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Dealing with Resistances along the Development of a Brand-New Gender 

Equality Plan: The Case of the University of Cagliari9 
 

Barbara Barbieri, Ester Cois, Silvia De Simone 

 

 

Abstract 

The essay aims to describe and discuss the process that led the University of Cagliari, thanks to its 

participation in the European project Horizon 2020 “SUPERA (Supporting the Promotion of Gender 

Equality in Research and Academia)”, to invest increasingly in gender inclusiveness, defining one of 

the first national Gender Equality Plans.  

This process has been also a great occasion for collecting main types of resistance with respect to 

the issue of improving gender equality within the organization, focusing on some specific key-

contents: gender biases in recruitment, retention, career progression; leadership and decision 

making, accountability, transparency, inclusiveness; gender dimension in research and knowledge 

transfer, in content and curricula; gender biases and stereotypes, sexism and sexual harassment. 

On the other hand, it would be “suspicious” that a structural change of this magnitude did not 

generate any friction, while being able to count on the institutional support assured by the 

University’s governing bodies, starting from the endorsement expressed by both the former and the 

current Rector.  

Moreover, this has not been a top-down, but rather a participative process. Since the very first design 

phase, up to the official approval of the GEP in June 2020, all the stakeholders at the various levels 

of the organization have been involved: from the top positions of the administrative structure, up to 

the teaching and research bodies, technical staff, and the wide audience of students attending the 

various faculties and degree courses. By this way, UniCa wants to act as a strategic actor for 

promoting the European founding principle of inclusivity, in its dual role: as an educational 

environment where to be socialized to fight inequalities and to apply the principles of an equal 

citizenship; as a workplace where diversity can result into risk of inequalities in the distribution of 

positions and in the career progression.  

 

The Origins of the Process: the H2020 SUPERA Project (2018-2022) 

 

The University of Cagliari (hereafter UniCA), which turned 400 in 2020, is a public state medium-

size university with about 25.000 students and over 1.900 teaching and technical administrative staff. 

It is located in the island of Sardinia, in the middle of the Mediterranean Sea, and thanks to its 

geographic position, it has consolidated relationships and exchanges with the Southern Mediterranean 

countries, at both students and staff levels. It’s a multidisciplinary higher education institution which 

includes 6 Faculties (Biology and Pharmacy; Engineering and Architecture; Medicine and Surgery; 

Sciences; Economics, Law and Political Sciences; Humanities) and 15 Departments. It has been the 

first Italian university to implement the European Qualification Passport for Refugees (EQPR), under 

the promotion of European Council and starting from the last year it’s member of EDUC - European 

Digital Univer−city, with the aim to increase the international competitiveness of European higher 

education through a shared, integrated, long-term joint strategy for education with links to research 

and innovation, and to society. 

Since June 2018, UniCA is one of the partners of an international network involved in a four−year− 

project funded within the frame of the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation 

program, under grant agreement n°787829, called SUPERA (Supporting the Promotion of Equality 

 
9 The materials underlying this paper are the result of the collective work of the core-team of SUPERA project, composed by the 

scientific coordinator Luigi Raffo, and by Silvia Balia, Barbara Barbieri, Cristina Cabras, Paola Carboni, Clementina Casula, Ester 

Cois, Silvia De Simone, Paola Fadda, Alessandro Lovari, Francesco Mola, Giovanni Sulis, with the assistance of Manuela Aru, Giorgia 

Cadeddu, Michela Cordeddu, Simona Scalas, Erika Sois. 
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in Research and Academia). This project involves eight partners, and specifically other 3 universities 

(Universidad Complutense in Madrid, Spain; CES, Centro de Estudos Sociais in Coimbra, Portugal; 

CEU, Central European University, Hungary – then Austria), the coordination of the consultancy 

company Yellow Window (Belgium) and the management support of an expert from Sciences Po 

(Fondation Nationale de Sciences Politiques, France), and two Research Funding Organizations (the 

Autonomous Region of Sardinia and the Ministry of Economy, Industry and Competitiveness- 

MINECO, in Spain). 

This project was aimed at involving UniCA as a whole, just like the other international partners, in 

the design and implementation of its first Gender Equality Plan, as a completely new organizational 

tool for dealing with gender inequalities in all areas of research, education, and vocational training at 

the university, and, at the same time, as a participatory planning tool focused on the involvement of 

all the populations who share the university place on a daily basis (teaching and research staff, 

technical-administrative staff, students) in promoting gender equality. 

On June 29th, 2020, after an intense process of collective design in the framework of the SUPERA 

project, which had been going on for over two years, the Academic Senate and the Board of UniCA 

approved the Gender Equality Plan. But this is only the beginning of the story.  

Indeed, the GEP design has not been a top-down process, but rather a participative one, since from 

the very first phase all the stakeholders at the various levels of the organization have been called into 

question: from the top positions of the administrative structure, up to the teaching and research bodies, 

technical staff, and the wide audience of students attending the various faculties and degree courses. 

The same “widespread” approach aimed at creating awareness on the relevance of the issue of gender 

equality and ownership with respect to the effectiveness of the tool for the organizational well-being 

of anyone working or studying at university, also represents the main feature of GEP’s 

implementation, which in these first difficult months marked by the pandemic emergency from 

Covid-19 has started its first steps.  

Moreover, this effort corresponds to the mission of UniCA itself, that, through the adoption of the 

GEP wants to act as a strategic actor for promoting the European founding principle of inclusivity, in 

its dual role: as an educational environment where to be socialized to fight inequalities and to apply 

the principles of an equal citizenship; as a workplace characterized by various diversities that can 

result into risk of inequalities in the distribution of positions and in the career progression. 

 

The GEP as an opportunity to develop awareness on gender inequalities: a taxonomy of 

resistances 

 

It would be “suspicious” that a structural change of this magnitude did not generate friction and 

resistance, especially in its first circulation phase. Every kind of interaction with the different 

categories of workers and users at UniCA has been an opportunity to collect many forms of resistance 

with respect to the issue of improving gender equality within the organization. Nevertheless, in 

general their frequency and tenor have been limited, above all do to the institutional support formally 

offered by the University’s governing bodies, starting from the endorsement and legitimation 

expressed by both the former and the current Rector in all the phases of the work carried on by the 

core-team engaged in the SUPERA Project, since the event of its first launch, which was disseminated 

through the official channels of UniCA. 

It is therefore necessary, when discussing resistances, to distinguish between the institutional level 

and the individual and occasional level: while in the first case there have been no explicit or implicit 

obstacles to the efficient development of the process aimed at the GEP, revealing a good 

organizational culture on this matter, a wide set of resistances has been instead expressed at the level 

of the single individuals involved in various ways in these early stages of the project.  

