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ABSTRACT 

Mariam Lagundaridze  
Gender Disparities in Leadership within Higher Education Institutions as Organizational Cultures: ELTE 
Case Study 
Tampere University 
Faculty of Management and Business 
August, 2025 
 

Although most higher education institutions have recently implemented practical strategies to 
address gender disparities within their organizational structures, gender inequality remains a 
significant challenge in the leadership domain and requires complex responses from 
universities. In Hungary, despite growing female participation in academia, women remain 
significantly underrepresented in senior academic and decision-making roles. This research 
investigates the influence of organizational culture within Hungarian higher education 
institutions, particularly at Eötvös Loránd University (ELTE), on leadership approach 
pathways of female academics.  
 
The study is grounded in Edgar Schein’s Organizational Culture Theory and Joan Acker’s 
Gendered Organizations Theory. These theories provide a three-level framework: artifacts, 
espoused values, and underlying assumptions, to identify the gendered explicit and implicit 
practices within an institution. This qualitative research employs semi-structured interviews 
with academic staff at ELTE, complemented by document analysis of the university’s Gender 
Equality Plan (GEP).  
 
Findings reveal a heterogeneous institutional culture, gendered divisions of labor, and a 
substantial gap between formal equality commitments and everyday practices. While the 
Gender Equality Plan supports progress, symbolic cultural norms, gender expectations, and 
informal networks perpetuate barriers to women’s advancement. The study contributes to 
understanding how organizational culture interacts with socio-political contexts to shape 
gendered leadership patterns and offers recommendations for developing inclusive 
leadership strategies in Hungarian higher education.  
 
Keywords: Gender disparities, Higher education leadership, Organizational culture, 
Gendered organizations.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Even though the majority of higher education institutions (HEIs) have lately put practical solutions 

into place to address gender disparities within their organizational culture, gender inequality 

remains one of the most critical issues. The relevance of this issue is more pronounced than ever, 

reflecting broader concerns about women's underrepresentation in leadership positions within 

HEIs. While the number of female representatives in higher education is increasing, they continue 

to be underrepresented in leadership and high-impact research roles (Hadjar & Buchmann, 2016; 

Meza-Mejia et al., 2023; Morley, 2013). In addition to social norms and cultural factors, the 

university’s organizational culture has a substantial influence on the pathways of female academics 

to leadership positions in higher education (HE). The persistent pressure of patriarchal gender-role 

orientations and their impact on organizational culture create career barriers for women and hinder 

their progress in academia (Hadjar & Buchmann, 2016). 

1.1 Research Problem  

In most European countries, women are still underrepresented in leadership positions compared to 

men in decision-making bodies (Gouthro et al., 2018). Despite improvements in gender equality 

within universities, female academics remain underrepresented in high-ranking positions. For 

instance, according to the She Figures report on women's representation among academic staff, 

women hold 47% of grade C (entry-level or junior) and 42% of grade B (mid-level or senior) 

positions, yet only 30% of grade A (top-level or executive) positions. Additionally, female leaders 

remain underrepresented in the highest academic roles (European Commission, 2025). 

Besides the social context and gender stereotypes that influence career development pathways 

within higher education, organizational cultures also play a critical role in perpetuating gender 

inequality. According to UNESCO (2021, p. 27), “While this reflects women’s history of lower 

access to education, it is also often a sign of institutional cultures that are neither inclusive nor 

geared towards broader social and cultural change for greater gender equality.” Therefore, it is 

critical to observe the HEIs’ organizational culture as a context where gender disparities may 

persist. For example, Fisher and Kinsey (2014) describe organizational cultures as “the way we do 

things round here," where “we” is constructed as the norm while overlooking issues of exclusion 

and bias related to hegemonic masculinity. Accordingly, the roots of gender bias and lack of 

inclusion should be observed from an organizational culture perspective. 

The organizational culture of higher education in each country reflects the values and prevailing 

political or historical trends of society. In some cultures, the image of men and masculinity is seen 

as the central dominant aspect of organizational processes, leading institutions to marginalize 

women and perpetuate gender segregation within organizations (Acker, 1990). Due to the socio-

political context, gender inequality is a considerable issue in Hungarian organizations, particularly 
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regarding women's political and economic participation. According to the European Institute for 

Gender Equality (2024), Hungary ranks 26th out of 27 EU member states on the gender equality 

index (57.3 points out of 100), with notable deficiencies in the power domain, including political 

and economic decision-making positions. Although the gender equality index has improved 

compared to previous years, the report highlights Hungary’s notably slower progress than the EU 

average. Gender issues in Hungary are closely tied to the country's post-communist history, 

traditional family values, the political transition, and a lack of effective policy instruments (Krizsán 

& Zentai, 2006; Lannert & Nagy, 2020). The gender gap is notably pronounced in terms of access 

to academic decision-making roles in the Hungarian context. For instance, according to the Gender 

Statistics Database of the European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE, 2023), 86.2% of 

presidents of the highest decision-making bodies within national science academies are male, 

whereas the percentage of female leaders is 13.8%.  As a result, these issues are evident in higher 

education organizational cultures and affect female academics' paths to leadership positions within 

HEIs: “In Hungary, women tread a thornier path in academic careers than men” (Lannert & Nagy, 

2020, p.165).  

1.2 Research Objectives 

The study examines the complex organizational cultures within the Hungarian higher education 

landscape to identify gender disparities in leadership roles. It aims to uncover existing inequities, 

understand their origins, and propose strategies to relevant stakeholders for developing more 

inclusive leadership patterns within higher education. Since an in-depth understanding of 

organizational culture requires observing the nature of leadership that influences the group’s 

culture and learning process (Schein, 2017), this research focuses on leadership as a broader 

concept. Leadership in the present study encompasses not only top-level decision-makers but also 

academic leadership, faculty heads, and department heads. By recognizing specific leadership 

areas within the organizational cultures of higher education institutions, the research seeks to 

highlight root causes and discuss gender inequality at Eötvös Loránd University (ELTE), which is 

a renowned higher education institution in Hungary, committed to quality education at all levels, 

including Bachelor’s, Master’s, and Doctoral programs. The context of ELTE as a target university 

is essential due to the recent events, including gender-related remarks involving student union 

members in 2013, and a rape case at a freshmen camp in 2014 (Gregor et al., 2017). Additionally, 

this study analyzes the university’s Gender Equality Plan as an essential document for identifying 

whether gender-related values and policies are an integral part of institutional culture, or merely 

symbolic. 

