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01Executive summary

Background 
The study sought to analyse how women see their role as 
full professors at UK universities through autobiographical 
accounts of their intellectual and career histories. While 
work has emerged in recent years on professors as 
leaders, there has been comparatively little research on 
how women professors define and practice their role 
as intellectual leaders. Women constitute just under 
22% of full professors in the UK, and it is important to 
consider why this underrepresentation persists, alongside 
considering how those who have attained a professorial 
title define and practice their roles.

Aims and objectives
1.  To analyse the ways in which women professors define 

and exercise their role as intellectual leaders locally, 
nationally and internationally. 

2.  Build on conceptual understandings of the role of 
professors as intellectual leaders with particular 
reference to the work and identity of women 
academics.  
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Resources and tools
The study includes four case studies designed to 
support the Leadership Foundation’s Catalysing Change 
strategy. The case studies focus on the activities of 
support groups for women academics. (See Appendix 
3 and the project website).

Recommendations
Universities need to pay more attention to defining 
the role of a professor beyond the criteria for becoming 
a professor. Understanding the professorial role in 
more comprehensive terms is critical in ensuring that 
women are not disadvantaged. Professorial pay scales 
should transparently recognise and reward academic 
citizenship both internal and external to the university. 
If universities are serious about tackling the historic 
under-representation of women at the highest levels 
within the academy there is a need to ensure that the 
reward and recognition criteria applied at professorial 
level is more transparent, less dependent on tacit 
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02Background

This study investigates the ways in which female 
professors define their identity and role as intellectual 
leaders. Currently, women account for just 21.7% of full 
professors1 in the UK (Equality Challenge Unit, 2014).  
Women constitute 56% of students in British higher 
education and about 39% of university academics. Yet, 
less than a quarter of university professors are women. 
Despite gender inequality being characterised as a 
critical deficiency in higher education leadership (Morley, 
2013), there is comparatively little research on how 
female professors define and practice their roles. A larger 
cadre of research-focused professors has emerged in UK 
higher education in recent years linked to the growing 
importance of the research excellence framework (REF). 
These professors have been appointed to enhance the 
research capacity of institutions in this context and so 
often do not occupy formal management roles. The de-
coupling of the professorial role from formal management 
responsibilities at departmental and faculty level has, in 
turn, led to growing interest in the concept of intellectual 
leadership (Macfarlane, 2011, 2012; Evans, Homer and 
Rayner, 2013). 

The emphasis within the higher education leadership 
literature has historically been on formal management 
roles and functions with studies often focused on middle 
and senior managers such as heads of department, deans, 
pro-vice-chancellors and vice chancellors (eg Bright and 
Richards, 2001; Knight and Trowler, 2001; Smith et al, 
2007). There has been logic in this inasmuch as the role 
of professor was historically linked in a British context 
with that of head of department. Massification has led 
to greater student numbers, from about 10% of the UK 
population in 1960 to about 45% today (Department of 
Education, 2016). This has, in turn, expanded the size, 
number and scope of universities. Neoliberal economic 
policies and a shift in the understanding of higher 
education as principally bringing private rather than 
public benefits has led to decreased public funding and a 
more entrepreneurial and competitive system (Carpentier, 

2012; Marginson, 2006). Globalisation has increased 
competition for funding, and pressure to attract the 
best students and academic staff on a global rather than 
domestic basis. These changes have forced universities 
to operate more like businesses (Bok, 2009) via a 
professional management structure, and growing 
numbers of hybrid academic/managerial roles 
(Whitchurch, 2006). Given this background, it is not 
surprising that leadership research has tended to focus 
mainly on how these changes have impacted on the 
formal leadership of higher education institutions.  

Until recently there was little research on the informal 
leadership of senior academics with professorial titles.  
Tight’s (2002) analysis of the professor’s role and purpose 
identified the connection between professorial leadership 
and a broader set of collective responsibilities, closely 
associated with helping less experienced colleagues 
develop through mentoring processes, sometimes termed 
academic citizenship (Slaughter and Leslie, 1997).  
This is one of four orientations to intellectual leadership 
identified by Macfarlane (2012) in addition to being a 
knowledge producer, a boundary transgressor and a 
public intellectual. Both Macfarlane (2012) and Evans 
(2016) have pointed out that while universities have 
policies on the appointment of professors, there is less 
clarity about what their role should be once appointed. 
Informal and distributed leaders, such as professors, are 
generally not thought of as strategically central; they do 
not occupy formal roles within university management 
structures. While some professors do occupy “multi-
professional” or hybridised management roles 
(Whitchurch, 2006), such as head of department or dean, 
their influence mainly stems from their managerial rather 
than academic position (Macfarlane, 2011). Rayner et al 
(2010) reveal that the literature is scarce on a professor’s 
leadership role, though they possess a sense of being 
intellectual leaders. Macfarlane (2011), in elaborating this 
concept further, defines an intellectual leader as someone 
who has the ability to influence and inspire others based 

1 The term “professor” will be used subsequently in this report in a UK context to refer to a full professorial appointment.
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on the power of their ideas as opposed to position power.  
This form of leadership is widely perceived to be the most 
effective means of developing the next generation of 
academic leaders (Ryan and Peters, 2015).

