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Abstract

Over the past 20 years, the European Union has developed a comprehensive 
policy on gender equality (GE) in the fields of  research, innovation 
and higher education. While North European countries have actively 
implemented policies in this direction, South and East European countries 
have been far less active and made limited progress, resulting in widening 
policy gaps across countries. Drawing from the experience of  a capacity-
building project (TARGET), this chapter explores the factors that impede 
the implementation of  gender equality plans (GEPs) in research and higher 
education institutions across five countries – Greece, Cyprus, Romania, 
Italy and Serbia. It argues that the lack of  a coherent GE discourse in 
research and innovation policies that sheds light on structural barriers 
and implicit bias is a central impediment: it severely limits the potential 
of  GEPs and the power of  change agents in research and higher education 
organisations in Southeast Europe to stimulate institutional change.
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Introduction
Over the past 20 years, the European Union (EU) has developed a comprehensive 
and cross-sectoral policy on gender equality (GE) that extends to the fields of 
science, research and higher education. Despite being inherently rooted in prin-
ciples of meritocracy, objectivity and the pursuit of excellence, scientific research 
is far from being a field that is neutral with regard to social distinctions. In fact, 
it continues to be permeated by substantial and persistent gender disparities as 
a voluminous body of evidence and scholarship demonstrates. These disparities 
distort scientific outcomes and the potential for innovation while undermining 
social justice. In the light of these facts, the EU incorporated GE as one of the 
key priorities in the European Research Area (ERA) Roadmap for 2015-2020 
(European Research Area and Innovation Committee (ERAC), 2015, pp. 13–14).

The ERA Roadmap encourages Member States and associated countries to 
adopt domestic policies that promote gender-related organisational change in 
research, innovation and higher education institutions. West and North European 
countries have actively implemented policies and programmes in this direction for 
at least the last decade. They have been proactive, with a few countries standing 
out as global GE leaders in this domain. Southeast European and Mediterra-
nean countries, on the other hand, are for most part relatively inactive countries; 
with the exception of Spain, they have only relatively recently begun to integrate 
a gender and equality aspect into their research and innovation (R&I) policies 
(Lipinski, 2014, p. 17).

In recent years, scholars have tapped into the knowledge and experience gen-
erated in EU-funded projects to explore the factors that facilitate or impede 
efforts to develop and implement gender equality plans (GEPs) and other related 
interventions and to assess their effects in promoting structural transformation 
towards GE (Bencivenga & Drew, 2021, pp.  27–42; Clavero & Galligan, 2021, 
pp. 1115–1132; Palmén & Kalpazidou Schmidt, 2019, pp. 1–8). Understanding 
and elaborating on these factors is, however, still in its infancy, particularly in 
regard to EU and non-EU countries that have only relatively recently started to 
develop GE measures in scientific research and academia. This chapter contrib-
utes to filling this gap by drawing from the experience of a structural change and 
capacity-building project (TARGET – Taking a Reflexive Approach to Gender 
Equality for institutional Transformation) funded by the EU Horizon 2020 pro-
gramme. It explores the factors that apparently impede the implementation of 
GEPs in research and higher education institutions across five countries – Greece, 
Cyprus, Romania, Italy and Serbia – all of which can be classified until recently 
as relatively inactive countries in terms of their policy commitments and initia-
tives in this area.

A wide policy gap, both at national and at organisational level, has clearly 
emerged in this area between north and south, within and outside the EU. The 
‘older’ EU Member States (EU-15) are for the most part proactive in promot-
ing GE in national R&I policies. They implement actions that cover nearly all 
the ERA equality objectives, notwithstanding some partial exceptions. Countries 
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from Central-East and Southeast Europe (CESE) that joined the EU in the 2000s 
on the other hand (EU-13) are relatively inactive, as the 2018 Report by the EU’s 
Standing Working Group on Gender in Research and Innovation shows (Euro-
pean Research Area and Innovation Committee – Standing Working Group on 
Gender in Research and Innovation (ERAC-SWG), 2018; see also Wroblewski, 
2020). Such a gap poses a major challenge for the ability of EU R&I policy to 
inspire and prompt effective national and local responses and to tackle gender 
inequalities in countries beyond a limited core of strongly motivated and highly 
committed Member States.

