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Abstract 

Gender Equality Plans have been widely adopted in the last two years by Italian 

Universities with an acceleration that was undoubtedly affected by the European 

Commission requirement for access to Horizon Europe research funding pro-

gramme, while benefiting from the Horizon Europe guidelines and the guidelines 

of the Italian University Rectors’ Conference. 

This paper investigates the process of institutionalisation of gender promoted 

within Italian academia through the elaboration and drafting of GEP, analysing the 

translation processes of European policies on gender equality acted by academic 

institutions.   

Amongst the five priority areas included in the Horizon Europe Guidelines, the 

focus of this paper is the integration of the gender dimension in research and 
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teaching. This choice is motivated by the core role of research and teaching in 

universities and by the authors’ assumption that promoting actions related to this 

area is particularly challenging from a transformative perspective. A methodology 

to analyse actions in this area is proposed and applied to a sample of Italian uni-

versities selected to obtain heterogeneity in terms of geographical distribution and 

size. The analysis of more than 170 GEPs’ actions brings evidence of criticalities in 

their design in areas crucial to start a transformative process and, at the same 

time, identifies best practices and suggestions for the adoption of policies at the 

national or European level to support real change. 

 

Keywords: Gender Equality Plans, higher education, gender dimension in teaching, 

gender dimension in research. 

 

1.  Introduction 

 

The policies promoted by European governance over the past two decades have 

triggered a number of processes within Member States aimed at achieving greater 

gender equality in higher education institutions and research centres and facing 

women’s under-representation in science and the highest research and academic 

positions. Indeed, according to the last figures published by European Commission, 

women still are 26% of the leadership positions of research and innovation, such as 

full professors, heads of higher education institutions and members or leaders of 

boards (European Commission 2021a). 

European Commission funding has directed the implementation of programmes 

initially aimed at increasing the participation of women in research, and later more 

addressed to activate structural changes within research training organisations to 

counteract processes that create segregation. Specifically, the guidelines of the 

last Framework Program for Research and Innovation Horizon Europe stress the 
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role of Gender Equality Plans (GEPs) in providing actions targeted “to promote 

gender equality in an organisation through institutional and cultural change” and 

set a GEP implementation as an eligibility criterion to access Horizon Europe funds 

for the organizations (European Commission 2021b)1.  

In recent years, the gender studies literature has analysed, on the one hand, 

the changes towards gender equality introduced by these institutional processes 

(Chappell 2002; Mackay 2006, 2010; Mackay and McAllister 2012) and, on the other 

hand, the various forms of resistance and opposition to these changes within these 

institutions (Chappell 2014a, 2014b, 2015; Kenny 2013; Mackay and Waylen 2014). 

Other scholars have pointed to the limitations of gender equality processes imple-

mented in institutions within the framework of “academic performativity” (Black-

more and Sachs 2003).  

 
1 These guidelines describe a path towards gender equality that recognizes in the route leading to 
the design and implementation of GEPs four mandatory process-related requirements: a) the public 
nature of the document, showing the commitment of the institution to gender equality and the 
actions chosen to reach the goal; b) the presence of dedicated resources and expertise in gender 
equality; c) the need for dedicated training and awareness raising strategies in the institutions; d) 
data collection on an annual basis supporting the monitoring and design of (new) actions. 

In this paper, we investigate the process of institutionalisation of gender within 

academia promoted by the European Commission through the GEP request for 

adoption as an institutional learning process, analysing how university institutions 

have “translated” (Gherardi and Lippi 2000) European policy indications in the 

elaboration and drafting of these documents. The aim is to under-stand how the

 European indications aimed at achieving greater gender equality in research and 

higher education through the introduction of GEPs have been re- ceived by 

Italian  universities.  In  particular,  the  work  explores  the  re-signification  of  the 

concepts  of  gender  and  gender  equality  implemented  in  the  institutional 

learning processes initiated by the drafting of GEPs, starting from the analysis of 

the concrete practices that have been chosen to compose the action plan related 

to this specific thematic area and the justification codes that motivated this 
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choice. This knowledge is essential to understand the transformative potential of 

the processes of institutionalising gender in academia and, at the same time, to 

identify critical issues that could slow down (or hinder) a real transformation to-

wards greater equality in academic institutions once those actions are started for 

implementation. 

The analysis in this contribution focuses on the topic of integrating the gender 

dimension into research and teaching content. Even if this subject is less explored 

in academic gender studies, in our view, the epistemic dimension of the gender 

per-spective in research and teaching has a significant transformative potential

 for gender equality for at least two main reasons. The first  is  that developing 

gender  perspectives  in  research  means,  first  and  foremost,  questioning  the 

neutrality  of  scientific  knowledge  and  its  products  and  that  such  gender 

blindness  is,  in  turn,  responsible  for  gender  segregation  in  technoscientific 

knowledge production pro-cesses. The second reason is that we believe that it is 

only  through  the  epistemic  recognition  of  diversity  (including  gender  diversity) 

that science can truly and con- cretely contribute to the design of innovative, 

sustainable,  and  inclusive  social  models  (even  in  scientific  institutions 

themselves).   

According to the guidelines provided by the European Commission, the Gender 

Equality Plan (GEP) is a strategic plan establishing a set of commitments and ac-

tions aimed at: 1) conducting impact assessments/audits of procedures and prac-

tices to identify gender bias; 2) identifying and implementing innovative strategies 

to correct gender bias; 3) defining objectives and processes to monitor progress 

through indicators. The European guidelines identify five recommended areas to 

be taken into consideration when defining GEPs actions, which include: 1) work-

life balance and organisational culture; 2) gender balance in leadership and deci-

sion-making; 3) gender equality in recruitment and career progression; 4) integra-

tion of the gender dimension into research and teaching content; 5) measures 

against gender-based violence, including sexual harassment. 
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While scientific institutions had already developed programmes to increase the 

low participation of women in science at the end of the 1980s, it is only in recent 

years that organisational institutions have begun to call for the development of a 

gender dimension in science and technology. Through the approach of the so-called 

‘Gender innovation’, proposed in 2013, the European Commission has implemented 

the requests of the scholars who have highlighted the existence of gender bias in 

scientific knowledge itself and in technoscientific artefacts, attributable to the 

fact that these have been for decades products developed mainly by men. Since 

then, some research indicated gender diversity as tool to enhance research and 

scientific knowledge (Nielsen et al. 2018). 

If EU funding requires analysing the gender impact of research already when 

drafting a proposal, the gender sensitiveness of national research programmes is 

less clear and only a limited part of research in EU countries considers the gender 

perspective (European Commission 2021c; Korsvik and Rustad 2018; Jordão and 

Diogo 2023). According to She Figures (European Commission 2021a, 268-270) at 

EU level only 1.7% of Horizon 2020 projects did integrate the gender dimension, 

while in Italy the percentage is 1.5%, even lower than the EU average. This figure 

should change with the introduction of the gender dimension as a default require-

ment in Horizon Europe across all programmes (European Commission 2021b). But 

what clues emerge from the analysis of the first season of the Italian GEPs to hy-

pothesize whether, beyond the figures, this process has solid and promising foun-

dations to be implemented in an adequate, effective, and sustainable way? 

