rare.
However, a small number of discordant
voices questioning the Athena SWAN
project do exist and they reveal a number of
significant issues of concern. Some of the
negative issues associated with Athena
SWAN include the administrative burden it
places on institutions (17), as well as
observations that women are undertaking
the majority of Athena SWAN work, often
at a cost to their own career and research
(16,17,27-29). Other issues for concern
include opposition to perceptions of
positive discrimination (30), and critiques

Senior Lecturer 1

Lecturer Assistant Lecturer

that family friendly policies aimed at
women simply serve to reinforce an
ideology that women’s role is caring work
(17). Other critiques include econometric
analysis that suggests that although there
have been improvements in women’s
representation in many Athena SWAN
accredited organisations, this may not be
the result of Athena SWAN initiatives (31).
Some commentators have also suggested
that the link between Athena SWAN
accreditation and access to research funding
has resulted in the process becoming simply
a box ticking exercise (18,28,32), with little
or no engagement with wider inequalities,
such as social class (28).

Critiques of Gender Equality Work

Wider critiques of gender equality work are
also relevant. The concept has often been
criticised as ‘tinkering’ and having too
strong a focus on data, monitoring, and
evaluation (33). It is has been suggested for
example that bureaucratic norms hinder
moves towards gender equality (34). Priigl
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discusses such managerialist discourses and
approaches that are complicit in neoliberal
forms of governance using the term
‘governance feminism’(35). Such
approaches focus on the ‘technicalization
and professionalization’ of gender equity
work with its statistical data and implicit
‘acceptance of... positivist and managerial
forms of knowledge’(36). This quandary is
perhaps best summed up by Ahmed’s
statement ‘you end up doing a document
rather than doing the doing’ (37). A major
critique is that feminist knowledge and
subjectivities are changed through
involvement in such work (33,35,36).
Ikdvalko & Kantola also emphasise the
focus in gender equity work on dialogue,
rather than goals, and insightfully state that
‘action that emphasises dialogue generates
an impression of change although nothing
transforms in  power  relations’(36).
Questions have been asked whether an
organisations overt engagement with
gender equality work really stems from a
commitment principles of corporate social
responsibility (CSR) around this issue, or
are really a form of ‘femvertising’ (38).
This research sought to critique the Athena
SWAN accreditation process and to further
develop and expand the critical literature
around this form of gender equality work.
Such evaluations are crucial in university
level institutions in order to better
understand critical issues in the pipeline
into careers in STEMM (Science,
Technology, Engineering, Mathematics &
Medicine) subjects. The health of the health
services themselves requires an end to overt
and covert sexism and discrimination in
education, the workplace, and in wider
societal settings.

Method

This exploration of the Athena SWAN
Bronze Award accreditation process is
based on a participant-observer approach
involving an examination of Limerick
Institute of Technology (LIT), a university
level education institution in Ireland. Many

elements of the issues examined are based
on the author’s active involvement in the
accreditation process. The author was a
member of the Athena SWAN Self-
Assessment Team (SAT), and was also
member of the Data Sub-group. As a
member of the Data Sub-group he was
responsible for construction and analysis of
the online staff survey (using Survey
Monkey for data collection and SPSS v.26
for quantitative data analysis), which
formed the basis of the institute’s self-
assessment. The author was also one of
three academics involved in thematic
analysis of the open-ended questions
involved in the self-assessment survey.
This analysis is based on observation of the
accreditation process, the results of the
quantitative and qualitative examination
conducted as part of the Institute’s self-
assessment are reported elsewhere (39). A
particular focus of this analysis is an
examination of notions of power,
resistance, and power relationships. This
work is informed by the work of the French
philosopher Michel Foucault (40,41). As
Ikdvalko & Kantola note ‘feminist
resistance is always intertwined with and in
interplay with resistance to feminism’ and
that a focus on this ‘sheds light on the
possibilities and challenges involved in
transforming gender relations through this
kind of work’ (36). Sharing this information
is vital, as a series of equality minimisation
tactics and strategies were observed by the
author  that  critically = undermined
substantive moves towards gender equality.
On the basis that ‘forewarned is forearmed’
these findings are outlined in-depth to
inform and better prepare readers and future
participants in Athena SWAN, and similar,
accreditation processes.