To identify the justifications behind the considerable gap mentioned above, it is essential to 

understand the specific factors within organizational cultures that impact the development of 

gender disparities in the Hungarian context. To explore the institutional context of the target 

university and comprehend its dynamics, this study draws on Schein’s Theory of Organizational 

Culture (2017) and Acker’s Theory of Gendered Organizations (1990). Schein's three-level model 
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helps illuminate the visible artifacts, espoused values, and underlying assumptions that shape 

universities as organizational cultures. Meanwhile, Acker’s theory of gendered organizations 

emphasizes the gendered processes (including gender division and interaction) within 

organizational structures that systematically reproduce gender inequalities. Integrating these two 

theories is particularly relevant for examining the gendered nature of leadership pathways in 

Hungarian higher education institutions. 

Although a growing body of research exists on global gender equality in higher education, little 

attention has been paid to the organizational culture of Hungarian higher education institutions as 

a context for examining gender disparities in leadership. Existing studies have investigated gender 

disparities in Hungary through the lenses of societal expectations regarding motherhood (Paksi et 

al., 2016), gender equality policies (Krizsán & Zentai, 2006), or socio-political and structural 

influences (Lannert & Nagy, 2020). However, these studies primarily focus on understanding the 

socio-political background rather than providing a detailed analysis of HEIs as organizational 

cultures. The most recent research by Abusalha (2024) presents a case study from the Budapest 

University of Technology and Economics (BME), which reflects the organizational culture and 

explores the systemic barriers women face in pursuing leadership roles. While Abusalha’s study 

focuses on BME, the current qualitative research shifts the focus to ELTE, aiming to provide an 

in-depth exploration of leaders’ lived experiences within this specific institutional context, thereby 

contributing new knowledge from a different university context. Furthermore, one of the recent 

studies addressing sexism and gender-based violence at ELTE was prompted by incidents such as 

the 2013 case involving discriminatory remarks by student union members and a rape case at a 

freshmen camp in 2014 (Gregor et al., 2017). While this study offers valuable insights into gender-

related issues at ELTE, its primary focus is on students’ perspectives, leaving leadership 

viewpoints unexplored. The present study provides an opportunity to explore the roots of gender 

barriers to leadership from the standpoint of ELTE's organizational culture. The research aims to 

bridge the gap by providing detailed insights into academics’ lived experiences through semi-

structured interviews and analyzing the Gender Equality Plan at ELTE. 

1.3 Research Questions 

Research questions are mainly based on the theoretical framework used in the research (see chapter 

2), and they are strongly connected to the themes identified through the literature (see chapter 3) 

regarding female representation in higher education. 

Main research question:  What factors influence female academics’ leadership career development 

at Eötvös Loránd University?  

Sub-Questions: 

1. How do visible artifacts influence women's access to leadership positions at ELTE?  
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2. How do espoused beliefs and values in the Gender Equality Plan (GEP) align with the 

ELTE’s practices? 

3. What implicit (cultural, social, and political) beliefs about gender roles in leadership are 

embedded in the organizational culture of ELTE? 

1.4 Research Outline  

This research explores barriers that women face while approaching leadership positions within 

ELTE. First, the study provides a theoretical framework to describe Edgar Schein’s Theory of 

Organizational Culture and Joan Acker’s Theory of Gendered Organizations. The theoretical 

framework is followed by a literature review to establish the current understanding of gender 

disparities in leadership within higher education institutions. The literature review focuses on 

outlining the prominent trends that shape gender equality within academia. It examines barriers 

that women face throughout their academic development within higher education. Furthermore, 

the literature review includes a chapter about policies and reports regarding gender disparity, 

focusing on the practical implementation of the Gender Equality Plan. The final chapter of the 

literature review focuses on understanding the Hungarian context to provide solid background 

knowledge of the socio-cultural frame that shapes the national perspective regarding gender 

equality. The literature review is followed by a presentation of the research methodology, 

including details regarding the qualitative nature of the study, sampling, and ethical considerations. 

The next chapter of the research is dedicated to analyzing and presenting the findings of interviews 

and GEP. Finally, the study offers a discussion and a conclusion to reflect on the meaning and 

implications of the research results, and provides implications for future developments. 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework: Organizational Culture and Its Gendered Nature 

Before diving into the existing literature, this chapter presents the main theoretical framework, 

which is essential to establish the analytical lenses and determine key concepts such as 

organizational culture and its gendered nature. Discussing the analytical framework emphasizes 

the importance of organizational culture and gendered processes in shaping leadership patterns 

within HE. As mentioned earlier, the research relies on Edgar Schein’s theory of Organizational 

Culture and Joan Acker’s theory of Gendered Organizations. These two theories provide a solid 

framework for identifying how cultural norms and values in higher education institutions affect 

gender disparities in leadership. When combined, these theories also serve as a vital tool for 

examining policy documents and the experiences of leaders at Eötvös Loránd University. 

2.1 Schein’s Organizational Culture Theory  

As described above, organizational culture plays a key role in shaping gender parity in higher 

education. To understand the nature of deeply embedded norms and values that influence 

leadership patterns in universities, this study draws on Edgar Schein’s organizational culture 

theory (2017) as a foundational theoretical framework. 

To start from scratch, Schein defines the group culture as:  

The accumulated shared learning of that group as it solves its problems of external 

adaptation and internal integration, which has worked well enough to be considered valid 

and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think, feel, and 

behave about those problems. (Schein, 2017, p. 21) 

Based on this definition of culture, Schein emphasizes that identifying the organization is strongly 

related to understanding the learning process and leadership. He argues that learning within the 

organization is shaped by leaders whose roles have shifted from defining the fundamental values 

of the culture to having the culture itself define the desired characteristics of leadership (Schein, 

2017).  

To observe and analyze organizational culture, Schein conceptualizes a three-level model (where 

level refers to the degree of cultural element visibility): artifacts, espoused values, and basic 

underlying assumptions. Schein describes visible artifacts as entry points to identify organizational 

culture; espoused beliefs, and values as publicly shared principles; and basic underlying 

assumptions as deeply rooted, unconscious assumptions shaped by broader context. The three-

level model is illustrated in Figure 1 below.  
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Figure 1. Schein's Three-level Model of Organizational Culture (Created by the author, based on Schein, 2017). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

According to this conceptual model, artifacts are the first level with the most visibility, 

representing tangible elements of the organizational culture, including the physical environment, 

language, stories told about the organization, published lists of values, and its observable ri tuals 

and ceremonies (Schein, 2017). Even though the artifacts are tangible and visible elements of the 

organizational culture, the author suggests that understanding their meaning is difficult and 

requires asking “insiders why they do what they do?” (Schein, 2017, p.29). This approach will be 

employed in the present study to observe and decipher the organizational norms and habits that 

influence leadership pathways for women in higher education. Thus, this study analyzes artifacts 

not in isolation, but as an entry point into the deeper layers of organizational culture. 

