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Introduction

The story of Irish higher education could be summarised as 500 years of male 
dominated mono-cultural stasis followed by 100 years of near glacial progress, 
following the admission of the first female students to Trinity College Dublin and 
University College Dublin in the early 1900s. A number of areas of inequality 
still exist, including the under-representation of women in senior academic posts. 
The landscape of higher education in Ireland, as elsewhere, is complex and multi-
dimensional. Its many players include academic presidents, funders, regulatory 
bodies, policymakers and politicians, private equity, influential individuals and of 
course students, as individuals, teams and as represented by student unions. This 
chapter examines the role of funding agencies for Irish higher education institu-
tions in a changing landscape and how they will implement their stated policies. 
Do they see themselves as advocates and agents of change or as observers in 
which their role is to monitor and report? If the former, then what actions can they 
take, what levers do they control and are they willing to use their influence and 
resources, including the threat of withholding funding, to challenge preconcep-
tions of how things should be done? Irish HEA statistics show that, despite the 
fact that women held 52 per cent of all lecturing posts, they occupied only 18 per 
cent of professorial posts in Ireland in 2013, rising to only 26 per cent in 2018. 
Ireland has yet to appoint a female university president and only three of the 
11 Institutes of Technology (IoTs) are currently led by women. Pay grades also 
reflect the promotions imbalance, with women accounting for just 31 per cent of 
those paid over €106,000 in universities and only 21 per cent of those in IoTs in 
2018 (HEA 2019a).

The Irish National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030 contains no refer-
ence to gender equality, though it does reference access to learning for under-
represented groups and disadvantaged groups, stating that: ‘Higher education 
institutions will recruit, develop and retain high-quality staff, fully accountable 
for their performance to a strong and dynamic leadership’ (DoES 2011, 27). 
Absent from the document is any reference to the under-representation of women 
in senior posts in higher education. Over the last five years, however, there have 



Role of funding agencies 155

been major changes in Ireland within higher education in the promotion of gen-
der equality. This is evident at sectoral, national and institutional policy levels.  
A number of developments have altered the national discourse. The first involved 
legal cases taken by a number of individual women academics in pursuit of pro-
motional opportunities (Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Report 
2014). The second was the national adoption by the HEA, in 2015, of the Athena 
SWAN programme of awards to progress gender equality and as a means of stim-
ulating change. Additionally, in 2013 the Irish Research Council (IRC), the main 
funding body for cross-disciplinary research, published its Gender Strategy and 
Action Plan 2013–2020. It focused on the streamlining and development of strate-
gies to tackle gender imbalances across its programmes.

During this period a number of higher education institutions began to pub-
lish strategic plans that referenced gender, or published specific gender strate-
gies (IADT 2019; TCD 2014; UCC 2017). The HEA Review of 2016 reinforced 
the political motivation to effect real change leading to a Gender Action Plan 
for Higher Education (HEA 2016). The establishment of a Government Equality 
Taskforce built upon the work of this review (HEA 2018). Among its recom-
mendations for action was the announcement of a Senior Academic Leadership 
Initiative (SALI) to fund 45 women-only senior posts in higher education institu-
tions. This initiative was introduced in response to statistics demonstrating that if 
the current pace of change in promoting women into senior posts continued, the 
imbalance would persist for another two to three decades. The initiative was also 
part of a commitment from the female Minister of State for Higher Education to 
tackle gender inequality in higher education institutions. The granting of the first 
20 posts, 15 to universities, two for technological universities and three to insti-
tutes of technology, were announced in January 2020, following a competitive 
application process and assessment of the applications by an international panel 
of experts in the field of gender equality in higher education. The SALI initiative 
bolsters the stated aim of the government to have 40 per cent of chair professors 
posts held by women by 2024 (HEA 2019b).