Site Overview:

Limerick Institute of Technology is a multi-
campus university level  education
institution in Ireland offering training
ranging from apprenticeship level to PhD
level. It has approximately 7000 students
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and is currently based on five sites across
three Counties (Co. Clare, Co. Limerick &
Co. Tipperary). As an Institute of
Technology (10T) it has an explicit regional
focus and is also tasked with widening
access to higher education. Traditionally
IoTs have been very vocationally oriented,
but in recent years, their focus has
broadened. LIT is currently in a consortium
with a similar organisation, Athlone
Institute of Technology (AIT), and is
expected to be re-designated as a
Technological University (TU) within the
next six months (42). In relation to the
health and medical staff pipeline it is worth
noting that universities are generally seen
as more prestigious than IoT’s and all
medicine and dental programs in Ireland are
taught there. The universities also teach all
of the Pharmacy, Speech & Language
Therapy (SLT), Occupational Therapy
(OT), Physiotherapy courses, Dental
Hygiene, and Emergency Medical Science
courses, as well as the vast majority of
courses in Psychology, Midwifery and
Social Work. The Institutes of Technology,
being more applied and vocationally
oriented, are unfortunately generally
perceived as being the less prestigious
sector in Irelands binary higher education
system (43). As such they teach all of the
Social Care Work, and Pharmaceutical

Science/ Analysis courses, and
approximately half of the Nursing courses
in Ireland.

Results

A significant number of crucial issues
emerged throughout the accreditation
process, many of which appear absent in
much of the Athena SWAN literature to
date. The following sub-sections explore
issues of: leadership, SAT membership,
consultation, coverage, diversity,
engagement, pressure, dissemination, links
to funding, issues in time and space,
whistleblowing, and burnout.

Perfunctory Leadership/ Management
Evidence suggests  that  effective
interventions to combat gender
discrimination require the very highest
levels of management in an organisation to
be ‘highly invested in the project or...
taking on a leadership role’ (16).
Unfortunately, this was not apparent in the
organisation in question. Engagement by
the organisation’s most senior leadership
appeared minimal and perfunctory towards
the Athena SWAN accreditation process.
There is a significant academic literature in
the field of business which neatly outlines
the crucial differences between leadership
and management (see Table 1).

Table 1. The Differences Between Management & Leadership (43)

Management Leadership
Produces Order and Consistency Produces Change and Movement
Planning and Budgeting Establishing Direction

e Establish agendas
e Set timetables
e Allocate resources

e Create a vision
e C(Clarify big picture
e  Set strategies

Organizing and Staffing
e Provide structure
e Make job placements
e Establish rules and procedures

Aligning People

e Communicate goals
e Seek commitment
e Build teams and coalitions

Controlling and Problem Solving
e Develop incentives
e Generate creative solutions
e Take corrective action

Motivating and Inspiring

e Inspire and energize
e Empower subordinates
o Satisfy unmet needs
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On the basis of Table 1 it is therefore
undoubtedly true to say that the Athena
SWAN process was managed, rather than
led, in the organisation in question. This
served to critically undermine any impetus
towards substantive change.

Membership (who is in and who is out)
A crucial element of control is undoubtedly
suppression (45,46). A crucial element of
suppression is entry to key groups such as
the Self-Assessment Team (SAT) in a
process such as Athena SWAN. In the
selection process at least one vocal,
committed feminist and activist who
applied was excluded from membership of
the SAT. Further, informal discussions with
other colleagues potentially interested in
involvement in the Athena SWAN
accreditation process revealed that many
had no faith in such a process within the
organisation and so declined to become
involved. Others resisted participation in
the process as they felt alienated and
damaged by the organisation and hence
wanted to restrict their interaction with it to
the absolute minimum. Such opting out of
the process is an understandable and an
important defence mechanism in an
organisational culture where bullying and
intimidation is widespread (39). However,
the impact of such self-selection bias on the
inclusiveness of the accreditation process
should not be underestimated.

