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Abstract
Most staff and students at the Faculty of Mathematics and Natural Sciences at Oslo 
University want gender equality, both in the workplace and in their private lives. Yet, 
since they also assume that academia is a meritocracy, the faculty’s gender imbal-
ance is seen as a result of women and men making different choices. Above all, the 
vertical gender balance, with more men at the top and in leadership positions, is 
explained by the fact that women prioritize children and family over an academic 
career. Our quantitative and qualitative data, however, refute the explanation that 
women deliberately opt out of an academic career in favour of active parenting. 
Instead, we show that more women than men have failed to fulfil their own career 
ambitions. On the other hand, we also note that the potential to combine work and 
family are different for women and men. 
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Introduction
The Faculty of Mathematics and Natural Sciences in the University of 
Oslo has approximately 1200 academic employees: 400 women and  
800 men. Although the faculty has almost achieved gender balance 
among its bachelor and master students, the middle and higher positions, 
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especially top research leader positions, are numerically dominated by 
men. There is an increasing gender skewness from the student level, hav-
ing at least 40 per cent women, to the professor level, having 22 per cent. 
This gender imbalance is visible in two ways: vertically, between different 
positions; and horizontally, between different disciplines and research 
groups. There are more women on the lower levels and administrative 
functions, and more men on the higher levels and leadership positions. 
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Figure 1.1. Gender Distribution at the Faculty of Mathematics and Natural Sciences in the 
University of Oslo 2020, according to position level. Source: Database for statistikk om høyere 
utdanning (DBH).

*work year, not number of PhD contracts 

Although the faculty has a total of approximately 40 per cent female 
students, the proportion of women varies greatly between departments 
and degree programmes. While programmes within the biosciences and 
pharmacy have more than 70 per cent women, there are programmes 
within physics, mathematics and informatics with approximately 
20 per cent women and 80 percent men (DBH, 2020). On the other hand, 



g e n d e r - e q u a l  i m b a l a n c e ?

23

the proportion of female professors is more or less the same throughout 
the faculty, at barely 20 per cent.

There are also major differences within one and the same department. 
When the FRONT project began, there were twelve research groups in 
the Department of Informatics (IFI): one numerically female-dominated, 
one with an even gender distribution, and ten male-dominated.1
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Figure 1.2. Gender Distribution at the Department of Biosciences 2020, according to position 
level. Source: Database for statistikk om høyere utdanning (DBH).

*work year, not number of PhD contracts

Gender balance and gender equality are often referred to as if they were 
the same thing, or two sides of the same issue. We consider the degree of 
gender balance as a measuring stick for gender equality in an organiza-
tion. But gender balance and gender equality are not identical. Gender 
balance is first and foremost about representation, meaning there is an 
equal proportion of women and men within an educational programme, 
a field of research, or a position category. Gender equality, on the other 
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hand, refers to whether men and women have the same opportunities, 
rights and duties in all areas of life. It means, for instance, that they have 
the same opportunity to get an education and find work in any field of 
research or in any position category (NOU 2012: 15).
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Figure 1.3. Gender Distribution at the Department of Informatics 2020, according to position 
level. Source: Database for statistikk om høyere utdanning (DBH).

*work year, not number of PhD contracts

In Norway and other Nordic countries, gender equality work in academia 
has been developing since the 1980s, often with gender balance as a primary 
goal.2 (Bergman, 2013; Husu, 2015; Thun, 2019). Despite the Norwegian 
gender equality work, Norway is not very different from the EU average 
in gender balance. Both within the EU and in Norway, a slight majority 
of women study and graduate from universities and university colleges.3 
Norway is slightly better than the EU average in regard to the proportion 
of female professors. Within the EU, the proportion of female professors 
is 24 per cent, and in Norway it is 28 per cent (European Commission, 
2020). There are major differences between disciplines, however. Both 
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within the EU and in Norway, the proportion of female students and 
researchers is considerably higher within medicine/health sciences, the 
humanities, and social sciences than within mathematics, the natural  
sciences and technology.4

In this chapter, we describe how students and employees at the Faculty 
of Mathematics and Natural Sciences (MN faculty) in the University of 
Oslo relate to gender equality and gender balance. We begin by describ-
ing attitudes, that is, whether or not gender equality and gender balance 
are desirable. We then go on to describe different explanatory models 
for a gender imbalance that is obvious to all. Do students and employees 
consider gender imbalance an effect of a gender-unequal faculty or is it 
rooted in something else? 

We also explore how the proposed explanations correspond to research 
on academia from a gender perspective – both in our own study of the MN 
faculty and other national and international research. Our own material 
is both qualitative and quantitative, meaning that we have worked with 
two questionnaire surveys, one for students and one for employees, and 
conducted interviews with women and men in various roles at the fac-
ulty. The material and how we collected it are described in more detail in 
the book’s appendix “Method”. 

Attitudes to Gender Equality
Many students and employees at the faculty express an explicit desire for 
gender equality. They want both to work in a gender-equal workplace and 
have a gender-equal private life. The survey of master students indicates 
that nearly 80 per cent, slightly more women than men, want an equal 
distribution of care responsibility, housework, and paid work within the 
family. Among the master students, only 10 per cent of the women and 
15 per cent of the men completely agree that “gender equality has come 
far enough”. Instead, many wish that gender equality was given more 
attention. 

The interviews with employees indicate a similar pattern. “In my opin-
ion, completely honest, gender equality is crucial to us,” says Aksel,5 a 
male leader at the faculty. Wenche, a female leader, is even more explicit, 
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saying, “We may have to make some decisions on account of something 
else. But you then have to weigh them against each other, and the gen-
der equality aspect cannot always yield, because if it does we will never 
move on. Sometimes it is, in fact, exactly what we need to strengthen, 
I think.” Gender equality is not something we can work for only when it 
suits us, according to Wenche. Sometimes, gender equality will compete 
with other vital issues, and then it is crucial that gender equality is not 
always deprioritized.

