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Abstract: Research on discrimination and the effect of working towards equal status 
is significantly more advanced in academia in relation to gender than to other forms 
of discrimination. A relevant question is the extent to which analyses and measures 
to promote gender equality can contribute to advancing equality in other areas, 
including ethnic background and skin colour. And conversely: What can insight 
into discrimination on the basis of ethnicity bring to work on gender equality? This 
is the starting point for a review of the ethnic dimension of the FRONT survey’s 
empirical material. In this chapter, the university is seen as an international work-
place. Thus the extent to which relations within the work environment and pro-
fessional culture are influenced by ethnic background is investigated. The primary 
focus of the review is ethnicity, but the chapter also discusses how dimensions such 
as gender, ethnicity and class interrelate. In conclusion, the results are discussed in 
light of other research on intersectionality, stigmatization and gender roles.

Keywords: ethnicity, racism, intersectionality, class, equality, gender differences, 
academia

Historically speaking, equality work in universities has focused on equal-
ity between men and women. More recently, gender has been accompanied 
by diversity, a term primarily used in reference to ethnicity and ethnic 
diversity.1 Other grounds of discrimination, such as sexual orientation, 
gender identity, gender expression, disability and age, are more seldom 
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discussed. Workplace diversity has been on the agenda for some time, but 
is still relatively underdeveloped and poorly integrated into the higher edu-
cation sector in Norway, compared to gender equality work (Tica, 2021). 
At the same time, universities’ international orientation is expanding. This 
trend of increased internationalization applies to universities in general, 
but is particularly visible in the natural sciences (Gunnes et al., 2016).2 For 
example, as many as 38 per cent of those who responded to the survey 
of employees at the Faculty of Mathematics and Natural Sciences in the 
University of Oslo, which forms part of the empirical basis for this book, 
were of foreign nationality. A total of 51 nationalities were represented in 
the survey, but the large majority of answers came from employees with 
western national origins, including neighbouring Nordic countries. Only 
17 per cent of the foreigners were from non-western countries.3

In Norway and other countries, there has been considerable debate 
on whether gender equality and diversity are aligned or can in fact be 
conflicting goals. There is also a fear that increased emphasis on diver-
sity will weaken gender equality efforts. Since research on differential  
treatment/discrimination and the effect of equality measures is consider-
ably more developed in relation to gender than other potential grounds for 
discrimination, a relevant question is whether analyses and work based 
on gender equality can contribute to equality in other areas, including 
ethnic background and skin colour. And conversely, how can knowledge 
on ethnic discrimination contribute to gender equality work? Therefore, 
based on our analyses of gender differences, we wished to explore the eth-
nic dimension in our empirical material. Both the survey of the employ-
ees and the interview material provided an opportunity to conduct an 
analysis with regard to ethnicity. The questionnaire survey contained 
variables providing information on the respondents’ origin, and some of 
the interviews included questions on diversity and differential treatment 
based on ethnicity.4

In this chapter, we explore how life in academia is formed and affected 
by ethnicity. We begin by describing our material and definitions. Next, 
we describe a main feature of our material – the university as an inter-
national workplace. We show how four ethnic groups are distributed 
in terms of position level and other variables. In the employee survey, 
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three questions explicitly mention racism: whether the respondent has 
experienced unwanted racist attention; if so, who was behind this; and 
whether s/he experiences the culture in the unit as non-racist (racism was 
not defined in any detail in the survey). We describe the distribution of 
answers to these three questions. We then pose the question of whether 
conditions related to the work environment and academic culture, which 
we have considered earlier in relation to gender, are affected by ethnic 
background. The interviews show evidence of cultural differences and 
linguistic problems. Finally, we address ethnicity in relation to other 
dimensions in the material, including gender and class. The chapter ends 
with a discussion of the results in light of other research on intersection-
ality, stigmatization and gender roles. 

Ethnic Discrimination 
An ethnic group can be defined as a group within a larger society, which 
considers itself a group in relation to others, and is also identified as a 
separate people by others (Sommerfelt & Schackt, 2020). For example, 
the group may have the same national origin, descent, skin colour or 
language, according to Norway’s Equality and Anti-Discrimination Act 
(Likestillings- og diskrimineringsloven, 2017).

This law prohibits direct and indirect discrimination on grounds of 
ethnicity (including national origin, descent, skin colour, language). 
Thus ethnicity, like gender, is a ground of discrimination in modern leg-
islation. This is also reflected in the mandate of the Equality and Anti-
Discrimination Ombud,5 whose mission is to “promote equality and 
fight against discrimination on the basis of gender, ethnicity, religion, 
disability, sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression and age” 
(Likestillings- og diskrimineringsombudet, 2019).6

Several studies indicate that the extent of experienced unfair or differ-
ential treatment on the grounds of ethnicity is considerable in Norwegian 
working life. As many as 22 per cent of descendants of immigrants 
have reported differential treatment in the workplace in the past year 
(Bufdir, 2020). Diversity is also severely limited among business lead-
ers (Grundekjøn, 2020). Differential treatment also occurs in academia, 
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although research here is not decisive (Akademiet for yngre forskere 
[AYF], 2019; Cools & Schøne, 2019; Midtbøen, 2020). Some studies indi-
cate that differential treatment increases with higher position levels 
(Løkeland-Stai, 2020; Maximova-Mentzoni et al., 2016, p. 41), but differ-
ential treatment based on ethnicity in today’s Norwegian academia is rel-
atively unexplored. 

The Ethnic Dimension in the Study
In Norway, the term “race” is not a valid category; it is not used in official 
registries and therefore not included in our study (unlike some countries, 
like the U.S.). Two variables in the questionnaire survey provide informa-
tion on the ethnic dimension: nationality (citizenship) and family back-
ground. Nationality was formulated as an open question, while family 
background had three response options (Norwegian, mixed, foreign).7

In the analyses below, we divide the ethnic dimension into four main 
categories. These are defined as follows:

Majority = Norwegian nationality, not descendant
Descendant =  Norwegian nationality, foreign or mixed family 

background
Western = Non-Norwegian (foreign) with western nationality
Non-western = Non-Norwegian with non-western nationality8

We should mention some limitations in the material and this categoriza-
tion. According to the Equality and Anti-Discrimination Act (2020, § 6), 
“Ethnicity includes national origin, descent, skin colour, and language.” 
We asked about nationality and family background, but not about skin 
colour. Neither was language addressed in the employee survey, although 
the interview material offers information on this issue. 

The law distinguishes between direct and indirect differential treat-
ment (§ 7 and § 8): “‘Direct differential treatment’ means treatment of a 
person that is worse than the treatment that is, has been or would have 
been afforded to other persons in a corresponding situation.” Indirect 
differential treatment is “any apparently neutral provision, condition, 
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practice, act or omission that results in persons being put in a worse posi-
tion than others” (our italics). The questions in the employee survey do 
not distinguish between these types of differential treatment.

We should also add that differential treatment and discrimination 
are two different things. Differential treatment implies that groups are 
treated differently or affected differently by a practice or rule. It is con-
nected to what sociologists call social stratification. In some cases, differ-
ential treatment is justified. For example, a requirement for proficiency 
in Norwegian in a job announcement may affect different ethnic groups 
differently, yet still not be discriminatory if the position involves teaching 
in Norwegian. “Discrimination” is reserved for those cases where such 
differential treatment cannot be justified, that is it does not have a factual 
purpose (as defined in the law relating to equality and the prohibition 
against discrimination). The topic of this chapter is, first and foremost, 
differential treatment, not discrimination in the legal sense.9 Our data 
describe experiences of differential treatment, as well as potential factors 
behind it. 