The SALI initiative was not universally welcomed. Whilst some leaders and 
lecturing staff in higher education, both male and female, regarded it as a neces-
sary step to tackle gender imbalances, others viewed it as tokenism and feared 
that it would not address the fundamental issues of culture, attitudes and equality. 
Some also expressed a concern that the women appointed to these posts would be 
ghettoised, regarded as second-class professors appointed on the basis of gender 
rather than academic merit. In 2019, the HEA set up a Centre of Excellence in 
Gender Equality to monitor its own progress around gender equality and progress 
in the sector. Its stated objective is: ‘to ensure sustainable acceleration towards 
gender equality through centralised support for HEIs and dissemination of good 
practice’ (HEA 2019c). The Centre is currently responsible for the SALI initia-
tive, in place since the research for this chapter took place.

The key developments outlined previously refer directly or indirectly to the role 
of funding as a way of progressing gender equality. The actions were specifically 
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targeted at women, ranging from actively encouraging them to apply for funding 
or posts, women-only programmes, and progress towards gender equality in the 
allocation of state funding for higher education institutions and research.

The gender equality policy context

The adoption of the Athena SWAN Charter in 2015 marked a turning point in the 
formalisation of progress towards addressing gender imbalance. Institutions that 
sign up to the Athena Swan Charter are required to carry out a self-assessment, 
analysing gender imbalances across a range of areas. These include an examina-
tion of gender-related policies, such as availability and take-up of flexible working 
arrangements, recruitment and promotion procedures and outcomes and staffing 
levels according to gender. This is accompanied by a Gender Action Plan, address-
ing any areas of concern arising from the self-assessment. The institution applies 
for an award based on its self-assessment and the robustness of its Gender Action 
Plan. It is also a requirement for institutions to hold an Athena SWAN award 
before individual departments or schools can apply for their awards. The HEA 
requires that all Irish HEIs must achieve an institutional Athena SWAN Bronze 
award to be eligible for funding by the end of 2020, with a requirement to have 
attained a Silver Award within seven years (HEA 2016, 291). Furthermore, pro-
gress around gender equality is required as a pre-requisite for research funding:

Within three years, research funding, as part of the Strategic Dialogue pro-
cess, Higher Education Institutions will be at risk of funding being withheld 
if they are not addressing gender inequality sufficiently.

(HEA 2016, 91)

As a result of this report, a Gender Equality Taskforce was set up in 2017. It 
published a three-year action plan to identify good practice and highlight, as well 
as address, areas that needed improvement. The Gender Action Plan 2018–2020 
states that: ‘All HEIs shall submit their institutional gender action plan to the 
HEA and provide annual progress updates’ (HEA 2018, 21). This led to a stra-
tegic dialogue whereby Irish HEIs must set and review targets annually with the 
HEA articulated via a Compact, a set of agreed targets and performance indica-
tors, which include monitoring of the Gender Action Plan through a system of  
follow-up evaluation and performance monitoring, linked to funding. With fund-
ing linked to institutional performance, it could be withheld if institutions fail to 
meet the agreed KPIs and targets as set out in their Compact (HEA 2018).

The research

The research for this chapter was carried out between May 2018 and Janu-
ary 2020, gathering the views of leaders of the key funding bodies on the relation-
ship between gender and funding. It was important to ascertain whether a threat 
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to withhold funding for non-compliance could be a feasible and useful tool to 
promote gender equality. First, a desk-based review of the key policy documents 
was used to analyse specific commitments to the withholding of funding as a 
mechanism for influencing change towards achieving gender equality. Published 
frameworks provide the written declaration to use funding as a way of furthering 
gender equality. Second, a key question was how willing were funding bodies to 
implement the policy to affect meaningful change? To address this question, face-
to-face semi-structured interviews were carried out with four leaders of funding 
bodies: the Department of Education and Skills (DoES); Irish Research Council 
(IRC); Higher Education Authority (HEA); and Health Research Board (HRB).

Policy documents: a context for change?

Overall, the political framework since 2015 has recognised the importance of 
funding as an incentive to address gender imbalances in higher education. One 
important dimension to affecting change is how the leaders of Irish HEI funding 
agencies see their role in implementing policies, and how effective they believe 
funding incentives to be. Key stakeholders were identified in four of the main 
funding bodies—the Department of Education and Skills, the Higher Education 
Authority, the Irish Research Council and the Health Research Board. At the time 
of the research interviews, all heads of these institutions were male. Before pre-
senting the research and its findings, a short description of each of these five 
agencies is provided.