The second layer of the framework comprises espoused beliefs that represent core values, 

including the publicly announced principles and values of the organization, which can be 

articulated in its mission, strategy, recruitment materials, and other policies. Schein emphasizes 

the conscious and explicit nature of espoused beliefs, which serve as a moral guide for the group 

in critical situations (Schein, 2017). In some cultures, espoused values do not align with the 

practical habits of the organization; for example, Schein describes U.S. organizations where 

teamwork is the espoused value, while in daily work life, individual competitiveness is more 

rewarded. In the context of this research, the Gender Equality Plan will be analyzed as a publicly 

available document that describes the organization's values regarding gender equality. The focus 

will be on identifying the alignment of the stated visions in GEPs with women’s lived experiences 

throughout their career progression.  
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The third level of organizational culture theory involves basic underlying assumptions closely 

related to macro culture, referring to taken-for-granted, unconscious beliefs shared among 

members of a social group with minimal differences. These assumptions are typically deeply 

rooted in the organization's long-term history and influenced by socio-political macro culture. The 

fundamental underlying beliefs have a considerable impact on institutional processes within the 

organization due to powerful dynamics: “The power of culture comes about through the fact that 

the assumptions are shared and, therefore, mutually reinforced” (Schein, 2017, p. 32). Schein 

provides the example of underlying assumptions in U.S. organizations, where meetings are often 

associated with wasting time because individualism is prioritized in society, which leads to 

meetings being viewed as something to be avoided in organizational cultures (Schein, 2017). In 

this present study, the third-level aspect of organizational culture will be observed through the lens 

of the Hungarian societal context to identify the macro-cultural influence on the taken-for-granted, 

unconscious beliefs within target universities.  

Primarily developed in the 1980s, Edgar Schein's organizational culture theory has continually 

evolved over the years, reflecting the multidimensional and changing nature of reality. Many 

authors have attempted to reshape and reinterpret the theory, providing new perspectives and 

applications. For example, Schermerhorn (2011) transformed the three-level culture into two 

layers, based on their observable nature, as expressed in the iceberg model. In this framework, 

observable elements of culture are located above the water (including everything that the observer 

can see and hear while exploring the organization). In contrast, core culture is hidden under the 

water and consists of basic assumptions. Michelson et. al. (2012) interpreted organizational culture 

theory as an onion with three layers: the first layer expressing artifacts and behaviors; the middle 

layer referring to values and norms carried out by the group; the core layer describing the 

underlying assumptions (Michelson et al., 2012, as cited in Dimitrov, 2013). Finally, Elizabeth 

Godfrey (2003) applied Schein’s model to the education domain, introducing concepts of artifacts 

(visible cultural attributes), practices (“the common manner of doing things, including teaching 

practices), and behaviors (observable responses to the academic environment, including 

interactions, language, and more). She understands education as a top-down enculturation process, 

emphasizing the roles of teachers, senior students, and peer groups in transmitting academic and 

social norms (Godfrey, 2003). 

According to Dimitrov (2013), Schein’s organizational culture theory is a hologram model that 

helps unbiased observers, including leaders and stakeholders, to understand the contrasting 

organizational behaviors (in terms of identifying contradictions between core values and deep-

seated behaviors, uncovering hidden norms reinforced by reward systems, etc.). In this study, 

Schein’s theory provides a thorough analytical framework for understanding the complex 

organizational culture of Eötvös Loránd University. It offers an in-depth analysis of the three-level 

elements of the HEI, including observing the visible norms, GEP as espoused values, and 

underlying assumptions influenced by Hungarian culture. This model is particularly beneficial for 

examining the Hungarian higher education case study, where gender inequality is shaped not only 
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by formal structures but also by deeply rooted cultural dynamics and assumptions. Thus, to 

understand how organizational cultures perpetuate gender inequality, Schein’s theory will be 

supported by Joan Acker’s (1990) influential Theory of Gendered Organizations, which will be 

discussed in the following chapter.  

2.2 Joan Acker’s Gendered Organizations Theory  

Although Schein’s theory provides a thorough framework for understanding the complexities of 

organizational culture, it lacks a gendered perspective. To address this gap in the context of 

universities, this study draws on Joan Acker’s (1990) theory of Gendered Organizations.  

Acker’s understanding of organizational culture is based on the feminist perspective, which 

suggests that organizations are not inherently gender-neutral. Joana Acker’s notion aligns with 

French existentialist philosopher Simone de Beauvoir’s fundamental feminist statement from “The 

Second Sex” (1949) that “one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman”, emphasizing that gender 

is not a biological fact but a social construct formed by cultural or social forces. Furthermore, 

scholars, including Judith Butler, have expanded on this idea, discussing gender as performative 

acts that, due to their repeated nature, produce the illusion of a stable identity. These feminist 

foundations reinforce Acker’s claim that gender is embedded within organizational norms and 

practices. The author emphasizes the prevalence of male dominance in all organizational 

structures. She explains that referring to the organization as gendered means following: “advantage 

and disadvantage, exploitation and control, action and emotion, meaning and identity, are 

patterned through and in terms of a distinction between male and female, masculine and feminine” 

(Acker, 1990, p. 146).  

Besides the present gender issues in the organization, Acker (2012) argues that persistent processes 

produce and reproduce gender disparities in organizations through norms, values, and interactions. 

Acker (2012) uses the term “gendered substructure” to describe the practices and processes within 

organizations that perpetually recreate gender inequalities. These processes are often invisible in 

the daily life of organizations; however, they reinforce the production of the most common 

disparities, such as wage gaps, the physical design of the workplace, sex segregation of 

occupations, gendered self-images, distribution of decision-making, and workplace behavior 

(Acker, 2012). Additionally, the theory of gendered organization emphasizes that job expectations 

are primarily based on assumptions shaped by dominant masculine roles, which favor men as the 

“ideal worker” and women as being aligned with the unpaid family work domain (Acker, 2012). 

