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Introduction 

Gender equality has been a priority for the European Union for a long time. The first four sentences in 

the European Commission’s document A Union of Equality: Gender Equality Strategy 2020-2025 are: 

“The promotion of equality between women and men is a task for the Union, in all its activities, 

required by the Treaties. Gender equality is a core value of the EU, a fundamental right and key 

principle of the European Pillar of Social Rights. It is a reflection of who we are. It is also an 

essential condition for an innovative, competitive and thriving European economy.” 

A part of this task is to continue and strengthen the work for gender equality and diversity in all parts 

of the European Research Area (ERA).  

She Figures1, and other publications, show that although gender equality is improving in higher 

education and research, it is far from achieved. There is a marked lack of gender balance in decision-

making bodies and in higher positions, notably among full professors. Many studies show that women 

experience disadvantages and barriers in pursuing a research career, which results in a loss of women 

talents2. In research funding, studies have shown unconscious, implicit, gender bias can occur in the 

evaluation of research3.  

In view of the importance of competitive funding, systematic gender equality work by Research 

Funding Organisations (RFOs) can play a central role in promoting gender equality and diversity in 

higher education and research, especially in the early stages of research careers. RFOs can contribute 

both by 1) promoting and supporting gender equality and diversity policies in higher education and 

research; and 2) working towards gender equality and diversity in their own research funding. 

GENDER-NET Plus, an ERA-NET Cofund in Horizon 2020, is a collaboration of 16 research funders from 

13 countries (see http://gender-net-plus.eu/). The collaboration promotes gender mainstreaming in 

research and innovation; especially through a joint transnational research call. Furthermore, GENDER-

NET Plus is committed to promoting gender equality in research funding.  

The GENDER-NET Plus consortium calls on all Research Funding Organisations to take concerted 

action to contribute towards gender equality and diversity in higher education and research.  

To this end, GENDER-NET Plus puts forward the set of recommendations below. Some of the 

recommendations are directed also towards national governments and international organisations. 

The ultimate goal of these recommendations is well expressed in the last paragraph of A Union of 

Equality: Gender Equality Strategy 2020-2025: 

“Working together, we can make real progress by 2025 in achieving a Europe where women and 

men, girls and boys, in all their diversity, are equal – where they are free to pursue their chosen 

path in life and reach their full potential, where they have equal opportunities to thrive, and 

where they can equally participate in and lead our European society.” 

  

                                                           
1 European Commission (2021). 
2 E.g., Swedish National Agency for Higher Education (Report 2007:54), Swedish National Agency for Higher 
Education (Report 2016:16), Caprile et al. (2012), National Academy of Sciences (2007), Drew and Cavanan (2020), 
Moss-Racusin et al. (2012). 
3 E.g., Swedish Research Council (2020), Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth (2015), Wennerås and 
Wold (1997), Bedi, Van Dam, and Munafo (2012), Bornmann (2007), Brouns (2000). 
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*** 

The background to this Policy Brief is provided by a GENDER-NET Plus report which, building on earlier 

research, investigates the work towards and monitoring of gender equality at the main research 

funders in the 13 GENDER-NET Plus countries.  

The gender balance in the pool of applicants – the Higher Education Institution (HEI) researchers with 

a doctorate – is a fundamental factor for the study of gender equality in research funding. In the 

European countries studied in this report, the share of women among HEI researchers was at least 40 

per cent in all scientific fields, except in natural sciences and engineering.  

However, the study shows that women HEI researchers are less likely to apply for funding than men 

are. In 2/3 of the cases studied4, women HEI researchers applied for funding less often than men did, 

in 1/6 of the cases women were equally likely to apply, and in 1/6 of the cases women applied for 

funding more often than men did. In the “median case”, men were 1.36 times more likely to apply for 

funding than women were. The median difference in application behaviour may very well be at least 

as big if all European countries were included. 

In the countries studied, the gender difference in success rates varied with research field and country. 

Some countries and fields had larger differences than others did. It is crucial that these differences are 

monitored and analysed by the respective RFOs. However, in this study no clear systematic success 

rate trend for all countries and fields emerged. 

The GENDER-NET Plus report was followed by a meeting in September 2021, where seven invited 

experts5, together with the GENDER-NET Plus consortium, discussed recommendations to promote 

gender equality in research funding. The recommendations build on the 2009 European Commission 

report The Gender Challenge in Research Funding, the 2017 Science Europe handbook Practical Guide 

to Improving Gender Equality in Research Organisations6, and other reports7, as well as published 

Gender Equality Plans from a number of Research Funding Organisations (RFOs). 

Among many contributions, the meeting discussion emphasised the need to extend the work towards 

gender equality to the broader notions of equity and diversity, without losing track of gender (the 

Gender+ approach). Also, the discussion highlighted the new demands of Gender Equality Plans for 

applicants to Horizon Europe8, albeit these are directed more towards research performing 

organisations, and have less explicit guidelines for research funders. 