The survey used in this and other chapters in the book was answered by 
843 employees at the faculty. The interview material consists of 93 inter-
views, of which two-thirds were Norwegian employees and one-third 
were foreign. The interviews included questions related to diversity and 
differential treatment based on ethnicity/sexual orientation/age etc., but 
were primarily oriented towards questions concerning gender equality.10

The material is extensive but also limited. It is, for example, too small to 
say anything about different experiences based on each individual nation-
ality. Our ethnic categorization is also rough (western/non-western),  
and conceals major variations within some categories, perhaps especially 
for descendants. Nevertheless, the material is relatively representative 
and contains answers from both majority and different minority groups. 
Moreover, the breadth of questions that can be tested in relation to eth-
nic differential treatment is considerable – much more than in previous 
research.11 The analyses thus provide new knowledge, albeit with reser-
vations. By uncovering shortcomings, they also reveal more precisely 
the need for further research, which we discuss towards the end of the 
chapter. 
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The International University: Majority and 
Minorities
The huge span of the ethnic dimension is shown in Table 6.1, where we pres-
ent the main features of four different groups, defined on the basis of nation-
ality (citizenship) and family background. The first two columns apply to 
employees of Norwegian nationality, with either Norwegian family back-
ground (we call this category “majority”) or foreign/mixed background (we 
call this category “descendants”). In other words, descendants are not only 
children of immigrants, but also those who have changed citizenship during 
adulthood (that is first-generation immigrants). The next two columns apply 
to foreign employees from western and non-western countries, respectively. 

Majority and Minorities
Table 6.1. Employees by Nationality and Background. Source: FRONT employee survey (N = 843).

Norwegian nationality Foreign nationality

Majority Descendants Western Non-western

Number of respondents 459 63 268 53

Percentage of the entire sample 54 8 32 6

Proportions in the group (in percentages):

Proportion of women 43 53 42 28

Proportion of young (below age 35) 34 31 43 55

Proportion of middle-aged (age 35–55) 49 55 50 45

Proportion of seniors (age 56+) 17 14 7 0

Proportion of PhD students 15 13 28 36

Proportion of postdoctoral fellows 5 9 23 13

Proportion of associate professors 7 9 10 13

Proportion of full professors 16 14 13 0

Proportion with high parental education* 24 36 30 12

Proportion with high father’s education** 40 45 52 17

Proportion of academic employees 66 66 87 91

Note:
Majority = Norwegian nationality, not descendant
Descendant = Norwegian nationality, foreign or mixed family background
Western = foreigner with western nationality
Non-western = foreigner with non-western nationality
*High parental education = scale value 12 and above (on the basis of a 14-part scale of the father’s plus the 
mother’s level of education)
**High father’s education = scale value 6+, on the basis of a 7-part education scale
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Let us take a closer look at the figures in the Table. The distribution of 
minority groups in relation to the majority enhances the picture of the 
faculty’s international orientation. This is particularly apparent, embod-
ied by a large group of foreigners of western nationalities, who make up 
as much as 32 per cent of the sample.

But is the distribution fair and balanced across the various career levels 
of the researcher’s career, or do some groups fare worse than others? The 
proportion of professors is roughly the same for the majority (16 per cent) 
and descendants (14 per cent). Overall, the four groups are fairly evenly 
distributed on higher position levels. The only obvious exception is 
non-westerners, who are absent on the professor level, which may be an 
effect of the fact that this group is considerably younger than the other 
groups. It may also be the case, as mentioned, that some of the employees 
with non-western backgrounds have changed citizenship as adults, and 
therefore become part of the group “descendants” in our statistics. 

It becomes clear from the Table that the minority groups are differ-
ent. For example, descendants and non-westerners are two very differ-
ent groups. The descendants resemble the majority.12 Nor are they clearly 
underrepresented in relation to position level, based on our data. One  
difference is that their parents have higher education levels than the 
majority’s parents. This applies particularly to the women in the group. 
The non-western group is a more clearly distinct group than the descen-
dants. They often have parents with a low level of education, and the 
group is characterized by lower age (few seniors), a lower proportion of 
women, and many PhD positions.13 However, they are not underrepre-
sented on levels above PhD. Rather, they are slightly better represented 
here, although they are absent on the professor level. It is possible to 
interpret this in terms of a time frame, since the group largely consists of 
young people who have entered the picture relatively recently. They are 
almost exclusively academic (not administrative) employees. 

Westerners make up the largest group with non-Norwegian nation-
alities. Like non-westerners, they are overrepresented on lower career 
stages, now especially on the postdoctoral level, not the PhD level. They 
are also somewhat older than non-westerners. We do not see any clear 
indication that they are underrepresented on higher position levels. 
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The four groups differ from each other in important respects. But we 
do not see a clear picture of the majority being overrepresented upwards 
on the career ladder. Does this mean that all the different groups have 
equal opportunities? We do not know. For example, we do not have 
information on the number of applicants divided by the number of those 
employed, both for Norwegian and foreign applicants. Other studies indi-
cate a low employment percentage for applicants from countries outside 
of Norway (Frølich et al., 2019).14 Furthermore, we have mentioned that 
“descendants” in our analysis is a diverse group, in which a number prob-
ably have one or both parents from western countries, and are therefore 
not in the target group for typical forms of differential treatment (that is 
differential treatment based on skin colour). What becomes obvious here, 
as well as elsewhere in the material, is that the faculty is largely open to 
“western” competition. Whether this also applies to global competition is 
a different issue. We see that the group most likely to be exposed to dif-
ferential treatment, non-westerners, are absent on the professor level. The 
fact that this group often consists of younger employees, at an early stage 
in their careers, is perhaps not the entire picture. 

It is important to emphasize that an even distribution by position level 
does not automatically mean that differential treatment does not occur 
in an organization. One can imagine that the distribution of different 
groups upwards on various levels appears relatively balanced or equal, 
and that everyone seems to have equal opportunities. Yet at the same 
time, there may be strong guidelines within the organization, making it 
more difficult in practice for underprivileged groups to achieve higher 
positions, be they women or foreigners. For example, both women and 
ethnic minority groups report that they have to work harder than their 
colleagues in order to achieve professional recognition (see below). This 
might mean that the path to positions on higher levels is longer for these 
groups. In other words, the results broken down by position level do 
not mean that differential treatment does not occur. A clear trend in 
our material on position level is that underrepresentation in regard to 
gender is consistent, whereas ethnicity is more varied (see Chapter 5). At 
the same time as we see few non-westerners at the top, we similarly see 
few women. 
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Time for Research: Both Positive and Negative
Work displacement means that an employee is given fewer meriting 
assignments. Within academia, where research counts as the most merit-
ing activity, work displacement can consist of an increase in administra-
tive tasks, or teaching at the expense of time for research. Consequently, 
it becomes harder for the employee to qualify for a position on a higher 
level. However having plenty of time for research can be a double-edged 
sword. A lot of time for research is good – it is how you qualify. But teach-
ing and administration are also good – that is how temporary employees 
make themselves indispensable in the workplace, and thus might increase 
their chances of an extended contract, and finally a permanent position. 
We see this in the interviews, in which temporary employees attempt to 
“make themselves indispensable” in order to remain in the faculty. For 
example, Marit, a female postdoctoral fellow, says: 

My strategy is that we are a fairly small research group with few permanent 

employees, many students, and a popular degree programme. So we have 

many students and quite a lot of teaching, so I thought as an idea for me 

that I take on teaching. It is a way of making myself useful in this group …  

so I’m thinking of keeping that up, and hang on a little and see how far it 

leads me. 

In the questionnaire survey, we ask how working hours are actually 
divided between the different tasks, and how employees wish they were 
divided. Our data show that the majority group spend slightly more 
time on administration than the other groups. This is not unexpected, 
considering that foreigners (particularly non-Scandinavians) have more 
problems with the language and culture. But the results should be inter-
preted with caution – it may happen that some work displacement should 
actually be considered to be ethnic allocation of assignments (Midtbøen, 
2020), meaning that some groups are given less meriting assignments 
than others. This may pass under the radar, so to speak, in our study. But 
the main impression is that foreign researchers at the faculty are given 
ample opportunity to do research. However, they report slightly more 
total working hours (two more working hours a week) than their col-
leagues in the majority group. This result gains significance considering 
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that they, more often than the majority, experience unfair work pressure, 
as we discuss below. 

