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Let me open this paper by thanking the organisers for inviting the International Association
of Universities ( IAU) to take part in the important meeting in order to provide a global
perspective on gender impacts of the pandemic on higher education. The need for gender
equality - and for equality in general - must be recognised and guide societal activities and
development, in civil society, in private and public sectors and not the least within the
Higher Education (HE) sector.

The IAU is a Non-governmental organisation with global mandate created by and an official
partner of UNESCO. On 9 December 2020 it started a year long celebration of 70 years of
higher education cooperation around the world. It acts as the global voice of HE to UNESCO
and other international organizations, and provides a global platform for leaders of
institutions and associations.

The IAU vision is to contribute to peace and human development by promoting and
enhancing the power of higher education to transform lives, build capacity, connect diverse
peoples, generate and disseminate new knowledge, create insights and find sustainable
solutions to local and global challenges.

IAU has engaged with Higher Education and Research for Sustainable Development (HESD)
for over 30 years and is one of the strongest advocates promoting the role of higher
education in sustainable development globally. IAU speaks out at many UN organizations
including UNESCO.

In 2018 IAU launched a global Cluster on HESD to bring universities and other HE institutions
from all continents together, encouraging them to develop joint initiatives and synergies to
reach the Sustainable Development Goals set by Agenda 2030 (https://www.iau-
aiu.net/HESD?onglet=1). The SDGs are all interconnected but for each goal the cluster has
one designated leading university taking special responsibility to connect HEls around the
world and developing joint activities. The leading HE institution in the Cluster for SDG-5 is
the University of Bologna. Together with the IAU, the University of Bologna authored a
publication on ongoing initiatives and specific activities relating to SDG5 around the world
(https://www.iau-aiu.net/IMG/pdf/iau sdg5 universitiesforequality2021 hq.pdf).

So what gender impacts are known and what challenges are to be met in HE in the context
of Covid19?

Out of the many studies on the effect of Covid19 on HE there are only few, focusing on the
effects of the pandemic on education and research from a gender perspective. Some
authors of such studies were also present at this event. Many of these studies were
performed in the early phase of the still ongoing pandemic but they do highlight potential
longstanding consequences on gender equality in HEls and on access and (e)quality in
education at all levels.


https://www.iau-aiu.net/IMG/pdf/iau_sdg5_universitiesforequality2021_hq.pdf

The existing studies on the effects of Covid-19 mainly reflect on the consequences in the
Western countries. For future studies, it would be important to seize and bring awareness of
national and regional diversity in cultural, social and economic realities. Insight into the
global consequences of the pandemic on gender equality in HE is required to take actions to
meet the SDG-5, to achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls. It is also of
utmost importance to advocate for the fact that gender equality is relevant to achieve any
of the other 16 SDGs. It is essential to reflect society's different perspectives in order to
ensure a democratic development of society at large.

HE was hit immediately and with dramatic consequences right at the beginning of the
pandemic. IAU and other organisations have conducted surveys to understand short,
medium and long-term consequences of the crisis. IAU performed the first global survey
already in spring 2020 and the second now just closed (https://www.iau-
aiu.net/IMG/pdf/iau_covid-19_regional_perspectives_on_the_impact_of_covid-

19 on_he_july_2020_.pdf).

Preliminary analyses of the second survey indicates that the overall impact of the pandemic
as analysed in the first study is again reflected in the second survey results but as well it
reveals that HEIs have reacted and changed their activities to meet the needs and to take
responsibility for HE and its future. However, too little attention has been paid to gender
equity perspectives; we all have the responsibility to follow and bring awareness to gender
perspectives when analysing HE development for the future.

Almost all HEls around the world are affected by the pandemic and with consequences on
all its activities and for all students and staff.

Most campuses were partially or completely closed. Education pivoted online, putting a
heavy burden on faculties, often less experienced with online teaching and learning and
lacking pedagogical tools or skills to perform best in this rather new environment. As far as
research is concerned mobility stopped and meetings and conferences also moved online.
When campuses will reopen it will take a long time before international physical mobility
will be a reality for all countries. The HE sector needs to transform for the future and take
advantage of lessons learned during the crisis. This will need to include better
understanding of gender perspectives.

In most countries women faculty takes on and/or are assigned a larger share and
responsibility in education than men. The pivoting online due to the pandemic has, thus,
most likely, caused a higher workload on women faculty, an increase that depends on the
HEI's preparedness, in technology and pedagogical tools. An increased time-share for
education consequently reduces time for performing research, write papers and contribute
to publications, or be part of and write grant applications.