Finally, the choice of this focus is solicited by the core role of research and 

teaching in universities, especially on the basis of robust evidence on the lack of 

implementation of gender equality policies in teaching (EIGE 2016; Tildesley et al. 

2021; Torrico et al. 2023). This study also aims to understand to what extent fem-
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inist pedagogy informs practical programmes and theoretical foundation for ter-

tiary education, thus creating the base for integrating gender dimension in re-

search. 

 

What do we refer to when we talk about the gender dimension in scientific 

knowledge? As early as the mid-1980s, several studies questioned the objectivity 

and neutrality of modern science, emphasising the practices of concealment of 

scientists’ subjectivity in the exposition of research methodology (Cockburn 1983; 

Haraway 1988; Harding 1986; Wajcman 1991; Cockburn and Ormrod 1993). In this 

context, some feminist scholars have analysed the relationship between gender 

and technoscientific knowledge, while feminist epistemologies and feminist per-

spectives developed within the sociology of knowledge have highlighted the rele-

vance of gender in defining the principles of scientific method and in the design of 

sociotechnical  devices  and their  gendered impact  (Harding  1991;  Berg  and Lie 

1996;  Faulkner  2001;  Lie  2003;  Wajcman,  2004,  2010).  Moreover,  recent 

research  has  indicated  that  the  inclusion  of  gender  dimensions  and  the 

enhancement  of  diver- sity  in  research  can  be  key  issues  for  assessing  and 

grounding  accountability  in  science.  Diversity  in  research  teams’  composition 

contributes to generating differ-ent ideas, beliefs and perspectives in research 

methods and research questions (Nielsen et al. 2018).  

To this aim, we analysed more than 170 GEPs’ actions proposed by 26 Italian 

universities, providing evidence of criticalities in their design in areas that are so 

crucial  to  start  a  transformative  process  and,  at  the  same time,  also  detecting 

best practices and suggestions for the adoption of policies at country or European 

level to support a real change. 

 

2. Institutionalization of gender perspectives in scientific 
knowledge 



Picardi, Addabbo and Cois 
________________________________________________________________________________________ 

36 

Nevertheless, it is only in the last decade that governmental institutions have 

made the relevance of the gender dimension in the production of scientific and 

technological knowledge a central issue in European policies for the development 

of greater gender equality in science. Indeed, over the past decades, European 

policies for gender equality in research and innovation have initially focused on 

the low participation of women in scientific and technological research by activat-

ing programmes to increase the number of women in science, the so-called ‘Fixing 

the Women’ perspective (European Commission 2000). Subsequently, the policy 

emphasis was on the need to transform institutions, the so-called ‘Fixing the Insti-

tution’ approach (European Commission 2009). 

Recently, the ‘Fixing the Knowledge’ approach emerged as third perspective of 

interventions for gender equality in science. Since 2011, studies have highlighted 

the relevance of gender analysis as a factor contributing to developing new ideas 

and promoting innovation in research (Schiebinger 2011). The report on Gendered 

innovation (European Commission 2013) aimed to provide relevant guidelines for 

integrating the gender perspective into research priorities and applications. The 

report describes the gender innovation as “processes that integrate sex and gender 

analysis into all phases of basic and applied research to assure excellence and 

quality in outcomes” (European Commission 2013, 9). The intention is to stimulate 

innovation in the design of new products, processes, infrastructures, services, and 

technologies to promote human well-being and gender equality, to meet the needs 

of complex and diverse user groups, and to improve global competitiveness and 

sustainability. This approach focuses on “overcoming gender bias in science and 

technology by designing gender analysis into all phases of basic and applied re-

search – from setting priorities to funding decisions, to establishing project objec-

tives and methodologies, to data gathering, to evaluating results, and transferring 

ideas to markets” (Schiebinger and Schraudner 2011, 155).  
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The development of ‘Fixing the Knowledge’ perspective has been supported by 

the integration of the intersectional perspective (Crenshaw 1991; Collins 1993). 

The intersectional approach can support the understanding of the variations in 

health outcomes of research, determine user needs, and ultimately lead to more 

inclusive research (Faulkner 2004; Weber and Fore 2007). According with the Gen-

dered innovations 2 report (European Commission 2020a): “Researchers and engi-

neers should not consider gender in isolation; gender identities, norms and rela-

tions both shape and are shaped by other social attributes (Buolamwini and Gebru 

2018)”. This report emphasises the role of intersectionality in innovative processes 

defining the intersectionality “as an overlapping or intersecting categories such as 

gender, sex, ethnicity, age, socioeconomic status, sexual orientation and geo-

graphical location that combine to inform individuals’ identities and experiences” 

(European Commission 2020a, 17). 

Gender segregation by field of studies is also recognized as a challenge in the 

EU agenda for higher education, which considers “building inclusive and connected 

higher education systems” as one of the 4 priorities for action (European Commis-

sion 2017). Better gender sensitivity in education processes and institutions, to-

gether with gender balance in leadership positions and contrast of gender stereo-

types are recommended by the European Commission Communication on achieving 

the European Education Area by 2025 (European Commission 2020b). The need for 

ensuring equality in the learning experience through gender transformative teach-

ing and learning content, processes and environments, and policies, plans and re-

sources that support equality is part of the UNESCO strategy for gender equality in 

and through education 2019-2025 (UNESCO 2019). 

If GEPs are meant as one of the main tools aimed at transforming tertiary edu-

cation institutions towards a gender equal environment, engendering both the re-

search and the teaching, and learning process appears crucial. As regards the scope 
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of the educational process, in particular, feminist pedagogy can play a key role 

together with inclusive teaching and learning strategies. 

 

3. The integration of the gender dimension in research  
and teaching through GEPs 

 
2 The authors took part with different roles to the following EU funded research projects: EQUAL-
IST (Horizon 2020, Research and Innovation Programme, GERI-4-2015 under agreement No 710549); 
GENOVATE (FP7-SCIENCE-IN-SOCIETY-2012-1); LeTSGEPs (Horizon 2020 Research and Innovation 
Programme, call H2020-Swafs-2018-202-under grant agreement No 873072); SUPERA (Horizon 2020, 
Research and Innovation Programme, call H2020-Swafs-2016-17/H2020-SwafS-2017-1–under grant 
agreement No 787829), and are members of the Working Group of the Thematic Group on Gender 
of the Conference of Italian Universities Rectors encharged to write the GEPs guidelines for Italian 
Universities. 

