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Abstract
This paper discusses the way in which the university culture as typified by the work

environment and working conditions impacts on women academic staff who have atypi-
cal careers. Feminist standpoint theory provides a rationale for using case histories from a
New Zealand and an Australian academic to explore the university as a workplace from
the perspective of those outside the mainstream and the issues raised in negotiating their
place in the organisation. It analyses the wider context of the changes in the tertiary edu-
cation sector in each country, including the impact of managerialism on women’s acade-
mic careers and argues that a broad range of approaches can be taken to get into and on in
the male-centric university. 
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Résumé
Le milieu universitaire: opportunités, contraintes et challenges pour les femmes agées.
Cet exposé cherche à démontrer que le milieu universitaire, qu’il s’agisse du lieu de

travail ou des conditions de travail, impacte sur les professeures qui ont des carrières aty-
piques. La théorie de position féministe fournit une base pour l’emploi de cas d’étude diri-
gés par une universitaire de Nouvelle Zélande et une d’Australie. Ces cas d’étude explo-
rent la situation extérieure à l’intégration et les difficultés à l’encontre de négociations
cherchant à les intégrer dans l’organisation. Tenant compte de l’extension du contexte,
l’exposé analyse les changements survenus au niveau de l’éducation tertiaire des deux
pays y inclut l’impact du manégéralisme sur les carrières du professorat féminin. Il
démontre qu’une gamme d’approches leur permet de s’insérer et de collaborer au sein de
l’infrastructure universitaire dirigée principalement par les hommes.

Mots clés: genre, carrières académiques, outsiders, manégéralisme.

Resumo
O ambiente universitário: oportunidades, limitações e desafios para mulheres idosas
O presente artigo discute o modo pelo qual a cultura universitária, tipificada pelo

ambiente e pelas condições de trabalho, tem impacto sobre as mulheres académicas com
carreiras atípicas. As teorias de pendor feminista fornecem fundamentação para a utiliza-
ção de histórias de casos de uma académica neozelandesa e uma australiana, com o pro-
pósito de explorar a universidade enquanto local de trabalho a partir da perspetiva dos
que estão fora do sistema e as questões levantadas na negociação do seu lugar na organi-
zação. O artigo analisa o impacto do managerialismo nas carreiras académicas das mulhe-
res, o contexto mais amplo das mudanças no sector do ensino superior em cada um dos
países e argumenta que pode ser utilizada uma ampla gama de abordagens para a integra-
ção na universidade dominada pelos homens.

Palavras-chave: Género, carreiras académicas, outsiders, managerialismo.
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Introduction

Generally, a career has been conceptualised as a linear progression through
a particular profession or organisation, proceeding from a sub-ordinate junior
role to one with power and privilege (Schein, 1971). However, this model does
not necessarily accord with the careers of women which tend to follow more
diverse and divergent pathways (Guest and Sturges, 2007; Roberts, 2008).This
paper discusses the way in which the university culture as typified by the work
environment and working conditions impacts on women academic staff who
have atypical careers. Using case histories from a New Zealand and an Austra-
lian academic, the university environment is explored from the perspective of
those outside the mainstream and the issues raised in negotiating a place to stand
looking at the opportunities, constraints and challenges.

Country and Higher Education context

The formation of the European Union (EU) appears to have been a catalyst
for national legislation that ensures member countries focus on the competing
demands of paid work and family life. But the development of equal opportunity
frameworks in both Australia, with 40 publicly funded universities, and New
Zealand, with eight, have been overtly influenced by national politics. Generally
when more left wing governments have been in power there has been more com-
mitment to equal opportunities (EO) (White, 2011). Since the early 1990s Austra-
lian and New Zealand universities have had equity policies to remove sex discri-
mination, and they have also put in place a range of initiatives to increase
women’s representation in academia (Winchester and Browning, 2015). Howe-
ver, national and institutional equity initiatives have not necessarily improved
the gendered organisational culture in higher education (HE) in both countries
(Fitzgerald and Wilkinson, 2010).