Department of Education and Skills

The Department of Education and Skills (DoES) is responsible for education 
and training. It produces an annual Action Plan for Education. The DoES (2019) 
plan includes reference, amongst its strategic priorities, to the need to address the 
 gender-staffing imbalance in higher education. The DoES has a number of sec-
tions with specific responsibilities, including higher education. A Minister of State 
for Higher Education was appointed to lead a number of initiatives to address 
gender imbalance, including the SALI initiative.

Higher Education Authority

The Higher Education Authority (HEA) is the state body that leads on the strate-
gic development of the Irish higher education and research system, with the objec-
tive of creating a coherent system of diverse institutions with distinct missions, 
responsive to the social, cultural and economic development of Ireland and its 
people, supporting the achievement of national objectives. The HEA has played 
a major role in commissioning and publishing strategic reports and policies on 
gender inequality. In 2019, it set up the Centre for Excellence in Gender Equal-
ity. The HEA is the statutory agency responsible for the allocation of exchequer 
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funding to the universities, Institutes of Technology (IoTs) and other higher edu-
cation institutions. The priorities of the HEA’s Strategic Plan 2018–2022 include 
the implementation of the recommendations of the Report of the Expert Group, 
the HEA National Review of Gender Equality in Irish Higher Education Institu-
tions and the Gender Equality Taskforce.

Science Foundation Ireland

Science Foundation Ireland (SFI) funds research in the areas of science, technol-
ogy, engineering and mathematics. SFI seeks to remove and mitigate any existing 
or perceived factors that may limit the participation of women in research Sciences, 
Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) careers and to redress gender 
imbalances amongst SFI award holders, of whom 26 per cent were female (SFI 
2018). One of SFI’s key performance indicators (KPI) targets is to increase the pro-
portion of female research award holders to 30 per cent by 2020. This aim would 
facilitate the retention of excellent female researchers within academia, thereby 
increasing excellence in research and impact by continuing to fund meritorious 
researchers regardless of gender, through widening the pool of potential applicants.

The Health Research Board

The Health Research Board (HRB) is a state agency that funds and supports 
research and provides evidence to prevent illness, improve health and transform 
patient care. It published a HRB Policy on Gender in Research Funding (2019), 
outlining its intention to support both women and men to realise their full poten-
tial in order to ensure equality of opportunity and to maximise the quantity and 
the quality of research. The policy states that the HRB will work to achieve a 
greater gender balance throughout its research funding programmes and practices 
by: promoting gender equality within its own administration of research funding; 
and within the research teams that it funds; fostering the integration of sex and/
or gender into research and innovation content; and assuming a greater national 
responsibility for promoting gender equality in health research.

Irish Research Council

The Irish Research Council (IRC) is the body in Ireland that funds research across 
a range of disciplines. The IRC actively promotes gender equality in research 
funding and has set up a scheme to promote gender equality in research. It has 
published its own Gender Strategy 2013–2020 and is committed to reviewing and 
monitoring gender in research, including the numbers of women researchers and 
the amounts of funding they receive (IRC 2013).

These five funding bodies comprise the institutional framework for policymak-
ing in relation to gender equality in higher education in Ireland. As such, they 
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have considerable opportunity to shape future action and innovation in this area, 
making the interviews with four of their leaders particularly timely.

The interviews

The interviews were based around the following questions:

• How do funders see their role?
• Is the threat of withdrawal of funding a good incentive in achieving gender 

equality?
• Is the overall approach characterised as carrot, stick or both? 
• What levers do funders have to make change happen?
• What happens if gender targets are not met?
• What are the likely challenges and resistances to implementing the funding 

approach?

All interviews were carried out face-to-face and were recorded and transcribed. 
The responses are outlined in the following sections.