There is gender equality, but unfortunately not gender balance. The men stay 

and have careers, whereas the women choose to quit.

(From an interview with Tobias, a male professor)

We have heard versions of the above quote many times during the proj-
ect’s interviews and seminars. Despite the importance of gender equality 
and the fact that it is something many people want, there is a common 
perception that gender imbalance within the faculty is independent of 
gender inequality, and it rather has to do with women and men mak-
ing different choices. That the faculty is not gender-balanced is visible 
in meeting rooms, laboratories and lecture theatres. Gender equality, or 
the lack thereof, is more difficult to observe with the naked eye. Since 
everyone knows that the natural sciences attract more men than women, 
gender inequality becomes unnecessary as an explanation for the gender 
imbalance. 

Another thing that may support the perception that gender inequal-
ity is not the reason behind gender imbalance is Norway’s position as 
one of the world’s most gender-equal countries (see also World Economic 
Forum, 2020). That Norway is best in gender equality can be easily mis-
understood to mean that Norway is gender-equal. “Gender equality is 
part of Norway’s identity. Norwegian society is built on equality between 
women and men,” according to the first page of the government’s white 
paper on gender equality “Likestilling i praksis – Like muligheter for 
kvinner og menn” (“Gender Equality in Practice: Equal Opportunities 
for Women and Men”, Meld. St. 7 (2015–2016)). A university in a society 
built on gender equality, where gender equality is part of its identity, must 
be gender-equal. 
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Among participants in one of the project’s long-term initiatives,6 the 
image of academia changed during the initiative. In the interviews con-
ducted prior to the initiative’s start, a picture of academia as a strong 
meritocracy emerges. In later discussions, in the concluding phase of the 
initiative, the view of academia as a meritocracy had changed. What was 
first interpreted as exceptions, individual occurrences or individual chal-
lenges, were now considered expressions of gender-unequal structures. 
Hege, for instance, a female associate professor, says the following in the 
last interview: “It is easy to think that I am the only one dealing with this, 
but then I hear that everyone else deals with the same issues.” 

She also describes how her altered view of the organization affects 
her behaviour: “I look for things that are problematic for women. I am 
more attentive to how women are treated and whether women are con-
tacted in connection to appointment processes etc.” Tirild, also a female 
associate professor, reflects upon how she, in the same way as the rest 
of the group of participants, was initially negative to the FRONT proj-
ect being based on gender research, but that she subsequently changed 
her opinion. “Gender theory and gender research were not things that 
could help me in my situation there and then. The theory is interest-
ing at a later stage … I noticed that my boss agreed with me when we 
spoke before the meeting, but not when we were in the meeting with 
the others – then he agreed with the men. He criticized me in front 
of the others who were there. Gender theory became an eye-opener  
for this.” 

The survey among employees at the faculty shows that female employ-
ees in particular perceive the faculty as gender unequal. Women’s and 
men’s experiences with culture and academic community differ in a 
number of areas. One example is the question of whether the faculty is 
sexist or not. Of the men 47 per cent, but only 28 per cent of the women, 
completely agreed that the culture in their workplace is non-sexist. The 
survey reveals that the image of the faculty as a meritocracy from the 
interviews is highly abstract and a matter of principle. The more we ask 
about practical experiences, the more we see other realities emerge.7 

In surveys and interviews, both students and employees express 
their support for gender equality. The interviews also show that the 
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interviewees  – both women and men – often consider academia to be  
gender-equal. The survey among employees provides a different picture, 
however. As mentioned, only around half of the men and around one-
fourth of the women completely agreed that the culture in their work-
place was non-sexist. It is also interesting to see that the view of academia 
and the faculty as meritocratic and gender-equal changed among the 
interviewees who participated in some of the project’s long-term initia-
tives. Rather than interpreting incidents as individual ups and downs, 
they were considered expressions of the faculty not being gender-equal. 

Attitudes to Gender Balance and Explanations 
for Gender Imbalance 

Because I think research also needs women, just to see things in a slightly dif-

ferent way. So I think women in research are important.

(From an interview with Heidi, a female postdoctoral fellow)

Although students and employees agree that they want gender equality, 
there is less agreement regarding the importance of gender balance. Many 
would like a workplace or degree programme with an approximately 
equal proportion of women and men. But since they consider academia a 
gender-equal meritocracy, their explanation for the imbalance is not gen-
der discrimination but rather individual choices, something that neither 
can nor should be controlled. Instead, some think the work for increased 
gender balance can have undesirable effects. Kari, a female postdoctoral 
fellow, says, for instance, “I think it is better if we get more women, but 
we should also ensure that we don’t recruit people just because they have 
a specific gender.” 

Those arguing for gender balance often emphasize that women can 
bring out something new and different in the traditional “male disci-
plines”. According to them, women and men are different, or they have 
different experiences, and can therefore contribute different perspec-
tives in the workplace and in research. Some also emphasize represen-
tation and democracy, but academic quality is the main issue. In the 
introductory quote to this section, the female postdoctoral fellow says 
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that more gender balance leads to better research. Similarly, a male pro-
fessor and leader at the faculty asserts that “better balance provides a 
better work environment, and we have to deliver to society – therefore, 
there should be more women involved in shaping the discipline.” Both 
of them are positive to more women within the MN faculty’s male- 
dominated disciplines. But the purpose of the balance is not primarily 
for the individual or organization. It is rather for an overarching and rel-
atively abstract societal level. It can be difficult to feel personal involve-
ment in this issue, and also see how initiatives on the organizational or 
individual level can result in this type of structural change. This feeling 
can be strengthened if one believes that the problems are caused primar-
ily by “other” structures or social conditions than the university itself,  
such as family and socialization, and perhaps also biological gender 
differences. 

Several interviewees attempt to explain how such a gender-equal coun-
try as Norway still has a gender-imbalanced labour market. For instance, 
a male professor, Petter, says, “Norway, in which the opportunities are in 
principle equal, has kept a gender-segregated labour market, indicating 
that we have personal gender preferences, rather than systematic obsta-
cles preventing people from thriving.” 