In Australia and New Zealand, HE – originally modelled on the British sys-
tem though with increasing influence from the USA – has been characterized by
a shift to centralised managerial power, replacing the previous collegial model
and has occurred at a faster pace in Australia. This is consistent with an increa-
sing movement towards managerialism in universities internationally in the light
of state pressure. Ongoing debate about the impact of managerialism on acade-
mic autonomy and on university organizational structures has questioned its
benefits for academic staff in general and the extent to which collegial or mana-
gerial models in particular are more or less helpful to women academics (Bagi-
lhole and White, 2011). Some argue that managerialism makes more explicit the
low profile work of women in collegial structures (Brooks, 1997; Eveline, 2004).
Others argue that managerialism simply perpetuates masculine discourses and
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practices (Kerfoot and Knights, 1996; Ozga and Walker, 1999). Jenny Neale and
Kate White (2012) found that the way in which universities are structured and
operate makes gender diversity and management difficult to implement given
the competing imperatives of work and other life course trajectories. Sarah Rior-
dan (2011) argues that the necessary social capital to facilitate academic career
advancement is easier for men to acquire than women, given the obvious gende-
red gate-keeping in some organisations and fewer competing imperatives. 

Women academics often enter academia later than men and/or have atypi-
cal academic careers, with little support for career planning. In both New Zea-
land and Australia, the accepted career path is from lecturer, to senior lecturer, to
Associate Professor to Professor and then to senior management. Given the small
number of women at the level of full professor (23 percent in Australia and 18
percent in New Zealand) this means there is a small pool from which to draw on
for senior management positions (Neale and White, 2014). Academic women
may be building their careers in their 30s and 40s rather than their 20s and 30s
and are thus always in the position of trying to catch up with their male collea-
gues (Bagilhole and White, 2013). Part of the reason for lagging behind is the pos-
sible ambivalence women have about the standard ‘male’ career path. As Louise
Morley (2014) asserts women are reflexively scanning leadership and dismissing
it as a career option. To what extent the managerial university is a factor in
women dismissing leadership roles is not clear. Other factors in the mix are the
need to balance family responsibilities, and being encouraged to focus on tea-
ching and pastoral care rather than research. This positioning as ‘carers’ has been
a topic of debate since the 1990s when Meredith M. Kimball (1996: 111) raised the
issue of ‘political concerns … around the relationship of care with subordination
and oppression». Within the different cultures of paid and unpaid work in which
women operate, the contextual imperatives of similarity and difference are
played out in a political climate which can reinforce negative stereotypes and
demean attitudes and behaviours that are seen as deviant in comparison to the
prevailing norm of a linear career.

Standpoint theory

Feminist standpoint theory is an example of a critical theory that challenges
the accepted norms. As such it was developed to critically examine the way in
which gender inequality remains a constant in society (Harding, 2004). It «focu-
ses attention on the social conditions…. by which knowledge production and
authorisation can be systematically skewed» (Wylie, 2011: 160).Thus, feminist
standpoint theorists postulate that knowledge is socially contextualised. Margi-
nalised groups are situated in a position from which they have a unique view of
both the wider society and their group, and there is a power imbalance between

OPPORTUNITIES, CONSTRAINTS AND CHALLENGES 19

ex æquo, n.º 33, 2016, pp. 17-29



the marginalised and dominant groups (Collins, 2002; Harding, 2004; Hartsock,
1998). An individual’s standpoint arises from their particular positioning in
society and the intersection of salient characteristics such as gender, race and
sexuality (Swigonski, 1993). As women, we are required to have both an unders-
tanding of the dominant culture as well as our own. Feminist theorists have focu-
sed on a women-centred perspective as the only way of knowing and empowe-
ring women so that their voices and narratives are heard in challenges to the
male-centric discourses. Mary Swigonski (1993: 179) encourages researchers to
«include explicit reflexivity», that is, to explore their own position in the research
they carry out. Therefore, using our stories as the case studies of a New Zealand
and Australian academic with atypical careers illustrates how accepted norms
can be challenged, opportunities created and barriers overcome1.

Kate White’s academic career

Kate was born near a regional city in south-east Australia, the fifth of seven
children. Despite her parent’s poverty and father’s ill-health, she completed high
school and enrolled at a newer university in Melbourne and graduated with a BA
and an MA. She then undertook a PhD at a more prestigious university. By the
time she completed her PhD she was married and had a small child, and another
on the way. Kate spent the next decade working with her husband in a research
consultancy. When she and her husband separated, she initially worked for a
parliamentary committee, and then looked for work in the higher education sec-
tor often in project management roles. She maintained a profile in academic
research, focussing on research on gender in higher education (White, 2013).

Jenny Neale’s academic career

Jenny was the oldest of three children brought up by a solo mother living in
an extended household with her maternal grandparents in New Zealand. Jenny
left school without qualifying for university, trained as a teacher, got married
and had the first of her three children at the age of 19. She began university study
at a distance (as an extra-mural student) completing a bachelor’s degree and sub-
sequently going on to do honours and a masters’ degree when her children were
all of school age. She became actively involved with feminist organisations on the
basis of social justice and equity, areas where she has focused her own research.
Jenny worked as a researcher before taking up her first academic position at the
age of 41, developing and teaching a postgraduate research masters. As a full
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time academic she undertook her PhD in Women’s Studies also at a distance. Her
management roles included Associate Dean (Research), Deputy Dean of the
Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences and Head of the School of Social and
Cultural Studies (Neale, 2013).