 

On the basis of our experiences as researchers in the field of gender studies in 

higher education, involved in the GEP implementation in different Italian univer-

sities promoted by different European projects2, and with specific institutional 

roles in activating gender policies in Italian academia, we note that promoting 

actions related to the integration of the gender dimension in research and teach-ing

 is  particularly  challenging  from  a  transformative  perspective.  Indeed,  scientific 

institutions  find  it  difficult  to  identify  and  implement  measures  concerning  the 

integration of gender in teaching and research, as it not only challenges the neutral 

concept of knowledge but also requires a greater awareness of the epistemic im-

pact of the gender dimension in the knowledge production processes; this aware-

ness is not always shared by the decision-making and administrative bodies respon-

sible for implementing institutional change.   

The hypothesis of this contribution is that by critically analysing the actions 

implemented by Research performing organisations (RPOs) on the integration of 

gender in research and teaching, one can explore the transformative potential that 

GEPs could activate. 
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4. Methodology and data 

 

This paper consists of a qualitative study of the 170 actions introduced in GEPs 

published by 26 Italian universities from 2021 to 2022. The analysis aims to under-

stand whether the GEP, as a strategic tool, could mark a concrete improvement in 

the path towards gender equality in higher education and research institutions 

through the practical translation of the recommendation for gender integration in 

research and teaching into specific actions capable of activating transformative 

processes in Italian academia. In order to analyse the transformative potential of 

As we mentioned above, the role that GEPs can play in integrating the gender 

dimension in research and teaching in RPOs is made clear in the Horizon Europe 

guidance on gender equality plans report provided by the European Commission 

(EU 2021b), which includes this as one of the five priority areas of intervention. 

The  Italian  Universities  benefited  from  the  GEPs  guidelines  issued  by  the  Con-

ference of Italian Universities Rectors (CRUI 2021) before the Horizon Europe 

Guidelines on gender equality plans. The aim of the CRUI guidelines was to trans-

late the (general) indications provided by the European Commission into the regu-

latory context of the Italian academy in order to provide Italian universities with 

an application framework consistent with the statutes and regulations of Italian 

universities. 

With reference to the Italian academic context, the GEP is a document that 

defines the University’s strategy for gender equality and, in line with gender main-

streaming, is to be understood as the inclusion of a gender perspective in the Uni-

versity’s strategic plan. The GEP is a crucial part of university planning and 

must be synchronised with the Positive Action Plan (PAP) already provided for by 

Italian law and should be drafted in continuity with the gender budgeting process 

described in the CRUI guidelines on gender budgeting (CRUI 2019).  
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the interventions proposed in the Italian GEPs that we have collected with regards 

to the integration of gender dimension in research and in teaching, we have taken 

into account the overall coherence of the selected actions with the European Com-

mission recommendations, starting with the very definition of this priority area as 

contained in Horizon Europe Guidelines: 

 

The integration of the gender dimension addresses the incorporation of sex 

and/or gender analysis through the entire R&I cycle. This includes setting of 

research priorities through defining concepts, formulating research questions, 

developing methodologies, gathering and analysing sex/gender disaggregated 

data, evaluating and reporting results and transferring them to markets into 

products and innovations. The integration of the gender dimension is relevant 

in many R&I fields. Looking at potential sex and/or gender differences and at 

gender equality related issues brings added value in terms of research excel-

lence, rigour, reproducibility and creativity, brings in-depth understanding of 

all people’s needs, behaviours and attitudes, and enhances the societal rele-

vance of research and innovation (European Commission 2021b, 42). 

 

As far as the integration of the gender dimension in education is concerned, 

Horizon Europe Guidelines state that “integrating the gender dimension into edu-

cational activities, including teaching curricula as well as public engagement, is 

also crucial for the proper training of the next generations of researchers and in-

novators” (ibidem). 

Moreover, with reference to RPOs and public organisations having an educa-

tional mission: 

 

Research performing organisations (RPOs) as well as public organisations with 

educational missions, such as science museums, can also take similar steps to 
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ensure that the gender dimension is integrated into the research and educa-

tional activities of the organisation. They may also wish to consider the 

following questions: 

• Do prospective research projects include a gender impact 

assessment or similar, including the scope and design of research 

and the groups affected by its results? 

• Do internal quality assurance and approval processes for research 

and teaching programmes review whether the gender dimension 

has been considered appropriately in their design? 

• Is there support and leadership in place that enables and promotes 

the incorporation of sex and gender analysis into research design 

and reviewing teaching curricula? 

 

Horizon Europe Guidelines refer also to best practices related to the integration 

Through tools provided by the content analysis (Lieblich et al. 1998), we ana-

lysed the area of intervention “Integration of gender dimension in research and 

 
3 https://www.vives.org/programes/publicacions/publicacions-xarxa-vives/ 

of the gender dimension in teaching by drawing from a checklist created by Oxford 

Brookes University, within the Gearing Roles Horizon 2020 project. This document 

allows to evaluate the degree of integration of gender in teaching and open up to 

potential approaches to be followed, also thanks to a series of handbooks with 

guidelines on how to integrate the gender dimensions in the teaching of specific 

disciplines or in online teaching proposed by a network of universities (see for 

example Xarxa Vives3). 

Having well-developed, coordinated, and institutionalised gender studies activ-

ity in RPOs (including for examples a dedicated department or interdisciplinary 

research institute, research programmes, licence, master and PhD programmes, 

accreditation procedures) is also important to provide evidence and inform on 

the latest advancements in gender knowledge and practice (Ivi 43). 
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teaching” within the GEP published by 26 Italian universities between 2020 and 

2022 that represent about a third of all Italian universities, identifying separately 

the measures relating to the introduction of the gender dimension in research and 

in teaching. 

The sample of 26 universities whose GEPs were analysed was selected on the 

basis of its representativeness in terms of geographical distribution and size4, in 

order to offer a first glance sufficiently coherent with the composite general 

framework of Italian academia. The choice to make the territorial coverage of the 

main Italian geographical partitions a priority also corresponds to the recommen-

dation, stated in the CRUI guidelines, to take into account the need to conceptu-

alise the GEP as a planning tool which must not only guarantee coherence with the 

general indications formulated at European and national level, but also sufficient 

flexibility to make it capable of adapting to different territorial contexts, to ef-

fectively take into account the different structural conditions of local welfare re-

gimes and labour market, and of the different participation rate, in terms of access 

and achievement, to higher education. Table 1 shows the distribution of the GEPs 

analysed according to the geographical location and dimension of the correspond-

ing universities. Taking into account the regional context, 11 GEPs regarded uni-

versities in the Northern part of Italy, 7 in the Centre and 8 in the South. The 

Universities analysed are also heterogeneous in terms of size: 4 can be defined as 

major (with more than 40,000 students), 7 as large, 9 as medium and 6 can be 

considered as small universities. 

  

 
4 Classification based on the number of enrolled students: Major = more than 40,000 students en-
rolled; Large = 20,000 to 40,000 students enrolled; Medium = 10,000 to 20,000 students enrolled; 
Small = up to 10,000 enrolled students.   
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University size North Centre South Total 

Major 2  2 4 

Large 2 2 3 7 

Medium 5 1 3 9 

Small 2 4  6 

Table 1 - Sample of universities included in the analysis by geographical area and size 

 

We then identified, for both research and teaching, the main “types” of actions 

that group together similar actions proposed by the different universities. 