A Norwegian study reveals a tendency in which Norwegian women 
often apply for positions emphasizing administration and teaching, 
whereas foreign men more often apply for research-oriented positions 
(Frølich et al., 2019). The FRONT material does not indicate any clear 
differences in relation to desired distribution of working hours.15 The vast 
majority, regardless of ethnicity (or gender), would like more time for 
research. Some would like more teaching, and a few want more adminis-
tration. We see a certain variation based on position level: the desire for 
more research time is stronger on lower levels than on higher levels. There 
is a slight tendency for the minorities to prioritize research even higher 
than the majority, but the differences are relatively small. 

The Seeing Eye: Racism and Ethnic  
Differential Treatment 
Let us take a look at experiences of racism in the employee survey, since 
we have measured this through questions explicitly mentioning this topic. 
Three questions deal with this: whether the respondent has experienced 
unwanted racist attention;16 if so, who was behind this; and whether s/he  
believes the culture in the unit to be non-racist. The proportion of employ-
ees having experienced unwanted racist attention at the faculty was 4 per 
cent.17 By comparison, 12 per cent have experienced bullying, and 7 per 
cent have experienced unwanted sexual attention. 

These are figures for the entire sample, however. The extent of racism 
is highly dependent on “the seeing eye”, or the position of the person 
responding. Unwanted racist attention has been experienced by only 1 per 
cent of participants with Norwegian family backgrounds, compared with 
8 per cent of those with foreign or mixed family backgrounds. Among 
participants of non-western nationalities, 11 per cent have experienced 
unwanted racist attention compared with 4 per cent of western foreigners. 

The analyses show that roughly one in ten from exposed groups 
(descendants, non-westerners) have experienced unwanted racial atten-
tion. This indicates that experiences of unwanted racial attention are not 
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simply a marginal exception. And although it is not the norm, it consti-
tutes a considerable problem at the faculty. This result largely resembles 
the figures for unwanted sexual attention – here, 12 per cent of the most 
exposed group (women) have experienced the problem, compared to  
3 per cent of the men (see ch. 3).18

We asked who is responsible for the unwanted racist attention. The 
results show that colleagues are behind approximately two-thirds of this. 
Again, the picture largely resembles unwanted sexual attention. We also 
asked about the culture in the unit/department in regard to racism. The 
vast majority agree or strongly agree that the culture is non-racist. Only 
4 per cent of employees disagree or strongly disagree with this. By com-
parison, 5 per cent disagree or strongly disagree that the culture is non- 
sexist. The tendency is similar. Although there are experiences of racism 
(or sexism), they are considered to be more the exception than the rule in 
academic culture.19

Direct questions on unwanted racist attention and racism show that 
the problem exists, and that the extent of the problem largely depends 
on whom you ask. The extent is considerably greater in exposed groups, 
than in less exposed groups. The majority report fewer problems than the 
minorities, in the same way that men report fewer problems than women, 
in relation to sexual harassment. The tendency here, as in analyses of 
gender, is that the more general the question, the greater the support for 
the “equality” response option. Almost “everyone” agrees that the cul-
ture is non-racist, generally speaking, especially among the Norwegians. 
Among the minorities, there is also still a large majority in favour of this 
view. Also, descendants and non-westerners agree – the culture in the 
faculty is generally good. 

Another indication of equal treatment in the organization is the expe-
rience of bullying and harassment regardless of grounds for discrimina-
tion. Descendants, but not other minorities, more often report bullying 
than the majority. Among descendants, 19 per cent report bullying com-
pared with 11 per cent of the majority. This is an indication of a problem, 
independent of direct racism. The difference is roughly the same across 
genders. We see no particular profile among the descendants compared 
to the majority in relation to who is responsible for the bullying. The most 
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Table 6.2. Work Environment Problems Among the Majority and Minorities. Source: FRONT 
Employee survey (N = 843).

Work Environment Problems by Different Groups (in percentages)

Majority Descendants Western Non-western

I have to work harder than my colleagues 
in order to be recognized

12 30 24 37

I am constantly scrutinized/judged by my 
colleagues

14 20 18 26

I am reluctant to bring up issues that 
concern me for fear that it might affect 
my career 

20 33 19 28

I do not get the opportunity to participate 
in important committees/meetings/
projects

15 33 23 18

Problems with colleagues’ attitudes 14 20 23 15

common answer in both groups is colleagues. However, there is a clear 
tendency among descendants that those who report racist attention also 
report bullying. 

In other words, we find a considerable, that is more than marginal, 
proportion of experienced racist attention and racism, and a larger pro-
portion who have experienced bullying, among descendants. The prob-
lems depend on “the seeing eye” – and are experienced much more 
often in exposed groups than in the majority group. At the same time, 
assessments of the culture in the unit are mainly positive, also among 
minorities. 

Different Experiences Based on Ethnicity
We have described the placement of various minorities on position levels, 
possible work displacement, and experiences of unwanted racist atten-
tion. This says something about diversity-related challenges, but it only 
tells part of the story. In order to understand more of this picture, we 
need data on work environment and academic culture, similar to what we 
have on gender. As mentioned, minorities may be relatively well placed 
in the position hierarchy – but the costs of getting there may be different. 

Table 6.2 shows the main results of analyses of the majority and 
minorities with regard to essential work environment variables. At the 



e t h n i c i t y ,  r a c i s m  a n d  i n t e r s e c t i o n a l i t y

177

top of the list, we see problems with clearly unequal ranges between the 
groups, led by having to work more than colleagues, which ranks as num-
ber one on this “ethnic problem list”. Below we see examples of variables 
that appear to be influenced by ethnicity, but where the results are some-
what less clear. 

We see a clear (and statistically significant) variation for the experience 
of having to work harder, and the feeling of being scrutinized and judged. 
We also see quite a bit of variation in relation to raising issues. But for 
having the opportunity to participate in important committees, meet-
ings and projects, the picture is somewhat less clear. The same applies to 
problems with colleagues’ attitudes and a number of other environmental 
variables not presented here. 

The Table should be interpreted with caution. It only shows how 
problems are experienced within the four groups. It does not say that 
they are caused by differential treatment based on ethnicity, or whether 
other conditions are at work. In particular, we see that the non-westerners  
are a special group in terms of age and position level. Our material is too 
small to correct for such factors. Nevertheless, it is relevant for revealing 
the actual pattern – even if we do not know what causes it. One possi-
ble interpretation is that the minorities – descendants, westerners and 
non-westerners – in fact largely resemble each other in some central 
areas, especially in the experience of having to work harder, being under 
scrutiny, and being slightly reluctant to raise issues. In other questions, 
they are more equal, but some of this might also be explained by the fact 
that the non-westerners are a more distinctive group, in terms of age and 
position level, as already mentioned. 

The experience of having to work harder or being scrutinized and 
judged does not necessarily have anything to do with competitive envi-
ronments. It could also relate to the costs of cultural differences. The 
degree of differential treatment may be relatively limited. On the con-
trary, the environment may be characterized by encouragement of inter-
national collaboration, but there is nevertheless a “Norwegian cultural 
curriculum” that the minorities must learn. This may be part of the 
explanation for why the minorities report more working hours a week, 
despite the fact that we see no indication that they have less time for 
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research than the majority. At the same time, it is clear that descendants 
also report demands for (perceived) unfair work efforts, which makes it 
clear that cultural difference is hardly the only explanation.20 A possible 
interpretation is that minorities, more often than the majority, feel they 
have to prove they are competent. 

One claim in the debate, which also shows up in the interviews, is that 
globalization entails competition, which may weaken Norwegian gen-
der equality. The idea is that international competition means that male 
applicants, with less background and work methods based on equality, 
will oust a Norwegian “bedrock” of researchers, especially women. Some 
put this into a time perspective – some of these international environ-
ments are reminiscent of Norway in the old days: 

What you have kept [in today’s university] is the job insecurity, low wages, the 

necessity for major work endeavours, especially in Norway, with gender equal-

ity now in particular, right, so it is obvious – before, the men could just go to 

work, and then they had a stay-at-home wife, you know, but you can’t work 

12 hours a day any more, modern PhD students can’t and won’t, not men either. 