How funders see their role

Interviewees were asked how they perceived their role in relation to funding and 
gender. All stated that they had a leadership and strategic role and outlined the 
importance of buying into and owning the problem and the solutions relating to 
gender. As one said:

‘I think it’s important to be seen as taking ownership of the issue but the ques-
tion I would ask is the sector taking ownership, does the sector accept that it 
is a really significant issue [gender equality] that needs to be addressed, or is 
it a question of what is being done to them, being imposed?’

Another recognised that their organisation ‘needed to take a leadership role in 
this’. The issue of leaders taking control themselves was a recurring theme:

‘A key role for my organisation is an oversight role, an enabling role, but not 
doing the ‘in the trenches’ stuff that you are doing in the institutions’.

One leader pointed out that his organisation did not have a specific brief around 
funding individual institutions, stating that their focus was on the overall extent 
of sex and gender research content in applications for funding. He did state, how-
ever, that he was very conscious of his role as an influencer of gender equality.

All interviewees believed their role to be developers of policy and to ensure that 
initiatives were in place as part of their policy in relation to gender. All believed 
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that they had a role in influencing the culture and that changing the organisational 
culture lay at the heart of ongoing strategic and structural transformation.

One leader said he recognised that these cultural differences might be granular, 
down to departmental level, as well as at institutional level:

‘I think there are issues like different cultures within disciplines and depart-
ments in institutions where women have been in a minority. There are certain 
practices that have become part of the culture and disadvantaged women 
such as meetings in the evenings or early morning’.

One participant believed that changing the culture might take a long time, saying that:

‘A lot of the structures, but above all the culture that is in place, is the product 
of a long time and is not going to be undone with a five year plan’.

Another also highlighted the role of culture:

‘We need to ask the question about the culture of higher education and whether 
male dominated roles are perpetrating what you hope are legacy bad prac-
tices, concerned that the culture of higher education isn’t what it should be on 
account of male dominated practice and a nationwide lack of gender balance’.

The belief that changing culture and attitudes lies at the heart of ongoing strategic 
and structural transformation was evident in all responses. All four interviewees 
spoke about their role as influencers, but expressed a view that until institutional 
leaders identified and rewarded good practice, no real change would be effective. 
All interviewees reiterated that their organisations had a monitoring and review 
responsibility to ensure that the recommendations and required actions, identified 
in key policy documents, were implemented.

A carrot or stick approach?

Leaders of the HEA and the DoES acknowledged that ultimately they had the 
power to impose funding sanctions for the higher education institutions that do 
not make progress in gender equality. These two interviewees, who identified 
their potential to utilise the withholding of funding as a sanction, were asked 
what specific incentives (carrots) or sanctions (sticks) they had at their disposal. 
The DoES and HEA identified specific monetary sanctions and the imposition of 
additional formal monitoring for those HEIs deemed not to be performing well. 
They also referred to progress on Gender Action Plans by HEIs.

All the interviewees were supportive of the Athena SWAN accreditation 
requirement and the withholding of funding, with one saying that:

‘Ultimately it is about outcomes but if you want to play evaluation in a sys-
tem you have to be able to tell that system that this is how the outcome will 
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be judged. That is why we ended up having an evaluation mechanism like 
Athena SWAN’.

Another pointed out:

‘In terms of realism, it’s hard to see how gender could be addressed in the 
timeframes set but if no timeframes are set no progress will be made so 
Athena Swan accreditation is an important first step’.

All of the interviewees believed that there is also a need for positive measures, 
funding rewards as well as imposing sanctions. One stated that if the whole of 
academia had to be ‘dragged kicking and screaming’ to realise gender objectives, 
on account of the risk that they might lose funding, then real change and commit-
ment might be limited. He did accept, however, that there had to be consequences 
for those not making progress and that one clear sanction was monetary loss. He 
went on to say that he recognised that this approach came with challenges. When 
pressed on whether the approach of the four institutions was mainly carrot or 
stick, all interviewees identified the need for a mixture of both approaches. The 
overall response was that they preferred the carrot approach alongside institu-
tional ownership of the gender equality issue at a local level. However, they all 
stated that they would use the stick approach as necessary.

What funding levers are available?