Because Norway is one of the most gender-equal countries in the world, 
Petter is of the opinion that it is entirely gender-equal, at least “in princi-
ple”. Therefore, the existing gender imbalance is not likely to result from 
gender discrimination, but rather from women and men making differ-
ent choices. According to Petter, this is dependent on “gender-driven 
motivations.” Several of the interviewees express similar ideas. As an 
explanation for why so few women study and work in informatics, Leif, a 
male professor, says, “I think there is this boys’ club, where they […] keep 
at it like they always have.” Ingrid, a female postdoctoral fellow, agrees. 
She says, “I don’t think women are as interested in hard sciences, like 
programming and such.” 

However, most interviewees think the most common reason for the 
gender imbalance is different requirements for women and men – and 
also that women and men make different choices – when it comes to 
starting a family. Hedda, a female associate professor, responds to the 
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question of why there are fewer women in higher positions in her depart-
ment by describing how one of her female PhD students, with “excel-
lent publications”, chose to stay in Oslo, despite her advice to apply for a 
mobility grant, because she had a boyfriend and a new apartment there. 
Such a choice means that an academic career becomes much more “diffi-
cult”. According to Ingvild, a female professor, most women leaving aca-
demia do so between the first and the second postdoctoral period. They 
are then at an age when they wish to start a family, and are therefore more 
in need of a permanent position. They need to know that the chances are 
good that they will be able to stay within academia, in order to choose 
such an uncertain future. “They need a different type of feedback in order 
to apply a second time,” she says. They need to hear, “You’re good, we’ll 
make it work, I will help you.” 

Interviews with leaders at the faculty conducted early in the proj-
ect period, and before the initiatives were implemented, show a view 
of the academic career path that is largely meritocratic (cf. Thun, 
2019). That an organizational culture with long work days and tem-
porary positions have somewhat different effects on women and men 
is considered undesirable but unavoidable. Research leaders describe 
the ideal career path as one or two postdoc periods, at least one at a 
foreign university, followed by a temporary research position financed 
by their own project funds. Only after ten years of temporary posi-
tions and working abroad should one apply for a position as associate  
professor. 

I think if everyone thinks they’re going in this direction, we will have a major 

challenge. We are different by nature, and I suppose I have always been worried 

that we push too many in this direction.

(From an interview with Leif, a male professor and leader)

The fact that these trial periods, including the need for mobility and the 
long period of temporary work, cause many to choose to leave academia 
is not a problem, according to Leif. On the contrary, in the above quote he 
says it would be a “major challenge” if all PhD students and postdoctoral 
fellows wanted an academic career. Most of them have to leave academia, 
he maintains. 
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The image of the academic career’s different stages is established within 
the organization: 

It is almost like career guidance, what is it that you need, I had precisely that 

conversation yesterday with one of our best PhD students. And then I have 

to ask him directly, “Would you like to do a postdoc?”. Yes, he would. “Would 

you like to do a postdoc and then quit, or would you like to do a postdoc and 

then perhaps see where it ends?” Yes, it was the latter. But then you have to go 

out, you have to travel abroad […] you have to go away and publish something 

without me.

(From an interview with Sigrid, a female associate professor)

When the female associate professor advises her PhD student on how to 
pursue an academic career, she carefully emphasizes that he must apply 
for a postdoctoral fellowship abroad, and prove his independence as a 
researcher by publishing articles with other researchers than herself. 
Anne, a female postdoctoral fellow, expresses the same idea. “I know that 
I must have a period abroad, but after that, I might perhaps come back to 
Oslo and apply for my own project.” 

Both leaders and young researchers agree that the type of career 
described above is difficult to accomplish in combination with starting 
a family. Stein, a male professor and leader, describes how he experi-
enced early in his career that all the younger female researchers and 
some of the men in his group “got a family life” and were forced to 
divide their time between research and family. He continues, “And 
then there were these guys, like loners, right – yes, nice people – who 
remained for a period. […] Yes, the men who settled down, and the 
women, were lagging behind the “loner group” consisting of only 
guys since they didn’t do anything else anyway. And they published 
more often and more [papers], and their careers accelerated.” Stein 
describes it as equally difficult for women and men to combine work 
as a researcher with family life. The gender difference is that all the 
women in his group, but only “some of the men”, chose to start a fam-
ily. The men who did not start a family instead concentrated entirely 
on research, and got a headstart in their career before they would start 
a family at a later stage. 
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There is also a widespread image within the organization that many 
working hours and one-sided concentration on work is good for an aca-
demic career. An academic career makes other demands than a normal 
working life. “It is impossible to write a good PhD dissertation and work 
40 hours a week. You have to work more. Sometimes you don’t need 
to work much more than that, but in certain periods you have to work 
almost 24 hours a day,” says Jon, a male professor. Marthe, a female 
associate professor, similarly describes how a postdoctoral fellow, who 
does not want to take night shifts at the lab, is not suited for a researcher 
career. “I had a postdoctoral fellow who did not want to take night shifts 
at the lab. She said it made her too exhausted. That she needed to sleep. 
That is not possible. Everyone must help out. Sometimes you have to work 
24 hours. You can’t say no to that.”

A female postdoctoral fellow, Kari, describes how a career path in aca-
demia, with a long period of temporary positions, affects women and 
men differently. “I believe we women have a bit, are slightly more worried 
about temporary positions since, having passed 30 and starting a family 
while having a temporary position is a little […] I think perhaps it is a 
little more difficult for girls.” According to Kari, women do not have the 
same opportunity as men to postpone starting a family. It has to happen 
during the same period in your career that you qualify for a permanent 
position. 

Despite the fact that both leaders and researchers agree that it is diffi-
cult to have a career in academia in combination with starting a family, 
none of the interviewees suggest that career conditions should change. 
The faculty considers itself part of an international community in which 
it is not possible for an individual organization to alter anything as fun-
damental as qualification requirements. The researchers educated in the 
faculty must be able to compete with international researchers. One of 
the leaders explains, “If we are to succeed as a university, these people 
also have to be attractive elsewhere.” 

