The Path to Professorship: Reflections from Women Professors in Ireland[endnoteRef:1] [1:  This research was funded by the Irish Research Council.] 

The under-representation of women in senior echelons of the academy is well-documented internationally. In the Irish context, the issue of gender equality has reached the active policy agenda relatively recently, largely triggered by a number of high profile lawsuits and the subsequent setting up of an expert review panel and a gender equality taskforce, both issuing landmark reports (HEA 2016; 2018). Data on the barriers women face moving through the entrepreneurial university have slowly emerged, with now a more sophisticated understanding of the gendered nature and impact of neoliberal values and managerialist practices. But what of those women who do make it to professoriate level? What do they identify as the key enablers which facilitated their progression? Part of a national study of women professors in Ireland, in which twenty-one women, three in each of the seven universities nationally were interviewed, this article is based on the narratives of ten women located in faculties of Social Sciences and Humanities, all of whom had made strategic choices not to engage in leadership/management roles. Three key themes were generated during the analysis of their testimony: the importance of academic mentors, sponsors and networks which helped position them for advancement; the value these women placed on research rather than management/leadership tracks; and the strategies they employed in order to reach the level of full professor.
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Women and the Professoriate: Minority Status in Privileged Spaces
Research on gender and higher education is resounding in its assessment that women represent a minority in the senior echelons of the academy, operating on the periphery of a gendered research economy (Fitzgerald; 2014; Harford, 2018a; Lynch, Grummel and Devine, 2012; Morley 2014; O’ Connor, 2010). This marginalisation is accentuated by a culture of managerialism which can provide opportunities for a minority of women, but which often serves overall to preserve and even deepen the gendered organisational culture of the academy (Acker and Wagner, 2019; Blackmore and Sachs, 2007). In the Irish context, the contraction of an exchequer funding base has meant that Irish universities have had to reinvent themselves in order to survive in a post-industrial, global knowledge economy, embracing private sector norms in the process. This appetite to compete within a globalised education market place has strengthened managerialist practices, lost sight of the notion of education as a public good in favour of fiscal efficiency, measured outputs and marketable practices. While symbols of diversity and a sophisticated rhetoric of equality have of late permeated the discourse of higher educational institutions, the practice of diversity and equality struggle to compete with more powerful and ultimately profitable neoliberal ideologies, the underbelly of the protean, entrepreneurial university (Harford, 2018b). The academic/institutional housekeeping (Fitzgerald, 2009) which women often end up doing, both because of their desire to fulfil their duty of care to students and to the university as well as a tendency for management to devolve more pastoral and administratively burdensome roles to women, results in a two-tier system which further accentuates the gendered divide, with males often occupying research and high impact spaces and females cloistered in academic silos such as teaching and learning (Harford, 2018). 
Writing in 1979, Adrienne Rich argued that the university in its current form was ‘man-centred… a breeding ground of masculine privilege... the exceptional women who have emerged from this system and who hold distinguished positions in it are just that: the required exceptions used by every system to justify and maintain itself’ (p. 127). The focus of this article is those ‘exceptional women’ who in their acquisition of professoriate positions have disrupted the norm and ruptured the male monopoly. How these women have negotiated a space which privileges male norms and practices, achieved status as insiders within this world, and how they embody and enact their role and power are the focus of this study.