Specifically, there have been three main circumstances when a sort of resistance has been highlighted, 

corresponding to three different methods used to collect the data for the purpose of defining a baseline 

assessment of the state-of-the-art about gender equality at the university of Cagliari.  
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First of all, a documentary analysis related to the current rules and policies on gender equality: the 

administrative and executive officers contacted to find this kind of materials did not express any form 

of resistance, rather they've been fully collaborative and effective in transmitting the requested 

documents.  

Secondly, the collection of quali−quantitative administrative data related to the main thematic key-

areas of the SUPERA project: also in this case, the staff of the various departments (with particular 

reference to the Information Technology and the Human Resources ones) didn’t express any kind of 

resistance, neither explicit nor implicit, showing an excellent collaboration and an enthusiastic 

attitude to make themselves useful for the completion of the required task regarding the organizational 

functioning with respect to gender dynamics (for example with respect to the analysis on the 

horizontal and vertical segregation mechanisms within the teaching and research staff, the 

administrative staff and the student body).  

Finally, a survey on gender representations and biases administered to the teaching and 

administrative-technical staff and the student body, in February 2019. This was the only event in 

which several types of resistances emerged, on the individual level, with a quite satisfactory response 

rate, during a four-week window: respectively 29% of the teaching and administrative staff and 9% 

of the students. There was not enough information to be able to infer that the asymmetry between 

females and males in the completion of the questionnaire among the student body (72% vs 28%) 

could necessarily identify a gender bias with respect to the interest in this matter (in the absence of 

explicit declarations by those who have not completed the survey). In the same way, it is not possible 

to assume that the distrust towards the anonymity guaranteed by the tool may have played a role in 

retaining a part of the sample (especially in the teaching and technical-administrative staff) to 

complete the survey. From this point of view, it’s important to recognize and not confuse a resistance 

explicitly linked to gender issues with other types of resistance, which in this case could simply be 

linked to the tool of the questionnaire, like the fear of being identified (crossing some simple 

individual variables, for example) after expressing opinions or declaring personal experiences on 

sensitive issues, through a survey officially promoted by the university, regardless of the gender issue 

as such.  

 

Channels, Forms and Levels of Resistance10 

 

On the basis of this premise regarding the absence of institutional resistance and the impossibility of 

necessarily interpreting the failure in completing the questionnaire as individual resistances, some 

interesting issues emerged from the answers of those who have actively participated in the survey, 

both among the teaching and administrative staff and among the student body. In particular the open 

comments section of the survey, at the end of the questionnaire, turned out to be a very rich source of 

food for thought from this point of view. Hundreds of respondents seized this opportunity of 

expressing their personal opinion or experience about gender equality in academia, and the analysis 

of this optional material allowed to draw relevant trends on their attitudes and perceptions, even 

beyond the set of standard response options proposed by the tool.  

First of all, we can outline a first basic distinction between: a) the resistances connected to the very 

choice of the survey as a tool to detect gender equality issues; b) the resistances connected in general 

to the topic of gender equality and to the specific contents included within the four main key-areas of 

the survey (recruitment, career progression dynamics, family-work balance policies, horizontal and 

 

10 The basic scheme for the taxonomy proposed in these pages is taken from the contents of a training workshop organized by Yellow 

Window and held by Dr. Katrien Van der Heyden on 31 October 2018 at the Universidad Complutense de Madrid. The workshop, 

entitled "Building a gender equality plan. The role of participative methods", involved all the project partners, including UniCA core 

team. 
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vertical segregation; leadership and decisional processes; gender dimension in research and teaching; 

prejudices and gender stereotypes, sexism and sexual harassment). 

Specifically, as far as “methodological” resistances are concerned, two main issues arose: which is 

the best choice for concepts and definitions of sex and gender, on the one hand, and if such a technique 

is really appropriate to deal with sensitive matters like sexual harassment, on the other side. About 

the first question, the expression of severe resistance in answering the survey was associated to some 

critical aspects: the terminology adopted, implying it would be wrong to use on the same occasion 

some specific concepts, like gender or sexual identity, which should instead be kept very distinct, in 

order to avoid the risk of generating confusion or wrong answers; ethical concerns on the way sexual 

harassment has been investigated; the compulsory nature of the questionnaire, while at least on some 

issues it would have been preferable to leave the freedom not to answer at all. A quote from the survey 

can help clarify this point: 

 

It is not clear what you intend to detect through this questionnaire, given that there is a clear 

confusion and indeterminacy in the use of the terms: at the beginning the concept of “gender 

equality” is used, then you move on to “discrimination”, then to a condition not better defined 

as a “disadvantage”, then to “differences”. About all these concepts, very different from each 

other, there is no explanation of contents and meanings, among which the respondents can 

orient themselves and choose those to which their answers will refer (Teaching & Research 

Staff-TRS, Female-F). 

 

Especially among students, some respondents claimed not to be certain that they have understood 

several definitions, such as “sexual harassment”, asking for clearer and more detailed information on 

the meaning of some questions to be sure of being able to answer in a really reasoned way and not in 

a random manner and only because all the answers are mandatory. The correct use of the terms and 

the agreement on the lexical meaning of the concepts are not secondary points, but rather important 

feedbacks that oriented all the subsequent communication campaign of the GEP in UniCA.  

 

In the section of the questionnaire on undesired behaviors and sexual harassment, I have 

marked things that still do not bother me, because I did not understand what was meant 

(Student-ST, F). 

 

With reference to the suitability of an online questionnaire for the qualitative study of gender equality 

issues, a sort of resistance focused on the pertinence of this tool for collecting opinions or narratives 

of subjective experiences on very sensitive issues: it would be a trigger for a strong and justified 

refusal to responding at all and indeed would be counterproductive for the purposes of more general 

involvement in dealing with issues of this type.  

 
I would like to give some advice for improving the questionnaire. In my opinion there should be a 

section to ask if the respondent has ever witnessed or ever noticed any undesired behavior regarding 

gender equality. In this way one could also understand how students perceive the University 

environment independently of having undergone some sexist attitude (ST, F).  

 

Moreover, another critical factor was the lack of inclusiveness in the formulation of some questions 

on the issue of gender equality, where only a binary and heteronormative perspective (male vs female) 

was adopted, not taking into consideration options related to non- heterosexual orientations, eg in the 

composition of a couple of partners.  

 

I believe it is necessary to include in the questionnaire the neutral or non-binary gender. Not 

everyone recognizes themselves in the masculine and feminine gender and the mandatory form 

of this choice does not contribute to the inclusiveness of those who do not belong in one of the 
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two genders. Even recognizing this reality means approaching gender equality (Student-S, 

F). 

For this reason of perceiving oneself as excluded in some respects from the target audience of the 

survey, some people expressed a resistance to responding with real awareness.  
 
I believe that this questionnaire should not be based only on a gender difference, but on a wider 

spectrum: sexual orientation, sexual identity, religion, ethnicity. In my opinion, the problem is linked 

to the prejudice and the fear of the different people, dictated by ignorance (in the literal sense of the 
term) that at the University, in different sectors, reigns undisputed. Obviously, I appreciate the efforts 

of UniCA aimed at improving freedom of expression in the academic context, perhaps starting from 

gender equality will make it possible to gain a better equality for any individual regardless of their 

differences (ST, F).  