Geographically located in South and East Europe and in the Mediterra-
nean, the TARGET project countries are all among the relatively inactive 
countries, yet they are far from homogeneous. They comprise countries with 
very diverse cultures, religions, political systems, levels and modes of  economic 
development, historical and political backgrounds and relations with the EU. 
Romania and Serbia are two countries that have been profoundly influenced 
by the legacy of  state socialism, its ideology and social-economic development 
model; the former joined the EU in 2008 and the latter is currently a candidate 
state (Serbia). In ex-communist countries, the regime prior to 1989 vigorously 
promoted the entry of  women into the labour market and generally sought to 
increase their participation in social and economic life under the broad rubric 
of  an egalitarian socialist society. In the 1990s and 2000s, these countries 
sought membership of  the EU and incorporated GE goals and policies into 
their institutional and legal frameworks, in large part in the frame of  the EU 
accession processes.

Greece, Italy and Cyprus, on the other hand, were part of the West in the 
post-World War II capitalist world and are ‘old’ members of the EU (with the 
exception of Cyprus, which joined in 2004). These countries have very different 
legacies and have achieved levels of GE in various domains that diverge from 
those in North and West European countries. Whether for reasons to do with 
their political development, the influence of religion and culture or other factors, 
these countries followed a belated and slower trend in women’s large-scale entry 
into paid employment as well as in the formal recognition of equal rights for 
women and men in law and policy.

The participating institutions in the TARGET project are also different organ-
isational entities: some engage in research, others fund research, others are higher 
education institutions, some are small institutes, others are extended higher edu-
cation structures. Thus, the kinds of goals to be achieved and the challenges each 
has faced are quite different. In the light of such far-reaching, cross-national and 
inter-organisational variation, this chapter does not engage in a systematic com-
parative analysis. Instead, it primarily seeks to reflect on and deduce some key 
factors that enable or constrain the implementation of the GEPs, based on the 
experience of different organisations situated in the countries under focus.

As is well known, GE is a core value that is enshrined in the European 
Treaties, with legislation in place to promote equal pay, work–life balance, 
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non-discrimination in employment and access to goods and services, among many 
other areas.1 In the past decade, GE and gender mainstreaming (GM) have also 
been defined as one of the six priorities of the ERA with three objectives: gender 
balance in research teams and in decision-making structures, and the integration 
of a gender dimension in research content. The concepts of and approach to GE, 
as well as the related forms of intervention underlying the EU policy in R&I have 
been significantly reformulated over the past 20 years. They have evolved from a 
‘fixing the women’ approach to one emphasising ‘fixing the institutions’, namely 
to a strategy focusing on structural barriers and institutional transformation 
(Palmén & Kalpazidou Schmidt, 2019). The first part of this chapter provides an 
overview of the relevant developments and discusses important shifts in the EU 
policy approach and discourse around gender and equality in its R&I policy over 
the past decade.

The existence of a national policy on R&I that gives due weight to gender dis-
parities in line with related EU objectives and approaches provides an indispen-
sable and formative context within which academic and research organisations 
initiate action to tackle these disparities (or fail to do so). The second part of this 
chapter thus briefly examines the extent to which related national policies were 
adopted in the five countries under consideration. The overview and discussion 
of EU and national policies in the TARGET countries is far from exhaustive and 
is based primarily on secondary literature and evaluation reports. The third part 
of this chapter shifts to the organisational level and examines the factors that 
facilitate or obstruct the development of GEPs in different research and higher 
education institutions in these countries.

Besides drawing on secondary literature, this chapter relies on data and analy-
ses provided in EU and national legal and policy documents on R&I and GE, 
comparative assessment reports covering the selected Member States as well as 
reports evaluating the implementation of GEPs in the research and academic 
organisations that were partners in the TARGET project. For some of the coun-
tries under study, and Greece in particular, it also draws on 10 interviews with 
staff  members at the Hellenic Foundation for European and Foreign Policy (ELI-
AMEP) discussing the responses and changes that the GEP stimulated at the 
organisational level. Based on these materials, the analysis in this chapter seeks to 
identify and reflect on common trends that hinder gender action in research and 
higher education organisations in Southeast European countries.

In examining the EU and national policy contexts and the efforts of  differ-
ent organisational entities to tackle gender disparities, this chapter pays par-
ticular attention to the framing of  GE and the corresponding policy discourse. 
Policy discourse refers to the conceptual frames that underpin the formulation 

1Articles 2 and 3 of the Treaty of the European Union (TEU); Articles 8, 10, 19 and 
157 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU). Gender equal-
ity is further implemented through Directive 2006/54/EC on the implementation of 
the principle of equal opportunities and equal treatment of men and women in mat-
ters of employment and occupation (recast).
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of public policies, the ways they represent a particular issue and social problem, 
how they understand its causes and how they describe the processes that repro-
duce it. Public policies are grounded on particular conceptions and framings 
of  issues, which guide decision-makers in determining the areas and forms of 
intervention. Such conceptions are embedded in policy documents and can rein-
force or challenge traditional understandings of  an issue (Verloo, Lombardo, & 
Bustelo 2007, p. 281).