Acker (1990) argues that organizations are not gender-neutral; rather, they are gendered in their 

logic. In her theory, the author conceptualizes five processes (Acker, 1990, p. 146) that reproduce 

gender within workplaces and hinder women's progression:  

1) The organizational structures and division of labor: Gender boundaries within the 

organization encompass vertical and horizontal gender segregation, division of labor, and 
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the expression of allowed behaviors, physical space, and established power dynamics 

between females and males. Even though the levels and dynamics of the gender division 

vary, “men are almost always in the highest positions of organizational power”.  

2) Symbolism: Cultural symbols, including forms of language, ideology, dress codes, and 

images, primarily reinforce gender divisions within the organization.  These images and 

signs reflect and strengthen the norms of organizational culture, particularly in terms of 

gender dynamics. These symbols produce the image of a leader characterized by forceful 

masculinity. 

3) Interactions: interactions between organizational members (e.g., men to women, women to 

women, and men to men) produce the patterns that enact dominance-submission. 

4) Identity formation: These processes of creating a dual identity (including awareness of 

language, clothing, and self-representation) align with standard gender norms of 

masculinity and femininity. 

5) Organizational logic: Gender norms play a substantial role in shaping social structures, and 

by extension, implicitly influence organizational cultures.  

Acker’s theory provides a solid theoretical foundation for the present research, as it focuses on 

specific gendered elements within an organization. It complements Schein’s theory by shedding 

light on norms, values, and symbols that are not gender-neutral and influence organizational 

processes. Acker’s theory provides a critical perspective that exposes how artifacts, espoused 

values, and basic assumptions are usually deeply embedded with gendered perceptions. The 

combination of these two theories provides a more detailed analysis of the targeted organizational 

culture, considering not only shared values and behaviors but also the gendered nature of these 

cultures. Since the Hungarian context encompasses the intersection of political, traditional, and 

social gender patterns reflected in academia, the application of Acker’s framework in this study is 

particularly substantial. While observing the target university's organizational culture, Acker’s 

theory not only suggests how gender inequality persists in certain structural areas but also explains 

why institutional changes are so challenging (due to the constant reproduction of gender 

disparities).  In the analysis of GEP and interview data from ELTE, Acker’s theory enables the 

identification of these underlying dynamics that formal policies may overlook. 
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Chapter 3: Literature Review 

Following the introduction of the main theoretical frameworks, the discussion now turns to the 

literature review. This process has been guided by a thematic approach to synthesize and interpret 

the existing scholarship on gender disparities in higher education leadership. Relevant literature 

was identified using the keywords such as “gender disparities in higher education leadership,” 

“organizational culture and gender,” “feminist theory and academia,” and “Gender Equality 

Plan.” Furthermore, additional sources were identified through snowballing, including observing 

references cited in key studies and reports. Selection was based on relevance to the main research 

question, publication in peer-reviewed journals, and alignment with the European and Hungarian 

higher education context. Studies discussing exclusively primary/secondary education, or lacking 

focus on leadership, were excluded. To understand the gender disparities in higher education, this 

chapter provides an in-depth discussion of global trends, institutional barriers, and policy 

responses. The existing literature highlights scholarly perspectives on the role of organizational 

culture, feminist theory, and institutional practices to identify the challenges women face in 

advancing to academic leadership positions. Besides key phenomena and trends, the chapter 

includes policy developments focusing on Gender Equality Plans (GEPs) and a contextual analysis 

of Hungary. Together, the theoretical framework and literature review lay the groundwork for an 

in-depth investigation into the mechanisms influencing gender patterns in HE leadership.  

3.1 Introduction to Gender Disparities in HE Leadership - Main Trends  

Despite the increased participation of women in higher education, the issue of underrepresentation 

of female leaders remains a critical challenge for universities globally (Hadjar & Buchmann, 2016; 

Manfredi, 2017; Meza-Mejia et al., 2023; Morley, 2013). According to Morley (2013), the 

underrepresentation of women in senior positions on a global scale is evident in various areas of 

decision-making, including recruitment panels, boards, committees, and the executive branch.  At 

the European level, although more women tend to graduate from higher education than men, male 

representatives still dominate leadership positions within universities (Silander et al., 2013). While 

gender parity in enrollment has been achieved in many countries (led by Latin America and the 

Caribbean, followed by Europe and Central Asia), in developing regions, socio-economic factors 

like low per capita income and systemic inequities continue to limit access to higher education and 

career advancement severely (Correa et al., 2025). Furthermore, the challenge of women's 

representation in higher education leadership becomes more pronounced due to the contrast in 

different university domains; for instance, in Australia, women are overrepresented in entry-level 

positions within academia, while senior lecturer-level positions are predominantly held by male 

academics (Winchester & Browning, 2015). This underrepresentation aligns with broader 

international trends, where structural changes in university governance have reshaped academic 

cultures. In qualitative research on the gendered nature of academic staff in eight countries, authors 

highlight a substantial shift from collegiality to managerialism or new public management within 

higher education institutions (Carvalho et al., 2011). This shift promotes the adoption of business 
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and industrial management structures and decision-making processes in modern higher education 

institutions. In this new managerialism model, women, much like in the business and industrial 

sectors, tend to be underrepresented and pushed to the margins.  

To understand this persistent leadership gap, it is essential to examine the organizational culture, 

which plays a crucial role in shaping gender norms within working environments, where standards 

and structural expectations often favor men (Acker, 1990; Ayman & Korabik, 2010; Bergquist & 

Pawlak, 2008; Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016; Longman et al., 2018). Due to the male-oriented culture, 

“women leaders clearly navigate a different societal and organizational terrain from their male 

counterparts, a terrain deeply rooted in cultural ambivalence” (Ely & Rhode, 2010, p. 379), which 

develops unequal opportunities for male and female colleagues working within the same 

organization. Although universities’ organizational cultures are diverse, they are also primarily 

guided by “hegemonic masculine ideals” (Bird, 2011), and senior leadership is often dominated 

by males (Meza-Mejia et al., 2023). Bergquist and Pawlak (2008) discuss six cultures that describe 

higher education institutions, referring to collegial culture as a world of blades, which focuses on 

intense competition and striving for dominance, primarily related to patriarchal values. 

Accordingly, the HE organizational culture, characterized by male dominance, presents a critical 

environment to observe the roots and causes of gender gaps in leadership.  