Positionality

Positionality in the organisation can be an opportunity and at the same time
an obstacle. Both Jenny and Kate were ‘outsiders’ in that neither had followed
the accepted linear career path. Kate came to embrace the status of being an out-
sider, just as the women in Jill Blackmore and Judyth Sachs’ (2001: 50) study
were outsiders on the inside and spoke of how they could ‘reposition’ in more
beneficial ways for themselves and their personal, professional and often femi-
nist political projects. Though originally appointed because of her experience
outside the university, Jenny’s applied orientation in terms of teaching and
research rather than a theoretical academic stance was considered an obstacle,
implying that somehow she was less serious about her career. However, in a
management position it also gave her an advantage in dealing with both the
public sector and other stakeholders because of the networks she had establis-
hed. It also reinforced for her, that there were a range of employment possibili-
ties available outside of academe. So rather than being an obstacle, being comfor-
table with the role of outsider can be an asset and used as an opportunity when
building an academic career. However, a cautionary note is sounded by Richard
Bolden et al. (2012: 37) in that managerialism leads to «diminishing opportunities
for academics to self-determine their own sense of direction and in so doing
undermining their commitment to the institution and the profession», the sort of
dilemma faced at different stages of their career by both Kate and Jenny along
with others in marginal positions.

Organisational culture

Challenging the organisational culture and pushing out the boundaries is
problematic for women in higher education. Kate’s father had taught her early
on to question, even if it made one unpopular, which is more acceptable in some
work environments than in others. At the outset of her academic career, as a PhD
candidate, there was little appreciation of the systemic nature of the gender dis-
crimination experienced – it was a matter of working hard and dealing with the
immediate demands of a young child. But she can clearly remember being angry
about the lack of support from the Department. Much later in her career – as
acting head of the postgraduate research office and then as a project manager to
senior management she did challenge what was often perceived as injustice – but
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not necessarily gendered – which probably was not helpful to her career progres-
sion. However, pushing out boundaries is a common experience for older acade-
mic women. And as they move into senior positions as «contenders for dominant
positions» in HE, they are «subject to marginalisation and attacks on their status»
(Cotterill et al., 2007: 192; see also Kloot, 2004)

Perhaps Kate’s response to the organisational culture reflected Kathy E. Fer-
guson’s (1984) observation that women can be uncomfortable with bureaucracies
that institutionalise modes of domination. However, she used both internal and
external networks to sustain her in an often difficult work environment, and
tried to support and further the careers of the women that she managed in her
various roles. Trusted colleagues would often advise her to keep her head down,
keep under the radar of powerful managers, and to simply keep quiet. In this
highly volatile environment, there was always the risk of being disciplined by
her manager or even sacked. But at the end of the day there was always a sense
of needing to live with one’s self. These tensions were at times reconciled by
active resistance (O’Connor, 2001) but at other times by enormous frustration
that was turned inward leading to stress and illness.

At the time Jenny joined the management structure of the Faculty of Huma-
nities and Social Sciences (FHSS) it was a sub-culture within the larger University
culture where women were valued and mentored to succeed, something that was
not necessarily true of the University as a whole. (However, this changed when a
new woman Dean was appointed who embraced a managerialist approach and
positioned herself as ‘one of the boys.’) The broader university culture became
clearer when as Associate Dean (Research) and subsequently Deputy Dean Jenny
started to gain more knowledge through membership of pan-university commit-
tees. There were individual men who were committed to try and make a diffe-
rence; however, there were others who believed that merit was genderless and
this mind-set did not advance equity issues within the university – especially for
women. 

As Deputy Dean, Jenny considered that one of her roles was to mentor or at
least provide meeting opportunities for the women who were Heads of Schools
(HOSs) in FHSS. So for a time this group of women met for breakfast coffee once
a month to discuss issues and/or current concerns. Being a woman in these
senior management roles was often difficult; Jenny needed to determine which
colleagues in similar positions it was safe to discuss difficult issues with, and
being careful about involving other colleagues because of confidentiality. These
HOSs were strong women. Two subsequently left the university to take high pro-
file jobs based on their areas of expertise. Part of their reason for leaving was the
way in which they were treated by the university, where a mix of being patroni-
sed and not being heard created intense frustration and an ‘undoable’ job (see
Chesterman et al., 2005). 