Discourse also refers to the language and arguments that policy makers, social 
groups and individuals use in social interactions to talk about an issue that is 
the subject of policy intervention and how it is framed. How they construct par-
ticular interpretations of relations between the sexes or how GE is understood 
directly and profoundly shape efforts to tackle inequalities in social and organisa-
tional contexts. As an analytical concept, discourse is premised on the recognition 
that language and social interaction shape policy. It draws attention to the ways 
in which ‘social problems’ or policy problems get ‘created’ in social interaction 
(Bacchi, 2000, p. 48). The gender discourse embedded in different policies may 
make implicit and informal norms about gender roles more explicit. But it may 
also disguise and remain blind to these.

While the underlying discourse is undeniably a formative factor in the decision-
making phase regarding an issue (i.e. GE), its significance and influence are less 
apparent at the policy implementation stage. The framing of social problems and 
discursive dynamics among local level and organisational actors is, however, also 
an important factor in shaping the implementation of policies (Cavaghan, 2017; 
Ciccia & Lombardo, 2019, pp. 537–538). How policy measures are applied in dif-
ferent local and organisational contexts is significantly shaped by the ideas (delib-
erate or unconscious) held by the individuals involved in doing so, which steers 
attention towards some issues and away from others (Ciccia & Lombardo, 2019, 
p. 542). The actors involved in policy implementation construct, resist and nego-
tiate different framings of problems and solutions (Cavaghan, 2017, pp. 46–47). 
Implementation can be seen as a field of contestation and power struggles among 
stakeholders with different aims over meaning and problem diagnosis: some may 
wish to implement policy as originally intended and mandated from above; others 
want to modify its goals, slow down or entirely impede its realisation.

This chapter argues that a crucial impediment in the efforts of research and 
higher education organisations in countries in Southeast Europe and the Medi-
terranean region to push forward with GEPs is the weakness or lack of a GE 
discourse to support structural intervention and bottom-up change. Such a draw-
back is more pronounced in some countries and organisations than in others. 
A prevalent and strongly entrenched discourse in Southeast Europe is premised 
on formal equality and highlights women’s numerical presence as yardsticks for 
egalitarianism in scientific research and higher education. The lack of a coherent 
GE discourse in R&I policies that sheds light on structural barriers and implicit 
bias is another central impediment: it severely limits the potential of GEPs and 
the power of change agents in research and higher education organisations in 
Southeast Europe to stimulate institutional change.
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EU Policy on GE in Research and Academia
The perspectives of decision-makers and experts on how to redress persistent gen-
der disparities in academia and scientific research in the EU and Europe have 
evolved significantly in the past few decades. In the 1980s, the low levels of female 
recruitment in scientific research were attributed to socialisation from an early 
age. The internalisation of distinct ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine’ roles – including 
deeply rooted ideas about science as a ‘masculine’ profession –reproduced the 
idea that women did not belong in a career that pursued science. Measures to 
redress women’s underrepresentation focused on enabling them to combine fam-
ily and professional life (Stolte-Heiskanen, 1988). In the 1990s, attention turned 
from women’s entry and qualifications to their retention and career advance-
ment, and policy began to shift from a socialisation to an organisation-based 
approach (Cronin & Roger, 1999, pp. 637–661). An important milestone was a 
1999 European Technology Assessment Network (ETAN) study commissioned 
by the European Commission (EC)’s General Directorate of Research. It found 
that while women’s presence in science and research increased, they remained 
underrepresented in senior scientific positions. Few enjoyed equal opportunities 
to pursue a scientific career, and even fewer to assume a decision-making role in 
the field of science (EC, 2000).

Over the next decade, the EU policy discourse around gender disparity in 
R&I gradually and substantially evolved. A critical and highly consequential 
shift in approach took place that laid emphasis less on women and individuals 
and more on the institutions that employed women as scientists and research-
ers. Disparities and sex discrimination were increasingly perceived to be not only 
or even primarily a result of equal access and opportunity but also a result of 
persistent and often implicit biases and stereotypes permeating the structures, 
norms and practices of scientific institutions, which systematically disadvantaged 
women and undermined excellence. Evidence that had come to light in the previ-
ous years revealed that seemingly gender-neutral procedures, like the peer-review 
system in scientific research, were tainted by phenomena of sexism (Wennerås & 
Wold, 1997, pp. 321–343, see also Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 1999), 
and fuelled into the EU’s concerns about organisational structures and research 
institutions. Policy direction shifted away from ‘women-change’ (or ‘fixing the 
woman’) to structural intervention and institutional transformation. We can see 
this reorientation in the policy domain as coextensive with the increasing reso-
nance of substantive equality concepts in the legal domain and the need to move 
beyond the traditional understanding of formal equality among individuals.