Since gender disparity in academic leadership is a vast and complex topic, various trends and 

phenomena are currently discussed from feminist and organizational culture perspectives. The 

authors, focusing on female career experiences within organizations, emphasize the “glass ceiling” 

metaphor, which refers to the invisible barrier in the labor market that prevents women from 

advancing (Morrison et al., 1987). Researchers in organizational culture, feminism, and higher 

education highlight the influence of the glass ceiling on women’s leadership pathways (Acker, 

2009; Correa et al., 2025; Meza-Mejia et al., 2023). This phenomenon is closely tied to various 

institutional processes. It develops negative patterns that hinder women's career advancement, for 

example, “In universities, the glass ceiling negatively impacts the trajectories of female academics 

and affects their chances of promotion” (Meza-Mejia et al., 2023, p. 3).   

Another important phenomenon that defines the current trends in female leadership is the “glass 

cliff,” referring to the tendency for women to be placed in challenging and unstable leadership 

positions (Ryan & Haslam, 2005). These roles are typically associated with high-risk 

responsibilities and require leaders to manage workplace stress effectively (Acker, 2012; Morley, 

2014).  

Besides the trends mentioned above, the so-called “old boys’ network” or “boys’ club” also 

describes the process in male-dominated organizational cultures where men form informal groups 

that create barriers for women seeking leadership roles (Fisher & Kinsey, 2014; Gouthro et al., 

2018). Although these networks are informal, they are integral to institutional processes and 

substantially influence critical decision-making. They often exclude women from influential 

professional circles (Fisher & Kinsey, 2014). Suzanna Rose’s (1989) study, which explores a 
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national sample of junior faculty in biology from the United States, demonstrates that female 

biologists struggle to gain entry to this informal group, and married women are especially 

disadvantaged in joining the network. Research in the context of a university in the United 

Kingdom also describes an ‘in-built patriarchal support system’ that is accessible for men, provides 

benefits for them, and women are not admitted into this support system (Bagilhole & Goode, 

2001). Due to the discriminatory nature of the “Old Boys’ Network,” it not only excludes women 

from the social circle but also puts their male colleagues in a situation where they need to make 

less conscious effort to achieve promotion.  

Apart from the phenomena mentioned earlier, the “leaky pipeline” is a frequently discussed 

metaphor used to describe the loss of women who opt out of academic careers in the fields of 

science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM), despite their aspirations to advance 

their careers (Jackson, 2023). The research about the gender equality agenda within Europe reveals 

that women represent a minority in the fields of mathematics, chemistry, physics, and engineering. 

They tend to leave academic career paths at notably higher rates than men across all disciplines, 

most frequently after completing their doctorates, demonstrating the effects of the leaky pipeline 

(Rees, 2007). According to a Danish study by Emerek and Østergaard Larsen (2011), despite a 

growing number of women graduating from Aalborg University, the "leaky pipeline" trend 

continues to shape the lower representation of female PhD fellows, assistant professors, associate 

professors, and professors, even amid improved recruitment and expanded academic opportunities. 

The study shows that women's representation among staff at Aalborg University forms a pyramid-

shaped gender profile, which is reflected in the environment where the higher the position, the 

lower the percentage of women among employees: “women disappear from the university already 

at the very first steps of the career ladder” (Emerek & Larsen, 201, p. 233). Despite the progress, 

women remain underrepresented in the “pipeline” of STEM. According to Blickenstaff (2005), 

this issue results from a complex, layered system of barriers that act like a sex-based filter, 

distracting women from succeeding and supporting men to reach the end of the pipeline.  

While the representation of women in higher education increased at the student and lower-ranking 

positions level, gender disparities in academic leadership remain a substantial challenge. The Glass 

ceiling, glass cliff, old boys' networks, and the leaky pipeline continue to shape the trends that 

limit women's advancement into senior positions within academia. The upcoming chapter will 

discuss the barriers in greater detail, at both the structural and cultural levels, to explore the 

different perspectives that hinder women's progression into leadership.  

3.2 Barriers to Women's Advancement in Academia 

The barriers women face throughout their academic development within higher education are 

complex and result from structural, social, organizational, or cultural factors. Researchers 

discussing gender disparities in higher education leadership attempt to paint a thorough picture of 

this complex issue by examining each aspect.  
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Starting from traditional images of leaders within organizations, research shows that they are often 

associated with a masculine identity (Acker, 1990; Burkinshaw & White, 2020; Kanter, 1975; 

Knights & Kerfoot, 2004). According to the Times Higher Education’s university rankings, which 

analyzed the top 400 universities, a 62-year-old male scientist represents the typical image of a 

leader in HE (Baker, 2019). Qualitative research about the gender patterns in senior management 

within HEIs also describes the vice-chancellor as a “Scientist or engineer. Male, well-known, good 

reputation, bags of experience” in the UK context (Carvalho et al., 2011). Even skills, 

competencies, and dispositions perceived as essential for a leader (including authority, 

assertiveness, and autonomy) are usually aligned with a socially constructed masculine image 

(Knights & Kerfoot, 2004). Binns and Kerfoot (2011) suggest that leadership has traditionally been 

shaped by masculine norms, specifically that being male is associated with career advantage, while 

femaleness is perceived as a form of negative equity. These images play a critical role in shaping 

the career pathways for women. For example, according to Burkinshaw and White (2020), such 

metaphors and images position women as “other” or “the problem” within the dominant masculine 

discourse. Hadjar and Buchmann (2016) argue that continuous patriarchal gender-role orientations 

within organizational cultures distract women from progressing in academia. Besides that, “images 

of men’s bodies and masculinity pervade organizational processes, marginalizing women and 

contributing to the maintenance of gender segregation in organizations” (Acker, 1990, p. 139). 

These divisions of gendered images create substantial barriers for women to aspire to progression; 

they tend to examine these processes and then quit leadership careers in higher education (Morley, 

2014).  

Authors exploring gender disparities within higher education also highlight the significance of 

gender division in the academic work domains (Bird, 2011; Deem, 2003; Hakiem, 2022; Mojab & 

Gorman, 2003; Moore, 1987; Morley, 2014). Hakiem’s study (2022) in the context of Saudi 

Arabia’s educational environment demonstrates that traditionally, women are associated with roles 

that prioritize teaching over research, while administrative leadership is often linked with male 

figures. Similarly, in the UK context, administrative areas are dominated by women. In her book 

about leadership in higher education, Paula Burkinshaw (2015) emphasizes that women in 

university leadership tend to be in administrative areas rather than in academic leadership roles. 