Moving on to the second macro-typology of resistances, related to gender equality as a theme and its 

specific key-contents, the first level of feedback we have collected may be defined as a signal of 

“ignorance about facts”. These are cognitive resistances, which largely refer to the dilemma “What I 

Know/What I Don't Know/ What I Think I Know” around this topic, and its consideration in particular 

within UniCA. Based on the mentioned Madrid training, behaviors such as include: neglecting that 

gender-based discrimination (still) exists; claiming it’s historical or only present in certain institutions 

but not in the university of Cagliari; minimizing the facts; victim-blaming or fear of victim-blaming; 

joking about the topic, often with sexist remarks.  

In particular, the main resistances expressed through the open comments to the survey have been 

related to the following seven objections.  

 

1) The risk that an excessive attention to gender equality does not give due consideration to the most 

correct parameter of merit, regardless of gender, which in itself would therefore be a false problem, 

as there would be no real discrimination at UniCA from this point of view.  

 
I personally believe this project and this questionnaire are not very useful and very ideological. In any 

case, in my humble opinion, in a society leaning towards progress, the greatest importance should be 

given to merit and competence without the ideological obsession of the politically correct and without 

protection ex iure for one sex or the other. That is, if the University announced a competition to recruit 
a hundred people, I do not believe that there should be 50 men and 50 women to be hired, but the most 

competent and well-trained among them, which could mean 95 women and 5 men, but also the opposite 

(ST, Male-M). 

On the one hand, I believe it is right to protect any person, to guarantee his/her safety and a path that 

allows him/her to obtain justice if something unpleasant happens; on the other hand, I believe that the 

more we emphasize the difference between men and women, the more this difference is accentuated, 

with an effect completely opposite to what one would like. It is necessary to guarantee the safety of the 

persons, because persons, not because men or women! Just as in any sector we need to look at merit, 
and not persist in creating these sort of absurd men-women battles! (ST, M). 

 

2) The risk that an excessive attention on gender equality, and in particular for the rebalancing of 

women’s opportunities with respect to men through positive actions, can create ghettos, and if 

anything, exalt the vulnerability of women as a weaker sex and in need of additional help.  
Women must be allowed to emerge without any advantage. Otherwise, they are considered in the same 

way as disabled people (I do not intend to offend them) (ST, M). 
 

I am a woman and I believe that any woman can and must show that she can do the same job as a 
man, for example. But you have to demonstrate it, not claim to be able to do it just with words (ST, F). 

 

3) Among the Staff some survey participants declare that at the University of Cagliari (and even in 

the Italian society) gender equality is already a reality; the argument, is mostly based on personal 

experience, more often by male (example 1) but also by some women (example 2), revendicating 
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equality also not being considered different and refusing the “weakness” prejudice associated to 

femininity, defining women as a category to be protected. 
 

I totally refuse that, within the administration in which I work, there is discrimination or inequality. 

Never seen anything like it, what a huge nonsense! (Technical-Administrative Staff-TAS, M) 
 

I never felt discriminated, nor I want to be considered a victim to be protected and favoured just 
because I’m a woman. We are all equal and must have the same possibilities: we are not weak beings 

to be protected like a “protected category”. At the University of Cagliari (and even in the Italian 

society) gender equality is already a reality. (TRS, F)  

 

4) The issue of gender inequality would be obsolete and no longer occur, especially at UniCA. 
 
In short, the real gender struggles are those of several decades ago. Today we should struggle for 

other issues, like the right to an epidural or to treatments for certain diseases that affect women or 
men. Emphasize the difference between men and women even where it does not exist generates hate, 

atomism, inability to make a common front for far more serious problems in our society. Gender 

violence exists, unfortunately, of course and it should not be neglected, but I think that now that battle 
is being done in the worst way (ST, F). 

 
Gender equality has already been largely achieved by giving women the possibility of living 

independently (something almost impossible in the past). All the rest are customs and traditions that 

change from country to country and characterize the cultural variety of a population (ST, M). 

5) The sexism that is talked about so much would be a false problem, used instrumentally by women 

to take advantage of it, if anything. 
 

I must confess that what worries me (perhaps because I am doing a thesis on gender issues) is also 

that our reaction as women to gender impartiality is, sometimes, an expression of male chauvinism or 
anyway a strengthening of male chauvinism. I want to quote an episode related to a day in which there 

was an exam: “L. you are fine with your skirt” “hehe, I know, it's short! Guess why I put it”. L. was 
referring to the fact that with that skirt she would have given the exam more easily because her 

professor, as a man, would have liked her more and would certainly have appreciated a short skirt, a 

red lipstick, a sweet look. For me the problem of gender equality lies in those who exercise it 
repressively over others, and in those who bend it to their advantage (ST, F). 

 
I think it is essential to avoid any form of gender victimization aimed at achieving an agenda, whether 

it is performed by a female or by a male (ST, F). 

 
I would like to point out that in my university experience, as a woman, I believe I have suffered more 

discrimination from women than from men. I believe that any awareness- raising actions should also 
be focused on this aspect, namely that if there is no complicity, collaboration and solidarity between 

women, we are starting from the wrong premises. I believe that the competition that exists between 

female colleagues and female professors is one of the problems that makes the climate within the 

university less friendly (ST, F). 

 

6) In the worst-case scenario, this kind of disparities would occur elsewhere, not at UniCA. 
Unfortunately, there are still places on the planet where the rights of so many people are trampled on 
for gender reasons. Luckily, this does not happen or in any case rarely happens where I live. A man 

and a woman in the western world can do what they want of their lives, but this topic often is over-

exposed in the media although I believe that there is no emergency in this regard, indeed having made 
great strides especially in the last 50 years. There are other topics to be considered as priorities with 

respect to this one, both at national and university level. I also believe that this excessive attention to 
the gender subject has in the long run as a result the opposite effect than the prefixed one. It is time 

that everyone takes their responsibilities, without useless assistance, both men and women, and this is 

my idea of equality of gender (ST, M). 
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I consider this a delicate matter. Sometimes we come across a forced gender differentiation that risks 
further accentuating the differences. The argument I believe should not be presented as a social 

overthrow of imaginary barriers, but as a cultural overcoming of individuals and social contexts in 

which we want to operate. Precisely, I believe that doing seminars on gender differences in a place 

like the university, where a collective conscience towards the problem already exists, is substantially 

useless, also because the staff is 80% female. The question is found above all in work environments, 
where there is no careful management of people by qualified personnel. The commitment must be at 

360 ° (ST, F). 

 

7) The problem is minimized or reduced to a joke with vulgar or sexist comments tending to victim-

blaming. 