This reorientation in the EU’s approach led to the recognition that GE in 
R&I cannot be achieved without tackling the systemic barriers that impede the 
professional advancement of women and their participation in decision-making 
structures (Ferguson, 2021). The focus shifted from individual support measures 
aimed at enhancing women’s capacity to meet institutional academic require-
ments to transforming the institutional structures, entrenched practices and cul-
tural norms that prevent women from taking advantage of the equal rights and 
opportunities guaranteed in law. On this basis, the EU GE policy in R&I drew 
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from and incorporated different approaches: equal treatment (ensuring men and 
women are treated the same), positive action (special actions to redress structural 
disadvantage) and mainstreaming (integrating GE into structures, institutions, 
policies and programmes) (EC, 2000, p. 2). It identified gender balance in deci-
sion-making bodies and institutional practices that reflect and reproduce uncon-
scious bias in assessing merit, suitability for leadership or evaluation performance 
as key challenges and objectives (Ferguson, 2021). The gender dimension was 
also to be integrated in the content of scientific inquiry and analysis to tackle 
bias in knowledge production and improve the quality of the research process 
and methods.

From 2010 onwards, the EC incorporated GE as a key goal to be main-
streamed as a cross-cutting issue in the ERA – a paramount issue of rights and 
social justice. It viewed persistent inequalities in research, science and innovation 
as causing a waste of talent, their overcoming as necessary for opening up to 
a diversification of ideas and approaches that foster excellence (see EC, 2012, 
p. 4, pp. 12–13). In 2015–2016, the EU encouraged member states to establish a 
national policy framework on GE in R&I and to integrate it as a key goal in ERA 
National Action Plans (NAPs). National authorities were advised to mainstream 
GE in research and higher education. They were encouraged to do so by creat-
ing a legal and policy environment and providing incentives for removing legal 
and other barriers to the recruitment, retention and career progression of female 
researchers while fully complying with EU law on GE (i.e. Directive 2006/54/EC); 
addressing gender imbalances in decision-making processes; strengthening the 
gender dimension in research programmes; engaging in partnerships with fund-
ing agencies, research organisations and universities to foster cultural and insti-
tutional change on gender – charters, performance agreements and awards; and 
ensuring that at least 40% of those from the under-represented sex participate in 
committees involved in recruitment/ career progression of staff, and in the evalu-
ation and implementation of research programmes (EC, 2012, pp. 12–13).

The EU’s broadening of GE policy in R&I, as described above, has led to a 
deeper framing of GE problems in science, research and academia, rather than to 
a ‘broadening-without-deepening’, as Lombardo and Meir (2008) argued about a 
decade ago. The shift to a focus on gendered organisational processes, structural 
barriers and the need for structural transformation reflects a deeper understand-
ing of GE from that advanced in the 1990s, which calls into question male stand-
ards and norms (Lombardo & Meir, 2009, p. 5). Structural change approaches, 
adopted by the EU in its GE in R&I policy, go beyond re-balancing opportunities 
for men and women, and seek equality of outcomes. They shift the emphasis from 
the individual to cultural and structural causes. They also address the core norms 
and values (implicit and explicit) prevailing in academia that are thoroughly gen-
dered (Bencivenga & Drew, 2021, p. 29). Formal and informal norms and rules, 
subtle ones such as shunning, overlooking and social exclusion, act to reinforce 
and perpetuate gendered structures of privilege and marginalisation at the differ-
ent levels of the academic hierarchy (Clavero & Galligan, 2021, p. 1118).

In this new policy frame, the EC encourages, and more recently requires, 
research and higher education institutions to adopt GEPs. GEPs are a key tool 
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of  structural intervention and institutional transformation in R&I. Combat-
ting implicit bias and cultural stereotypes cannot be achieved from above 
but through efforts at the level of  each organisation. Research performing, 
research promoting and higher education institutions must implement sets of 
actions and measures tailored to the specific problems and structures of  an 
entity. They shall seek to remove barriers to the recruitment, retention and 
career progression of  female researchers, address gender imbalances in deci-
sion-making processes and strengthen the gender dimension in research con-
tent (EIGE, 2016, pp. 8–9).

As ‘soft’ policy instruments, GEPs are often not made compulsory by law. 
Their adoption and implementation, and the measures they entail, are not bind-
ing in the same way as a law or state regulation (EIGE, 2016, p. 17). In this regard, 
the importance of discursive dynamics at the local or organisational level is even 
more pronounced in the implementation of tools like GEPs and GM, in which 
their application into practice is often ambiguous and less likely to be determined 
from above. There is substantial uncertainty as to what the threefold set of GE 
goals defined in the EU’s R&I policy actually entails in practice.