Morley (2014) notes that in university work areas, binaries usually assign women to teaching and 

student support tasks, while their male colleagues assume more external-facing responsibilities, 

focusing on international networks and research. The gender division of academic work domains 

directly harms women's career options; for example, women in universities are more likely to be 

associated with part-time contract jobs, resulting in lower pay and status (Mojab & Gorman, 2003). 

According to Moore (1987), women are usually channeled into fields of study with lower prestige, 

and even in domains where they have notable representation (including health sciences or 

education), they remain in lower-status roles.  

Besides gender divisions in academic domains, female faculty members tend to take on a 

disproportionate amount of care-related tasks and emotional support within academic departments, 



14 
 

in addition to spending more time on teaching responsibilities (Bird, 2011). The study about British 

universities (which investigates institutional factors contributing to discrimination against women 

academics) emphasizes that women have responsibilities different from those of their male peers 

at the same level, resulting in a negative impact on their professional progress and time 

management (Bagilhole, 1993).  Bensimon and Tierney (1996) describe the extra, usually 

undervalued responsibilities that women faculty are assigned to as doing “smile work” (the 

expectation that women faculty remain agreeable during decision-making processes) and “mom 

work” (the assumption that female academics will be more nurturing toward students compared to 

their male counterparts). These divisions of gendered work domains are rooted in organizational 

cultures, tightly connected with various inequalities such as gender-specific subject choices 

(shaped by societal and cultural perceptions), traditional female-dominated fields, and labor 

market connections with gendered career path options (Hadjar & Buchmann, 2016). “Invisible 

work” division becomes more complex at today’s university, influenced by overlapping structures 

of power and inequality, including race, class, gender, and sexuality. For example, a time-use study 

at the University of Oregon found that female academics did not always spend more time on 

“invisible work” than men; instead, it was faculty from marginalized backgrounds. Accordingly, 

it means that more needs to be done to understand the complex social locations that gendered 

people inhabit (Social Sciences Feminist Network Research Interest Group, 2017). 

Inequalities in approaches to hiring and promotion processes for men and women are also 

frequently discussed in higher education studies (Longman et al., 2018; Manfredi et al., 2014; 

Manfredi, 2017; Moore, 1987; Moss-Racusin et al., 2012). Universities claim to have a merit-

based approach in appointments; however, merit is not a “value-neutral” concept and can be 

measured in many different ways (Noon, 2010).  Higher education institutions, like other 

workplaces that are dominated by masculine norms, influence payment and promotion patterns as 

well (Bird, 2011, p. 204). Teresa Rees (2007), in her research about the gender equality agenda 

within the European Union, discusses the ETAN report on women and science, mentioning that 

various universities and research institutions maintain old-fashioned hiring practices, and they 

often rely on male-dominated networks and personal sponsorship instead of transparent, modern 

evaluation methods.  Biased hiring practices and the absence of social responsibility in certain 

universities create additional barriers for women to progress in their careers (Moss-Racusin et al., 

2012). British research on the career trajectories of female and male alumni has demonstrated that 

women face more gender bias in terms of appointment processes when trying to progress in senior 

leadership roles within academia than their male counterparts (Manfredi et al., 2014). The lack of 

access to informal groups is considered one of the critical reasons behind gender-biased promotion 

in higher education (above-mentioned “old boys’ network” or “boys’ club”), for example, 

“sponsorship often involves advancement through informal workplace norms, but these norms are 

typically male-biased and exclude women" (Moore, 1987, p. 29).   According to Göransson (2011), 

the general outcome of all previous international research is that open and transparent recruitment 

processes usually increase the chance of women’s advancement. This approach supports 

meritocratic promotion and prevents biased hiring processes.  
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Finding a balance between work and family responsibilities is a widely discussed barrier that can 

hinder women's career development in academia (Acker, 1990; Blair-Loy, 2003; Kohtamäki et al., 

2024; Meza-Mejia et al., 2023; Neale & White, 2014; Runte & Mills, 2004). This issue is closely 

tied to social expectations and traditional norms, which often place women in the primary 

responsibility for family care and home life, even when they are employed and earning an income 

(Blair-Loy, 2003). According to Acker (1990), the ideal worker traditionally represents a man 

whose life focuses on his job, while his wife or another woman is responsible for their personal 

needs and children. Balancing work and family responsibilities is especially challenging for 

women within higher education institutions due to the academic leadership demands, gender 

norms, and societal expectations (Meza-Mejia et al., 2023; Neale & White, 2014). Prioritizing 

career development and pursuing advancement can be challenging when women constantly need 

to balance parental and employee responsibilities, and they are expected to pay the ‘toll’ for 

crossing the boundary between work and family (Runte & Mills, 2004). Female academics in their 

early thirties are expected to choose alternative career pathways to balance their personal and 

professional responsibilities (Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2012), which limits their career choices to 

prioritize professional development or advancement.  The Gender Equality Strategy 2020-2025 

emphasizes the significance of this issue. It suggests that improving the work-life balance is based 

on understanding family care as a shared responsibility between both parents (European 

Commission, 2020).  

In conclusion, this chapter demonstrated the complex web of structural, cultural, and 

organizational barriers that women face while pursuing leadership in higher education. These 

diverse issues not only hinder women's progression but also reinforce a culture that normalizes 

gender inequity. The following chapter will examine the reports and policy papers that investigate 

the primary trends in gender disparities within higher education (HE) and their efforts to address 

the persistent issues.  

3.3 Policies and Reports Regarding Gender Disparities in Leadership within HE: The Role 

of Gender Equality Plans 

Gender disparities in leadership and decision-making within higher education are intensively 

discussed in global and European reports and policy papers. The most recent European 

Commission’s She Figures Report 2024 highlights that, while women make up nearly half of the 

academic staff, they remain substantially underrepresented in senior academic leadership positions 

(European Commission, 2025). The latest Global Gender Gap Report 2024 shows that based on 

current data analysis, it will take around 134 years (approximately five generations beyond the 

2030 Sustainable Development Goal target) to reach full gender parity, while the timeline for 

achieving gender parity in educational attainment is pushed to 20 years- increased 4 years 

compared to 2023 (World Economic Forum, 2024). Furthermore, the Global Gender Gap Report 

2024 also presents LinkedIn data about workforce representation, with women accounting for 42% 



16 
 

of the global workforce and 31.7% of senior leaders in all industries (World Economic Forum, 

2024). 