 
Wow, what a waste of time! I thought to find some questions on the difference in pay or mortality rates 

and instead always the usual stereotypical questions “Have they ever harassed you ????” “Did you 
receive different treatments just because you have tits???”. You are pathetic, give yourself a wakeup 

call, you are pissing me off (ST, F). 

 
Only women complain about discrimination (only a few, stupid women, not as women, but as ignorant 

people). As a man, personally I have never seen partisan attitudes against women at the university, 

but I have heard female colleagues complaining male chauvinism just because they failed in exams on 
which they were not prepared, and I witnessed that! And the same women claimed to go half-naked to 

an exam because the teacher was a maniac, so they passed it! So the sex equality is right, but it is 
getting out of control because it is used as a tool to extort more and more, and not to be equal. Since 

we are already equal (ST, M). 
 

The only forms of gender inequality that I have suffered have been performed by filthy professors who, 
when they see a beautiful girl, ask easier questions during an oral exam and therefore give a higher 

grade than a male with the same preparation. But it is normal: the world is controlled by the pussy 

and we have to accept it! (ST, M). 

 

The second level of resistances related to the specific contents of gender equality, as a matter of 

debate, constitutes an explicit denial of the problem. These are axiological and emotional resistances, 

which concern the attribution of meaning and value to the issue of gender equality, due to the 

assumption “It is not important/I do not care”. Based on the mentioned Madrid training, behaviors 

such the following ones fall into this type of resistance: claiming the outcome of gender-based 

discrimination is the result of a biological predisposition and thereby refuting that these individuals’ 

behavior is driven by societal expectations about their gender roles; blindness to harm caused by 

gender stereotypes; blindness to psychological cost of gender-based discrimination; general 

minimization of the effects and putting it low on any priority list (saying there are more urgent matters 

to tackle. In particular, the main resistances expressed by several students and professors through the 

open comments to the survey have been related to three different ways of interpreting the denial of 

this issue as a problem:  

1. The Problem Does Not Exist. The formulation of this resistance could be expressed, for example, 

in the following ways 

- An explicit rejection of feminism considered a sterile and obsolete ideology which in any case does 

not concern those who completed the questionnaire, who claim not to attribute any value to this topic, 

which therefore would not be a real problem at all; they express refusal also of any definition of 

gender, considered a form of ideological categorization completely useless.  

 
I believe that the concept of gender equality should be universally recognized, in my opinion there is 
no position, faculty, etc. that it is more suitable for one sex than the other. I believe that everything 

must be focused on the merit and skill of the individuals. The imposition of the pink quotas or other 
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positive actions only for women, like the double male/female preference in the elections or in the 

representative institutions, from the simplest to the most complicated ones, are just a way to force the 
system that does not reward the merit but the sex. It is no longer an incentive for gender equality based 

on meritocracy but rather becomes an untitled abuse and a damage for the male sex and for all women 

and all men who have the right to hold a position or whatever. In essence, I am overly opposed to 

feminism, I am absolutely in favor of overcoming the concept of male chauvinism and feminism and 

therefore favorable to this sort of gender equality, that is the one that rewards those who deserve, 
without looking at whether you are a man, a woman, a gay, a trans, bi-sexual etc. (ST, M). 

 

I believe that gender equality in this sad society is a must. But more generally I think it is completely 

useless, or better: the concept of gender is so weak that it is useless for it to exist. No men and no 

women. Only people or individuals. In this sense gender equality is useless, because gender should 
not literally and grammatically exist (ST, M). 

 
Gender equality (or equal opportunities) already exists in Italy. It is not up to the university to teach 

these concepts but to families. It is not wrong to say that this test was inspired by the distorted view of 

what feminism is in other states (especially USA). Gender equality has already been achieved here 
and there is no need to continue this charade (ST, M). 

 

- Other ways of expressing disinterest or an explicit refusal to assume this is a real problem, rather 

than the smart coverage of differences in achievements that have nothing to do with gender, so women 

should stop once and for all to complain about it. 

 
Gender equality does not mean equality. Addressing people of mixed gender with plural masculine 

words is a grammatical convention. In my faculty (Engineering N.dR.) I never witnessed any kind of 

gender disparity, but a few people would be able to complain anyway (ST, M). 

 
Gender equality is a poor and superficial matter, totally in opposition to the meaning that my morality 

attributes to the concept of equity and equality among individuals. Gender equality diminishes the 
individuality of human beings and is a concept on which weak and non-critical people take refuge 

(ST, M). 

 

- If gender asymmetry exists it is a natural consequence of biological differences, because males and 

females are in themselves complementary and what happens would therefore be a fact that is uselessly 

challenged just to create problems, that don’t exist indeed. 

 
I believe that gender equality in rights and obligations is one of the founding pillars of a civil society. 

I also believe, however, that extreme “protectionism” in favour of a gender considered to be falsely 
weak opens the door to false equality. To emphasize, to oblige, to categorize a certain thing on the 

basis of gender, even if with the most noble aims, is still a deepening of this disparity. This excessive 

behavior (to speak all the time of femicide, to bend the Italian language to the issue of gender equality) 
is however the result of a paternalistic mentality that still sees in the “weak” sex something to protect, 

which is not an achievement at all for women! The differences between genders exist and it is stupid 
to argue the opposite, from a scientific, psychological, cultural, etc. point of view... Differences should 

not be resolved, they must be known so that they do not become sources of disparity. The differences 

make you grow (ST, M). 

 
I think gender equality is not writing “Capa” (NdR. “Female Leader” in italian). In fact it is just a 

form of violence perpetrated against our language). Gender equality is having the opportunity to do 
the same things but also understanding that men and women are different, because we are all different, 

with different qualities, with different dreams etc. Gender equality is giving the same opportunities, 

but not for this reason we must consider ourselves interchangeable. Diversity is our strength (ST, F). 
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I was quite thrilled with the importance being given to “gender equality”. Exaggerated for 

several reasons. The social behaviors are now increasingly diverse and libertine, we find 

women who have male behaviors and men with female behaviors. I also think it is stupid to 

ask a male how he would behave in situations of harassment. The male is biologically a 

sexually active animal more than a woman, this is irrefutable. The male has always been in 

nature with a high testosterone, especially at certain times of the year. Asking a male to 

remain calm or to avoid having sexual urges is like asking an animal not to be aggressive. 

Chemically and biologically speaking it is impossible due to internal hormone levels. Asking 

therefore to have an absolute sex equality is an absurd request and out of any natural logic 

(ST, M). 

 

- The issue of gender inequality would be totally useless, and therefore cannot be a real problem.  

 

Gender equality can be a good thing in some ways (it is right that for the same performance, 

a woman should be paid as much as a man), but quite useless for others (I consider more 

serious the physical violence of a man on a woman compared to the other alternatives, 

although the violence is always unjustified and always to be avoided, except in exceptional 

cases (ST, M). 