Furthermore, there are a range of other concepts relevant 
to this study that relate to gender, leadership and women 
in academe. It has long been recognised that women in 
the workplace face a range of informal or invisible barriers 
to career progression expressed via the phrase “glass 
ceiling”. In a higher education context the metaphor “ivory 
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04Research methods

The study draws primarily on 30 semi-structured 
interviews with professors based in the UK. Twenty-five 
of these interviews were with women professors while 
the remaining five were conducted with male professors.  
Both female and male professors were asked an identical 
set of questions. These reflected a balance between 
matters relevant to becoming a professor and those 
pertinent in being a professor. First, this balance was 
important in valuing the perspectives of interviewees 
in their personal journey in becoming a professor, 
through gaining an understanding of their experiences 
of the application process or any mentoring they had 
received. Second, it led the participants to reflect on any 
barriers they had encountered, such as a lack of access 
to tacit knowledge about the written criteria and/or 
discouragement from key individuals. Third, it was also 
important to focus on how participants understood and 
interpreted the role of a professor. This took place during 
the second part of the interview.

The decision to interview a small number of male 
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Some felt that advising junior colleagues is more than just 
career advice. It is also about helping some to find a better 
work-life balance.

There’s a lot more advising people about their careers, so 
you know you have to try and get that right, give the right 
advice. A lot of morale building, a lot of my job here has been 
about raising morale, trying to retrieve morale when it’s been 
damaged… I think that there’s a considerable responsibility 
for, you know, the health even of my colleagues, my junior 
colleague, trying to ensure that they’re not half killing 
themselves and take some time off
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Well, you’re dealing with two things. You’re dealing with, first 
of all, explicitly what does it say, and then, implicitly, what do 
we know. And also, whereas in terms of competencies it will 
mention teaching in the weighting… despite what they say 
or what used to be said about teaching, that an awful lot of 
emphasis is placed on research.
(Simon, redbrick, non-STEM)

Research grant income is a much larger factor maybe than 
is specially laid out within the criteria… there’s an implicit 
sort of acknowledgement that its incredibly important. 
(Beatrice, civic, non-STEM)

Some interviewees discussed the way that academic 
careers can be held back through factors such as dual-
career relationships or even being discouraged to apply 
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There is a sense that you’re constantly having to make sure 
that you’re confident about the basis that allows you to 
deem yourself a professor.
(Zoe, civic, non-STEM)

Interviews also revealed how several women professors 
did not feel at all confident. This observation was most 
starkly conveyed by Olivia who went as far as saying that 
she felt “grateful” for being made a professor. 

I use this word but it’s not very good, ‘grateful’ for 
getting there.
(Olivia, church, non-STEM)

Well, barriers of my own generation, like not having the 
confidence to do it, and it takes a lot of time and you feel that 
you need to discuss it with a lot of people. 
(Chloe, civic, non-STEM)

A third quality identified as important for professors 
to possess is the ability to negotiate. This is critical in 
successfully managing large workloads and coping with 
many competing demands on their time. The ability 
to prioritise is crucial in climbing up the career ladder. 
Negotiation skills include the ability to make trade-offs or 
quid pro quos in ensuring that saying ‘yes’ is not simply 
unconditional – a strategy described by Penny (from Civic, 
Non-STEM). It was also recognised that sometimes it may 
be easier to get promoted by moving institutions.

We say ‘I will do this but I need to have teaching relief, or 
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While male professors focus mostly on the freedoms 
associated with the role, women professors tend to 
place a greater emphasis on the responsibilities or duties 
it brings. Here, there is a clear connection with the work 
of Misra et al (2011) who showed that women get 
promoted to associate professor level later than men 
due, in large part, to taking on more service roles and 
responsibilities than male assistant professors. The 
findings of this small-scale study suggest that the same 
pattern of gendered academic labour may also be 
occurring at the professorial level. 