And then, then there are many, then there are many things that … I mean a lot 

of tensions, to put it mildly. (Kristoffer, male professor)

This train of thought is most visible in interviews with men in our mate-
rial, and less common among the interviewed women. To a lesser degree, 
these saw international competition as a problem in terms of gender 
equality.21 The interviewed leaders often emphasized that gender equal-
ity and diversity should be seen in connection. They argued that these 
dimensions could reinforce each other, among other things, in the form 
of increased innovativeness. The positive importance of internationaliza-
tion and diversity was mentioned by many of the interviewees, but was 
most emphasized by this group. 

If international competition is a threat to gender equality, we 
should be able to see tendencies of this in detailed analyses of the eth-
nic dimension. For example, there should be a greater proportion of 
households in which the woman’s career has priority, or where there is 
an equal priority in the majority group than in various minorities. Is 
this the case? 
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Work, Family and Ethnicity
The Table below shows how essential factors in the family situation 
(among those with a spouse or partner) are distributed among the four 
groups (in percentages). 

Table 6.3. The Family Situation Among the Majority and Minorities. Source: FRONT Employee 
survey (N = 843)

Majority Descendants Western Non-western

Proportion with partner/spouse 82 70 78 68

Partner/spouse is an academic or 
researcher

30 21 36 41

The woman has taken leave due to the 
man’s job (average, months)

4 1 5 7

Partner/spouse and I are equally 
dedicated to our careers

56 55 53 64

Man is more dedicated* 33 25 30 29

Woman is more dedicated* 7 0 9 0

The partners’ careers had equal priority 
in the past year

57 52 46 47

The woman’s career had first priority in 
the past year*

12 16 13 3

Note: The figures represent proportions in percentages within each group, except the figures for the woman’s 
leave due to the man’s job, which represent the average number of months on leave (*indicates that the figures 
are taken from men’s reports, but the reporting is highly similar across genders). 

The proportion of participants who are married or cohabitants is quite 
similar between the groups, if we take different age profiles into account 
(non-westerners are younger). We see a relatively large element of homo-
gamy (married to equals) among those who have academic partners, at 
least in the majority group. Here as many as 50 per cent of those with an 
academic partner have a partner working in a discipline related to the 
respondent’s own discipline. Natural scientists seem to be fond of each 
other. Figures for the minorities are a bit too small to say anything about 
this dimension. Similarly, figures for taking a leave of absence (leave/
career break) are small, but they provide a certain picture of the situation. 

We see no essential difference in the assessment of career motivation 
or dedication across ethnic groups. On the contrary, the proportion 
with balanced dedication is relatively similar. A few differences emerge 
when we take a closer look at prioritizations in the household during 
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the past year. That the woman is more dedicated than the man is gen-
erally a minority phenomenon but is actually not reported at all among 
descendants and non-westerners. Regarding actual prioritization in the 
past year, we see a slight tendency for equal priority to be more common 
among the majority than in the other groups, but this is not very clear. 
Nor do we see any clear picture that the proportion who have prioritized 
the woman’s career in the past year is higher among the majority than in 
the other groups. However, there is a tendency towards a lower priority 
among non-westerners.22

What does the data say about the assumption that internationalization 
is a threat to the Norwegian gender equality model? It is a mixed picture. 
Norway is not alone in increasing gender equality. The different ethnic 
groups’ households are relatively similar, and the difference we do see 
might be explained more by other factors, such as age and position level. 
We see some signs of lower acceptance for women’s careers, meaning that 
women are less dedicated than men, among two of the minorities, but 
these are uncertain and may be caused by other conditions. Actual pri-
oritization of the woman’s career in the past year is, in fact, slightly lower 
among the majority than among descendants, but higher among west-
erners than non-westerners. 

In other words, we see that minorities have different “gender equality 
conditions” in the household/family, and the hypothesis that they are gen-
erally less gender equal is only supported to a limited degree. We have a few 
indications that traditional gender roles matter more, for instance, with less 
reporting than in the majority, that the woman’s dedication to her career is 
greater than the man’s. But as to who in practice has had priority in the past 
year, descendants score higher than the majority on giving the woman pri-
ority. The results correspond to other research on descendants’ social mobil-
ity, especially among women (Midtbøen, 2020; Vidnes, 2019; Vik, 2013).

Cultural Differences and Indirect  
Differential Treatment 
The interviews in FRONT confirm the faculty’s international profile. As 
mentioned, approximately one-third of the interviewees are foreign citizens, 
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mostly from western countries. We also see major geographic mobility: 
many have moved between countries during their careers; and many of the 
non-westerners have had stays at western, including Norwegian, univer-
sities, for example as master’s students or PhD students. Many also work 
in research groups with an international configuration. Many experiences 
and reflections relating to ethnicity, directly or indirectly, emerged in the 
interviews. Here, we will take a closer look at these, emphasizing statements 
from non-Norwegian and non-western participants. 

The most common explanation for additional problems for non- 
Norwegians at the faculty, described in the interviews, suggests cultural 
differences rather than racism, discrimination or direct differential treat-
ment. These cultural differences involve such things as language, but also 
understanding how things work in Norway, including formal and infor-
mal rules of the game at the faculty. For example, there is major inter-
national variation in terms of what a position as a student, postdoctoral 
fellow or professor actually means in practice. The foreigners feel that it 
takes time to familiarize themselves with the rules of the game.23

When differential treatment is mentioned it is usually implicit, a type 
of bias that is not necessarily conscious. Li, a female PhD student, says: 

You don’t speak as fast to Chinese people because sometimes you expect poorer 

English, and the English is poorer, perhaps much poorer sometimes. But you 

know – there are some mechanisms – you see the young male researcher there, 

you see him, or you wish to help him get into the discipline, but what about this 

Chinese girl? Well, she will probably soon go back to China, you know. And, of 

course, that may be true – but it is not fair. There should be equal opportunities 

in a situation like that. Even though many Chinese researchers have to go back 

for many reasons. But still. 

Here we see both linguistic problems, as well as a tendency that foreign-
ers, who may be likely to return to their home countries, are passed over. 
The investment does not benefit the unit (or the Norwegian job market). 
Consequently, the Norwegian candidate may be preferred. The exam-
ple illustrates how structural conditions may contribute to differential  
treatment.24 Foreign researchers may appear as “nomads”, not suited for 
permanent employment. 
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Linguistic Problems 
All the interviewees who do not come from Norway (or Sweden/
Denmark) describe difficulties learning Norwegian. However, their 
views on whether they actually need Norwegian in order to work at a 
Norwegian university differ. 

“So the beginning was a bit difficult for me because I wasn’t that 
good in Norwegian,” says Ella, a female associate professor, when she 
describes how she experienced her first period in Norway. She continued 
to describe how informal contact between colleagues during lunch and 
by the coffee machine is what happens in Norwegian. Planned, profes-
sional discussions normally occur in English, however. Thea, a female 
associate professor, thinks she manages well with English. “They said, 
‘It would be great if you learned Norwegian,’ but I mean, everything 
is in English. I am used to the English system. I came from an inter-
national group, I spoke English every day, so I was never … I never 
thought of it as a problem.” Hannah, a female associate professor, agrees 
and says, “Speaking English is so natural, even with Norwegians, that I 
don’t think it – for most people – occurs to us to switch into Norwegian. 
When you’ve established a relationship through one language, that kind 
of becomes the language of that relationship, so if you start with English, 
that’s the way it is ….” Kathrine, a female associate professor, has a dif-
ferent opinion. She is working hard to learn Norwegian because she 
needs it in her research collaborations, and in order to build networks 
with Norwegian researchers. “The meetings are in Norwegian, so I had 
to improve my Norwegian,” she says. To some, like Thea, it may be “nat-
ural” to continue in English – especially within research collaboration 
– but at the same time, the administrative language at the University of 
Oslo is Norwegian, as is the language of instruction on the undergrad-
uate level.25