Subsequently, we investigated how gender was conceptualised in the different 

types of measures investigated related to the area “Integration of gender dimen-

sion in research”: gender is conceptualised as an object of research, as a research 

perspective, gender of participants in research groups, and gender in research 

communication events (Fig. 1). 

 

 

Fig. 1 - Conceptualization of gender in the actions related to the integration of gender 
dimension in research. Source: Authors’ elaboration  

 Total 11 7 8 26 
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Fig. 2 - Conceptualization of gender in the actions related to the integration of gender 
dimension in teaching. Source: Authors’ elaboration 

 

 

5. GEPs actions on the integration of the gender dimension in 
research and in teaching: a qualitative analysis 

Similarly, we examined how gender was conceptualised in the different types of 

actions related to gender dimension in higher education. The analysis of the ac-

tions  related  to  teaching  showed  that  gender  is  conceptualised  in  terms  of:  a 

topic  of  study  in  higher  education,  a  perspective  of  analysis,  a  perspective  of 

inclusivity in access to higher education, a perspective of inclusivity in teaching

 methods, gender of researchers in science communication (Fig. 2). 

 

In this section, we report the results of our qualitative analysis of 26 Italian GEPs,

 based on the complete collection of the actions that they propose to integrate the
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gender dimension in research (sub-section 5.1) and in teaching (sub-section 5.2), 

and their classification according to a specific grid that we have created for each 

area. 

  

5.1 Action to enhance the gender dimension in research 

Table 2 shows a total of 111 GEPs actions meant to promote the integration of the 

gender dimension in research, that have been classified in 4 typologies. The high-

est number of actions (40%) include “Gender as a perspective of analysis”, fol-

lowed by actions (24%) that integrate “Sex/gender in the communication of re-

search” (for example by ensuring gender balance in the panel of scientific events 

or by promoting public engagement activities), by actions (19%) that promote 

“Sex/gender balance in the composition of research groups”, and by actions (17%) 

that assume “Gender as the focus research”. 

Among the actions most congruent with the recommendations offered by the 

European guidelines regarding the correct way of understanding the integration of 

gender in research in a structural key, as a perspective of analysis applicable to 

any disciplinary field, 9 main operational declinations emerge from a total of 44 

actions, identified among the 26 GEPs analysed. The most recurring ones relate to 

the necessary training process on the issue of integrating the gender perspective 

in research targeted to administrative, professional, and technical staff and aca-

demic teaching and research staff. This kind of training constitutes the precondi-

tion for developing expert know-how, as widespread and shared as possible, in this 

area, without relying on the expertise already possessed individually by people 

working at the university, and, even more, without having to rely on individual 

discretion in giving effect or not to this recommendation and in finding the most 

effective ways to do it. As many as 10 actions correspond to this objective and, in 

some cases, the institutional awareness of the relevance of the issue and of the 

need to act upstream, to counter the under-representation of a gender perspective 
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Conceptualization 
of gender 

Perspective of analysis 44 

 ü Awards and scholarships for degree/doctoral theses that 
enhance the gender dimension in research 12 

 

ü Training on the integration of the gender perspective in 
research for Administrative, Professional, Technical Staff 
(APTS)/Teaching and Research Staff (TRS) and/or non-
structured researchers (also with the provision of ad hoc 
PhD scholarships) 

10 

 ü Inclusion of tools to classify/map research products using 
gender perspectives 7 

 
ü Promote a gender approach in the design, implementation 

and reporting of research projects (also through the intro-
duction of a reward system) 

5 

 

ü Provision of a series of lectures/workshops (also in the 
form of webinars) in which visibility is given to research 
projects and training methods that are particularly signifi-
cant from a gender inclusion perspective 

4 

 
ü Funding post-doctoral fellowships and/or research grants 

that include the adoption of a gender and/or intersectional 
approach 

3 

 ü Funding internal university competitive calls for research 
projects with a gender-sensitive approach 1 

 ü Mapping faculty gender research expertise (competencies 
and skills) 1 

 ü Inclusion of the gender dimension as a specific field to be 
filled in the university’s research project call forms 1 

Sex/Gender in research communication 27 
 ü Public Engagement 22 
 ü Gender balance in panels at scientific events 5 

  

Typologies of Actions # 

in research, is so solid as to extend the training opportunities also for non-struc-

tured researchers, for example with the provision of ad hoc PhD scholarships, in 

order to guarantee this type of basic training from the initial stages of their aca-

demic career. 

 



AG AboutGender - International Journal of Gender Studies 
 
 

47 
 

Sex/Gender balance in research groups 21 

 ü Gender balance in research groups and in the assumption 
of the role of PI 8 

 ü Introduction of award criteria to reduce the under-repre-
sentation of women in research groups 3 

 ü Publication on the historical evolution of the University's 
female component 2 

 ü Promote the participation of new mothers (within 24 
months of giving birth) in research projects 1 

 
ü Institution of Internal Research Council working group to 

identify positive actions for encouraging female participa-
tion in research calls for proposals 

1 

 ü Gender balance in the composition of research project 
evaluation committees to promote fairer access to funding 1 

 
ü Checking the possibility of funding under-represented fe-

male researchers to participate in international scientific 
groups and conferences 

1 

 
ü Mentoring activities to promote the participation of young 

female researchers in internal calls for proposals in areas 
of low feminisation 

1 

 

ü Mentoring and empowerment activities to encourage fe-
male participation in national and international research 
calls, with particular regard to the roles of Principal Inves-
tigator and/or research group coordinator 

1 

 

ü Provision of a grant to support the research activities of 
female scholars of the university during periods of mater-
nity leave, aimed at guaranteeing the continuity of re-
search activities and encouraging their return after the 
leave 

1 

elor’s/Master’s/Doctoral thesis by female students in STEM 
discipl. 

1 

 
Fact-finding/mapping survey to detect the prevalence of gender 
issues in research groups or with respect to individual research-
ers/academics 

5 

 Promote the creation of multidisciplinary research networks on 
gender issues 4 

 
Promote the activities of ad hoc university research centres and/or 
inter-university observatories on Gender, Equality and Equal Op-
portunity Studies 

4 

 Survey on gender stereotypes: orientation project aimed at in-
creasing the gender dimension in teaching or research 1 

Total   111 
Table 2 - GEPs actions on the integration of the gender dimension on research  

ü Provision of an award and/or scholarship for the best Bach-
 

Object of research   19 
 Training for female students on gender bias and careers 5 
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Moreover, even the guidelines produced by the Conference of Italian Universi-

ties Rectors assign a priority value to the measure of training, declaring that: 

 

 

Furthermore, precisely to grant the establishment of training programs coordi-

nated by qualified and expert personnel, the CRUI Gender Commission points out 

“the opportunity to request access to European funds to allow university institu-

tions to acquire dedicated human and financial resources” (ibidem). 