In the interviews with female associate professors and full professors, 
that is those who have made a career, family and children are also men-
tioned often, but now as something they will not allow to be a hindrance 
to their careers. Two associate professors, Sigrid and Agnes, say:
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I have the ability to work quite a lot, so I can sit […] so all these huge appli-

cations, I sat for like … or I was awake for perhaps … these 36-hour sessions. 

And then there were some days where I would sit here during the day, and then 

go home, the children, “Duh duh duh,” put them to bed and then back here 

and then, “Thrrr.” Then I was here during the night, then came home to make 

[breakfast and lunch packs], and sent them off.

(Sigrid, female associate professor)

And then I’ll sit down and work again when my son has gone to bed. […] And 

I had a … yes, I worked most of Easter, I worked most of the Christmas holiday, 

I … yes, I worked most of these red-letter days, right […] I did not get full work 

days then, since kindergarten was closed, but I would sit and work while he had 

his nap during the day and after … before he got up and after he had gone to 

bed and so on.

(Agnes, female associate professor)

Another strategy is to prioritize an academic career and not have chil-
dren. Kathrine, also a female associate professor, says, “I still don’t have 
children. It hasn’t been my priority – because – yes, I only wanted to 
become a good researcher.” 

Students and employees, women and men – they all see gender imbal-
ance in the faculty. But at the same time, most of them presume that aca-
demia is a functioning meritocracy, and that the imbalance results from 
men and women making different choices. The interviewees agree that 
family and children are an obstacle when building an academic career, 
and gender imbalance is most often considered an effect of women choos-
ing to be more active as parents than men. With such a perspective, the 
responsibility for gender imbalance is placed mainly outside academia, 
and consequently, the motivation for changing the system within aca-
demia is limited. 

Can Gender Imbalance Be Due to Women and 
Men Having Different Ambitions?
Is it the case that women and men at the faculty choose differently? Might 
gender imbalance be explained by what many interviewees think – that 
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women choose to deprioritize their careers in favour of family? The sur-
vey of employees provides a different picture. For instance, when we 
look at the extent to which women and men feel they have achieved their 
career ambitions in their current position, 59 per cent of all employees 
respond that they have fulfilled their ambitions, whereas 41 per cent say 
they have not. The proportion of negative responses is higher among 
women (47 per cent) than among men (38 per cent). This tendency per-
tains to most position levels. In other words, we do not see any signs of a 
lower ambition level among women, perhaps rather the opposite.8 
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Figure 1.4. The Proportion of Employees Not Satisfied With Their Current Position in  
Relation to Their Ambitions, by Position Level and Gender. The figures are given as percentages.  
Source: FRONT Employee survey (N = 623 academic employees).

The high level of dissatisfaction at the researcher level is expected, since this 
is often perceived as a “dead end” (Figure 1.4). However, a notable result is 
the high level of dissatisfaction at all levels except the highest one, indica-
tion a clear ambition to reach higher levels within academia. At the full 
professor level, the proportion of both men and women who are dissatisfied 
goes down, which makes sense. The question here is “ambitions fulfilled in 
relation to the current position level.” There is no higher position level to 
which full professors can advance. If women’s ambition levels were lower 
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than men’s, they ought to be more satisfied before the top of the career 
ladder. And perhaps they ought to be particularly “happy to get into” top 
positions. However, the results are not consistent with this hypothesis.

We also see some of the same patterns based on age (Figure 1.5). Being 
a senior seems to work best for men. 
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Figure 1.5.  The Proportion of Employees Not Satisfied with Their Current Position in  
Relation to Their Ambitions, by Age and Gender. The figures are given as percentages.  
Source: FRONT Employee survey (N = 409 academic employees).

Women do not have lower ambitions than men. The proportion of those 
not experiencing that their ambitions are met in their current position 
is higher among women than men of advanced age, particularly among 
those in the 56+ age group. Here, a gender gap appears, more fully 
described in Chapter 5.

The female associate professors’ descriptions of how they manage to 
amass many working hours, despite obligations to children and family, 
in the previous section show high ambition and motivation. The inter-
viewed associate professors also describe how they work to build their 
research platforms: 

But I have used so much energy to achieve this. And this is very good for my 

future, I hope, and I therefore spend a lot of time on it. I spend 60 per cent of 

my time on strategy, development and ideas.

(Kathrine, female associate professor)

In the above quote, Kathrine says that she spends 60 per cent of her time 
on strategic work, which she believes is crucial to her career. Nora says 
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approximately the same. She wishes to be identified with her field of 
research, not only by other researchers, but also by the media. If there is 
going to be a conference within her field or someone from the media has 
a question, she should be the obvious person to turn to. “I have to see if 
I, perhaps I have to attend more conferences. They mentioned that, yes, it 
has to be, you have to “be” your subject area in Norway. If the media are 
talking about it they have to come to you.” 

The interviews with researchers on lower levels, postdoctoral fellows 
and temporary research positions, describe a slightly different reality. 
Marit says she perceives “an expression of goodwill” in the research group 
where she works, which she interprets as a signal that they want her there 
also after her postdoctoral fellowship. She continues, “So I thought as a 
kind of idea for myself that it is OK, I’ll do some teaching, it is a way of 
making myself useful in this group.” Marit’s story is not about becoming 
a top researcher, the one person to whom both other researchers and the 
media turn. It is about having the opportunity to continue as a researcher 
after the temporary position she has now has ended. With that goal in 
mind, she takes on various tasks to prove her competence, and how much 
her research group needs her. 