Interviewees were asked about their ability to use the stick as a lever, in terms of 
whether it was feasible and possible to withhold funding. One pointed out that one 
way this could happen was through use of Compact, where targets and actions are 
reviewed annually by the HEA and an international panel. At this point funding could 
be withheld from HEIs. Another referenced performance review, pointing out that:

‘Performance dialogue is important, in that there can be a number of priorities 
including gender in these discussions. The role of the Department [DoES] is in say-
ing we want that issue to be front and centre and there to be real reasons for people 
who clearly are not compliant or who do not understand the need for change’.

He also pointed out that there had to be real consequences for inaction, given the 
government’s stated commitment to gender equality. All interviewees approved 
the approach advocated by the Report of the Gender Task Force Expert Group 
(HEA 2018) relating to the withholding of funding. An example given was insti-
tutions not achieving Athena SWAN accreditation within the required time. One 
interviewee stated:

‘The funding leverage is very powerful and can help to progress things that 
might not happen so quickly otherwise’.
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Interviewees were also asked if they supported positive action initiatives, specifi-
cally funding incentives or reward for good progress. One leader pointed out that 
his organisation already had a number of positive actions as part of its gender 
strategy and action plan. These included campaigns to highlight the achievements 
of women researchers, gender-blind research assessments and a requirement 
for research proposal assessment panels to be comprised of at least 40 per cent 
women. Career breaks, due to looking after children and other family members 
were included when assessing an applicant’s record of accomplishment. Another 
interviewee believed that:

‘Lobbying for any uplift in research funding has to be cross departmental and 
cross agency so that the Irish Research Council can expand their programmes 
as well as Science Foundation Ireland and the Health Research Board’.

They all supported the use of funding as an incentive and stated that many of their 
organisational processes already implemented this. Most were committed to consist-
ently reviewing their funding practices to ensure fairness and equity. Statistics on the 
awarding of funding, by gender, are also gathered and reviewed in all organisations. 
One interviewee stated his support for a positive funding approach, positing the idea of:

‘rewarding or incentivising those institutions that have shown that they can 
embrace this agenda, that they are changed and forging ahead’.

Another participant pointed out that, at the time of the interview, the Gender Task 
Force was looking at rewarding those bodies that had made good progress. He 
supported this and believed it would be helpful if there were some measures to 
reward good performance, alongside the sanctions.

Interviewees were asked about quotas and sanctions for not meeting targets, for 
example, the withholding of funding if an institution did not reach 50:50 senior 
academic posts within an agreed timeframe. The Report of the Gender Task Force 
Expert Group (HEA 2016) had referenced quotas for academic promotions, based 
on a flexible cascade model where the proportion of women and men to be pro-
moted or recruited is based on the proportion of each gender at the grade imme-
diately below. The HEA refers to: ‘A minimum of 40 per cent women and 40 per 
cent men to be full professors at the appropriate pay scales’ to be achieved by the 
end of 2024. One leader pointed out that his organisation had set targets for female 
membership of assessment panels and individual scholarships for researchers, but 
it had not used quotas in the awarding of funding. He did state that he wanted:

‘very much to try and work with the stakeholders such as the HEA, to ensure 
that the IRC makes a positive contribution to the landscape in this area’.

Another interviewee was interested in the complexities of the system and whether 
the introduction of quotas would be effective. He pointed out that there had been 
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considerable discussion in the Gender Task Force Expert Group’s work on that 
issue (HEA 2018). In particular, using a cascade model of appointing women to 
senior posts where they became available, would still take two decades for gender 
equality to be reached. He did point out that there were actions that were not quo-
tas that could be considered:

‘There have been examples in other EU foundations, other states, where they 
have pushed the envelope on the civil service into level roles, for example if 
two candidates are equivalent, preference can be given to the female candi-
date under gender equality objectives’.

This begs the question as to why this would not be feasible in Irish academic insti-
tutions. Quotas did not appear to be something that any of the four institutional 
leaders were keen to introduce. Instead, rewards for good practice, which are only 
minimally in place at present, via funding from the HEA, could be developed. 
The current performance review system does allow for the withholding of fund-
ing but the new system was only partly in place in 2019. None of the interviewees 
reported any withholding of funding to institutions, to date.

