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Purpose

This guide provides information and considerations for a fair and gender inclusive promotions and
evaluations and gives practical advice to remove gender bias from the process aiming to ultimately
raise the number of female scientists in top level positions. It was written as part of the work package
Career Development in the framework of the project LIBRA - Leading Innovative measures to reach
gender Balance in Research Activities, funded by Horizon2020 programme of the EU, and relies
partly on the experience of 12 members of EU-LIFE, the Alliance of Research Institutes in the Life
Sciences. Due its objective of achieving greater gender balance at the level of senior positions, the
guide will focus on the transition from junior principal investigator (PI) to senior PI. A survey and
director interviews conducted in 2018 at 12 EU-Life research institutes by the Task Force on PI
Selection and Career Development collected the practices in the evaluation and promotion of
faculty. They have helped to develop an exemplary evaluation process to serve as the basis for
practical recommendations to reach gender inclusiveness. This exemplary process can be tailored
to the individual situation.
Introduction

Despite many efforts to promote gender equality and raise the numbers of women in academic
research, especially at higher level positions, studies still demonstrate that while some incremental
progress has been achieved, we have not been able to significantly change the situation. Men are
still more likely than women to be employed by universities, start their careers at a higher grade,
receive higher salaries and reach more senior academic positions1.
Appointment and recruitment processes have received a fair amount of attention in recent years as
an important mechanism in the portfolio of gendered actions, resulting in a number of handbooks
and guidelines available to support research institutions in implementing fair and inclusive
recruitment. Promotion and evaluation of faculty procedures, however, have not been investigated
to the same degree, although figures and research corroborate the hypothesis that evaluation and
promotion decisions contribute to the leaky pipeline phenomenon. The potentially wide-reaching
implications of a bias against women at promotion level has been illustrated by a computer
simulation in the 1990s. It was shown that if men and women are equally qualified but a negative
bias against women candidates leads to just a 5 percent variance in promotion decisions, the
representation of women in the overall staff can decrease from more than 50 percent at lower
hierarchical levels to 29 percent at top levels2. The numbers bespeak evidence of the loss of women
along the career ladder: while in 2013 women account for 37% at PhD level, only 13% of academic
top level positions in science and engineering were occupied by women across the EU-28 countries3.
An EU-wide glass ceiling Index (GCI) comparing the proportion of women in academia with the
proportion of women in top academic positions, reinforces this finding: just two of 32 investigated
countries scored negative in regard to the existence of a glass ceiling effect3. Research has shown
that science faculties are still more likely to hire male candidates, offer higher salaries and more
career mentoring, because despite identical applications, female candidates were assessed as less
competent4. In Spain, female researchers are 2.5 times less likely to be appointed to a full
professorship than men, given that they have comparable age, experience and publication records5.
Given how long efforts to achieve gender equality have been discussed and implemented, it is
surprising how little material focusing on promotion and evaluation with a gender perspective could
be retrieved, either as information material on procedures on the websites of research organisations

3

or in the relevant literature. The relative paucity of data about daily practices contributed to the
idea to collect such information in the framework of EU-Life. In terms of research on this topic,
despite the lack of targeted publications, many of the elements and criteria that play a role for
recruitment have been investigated, suggesting that the results also have significance for evaluation
and promotion. The LIBRA Recruitment Handbook (available at https://www.eulibra.eu/sites/default/files/article-files/libra_recruitment_guidelines_second_edition_0.pdf)
compiles a series of recommendations for a more fair, objective, and transparent recruitment
process for senior leadership positions in science research institutes, which can also support the
design of gender-inclusive evaluation and promotion.

Evaluation and promotion
It is common practice in research institutes to offer Junior PIs fixed term contracts, with the
possibility of renewal and/or tenure following a positive evaluation. The conditions vary from
institute to institute, usually the reviews take place after 5 years.
These guidelines focus on the evaluation review practices themselves, but also offer some
considerations concerning an environment that allows both women and men to thrive. Gender
equality and inclusiveness cannot be achieved with isolated actions but needs a portfolio of wellconsidered interventions that involve and benefit men and women. A supportive and inclusive
institute culture provides a strong foundation for fairness in promotion and evaluation.
Environment