 

We study computers, those problem does not arise much in reality, but nice try (NdR. Sciences) 

(SR, F). 

I found this survey and project extremely useless, and breaking the gender language is a 

useless battle (ST, M). 

 

2. There is a Problem, but the survey formulates it in a wrong way and starts from inverse biases with 

respect to gender. Therefore, those who have completed the questionnaire disagree with this 

interpretation.  

- For example, the Survey would assume default that the household chores are necessarily 

asymmetrical to the detriment of the female partner, and never the opposite and this is a wrong and 

counterproductive way to deal with this issue, because it blames one sex against another, instead of 

reasoning in an inclusive and non-dichotomous way.  

 

The continuous use of political correctness by UniCA is counterproductive, and, in my 

opinion, get the opposite result, because in fact it only accentuates gender inequality, given 

that many times women-friendly events and the distortion of language for “gender equality” 

sake can easily be transformed into “giving more weight to the female gender” (ST, M). 

 

- Not everything that is presented as a symptom of sexism really is, and even to pay attention to these 

issues would only amplify hysteria and hypocrisy, ending up missing the point or concealing the cases 

of sexism in the opposite direction. 

I believe there is a limit within which these issues are significant. Let me explain better: it is 

true, we could carry with us cultural aftermath of a past without gender equality; probably in 

the workplace wage differences or unequal treatment still persist; this must be fought. But we 

must know how to separate things!!! Certain other arguments, such as the language, or the 

criminalization of sexist jokes are sometimes ridiculous. I believe that while some are serious 

acts of inequality, others are shown as such but do not constitute them at all. On the contrary, 

the mere fact of identifying them as chauvinism creates gender inequality. All this is equally 

serious: the taboos that our society has built over time must be torn down (ST, M). 

 

- At this level of resistance, we can relate some consideration of Staff participants to the 

questionnaires, denying the problem of gender inequality at UniCA, either suggesting (more often 
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women respondents) that it is not a working problem, but rather an individual or familiar one (ex. 1); 

or remarking that the real problems of inequality are related to other, more urgent issues (LGBTQI 

rights; different distribution of academic power in the Italian territory, individual needs) (ex. 2).  

 
I believe that the University of Cagliari, at least in my personal experience, is not an environment 
where sexual discrimination exists. I live in a reality where men and women have the same 

opportunities and if a woman has given up, it was for personal reasons and not because of her gender. 

(TRS, F)  

 

In our university, as in others and in the university world in general, I believe that discrimination – 

especially in academic careers – takes place on the basis of other logics than that of gender (...) A 

different issue is that of human and social relationships: abuses can occur, and we have to make all 

those who are or feel weak to feel safe from any prevarication and assisted by the appropriate 
psychological structures of the university. (TRS, M). 

 

3. There is a Problem, but there are far more serious problems to be tackled as a priority.  

- There is a shift of the focus on other issues, other structural problems in the University or in society 

that would be much more urgent to address than the issue of gender equality.  

 
Gender Equality is a utopia. I find this subject stupid, and I think we shouldn’t waste time on these 

things. The university must improve many things about its whole organization, nor this one! (ST, F). 

 

- From a subjective experiential point of view, it may be that the respondents to the survey have 

become aware of discrimination dynamics, but also at the individual level the relevant issues are 

other, and on those we would require greater attention. 

 
This is a cute initiative, but now you must concretely worry about problems like the cleaning of the 
bathrooms, the absence of toilet paper, the cleanliness and decorum of the classrooms, the conditions 

of abandonment of the parking lots, the quality of food in the cafeteria, the architectural barriers and 

the lack of means of transport that weigh on students and staff regardless of their sexual orientation 

(ST, M). 

 

The third level of resistances related to gender equality, as an ethical principle, express a strong denial 

of changeability. These are resistances connected not so much to the recognition of the problem or its 

importance as to the solutions to counteract it, which are assumed to be inaccessible and, in any case, 

not very useful, because these dynamics are too deep-rooted and structural for us to think of having 

an institutional impact. Based on the mentioned Madrid training, behaviors such the following ones 

fall into this type of resistance: perception of “that’s how things are”, while under-estimating the 

institution’s own responsibility; feelings of despair and passivity; fear of reverse discrimination; 

victim-blaming. In particular, the main resistances expressed by several students and professors 

through the open comments to the survey have been related to the following three issues:  

1. Expression of a widespread and general lack of confidence in this type of initiatives, both 

informative and educational, because in any case “things go like this” and discussing the issue of 

gender equality would be just an empty exercise or a useless loss of time. The proposed solutions are 

only cosmetic and substantially completely irrelevant (with particular reference to the adoption of a 

gender-sensitive language).  

In my opinion it is more appropriate to promote meritocracy and gender equality by focusing 

more on facts than on language. It is useless to promote a “politically correct” language if 

reality does not reflect the values that this language takes into account (ST, F). 

 

I disagree with the destruction of the Italian language in the useless effort to adapt words 

from the masculine to the feminine, or in the optional insertion in each word of different 
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endings separated by a bar. It is not with the distortion of the beauty and fluidity of the Italian 

language that the problems linked to gender inequality are solved (ST, F). 

 

2. Fear of discrimination on the opposite direction due to undue privileges for women, following 

a perverse effect of positive actions or benevolent attitudes towards them to the detriment of 

men. 

 
In the scientific field, the obsession with gender equality is reaching paroxysmal levels. Outreach 

programs, study and research funds reserved for women lead to favoring the career of the few female 

students compared to the most numerous male colleagues. The result is that the competition in the 

male field remains real and meritocratic while in the feminine field there is a tendency to favor 

everyone only for being a woman, regardless of scientific merit. If there is a cultural problem, one 
cannot think of fighting a disparity with the opposite disparity. This relatively to the “quantitative” 

gender equality. On violence and discrimination, of course, all my support. (ST, F). 

Gender equality (as always) is a subject that is treated only from the point of view of the “poor and 
unfortunate women” in a male-dominated society (nonsense!). The rights of men are always in the 

background (ST, M). 

 

3. Several of the comments that can be related to this level of resistance refer to the perceived tension 

between equality of opportunity based on merit and gender equality policies differentiating between 

men and women (such as affirmative action or gender sensitive language application). In the case of 

men, the main fear is represented by reversed discrimination, given by the favouring of female 

colleagues having lower competence on the exclusive basis of their gender, following a sort of 

revanchist logic asking men to experience what women have suffered in the past (see ex. 1.a; 1.b); 

also several women fear the perspective of being judged and making a career on the basis of their 

gender, rather than on their merit and competences, which they wish to defend within an equal 

treatment framework and a “may the best win” logic.  

The last level of resistances related to the very topic of gender inequality reveal an underestimation 

of own capacity to deal with it. These are resistances expressed in an extremely personal form, 

bringing back the sense of powerlessness with respect to this problem from a subjective point of view, 

as if any possible effect of one’s own contribution in this regard was denied. Based on the mentioned 

Madrid training, behaviors such the following ones fall into this type of resistance: lack of interest 

and/or power in the group; passive aggressive behavior (not doing anything).  