On the other hand, the use of a ‘positive reinforcement’ strategy appears to be 

even more consistent for young researchers who are encouraged to develop these 

skills on this front, right from the start of their research activity in the strict sense, 

in occasion of the drafting of their degree and doctoral thesis, through the provi-

sion (in 12 cases) of awards and scholarships aimed at rewarding the works and 

dissertations assessable as ‘mature’ enough, with respect to the aim of enhancing 

the gender dimension in research. 

The analysis of the GEPs has also highlighted the need for higher education in-

stitutions to define an exhaustive framework regarding the presence and distribu-

tion of the gender perspective within the research activity produced in the univer-

sity, both in terms of research products in the strict sense, and with respect to the 

scientific skills possessed by the human resources working in the various fields of 

the local academic community. To respond to this need, corresponding to the de-

lineation of a sort of baseline from which to increase the transformative process 

The GEP must be supported by training and capacity building. In particular, the 

training of staff and decision makers on gender issues and equal opportunities 

is required. Actions may include developing gender skills and overcoming gen-

der bias among staff, leaders and decision makers; the creation and enhance-

ment of working groups dedicated to specific topics; raising awareness through 

workshops and communication activities dedicated to all stakeholders (CRUI 

2021, 19). 
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aimed at promoting greater gender equality, two main operational strategies were 

identified, both meant as useful in order to enhance the resources and endowment 

of human capital already present, but also to highlight the most deprived sectors 

or disciplinary areas that should be improved: first of all, the adoption of tools to 

classify/map research products using gender perspectives (referred to in 7 cases), 

but also, in one case, the action of mapping faculty gender research expertise, in 

terms of competencies and skills. 

In a complementary perspective to the simple recognition of the current situa-

tion, we have identified several actions aimed at countering the deficiencies de-

tected with respect to the under-representation of a gender perspective in re-

search. This objective includes two main operational avenues. The first, found in 

5 cases, consists in the active promotion, by universities, of practical ways for 

integrating a gender approach in the design, implementation and reporting of re-

search projects, i.e. in all phases of the research process, from the definition of 

the cognitive question and the construction of the methodological apparatus up to 

the actual realisation of the work (in the field or within a specific theoretical-

experimental frame) and the communication of its results to the academic com-

munity. A valid incentive to obtain this attention from researchers is foreseen in 

some cases, through the introduction of a reward system for projects that comply 

with these requirements. The second operational line focuses on other strategies 

of orientation, solicitation and impulse to consider the requirement of gender in-

tegration as a perspective of analysis in research, which are sometimes more bind-

ing than the mere valorisation of the voluntary observation of this principle by 

researchers, as in the case of the inclusion of the gender dimension as a specific 

field to be (necessarily) filled in the university’s research project call forms, and 

in the preferential funding of internal universities competitive calls for research 

projects or of post-doctoral fellowships and/or research grants that include the 
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adoption of a gender and/or intersectional approach, precisely because of the 

presence of this element, which in 3 cases becomes essential or decisive. 

Finally, there is a last operational strategy, that is different from the previous 

ones because it is aimed at highlighting gender as an analysis perspective in re-

search ex-post, when the scientific work has been completed and has been shared 

and published. It focuses on its dissemination and enhancement of its impact, for 

inspirational and exemplary purposes, through the provision of a series of lec-

tures/workshops (also in the form of webinars) in which visibility is given to re-

search projects and training methods that are assessed as particularly significant 

from a gender inclusion perspective (this action was made explicit in 4 cases in the 

context of our analysis). 

Proceeding with the second most populated typology of operational strategies 

included in the GEPs that we have analysed, with respect to the objective of inte-

grating the gender dimension in research, Table 2 shows a field called Sex/Gender 

in research communication, which includes 27 actions. While 5 of them are focused 

on the promotion of gender balance in panels at scientific events, a significant part 

(22 actions) regards public engagement activities. In fact, this abundance of prac-

tices aimed at establishing a dialogue with their wider contexts of reference cor-

responds to the so-called ‘third mission’ in higher education, which entrusts uni-

versities with the task of acting as strategic actors for promoting the European 

founding principles of inclusivity, social justice, equal citizenship, especially from 

a gender-sensitive and intersectional perspective. 

A similar awareness about the relevance of the gender factor, not only with 

respect to its balance as an ethical principle of equality, but also in the light of its 

essential contribution to the advancement of scientific production and to the en-

richment of perspectives and potential impacts produced by the research excel-

lence, guides the 21 actions included in another typology of operational strategies 

shown in Table 2. In this case, the proposed measures are devoted to improve the 
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In particular, the actions most frequently found in the GEPs analysed are ex-

pressly aimed at favouring a greater gender balance in the constitution of research 

groups and in the attribution of organizational roles within them, with specific 

reference to the assignment of the leading position of Principal Investigator, which 

constitutes a criterion for evaluating the scientific performance of individual re-

searchers, which can be used for the purpose of consolidating their CVs. Precisely 

because of the close connection of this element with the mechanisms of recruit-

ment and career progression, particularly in Italian universities, most of the ac-

tions included in this typology actually pertain to another thematic area prescribed 

for the elaboration of the GEPs, that is related to the fight against horizontal and 

vertical segregation in academia. Nonetheless, in 8 cases an action expressly in-

tended to balance the gender composition in research projects is envisaged within 

this specific set of practices, starting from the monitoring of data disaggregated 

by gender relating to the assignment of competitive research projects, the success 

rate, the amount of the research funding obtained, the presentation of publica-

tions and the filing of patents, while in 3 other cases the introduction of award 

criteria to reduce the under-representation of women in research groups is taken 

into consideration, also drawing inspiration from the reconstruction of the histori-

cal evolution of the university’s female component. 

sex/gender balance in the composition and organization of the research teams and 

in the attribution of  the PI  role,  that is  connected to a set  of  management and 

coordi- nation functions and to the acquisition of a reputational  capital  which in 

academia  continues  to  show  a  profound  asymmetry  (at  least  numerically) 

between  men  and  women,  at  the  top  of  the  majority  of  scientific  fields.  Our 

analysis  has  distinguished  11  main  operational  declinations  of  this  objective, 

which do not directly address the issue of the integration of a gender perspective 

in research content but propose a set of practices to achieve a gender-balanced 

participation in research work, at all levels, including the top and best financed 

ones. 
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The formulation of the other strategies aimed at the same balancing purpose 

acts both on an individual and on a structural level. In particular, under the first 

profile, some measures based on the improvement of personal self-esteem appear 

interesting, in order to contrast gender stereotypes and generate empowerment 

in female researchers, to encourage them not to neglect any opportunity in terms 

of competition in the academic arena. This could take place, for example, through 

mentoring programs aimed in general at encouraging female participation in na-

tional and international research calls, with specific regard to the roles of Principal 

Investigator and/or research group coordinator, or, in particular, at promoting the 

participation of young female researchers in internal calls for proposals in areas of 

low feminisation, typically the STEM ones, with respect to which the provision of 

an award and/or scholarship for the best Bachelor’s/Master’s/Doctoral thesis by 

female students may also be envisaged. 