*** 

  

                                                           
4 There were 6 countries each divided into 6 research fields. In 24 of these 36 cases, women applied less often. 
5 The invited experts were Ana Maria Fonseca de Almeida, Sao Paolo Research Foundation, Brazil, Fredrik 
Bondestam, Swedish Secretariat for Gender Research, University of Gothenburg, Lillian Hunt, Wellcome Trust, UK, 
Liisa Husu, Örebro University, Sweden, Marcela Linkova, Institute of Sociology of the Czech Academy of Sciences, 
Anne Pépin, European Commission, Helene Schiffbänker, Joanneum Research, Austria, and Holly Witteman, Laval 
University, Canada.  
6 Science Europe (2017). 
7 E.g., GEECCO (2020). 
8 See here . 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/strategy/strategy-2020-2024/democracy-and-rights/gender-equality-research-and-innovation_en#gender-equality-plans-as-an-eligibility-criterion-in-horizon-europe
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Recommendations for gender equality in research funding 

The GENDER-NET Plus consortium puts forward the following recommendations to promote gender 

equality in research funding.  

The recommendations are grouped under six headings, of which the first is directed towards the 

national level, and the other five are directed towards RFOs. 

It should be noted that the recommendations do not address the issue of the gender dimension in 

research content, which is addressed in another GENDER-NET Plus report9, and is the focus of the 

GENDER-NET Plus research call. 

The GENDER-NET Plus consortium is aware that there are national differences in the conditions for 

research and research funding. However, the recommendations are intended to be of a general nature.  

1. Government instructions 
 The European Commission has, for example in Horizon 2020, clearly stated the goal of 

gender equality in research10. At national level, the Government and Ministries should 

apply external pressure or incentives, e.g., by instructions or missions, to the RFOs. 

This is a very helpful measure to get the gender equality work going  and to keep it 

going.  

 National resource centres for gender equality in the research system (Ministry units, 

information centres, national committees) should be established and maintained to 

promote gender equality, including in RFOs. The RFOs often need help to develop their 

Gender Equality Plans (GEP). In that regard, the Global Research Council can play a role 

in supporting RFOs to develop their GEPs. 

 Research funding in the field of gender equality in higher education should be 

increased. For example, research on gender consequences and impacts of a changing 

higher education system, or of increasing funding towards excellence centres could be 

supported. 

2. RFO Gender Equality Plan 
 The RFO leadership must be committed to and actively involved in gender equality in its 

research funding. The RFO must not simply delegate the gender equality question to a 

human resources officer or to a minor    advisory committee. 

  The entire RFO as an organisation must be committed to promoting gender equality 

and diversity. It is important to be open to bottom-up initiatives. 

 The RFO should strive to influence the higher education system towards gender 

equality and diversity, both by developing policies and fostering cooperation, e.g., by 

improving the research culture, and by promoting gender equality and diversity in its 

research funding, including cooperation with other funders.  

 The RFO should establish a permanent structure (department/section/task force or 

similar) for monitoring gender equality in its funding. The structure should report to, 

and be supported by, the highest level in the funding organisation, and be given 

adequate resources.  

  

                                                           
9 GENDER-NET Plus Deliverable 6.2: Comparative analytical report on existing national and regional initiatives on 
the integration of the gender dimension in research contents. 
10 See https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en/node/797  

https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en/node/797
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 The RFO must develop and decide on a GEP to promote gender equality in its research 

funding11. Preferably, the following points should be covered. 

 Goals/targets for the research funding and the funding process 

 Data on gender equality in the research funding 

 Follow up and analysis of how the goals are met 

 Knowledge and methods for reaching the goals 

 Clear responsibility and accountability in the organisation for each goal 

 Consequences/actions if the goals are not met 

 The RFO should work actively with gender equality throughout the organisation. 

Invited speakers/experts can give valuable knowledge and positive energy. 

 Discuss gender and diversity in research funding within the RFO. 

 Conduct awareness-raising activities with evaluation panels and decision-

making  bodies, and with staff on a regular basis. 

 Provide training to staff, evaluation panels and decision-making bodies, with 
clear examples and case studies on how to address bias, gender equality and 
diversity. 

 Make participation in gender equality and diversity training mandatory for 
reviewers. 

 The RFO should contribute to the work against Gender Based Violence in higher 
education institutions; e.g., by demanding policy documents from applying HEIs. This 
can be linked to requirements for good research conduct. 

 An ambitious activity is to conduct gender equality observations in selected assessment 

panels as a basis for training and discussions, and for improving the assessment 

process. 

 The RFO must be aware of potential unintended consequences of its GEP; e.g., greater 

burden on women and/or on disadvantaged groups to participate in committees, etc.12  

3. Gender balance in decision-making bodies and evaluation panels 
 All decision-making bodies of funding organisations should be gender balanced, with 

at least 40 per cent each of women and men13. 

 There should be at least 40 per cent each of women and men among evaluators and 
reviewers. 

 The RFO should increase its efforts to identify and recruit more women evaluators and 

reviewers, including through the use of databases of women scientists14, such as 

Academia-Net15. 

 The gender balance among the chairpersons of evaluation panels should be 

considered. 