There are studies (1,2,3,4,6) showing that women faculty in general spend more time for
housework, childcare and family relationships. With schools closed and physical distancing
due to COVID 19, the household workload also increased. It is also reports(3,4,8) on that the
number of children in the family, and the age of the children, correlate to the reduced time
for female faculties to perform research. We must be aware of the diversity in cultural,



societal and economical prerequisite not only between countries but also within countries.
We must recognize that even in time before the pandemic the availability of child care and
societal views on the responsibility of mothers has an impact on career possibilities in
academia.

Bibliometric studies (1,9,6) have shown a reduced share of publications by female, both as
coauthors and as first author during the pandemic. These reports are from 2020 so research
behind those publications must have been performed before the pandemic hit the HE
sector. Does this decline then reflect, in particular when it comes to first author
publications, that female researchers lacked time to finish their articles due to increased
workload in education and household? Where they left out as coauthors?

The consequences of less time to do research and write grant applications for female
faculties as compared to men will most likely result in further decline in the next years. With
a lowered number of recent publications you will have less chance to win grants ; this is a
true catch22, and is unlikely to change unless actively taken care of from politicians the
university leadership and in public and private funding. Actions are required to measure
research quality and output other than through traditional bibliometric measurements and
external funding and to evaluate the quality of an application and the potential and
competence of the applicant other than by recognizing the applicants time share for
research, and to value responsibility for education and family.

The HE system must take its responsibility to rethink the academic merit system accordingly
— to recognize, value and support competence beyond bibliometric and external funding
and ensure equal premises for men and women.

Studies based on publications in international journals and grant application success covers
the situation in research intensive, mainly western universities but not the situation in most
HEls. There are >20000 not for profit HEls, documented in the IAU World Higher Education
Database (https://www.iau-aiu.net/World-Higher-Education-Database-WHED). They are all
contributing to the development of societies, providing the communities needs for
knowledge and competence. Although a large part of these HEIs do not perform their own
research, they need to provide research-based education. This requires faculties with
doctoral degrees, with competence to connect to and transfer knowledge development and
thereby give students high quality education, disciplinary competences and academic skills
to act for a sustainable future. This also includes teacher education, and the capacity to
educate next generations.

The effect of Covid 19 on gender equality will not catch the broader group of faculties
around the world, those who do not publish in international journals and in particular the
most prestigious ones. In some developing countries HEIs want their researchers to publish
in local/regional journals and sometimes also in the local language — to disseminate
knowledge to society and to take on their social responsibility. It is important to get political
recognition for HE. During the pandemic female faculties often have been more active in
societal activities but at the same time much less recognized as experts by media and
politicians and policymakers.



To not include the voices of women, to not recognize their experience and competence as
experts in the public discussion of the Covid-19 pandemic is a distortion of reality. It might
contribute to increasing the invisibility of women in science and leadership positions and thus
to not provide for adequate role models for younger women (5,7,8,9). With the current
academic merit system this affects their opportunities for academic careers such as to prove
the impact of their work to funding agencies, colleagues, and hiring or promotion committees.

One common global effect of Covid 19 is the stopped mobility. In research all conferences
and meetings are hold online which on the positive side translates in increased access and
participation internationally. It has also given HEls all over the world the opportunity to
organize conferences inviting prestigious researchers to share knowledge and contribute to
international dialogue. What effects do we see from a gender perspective? It is likely that
less travelling to attend meetings as speaker, panelist or participant is the reality of female
researchers and in particular young women researchers who are restricted to travel due to
finances and the fact that in most countries and cultures they are taking the main
responsibility in household and family.

The mobility restriction, as a consequence of Covid19, has more or less completely stopped
and/or postponed young researchers post doc and PhD students and kept them away from
international experience, the added value it gives and also the important merit in the
academic career system. On the other hand, from a gender perspective, male researchers
are now in the same situation as their female counterparts, who more often have social
barriers to spending time abroad. In the IAU Global survey on the impact of COVID 19 on HE,
the risk that international research cooperation will leave many HEIs behind was stressed, in
particular to take on the global challenges and to build regional capacity. Maybe it is time to
rethink international experience, which is in the heart of HE, but must support and ensure
gender equality.

These noted short term consequences of the pandemic has highlighted gender inequality in
HE, and the structural academic and social conditions that underpin the gender inequality.
The long term consequences of the pandemic on gender inequality needs to be studied and
the results need to inform the future development of HE. Politicians, funding agencies, and
the HE leadership must all take responsibility and cooperate to reach SDG-5 and realize
Agenda 2030.

Finally, international and national webinars and conferences on the future of HE rarely has a
focus on gender equality , or even brings to topic to the table. This meeting was very
important as it puts pressure on us as it shows that gender equality needs to be seriously
considered when developing the future of HE. The analysis of the consequences of Covid 19
will be guiding us into the future.
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