From a structural point of view, however, the proposal to institutionalise this 

practice in university governance appears equally significant, providing for the es-

tablishment of an internal Research Council working group aimed at identifying 

positive actions for encouraging female participation in research calls for pro-

posals, and at including them in compulsory and binding strategic documents, such 

as the PAP. To remain on a structural level, the issue of gender balance is also 

addressed with reference to the composition rules of evaluation committees called 

to judge the research project proposals, if a more balanced female representation 

on the other side of the chair can also promote fairer access to funding by men 

and women. 

The issue of rebalancing investment opportunities in research, in a gender-sen-

sitive way, can also go beyond the narrow borders of the composition of local re-

search groups, and extend to wider areas, for example by checking the possibility 

of funding underrepresented female researchers to participate in international sci-

entific groups and conferences, as yet another investment aimed at promoting less 
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segregated career progressions. Finally, ad hoc measures have been included in 

some GEPs to counter one of the most pernicious mechanisms that act on the 

greater difficulty for women to break the glass ceiling in good time, namely that 

of the difficult balance between family responsibilities and work commitments, 

which too often imposes the inevitable renunciation of career opportunities or 

slowdowns: for example, these are measures aimed at promoting the participation 

of new mothers (within 24 months of giving birth) in research projects, or at provid-

ing a grant to support the research activities of female scholars during periods of 

maternity leave, in order to guarantee the continuity of their research activities 

and encouraging their return. 

The last typology of operational strategies proposed in this area assumes the 

gender dimension mainly as an object of research, therefore as a specific content 

rather than as an analysis perspective to be integrated in a structural and trans-

versal way with respect to the various disciplinary fields. Our analysis identified a 

total of 19 actions of this type, which we distinguished according to 5 main modal-

ities. The first, found in 5 cases, consists in the administration of a fact-find-

ing/mapping survey to detect the prevalence of gender issues in research groups 

or with respect to individual researchers/academics, intending the gender factor 

precisely as the content of the scientific production, whatever the chosen thematic 

declination and the disciplinary frame of reference. In another case, this general 

detection involves a specific content, proposing to focus the survey on gender ste-

reotypes, like an orientation project aimed at increasing the gender dimension in 

teaching or research. On the same specific thematic axis there is also a third cat-

egory of actions, proposed in 5 cases, and referring mainly to students, rather than 

to academic research staff, i.e. the organization of training activities for female 

students on gender bias and careers. In this case the gender factor also acts in the 

composition of the reference target of the training activities, and pursues a pur-

pose of empowerment and awareness raising of the female component involved in 
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the educational process in every disciplinary area of the university. The last two 

modes of action, within this typology, instead envisage an explicit institutional 

commitment in the impulse to carry out high-profile research activities focused on 

gender-sensitive topics, specifically through measures aimed at promoting the cre-

ation of multidisciplinary research networks on gender issues, or at supporting the 

activities of ad hoc university research centres and/or inter-university observato-

ries on gender, equality and equal opportunity studies, already existing or planned 

in the university context. 

 

5.2. Actions to enhance the gender dimension in higher education and teaching 

We identified a lower number of actions explicitly dedicated to the integration of 

the gender dimension in teaching (64 actions with respect to 111 actions on the 

integration of the gender dimension in research). 

Amongst the 64 dedicated actions (Table 3) the highest presence is of actions 

(45%) in the “Gender as a perspective of analysis” area, then (38%) actions on 

“Gender as a topic of higher education”, 11% on the inclusivity in the access to 

universities courses (in terms of migrant or refugee status, gender, sexual orienta-

tion, and caring role), 5% on inclusive teaching strategies and 2% on valuing 

women’s contribution to research in teaching. 

Therefore, overall 83% of the actions analysed can be classified as being con-

cerned with the content of the courses (either entailing gender issues or the adop-

tion of a gender perspective). 

The actions we classified as integrating gender as a perspective of analysis in 

teaching include courses or training activities for students or academic staff on 

the gender perspective or on the gender dimension in research without referring 

to a specific discipline. In 4 cases the actions are dedicated to specific disciplines. 
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Conceptualization 
of gender Typologies of Actions   

Perspective of analysis 29 

 ü Courses for undergraduate, PhD and postgraduate stu-
dents on the gender perspective 

 ü Introduction of tools for classifying/mapping courses with 
a gender perspective 5 

 ü Courses for students on the relevance of the gender di-
mension in research 4 

 ü Training for TRS on the inclusion of the gender perspec-
tive in degree, PhD, and specialisation courses 4 

 3 

 ü Feasibility study for the activation of new gender courses 1 
 ü Integration of teaching programmes with gender issues 1 
 ü Gender psychology course 1 
Object of study in higher education 24 

 ü Planning and implementation of gender empowerment 
courses (also postgraduates) 9 

 ü Postgraduate training (Masters/PhD) on gender issues 4 

 4 

 ü External valorisation of gender teaching (public engag.) 3 

 ü Degree awards for theses on gender issues 2 
 ü Mapping gender courses 2 
Perspective for inclusivity in the access to higher education 7 

 ü Financial incentives to encourage more balanced enrol-
ment in gender-poorly represented courses 4 

 ü Geographical and ethnic inclusion 1 

 ü Support and inclusion tools for students with care respon-
sibilities 1 

 ü Scholarships for students seeking international protection 1 

Perspective for inclusivity in teaching methodologies 3 
ü Inclusive or gender-sensitive teaching modules in teach-

ers’ training courses 3 

Valuing women’s role in research 1 
ü Explain women researchers’ contribution in the content 

of curricular teaching in each subject area 1 

Total   64 

Table 3 - GEPs actions on the integration of the gender dimension in teaching  
Source: Authors’ elaboration   

5 

 ü Training on the gender perspective in research and teach 5 

ü Training on Gender Medicine (seminars, conferences, ad-
vanced training) 

ü LGBTQI+ inclusion in training for academic and administ. 
staff 
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Actions are also dedicated to introduction of tools to classify courses using the 

gender perspective. Amongst these actions a best practice introduced in a GEP is, 

together with envisaging a special section within each teaching course description 

form and within the syllabus in which to specify the use of the gender approach as 

a methodology and/or content related to gender equality, the acknowledgment of 

the gender-sensitive profile in the administrative form of the whole degree pro-

gramme charging for this the Rectoral Delegate(s) for Teaching, the Chairs of the 

different Degree Programme and the Departmental Delegate(s) for Teaching. This 

action can result in a powerful tool for the classification of courses and degree 

programmes in terms of their gender sensitiveness, involving each teacher but also 

the Chair of the Degree Programme with a positive impact on the visibility of the 

gender dimension in teaching. Moreover, the involvement of the Rector’s dele-

gate(s) for teaching and of the Departmental Delegate(s) for teaching will allow a 

wider responsibility in the production of this classification that can, in turn, be 

considered as a point of reference in the assessment of the quality and content of 

teaching in a gender perspective. 