Tracing the Narrative of Inequality 
While women’s subordinate status in higher education in Ireland reflects international trends, there are particular socio-cultural norms unique to the Irish context which have reinforced and perpetuated this inequality. These include the subordinate role of women in Irish society historically, the power of the Catholic Church in controlling key institutional structures such as education, and finally the way in which men, predominantly Irish-born and Catholic, have dominated all levels of leadership across higher education since the emergence of a university framework in the early years of the twentieth-century.
[bookmark: _Hlk3890596]Historically regarded as subordinate citizens, the marginalisation of women intensified with the foundation of the new Irish state in 1922, a discourse of femininity and motherhood wiping out the discourse of citizenship and equal rights which had emerged under first-wave feminism (Valiulis, 1994; Connolly, 2003). This regression, while acute in the Irish context, was mirrored internationally by a movement towards authoritarian family models and restrictions on women’s employment opportunities and role in public life (O’ Dowd, 1987). Nonetheless, the Irish case, in particular because of the omniscience of the Catholic Church, which controlled key institutional structures such as education, healthcare and related social services well into the 1970s, was particularly oppressive to women. The Catholic Church’s control, through the provision of key services, intensified in the new independent state, its values and ethos firmly placed at the centre of the nascent political system (O’ Donoghue and Harford, 2011). According to Dunn (1988, p. 89), Irish society under the Free State government was ‘deeply rooted in a complex and apparently inseparable mixture of nationalism and Catholicism,’ which resulted in what Breen, Hannan, Rottman and Whelan (1990, p. 29) refer to as ‘mutually reinforcing political and episcopal visions.’ This patriarchal control translated into a series of policies and socio-cultural norms which hugely restricted the role and status of women in Irish society. Citizenship for women was defined in terms of their role as wife and mother with successive governments incorporating Catholic principles in social legislation during their terms in office (Beaumont, 1997). The Constitution recognised the family as ‘the natural and primary fundamental unit group of Society’ as well as highlighting a special position for women:
In particular, the State recognises that by her life within the home, woman gives to the State a support without which the common good cannot be achieved. The State shall, therefore, endeavour to ensure that mothers shall not be obliged by economic necessity to engage in labour to the neglect of their duties in the home (Article 40.2, 1937 Irish Constitution)
 
Gender restrictions imposed over this period included women’s right to participate on juries, their right to take examinations to gain entry to certain positions in the civil service and finally the ban on married women occupying jobs in the public sector (Redmond and Harford, 2009; Harford and Redmond, 2019). Women in the new state became less visible in public life, although a number of organisations including the Irish Women’s Citizen’s Association (1923), the Women Graduates’ Association (1902) and the Irish Housewives’ Association (1942) continued to campaign for women’s rights (Connolly, 2003; Harford, 2019). It wasn’t until the emergence of a ‘new urban bourgeoisie’ (Inglis, 1987, p. 256) that this hegemony began to be challenged. 
Universities were important sites in promoting this ideology with clerics occupying leadership positions and universities wedded to nationalist agendas (Harford, 2008). As Coate and Kandiko Howson (2016) have elsewhere argued, the homogeneity and homosociability of the leadership profile of Irish higher education has been exacerbated by the fact that the majority of those in leadership positions have been educated in Catholic, single-sex schools, and Irish born. An expectation that leaders have proficiency in the Irish language coupled with limited academic mobility have reinforced this homogeneity and homosociability.  O’ Connor (2014) found that this had implications for senior managers’ explanations for gender equality, with those who were least likely to see gender inequality as a system problem being those who had only worked in the Irish context. From their inception, universities in Ireland have been bastions of male and middle-class privilege (Harford, 2018b), and while a discourse of equality permeates the policy spaces in which universities must interact, the data both on gender and social class inequalities is clear. 
In the history of university education in Ireland, there has never been a female university president (Ireland’s oldest university, Trinity College Dublin, the sole constituent college of the University of Dublin, was granted its charter in 1592). At college level, there is currently one female president, while there are three female presidents in the institute of technology sector. Women represent 24 per cent of the professoriate, an increase of 1 per cent since 2015. Women typically earn less than their male colleagues, with men accounting for the vast majority of the highest-paid posts in higher education (Harford, 2018a; 2018b). In the period 2013-2017, the rate of progression of women to professoriate level has been modest, with a 1-2 % increase each year, from a starting position of 18% female professors in 2013 to 24% in 2017 (Gender Equality Task Force Report, 2018). This figure compares with 51% of female lecturers for the same period (HEA Higher Education Institutional Staff by Gender report, 2018). A heightened level of public awareness of and discourse around equality issues, in particular the continued existence of a gender pay gap, has brought the issue of gender equality in higher education into the public arena for the first time.