The approach embodied in GEPs calls on academic and research organisa-
tions to impart specific content and meaning into the broad objective of GE and 
to determine concrete and feasible measures to pursue it. As customised instru-
ments, GEPs are attentive to the need to take into account the varying conditions 
and views in different countries, regions and institutional settings. Their funda-
mentally tailored quality is clearly designed to foster motivation for and facili-
tate bottom-up change. It presumably renders the GEP approach most suitable 
for pursuing broad GE objectives across a wide variety of national, structural 
and cultural contexts. While herein lies the strength and potential of GEPs, their 
thorough reliance on bottom-up perceptions and initiatives may simultaneously 
become a key source of weakness.

National Policies and Discourses in the TARGET Countries
The Southeast European and Mediterranean countries of the TARGET project 
partners do not define GE as a priority in their national legislation and policy 
on R&I. Both at the level of national policy and organisation, the goal of GE 
is apparently not considered an issue important enough to require intervention. 
In Romania, for instance, national R&I policies do not contain any GE goals 
and priorities, while the country’s most recent NAP laying out its strategy on 
research, technology and innovation does not formulate or implement a GE strat-
egy. Equality-related discourse at the national policy level more broadly seems 
to be defined by non-discrimination. There is substantial opposition to gender-
related concepts, as indicated by the legislative initiative to ban ‘activities aimed 
at spreading gender identity theory or opinion’ in schools and universities (which 
was struck down by the Romanian constitutional court in December 2020) (Gas-
cón Barberá, 2020). There is also a lack of a GE discourse in R&I and higher 
education policy in Serbia. The National Strategy on Scientific and Technological 
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Development for 2016–20202 (the roadmap for integration into the ERA) refers 
to the improvement of GE at all levels of decision making as a goal, alongside 
equality for minorities. The National GE Strategy for the same period includes 
the development of gender studies as a goal to be pursued in Serbian universities 
(National Gender Equality Strategy 2016–2020, p. 28). However, there is no dis-
cussion that elucidates in any way what the goal of GE referred to in these policy 
documents encompasses.

Cyprus formulated a national strategy on GE in R&I for the first time within 
its ERA Roadmap 2016–2020. It defined empowering women and encouraging 
equal representation in decision-making bodies and high-level appointments, 
improving work–life balance and promoting the integration of the gender dimen-
sion in research content as its GE main goals. However, a GE discourse is not 
(yet) part of the relevant discussions in R&I at the national level in Cyprus.

In light of the above, it should not come as a surprise that – unlike the EU-15 
countries – most of the EU-13 countries are far less likely to make institutional 
change a key element of their national policy framework for GE in R&I (ERAC, 
2018, pp. 18–19). Most of the EU-15 countries require the adoption of GEPs 
at some level (variably in public or private research organisations, universities, 
public or private sector entities). On the other hand, none of the countries under 
consideration in this chapter have (at least until 2021) a GEP requirement insti-
tuted at the national level through law, policy or strategy that is compliant with 
the Horizon Europe requirement (ERAC-SWG, 2021).

Even Greece and Italy, two longstanding EU-15 Member States, have only 
incorporated GE objectives in their policies and strategies on science, research 
and higher education relatively recently (Greece) or in a limited and fragmented 
manner (Italy). They have done so in direct reference to the ERA without a clear 
political commitment to support implementation at the national level. Italian 
law makes it mandatory for public administration entities, including universities, 
to adopt positive action plans with the aim to remove all obstacles hindering 
equal opportunities between women and men at work (through positive action 
to achieve gender balance where women are underrepresented and measures to 
promote work–family life balance). The 2014–2020 Italian NAP for R&I invites 
research institutions to promote equal opportunities, include a gender dimension 
in research and ensure gender-balanced representation in peer-review selection 
panels.3 The prevailing policy discourse on GE is predominantly shaped by equal 
opportunities, non-discrimination and positive action, albeit disconnected from 
any understanding of structural barriers and institutional change goals. Over the 

2See National Gender Equality Strategy of Serbia 2016–2020 with Action Plan 
2016–2018. Retrieved from https://www.rodnaravnopravnost.gov.rs/sites/default/
files/2018-05/National%20strategy%20for%20gender%20equality%20%282016-
2020%29%20with%20Action%20plan.pdf Accessed on 26 October 2021.
3See EIGE Factsheet “Gender Equality in research and academia”, Italy. Retrieved 
from https://eige.europa.eu/gender-mainstreaming/toolkits/gear/legislative-policy-
backgrounds/italy. Accessed on 28 September 2021.
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past five years, this gap has partly been addressed through the involvement of 
several universities and research organisations in EU-funded structural interven-
tion programmes like TARGET.