In particular, the main resistances expressed by several students and professors through the open 

comments to the survey have been related to the following three issues:  

1. Perception of institutional invasiveness in dealing with a such sensitive issue as 

discrimination, which is substantially private, and therefore resistance to explain one’s own 

affairs, especially the most delicate ones, and in general to expose oneself with too clear 

opinions on this matter (choosing neutral, random and irrelevant answers to the survey to 

protect themselves and their privacy). 

 
In the section of the questionnaire concerning attitudes, I was not able to give truthful answers, 

because I think that this is a private matter (ST, F). 

 

3. Perception of the uselessness of personal opinions on these issues, as a symptom of passivity, 

discouragement and resignation (“I do not say and I do nothing with respect to something that 

I cannot change in any case, I limit myself to detecting it and acknowledging it, and I’ll try to 

do my best in order to find myself in this type of situations as soon as possible”).  

 
I must admit that I have already heard of your questionnaire from some of my male colleagues, who 
are more refractory to any issue concerning gender equality. In general, although I consider the 
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awareness-raising initiatives rather laudable, I fear that ultimately they are not useful in reaching that 

part of the public that hinders them the most. (ST, F). 

 

3. Perception of disorientation with respect to these issues, related to the lack of information on what 

can be done on an individual level (eg. by declaring that they don't know which channels are available 

at UniCA to report cases of harassments acted by teachers, although there is already the possibility 

of doing so through a specific evaluation form, or by declaring that they don’t have any knowledge 

about the University regulations on the gender equality issues, in case of need to make use of them). 

The result is a sense of detachment with respect to the institution, which translates into generalized 

distrust and inaction.  

 
I admire what you are trying to do but I also think that at the university you should arrive having 
already in mind the rules of civil life. I think that first of all education should start within the family or 

otherwise outside the school. Because you are born and you begin to learn a long time before, as you 
will know. I also think that a person who has arrived at the university should already be able to 

understand whether what he/she does is right or wrong. What I am trying to say is that as you know 

(again) it is more difficult to change a wrong thought or behavior if it has long been rooted. Surely 

also the way in which someone else’s action / attitude / comment is interpreted is relative and also in 

this case it must start from an out-of-school education. It is commendable for the university to hire 
available consultors and psychologists ready to listen and to help. The problem is that any 

inappropriate behavior should be “eliminated” before entering the university (ST, M). 

 

In sum, our attempt to define a taxonomy of resistances, based on the feedback we collected during 

the design process of UniCA GEP, has been a very useful starting point to understand where and how 

to focus the actions and strategies necessary to develop an approach as participatory as possible in 

the next steps of co-creation of this tool, up to its formal approval and adoption. In this respect, to 

distinguish and correctly identify all types of resistances, with respect to the issues related to gender 

equality, proved to be crucial, because failing in recognizing in time these critical nodes could have 

blocked the implementation of the GEP throughout UniCA as an organization.  

 

So how does the story continue? Starting from the critical issues identified and discussed in the 

preliminary stages, how did the participatory process of co-creation of the GEP develop? 

 

The GEP design as a participative process 

 

The Italian university context is governed according to Public Administration logic, less according to 

managerial logic. Rules and procedures, mainly guided by administrative law, are combined with the 

use of management tools. In such an organizational context, structural changes that are proposed 

“from the bottom” need a strong legitimization “from the top”, and -once accepted- they have to be 

transformed into new management logics and policies, expressed in specific official documents. This 

is the reason why a strategic choice was made both in identifying the members of SUPERA core team 

at the University of Cagliari and in identifying the members of the HUB, who hold strategic and 

leadership positions in University of Cagliari. These two teams can be conceived as two rings of 

different radius that constitute the operational structure that the University of Cagliari has equipped 

itself with, as part of the SUPERA project, to activate the design and implementation process of the 

GEP. The first, the core team, is made up of fifteen people with different background, role and 

responsibility, who represent different departments in a multidisciplinary perspective. The second, 

the Hub, is a network of selected “allies”, made up by 12 people with leadership roles at the top of 

UniCA organigram, representing its whole community, especially after the recent inclusion of 

students’ Senate/Board representatives.  

This choice allowed us to influence and push towards a process of cultural, structural and 

organizational change. To design the UniCA GEP the core team has considered, from the beginning, 
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that gender equality is not a neutral and standard area to initiate institutional change, but at the same 

time could be considered as a valid strategy to identify those activities that could interfere with 

processes and practices in use, which are highly gendered (Benschop and Verloo, 2011). The links 

between gender inequality and structural issues in HEIs have been studied widely (Benschop and 

Verloo, 2015; van den Brink and Benschop, 2012). Structural change approaches go beyond re-

balancing opportunities for women and men and seek equality of outcomes (Benschop and Verloo, 

2011). In light of this consideration, the UniCA core team was forced to reflect and identify key 

actions that would allow them to strategically and constructively address the fundamental norms and 

values still prevailing in academia. Considering the assumptions, the processes put in place to build 

our GEP led us to focus on strategic choices and to think about what could be accepted or negotiated 

with the Rector, Senators, and our academic community. Using GE’s baseline assessment has been 

helpful in opening Pandora’s box on gender issues in our university context. Starting from GE’s basic 

assessment to open Pandora’s box on gender issues in our university context, the core team assessed 

and decided to continue the work by favoring on the one hand activities that would allow to redefine 

regulations and procedures, on the other, through regular meetings with the HUB to open scenarios 

in which issues relating to gender equality would find an adequate space for constructive and 

participatory dialogue. 

Basically, we have considered the university as a community of practice (Wenger, 1998; Hart, et al., 

2013), in which participation allowed all members to socialize, in a guided and supported way, with 

new management logics that take into account gender equality, on the other hand to have a strong 

sponsorship from the top that would ensure legitimacy and support for change. 

Similarly to other EU SwafS projects on gender equality (see for example Sangiuliano, Canali, and 

Madesi, 2018), the design of the SUPERA project was guided by a theoretical framework based on 

socio-constructivist gender theory, considering gender as a constitutive part of organizational 

practices (Acker, 1990; Benschop, 2001; Gherardi, 1994), therefore capable of influencing rules, 

procedures, social interactions, and discourses.  

In SUPERA project, participative process has been the best way to ensure that a wider spectrum of 

the academic community members accepted changes (Rowley et al., 1997). Starting from the 

consideration that people almost always support the changes that themselves have proposed, the 

choice was to involve all the people concerned by role and competence in the various stages of 

decision-making processes.  

All the steps were guided and coordinated by the SUPERA core team, to which also the authors of 

this paper belong, giving us the possibility to start the process internally but at the same time to obtain 

from the “bottom” consensus and important inputs from different categories of the university 

environment on specific topics, in the form of four fab labs: two of them involved administrative staff 

to discuss the issues related to work-life balance, the third involved Ph.D. students to discuss about 

career progression, and the last one was with assistant professors and dealt with sexual harassment. 