The Study
[bookmark: _Hlk25323899]Narratives of ten women interviewed as part of a larger national study of women and the professoriate (Harford, 2018) form the basis of this article. These ten women were selected out of a wider group of twenty-one women, as all ten indicated they had made strategic choices not to engage in leadership/management roles. The demographic profile of the participants was as follows: All ten women were at the level of full professor, located in faculties of Social Sciences and Humanities. All had worked in more than one institution over the course of their career, the majority having experience either of post-doctoral studies or academic positions internationally. Six of the women were born in Ireland and all were aged 50 years and over.
[bookmark: _Hlk3378398]Research participants were provided with information on the research project before the interview in order to prepare them. At the time of the interview, they were also given documentation on the project and asked to sign a consent form. Each individual was interviewed once, each interview lasting approximately one hour. If consent was given, interviews were recorded and in the absence of consent, field notes were taken. Transcripts were thematically analysed and coded. Using an inductive analysis, three main categories were identified: the importance of academic mentors, sponsors and networks which helped position them for advancement; the value these women placed on research rather than management/leadership tracks; and the strategies they employed in order to reach the level of full professor. 
The process of analysing data was based on methods adopted by those who embrace grounded theory methodology (Glaser &  Strauss, 1967; O'Donoghue, 2018). It involved analysis of interview transcripts to generate substantive theory ‘grounded’ in the data provided by the participants through semi-structured interviews conducted using guiding questions to prompt discussion. The value in this process was the flexibility it provided to respond to and explore participants’ responses (Punch & Oancea, 2014), especially as the interviews progressed and themes being generated could be explored further. Further, it allowed for ‘open’ collection of data such that the issues uncovered were those significant to the participants themselves rather than to the researcher. As such, the data analysis approach was inductive in nature, allowing for iterative and comparative analysis allowing the researcher to induct the central themes identified which are used below to organise the presentation of results.
In all cases pseudonyms are used to protect the anonymity of the informants and data which would identify individuals is obscured. The nature of this research was such there were a number of ethical issues which had to be addressed. These included the fact that the researcher was interviewing women of her own professional group and hence had to be cognisant of her own positionality as well as the challenge around maintaining both the richness and integrity of the data while at the same time ensuring confidentiality and anonymity (Andreassen and Myong, 2017). 

The importance of academic mentors, sponsors and networks which helped position these women for advancement 
[bookmark: _Hlk3819159]Mentoring is increasingly regarded as central to the strategic advancement of women in higher education (Coleman, 2011; Devos, 2008; Grant and Ghee, 2015; Lumby with Coleman, 2007), although historically universities have been less pro-active than private sector organisations in promoting this practice (Boyle and Boice, 1998). The value of sponsorship over mentoring, particularly for women, has also been highlighted, with women typically less likely than men to experience sponsorship (Ibarra Carter and Silva, 2010, O’ Connor et al, 2019). A number of studies have also highlighted the power of mentoring to shape university policies which support equality, diversity and inclusion (Thomas, Bystydzienski, and Desai, 2015). Networks, both formal and informal, have equally been identiﬁed as central to fostering women’s career progression and ambition (Coleman, 2010; Macoun and Miller, 2014).
Each of the ten women in the study reflected on the importance of mentoring and networking to their career trajectory and success. While a number noted they had both male and female mentors, all of the references to networks were to female-only networks. The majority commented on the fact that they had experience of being mentored or of participating in female-only networks from an early stage, usually commencing during PhD studies. Professor Jane Cleary noted:
My PhD supervisor was an amazing woman and she from the very start became a key mentor for me. She slowly built up my confidence as well as my research skills and co-presenting with her initially, then co-authoring with her, she helped me to find my voice and ultimately my independence and autonomy as a scholar. While I didn’t engage in any formal mentoring initiative or programme, this relationship was critical to who I became as a scholar and I know that without it, without the knowledge that she was behind me, supporting me, mentoring me, I wouldn’t have always made the right decisions, taken the right course of action. Ultimately, we built a little network of PhD and post-doctoral researchers and informally we would act as mentors, build capacity and a sense of community. 