Li describes how English may also be excluding, as mentioned above. 
“You don’t speak as fast to Chinese people, because sometimes you expect 
poorer English, and the English is [in fact] poorer, perhaps much poorer 
sometimes.” English is normally a greater challenge for non-westerners, 
such as from Asia, than for western employees, and linguistic problems 
can easily be perceived as slow-wittedness. The importance of English 

https://press.nordicopenaccess.no/index.php/noasp/catalog/view/143/737/5516#FN83


e t h n i c i t y ,  r a c i s m  a n d  i n t e r s e c t i o n a l i t y

183

as a working language also benefits employees from English-speaking 
countries in relation to Norwegians (and other westerners). We did not 
ask systematically about linguistic problems, but our impression is that 
“everyone” is expected to be proficient in English, and problems with this 
may therefore be undercommunicated, also among the Norwegians.26

Networks, Culture and Contacts
The biggest problem described by non-Norwegians is not language, but 
the lack of a Norwegian network. For Kathrine, these two things are con-
nected. She has learned Norwegian in order to strengthen her Norwegian 
network. “During the ten years that have passed since I moved to Norway, 
I have been involved in a lot of international collaboration, so people out-
side of Norway know my name very well, and I get invitations and so on. 
My challenge is Norway,” she says. Anna, a female post doctoral fellow, 
describes the same problem: “I have a very good international network, 
but the national network is not as good, in Norway.” Thea also says that 
she misses a Norwegian network, which she believes affects her chances 
of getting research funding. “I wasn’t used to failure [having grant appli-
cations rejected, our comment], then I came to Norway, and it was so 
difficult. […] In order to get funding, the RCN committee,27 the research-
ers, and these committees must get to know you, both Norwegians and 
non-Norwegians.” According to Thea, you must have a well-known name 
within the country where you apply in order to get funding. In her opin-
ion, this is not typical of Norway, but applies everywhere: “I mean, in 
Germany, the peer-reviewers are German, or Germans living abroad. 
And I think, for me most … now it’s like, if I hear who has assessed 
my application, I know all of them. Or they know me. And then being 
assessed as number one is easier.” 

These quotes illustrate how “networks” must be interpreted broadly. It 
is not only about acquaintances and collaboration but also about oppor-
tunities for funding and positions. Earlier, we described professional 
hierarchies and prestige (see Chapter 2), and here the more personal pres-
tige system emerges. Having a “well-known name” is an advantage, and 
this varies with nationality. 
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Thea’s statement that “in Germany, the peer-reviewers are German,” 
may also illustrate cultural barriers, regardless of language – that there is 
a lot to learn when you come to Norway. Thea observes that some things 
are different (“these committees must get to know you, both Norwegians 
and non-Norwegians”), but she nevertheless interprets the Norwegian 
financing system based on a German model. However, the Norwegian 
model is different. The procedures for application processing vary consid-
erably between countries, and the Research Council of Norway’s system 
means that quality assessments, with few exceptions, are based on assess-
ments made by foreign referees.28 The quote illustrates how mastering 
the cultural codes, including the formal and informal rules for research 
funding, is often more difficult when you come from “outside”. You may 
not necessarily be doing it “wrong”. But you are not necessarily doing it 
entirely right either.29 And that is important in academic competition.

In the employee survey, the lack of networks does not appear as a prob-
lem factor among minorities. That may be because the question is formu-
lated differently than in the interviews. In the survey, we ask whether the 
respondents have been encouraged to establish their own network. Most 
of the respondents answer this question in the affirmative, including 
non-westerners. We do not ask whether they have managed to establish 
a network of their own or how difficult this has been. These topics came 
up in the interviews. 

“The University Bubble” 
Coming to Norway as a young employee, on the PhD or postdoctoral 
level, without a family is one thing. Staying in Norway with a family is a 
different matter. A number of participants describe how they experience 
problems of integration only after they start a family – before that, they 
lived in a “university bubble”. 

“I came here because I got a scholarship, and I was in the university 
bubble, and it feels like I lived entirely in that bubble. It was a bubble with 
a very hard shell – I spent all my time at the university and only socialized 
with people at the university. I worked out at the university’s gym, I was 
involved in clubs at the university.” Hannah describes how she lived in a 
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university bubble until she had a family and experienced how difficult it 
was for her husband to become integrated in Norway. “I felt pretty naive, 
and at the same time stupid, vulnerable, since I wasn’t really in that real-
ity. And when I had to face that reality, having a family … having a family 
really bursts that bubble because you begin to relate to people on a dif-
ferent level.” For example, Hannah describes that she did not know how 
difficult the application process for a visa was, because she herself had 
received help. But most importantly, she describes how difficult it was for 
her husband to enter the Norwegian labour market. “Of course it is very 
important to be part of something bigger, to be part of a network and … 
yeah, and he has tried to make contact via email, but it is … his impres-
sion is that it is a very closed system. So people look out for each other, 
but it is very difficult for outsiders to come in. But once you’re inside, you 
will be looked after.” 

Thea describes much the same. Her husband also had problems finding 
a job, an experience she shares with many in the same situation. “We have 
many colleagues here whose partner hasn’t got a job. And it is super frus-
trating! And I think we foreigners have been very naive, that we believed 
that we have come to Norway, and Norway is a rich country with a low 
unemployment rate. But I think, for many, it just hasn’t worked out. And 
that can be dramatic.” 

We see a tendency for the interviewees to find it easier to talk about 
their partners’ difficulties in Norway than their own. This may, of course, 
be because they actually have bigger problems, for example, that the lack 
of Norwegian proficiency is a bigger problem in the job market outside 
the university. But it may also be easier to talk about differential treatment 
as something other than coincidences and exceptions, when it applies to 
another person. 

Class, Ethnicity and Intersectionality
As we have seen, the results reveal a pattern of problems and challenges 
related to ethnicity. For instance, a higher proportion of minorities say 
that they have to work harder than their colleagues and are constantly 
scrutinized and judged. Some of these problems also emerge in relation 
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to gender (more often experienced by women), whereas others are more 
specific to the ethnic dimension (like linguistic problems). In order to 
provide a better interpretation of this picture, it is important to consider 
various background variables in connection with each other. Do differ-
ent grounds for discrimination work together? This is the topic of the 
following section. The ethnic dimension is discussed in light of class and 
gender, and we describe the three dimensions together. First, we will look 
at the class dimension in the material. 

Class and Education
Research on education shows that social class background is an import-
ant factor for selection in academia. Students with parents having long 
higher education levels are decidedly overrepresented compared with 
those whose parents have the least education (Statistisk sentralbyrå, 2019; 
Vidnes, 2019).

The FRONT project has data on mothers’ and fathers’ levels of educa-
tion, as an indication of social class in the questionnaire surveys. We have 
an extended scale for educational levels (seven levels) and ask about both 
the mother’s and father’s levels. That education is a narrow and incom-
plete indicator of social class is beyond doubt, but not a discussion we 
can address here (for further discussion, see e.g., Hansen et al., 2014). 
Educational level should at least indicate one aspect of class, “cultural 
capital”, having particular relevance in academia.

As shown in Table 6.1, 24 per cent of the majority have parents with 
higher educations compared with 36 per cent of descendants, 30 per cent 
of westerners, and 12 per cent of non-westerners. Parents’ level of educa-
tion has a positive effect for the majority and descendants (as mentioned, 
the category includes first-generation immigrants who have changed 
their citizenship to Norwegian). The Table may exaggerate the greater 
importance for descendants, based on data for western foreigners (with 
high educational backgrounds), and the tendency for “natural scientists 
to like each other” (homogamy), although we do not know this for cer-
tain. The figures indicate that class is even more important for descen-
dants than for the majority. 
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One problem – or challenge – when measuring class through parents’ 
level of education, in addition to the fact that this is only one aspect of 
class, is the scale itself. For gender and ethnicity, it is relatively clear what 
should be considered a high rank (male, white), and a low rank (female, of 
colour). But for educational level, this is not as clear. For example, we may 
find different problem levels on seven different levels of education, with-
out any clear linear relationship (but perhaps a curvilinear relationship). 