We have preferred fab labs rather than online platforms as more effective tools to guarantee 

inclusiveness and maximize the participation of representatives of the whole research and academic 

community in the decision-making process. We also organized several meetings with SUPERA Hub, 

allowing us to manage organizational resistance and obtain consensus from the “top” to govern the 

proposed change processes through the introduction of specific actions to be implemented through 

the GEP. We can say that the people we involved represent the complete community of UniCA.  

The GEP design and approval process involved all the parties that make up the university and lasted 

about a year.  

 

The end is the beginning: the articulation of the GEP as an output to guide structural change 

in academia 

 

Several studies have focused on gender inequalities in academic and scientific careers by 

concentrating on the under-representation of women in STEM careers (Science, Technology, 
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Engineering and Mathematics) (horizontal segregation) and their under-representation in top 

positions (vertical segregation). Many contributions have focused their attention on the phenomenon 

of the glass ceiling in academy, highlighting the mechanisms that feed the invisible barrier placed in 

the final phase of university career that prevents women from becoming full professors (Van den 

Brink et al., 2012; Marini et al., 2018). Other studies have investigated “tenure”, precarious and 

temporary positions (Murgia, Poggio, 2018). Women in academia, in fact, encounter obstacles along 

all career stages, including the initial ones, and often cannot find a stable position and are forced to 

leave (Le Feuvre et al., 2019). The dimensions involved in processes of gender discrimination in 

academic are many and different (Solera, Musumeci, 2017) including work– life interferences 

(Bozzon et al., 2017). Recent research (e.g., Casad et. al, 2020; Monroe et al. 2008; Santos, Horta, 

Amâncio, 2020) attributes gender inequalities in academia to factors as numeric underrepresentation 

and stereotypes, lack of supportive social networks (see for example Fisher and Kinsey, 2014), and 

chilly academic climates (Clark, Blickenstaff, 2005) and propose as solutions to this problem 

organizational changes focusing on recruiting policies, promoting women networks (e.g. mentoring, 

professional development), and improving academic inclusive climate (e.g. training, leadership, et.). 

Starting from the integration between these studies and the preliminary data of the survey mentioned 

above, the GEP has gradually reached its final form. It includes 32 actions started in the last months 

of 2020 and which will end by the end of 2024. It is possible to divide the set of activities contained 

in the GEP into four key areas:  

1) recruitment, maintenance, career progression, work-family balance policies (horizontal and 

vertical segregation);  

2) leadership and decision-making processes (accountability, transparency, inclusion);  

3) gender dimension in research and teaching;  

4) gender prejudices and stereotypes, sexism and sexual harassment.  

These key areas are divided into specific actions and for each action the following is indicated: goal, 

sub-actions, direct and indirect target, responsible for the action, output and outcome, timing. 

 

Recruitment, maintenance, career progression, work-family balance policies 

 

The starting assumption of the actions included in this key area is that acting on the processes of 

recruitment, maintenance, career progression, and promote work-family balance policies allows you 

to act on phenomenon of horizontal and vertical segregation, and to counter gender discriminations. 

In order to implement strategies aimed at promoting UniCA as an inclusive organization, one of the 

first actions of the GEP is the collection and systematization of quantitative and qualitative data 

disaggregated by gender and the creation of an integrated system useful for gender statistics. Gender 

statistics identify and produce data reflecting the realities of the lives of women and men, and 

underline policy issues relating to gender equality. Gender statistics play a crucial role in the 

identification of gender sensitive policies, in that allow to make visible, gender gaps, raise awareness 

about gender inequalities, to monitor gender equality and promote achievable change (Decataldo, 

Ruspini, 2016). 

One of the main objectives of our GEP is obviously to help reduce the starting gaps as much as 

possible by enriching the existing strategies in UniCA to favour the work-family balance. Many 

women abandon university careers because of problems in balancing work and family (Forster, 2001). 

Several studies have investigated the obstacles in work-family balance in academic, stressing that in 

often the two domains (academia and family) are perceived incompatible by women researchers 

(Bozzon et al., 2017). Women researchers manage the difficulties linked to work-family balance 

leaving their academic careers (Glover, 2001) or alternatively deciding not to have children 

(Blackwell and Glover, 2008).  

One of the difficulties is related to return to work after parental leave, in fact, many women leave 

university career after marriage and the birth of children (Glover, 2001). UniCA complies with Italian 

legislation on compulsory maternity leave and optional leave for biological and adoptive parents 
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(paternity leave, parental leave, rest for breastfeeding, child sick leave). The data (detailed 

information on any type of leave is available at the university website in transparency manuals) show 

that after a first “free period” of parental leave (30 days for Administrative staff and 45 days for 

Faculty members) there is a decrease in salary, which drops to 30% of the full amount. As confirmed 

by the interviews with the Personnel Office and the administrative data available, parental leave is 

not used much by Faculty members. Instead, among the technical and administrative staff there is a 

greater use of parental leave. Just to mention one of the actions envisaged in this direction, we mention 

the support provided upon returning to work after parental/sick leave, aimed at maintaining the career 

path, through the definition of an internal regulation that establishes work facilities (for example, a 

reduction of workload in the 12 months after return) and specific assessment criteria (in the case of 

personnel subject to assessment) for workers who return to work after the birth/adoption of a child or 

after a period of illness.  

Since 2015 UniCA is committed to pursuing family-friendly policies, whose direct beneficiaries are 

students and personnel (research and teaching staff and technical and administrative staff). We can 

mention, for example, the Baby Card (see https://www.unica.it/unica/it/studenti_s08_ss06.page) and 

Pink Room (see https://unica.it/unica/it/studenti_s08_ss07.page and 

https://www.unica.it/unica/it/news_notizie_s1.page?contentId=NTZ151997) Projects that aim to 

promote study-life balance and work-life balance. In March 2021, Unica inaugurated the company 

nursery, which will welcome the children of students in particular (see 

https://www.unica.it/unica/page/it/lasilo_nido_di_unica). There is evidence of a gradual but steady 

process of institutional learning within the domain of family-friendly policies. The ultimate goal of 

promoting gender equality, both in terms of quality of services offered and quantity of potential 

beneficiaries involved, can be achieved only through the constant monitoring of the ways in which 

these practices/policies are implemented. The collection of administrative data about the number of 

potential beneficiaries, the actual use of the services and the dissemination of transparent information 

about the services to prospective and current students are fundamental for estimating the effect of the 

policy and suggesting further improvements. During the designing of UniCA GEP we have explored 

the work-life balance policies and tools set out by the University for its staff and students. In fact, a 

sub-action has been included within the GEP which provides for the periodic monitoring of the work-

life balance policies and tools set out by the University for its staff and students, with the aim of 

improving and enriching the services offered in line with the real needs of the beneficiaries. 