Consultation (who is in and who is out)

One notable feature of the Athena SWAN
accreditation process is the absence of any
direct communication between the wider
community in the organisation being
assessed and the Panel reviewing the
application. The review process is
essentially a paper-based examination, with
all documents examined by the Panel being
carefully prepared and forwarded by the
senior member of executive management
leading the accreditation process on behalf
of the applicant organisation. This rather
limited and closed process is in stark

contrast to other consultations in the Irish
Higher Education sector, such as the
International Review Panel, whose visits
are associated with Institutes of Technology
merging and working towards
Technological University status. In these
visits it is standard for Ireland’s Higher
Education Authority to establish a unique
email address, external to the applicant
organisations, inviting confidential
comments that are carefully anonymised
before being passed to the Panel. This e-
mail address is then shared with all staff.
The paper based format of the Athena
SWAN review with no consultation email
prevents staff on the ground from voicing
and protesting their concerns. Concerns that
may well be ignored, side-lined, or
minimised by organisational management
(47).

Coverage (who is in and who is out)
There have been two significant expansions
in the types of staff covered by Athena
SWAN. Although initially targeted at
STEMM disciplines, it was subsequently
extended to all academic disciplines, and
further expanded once again to include
professional and managerial staff. Although
these are obviously important and
worthwhile  developments, significant
numbers of staff working within the
organisation are still not covered by Athena
SWAN reporting. Neo-liberal influences
have led to the sub-contracting of vital
campus services, notably in relation to
cleaning, catering, parking, and security
services, as well as in the supply of
temporary clerical and administrative
personnel (48,49). None of these personnel,
many of whom are undoubtedly employed
on near minimum wage contracts, are
covered by the Athena SWAN process and
associated accreditation.

Diversity (who is in and who is out)

Historically the Athena SWAN process was
rooted in the experiences of women battling
for careers in STEMM subjects. The focus
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of Athena SWAN also includes race/
ethnicity and more recently a focus on
gender identity and sexuality. However,
although there is an acceptance of
intersectionality, a focus on the crucial
factor of social class is wholly lacking in the
Athena SWAN project (28). The absence of
this vital dimension is often routine, and yet
continues to critically weaken any
systematic attempts to combat inequality
(50). This is an ideological blind-spot that
reflects neo-liberal attitudes towards
poverty, those of blame, shame and stigma.

Limited Engagement
The Athena SWAN process involved a
Self-Assessment Team (the SAT) and a

number of sub-groups. Attendance at all
elements declined throughout the process.
Heavy teaching loads (vis-a-vis the
university  sector), the bureaucratic
processes involved, and widespread staff
alienation and distrust undoubtedly had
much to do with this. Equally, there was
very limited engagement from the wider
institutional community in the process.
Suggestions by SAT members to promote
wider staff engagement went unheeded. For
example, Figure 3 details a proposed poster
to promote staff engagement with the
Athena SWAN process that was never
adopted.

Figure 1. Example of a proposed poster to promote wider staff engagement with the
Athena SWAN process that was never used (Reproduced with permission of the
Artist, Ken Coleman)

ATHENA SWAN
IS NOT A PERFUME
BUT WHAT IS IT?
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Subtle Pressures to Edit Results
Following the staff survey and its analysis
three members of the Data group of the
SAT, including the author, produced a
report on the findings. The self-assessment
report detailed extensive concerns over
sexism, bullying, a lack of trust in
management, and fears over reporting such
issues. Pressure was subsequently subtly
applied to try and encourage the authors to
change certain aspects of the report.
Ostensibly credible reasons were generally
given for such revisions. However, as this
editing process developed and further
requests to change things were made, the
author and at least one colleague stated that
any further revisions would necessitate
their resignation from the SAT.

Limited Dissemination

As noted above the results contained in the
SAT report were damning. Assurances of
wider dissemination of the results of the
self-assessment by the Institute throughout
its five campuses were never honoured.
Dissemination of the results of the self-
assessment was minimal.

A seminal moment that laid bare the lack of
institutional commitment to Athena SWAN
principles was the release of the Overview
of Findings of the Athena SWAN Survey
(39). Links to this report and associated
data files were released on Tuesday 17"
December 2019. This date is highly
significant in terms of seeking to minimise
the uptake and impact of the findings from
the staff survey, a key component of the
accreditation process. The Autumn term
finished on the preceding Friday, at the end
of exam week. As exam boards are held
early in the New Year, any staff not already
having decided to take a break and focus on
Christmas were in all probability marking
exams, assignments, or chasing students for
missing coursework. This may be described
as a ‘Black Report moment’ for the
organisation (51), a term referencing
attempts by  Margaret  Thatcher’s
Conservative Government in the UK to
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bury unwelcome findings about the
existence of significant health inequalities
by, among other nefarious tactics, releasing
a report late on the Friday of a Bank
Holiday weekend (52,53).