She continued: “In many ways, I would characterise the relationship as going beyond mentoring and in many ways more a form of sponsorship, which I think women really need and rarely get.” Drawing attention to the way in which higher education in Ireland was historically shaped by the Catholic Church, she noted: 
This was really important to me early on as I began my career in a Catholic-run institution. There, the institutional structure and governance was almost completely in the hands of clerics who clearly favoured male leadership, preferably clerical, but in the absence of that, lay male leadership. Women were completely marginalised, almost silent in this institution.

Professor Katherine Hayden also alluded to the significance of sponsorship for women: “Because of the weaker position in which many women start, they require more support than their male colleagues and I feel it’s not just mentoring that is required, it is active sponsorship.” On the importance of networks for women, she commented:
I began noticing quite soon into my time as a junior faculty member that my male colleagues had a number of networks, both formal and informal, in which they engaged. I found myself wondering where were all the female networks or why were women not included in these other male networks? I was also struck by how homogenous, elitist and exclusive these male networks were. I slowly began to recognise the importance of actively networking with other like-minded women and building a critical mass of supporters. These women spoke the same language as me and I felt I could achieve more working with them than working on my own. As more and more women became active in networking and more visible across the institution, it became easier.

While she conceded that establishing women-only networks ran the risk of simply subverting the existing hegemony, she argued that in the absence of a more pluralistic, inclusive space which supported the advancement of all faculty members, women had no alternative as the existing mass of male networks promoted gatekeeping and protected the dominant hegemony (Husu, 2001; Mihăilă, 2018). Professor Beth Gibbons similarly noted: “I know there is a view that women only activities or networks are themselves exclusive, but I think women have been marginalised, side-lined for so long, that we need and indeed are entitled to this time and space now to build our own networks, to support one another.” On the issue of women supporting one another, and sharing a common experience across the academy, Professor Jacklyn Marsh observed:
As a senior woman in the academy, I am conscious of how hard it was to get to where I am today, and I instinctively reach out of my junior faculty colleagues to mentor and support them where I can. I would like to think that I do this to male and female colleagues, but I would say that I am more conscious of the challenges that my female colleagues face, having gone through this myself. There’s no doubt about it, it is generally harder for women working in this environment, and particularly for women with children.  

Echoing earlier research carried out in the Irish context (Grummel, Lynch and Devine, 2009), these women were of the view that the competitive nature of higher education leaves those with caring responsibilities at a disadvantage. As a result of this, networks of support, both formal and informal, were considered important in allowing women to work collaboratively, while at the same time providing them with key knowledge and guidance in relation to ‘the rules of the game’ (Morley, 2013). Similarly, echoing research in other contexts, active sponsorship rather than just mentoring was identified by a number of women interviewed in relation to the kinds of support which women require to position them for advancement (Ibarra et al, 2010, O’ Connor et al, 2019).

The value these women placed on research rather than management/leadership tracks
The transformation from collegial to managerial governance, replicating international trends, has been central in Ireland to the changing organisational culture of the university in the last two decades (Bolden, Gosling, O’ Brien, Peters, Ryan and Haslam, 2012). Under the new managerialist approach in the sector, there is now a growing focus on measured performance, with efﬁciency being prioritised over equality. Furthermore, goals of university education have, as elsewhere, been recast in narrowly economic terms that call for market-based reforms (Lynch et al, 2012; Apple, 2006). 
All of the women in this study had made a conscious decision not to engage in a management/leadership track such as Dean or Head of School/Department. All were of the view that this ran counter to their academic interest and identity, which they located in both their teaching and in their research. A number also spoke of a social justice agenda which underpinned their work. Their decision was equally shaped by the view that undertaking a management/leadership role represented a commitment to a corporatist university agenda which was alien to them, and which was principally driven by men in positions of power. On this, Professor Sara Watters noted that senior management roles were “conducted principally by men, or by women who felt they had to behave like men.” Professor Stephanie Green also observed that such roles “privileged male ﬁgures and male voices, proving challenging for many women who occupy them.” Professor Sara Watters reflected on being asked to apply for the position of Dean of her Faculty and the decision-making process she undertook:
The Deanship of my Faculty was up and a number of senior colleagues, including those at a high level of leadership within the university, encouraged me to apply. I thought about it, only briefly I have to say, as I knew in my gut, it wasn’t what I wanted to be doing for the next five years. While I respected the outgoing Dean, I recognised the sacrifices he had made in order to peddle a corporatist university agenda that clearly wasn’t his own. I watched how he struggled at the earlier stages, but then how in time, he just appeared to opt in, as resisting was both futile and painful.