Neither surveys nor interviews show that women and men at the fac-
ulty make different choices, where women consciously choose a lower 
career level in order to have time for children and family. For instance, 
the survey shows that women are less satisfied with their careers than 
men are. Many wish they were further up on the career ladder than they 
are. Analysis of the interview material reveals female researchers with 
high ambition levels, associate professors planning for a career as top 
researchers, and postdoctoral fellows interpreting and acting on signals 
in the organization to be able to continue as researchers. 

Whose Job Comes First? 
Even if a woman and a man make the same choices regarding career and 
family, they nevertheless encounter different challenges. Uneven support 
at home is part of the picture. The survey of employees indicates that 
many academic households gave equal priority to partners’ careers in 



g e n d e r - e q u a l  i m b a l a n c e ?

37

the past year, but we also see signs that the man’s career still has higher 
priority. 

Women are married to other academics more often than men are. 
Among those who had a partner, 40 per cent of the women and 28 per cent 
of the men reported that their partner was an academic. When we asked 
about career breaks due to relocation, either in connection with their own 
job or their partner’s, women and men gave slightly different pictures of 
the situation. Taking a career break in relation to one’s partner’s job was 
unusual for both men and women, although the women had a somewhat 
longer break than the men, on average. The differences were clearer when 
asked if the partner had taken a career break on account of their job. The 
men’s partners had taken a break of just over four months for the men’s 
jobs, whereas the women’s partners had taken a leave of less than two 
months. 

The interview material indicates the same tendency. Male research-
ers, to a greater extent than female, have a partner who supports their 
career. Bente, a female associate professor, describes how she cannot get 
advice on schooling and similar things from her male colleagues before 
a stay abroad. “When I asked my colleagues how they arranged for their 
children’s schooling when they were on sabbatical, no one knew. It was 
their wives who took care of all the practicalities in connection to the 
relocation.” Many women, but none of the men, also talk about difficul-
ties getting their partner to accompany them abroad. Maren, a female 
associate professor, says, “But I do not really envisage a year or six months 
out, and that has to do with my family situation – that I don’t have a very 
flexible man in that sense.” Heidi, a female postdoctoral fellow, describes 
the same thing. “I applied for postdoctoral positions in France. I wanted 
to work at a lab there. But now I have a Norwegian partner who doesn’t 
want to live abroad. So now I’m staying here.”

When asked about parental leave, 39 per cent of employees said they 
had taken parental leave during their time as PhD students or later in their 
career (37 per cent of the men, 42 per cent of the women). The women who 
had taken leave have, on average, spent 11 months on it, whereas the men 
spent on average four months. Of the women who had been on leave 30 
per cent experienced difficulties when they returned to work, compared 
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to 5 per cent of the leave-taking men. Those experiencing difficulties 
mentioned problems combining work and family life, difficulties getting 
back into the discipline, a lack of things to do at work, and/or a change of 
tasks, lack of inclusion, and academic devaluation. 

Respondents living with a spouse or partner were also asked whether 
they were equally committed to both careers. An overwhelming major-
ity answered yes to this general question. However, the question was 
followed by a more precise and practical question concerning which part-
ner’s career had actually been prioritized in the past year. As shown in 
Figure 1.6, 29 per cent of the men and 23 per cent of the women responded 
that their own careers had first priority. Approximately half of all respon-
dents reported that both partners had roughly the same priority in the 
past year, whereas 8 per cent of the men and 18 per cent of the women said 
that their partner’s career had priority. 
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Figure 1.6. Which Career Had the Highest Priority in the Household Last Year, by Gender 
(percentage, married and cohabiting). Source: FRONT Employee survey (N = 609).

Even though both men and women frequently say that their career was 
prioritized or that the prioritization was equal, there were neverthe-
less considerably more women whose partner’s career was prioritized.  
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We also see that the proportion who talk about unequal prioritization, 
that either the man or the woman’s career came first, is greatest at the 
postdoctoral level. This may reflect a particularly challenging phase of 
career development in which the academic career comes first, no matter 
whether it is men or women. 

Long Work Days and Priorities in the Household 
Based on self-reported figures in the survey, it appears that many employ-
ees work long hours. 

Among the academic employees, the average work week is 46.5 hours 
(men 46.8 hours, women 46.1 hours). Administrative employees report 
that they work an average of 39.8 hours per week. Working hours were 
considerably longer among professors, with an average of 50 hours, than 
among the lower academic position levels, with an average of 45–46 hours. 
However, there are major variations in working hours during different 
periods. In the interviews, several researchers describe how they work 
70 hours or more a week, for example, in periods when they work with 
grant applications, whereas the working week is more normal in other 
periods. Geir, a male professor, says, “I sat in my basement for three 
months and wrote the application. It would never have happened unless 
my wife supported me. Our children are grown now, which makes it eas-
ier.” Hedda, a female associate professor, describes almost the same thing. 
“I wrote the application in a month. But that is not something I would 
recommend. I worked almost 24 hours a day.” 

The academic employees spend, on average, 25 per cent of their work-
ing hours teaching, 55 per cent on research, and 11 per cent on adminis-
tration (the rest is other/unanswered). The proportion of research time 
was highest among the postdoctoral fellows (80 per cent) and employees 
in the position category of researcher (73 per cent). Among associate pro-
fessors, the average was down to 30 per cent on research, whereas profes-
sors reported that they spent 37 per cent of their time on research, 35 per 
cent on teaching, 17 per cent on administration, and the rest on other/
unanswered.9 We also see clear gender differences in the amount of time 
spent on research in the two latter position levels. Whereas male associate 
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professors spend 35 per cent of their working hours on research, the figure 
is only 24 per cent for female associate professors. There is also a consid-
erable difference among professors. Male professors report spending 39 
per cent of their working hours on research, whereas the figure is 33 per 
cent for female professors. 