Multiple marginality (Turner, 2002) or intersectionalities 
of disadvantage appear to exacerbate the effects of 
so-called “academic housework” (Heijstra et al, 2016). 
While this is usually associated with race and ethnicity 
and social class, our small sample did not lend itself to an 
analysis of such women. However, we did find that women 
professors in STEM subjects, such as physics, where female 
representation at professorial level is less common than 
in the humanities and social sciences, experienced an 
intersectional pressure or added sense of responsibility 
to fulfill service commitments as a role model. This is an 
added pressure that a male professor rarely, if ever, will 
face on top of meeting demanding performance targets 
in respect to publication and funding. However, if women 
professors are committed to a more rounded view of 
intellectual leadership institutions need to be conscious 
of the possible implications in closing the gender pay gap 
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06Resources and tools

In addition to the research based on interviews reported, 
the study includes four case studies designed to support 
the Leadership Foundation’s Catalysing Change strategy. 
These case studies focus on the activities of support 
groups for women academics (see Appendix 2). These 
are intended to feed into and influence Leadership 
Foundation development programmes. Dissemination 
activities have included a paper presented at the Society 
for Research into Higher Education (SRHE) annual 
conference in December 2016, other presentations 
within the University of Southampton and meetings with 
key members of faculty Athena SWAN committees. The 
project findings have been further disseminated via an 
opinion article for Research Fortnight (Macfarlane and 
Burg, 2016) and coverage in the Times Higher Education 
(Grove, 2016). Finally, a journal paper is currently under 
development. These activities have helped to disseminate 
the project’s work at an institutional and national level. n
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07Recommendations

These recommendations are intended for university 
human resource professionals and academic staff 
with senior managerial responsibilities for reward and 
recognition policies. They may be of further interest to 
Athena SWAN committees, faculty deans and heads of 
department where support structures and mentoring 
schemes are important in encouraging individual 
academics to apply for promotion. 

Recommendation 1: 
Enhance perceptions of the transparency of 
criteria for promotion to professor via a strong 
commitment to formal and informal mentoring 
processes for women academics.

Universities need to understand that while formal written 
criteria for professorial appointments may be transparent, 
there is a belief among many of those we interviewed that 
women may be largely excluded from the tacit knowledge 
needed to interpret the criteria. Moreover, the degree 
to which women are under-represented at professorial 
level, especially in some of the STEM subjects, means that 
few women will have access to female professorial level 
mentors in their specialist area. This points to the vital 
importance of formal and informal mentoring processes 
to ensure that women academics feel well supported and 
encouraged to make professorial level applications.

Recommendation 2:
Recognise the broad range of roles fulfilled by 
professors more explicitly within reward and 
recognition criteria. 

Professors appreciate the freedoms that come from 
the possession of a professorial title while recognising 
the attendant responsibilities it brings in respect to 
service to the public, the institution and the discipline 

or profession. Their roles can be various, and remain 
relatively poorly defined. Professors without a significant 
formal management role work for and are paid by their 
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system rather than a de
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Appendix 2: Participant anonymity

All participants were given pseudonyms to protect their identity. Institutions were also anonymised as follows:

I Ancient: universities created during the medieval period and prior to the 19th century (ie Oxford, Cambridge, 
Aberdeen, St Andrews, Edinburgh, Glasgow).

I Civic: universities created in major industrial cities from the late 19th through to the mid 20th century (eg Liverpool, 
Birmingham, Leeds, Manchester, etc).

I Redbrick: universities created in the civic tradition after the second world war up until the early 1960s.

I Post-1992: universities created as a result of the Further and Higher Education Act (1992) which converted many 
former polytechnics into universities.

I Church: universities that were former church colleges of higher education.

I London: institutions founded in London during the 19th century which became part of the Federal University              
of London. 
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Appendix 3: Case studies of support groups for women academics

Women in Science, Engineering 
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Comment: 
This is a joint effort from the university and the local 
authority, working together on a series of events 
around International Women’s Day to promote women’s 
contributions and achievements. This is a relatively young 
event that began in 2015 in an attempt to create an 
entertaining and educational experience for those taking 
part in the festival activities. It is also used to bring various 
women’s groups together, as it appears that in the past 
there have been many separate groups working towards 
the same goal. This collaboration between the groups 
has helped to create greater awareness of women’s issues 
than before.

NU Women
What is it? 
Newcastle University’s network for women staff.

What do they do? 
This group supports the career development and 
advancement of women across the university. They 
organise activities throughout the year including talks, 
workshops, a professors’ network and writing groups.  
Their aim is to increase awareness and engagement in 
gender equality at the university and in the community.

Who is it for? 
This group is for any staff member, academic or 
professional support staff member at Newcastle 
University.

How is it organised?  
The group is organised by a 13-member steering group 
comprised of academics from around the university.

Comment: 
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