Professor Lyndsey Brady echoed these sentiments:
I knew people were looking to me to take over as Head of Department. I was the most senior person on the staff and I sensed that colleagues would have been happy with my management style. But I just couldn’t bring myself to put myself forward. I knew it would be the end of my research, or at least the end for the next three to five years. I also knew I would end up spending endless hours at meetings and dealing with HR and administrative issues I simply felt were not my skill set. 

A number of participants also struggled with the idea of other women occupying senior management roles. Such a move by those who made it represented, according to Professor Jill Reynolds, “a move to a dark side of academia, one which promoted individualism, competition and self.” Professor Samantha O’ Neill commented on the challenges women face when deciding whether or not they should take up leadership roles and thus try to change the system from the inside, or remain outside of the system, and are as a result limited in their ability to exert influence:
I do find it hard to work in a system which I see is inherently flawed and yet in a profession which I love. The landscape now is so different to when I started my career over twenty-five years ago. What we are expected to do as academics, what is valued and who as a result is promoted and validated… the whole environment is problematic. I have chosen not to get involved at a management level, but I am aware that by not getting involved, my capacity to change the system is indeed limited. I think many colleagues, both men and women, struggle with this tension.

Such perspectives reﬂect a wider view that senior management roles are primarily masculine and that the organisational culture in universities reinforces and legitimates women’s position at the lower levels of the university hierarchy (O’ Connor, 2011; Bagilhole, Powell, Barnard & Dainty, 2007).

Strategies employed in order to reach the level of full professor 
The promotions process as well as appointments to senior management positions in Irish higher education have in recent years become more transparent and robust. This is a function both of the legal cases taken against universities and the significant public attention which ensued (Harford, 2018) as well as a shift from a collegial culture of decision-making to a more managerial culture (Grummell, Devine, and Lynch 2009). While all ten of the women interviewed were at the level of full professor, six had been turned down for promotion at several points over the course of their career. All were a minority of the professoriate within their own subject departments, three being the only female full professor.
Asked to reflect on how they had reached the level of full professor and what strategies they had employed in order to achieve this target, all of the respondents alluded to their commitment to their research and to publishing in the top journals or with the top publishers in their field. Professor Beth Gibbons noted:
Writing was always my key motivation, the impetus for my work. In a sense, I didn’t write in order to get promoted. My motivation to write was deeper than that. I had a creative need, a desire to write. However, over time, I realised I could knit my writing agenda with an ambition which evolved slowly, an ambition to get the recognition for my scholarship which I deserved, and which I saw the mainly male colleagues in my department achieving. Despite this I only ever published what I wanted to publish and only in the outlets I wanted to publish in.
 
Professor Jacklyn Marsh commented:
When I started first, the pressure to publish was nothing like it is today, but I was lucky, I wanted to get published… my research drove what I did… so it came naturally to me. I also had a great role model in a senior woman professor who worked in the department I first began to work in. I used to write with her, and I learnt from her the importance of underpinning everything I did with my research.

Echoing research in other contexts (Blackmore and Kandiko, 2011), several of the women interviewed worked in interdisciplinary fields and felt this worked to their disadvantage as their academic footprint was shared across disciplines. A number commented on the fact that this may have been an issue for them in previous promotional rounds, where they had been turned down. Professor Katherine Hayden reflected: 
It was never stated, but I would guess that the interdisciplinary nature of my work impacted on the views of the promotions committee in my university. I think my work was viewed as being too dispersed rather than having a deep association with just one field. I also believe the panel, who were predominantly from other disciplines, didn’t understand the nature of inter-disciplinary research. 