The justifications behind these numbers and dramatic gaps are also discussed in reports and policy 

papers. The Gender Equality Strategy 2020-2025 emphasizes the impact of social stereotypes on 

the gender pay gap and the unequal division of work-life balance for men and women (European 

Commission, 2020).  Analysis from various European reports suggests that work-life balance and 

family responsibilities have a disproportionate impact on women’s careers, leading them to part-

time work options and lower average incomes (European Commission, 2020; EIGE, 2019). 

Numbers from the Gender Equality Index 2024 report indicate that the balance between work and 

home responsibilities remains a more critical issue for women. The report claims that 54% of 

women are involved in care work daily, compared to only 31% of men among couples with 

children (EIGE, 2024). When it comes to specifically gender disparities in leadership, the Gender 

Equality Strategy 2020-2025 sheds light on the lower number of female leaders compared to male 

counterparts which in long-term has a negative influence on recruitment tendencies: “If top 

positions are held exclusively by men for a long time, this shapes the recruitment pattern for 

successors, sometimes only due to unconscious bias” (European Commission, 2020, p.13). 

According to a UNESCO report (regarding women in higher education globally), data does not 

fully represent the dramatic reality of the academic environment where women frequently face 

workplaces that favor male perspectives, leadership styles, and organizational norms (UNESCO, 

2020). The reports also emphasize the gendered division between low and high-ranking occupation 

domains which creates barriers for women to attain higher-ranking and better-paid jobs: the OECD 

report (2020) provides information regarding the state of education around the world and 

underlines that male students dominate areas related to higher earnings such as engineering, 

manufacturing, construction, and ICT, while women students usually study in lower-paid domains 

namely humanities.  

Due to the importance of addressing gender disparities in education, promoting equality is a core 

value in European policy papers. The Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union emphasizes 

the need to ensure full equality in working life across all member states. It enforces eliminating 

inequalities: “In all its activities, the Union shall aim to eliminate inequalities and to promote 

equality between men and women” (European Union, 2012, p.53). In her research about the gender 

equality agenda at higher education within the European Union, Teresa Rees (2007) highlights the 

Women and Science Unit (set up in the Directorate-General) as one of the critical institutional 

tools to promote gender equality in the universities of Europe within various gender-

mainstreaming activities, including gender balance in decision making, equality indicators, gender 

impact assessments, networking, etc. The writer also discusses policy approaches developed 

within the European Union: equal treatment, which refers to women being treated the same as 

men; Positive action, which can address barriers but is often temporary and contested; and gender 

mainstreaming, a deeper strategy that integrates gender into institutional structures and challenges 

the assumption that academia and science are neutral. Bagihole (2009) argues that amongst the 
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above-mentioned policy approaches, Europe’s focus has shifted from promoting equal treatment 

toward implementing positive action, which includes focusing on flexible legislation. 

Supporting gender equality is a key aspect of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 

(SDG), which aims to achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls (United Nations, 

2015). More specifically, ESG target 5.5 highlights the importance of “equal opportunities for 

leadership at all levels of decision-making in political, economic, and public life” (United Nations, 

2015). One of the key documents, The World Declaration on Higher Education for the Twenty-

first Century (adopted by UNESCO, 1998), sheds light on overcoming socio-economic, cultural, 

and political obstacles that hinder women's full access and integration in academia. Article 4 

discusses enhancing women's participation and promotion:  

Further efforts are required to eliminate all gender stereotyping in higher education, to 

consider gender aspects in different disciplines, and to consolidate women’s participation 

at all levels and in all disciplines, in which they are under-represented, and, in particular, 

to enhance their active involvement in decision-making. (UNESCO, 1998, p. 5).   

One of the policy papers that directly addresses gender disparities in higher education is the Gender 

Equality Plan (GEP), which serves as the primary document for the analysis part of the present 

research. Shifting from a recommendation of GEPs to a requirement within EU funding under 

Horizon Europe, the importance of the document in R&I systems has notably increased (European 

Research Executive Agency, 2024). According to the Horizon Europe guideline, the definition of 

the Gender Equality Plan is the following: “A GEP is a set of commitments and actions that aim 

to promote gender equality in an organization through institutional and cultural change” (European 

Commission, 2021, p.5). According to Chapter 4 of the Horizon Europe Guidance on Gender 

Equality Plans, the mandatory process includes publication and official endorsement of the GEP, 

dedicating resources to implement the GEP, establishing a monitoring framework to track 

sex/gender-disaggregated data, and awareness-raising training activities (European Commission, 

2024). Besides the mandatory elements of the document, the universities are suggested to include 

gender balance in leadership and decision-making as one of the main thematic areas, including 

targeted training, developing selection and appointment processes, etc. (European Commission, 

2021) 

According to a report about GEP implementation across Europe, a survey demonstrated that the 

document has a positive impact on the following institutional processes: using gender-sensitive 

language, social perceptions of rights, inclusion of gender dimension in HEI policy documents, 

increased knowledge regarding report gender-based violence, and reduction of gender bias in 

assessment procedures (European Research Executive Agency, 2024). On the other hand, due to 

the mandatory nature of the GEP in specific organizations, it serves only as a formal document; 

for example, even in a favorable environment, a top-down implementation of GEPs reinforced by 

external pressure risks being perceived as a formal requisite rather than focusing on real impact 

(Caprile et al., 2022). Additionally, having a Plan document does not guarantee a direct positive 
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impact on gendered processes within universities; most Plans require ongoing monitoring and 

updates to measure the extent of their effect (Kohtamäki et al., 2024). Furthermore, the 

sociocultural environment context plays a critical role in developing gender equality policies. For 

example, as the case study demonstrates in Poland, the challenging factors in advancing gender 

equality Plans are connected with political context, cultural factors, financial resources, and limited 

policy actions at the national level (European Research Executive Agency, 2024). According to 

the Guidelines on Gender Equality Implementation Plan, the central aspect of designing a context-

based tailored GEP is conducting a thorough gender audit to observe existing practices, policies, 

and identify the culture related to gender equality (Cankar, 2025). This approach supports 

identifying gender gaps and forming targeted strategies to address context-related challenges.  

Besides considering contextual challenges, the issue of ineffective implementation of gender 

equality measures in higher education cannot be addressed by individual institutions acting alone. 