Commitment & Funding

Engagement in the Athena SWAN process
was clearly driven by the linkage between
accreditation and research funding. Three
key funders of research in Ireland: Science
Foundation Ireland, the Irish Research
Council, and the Health Research Board,
have made future funding conditional on
Athena  SWAN  Gender  Equality
Accreditation. European Union Horizon
2020 funding also includes a distinct gender
equity dimension and achievement of
Athena SWAN awards will undoubtedly
help ensure that the organisation remains
eligible for such funding.

Although this ‘strategic stick’ (32) was
undoubtedly essential in jump-starting the
organisation’s involvement in the Athena
SWAN accreditation process, it quickly
became apparent that this was the sole
driving force behind what passed for the
‘engagement’ of wider management in the
process. It became clear that attaining
Athena SWAN accreditation was a simple
hurdle to be overcome, without any
fundamental attempts to change
institutional culture. Critiques of Athena
SWAN as a box-ticking exercise have been
noted above (18,28,32). However, as the
Athena SWAN process progressed it
became transparent that continued access to
such funding was really the true extent of
institutional ‘commitment’ to the process.
This was extremely unfortunate as
numerous respondents had specifically
noted in their responses to the staff survey
that the Athena SWAN process had to be
more than bureaucratic ‘box ticking’.
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Appearances Can Be Deceptive: The
Space/ Time Paradox

Two additional issues of concern were
observed throughout the Athena SWAN
process and subsequent reflection. The first
of these deals with time. The first SAT
meeting was held on 19th June 2018 (54). It
is notable that the academic year for
Institutes of Technology in Ireland is very
rigid and begins on the 1% of September
each year and finishes on the 20" of June
(55). The Institutes of Technology largely
operate a secondary school based annual
calendar, with most academic staff on
holiday throughout the summer period. The
end of term meeting was nothing more than
a cynical attempt to make the consultation
process appear longer than it was. This was
little more than a perfunctory meet and
greet session, followed by a break of almost
3 months. This manipulation of ostensible
timelines was an important element in
managing the optics of the consultation
process to facilitate the illusion of deeper,
more-prolonged engagement. A related
issue is that of space to discuss deficits in
the Athena SWAN process. The author
noted deficits and issues in the process and
then explored the Athena SWAN Ireland
site looking for an opportunity to raise such
concerns. It appeared that an ideal
opportunity was forthcoming in the form of
the first Athena SWAN conference in
Ireland on the 10" of June 2021: The Next
Steps for Equality, Diversity and Inclusion:
Advance HE's Inaugural Conference in
Ireland. However, upon closer examination,
rather than a standard conference in which
academics and practitioners generally had
an opportunity to apply to speak, this
conference was a pre-packaged information
event, and not a typical conference as many
would understand it.

Appeals/ Whistleblowing

Related to the issue of limited consultation
outlined above are a number of critical
deficits in the appeals/ whistleblowing
process associated with Athena SWAN.

11

Table 2 details wording from Advance
HE’s Guide to Processes outlining
information relating to the withdrawal of an
award.

Table 2. Withdrawal of Accreditation in
Advance HE's Guide to Process (56)

Advance HE will not consider
information from anonymous sources or
which requires further investigation. If
requested, Advance HE will not name the
source when communicating to the
applicant, but anonymity cannot be
guaranteed as — depending on the
objection — identities may be inferred.

It must be acknowledged that such flimsy
protections would make the most ardent
whistle-blower circumspect about initiating
a complaint (57,58). This deficit is crucial
as ample evidence exists in the health and
medical arena outlining the negative
impacts of whistleblowing on the physical
and mental health of those reporting the
issue (59,60,61). The flimsy protections for
challenging Athena SWAN accreditation
are particularly pertinent in Ireland given
high profile cases in both the Irish health
(61-63) and policing spheres (64,65) where
whistle-blowers were significantly
compromised because of their reporting.
The requirement for non-anonymous
communications seeking to contest Athena
SWAN accreditation is at odds with legal
practice in Ireland in relation to other
issues, such as child sexual abuse. Tusla,
the State child protection agency in Ireland,
encourages  reporting from  named
individuals, but will accept anonymous
reporting.