In Greece, promoting GE in research, science and higher education was until 
recently also not on the agenda of national governments and was given a low 
priority in the country’s overall GE agenda. The Greek Strategy for the ERA 
National Roadmap 2016–2020 defined GM as one of the country’s priorities for 
the first time. It also urged public research bodies ‘to establish Gender Equality 
Plans and to include relevant provisions in their internal regulations and strategic 
plans’ (Ministry of Education, Research and Religious Affairs, 2016). The 
references to GE in the Greek Strategy for the ERA have, however, been nominal, 
lacking any accompanying discourse or political commitment to actually 
implement them. In the past few years, legislation related to higher education 
and GE in the broader sense (i.e. outside the ERA-related policy) has indirectly 
advanced efforts to establish GEPs. Legislation to promote substantive equality 
between men and women has encouraged universities and research organisations 
to integrate gender into their study programmes and research content (Law 
4604/2019, 2019).

Equally importantly, the establishment of Gender Equality Committees 
(GEC) in all Greek universities by law – as consultative bodies to assist the uni-
versity administration in its efforts to promote GE – included the development 
of GEPs among their main responsibilities (Law 4589/2019, 2019). In 2021, the 
new requirement that research and higher education organisations have a GEP 
in order to be eligible for Horizon Europe funding has broadened and expedited 
initiatives to establish such action plans. Beyond Greece, this requirement is a 
turning point that has already imparted strong motivation among research organ-
isations and universities to seek to develop GEPs across most of the TARGET 
countries.

The incorporation of GE goals in national policy related to the ERA and in 
national legislation in the countries under focus is largely nominal. It is rarely 
accompanied by a discourse on GE that expounds on gendered structures, norms 
and practices and seeks institutional change. There is little evidence that such 
a discourse has trickled down to research performing, research promoting and 
higher education organisations. In so far as any related discussion surfaces in pol-
icy documents, it is limited to references to non-discrimination and equal oppor-
tunities, or tends to reduce GE to an issue that pertains exclusively to the status of 
women, as, for instance, is reportedly the case in Serbia (Ignjatović & Bošković, 
2013, pp. 425–440). As a recent report assessing the implementation of GE in the 
frame of NAPs in R&I affirms, achieving GE tends to be viewed as increasing 
the representation of women in academia and science, while an understanding of 
structural barriers and implicit biases is entirely absent. The dominant discourse 
reflects a concern about family values and views the reconciliation of work and 
childcare as the main problem (Wroblewski, 2020, p. 46).

The development of a rich and cogent gender discourse, it could be countered, 
should not be expected to emanate top down from policy makers alone (or even 



EU Policy and GM in Research     83

primarily). Instead, committed non-governmental and civil society actors are 
often far more motivated and knowledgeable in developing and diffusing such a 
discourse. Civil society actors who mobilise around GE issues have, however, been 
notably absent in the area of scientific R&I, both at the national and EU levels, 
and certainly in the Southeast European countries under study. This could change 
as more stakeholders in academia and research begin to engage with GEPs, push 
forward a corresponding public discussion and organise themselves collectively.

In sum, prevailing gender discourses in Southeast European countries view 
persistent inequalities in academia as a problem of equal opportunities and 
women’s underrepresentation, rather than gendered structures. The concept of 
representation ‘mainly focuses on the (lack of) presence of women … [rather 
than] on gender as an inter-relational category of men and women’ (Lombardo &  
Meir, 2009, p.  13). Women’s underrepresentation is not seen to be related to 
men’s positions and roles in academia and scientific research institutions and in 
the power structures that these relations reflect and reproduce. A discourse that 
focuses on representation also views women as a homogeneous social group with 
no reference to how gender intersects with class, ethnicity, race, etc. (Lombardo &  
Meir, 2009, p. 13). The institutional barriers are rendered invisible when they are 
perceived as individual in nature. Yet, even if  women were finally to break the 
‘glass ceiling’ and reach parity with men in the top structures of academia, it is 
still doubtful whether those organisations would then operate in a more gender-
egalitarian manner (Hamilton, Holmes, & Sowa, 2019, pp. 163–184).

Developing GEPs in Research and Higher Education 
Organisations in South and East Europe
Prevailing GE discourses that focus on balanced representation and equal oppor-
tunities but lack an understanding of structural barriers do not support the 
implementation of a GEP at the organisational level and may even undermine it 
(GENDERACTION, 2019, p. 3). This is an overarching and fundamental con-
straining factor, and the experience of the TARGET organisations in South and 
East Europe clearly bears this out.