The GEPs analysed show, first, the need of mapping the existing teaching activ-

ities in terms of their gender content, then to consolidate existing experiences 

and, at the same time, to activate further actions aimed at promoting greater 

knowledge and awareness of gender issues in an interdisciplinary perspective (such 

as the activation of ‘minor’ paths transversal to several Departments/Centres). 

Actions related to the content of higher education can explicitly refer to the in-

troduction of gender studies as well as of gender empowerment courses, also 

adopting, as a minority of actions do, an intersectional perspective. 

If actions that explicit the gender perspective in teaching or the focus on gender 

issues in courses/training can be considered as directly affecting its content to go 

at the heart of the integration of the gender dimension in teaching and do comprise 
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83% of the actions, the other actions refer to the inclusivity in the access to uni-

versity or to gender inclusive teaching strategies. Access to university overall and 

on fields where individuals belonging to some groups are underrepresented can be 

considered as a key factor in a country where a minority of youth enrol to univer-

sity and are able to complete their higher education and where horizontal segre-

gation by gender in different fields can be observed. Thus, reference in the ana-

lysed actions is made to the inclusion of students with care responsibilities, in 

terms of ethnicity, migrant or refugee status though not always the actions provide 

a gender intersectional perspective. 

Only three actions in the analysed GEPs can be regarded as truly affecting teach-

ing and learning strategies by including the gender perspective in training courses 

for the academic staff: newly recruited employees (in most cases academic faculty 

staff) or, as in one action, mandatory for directors of departments and adminis-

trative areas, members of academic bodies, chairpersons of joint committees, del-

egates for Equal Opportunities, department representatives for Equal Opportuni-

ties, members of the Equal Opportunities Committee, chairs of the Student Con-

ference, and recommended to undergraduate, master and Ph.D. students. 

Finally, one action is related to the need of showing in each teaching course the 

contribution of women scholars to the specific discipline, which is often neglected 

or understimated in the reconstruction of the history of each discipline, thus con-

tributing to unveil past role models for female students in the specific course with 

a potential positive effect on their further choices in the post-graduate studies. 

 

6. Discussion 

 

This paper aimed to provide elements of reflection to understand how these pro-

cesses of institutionalization of gender can have transformative effects in research 

and higher education institutions. The study of the GEPs published by 26 Italian 
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universities (about one-third of the total) for 2020-2022 shows various initiatives 

to support the gender dimension in research and teaching, which have been envis-

aged in response to the European Commission’s requirements. At the same time, 

however, it reveals some dichotomies/tensions that may hinder the transformative 

character to achieve greater gender equality in scientific institutions. 

The first dichotomy identified concerns the conceptualisation of gender. It is 

expressed in identifying gender as a binary category vs. an intersectional category. 

In most of the actions analysed, gender is mainly conceptualised as a biological 

characteristic; the measures introduced in the Italian universities through the GEP 

under study frequently refer to women in research and science, while there are 

few explicit references to gender as a complex concept, as it is now understood in 

the current literature research. According to recent perspectives adopted in gen-

der studies in science and academia, gender is “a complex set of social relations 

implemented through a series of social practices that exist both inside and outside 

formal organizations” (Ely and Meyerson 2000). In the last decade, these concep-

tualisations and analytical perspectives of gender have been implemented by the 

European Commission, which underlines in Gendered Innovation 2 that “gender 

refers to sociocultural norms, identities and relations that structure societies and 

organizations and shape behaviours, products, technologies, environments, and 

knowledges” (European Commission 2020a, 14). 

The document also clarifies that gender is an organizing principle that regulates 

structure behaviours, attitudes, physical appearance and habits that can change 

in time and place and that is expressed in gender norms, gender identities, and 

relations, where gender norms refer to the social and cultural attitudes and ex-

pectations produced in (and through) social institutions (families, schools, work-

places, universities, etc.), social interactions, and culture (books, media, games 

etc.), gender identities refer to how individuals or groups perceive and present 

themselves in relation to gender norms, and gender relations refer to how people 
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interact with others and institutions, based on their sex and their gender identity 

(Ibidem). 

The second tension identified in the analysis of GEP actions concerning the gen-

der dimension in research and teaching is between the epistemic vs. organisational 

dimension. While the area of intervention analysed explicitly questions gender as 

an analytical perspective, aiming on the one hand to overcome the cognitive bias 

introduced in scientific knowledge as a result of the fact that research processes 

are mainly designed, implemented and disseminated by men, and on the other 

hand to create innovative processes in techno-scientific knowledge, many of the 

actions presented by GEPs of the Italian universities analysed aim to achieve a 

better gender balance in research teams and to make the academic and research 

environment more inclusive. According to the European Commission, “sex and gen-

der can influence all stages of research and innovation, from strategic considera-

tions for setting priorities and building theories to more routine tasks of formulat-

ing questions, designing methods and interpreting data” (European Commission 

2020a, 18). However, the analysis of the actions shows that there is still little 

Proposed actions to promote the gender dimension in research generally pay 

little attention to multidimensional features of gender (Hyde et al. 2018) but also 

barely address the need to intersect gender with the social categories of age, so-

cio-economic status, and ethnicity, as suggested by the intersectional approach 

embraced by European gender policy orientations. The few measures aimed at 

supporting  other  minorities,  for  example,  foreign  refugee 

students/researchers, omit the gender dimension, with the (unintended) result of

 defining priorities be-tween disadvantaged categories, rather than implementing 

an intersectional read- ing aimed at supporting each category by highlighting its 

specific  characteristics  and  needs  and  highlighting  how  the  intersection  of 

multiple disadvantages must be adequately considered. 
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awareness of the epistemic relevance of developing the gender perspective. In-

deed, many of the actions relating to the development of the gender dimension 

are training courses on the subject, while there are few examples of courses of 

study that have declined the gender perspective in depth in a specific discipline 

but have not conceived it as a cross-disciplinary perspective of analysis. Such an 

approach risks weakening the transformative character of the plural and intersec-

tional perspective that the gender dimension brings to knowledge. Finally, this 

limitation risks having a profound impact if we consider diversity not only as a 

principle for generating more innovation but also as an indispensable condition for 

the construction of knowledge aimed at building a more equitable, inclusive, and 

sustainable society, as the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development requires. 

A third interesting point that our analysis of the GEPs has highlighted is the 

persistence of a duality between the individual and the structural level in the 

processes of integrating the gender dimension into research and teaching. A sig-

nificant part of the proposed actions, in fact, tend to incentivize or reward the 

individual contribution of researchers in terms of the gender-sensitive approach 

adopted  in  their  studies  (for  example,  through  various  forms  of  rewards  or 

prizes  for  degree  or  doctoral  theses  or  for  particularly  significant  research 

projects  and  scientific  publications).  A  possible  line  of  interpretation  is  that 

these  results  may  go  beyond  the subjective  meaning  of  ‘merit’  (Picardi  

2020;  Gaiaschi  2022)  and  be  considered  more  generally  as  a  representative 

expression of  the  greater  attention  guaranteed to  the  gender  perspective  by 

the teaching courses  or  departments  within  which  those  research  products  

have  been  developed.  However,  upon  careful  reading  of  the  European 

recommendations,  this  assumption  does  not  automatically  equate  to  or,  at  

least,  cannot  exhaust  the  objective  of  integrating  a  gender  perspective 

required  of  each  university,  which  should  institutionalize  it  through  the 

adoption  of  tools  for  planning  its  policies  and  the  provision  of  measures  for 

redefining its organizational architecture that are valid erga omnes. 