A gender inclusive environment that takes the life situation of everybody into account builds a solid
basis for gender equality in organisational processes. Careers are not just made through evaluation
and reviews but the daily life at the institute creates the prerequisites for a successful scientific
career. A typical career in academia still more often than not runs parallel to the traditional life
patterns of men, which allow men to concentrate on work and delegate family connected tasks.
Those who closely conform to the model are bestowed privilege and reward – so it is no surprise
that female researchers are more likely to live alone and have no children6. A study indicates that
childless male and female postdocs leave academia both at the same rate but female postdocs who
are mothers or plan to be so, change their careers up to twice as often as men who are fathers7. It
remains a challenge for many, especially women, to combine a scientific career and family life. A
study in the field of biology has suggested that women achieve greater impact later on in their
careers when the family-intense phase is behind them8. Practical measures can counteract these
effects6,9:
•
•
•
•
•
•

extending the length of time before tenure evaluation for childcare or other care
responsibilities
more time for the work on a grant in case of care responsibilities
assistance in times of family leave through the possibility to hire replacement staff or a
home help
childcare to attend meetings and events
provisions for childcare at or near the work place with opening hours adapted to the
research environment
a core time for seminars and meetings to help everybody to attend
4

Creating a gender inclusive evaluation and promotion process
The first step for a gender inclusive
evaluation process is to reconsider
Resources, external funding and grants
which categories are currently
Analysis of gender effects on grants and external funding gives mixed
assessed and which ones should
results. In the UK, the Medical Research Council (MRC) and the Wellcome
Trust have found little evidence for gender effects for their grant
ideally be assessed. In addition to
programmes10, whereas another study detected that female applicants
scientific excellence, which will most
had to show 2.5 the publication impact of male candidates to be
likely always be the leading criterion,
considered for a postdoctoral fellowship11. Recently the European
Research Council has found that the success rates for women generally
there is the possibility to take
correspond to the percentage of female applicants12.
numerous other categories into
account, e.g. leadership skills, the
role as supervisor, teaching, contribution to the daily life at the institute, duties on boards and
committees, outreach work, knowledge transfer (including patents and industry collaborations),
contributions to open science or the ability to integrate the
dimension of sex and gender in research. Ideally, these
Publication record
criteria correspond to the values of the institute, and
The more papers a researcher
resonate its culture. These categories should be
produces, the more high impact papers
accompanied by a clear explanation how they should be
they publish and the bigger is their
share in the sum of high-impact papers
interpreted and be matched with indicators to be used by
overall17. Research suggests that this
evaluators. For instance, scientific excellence as a criterion
holds true for both, men and women18.
could be assessed through the indicators productivity
There are however, productivity
differences between men and women,
(measured though publication record), future research plan
women tend to publish less than men,
and obtained external funding. Standing in the community,
leading to fewer high impact
18
as another category, could be evaluated by using awards,
publications for women . The lower
productivity of female researchers is
invitations to scientific conferences and events, as well as
influenced by the fact that higher
collaboration activity. Although in the EU-LIFE survey the
positions, which are more often held by
men, tend to result in more
results showed quite some variation in the importance
publications. Women are less likely to
assigned to these indicators, a few trends emerged. Overall,
be the last author, which also
publication record, future research plan, obtained external
negatively
impacts
on
female
productivity. The fact that women
funding, scientific collaborations, the supervision of young
obtain fewer positions in high
researchers and research integrity were deemed most
excellence institutions and fewer
critical.
prestigious research awards could also
contribute to
productivity18.

this

difference

in

Networking and teamwork

It is important to keep in mind that gender bias
can be woven into these categories and
indicators, which can be counteracted by
providing reviewers and evaluators with
information or training on unconscious bias.

It has been argued that the barriers to women’s equality in
the work place are often caused by less visible biases14 that
can influence how a woman is evaluated. Research has shown
that it is more difficult for women to form social networks at
work and they also benefit less from such connections than
men. Furthermore, men’s networks tend to be more
extensive and contain more influential members15. Studies
indicate that teamwork with male colleagues can be
problematic even in very successful collaborations, because
there is a tendency to downplay the share of the female
contributor if the work cannot be clearly attributed, as is
often the case for teams16.
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Institutional fit
How well a person is received to fit into an institution is often a
conscious or unconscious criterion for promotion. Decisions can be
influenced by the tendency to promote and select people in our
own image, however, familiarity and visibility may lead to biased
choices. Unreflected stereotypes can colour expectations about
leadership style and negative views about women’s abilities and
skills may play a role in excluding them from key roles in the
organisation13.