As Head of School Jenny was able to implement several core principles,
such as ensuring that staff had effective performance reviews and applied for
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promotions as soon as they were eligible, rather than waiting until they had tic-
ked all the boxes, as well as seeing the feedback they received as an opportunity
to do better next time. She made it clear that when she thought there was per-
haps not such a good chance, she would support the individual on the proviso
that if they were unsuccessful on this occasion they would use it as a learning
experience and try again – and not give up. This proved to be a very successful
strategy and with such encouragement staff did very well. Jenny was also able to
help younger staff to most effectively manage their parental leave in conjunction
with research and study leave, so that particularly women academics did not suf-
fer the double jeopardy accruing from time out of the system and low levels of
publishing/doing research, and thereby potentially railroading their careers. The
knowledge of the way the system worked and ‘how to play the game’ was inva-
luable, along with the necessary touch of cynicism around taking such an
approach.

Breda Gray (1994) argues that to remain ambivalent about our position as
academic women is necessary as it allows «reflexivity, negotiations, movement
and communication». Jill Blackmore and Judyth Sachs (2001: 64, quoting Rose,
1993), perhaps best expresses Kate’s and Jenny’s personal ambivalence and that
of some colleagues when they talk about «ambivalent academics» – those who
felt they never «actually participated fully in the academy». Such ambivalence
kept them at a distance, «because to get too close and become an insider meant
accepting the value systems and governing rules, and required more fundamen-
tal compromises that impacted on the central sense of professional and personal
integrity, but was a disadvantage in a high-risk taking environment
(ibid)»’.Ambivalence as academics can be an essential survival strategy. It allows
us to challenge, push boundaries, always questioning, always being on the mar-
gins and ultimately maintaining a degree of authenticity. 

In these two case studies there was a clear difference in how Kate and Jenny
responded to the organisation culture. Kate’s career in research/project manage-
ment and strategic advisor maximised the possibility of strategic influence but
lacked a series of clearly articulated career progression steps. Jenny built a career
in management, mostly without challenging the organisational culture. These
differences in approach had implications for career progression.

As once stable bureaucracies like universities are giving way to new organi-
zational forms, volatility, uncertainty, and complexity are critical factors that cha-
racterize the context in which many contemporary leaders operate (Morley, 2014).
Women’s lives are particularly contextualized and are often nonlinear, represen-
ting a complex fabric of personal, professional, and community involvements and
responsibilities. Their leadership and personal development are characterized by
multiple role patterns and role discontinuities along with the need to maintain a
sense of self (Klenke, 2011: 9). Women need to be realistic about higher education
organisational cultures and remain slightly sceptical so they can recognise the bar-
riers to achievement, the challenges they face and whether and how they can turn
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these into opportunities on both an individual and university wide basis. Howe-
ver, it is difficult to change the organisational culture (Wajcman, 1998; Burkins-
haw, 2015) and women may choose to focus their energies on relationships in
which they can be powerful and effective, building productive collaborations with
male colleagues, and how to maintain power (Marshall,1995). In dealing with this
challenge, Alice Eagly and Linda C. Carli (2007) emphasise the importance of
maintaining a sense of authenticity, especially as a leader.

Harriet Minter (2015) reports on research which explores assumptions that
women want better work life balance and to spend more time with their children
which results in ‘benevolent sexism’ as career decisions are being made for them
on this basis. She also suggests that women step off a particular career path when
they gauge that their current situation will not change and look elsewhere for job
satisfaction. This stresses the importance of asking women themselves what they
want. Universities invest a great deal of energy in reassuring staff that they are
committed to equity and diversity. But until women in Australasian universities
reach 50 per cent of all full professors across all disciplines in all universities –
and it is estimated that will take another 40 odd years (Chesterman and Ross,
2006) – one must always be wary of a culture that perpetuates inequity. Women
must keep speaking out and challenging this culture. The under-representation
of women in the professoriate has huge implications for what universities value
as new knowledge, and particularly scientific excellence and innovation.

Conclusion

A linear academic career eluded Kate – as it eludes many other academic
women – partly due to lack of support and opportunities, and partly to the diffi-
culties of juggling strategic career planning and family responsibilities. Added to
this was a sense of ambivalence and distrust of the gendered organisational cul-
ture in which she was required to build her career. Nevertheless, in embracing
what opportunities were offered she was prepared to take risks in her career -to
push the boundaries that could have resulted in being disciplined – propelled by
the knowledge that in this world we often do not get a second chance. 