Burnout

In his classic text The Art of War Sun Tzu
suggests that ‘To fight and conquer in all
our battles is not supreme excellence;
supreme excellence consists in breaking the
enemy’s resistance without fighting’. It is
an unfortunate reality that, given the lack of
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substantive change to date and the lack of
feedback to staff on the findings of the
survey, the principles behind Athena
SWAN have been further undermined.
With most staff alienated, distant and
distrustful of this initiative, those still keen
to be involved were either excluded from
the process, or left due to burn-out.
Similarly, it seems unlikely that even those
staff that voluntarily opted for involvement
in the Bronze application would do so
again. From an institutional perspective of
maintaining the status quo, this may be a
success. The Bronze Award therefore has
provided the perfect corporate camouflage
for a continuation of ‘business as usual’.

Discussion

The current Athena SWAN process is
critically flawed. There are currently a
significant number of deficits in the process
which clearly need to be redressed moving
forward. The expansion of Athena SWAN
to include administrative and professional
staff is important, but in modern higher
education institutions operating in a neo-
liberal environment the current Athena
SWAN process continues to ignore those
engaged in jobs that would once have been
integral to the organisation (e.g. catering,
cleaning), but which have now been
subcontracted out. The irony in the
exclusion of these roles from the Athena
SWAN process, many of which are part-
time, minimally paid roles, predominantly
performed by women is painful. Similarly,
the expansion of Athena SWAN into
examining issues such race, ethnicity,
sexuality, gender identity and
intersectionality is welcome. However, the
exclusion of social class from such analysis
is unforgivable. The Athena SWAN
accreditation process needs to include
wider avenues of contact and consultation
with the community being examined. A
manicured document produced for limited
consultation with hand-picked groups and
finally submitted without oversight can be
a poor gauge of wider concerns. The
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Athena SWAN process around
whistleblowing and challenging
accreditation is also unfit for purpose.
Ample evidence exists demonstrating the
physical, psychological and career harm
that often accompanies whistleblowing
(45,46). Space and time also needs to be
built into Athena SWAN activities and
structures, such as their conference
program to facilitate the ‘airing of dirty
laundry’ to facilitate robust discussions and
critiques.

Conclusion and Recommendations
This examination demonstrates how an
organisation can successfully resist moves
to counter sexism and misogyny. Such
actions may be termed gender equality
minimisation strategies. They include
perfunctory leadership that is really only
concerned with box-ticking to meet
standards for funding applications. Such
strategies also include exclusion, limited
engagement, pressure to amend unwelcome
findings and limiting dissemination.
Ensuing staff weariness and burnout from
engagement in such gender equality work
processes is an added bonus to maintaining
the status quo.
It is surprising that more analysis of the
organisational cultures of the IoT/
Technological University (TU), and
university sector in Ireland has not been
conducted. Further examination of cultures
that facilitate bullying, intimidation,
mistrust and misogyny are required. A
useful start in this field would be a project
synthesising the findings from the Athena
SWAN surveys conducted in each IoT/ TU
and University in Ireland.
In order to avoid some of the issues
identified in this examination hindering
gender equality work in the future, it is
suggested that academics and practitioners
engaged in similar roles consider adopting
the following strategies:

e SAT members take full ownership

of the accreditation process;
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SAT members insist on open
membership to their group;

SAT members set a hard timeline
for different stages of the
accreditation process to facilitate
adequate consultation, review and
sign-off on the final submission
document;

References

1.

2.

Miller H. Topic of Cancer. Paris:
Obelisk Press; 1934.

Kaye J, Donald C, Merker S.
Sexual harassment of critical care
nurses: a costly workplace issue.
Am J Crit Care 1994;3:409-15.
Morgan AU, Chaiyachati KH,
Weissman GE, Liao JM.
Eliminating Gender-Based Bias in
Academic Medicine: More Than
Naming the “Elephant in the
Room.” J Gen Intern Med
2018;33:966-8.

Magnavita N, Heponiemi T.
Workplace Violence Against
Nursing Students and Nurses: An
Italian Experience. J Nurs
Scholarsh 2011;43:203-10.
Molina MF, Landry AI, Chary AN,
Burnett-Bowie SA. Addressing the
Elephant in the Room:
Microaggressions in Medicine.
Annal Emer Med 2020;76(4):387-
91.