Women’s presence in academia has steadily and significantly increased over 
time in all the countries under consideration. It has increased primarily among 
PhD graduates but also among university staff, including top academic positions, 
even if  the latter continue to be characterised by a persistent gender gap across 
most scientific disciplines. Nearly all organisations under consideration had a gen-
der balance in their staff  overall, and in some cases even a majority of women. At 
the same time, women dominated mid-level administrative positions, with their 
presence substantially reduced in decision-making and top management posi-
tions. In some of the TARGET countries at least, factors such as care and family 
responsibilities and the prevalence of networks of male scientists (especially in 
decision-making and institutional structures) constrain female researchers from 
reaching high-rank positions (Hatzopoulos, Kambouri, & Kikis-Papadakis, 2016, 
pp. 13–14). A widely held perception in the organisations under consideration was 
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that achieving gender balance and establishing a GE office within an organisation 
solves the problem of inequalities, without further reflection on its sustainability. 
Responsibility for change tended to be assigned to women, particularly those in 
top management positions.

A key initial challenge in developing a GEP within an organisation and assign-
ing the required (and always limited) human resources to do so is to convince 
top management and a critical mass among the staff  that this is an absolutely 
necessary and worthwhile endeavour. The lack of a well-developed GE discourse 
at the national policy and organisational levels greatly obstructs this first critical 
phase. In some TARGET partner organisations, there is a generalised perception 
within the organisation that there are no inequalities, and this is particularly pro-
nounced where a (near) balanced representation between women and men exists. 
Such an entrenched perception undermines the ability to trigger a discussion on 
gender in science and higher education at the organisational and national level. 
It also presents an obstacle to recognising implicit biases, raising awareness and 
convincing colleagues and top management of the need for further intervention. 
It is easier to generate support for tackling disparities in women’s representation 
than for combatting structural barriers and unconscious biases – aspects of social 
stratification that are at the heart of a substantive conception of equality.

Thus, the inroads that women have made in science and research and their 
increased presence were repeatedly invoked by staff, management and, in some 
cases, the leadership to justify their inactivity in developing a GEP and support 
their view that gender inequalities are not a problem in the organisation. The 
fact that countries in East Europe show above-average proportions of women 
in research in a European comparison is used to argue that the gender balance 
in research should not be a policy priority. The institutional change approach, 
however, goes beyond ‘fixing the number of women’ among researchers, which 
addresses only one of the ERA objectives (gender balance in research teams), but 
does not address gender balance in decision-making and the gender dimension in 
research (ERAC-SWG, 2018, pp. 18–19).

In the absence of a developed discourse that focuses on the institutional pro-
cesses, structures and cultural norms that hinder women from having a career and 
advancing to higher positions in scientific research and academia, what made a 
difference in the development of a GEP was (a) support from leadership and top 
management and (b) the existence of gender-related expertise. With the support 
of the TARGET project, organisations with a leadership that was committed to 
the goals of the GEP were able to push forward the gender audit process, the 
creation of a community of practice and the establishment of a system for the 
systematic collection of sex-disaggregated data. Those organisations (regardless 
of size) that had active support from top management and a community of prac-
tice (internally and externally) were able to promote GEP implementation and 
stimulate awareness about GE, even when such a discourse was weak or lacking 
in the broader national context. They were able to push forward with measures 
on gender in research content, diffuse the principle of gender balance in their 
strategic documents and all their activities, including in grant-making procedures. 
On the other hand, in organisations where top management exhibited reluctance 
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or resistance, the development of the GEP was delayed, resources were restricted 
and the goals and actions were narrowed. The organisations that had employees 
with gender expertise among their staff  were also more likely to trigger a discus-
sion about gender disparities from within. They were able to proceed with the 
audit and implementation of activities and exhibited greater potential for sustain-
able change.

Change agents in the organisations under consideration placed substantial 
weight (and hope) on data collection as a means of stimulating a GE discourse 
internally and countering resistance at the start of the GEP development process. 
The adoption of procedures for the systematic and sex-disaggregated collection 
of data on staff  and human resources, research and funding activities, and other 
indicators helped generate valuable empirical evidence, stimulate reflection and 
increase gender awareness. Data can help to dispel the ‘myth of gender-neutral 
procedures’. Sex-disaggregated data can bring to light disparities that are not eas-
ily visible, help identify structural barriers and form the basis for developing com-
pelling arguments on the need for action as well as new kinds of intervention that 
had not originally been envisaged. The experience of one of the organisations 
under study showed that sex-disaggregated data can reveal gender disparities that 
were not previously visible or documented, for example, among speakers and 
participants who are invited to workshops and conferences as well as in regard 
to public exposure (i.e. far fewer women researchers who speak to the press and 
the media). Last but not least, and as was acknowledged, the availability of sex-
disaggregated data is critical for addressing and interpreting disparities, such as 
women’s underrepresentation among principle investigators (PIs), and designing 
appropriate forms of intervention (is it because fewer women apply or due to an 
implicit bias in evaluation procedures?).