In our material, there is a clear tendency for the outliers on the scale for 
educational level to behave as expected, based on a hypothesis that a lower 
educational level among parents will increase the chances of experienc-
ing problems. Descendants whose parents have a long university educa-
tion report fewer problems than those whose parents have a low level of 
education. But the groups in the middle of the scale, westerners and the 
majority, do not report as expected based on a hypothesis of a straight 
line relationship. This probably contributes to the effect of class appear-
ing lower than it actually is. It should be taken into account that class 
is a “movable target” in relation to ethnicity and gender. A career often 
involves social mobility, but rarely gender mobility or ethnic mobility.30

The proportion having different levels of education has changed greatly 
over time. High university education among parents was rarer a genera-
tion or two ago than today. However, this difference is not very dramatic 
in our material. The parents’ average level of education is roughly the 
same among the young and middle-aged, but noticeably lower among 
seniors (age 56+).

We took a closer look at parents’ education in regard to gender. Is the 
effect different based on the mother’s or father’s level of education? And 
is it different for women and men? Here, the results are clear. The answer 
is “no” on both counts. The mother’s and father’s levels of education have 
roughly similar effects. As far as we can see, both are problem reducing 
in roughly the same way. Moreover, analyses show that this pattern is 
relatively similar across genders. 

Briefly summarized, we can say that class has an effect quite inde-
pendently of gender and ethnicity, but the effect is less obvious in the 
material than one might expect, based on the fact that class is such a 
central dimension in research on education. It is not surprising that the 
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university provides a certain “bonus” to those whose parents have a long 
university education. One could imagine that with class included in the 
picture, differences based on ethnicity or gender would be relatively 
small. This is not the case in our material. A possible interpretation is 
that class is a more “underlying” dimension. 

Three Problem Profiles: Ethnicity, Class and Gender
The FRONT material provides an opportunity to analyze the importance 
of the dimensions ethnicity, class and gender, in relation to career, envi-
ronmental and cultural problems. What are the challenges connected 
with these, and how do they interact with each other? Before we can ana-
lyze this, it is important to identify each of these dimensions as clearly 
as possible. We will, therefore, first consider each of them separately. The 
analyses shed light on effects in relation to a number of environmental 
and cultural variables. The result is three different “problem profiles”.

Here is the problem ranking based on ethnic difference, showing some 
characteristicss of the ethnic problem profile:31

Have to work harder than colleagues (correlation .155)

Reluctant to raise issues (.117)

Reluctant to speak my opinion (.104)

Constant scrutiny/assessment (.074)

All in all, the effect of ethnicity is visible on approximately 10–20 per cent of the 

environmental variables in the survey.

Here is the profile in relation to social class:

My area of research has low status (–.116)

Limited job opportunities (–.104)

Have to work harder than colleagues (.071)

The effect of class is visible on 5–15 per cent of the variables in the survey.32

The problem profile in relation to gender:

No access to role models (.135)

I cannot express my preferences (.132)
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I do not fit in (.128)

Culture with long working hours (.115)

Have to work harder than colleagues (.107)

Lack of supervision (.106)

My area is too interdisciplinary (.105)

Reluctant to speak my opinion (0.97)

Periods of part-time work (.094)

No participation in committees (.093)

Lack of support (.092)

Constant scrutiny/assessment (.087)

My contributions are not valued (.084)

Professional isolation (.079)

The effect of gender is visible on approximately 50–65 per cent of the variables 

in the survey.

We see that ethnicity, and particularly class, have fewer visible effects 
on the problem level than one might expect compared with gender. If 
class and ethnicity are important dimensions, why are they not more 
visible? Is the faculty more characterized by gender division than eth-
nic or class-related division? What does the “gender gap”, as described 
in Chapter 5, mean if we also consider other important background 
dimensions? 

Intersectional Analysis
In order to take a closer look at ethnicity, class and gender in relation to 
each other, we analyzed each dimension – including the other dimensions 
in the picture. This is often called intersectional analysis, for example in 
gender research. The idea behind this is that various forms of differential 
treatment must be understood in a broader context, and as a whole. Thus, 
intersectional analysis may provide a better understanding of different 
groups among students and employees. The “classic” point of departure 
for intersectional theory is a situation in which different types or grounds 
of discrimination, for example, being black and female, reinforce each 
other (Crenshaw, 1989).
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We investigated this through several types of statistical analy-
sis. First, we looked at the interaction between background vari-
ables in regard to the problem profiles described above, and then we 
looked at the intersectional interplay. The analyses show three clear  
results.

Firstly, we see that the background dimensions – ethnicity, class 
and gender – are largely independent of one another. It is not the case 
that one of them stops working when the others are included in the 
analysis. The effects are essentially the same, yet somewhat moderated. 
In other words, the problem profiles are relatively similar, regardless 
of whether other background variables are included in the analysis or 
not. This applies particularly to the two clearest profiles (ethnicity and  
gender).

Secondly, it appears that the intersectional effect remains limited, even 
if we apply different methods to bring out the connections. The grounds 
for discrimination may be “added up” (a technique that has been crit-
icized) or “multiplied” (for further discussion about the methods, see, 
e.g., Christoffersen, 2017; Dubrow, 2008; Krause, 2019). Both imply that 
“interaction elements” are included in multivariable analyses (ethnic + 
gender, or ethnic × gender). Neither of them show large or clear effects in 
our material.

Thirdly, we see that the intersectional interplay that actually exists 
cannot be summarized in one simple formula. The most obvious inter-
sectional effect has to do with ethnicity and gender, but only partially 
how one might expect – that a low ranking in one dimension goes hand 
in hand with a low ranking in the other. One could easily presume that a 
low ranking in the ethnic dimension (ethnic = minority) would go hand 
in hand with a low ranking in the other (gender = woman). This group 
ought to have the highest score on problem variables, like having to work 
harder than colleagues and academic devaluation (scrutiny). But the 
empirical results are different. It is the men, not the women among the 
minorities, who most often report problems compared with the majority 
of the same gender. 

In our material, such connections are best revealed through detailed 
analyses. The figure below offers an example. 
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Figure 6.1. Work Environment Problems by Ethnicity and Gender. The columns show the 
proportion of “yes” answers (strongly agree and agree) in percentages for two problem 
formulations. Source: FRONT employee survey (N = 843).

The columns show the proportion of “yes” answers (strongly agree or 
agree) in percentages for two important problems, divided by gender 
and ethnicity.33 We see that the problem proportion is generally higher 
among women than among men, and higher among minorities than the 
majority. We also see that the distance between majority and minority is 
greater among men than among women, especially for working harder 
than colleagues. 

A relevant term from role theory is incongruence between different 
roles or positions. For example, problems are greatest (or perceived as 
greatest) for a low rank in one dimension, but for a high rank in another. 
This may explain why ethnicity, in our study, appears to have stronger 
effects for men than for women on important variables related to ethnic 
discrimination. Problems are greatest for minority women (as expected 
based on intersectional theory). At the same time, the effect of ethnicity 
for men is greater than what one perhaps might expect. We also have 
some indications of intersectional interaction in a more traditional sense. 
This is based on the fact that non-westerners also have a lower proportion 
of parents having a higher education, but these effects are relatively weak 
and uncertain. 

https://press.nordicopenaccess.no/index.php/noasp/catalog/view/143/737/5516#FN91
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Two reservations should be mentioned. First, our material may be too 
limited to reveal intersectional effects clearly (enough). Paradoxically, a 
large amount of material is needed to uncover something that is mainly 
about individual effects. Second, and perhaps most importantly, inter-
sectional effects being moderate on an aggregated statistical level, does 
not necessarily mean that they are not important on an individual level. 
They might be extremely important to some individuals or groups, while 
they simultaneously do not have a large and clear impact on the overall 
picture. 

Discussion
As mentioned, 11 per cent of non-westerners, and 8 per cent of descen-
dants say they have experienced unwanted racist attention at the faculty, 
mostly by colleagues. A survey of young researchers in Norway shows a 
similar tendency (AYF, 2019). There, nearly 25 per cent of foreign-born 
researchers reported discrimination due to their immigrant background. 
The researchers emphasize that experiences of discrimination and sex-
ual harassment have a strong negative impact on wanting to recommend 
an academic career to others, and that discrimination is a particularly 
strong factor. 