If we look at men saying that their partner’s career has been given pri-
ority in the past year, an otherwise relatively “typical female” position, an 
interesting pattern emerges. The question of career divides households 
into three groups: one where the man’s career has first priority; one in 
which both parts have approximately equal priority; and one where the 
woman’s career has first priority. Men in households reporting that the 
woman’s career has priority do not, as often, report problems related to 
a culture with long working hours. There is up to a three times greater 
inclination to talk about this among men whose own career comes first. 
In cases where the female partner’s career has priority, 10 per cent have 
problems with the work hour culture, 16 per cent have problems in house-
holds where the partners’ careers have equal priority, and 26 per cent 
report problems related to long working days in families where the man’s 
career has priority. 
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Figure 1.7. Proportion of Women and Men Stating They Have Problems With a Long Work  
Hour Culture by Career Priorities in the Household. The figures are given as percentages.  
Source: FRONT Employee survey (N = 608 married/cohabitants).
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The figures are similar among the women. Among women whose part-
ner’s career had first priority 44 per cent experienced problems with a long 
work hour culture, 25 per cent where there was equal priority, and 25 per 
cent when their own career had priority. Again, a gender gap appears, in 
male job priority households especially. Based on reports from both gen-
ders, it thus appears that women have jobs with fewer demands for long 
working hours. But there is little in the material supporting this interpre-
tation. A more relevant explanation may be that women plan their work 
days in a way that does not disturb their family life. We have previously 
described how the female researchers leave work to pick up their children 
from kindergarten, prepare dinner and help with homework. However, 
when family obligations are completed and the children have been put 
to bed, they either go back to work, or they sit down at their computer at 
home to work another three or four hours. If the men, to a more consider-
able degree, remain in the workplace until they are done with their work 
for the day, this will, of course, have a bigger impact on their family life. 

These findings strengthen the image that the male career usually has 
first priority in marriage and partnerships. The man’s job seems to be 
the biggest “problem generator” within the long work hour culture. A 
possible reason may be traditions and gender roles that remain from 
the time when the man was considered “the family’s main breadwin-
ner,” and that demands for long working hours on the man’s part are 
connected to this. 

The surveys, supported by the interviews, do not show, as mentioned, 
that women opt out of careers to focus on the family. But we can see 
that women and men work under different conditions in the faculty. The 
women are married to other academics more often than the men are. 
The men’s partners took longer career breaks in connection to the man’s 
job than the women’s partners. The women who had taken parental leave 
were away from work for more extended periods than the men (an aver-
age of eleven and four months, respectively), and experienced more dif-
ficulties when returning to the workplace. The men are more often in 
relationships in which their own career has priority, and are rarely in 
relationships in which their partner’s career has priority. One in three 
male professors report being in a relationship in which their career is 
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prioritized, whereas less than one in ten female professors say the same. 
When the man’s career comes first, both women and men experience 
problems related to the culture of long work hours. 

Discussion
Both women and men, students and employees, express the desire for a 
gender-equal and gender-balanced faculty. But when gender equality is 
considered an effect of a meritocratic organization, meaning something 
that already permeates the faculty’s processes and culture, gender imbal-
ance becomes the result of individual choices. In many of the interviews, 
both women and men describe academia as a functioning meritocracy.10 
They do not consider being a meritocracy a vision that academic orga-
nizations such as the MN faculty strive to achieve. They presume that 
the organization’s systems and processes actually work in a meritocratic 
way. They express the desire for gender equality as a self-evident part of a 
meritocratic ideal, and thus perceive academia, and also the MN faculty, 
as gender-equal.11

That the interviewees consider both academia in general and their 
own faculty as a functioning meritocracy is in line with studies by, for 
example Nielsen (2016), and Brandser and Sümer (2017). Nielsen explores 
a Danish university, whereas Brandser and Sümer gather their empiri-
cal data from Norway. Henningsen and Liestøl (2013) take things a step 
further, claiming that there is not only a notion of academia as a mer-
itocracy but also that measures working for gender balance may result 
in women being perceived as prioritized, and having advantages within 
the academic system. According to them, this notion enables the actual 
structural and cultural barriers to women to become invisible. The idea 
that academia “is” gender-equal is probably stronger in Norway and 
other Nordic countries than in the U.S., for example. Norway may be 
interpreted as a gender-equal country, and gender equality may even be 
emphasized as a national value, part of the “Norwegian identity”, as men-
tioned above. From here, it is easy to conclude that “gender equality has 
already been achieved” and that no further measures are needed. One 
thus overlooks the fact that being in the lead in the world is not the same 
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as having reached one’s goal, and that there is considerable variation 
within Norway and other countries. 

Brandser and Sümer (2017, p. 31) describe how both temporary and per-
manent employees at the University of Bergen agreed that the recruitment 
process was fair – although they were aware that the process “could be 
manipulated in various ways”, either by “creating positions”, “tailor-made 
job announcements” or “inviting specific applicants”. Several studies of 
the recruitment process have been carried out since Elisabeth Fürst, in her 
pioneering 1988 study of the University of Oslo, demonstrated how gender- 
stereotypical ideas about women and men influenced the assessment of 
competence (see e.g., Nielsen, 2016; van den Brink & Benschop, 2011). The 
major opposition to Fürst’s result (Fürst, 2012) may be interpreted as a 
defence of the idea of academia, and thus science in general, as objective 
and neutral (Hovdhaugen et al., 2004). The women participating in one of 
the FRONT project’s initiatives (see Chapter 12) changed their view of the 
faculty as a meritocracy during the initiative. What were described as sin-
gle occurrences and exceptions in interviews before the initiative began, 
such as gender-stereotypical evaluations of competence, were interpreted 
as a consequence of gender-unequal structures towards the end of the ini-
tiative. Our results indicate that the interviewees, by sharing their experi-
ences of “single occurrences”, realized that they were, in fact, not isolated 
incidents, but rather parts of a pattern and a structure. When the idea of 
science being objective is strong, combined with the notion that academia 
is a purely meritocratic organization, more than an individual experience 
is required for the image of a meritocracy to crumble. 