A further objective in this key area of the GEP is to develop knowledge and skills on gender equality 

throughout the UniCA community through mentoring and training, and through the establishment of 

an interdepartmental center for research on gender issues that can promote international workshops 

and conferences.  

Mentoring activities by senior colleagues are useful to ensure that junior academics’ personal goals 

are consistent with the institution’s expectations. Many studies focused on the different scientific 

productivity of men and women (Abramo, D’Angelo, Caprasecca, 2009; D’Amico et al., 2011). 

Filandri and Pasqua, (2019) showed that gender differences in publication output could explain the 

lower percentage of women among associate and full professors in Italian universities. The same 

authors underline that the gender gap in Italian academia could be related to women’s reluctance to 

apply for promotion. The women therefore are less likely to apply for high-responsibility jobs and 

career advancement, and, specifically for academia. Again, to counteract gender discriminations it is 

necessary to promote policies to sustain women researchers for example through mentoring and 

training activities, work-life balance services. In recent years mentoring has become one of the 

interventions used in organizations to manage difficulties linked to the specificities of women’s career 

paths (Agodi, Picardi, 2016). Mentoring as actions plans to promote gender equality in academia are 

effectiveness when properly integrated in a institutional agenda to gender equality (Agordi, Picardi, 

2016), as the case of our GEP. 

https://unica.it/unica/it/studenti_s08_ss07.page
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Therefore, the planning within our GEP of paths aimed at supporting women researchers’ careers 

through mentoring activities, through the identification of peers within all structures, appears as a 

valid tool to reduce the asymmetry of opportunities that bind women more in reaching top positions. 

It’s still, to reduce gender gaps, training actions are planned on the influence of gender bias in 

professional and career choices aimed at students and PhD students, and awareness-raising courses 

on gender equality policies and practices in the university aimed at teaching, technical, administrative 

and librarian staff. 

 

Leadership and decision-making processes 

 

The assumption that guided the choice of actions included in this key area is that acting on leadership 

and decision-making processes to promote gender equality ensures that the actions themselves are 

integrated with organizational policies and that they are put into practice over time. 

Institutional change is a strategy aimed at reducing barriers to gender equality by adapting 

institutional practices. The objectives in this priority area aim to bring gender equality to the 

institutional level: the inclusion of gender equality issues in the organizational structure and strategic 

planning and mission of the university, the implementation of measures and practices gender 

specifications and existing procedures in which gender equality issues should be considered. To 

implement the various actions of the GEP it becomes strategic to invest in the figures relating to the 

institutional top: for this reason, we have considered fundamental an institutional figure who appoints 

the rector with the delegation for gender equality and monitoring, thus functioning as an agent of 

change (Kanter, Stein and Jick, 1992). Furthermore, to improve internal decision-making processes 

with a view to gender equality and increase the presence of women in top positions, the activities 

included in the GEP will be integrated with the measures of the Strategic Plan and the Positive Action 

Plan of the University. GEP also identified the need to offer training to staff involved in leadership 

positions. Organizational behaviors of leaders (and top management) directly influence actions that 

bring about change (Gilley, 2005; Howkins, 2001). The role of leadership is crucial in gearing 

organizations towards inclusive values, fostering inclusive cultures and bringing about change. 

 

Gender dimension in research and teaching 

 

The mission of the university is divided into two main directions, research and teaching, for this 

reason it becomes central to promoting gender equality in academy by planning actions aimed at 

promoting gender dimension in research and teaching. 

Managing the communication of a research institute is a multifaceted challenge. Universities are, at 

the same time, learning environments, places where scientific research takes place and places of work 

for large communities of people. Teaching, research, dissemination, public engagement, fundraising, 

promotion of enrolments and creation of partnerships are just some of the tasks that a university must 

manage according to its mission and values. In this scenario, universities must be places where 

knowledge can be developed and shared at the highest levels, guaranteeing academic freedom and 

visibility to all actors involved, including those less represented due to their gender. In this sense, 

universities play a fundamental role in communicating the importance of the principles of fairness, 

inclusion and appreciation of differences in their organizational messages and behaviours. As 

reported by the League of European Research Universities (LERU) (2015, p17), the European 

Commission Directorate-General for Research and Innovation has underlined the need for sex and 

gender analysis. Any research oriented to people's needs or behaviours has a gender dimension, but 

this is not easy to explain to people, like researchers, who are proud of their intellectual freedom. The 

same happens for professors, who could see their freedom to decide course programs threatened.  

About teaching we decided to work at voluntary level, creating discussion groups for professors 

interested to give (more) room to gender related dimension in their syllabus, for example with regard 

to the proportion of women authors mentioned in their bibliographic references. In these groups, 
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gender studies can be deepened and what it means to use a gender perspective in general research and 

in specific research within the different disciplines can be discussed. 

 

Gender prejudices and stereotypes, sexism and sexual harassment 

 

In order to deconstruct gender prejudices and stereotypes, the GEP provides training and guidance 

activities aimed at academic staff and students repeated over time. 

The “androcentric” approach of the Italian language reflects a historically persistent social situation, 

inevitably induces judgments that diminish, downsize and penalize the positions that women occupy 

in society (Sabatini, 1987). Sabatini recommends a non-sexist use of the Italian language (1986, 

1987). In rigid communicative contexts such as institutional ones, reflected in the legislative texts 

and in the legal language as a whole, it is difficult to detach oneself from traditional codification, and 

therefore from the predominance of the masculine grammatical gender (Robustelli, 2000). It therefore 

becomes important to promote actions related to institutional communication. Institutional 

communication plays an important role in promoting an inclusive approach, incorporating equity, 

openness and inclusion as core values (Robustelli, 2014). In line with these reflections the GEP 

foresees the definition of guidelines on gender sensitive communication which could be adopted by 

the university. A gender-exclusive language is linked with sexist beliefs and attitudes (e.g., Swim, 

Mallett, Stangor, 2004). The adoption of an inclusive institutional / administrative language and the 

planning and organization of communication campaigns must be well balanced from a gender point 

of view.  

The theme of sexual harassment in the contexts of study and work in general and specifically in 

academia represents a topic that is still not much discussed and debated. In order to prevent sexism 

and sexual harassment, the GEP proposes an adaptation of the Code of Ethics and of Conduct in terms 

of gender equality and an update of the procedures for reporting discriminatory behaviours and 

situations of sexual harassment. In addition, the GEP invites to introduce the theme of sexual 

harassment in the opportunities for discussion and training aimed at students, doctoral students, and 

academic staff. 

As the main output of the process described in these pages, UniCA’s GEP is now available as an open 

access book at https://unicapress.unica.it/index.php/unicapress/catalog/view/978-88-3312-021-

8/17/312-1 

But, as we said, this is only the beginning of the story, from now on at the University of Cagliari.  
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