Taking up a career at the university combined Jenny’s two original careers,
that of teaching and research, and added a management dimension – the part of
her that likes to make things work efficiently. With an applied rather than theore-
tical background and focus she could work across the sectors and that was an
advantage in terms of the diversity in her career. Jenny’s career has zig-zagged
within the pervasiveness of inequality and the institutional basis for gender dis-
crimination. It reminds us that each succeeding generation of young women
needs to understand where women in academe have come from and how far we
yet have to travel. 
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Both women developed academic careers in a climate of increasing manage-
rialism which, in their experience, did not benefit women. It led to heavier work-
loads, lack of recognition for ivory basement leadership (Eveline, 2004) and diffi-
culty for women in being head and valued (Blackmore and Sachs, 2007). It also
led to greater stress in women’s working lives and more difficulty in balancing
work and other responsibilities (Bagilhole and White, 2013).

Women’s networks play a key role in careers in higher education as well as
in the work done outside the HE sector. Both Jenny and Kate were actively invol-
ved with feminist and political activities in the pursuit of equity and social justice
that provided personal affirmation which could then be carried into their respec-
tive university settings. As Felizitas Sagebiel (2005) argues, women in senior HE
positions form their own women’s networks because they are largely excluded
from male networks. These networks make a difference by providing support at
a personal, professional and political level. Women need to have the confidence
in themselves to believe that they can achieve senior roles, and apply for them.
Just believing that hard work brings its own rewards does not result in promo-
tion or being noticed. People will have different ways of attaining their goals and
a culture that appreciates difference and diversity is crucial. 

Melissa Benn (2015) emphasises that pay transparency, paid work breaks for
both men and women, tougher equal rights accountability; establishment of clear
targets to achieve parity, and a focus on fixing the system rather than the indivi-
dual all need to occur before more women move into positions of power. As Nata-
lie Fenton (2003: 13) highlights, the ‘’nature of the academic environment binds
men into a hierarchical fraternity and marginalizes women» and is one of the key
challenges confronting women in institutions of higher learning. Moreover, chan-
ges in HE are reinforcing competitive values which can be the antithesis of
women’s working style (O’Connor, 2014). Women undertake the housework of
academe and while it may be satisfying in itself, it is time intensive and not helpful
in terms of career progression (Barrett and Barrett 2011: 147). It is only at the very
senior levels that this becomes an opportunity rather than a barrier to success.
Therefore, it is crucial for women to decide how to spend their time in academia
because of the consequences resulting from the way in which their time is appor-
tioned. Providing the equity dimension for university committees may be useful in
terms of expanding networks and finding out how the university system works
but too much time spent on such activities detracts from research and publishing
which are essential for promotion. Furthermore, we need to be aware that women
are promoted to undoable executive positions – the ‘‘glass cliff’’ (Ryan and Has-
lam, 2005) – when the organisation is in a crisis or problematic situation.

While our stories are specific to us and cannot necessarily be extended to
characterise particular national contexts, they can be interpreted as a reflective
process in which we as academic women are making a contribution to the broa-
der research field of gender and HE. Our stories suggest several themes. The first

OPPORTUNITIES, CONSTRAINTS AND CHALLENGES 25

ex æquo, n.º 33, 2016, pp. 17-29



is that positionality can be an opportunity or an obstacle and that being an outsi-
der, for example, can offer benefits. Secondly, women need to navigate an often
gendered organisational culture and at the same time maintain a sense of balance
and authenticity by exploring strategies that enable them to be effective. This
study therefore makes a contribution to our understanding of women in higher
education in indicating that women with atypical careers can have successful
academic careers despite the difficult organisational culture.

Feminist standpoint theory provides a framework for examining accepted
orthodoxy from a legitimated position on the margins. Women are in a minority
in senior academic positions in the university which is regarded as an elite envi-
ronment. While the position of women is changing there are still challenges that
need to be addressed, especially around fixing the system rather than the indivi-
dual. Our experiences indicate that being different and doing things differently
can be successful. Barriers, opportunities and challenges can at times seem to be
one and the same depending on positionality. So, what may be construed as a
barrier at one university may be a challenge at another depending on the pers-
pective and whether the emphasis is on a deficit model (concentrating on
women’s ‘lack’ of attributes for a successful career) or not (looking at the benefits
of difference). The stories of individuals set within the standpoint theoretical con-
text takes the critical focus away from the individual so that the wider picture
becomes evident thus making it possible to address systematic issues around
equity rather than the individual considering they are solely responsible. 
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