The size and internal structure of an administrative entity has a profound 
impact on the operation of an organisation and can facilitate or constrain the 
development of a GEP. Large research and higher education organisations with 
entrenched administrative hierarchies or decentralised structures are more dif-
ficult and slow moving when it comes to making decisions and achieving a broad 
consensus among the heads of different departments. Studies show the difficulty 
in effectively displacing the inertia and non-engagement with gender problems in 
large administrative and organisational settings, even those that spearheaded GE 
policy in R&I (Cavaghan, 2017, pp. 42–63). Small organisations have the advan-
tage of flexibility and speed in deciding and implementing actions and initiating 
and disseminating gender knowledge and awareness internally, provided that top 
management proactively supports the development of a GEP. At the same time, 
small organisations will have a limited impact if  the GEP is confined to internal 
structural intervention. However, they can act as drivers and multipliers if  they 
use their strategic position and leverage (publicity, exposure, funding, expertise, 
etc.) to generate awareness, share knowledge and expertise and inspire or moti-
vate gender-related action and policy.

In three of the countries under consideration, the large-scale involvement of 
many universities and research organisations in EU-funded programmes has 
prompted them over the past couple of years to increasingly take gender-related 
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action, including the development of GEPs on their own initiative. Extended and 
diffused ties and interactions between research and higher education organisa-
tions in the frame of the ERA have made them less reliant on national-level leg-
islative and government intervention. The established networks and familiarity 
with ERA rules and norms have become a source of slowly emerging and diffused 
GE discourse despite the absence of such a discourse at the national government 
policy level. As more research and higher education institutions initiate gender 
action and implement GEPs, this is likely to bolster external (to the organisation) 
pressure and influence and have a certain ‘snowballing’ effect, as we can already 
see in some of the South European countries under consideration.

Concluding Remarks
GEPs as practical tools of structural intervention are premised on a fully formed 
understanding of structural barriers and implicit biases in scientific research and 
higher education. While academics have developed and elaborated full-fledged 
theories on structural inequalities, including those based on gender, much less is 
understood about how these are manifested in concrete organisational settings. 
There is also limited certainty as to the practical measures that can effect change. 
In seeking to drive institutional transformation, which simultaneously encom-
passes change in individuals, cultures and structures, GEPs are radical tools of a 
long-term perspective, dressed in technocratic garb.

In the South and East European countries under consideration, where a well-
developed GE discourse at the organisational and national policy level conducive 
to this structural approach is lacking, GEPs should perhaps be seen foremost as 
key stimulants of awareness raising and new knowledge production. They

hold the potential to institutionalise collective awareness of gen-
dered policy problems, displacing and challenging the notion that 
gender ‘is not relevant here’, with an ongoing process of learn-
ing about and engaging with the latest gendered policy problems. 
(Cavaghan, 2017, p. 59)

As studies show, the prevalence of local representations and discourses on GE 
and GM may dilute the structural approach that was originally central to GEPs 
and render the policy less transformative (Cavaghan, 2017, p. 46). The success of 
GEPs as knowledge-generating processes is perhaps the most important consoli-
dating outcome at this stage in these countries.

Meanwhile, the lack of a shared and coherent GE discourse on gendered 
structures and practices hinders the ability to pursue common ERA objectives 
and is particularly burdensome in more inactive countries, like those referred to in 
this chapter. Governments and involved stakeholders need to initiate such a dis-
course (Wroblewski, 2020, p. 53). At the EU level, the EC could develop further 
action in order to facilitate the diffusion of a coherent discourse that elaborates 
the exigencies of substantive equality and a structural approach to gender change 
in R&I. The engagement of relevant stakeholders and civil society at the EU and 
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national levels could critically contribute to and support this task. If  GEPs are 
not supported by such a discourse, there is the risk that they will become mainly 
bureaucratic tasks.

At the national policy level, any act or signal of official will or incentive to 
pursue the sustained implementation of a GEP would be crucial to encourage 
support from top management, broader support among research organisations 
and universities and willingness to develop effective action plans. Such acts could 
include making a GEP a precondition in university evaluation and accreditation 
systems, or more broadly, highlighting GE as a value that the respective education 
ministry highly regards. At the organisational level, the research organisations 
and higher education institutions that are participants in the TARGET project –  
and in many other structural intervention projects – can act as drivers in the 
development of such a broader discourse.
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