All interviewees restated that without the situation where gender balance was 
supported, encouraged and led from the top, real change could not happen. They 
favoured buy-in and a cultural shift as the real and sustainable agent of change. 
They all had concerns about the length of time it would take to effect change. 
All four interviewees expressed the view that a robust system of sanctions and 
rewards, based on real evidence, was needed alongside every opportunity and 
support being given to individual institutions to change.

Challenges and resistance

Interviewees were asked to outline any challenges that they might face in imple-
menting national policy towards gender equality. More specifically, they were 
asked to identify structural challenges to implementing change, particularly around 
contractual issues preventing institutions from meeting their targets. For example, 
in seeking to increase female representation in senior posts, or institutions not 
being able to implement the flexible cascade model, would funding be withheld?

All interviewees confirmed that some current practices might be difficult to 
change quickly, but all felt that this was an area that could be achieved in partner-
ship with the key stakeholders. They were also concerned that external factors, 
such as changes in political leadership or personnel in key roles, could pose chal-
lenges and might lead to slippage on the gender issue. All pointed out that pro-
gress made has been under the strong leadership of the current female Minister of 
State for Higher Education. As one interviewee stated:

‘It could slip back, the main progress that has been made to now has been at 
the level of attention it gets’.
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He pointed out that unless gender actions are enshrined in policy and monitored 
then the focus on gender may change in the future saying: ‘The challenge is to 
keep it there as a high priority’.

All leaders noted that the major issues were inaction, apathy and even hostility 
from some institutions and their leaders. One said:

‘I heard one president saying [that] many institutions had to be dragged kick-
ing and screaming into this’.

Getting institutional leaders firmly ‘on board’ with the equality agenda was 
defined by one interviewee as producing an action plan and taking real actions 
and ownership of the issue to initiate change. So the overall message here is that 
before cultural and attitudinal change happens, behavioural change, led by public 
body initiatives, must pave the way.

Academia in Ireland has faced a number of funding challenges over the last 
20 years. Interviewees were asked if they had any other comments to make on 
funding and gender equality. One interviewee summed up the main challenge:

‘It is well recognised that we are right down the league tables in terms of 
funding of higher education and my question is – what is the impact of that 
on gender equality?’

Conclusions

The current policy frameworks for using funding as a sanction-led initiative in the 
battle for gender equality have been in place since Athena Swan was instigated 
in 2015. Subsequent reports and policy documents have outlined the expectation 
placed on higher education to improve its performance in relation to gender equal-
ity, particularly in women’s representation in research and senior academic posts. 
Annual performance reviews are, in theory, linked to funding. Mechanisms exist 
for the withholding of funding where satisfactory progress against targets has not 
been met. Some positive action initiatives, including SALI, have been introduced 
in the last year, recognising that without these innovations, gender parity in senior 
posts will take decades to achieve.

Leaders of the four funding organisations all had a well-founded awareness of, 
and individual commitment to, gender equality. Their stated preference was for 
the changing of cultures, the winning of hearts and minds rather than the threat 
of withholding funding and telling institutions what they must do. Although the 
use of quotas was not the preferred option, all leaders favoured positive action 
initiatives, or had already introduced them. The approach in general was that 
good leadership and commitment from the funding bodies they represented had 
to be matched by strong leadership in the institutions themselves. All interview-
ees believe that there is an opportunity to utilise funding as both a sanction and 
a reward, although no evidence was presented of this happening to date. All 
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recognised that failure to do so would mean another two decades of no real pro-
gress and continued dependence on the goodwill and commitment of individual 
leaders. In 2020, when the first round of HEA performance reviews will take place 
in Ireland, assessment of progress by individual HEIs, with their Gender Action 
Plans and progress towards the achievement of Athena SWAN, will be part of the 
assessment criteria. Using funding as both a sanction and a reward, with support 
from the CEOs of the State funding bodies, will be critical to this process.
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