A number of the women commented on the fact that they were uncomfortable engaging in the kind of self-promotional activities which have become a key aspect of the promotion game, a behavior they felt was traditionally associated with ‘dominant masculinities’ (Leonard, 2001, p. 4). However, they recognised that they enjoyed a level of autonomy and critical distance from this environment which their younger colleagues coming up through the ranks did not. Professor Samantha O’ Neill reflected:
I see the pressure my younger colleagues, both male and female are under, and the diverse range of areas they need to show excellence in in order to achieve promotion. I would not like to have to deal with all of these pressures, and I feel it is pushing colleagues in all the wrong directions and diluting the real focus of their work. It also makes for a very stressful and competitive working environment.

Professor Jacinta O’ Doherty spoke about the pressure to bring in external funding but how she had successfully managed to bring in funding which facilitated her own research agenda:
There is huge pressure to bring in funding, and I see some of my younger colleagues applying for funding where ever they think they might be successful, as opposed to really wedding your funding to your research agenda. Some of my colleagues end up carrying out research in areas they are not really interested in, just because that is where the funding is. I have never been tempted to do that. And I think it is sad to think that this is what the new generation of scholars feel they are required to do because of pressures on wider funding across the H.E. sector.

A number of the women commented on the importance of international links and networks to their career trajectory. All ten had spent time working or studying in universities internationally and a number reflected on how they felt their international experience carried weight in their promotions’ applications:
I certainly believe the fact that I had international experience, both as a post-doc and as a faculty member, gave my promotions application greater weight. This international reach was important on so many levels and cultivating these links is something I always advise my more junior colleagues to do. I know it is hard when you have family commitments, juggling all of this, but it is so important. Co-authoring with major international scholars, spending time as a visiting professor in a globally ranked university, all of these things are so significant to your overall CV (Sara Watters). 

In line with research undertaken in other contexts, the women in this study were largely of the view that research, and in particular external funding, is prized above any other academic activity, with universities working towards private sector business norms (Deem et al, 2008; Bolden et al, 2012). As has been argued elsewhere, this culture was considered to favor certain disciplines over others (Lynch et al, 2012; Morley, 2014). 

Concluding Thoughts
Adrienne Rich called on women to ‘change the centre of gravity of the institution’ so that they would be ‘free to learn, to teach, to share strength, to explore, to criticize, and to convert knowledge to power’ (1980, p. 128). While it is not axiomatic that more women in senior leadership would change the corporatist culture of Irish universities, their increased presence would certainly begin to mark a shift. This might include a more sophisticated understanding of the promotions process to drive forward agendas which recognise teaching and wider contributions in more robust ways. 
The women in this study successfully negotiated their path to professorship, however, chose to remain on the periphery of the existing power structures within the academy, limiting their capacity to change ‘the centre of gravity’, to alter the predominantly masculine culture they identified.  Paradoxically both insiders and outsiders, they are symbols of the complexity of the exercise of leadership in higher education. Central to their self-actualisation was the importance of mentors and networks which helped position them for advancement; the value they placed on research rather than management/leadership tracks; and conscious strategies they employed in order to reach the level of full professor. While these women were successful in achieving their career goals, they are, however, in a minority, both as women professors in the academy and as women who have achieved the status of full professor on their own terms. Resisting the pressure of the corporatist entrepreneurial university which, in the Irish context as elsewhere, operates according to ‘male deﬁnitions of merit and male-dominated career paths’ (O’Connor, 2010, p. 2), they were conscious of the fact that for the majority of women, this is not a viable option and that the organisational culture of the university landscape, replete with ‘strong imprints of masculine domination’ (Alvesson, 2002, p. 11), poses challenges of a personal, moral and ideological level to many academics, both male and female. Professor Beth Gibbons summarised the complexity of the problem as follows:
At the end of the day, the university is now a highly competitive, intense and often ruthless place in which to operate. In my own experience, women have struggled more than men with the corporatisation and commercialisation of the academy. They are less individualistic, less competitive, so much of the discourse and ethos simply jars with them. In my opinion, we are now at tipping point and authentic and genuine leadership is required, in order to re-build a sense of community, a sense of collegiality, an environment underpinned by values as well as excellence.
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