Gharzai LA, Jagsi R. Ongoing
Gender Inequity in Leadership
Positions of Academic Oncology
Programs: The Broken Pipeline.
JAMA Netw Open
2020;3:e200691.

Tiwari T, Randall CL, Cohen L,
Holtzmann J, Webster-Cyriaque J,
Ajiboye S, et al. Gender
Inequalities in the Dental
Workforce: Global Perspectives.
Adv Dent Res 2019;30:60-8.
Mehrotra D. Women in OMFS:
Gender diversity is not a metric-it

13

10.

11.

12.

13.

SAT members take full control of
the ‘marketing’ of the accreditation
process;

SAT members take control of the
dissemination of their findings;
SAT members receive a buyout of
teaching hours, followed by
research leave to make up for time
spent on the process.

is a tool for excellence. J Oral Biol
Craniofacial Res 2020;10:A1.
Sleeman KE, Koffman J,
Higginson 1J. Leaky pipeline,
gender bias, self-selection or all
three? A quantitative analysis of
gender balance at an international
palliative care research conference.
BMJ Support Palliat Care
2019;9:146-8.

Moak T, Cress P, Temenbaum M,
Casas L. The Leaky Pipeline of
Women in Plastic Surgery:
Embracing Diversity to Close the
Gender Disparity Gap. Aesthetic
Surg J 2020;40:1241-8.

Nafiu O, Leis A, Wang W, Wixson
M, Zisblatt L. Racial, Ethnic, and
Gender Diversity in Pediatric
Anesthesiology Fellowship and
Anesthesiology Residency
Programs in the United States:
Small Reservoir, Leaky Pipeline.
Anesth Analg 2020;131:1201-9.
Rogus-Pulia N, Humbert I,
Kolehmainen C, Carnes M. How
gender stereotypes may limit
female faculty advancement in
communication sciences and
disorders. Am J Speech Lang
Pathol 2018;27:1598-611.
Chesler NC, Barabino G, Bhatia
SN, Richards-Kortum R. The
pipeline still leaks and more than
you think: A status report on
gender diversity in biomedical
engineering. Ann Biomed Eng
2010;38:1928-35.



14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

Houghton F. The Athena SWAN Process to Promote Gender Equity in Third-Level Education in
SﬁE]‘P{ | Ireland. (Position paper). SEEJPH 2021, posted:12 October 2021. DOI: 10.11576/seejph-4799

Sexton KW, Hocking KM, Wise E,
Osgood MJ, Cheung-Flynn J,
Komalavilas P, et al. Women in
academic surgery: The pipeline is
busted. J Surg Educ 2012;69:84-
90.

Mason BS, Ross W, Ortega G,
Chambers MC, Parks ML. Can a
Strategic Pipeline Initiative
Increase the Number of Women
and Underrepresented Minorities in
Orthopaedic Surgery? Clin Orthop
Relat Res 2016;474:1979-85.
Rosser S V, Barnard S, Carnes M,
Munir F. Athena SWAN and
ADVANCE: effectiveness and
lessons learned. Lancet
2019;393:604-8. Available from:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-
6736(18)33213-6 (accessed: June
5,2021).

Caffrey L, Wyatt D, Fudge N,
Mattingley H, Williamson C,
Mckevitt C. Gender equity
programmes in academic

medicine : a realist evaluation
approach to Athena SWAN
processes. BMJ

Open 2016;6:¢012090.

Xiao Y, Pinkney E, Au TKF, Yip
PSF. Athena SWAN and gender
diversity: a based retrospective
cohort study. BMJ Open
2020;10:e032915.

Barry U. The policy on gender
equality in Ireland update 2015: In-
depth analysis for the FEMM
committee. Brussels: European
Parliament; 2015.

O’Connor P. Creating gendered
change in Irish higher education: is
managerial leadership up to the
task? Irish Educ Stud 2020;39:139-
55.

Quinlivan S. Disrupting the Status
Quo? Discrimination in Academic
Promotions. Irish Employ Law J
2017;14:68-75.

14

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

O’Brien C. Four female lecturers
promoted after NUIG gender
discrimination dispute. The Irish
Times [Internet]. 2018; Available
from:
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/e
ducation/four-female-lecturers-
promoted-after-nuig-gender-
discrimination-dispute-1.3575465
(accessed: June 5, 2021).