As stated in the introduction, there is also a horizontal gender 
imbalance in the MN faculty (which we will look at in more detail in  
Chapter 2). This imbalance, that women and men choose different dis-
ciplines and approaches to the disciplines, is described by most inter-
viewees as personal choices. Women and men are simply interested in 
different things. Male students, therefore, choose male-dominated dis-
ciplines, whereas female students choose disciplines and degree pro-
grammes with more women – despite the fact that both female and male 
students prefer a gender-balanced student environment (Thun & Holter, 
2013). In accordance with this widespread understanding, it is not an 
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indication of gender discrimination that specific disciplines are consid-
ered “boy” disciplines and attract more boys, while others are considered 
“girl” disciplines and attract more girls. Instead, it is considered a sign 
of women and men having different interests. In a study of the history 
discipline, Tømte and Egeland (2016, p. 32) demonstrate how certain 
disciplines, approaches and methods are associated with “masculinity” 
historically and culturally. This, in turn, is interpreted as “an effect of 
women and men being different, and therefore interested in and suited 
for different things.” According to Vabø et al. (2012), there are notions 
about what men and women should do and are suited for in academia, 
as in all other organizations. Thun and Holter (2013) demonstrate how 
different disciplines at the University of Oslo are defined as either “soft” 
or “hard”, and how the soft disciplines are associated with women, while 
the hard are associated with men. 

Our study confirms these results. For instance, several of the inter-
viewees describe interdisciplinary studies being defined as less presti-
gious than studies closer to the core of the discipline, and that the less 
prestigious parts of a discipline are also defined as feminine.12

The interviewees describe horizontal and vertical gender balance 
within education and research as important, particularly on the societal 
level (see also Brandser & Sümer, 2017). But if academia’s meritocratic 
principles must be adjusted in order to achieve a vertical balance, for 
example through quota-like measures, women as well as men are nega-
tive. The image of an ideal academic (see Lund, 2012), who can pursue the 
ideal career without obstacles, such as parental leave or picking up chil-
dren from kindergarten, is highly prominent in the interviews. The chal-
lenge of combining childcare and a career as a researcher, for instance, 
affects everyone who wants to be an active parent, meaning both men 
and women (Orning, 2016). The fact that it is more difficult for women 
to postpone having children than men, until the ten years of tempo-
rary positions and high publication levels have resulted in a permanent 
position, is therefore not considered a gendered structure.13 Instead, the 
absence of women on higher position levels is seen as a lack of ambition, 
and above all, that women choose to give priority to their family (van den 
Brink, 2011).
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However, when we examine the organization more closely to see 
whether vertical gender imbalance may be explained by men and women 
making different choices, and whether women consciously opt out of a 
career to be a more active parent, this view is contradicted by both sur-
veys and interviews. Instead, the surveys as well as the interviews show 
that women and men work under different conditions at the faculty. The 
women are rarely in relationships in which their own career has prior-
ity. When the man’s career comes first, both women and men experience 
problems with a long work hour culture. The fact that the man still has 
the role of primary breadwinner, and thus must fulfill the demand for 
long working hours, is an underlying reason (Halrynjo, 2017; Halrynjo 
& Lyng, 2017; Holter et al., 2009; Holter & Aarseth, 1993; Snickare & 
Holter, 2018). We also see a significant difference in the distribution of 
working hours spent on different tasks, with female associate professors 
and full professors spending a greater part of their time on teaching and 
administration, and less time on research than their male colleagues. 
This will negatively affect their career opportunities, as long as academic 
competence is measured mainly in terms of scientific publications (e.g., 
Addis, 2010). The imbalanced work distribution between women and 
men is a pattern also found in international studies (e.g., Aldercotte 
et  al., 2017). The Swedish Research Council describes work displace-
ment as a primary cause of gender imbalance in higher academic posi-
tions. Women are more active than men in research areas characterized 
by a lot of teaching, which also provides fewer opportunities for them 
to obtain scientific merits. Additionally, women within all disciplines 
respond that they have less time for research than their male colleagues  
(Vetenskapsrådet, 2021).

The “ideal career” in academia is characterized by competition, with 
high demands in terms of constantly applying for prestigious projects 
and funding, high publication frequency, international mobility, and net-
working. Our results resemble findings from studies of elite professions 
in Norway (Aarseth, 2014; Halrynjo, 2017; Halrynjo et al., 2019). In occu-
pations that compete for customers, clients and projects, being able to 
invest time and energy at work becomes a substantial competitive advan-
tage. To avoid losing momentum, having flexibility at home (in terms 
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of having a supportive partner) becomes essential in order to be able 
to work when needed. Two such careers within the same family can be 
demanding. A study of Norwegian elite professions shows that even the 
most gender-equality oriented couples can experience sliding back into 
a traditional gendered pattern.14 When mothers, to a much larger extent 
than fathers, take extended parental leave they risk losing momentum, 
while at the same time showing clearly that they are replaceable. Others 
can and must take over their tasks, customers, and projects. On the other 
hand, fathers in professional careers often find ways that allow them to 
adapt and postpone their leave without losing customers and investment 
opportunities. While the fathers can continue to be irreplaceable at work, 
the mothers become irreplaceable at home (Halrynjo, 2017; Halrynjo & 
Lyng, 2017).

The surveys show that women are more dissatisfied with their careers 
than men are. They want to get further. This is strengthened by the 
interviews. On the individual level, women try to adapt to the ideal 
career and the ideal worker. Some choose not to have children, whereas 
others compensate for lost working hours spent picking up children 
from kindergarten or helping out with homework, by working at night 
or on holidays. 