Is racism part of a broader pattern of differential treatment? Here, our 
results point in slightly different directions. We find a clear underrepre-
sentation of non-westerners on the top level (professors),34 but apart from 
that, there are few signs of skewed representation on position levels.35 
Descendants and western foreigners are not clearly underrepresented on 
higher levels compared with lower levels. However, it is possible that a 
more precise research design focusing, for example, on employees with a 
specific national background (such as Asia or Africa), would show differ-
ent results. Thus this should be interpreted with caution.36 Nevertheless, 
we do not see any clear work displacement to the minorities’ disadvan-
tage, or any other visible signs of ethnic discrimination. However, one 
of the groups (descendants) experiences bullying more often than the 
majority. 

https://press.nordicopenaccess.no/index.php/noasp/catalog/view/143/737/5516#FN92
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This may be interpreted to suggest that structural discrimination is rel-
atively low or indirect, which is also reflected in mostly positive reports on 
the culture at the department or unit. Even within exposed groups, there 
is general agreement that the culture is non-racist and diversity-friendly. 
We also see that the different groups are quite similar in terms of gender 
equality in the household. On the other hand, minorities report problems 
with the work environment more often, especially on a few (but essential) 
variables. For instance, these have to do with skewed work requirements, 
and that they report roughly two more working hours per week than the 
majority. 

At the same time, it becomes clear from our study that the “problem 
profile” related to gender is more extensive than for ethnicity. Why are 
problems so much more visible in relation to gender compared with eth-
nicity and class? One interpretation says there are two factors at work. 
One factor is more reporting and criticism in relation to gender than to 
ethnicity and class, and another factor is that gender differences are, in 
fact, greater than ethnic differences. In other words, one hypothesis is 
“subjective”, and one is “objective”. 

Let us first look at the subjective hypothesis. The point of departure 
here is that different research methods, including an anonymous ques-
tionnaire form, are influenced by the threshold for reporting problems. If 
this threshold is different for the exposed groups within various dimen-
sions of discrimination, the results will provide an incorrect picture 
of the actual extent. They will be somewhat spurious and misleading. 
Conditions related to shame and stigmatization – typical factors behind 
low reporting – are perhaps stronger in relation to ethnicity than to gen-
der, and may therefore contribute to such a result.37

But is this something we know? It is true that we have a number of 
interviews with foreigners who talk about better conditions in the 
Norwegian university system than in their home country. This relates to 
a more equal opportunity to combine being an active parent with pur-
suing an academic career, and that women are treated better in Norway. 
Other than that, the signs are not so clear. Some interviewees mention a 
“being grateful role” among foreigners. But all in all, the hypothesis must 
be described as uncertain. 

https://press.nordicopenaccess.no/index.php/noasp/catalog/view/143/737/5516#FN95


c h a p t e r  6

194

The actual situation at the faculty is that gender equality work has 
developed over time and is more well-known and recognized than work 
for diversity. Based on research focusing on gender, we see that indi-
vidual experiences related to gender are changing and are increasingly 
interpreted as systemic problems when discussed (described in Part  3 
of this book). This might also be the case with ethnicity. If we had the 
opportunity to delve deeper into this dimension, and if there had been 
more focus on this issue at the faculty, the racism-related problems 
would perhaps have been more clearly reported. Nevertheless, we believe 
this is a minor limitation of the study, and that the reporting is relatively 
realistic as it is. 

The objective hypothesis is that differential treatment in relation to 
gender is actually more extensive than discrimination based on ethnic-
ity and class. The material provides many indications of this. For exam-
ple, we see that the problem profile based on gender is broader and more 
extensive than the profiles for ethnicity and class. At the same time, we 
see that the reported extent of racism and sexism is relatively similar. 
A moderated version of the objective hypothesis probably makes most 
sense – namely, that division or segregation based on gender is consider-
ably greater compared with ethnicity and class. 

To put this in perspective, one can imagine what would happen 
if the university were as clearly ethnically (or class) segregated as it is  
gender-segregated. This would undoubtedly result in criticism and debate. 
It could easily be considered a type of apartheid. Gendered segregation, 
which is not found in the other areas (ethnicity and class), may explain 
some of the differences in the extent of the problem. 

This does not necessarily mean that direct differential treatment is 
greater in relation to gender than to ethnicity or class. But indirect dif-
ferential treatment is greater, primarily because the university maintains 
(or even encourages) gender segregation in various disciplines.38 In other 
words, gender segregation has a stronger structural component than 
the other dimensions. We discuss this further in Chapter 8, where we 
demonstrate how an apparently purely horizontal gender division in the 
first part of a career path may result in a vertical gap at a later stage, with 
a low proportion of women at the top. 

https://press.nordicopenaccess.no/index.php/noasp/catalog/view/143/737/5516#FN96
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This hypothesis also provides the opportunity to understand the eth-
nic pattern better. Problems are most visible on the actor level than on 
the structure level. They peak especially on some points: minorities feel 
that they have to work harder than their colleagues in order to be equally 
recognized; and report more often that they have to be careful about 
expressing their opinion. Descendants report bullying more often. Ethnic 
disparities appear to be greatest for problems on the actor level, which 
manifest themselves in competition on an informal level especially, for 
example in terms of who delivers “good enough” results. Minorities tend 
to compensate for this by working more than the majority. 

Based on studies of men and masculinities, it is not surprising that 
problems related to being in an ethnic minority position are more visible 
among men than women. This can be linked to patterns in which men 
are (still) expected to be superior and that the fall, therefore, becomes 
greater when they are not (see e.g., Ekenstam, 2006; Kuosmanen, 2001). 
In hegemonic masculinity theory, race is one of the mechanisms putting 
men in the “subordinate” masculinity position (Messerschmidt, 2016). 
Results show that experiences of racist attention are a real problem – it is 
not marginal even though it applies to a minority. The extent of experi-
ences of unwanted racist attention and unwanted sexual attention, within 
exposed groups, is roughly on the same level. The university’s interna-
tional profile is highly visible in the material. At the same time, there 
is a long way to go before this becomes a globally balanced profile. The 
foreign employees are mainly from other western countries. However, 
we do not see clear signs of ethnic differential treatment upwards on the 
career ladder.39 And the large majority – also of minorities – experience 
the culture in their unit as non-racist and diverse. The hypothesis that 
minorities have less gender-equal family relations does not receive clear 
support. In our material, we see only limited signs of less gender-equal 
family relations among minority groups (but the study is not an in-depth 
study of this question). 

On the other hand, we see that not only do minorities report unwanted 
racist attention far more often than the majority, they also report bullying 
more often (among descendants). Moreover, they report work environ-
ment problems more often, particularly experiences of having to work 

https://press.nordicopenaccess.no/index.php/noasp/catalog/view/143/737/5516#RF187
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harder than their colleagues in order to be recognized, constant scrutiny 
and evaluation, and hesitation related to raising issues of concern. The 
specific questions on experiences related to the work environment reveal 
greater differences than the general questions on academic culture. 

Analyses of problems connected to ethnicity, class and gender show 
that each of these dimensions works relatively independently, yet they 
may be affected by each other. We essentially find the same picture in 
analyses including the interaction effect between dimensions. This may 
be interpreted in the sense that intersectional interaction is relatively lim-
ited. However, this applies on an overall general level, and not necessarily 
to individual cases. The most visible interaction effect appears in relation 
to ethnicity and gender. The effect is partly to be expected, that low status 
in both dimensions offers the most chance of reporting problems – but 
also, somewhat more unexpectedly, that the effect of ethnicity is often 
greater among the men than the women in the study. 

All in all, the results indicate that differential treatment based on gen-
der is more visible and extensive than differential treatment based on 
ethnicity. The class dimension is even less visible. We have discussed this 
from a “subjective” hypothesis, that the threshold for reporting problems 
is higher in relation to ethnicity and class than to gender, and from an 
“objective” hypothesis that gender segregation is, in fact, greater than 
segregation related to the other dimensions. The two hypotheses are not 
mutually exclusive. 