Higher Education Authority. HEA
National Review of Gender
Equality in Irish Higher Education
Institutions: Report of the Expert
Group. 2016.

Higher Education Authority.
Higher Education Authority -
Gender Taskforce Plan 2018-2020.
2018. Available from:
http://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2018/11
/Gender-Equality-Taskforce-
Action-Plan-2018-2020.pdf
(accessed: June 5, 2021).
O’Connor P, Irvine G. Multi-Level
State Interventions and Gender
Equality in Higher Education
Institutions: The Irish Case. Adm
Sci 2020;10:98.

Fox C. The Athena Project Review.
A report on the Athena Project’s
impact and learning for future
diversity programmes. Athena
Forum; 2014. Available from:
https://www.athenaforum.org.uk/m
edia/1088/athena-project-review-
final-version-web.pdf (accessed:
June 5, 2021).

Schmidt EK, Ovseiko PV,
Henderson LR, Kiparoglou V.
Understanding the Athena SWAN
award scheme for gender equality
as a complex social intervention in
a complex system : analysis of
Silver award action plans in a
comparative European perspective.
Health Res Policy Syst 2020;18:1-
21.

Tzanakou C, Pearce R. Moderate
feminism within or against the



29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

Houghton F. The Athena SWAN Process to Promote Gender Equity in Third-Level Education in
SﬁE]‘P{ | Ireland. (Position paper). SEEJPH 2021, posted:12 October 2021. DOI: 10.11576/seejph-4799

neoliberal university? The example
of Athena SWAN. Gend Work
Organ 2019;26:1191-211.
Tzanakou C. Unintended
consequences of gender-equality
plans. Nature 2019;570:277.
Ovseiko PV, Chapple A, Edmunds
LD, Ziebland S. Advancing gender
equality through the Athena
SWAN Charter for Women in
Science: an exploratory study of
women’s and men’s perceptions.
Health Res Policy Syst 2017;15:1-
13.

Gregory-Smith I. The impact of
Athena SWAN in UK medical
schools: working paper [Internet].
2015. Available from:
http://www.sheffield.ac.uk/polopol
y _1s5/1.449704!/file/paper 2015010
.pdf (accessed: June 5, 2021).
Wilkinson C. What role can Athena
SWAN play in gender equality and
science communication? J Sci
Commun 2019;18:1-7.

Meier P, Celis K. Sowing the
Seeds of Its Own Failure:
Implementing the Concept of
Gender Mainstreaming. Soc Polit
2011;18:469-89.

Rawluszko M. Gender
mainstreaming revisited: Lessons
from Poland. Eur ] Women’s Stud
2019;26:70-84.

Priigl E. Diversity Management
and Gender Mainstreaming as
Technologies of Government. Polit
Gend 2011;7:71-89.

Ikavalko E, Kantola J. Feminist
resistance and resistance to
feminism in gender equality
planning in Finland. Eur J
Women’s Stud 2017;24:233-48.
Ahmed S. “You end up doing a
document rather than doing the
doing”: Diversity, race equality and
the politics of documentation. Ethn
Racial Stud 2007;30:590-609.

15

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

44,

45.

46.

47.

Sterbenk Y, Champlin S, Windels
K, Shelton S. Is Femvertising the
New Greenwashing? Examining
Corporate Commitment to Gender
Equality. J Bus Ethics 2021:1-15.
Available from:
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-
021-04755-x (accessed: June 5,
2021).

LIT Athena SWAN Self-
Assessment Data Team-. Athena
Swan Survey: An Overview of
Findings. Limerick: Limerick
Institute of Technology. 2019.
Foucault M. Discipline and Punish:
The Birth of the Prison. London:
Penguin; 1977.

Foucault M. The History of
Sexuality: Vol. 1: An Introduction.
London: Penguin; 1978.

Houghton F. Technological
Universities in Ireland: the New
Imperative. Irish J Acad Pract
2020;8:12.

Hazelkorn E, Moynihan A. Ireland:
The challenges of building research
in a binary higher education
culture. In: Kyvik S, Lepori B,
editors. The Research Mission of
Higher Education Institutions
outside the University Sector.
Dordrecht: Springer; 2010:175-97.
Northouse P. Leadership: Theory
and Practice. 5th ed. Los Angeles:
Sage; 2010.