 If a share of 40 per cent of women16 is difficult to reach in a particular research field, 

then a lower percentage can be accepted temporarily, in order  not to over-extend the 

few women in the field. Preferably, in these cases a woman can be appointed as 

chairperson, to give  better balance to the panel. Also, when underrepresented, the 

few women’s time should be used wisely, by giving priority to achieving gender 

balance on the boards and committees with more impactful decision-making roles. 

                                                           
11 See also the web page of the European Institute for Gender Equality, EIGE: https://eige.europa.eu/  
12 See also the last recommendation in Section 3.  
13 The same percentage holds in EU programs, see https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/node/797  
14 Cf. GEECCO (2020). 
15 https://www.academia-net.org/ 
16 Or men, in the very few research fields dominated by women. 

https://eige.europa.eu/
https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/node/797
https://www.academia-net.org/
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4. Monitor gender data and publish the results 
 The RFO should collect data annually on the gender of applicants (including principal 

investigators and teams), grantees and evaluators as a part of the funding process. 

 Gender data should be collected and presented in long-term time series to enable 

assessment of trends and development over time. 

 The RFO should make their gender monitoring data publicly available on a regular basis 

on their websites, in publications and in annual reports. In particular, success rates and 

average amounts of funding for women and men should be published. 

 The RFO should estimate the pools of potential applicants, per scientific field, to assess 

whether women apply for funding less often than men do.  

 If the RFO supports research infrastructure, women’s and men’s use of each 

infrastructure should be monitored and be compared with the share of women and 

men in the research field. 

 The data should be presented per scientific field, since there are large variations in the 

proportion of women researchers across disciplines. 

 Diversity, inclusion and intersectionality need to be considered/embedded in research 

funding along with equity. However, in many countries, data on diversity, e.g. 

race/ethnicity, indigenous identity, sexual orientation, disability, etc., is not always 

possible to collect, due to legal constraints related to integrity. To avoid this problem, 

surveys and studies on diversity and research funding can be commissioned from and 

performed by researchers outside the RFO; the results can then be reported to the 

RFO, without the RFO having access to the sensitive personal data. 

 Networks of RFOs can be fora for exchange and discussion on diversity and 

intersectionality issues. 

5. Increase applications from and funding to women researchers 
 Women should be especially encouraged to apply in the funding calls.  

 Special attention should be given to the call texts, from a gender equality perspective 

(e.g., avoid wordings that might appeal more to men than to women). 

 The eligibility and assessment criteria must neither favour men nor women (neither 

directly nor indirectly). To achieve this, understandings of and criteria for “research 

excellence” need to be challenged in terms of how they historically perpetuate 

inequality and biases. Special gender equality attention should be given to the choice 

of scientific field when new funding calls are decided. 

 Support directed to the career paths of young researchers, especially women, should 

be considered when the funding calls and priorities of the RFO are decided. A more 

planned career path can lessen the insecurity of employment and reduce the number 

of short-term contracts.  

 Special gender equality attention should be given to grants aimed at researchers at 

later career stages, e.g., different kinds of excellence grants. Gender equality should 

be explicitly mentioned in the call text. Each application should be asked to describe 

the gender balance in the research team and, for larger research teams, the gender 

balance in the team leadership. This should be considered in the assessment of the 

application as one of the quality criteria. Also, each application should include a 

Gender Equality Plan from the department/institution involved. 
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 If the RFO supports research infrastructure, then equal access of women and men to 

the infrastructure should be monitored and promoted. 

 Special attention to gender equality should be given to the way researchers’ CVs are 

presented in the applications - career paths other than linear ones should be expected 

and valued. Biological age should be replaced by career age (time since PhD award) 

when assessing the career of applicants. Research output assessment should not rely 

only on Journal Impact Factors17, but should consider accomplishments relative to 

opportunities. 

 Parental leave should be taken into account in the RFO’s internal evaluation rules by 

discounting at least one year per child when assessing career age.  

 Measures to improve and facilitate work-life balance should be integrated in all 

funding forms. Mobility grant schemes should take into account and compensate for 

additional costs for mobile researchers with family obligations and/or disabilities. 

 The burden on all applicants, but especially on women, should be minimised by 

streamlining application processes; e.g., standardising CVs and application formats, as 

well as facilitating porting application details between web forms. The number of 

separate applications, e.g., for special calls, should be kept to a minimum. 

6. Generally improve transparency in research funding 
 The transparency of the funding process should be improved, as a means to promote 

gender equality. 

 Evaluation procedures, criteria and results should be made public. 

 Procedures and criteria for recruiting evaluators and reviewers should be made 

explicit and published. 

 More international evaluators and reviewers should be used. 
 Effective procedures to prevent conflicts of interest, unethical behaviour, harassment 

or bullying, and any form     of discrimination in decision-making or peer review should 

be established and published. A gender equality perspective should be integrated in 

codes of conduct for all persons involved in funding decisions. 

 The applicants should receive constructive evaluation feedback in writing. 
 

  

                                                           

17 Cf. the San Francisco Declaration on Research Assessment (DORA) https://sfdora.org/read/ 

https://sfdora.org/read/
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