The implementation of a scoring
methodology can ensure that all
reviewers use the same approach and
help to set an informative threshold. An
example is scoring methodology
introduced by the Cavendish Laboratory
at the Department of Physics at the
University of Cambridge in the UK14.
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A Model Evaluation Process for Junior Principal Investigators (JPI)
Manage expectation and provide clear
guidelines

Before and at the
start of the contract

§ Tell prospective JPIs already during the
recruitment phase what will be expected
of them
§ Discuss this again at the start of their
contract
§ Provide written guidelines and clearly
define the assessment criteria and their
weight
§ Explain how the criteria will be measured

Deliver performance feedback & give
support

During the first years

Midterm evaluations
§ Report by JPI on
achievements
§ Written evaluation by
department head
§ Talk before and discussions
with evaluation committee

Preparation for the final
evaluation
§ JPI is invited to write a
report about achievements
§ JPI suggests or is consulted
about experts for the
evaluation committee
§ JPI names colleagues to
discuss with the board

§ Conduct annual performance reviews
with the department head, to be put in
writing after fact-to-face discussions
§ Offer a mentorship programme for JPIs
§ Ensure that senior faculty are available
for discussions with the JPIs about all
career-related issues

Mentorship
The gender committee of the
US National Research Council
analysed the results of two
national surveys of tenure-track
and tenured faculty in six STEM
disciplines. They found that
across the six investigated
fields, women with a mentor
had a clear career advantage.
Female assistant professors
with a mentor had a 93%
probability of receiving a grant,
compared with only a 68%
probability for women without
a mentor19.

Provide structured feedback through
midterm-evaluations
§ Ensure that the evaluation committee is
gender balanced or that
underrepresented sex is at least
represented by two people, or a female
expert is at least at the same level as the
most senior man. Including just one
woman, especially on a lower hierarchical
level, or a single gender expert can put
undue strain on an individual person.
§ Sensitise the committee experts to the
issue of gender bias

Set up gendered committees and
reviewers
§ Gender balance on the evaluation
committees should be considered (see
text box above)
§ Discussions with colleagues of the JPI
provide information about the
candidate’s role and impact within the
institution

Unconscious Bias Training
Research indicates that just
raising people’s awareness of
gender bias has a short-lived
effect. Approaches such as just
one hour of awareness training
combined with reflection and
the development of personal
strategies seems to have a
20
more durable outcome . One
strategy could be to provide
training on unconscious bias for
evaluation committees or,
although not as effective, to
show them video about
unconscious bias, such as the
clip produced by the European
21
Research Council .
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Recommendations and
reviews

Written assessments
§ External reviewers provide
written assessment report
§ Head of department of JPI
writes evaluation
§ The heads of thesis committee
of the JPI’s PhD students
provide an assessment on
supervision skills

Support gender-equal assessments
§ Ensure that reviewers have
comprehensive information about the
criteria to be used for the assessment to
be able make their evaluations
accordingly
§ The reviewers should receive
standardized information about the
candidates
§ Provide the reviewers with material
about unconscious gender bias

Talks & discussions
§ JPI gives public presentation,
evaluation committee is
present
§ Meeting JPI and evaluation
committee for chalk talk
about past and future
§ The evaluation committee
meets and discusses with the
members of the JPI’s team to
assess the group’s research
and training activities
§ Evaluation committee has the
opportunity to speak to three
colleagues of the candidate
to discuss their opinion about
the candidate’s role and
impact on the institute

Ensure a gender-inclusive evaluation
§ Provide unconscious bias training for the
evaluation committee
§ Provide the opportunity to collect
information on all skills and contributions
other than scientific excellence, e.g.
leadership, communication, supervision,
teaching, colleagueship etc.

Encourage an open and inclusive
discussion culture

Final discussions and
recommendation
§ Evaluation committee
discusses and gives
recommendation to scientific
director
§ Final decision is made by
director

Analysis of recommendation
letters suggests that female
applicants are only half as likely
to receive excellent letters
versus good letters as male
recipients. Male and female
reviewers show no difference in
their likelihood to write
stronger letters about males
than females22. Male
candidates are more likely to be
described with stand-out
adjectives compared to equally
qualified female candidates,
focusing more on abilities and
using fewer grindstone
words23such as “hardworking”.
Female tenure candidates may
not be evaluated less favourably
than male applicants, but in a
study they were four times as
likely to receive cautionary
comments expressing
reservations about their
qualification24.

Recognition
Having succeeded at a task that
is seen as a male task, does not
automatically lead to
recognition. Not conforming to
gender stereotypes, ie. acting as
“agent” rather than as “carer”
can result in a devaluation of
the woman. Research has
shown that successful women
can be penalized for their
achievements, by being more
disliked, personally dispraised
and less desired as a boss than
identically described men25.

§ Make sure that the committee assess the
candidates following the previously
established criteria and that new criteria
are not made up on the spot
§ Set up discussion rules to avoid decisions
being taken by established decision
makers without the input of all
committee members
§ Each committee member should be
responsible for paying attention to a
gender equal and inclusive process, it
should not be delegated to a single
person
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