AG AboutGender - International Journal of Gender Studies 
 
 

61 
 

A fourth line of tension emerging from the analysis of the GEPs evokes an issue 

not entirely resolved within Italian academia about the institutional status and 

position attributed to Women’s Studies and Gender Studies in the scientific com-

munity, relating to the ambivalent interpretation that can be assigned to the strat-

egy of translating the integration of the gender dimension in research and teaching 

mainly as the provision of incentives for research projects and/or the establish-

ment of ad hoc courses on gender-sensitive topics, included in the ordinary curric-

ular programmes or offered by (inter)-university research centres, also in the form 

of further specialization in the phase of postgraduate training (Botto 2022). Does 

the dimension of valorisation of this subject area prevail or rather the risk of a 

sort of its ghettoization? On the one hand, in fact, the promotion of this well-

established scientific field in the educational chain formed by research and teach-

ing within each university undoubtedly constitutes a valid support for recognizing 

and increasingly enhancing its scope (Feci 2020). On the other hand, if this type of 

strategy is not complementary to a more transversal perspective of integrating the 

gender approach in any disciplinary sector, there is the risk of limiting the field of 

study to a sort of echo-chamber, fuelled also in the recruitment phase by an over-

represented presence of women (De Longis 2009; Sapegno 2014), and which can 

discount this type of mono-gender bias also in terms of defining an organizational 

sub-culture that is very different from that shared in the broader daily routine of 

the university life, without anything or very little really changing at the level of 

general strategic direction. 

 

7. Conclusions 

 

On the basis of the analysis of the GEPs’ actions dealing with the integration of 

the gender dimension into the content of research and teaching, core functions of 
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The universities, whose GEPs have been analysed in this essay, are heterogene-

ous in terms of the socioeconomic contexts. A higher attention should be paid, also 

in the design of actions in the research and teaching areas, to the context where 

the universities are located in line with Horizon Europe Guidelines to GEPs that 

state that “all organisations are different and a GEP should be created specifically 

for an organisation’s mission, history, and context” (European Commission 2021b, 

13). 

To improve the effectiveness of the actions, the GEPs’ context analysis should 

be extended to encompass gender equality indicators at regional and subregional 

level. This is even more needed in a country like Italy characterized by a high 

degree of regional heterogeneity in terms of gender sensitive policies and gender 

inequalities indicators. This heterogeneity is reflected in gender equality indices 

at regional level, as the Regional Gender Equality Index (R-GEI) by di Bella and 

colleagues (2021) that implement at regional level the measurement of gender 

equality provided by the European Institute of Gender Equality (EIGE). Labour force 

indicators disaggregated by gender collected also at subregional level should be 

higher education institutions, reflections on policies suggestions and further re-

search activities are provided in this Section. A first issue regards the under-rep-

resentation of GEPs’ actions in this area. This fact itself calls for wider attention 

by  Italian  Universities  to  really  put  into  practice  a  transformative  process 

towards gender equality consistently with the aims of the Horizon Guidelines. 

Another important issue that our analysis detects concerns the very concept 

of intersectionality and its application to the actions design. Gender is mostly 

introduced as a binary category and often without considering the gender interac-

tion with other social categories (such as age, socio-economic status, and ethnic-

ity). Again, revising GEPs’ actions, a critical assessment with regards to the very 

definition of gender and intersectionality should be provided and dedicated actions 

should be put into place. 
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included in the GEPs’ context analysis to guide the design of an educational pro-

gramme aware not only of the skills required by the local labour demand but also 

of gender horizontal segregation to design specific actions to contrast them. These 

actions can include prizes to the gender under-represented students as well as 

other incentives for women to enrol in male dominated curricula and for men to 

enrol in female dominated curricula, but also agreements with external stakehold-

ers to foster internships in gender under-represented sectors or to conduct public 

engagements initiatives in high schools to make students aware of gender stereo-

types dominating the choice of universities and professional profiles. 

At each institution level, to measure the degree of integration of the gender 

dimension in teaching in higher education institutions, a mapping of existing gen-

der sensitive courses can be build asking at the teaching staff not only to tick a 

box, but to reflect and explain the gender perspective in their course.    

The observed under-representation of a gender perspective in teaching meth-

odologies suggests to further investigate to what extent universities and their 

teaching and learning centres invest in the development of dedicated teaching 

modules since, without gender sensitive teaching modules in training the risk is 

that: 

● teachers cannot develop a gender perspective and skills in teaching 

strategies to transform their teaching courses as gender inclusive; 

● teachers cannot be able to recognize the gender impact of their courses 

either in terms of content or in terms of teaching strategies; 

● this can result in a failure in the inclusion of the gender dimension in 

teaching negatively affecting the inclusion of a gender perspective in 

research or perpetrating gender segregation by field of studies. 
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Moreover, the lack of courses on the gender impact of policies and gender equal-

ity dedicated to members of the university bodies, equal opportunities represent-

atives and department or administrative areas chairpersons can result in: 

 

● members of University bodies, and chairpersons of department and 

administrative areas not trained to lack a gender perspective in decision-

making; 

● not including these modules for Equal Opportunities representatives and 

members of Equal Opportunities Committees can severely compromise their 

ability to recognize and address gender issues. 

 

The change at the level of each higher education institution’s strategic planning 

should be accompanied by an explicit reference to gender inclusive education by 

the governing and evaluation bodies. Actually, the new guidelines of the Italian 

National Agency for the Evaluation of Universities and Research Institutes (ANVUR 

2023a) state that: 

 

The Course of Study must provide for teachers, tutors and specialised figures 

adequate in number and qualification to support the teaching requirements; at 

the same time, it must provide for the participation of teaching staff in training 

initiatives and refresher courses to improve their scientific, methodological and 

teaching skills to support quality and innovation (Ivi, 31; our translation). 

 

We do call for an explicit reference by the Italian Agency for the Evaluation of 

Universities and Research, in their Quality Assurance Guidelines (ANVUR 2023a and 

2023b) to training activities with a focus on gender inclusive and gender sensitive 

teaching and learning methodologies. The construction of a repository of the 

courses realized by different Universities on these issues and the related process 

of evaluation can be offered by the National Conference of Italian Universities 
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Equal Opportunities Committees and by the Conference of Italian Universities Rec-

tors.  Coordinated actions at national level can provide an additional boost to the 

process of engendering higher education.  

Further developments will include an increase in the number of GEPs analysed 

to obtain a wider coverage of Italian universities and of the different phases in 

GEPs design, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation. 
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