The results and the limitations of our study are indicative of a major 
need for further research. How do various ethnic groups experience the 
situation? Within some groups, the proportion of people who have expe-
rienced unwanted racist attention or associated environmental prob-
lems may be considerably higher than what emerges in our material. 
“Descendants”, “westerners” and “non-westerners” are all heterogeneous 
groups, for example in terms of skin colour. More targeted studies might 
reduce such problems. Our interview material includes experiences of 
racism and discrimination, but it is not an in-depth coverage of diversity 
issues. For instance, we do not know much about the “construction of 
whiteness”, how it happens, or how important it is. What becomes clear is 
that problems of unwanted racist attention and racism are not marginal, 
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even if they relate to a minority. They are also associated with other and 
more common problems within the work organization. This resembles 
the situation regarding gender and unwanted sexual attention. A problem 
that may seem marginal at first, directly affecting only a minority, turns 
out to have wider effects. It is obvious that both culture and structure 
come into play, as they do for sexuality and gender. Further research can 
help identify the factors that may be linked to differential treatment and 
discrimination based on ethnicity. 

We asked whether gender equality and diversity are opposing goals. 
Our study demonstrates that a gender equality research approach, 
using questions and variables derived mainly from gender research, 
can be extended to provide new insight into ethnicity and class. These 
dimensions would not become “diminished” through a gender equality 
approach. Instead, they can be better identified and understood. 
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Notes
1 “Diversity” is used as a collective term for a reduction of the various grounds for discrimination 

mentioned above, normally with ethnic diversity or equality as a main issue (in addition to 
gender equality). Other grounds of discrimination, such as sexual orientation, gender identity, 
gender expression, disability and age, are more seldom discussed.

2  A study of the higher education sector in Norway shows that “mathematics and natural sciences  
(45 per cent) and technology (34 per cent) had the highest proportion of immigrants and  
descendants of immigrants among researchers and academic personnel in 2014, whereas the 
social sciences had the lowest proportion (17 per cent).” These percentages had increased  
considerably during the period 2007–14. The University of Oslo was among the institutions with 
the highest percentages (Gunnes et al., 2016).

3  The actual proportion of non-westerners among employees at the faculty is possibly somewhat 
higher, since the survey had more drop-out among employees in recruitment positions, where 
many non-westerners are found, than among permanent employees.

4  Interviewees were not chosen specifically based on nationality or ethnicity.
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5 The Equality and Anti-Discrimination Ombud represents the interests of those who are discri-
minated against. The Ombud also work to prevent discrimination and promote equality. The 
office of the Ombud is a government agency, but the Ombud operates independently from the 
government and cannot be instructed by other authorities.

6  The Ombud must therefore protect against eight grounds of discrimination. The list of grounds 
has increased. In 2016, there were six grounds. The two most recent ones are protection against 
discrimination based on gender identity and gender expressions. It is interesting to note that 
discrimination based on social class is (still) not on the list – although we cannot discuss that 
here. It is well known within educational research that social class is a discrimination factor (see 
e.g., Vidnes, 2019).

7  “Nationality” was not defined in more detail in the questionnaire survey (which was in English), 
but we assume this is usually interpreted as citizenship. Nor was “family background” defined 
in any more detail. It had the response options “Norwegian”, “Mixed (both Norwegian and not 
Norwegian)” and “Not Norwegian”.

8  “Western” was defined as OECD countries minus Japan, South Korea, Chile, Turkey, Mexico and 
Colombia (and Norway), the rest as “non-western”. Note that “descendant” does not necessarily 
mean children of non-western parents (this proportion is unknown to us).

9  We have a lot of data on differential treatment, but little on what constitutes discrimination – 
that would require another investigation.

10  The interviewees were not specifically selected based on nationality or ethnicity. The proportion 
of non-westerners was small, but the Norwegian/foreign nationality distribution was approxi-
mately the same as in the questionnaire survey, which is roughly one-third foreigners.

11  The questionnaire survey consisted of 190 questions on career development, choice of natural 
sciences, supervision, career breaks and use of leave of absence, as well as one’s situation as an 
employee, including work environment, academic culture, ambitions, satisfaction and family 
situation (see Chapters 1-5 and Appendix “Method”).

12  Probably also because some of them have other western family backgrounds and have changed 
to Norwegian citizenship (we do not have precise data on this proportion).

13  The non-westerners also constitute a relatively large proportion of the position level “researcher” 
(which is not included in Table 6.1).

14  At the same time as a lower percentage of employment from abroad may be factual, based on a 
greater proportion of unqualified applications.

15  The question on the desired distribution of working hours was posed immediately after the 
corresponding question on actual distribution. “To achieve promotion/success in your job, what 
percentage of your working time do you think you need to spend/should have spent on each 
of the following areas?” with the response options: teaching, research, administration, consul-
tancy/expertise, and research value creation. The two last alternatives received very few answers.

16  The employee survey was in English, and the question was formulated in the following way: 
“Unwanted racially motivated attention (such as racist remarks, questions, jokes, teasing).”

17  The question was not time limited.
18  The figures are for the MN faculty.
19  Questions on the culture in the unit are very generally defined in comparison to the more speci-

fic questions on the environment discussed below.
20  In other words, they encounter somewhat more pressure in their work situation. But culture 

probably also comes into play, meaning it takes time to adapt to the Norwegian culture and 
mentality, also for foreigners with western backgrounds, or when one changes to Norwegian 
citizenship when acquiring a permanent position in Norway.

21  Many of these researchers were strongly focused on career and competition. A possible interpre-
tation is that it did not suit their self-image to address unfair or too fierce competition.

22  Somewhat uncertain due to small figures.
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23  The central importance of informal rules of the game – “How things are done here at the 
faculty” – also emerges in relation to gender in the material (see also Løvbak & Holter, 2012), but 
the challenges may even be greater for employees from other cultures.

24  That is, a tendency resembling the one we find in relation to gender.
25  Not learning Norwegian when one is required to make a long-term commitment may involve a 

certain work displacement on a given level, for example a researcher or associate professor who 
cannot contribute to teaching in Norwegian, meaning that others on the same level must do it 
instead.

26  For example, the employee survey was in English, not Norwegian, which may have weakened the 
response rate.

27  The Research Council of Norway.
28  Referee = qualified peer reviewer providing an independent assessment.
29  This perhaps often happens when developing a kind of “transitional language” or a preliminary 

working model for understanding. Here some of the new things about Norwegian culture are 
included in the picture, such as gender equality, but the “old” background, for example experi-
ence from the German higher education system, nevertheless characterizes understanding and 
general sensemaking in relation to the organization.

30  In a study of the engineering culture in a private oil company (Holter, 1990), the researchers 
included a question directly relating to current “social mobility”, namely “What is your current 
wage level?”. To many, this was more difficult to answer than questions about gender equality 
and private life. Lysgaard’s (1967) classic study of the working collective included secrecy of wage 
level as a problem variable.

31  Only statistically significant correlations are included in this overview.
32 Here, class is encoded in line with ethnicity and gender, meaning that low status in the dimen-

sion is ranked on top and high status on the bottom. Those with high class status thus talk a little 
less often about the problem of having to work more than their colleagues (.071).

33  Minorities are here defined as non-westerners plus descendants, in order to obtain more certain 
data material.

34  This result seems to apply to the leadership level in the higher education sector generally. A 
count conducted by the trade journal Khrono in 2020 shows that 22 of 273 leaders at Norwegian 
universities and colleges have a background from other countries, but only 2 have a background 
from countries outside of Europe and North America (Løkeland-Stai, 2020).

35  Better data on this requires, among other things, insight into employment processes, see further 
Orupabo & Mangset (2021), discussed in Chapter 8.

36  On western dominance in research and theoretical development, see also Connell (2006).
37  On stigmatization, see e.g., Goffman, 1975; Holter, 2004.
38  “Encourages” in the sense of passive and indirect facilitation – not that one consciously seeks 

to promote greater gender divisions. But the education programmes – presumably especially on 
the master level – are designed in such a way that, in practice, they create great gender differen-
tiation among the students (see Chapter 5).

39  The exception, the absence of employees from non-western countries on the professor level, 
may, as previously mentioned, at least partly be explained by other factors, including lower age 
and an early career phase.
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