That leaders within an organization have a different picture of what 
women on lower levels in the organization want in terms of work and 
career was shown almost thirty years ago in the Swedish official report 
Mäns föreställningar om kvinnor och chefskap (Men’s Ideas About Women 
and Leadership, SOU 1994: 3). The male leaders who were interviewed all 
had the idea that women on the levels below themselves in the organiza-
tion did not want to move up the career ladder, since long working hours 
or many required business trips could not be easily combined with fam-
ily and children. The study also included interviews with women in the 
same organizations – who presented a completely different picture. They 
wanted to move up, and had various strategies for handling new work 
requirements. Van den Brink (2011) demonstrates how the same reason-
ing permeates academia. The absence of women in leading positions is 
explained by a lack of ambition, while the women themselves report hav-
ing equally high career ambitions as men. 
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Our study is in line with these results. There is a notion within the 
entire organization, not just among leaders, that it is difficult to have an 
academic career and be an active parent at the same time. Here, the idea 
of the ideal academic worker emerges as a “phantom”  – that is, some-
one working 24 hours a day, either writing grant applications and arti-
cles, or handling experimental studies in the laboratory (Lindgren, 1996, 
1999; Lund, 2012). They always prioritize work and have no other interests 
or obligations. The survey confirms long working hours, especially on 
higher levels, with an average of 46.5 hours a week for all the academic 
employees.15 The interviews confirm a high but varied workload with 
flexibility, making balancing work with family obligations somewhat 
easier. The notion of the constantly working ideal academic employee is 
not always reality for employees at the MN faculty, yet it still exists as an 
ideal model, one that seems difficult to live up to, and probably makes an 
academic career seem unattractive to many. 

Conclusion
Nearly all – women and men, students and employees – support gender 
equality. But since they presume at the same time that academia is a func-
tioning meritocracy, the faculty’s visible gender imbalance is regarded as 
a result of women’s and men’s different choices. Above all, the vertical 
gender imbalance, with more men on higher levels and in leading posi-
tions, is explained in terms of women choosing children and family over 
an academic career. That a working culture of long days and temporary 
positions affects women and men differently is described as undesir-
able, but nevertheless unavoidable. Career requirements are considered 
to be objective and inevitable, since the faculty must be able to compete 
internationally.

The results of our studies do not support the explanation that women 
consciously opt out of an academic career to be active and present as par-
ents. Instead, they show an academic organization that fails to meet the 
ambitions of women compared to men, so that more women than men 
have unfulfilled career goals. Moreover, we see that conditions for com-
bining work and family are different for women and men. More often 
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than men, women have a partner who is also an academic. The men are, 
more often than women, in relationships where their own career has pri-
ority, and are less often in relationships where their partner’s career has 
first priority. For example, one in three male professors say they are in 
relationships in which their own career has priority, whereas less than 
one in ten female professors say the same. The men’s partners also have 
longer career breaks connected to the man’s job than do the women’s 
partners. When the man’s career comes first, both women and men expe-
rience problems with a culture of long working hours, but the same does 
not apply if the woman’s career comes first. When women describe how 
they combine work and family obligations by working evenings and hol-
idays, the men report how they get a lot of support from their partner in 
busy periods. 

The idea of the ideal academic worker (see Lund, 2012), who is able to 
work 24 hours a day writing applications and articles, or handling exper-
iments in the laboratory, who always prioritizes work and has no out-
side interests or obligations, is powerful within the organization. That 
this “phantom researcher” ideal affects women and men differently is not 
discussed. 
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Notes
1 Some of the categories in Figures 1.1–1.3 should be interpreted with extra caution. Especially, the 

researcher category is highly diverse, often based on temporary external funding and not neces-
sarily a step up on the career ladder. Also, the female proportion of bachelor students is probably 
higher than shown in Figure 1.1 due to irregularities in the statistics. The figures are snapshots 
of ongoing changes. For example, the apparent fall in the female proportion from bachelor to 
master level in informatics (Figure 1.3) is due to a strongly increasing proportion of women on 
the bachelor level, which will probably also be reflected on the master level in a couple of years.

2 “Forskningsmeldingen 2009” (“The 2009 Research Report”) says, for example: “The government 
considers as one of its most important challenges to strive for an equal number of women and 
men on all job levels and in all disciplines” (translated from Norwegian).

3 In the EU, 54 per cent of all bachelor and master students are women. In Norway, the proportion 
of women is 59 per cent (Diku, 2019; European Commission, 2019).

4 In the EU, only 32 per cent of students, 37 per cent of PhD students, and 15 per cent of professors 
are women in mathematics and the natural sciences. In Norway, the figures are somewhat high er: 
34 per cent, 40 per cent and 16 per cent, respectively (Diku, 2019; European Commission, 2019).

5 All interviewees are anonymized. Aksel, Wenche, and Tobias, etc. are fictitious names. 
6 A detailed description of the interview material can be found in the appendix “Method”. We 

conducted interviews with two objectives in mind: investigating how women and men perceive 
their workplace, and investigating the effect of different initiatives. 

7 See more about this in Chapter 5.
8 This applies to the employees – we know less about ambitions among those who have left  

the faculty. Satisfaction with ambitions also varies somewhat with other variables in the survey, 
al though this does not have a particularly strong effect with regard to gender. It is somewhat 
high er among participants having Norwegian family backgrounds compared to those having 
non-Norwegian backgrounds. Respondents whose parents had a high level of education 
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answered yes slightly less often than those whose parents had a medium or low level. Parents’ 
level of education thus indicates higher career ambitions, although the association is not very 
strong. 

9 The proportion of time for research reflects, in part, the contents of the different positions. 
Postdoctoral fellows have 0–25 per cent teaching as part of their contracts, whereas researchers 
are not supposed to teach at all. 

10 As already mentioned, those participating in one of the FRONT project’s long-term initiatives 
changed their perception. 

11 See also earlier publications in the project, e.g., Thun, 2018, 2019.
12 See Chapter 2, “Men, Masculinities and Professional Hierarchies”.
13 This is described in more detail in a previous publication from the project: Thun, C. (2019). 

Akademisk karriere som ‘risikosport’. Midlertidighet i et kjønnsperspektiv. Søkelys på 
Arbeidslivet, 36, (4–20).

14 A “classic” description in Norwegian gender research is Hanne Haavind’s article «Makt og 
kjærlighet i ekteskapet» (1982). She later revised the model towards increased gender equality 
(Haavind, 2006).

15 The normal work week in Norway is 37.5 hours.