Martin B. Suppression of dissent:
What it is and what to do about it.
Soc Med 2012;6:246-8.

Martin B, Pefia F. Mobbing and
suppression: Footprints of their
relationships. Soc Med
2012;6:217-26.

RadioKerry. IT Tralee staff holding
protest in Cork over Munster
university merger [Internet]. 2019.
Available from:
https://9thlevel.ie/2019/05/22/news
-it-tralee-staff-holding-protest-in-
cork-over-munster-university-



48.

49.

50.

51.

52.

53.

54.

55.

56.

57.

38.

Houghton F. The Athena SWAN Process to Promote Gender Equity in Third-Level Education in
SﬁE]‘P{ | Ireland. (Position paper). SEEJPH 2021, posted:12 October 2021. DOI: 10.11576/seejph-4799

merger/ (accessed: September 28,
2021).

Radice H. How we got here: UK
higher education under
neoliberalism. ACME
2013;12:407-18.

Raimondi L. Neoliberalism and the
Role of the University. PAACE J
Lifelong Learn 2012;21:39-50.
Houghton F. The prevention
paradox mark II: An appeal for
diversity in public health. J Public
Health 2017;39:¢142-4.

Shaw M, Dorling D, Mitchell R,
Smith GD. Labour’s “Black report”
moment? Br Med J 2005;331:575.
DHSS. Inequalities in Health:
Report of a Research Group.
London; 1980.

Townsend P, Davidson N.
Inequalities in Health: The Black
Report. Harmondsworth: Penguin;
1982.

LIT Institution Award Application.
Limerick: Limerick Institute of
Technology; 2019.

Teachers' Union of Ireland. Annual
Leave [Internet]. 2011. Available
from: https://www.tui.ie/leave-
provisions/annual-
leave.1589.html#:~:text=
(accessed: June 5, 2021).

Advance HE. Advance HE’s
Equality Charters Guide to
processes. 2019. Available from:
https://www.advance-
he.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2020-
04/02%20Equality%20Charters%?2
0Guide%20t0%20Processes%20v1
%20May%202019.pdf (accessed:
June 5, 2021).

Lennane J. What happens to
whistleblowers, and why. Soc Med
2012;6:249-58.

Greaves R, McGlone JK. The
health consequences of speaking
out. Soc Med 2012;6:259-63.

16

59.

60.

61.

62.

63.

64.

65.

Blenkinsopp J, Snowden N,
Mannion R, Powell M, Davies H,
Millar R, et al. Whistleblowing
over patient safety and care quality:
a review of the literature. J Health
Organ Manag 2019;33:737-56.
Milligan F, Wareing M, Preston-
Shoot M, Pappas Y, Randhawa G,
Bhandol J. Supporting nursing,
midwifery and allied health
professional students to raise
concerns with the quality of care: a
review of the research literature.
Nurse Educ Today 2017;57:29-39.
Peters K, Luck L, Hutchinson M,
Wilkes L, Andrew S, Jackson D.
The emotional sequelae of
whistleblowing: findings from a
qualitative study. J Clin Nurs
2011;20:19-20.

McCarthy J, Murphy S, Loughrey
M. Gender and power: The Irish
hysterectomy scandal. Nurs Ethics
2008;15:643-55.

Donnellan E. Whistleblowers face
hostile response. The Irish Times
[Internet]. 2006. Available from:
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/h
ealth/whistleblowers-face-hostile-
response-1.1024935 (accessed:
June 5, 2021).

Mulcahy A. Parking tickets and
police reform: an analysis of the
development and impact of police
scandals. Polic Soc 2021;31:161-
78.

O’Doherty C, Clifford M, O’Keefe
C, Baker N. Maurice McCabe
‘delighted’ after vindication by
tribunal. Irish Examiner [Internet].
2018. Available from:
https://www.irishexaminer.com/ne
ws/arid-30875315.html (accessed:
June 5, 2021).



Houghton F. The Athena SWAN Process to Promote Gender Equity in Third-Level Education in
m]b{i Ireland. (Position paper). SEEJPH 2021, posted:12 October 2021. DOI: 10.11576/seejph-4799

© 2021 Houghton, This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and
reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

17