Catalonia stands out as a successful example of coordinated feminist effort, which effectively re-

gendered quality assurance processes and established incentives to promote faculty involvement 

in gender-focused curriculum reform (Verge, 2021). The research about the policy changes in 

gender-blind higher education curriculum in Catalonia has proven that making mainstream 

institutions (a legislative chamber, a network of universities, an inter-university council, and a 

quality assurance agency)  involved through feminist strategic alliances is critical not only during 

the initial phases of policy development, such as agenda-setting, formulation, and adoption but 

also throughout the essential stages of implementation and evaluation (Verge, 2021). This example 

demonstrates the critical importance of implementing team access to decision-making within 

institutions and their ability to collaborate with relevant stakeholders. According to the Guidelines 

on Gender Equality Implementation Plan, the outcomes of GEP implementation depend on 

implementing teams, which typically consist of young researchers without any institutional power, 

which hinders the effectiveness of these policies (Cankar, 2025). Alternatively, to drive 

institutional reforms, a critical role should be given to change agents who are gender experts, 

possess negotiation skills, strategic framing, and can mobilize stakeholders (Cankar, 2025). 

Observing the Gender Equality Plan is especially critical in the Hungarian context. The research 

about women's underrepresentation in R&I, which explores four different European countries 

(Austria, Denmark, Hungary, and Spain), emphasizes that gender equality-connected actions in 

Hungary tend to simply respond to external pressure at the organizational level,  instead of 

consistently promoting women’s equal rights (Striebing et al., 2020). The authors name several 

specific actions, including an Equal Opportunity Plan, European Commission’s guidelines, EU-

compliant grant requirements, or corporate policies. This approach increases the chance that a 

Gender Equality Plan, a mandatory document prescribed by the Horizon Europe framework, is 

simply produced to fulfill requirements rather than to drive genuine change within the 

organization. 

This chapter reflected on policy papers and reports addressing gender disparities in higher 

education leadership. It emphasized the role of GEPs in developing a more equal institutional 
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environment (which depends heavily on local context and implementation procedures). The 

following chapter will focus on the Hungarian context to identify the primary characteristics of 

national cultural, political, and institutional elements that influence gender equality in higher 

education leadership. 

3.4 Hungarian Context  

As mentioned above, gender inequality is a critical issue in Hungary at the national level. Data 

presented in the introduction demonstrated that, according to the European Institute for Gender 

Equality (2024), Hungary is positioned second to last among the 27 EU member states on the 

Gender Equality Index. At the same time, Hungary has ranked last among all European member 

states in the domain of power (with 27.1 points) since 2010 (EIGE, 2024). From a global 

perspective, the Global Gender Gap Report 2024 demonstrates that Hungary is in 101st place out 

of 146 countries, with a trend of decline from 99th place. It shows the substantial gender gap in 

political empowerment with Rank 143 (Score: 0.000) - no female ministers (World Economic 

Forum, 2024). 

The gender disparities in Hungary persist in several sectors, including higher education leadership, 

where the proportion of female students exceeds 50%, while only 20% of full professors are female 

(Lannert & Nagy, 2020). These gaps are interconnected with complex structural and socio-political 

dynamics that shape Hungarian society and organizational cultures. From a political perspective, 

even though joining the EU in 2004 reinforced Hungary's commitment to establishing various 

policies related to gender equality, these documents revealed inconsistencies due to insufficient 

political will and responsibility, including the absence of monitoring tools and a lack of focus on 

the actual needs of Hungarian women (Abusalha, 2024). Krizsán and Zentai (2006) suggest that 

the gender equality strategy tools lack a clear direction and are ineffective, particularly due to the 

limited integration of gender mainstreaming practices. Furthermore, one of the key factors shaping 

gender equality policies in higher education and across other sectors in Hungary is the 

government’s anti-gender political climate, which began in 2010 with strong anti-feminist rhetoric. 

For example, this was evident in the case of the Gender Studies Master's program, which was 

deleted from the state register of the HE programs, despite the Hungarian Accreditation Committee 

having previously granted it full accreditation. (Lannert & Nagy, 2020). The government did not 

even hide that it was an ideology-based decision (Kováts & Rónay, 2021). The main actions related 

to the development of the gender equality policy are inconsistent and remain at the organizational 

level; for example, even though the National Strategy for the Promotion of Gender Equality was 

adopted in 2010, Hungary did not fully implement it in practice (Striebing et al., 2020). In her 

book, Gender Regime of Anti-Liberal Hungary, Éva Fodor (2022) describes Hungarian gender 

politics as a “carefare regime.” The author claims that the Hungarian state system strengthens 

traditional gender roles while overburdening women with both paid labor and unpaid care. 

“Carefare regime” is a state response to the care crisis built in the current authoritarian, anti-liberal 
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context, when the state ties social rights to care work and parenthood instead of providing broad 

welfare:  

I call Hungary’s anti-liberal solution a “carefare” regime. Carefare is a form of state 

response to the care crisis, a set of social policies, policy implementation, and related 

discourse within an anti-liberal political culture and an authoritarian capitalist economy. 

Carefare is not the only possible anti-liberal response to the crisis of care, but it is 

undoubtedly one of them, and a successful mutant at least in the short run. (Fodor, 2022, 

p.30) 

Female underrepresentation in academic leadership is also closely tied to traditional norms and 

perceptions rooted in Hungarian society, particularly parental expectations of women (Abusalha, 

2024; Herke et al., 2021; Lannert & Nagy, 2020; Paksi et al., 2016). After 1989, as one of the 

socialist countries, Hungary experienced massive cuts in state subsidies, including less state 

support for care work, despite a low average household income (Striebing et al., 2020). 

Consequently, in Hungary, this shift influenced the employment rate for mothers who started 

extending paid paternal leaves (Fodor & Kispeter, 2014). Prioritizing family responsibility is a key 

element in the contemporary political agenda: “Policies connected to family friendliness are the 

focus of governmental interest” (Striebing et al., 2020). Since 2010, government policy has shifted 

its focus to family policy and demographic issues, including fertility and marriage, rather than 

overseeing the implementation of gender equality (Lannert & Nagy, 2020). Looking at the overall 

country’s gender regime, the most relevant interpretation of its model is “interpreted dual earner,” 

which refers to the situation where women work full-time and take household responsibilities 

(Striebing et al., 2020). According to life course research of PhD graduates at the Corvinus 

University of Budapest, respondents cited prioritizing family life responsibilities (including raising 

children) as a substantial challenge in academic career development (Herke et al., 2019). 

Furthermore, findings from a study on Hungarian female PhD students reveal that women face the 

dilemma of taking career breaks due to family responsibilities, as this decision is perceived as a 

termination of their academic progress (Paksi et al., 2016). 

Due to the above political and social factors, the representation of female academics in higher 

education is notably low in Hungary. For instance, in the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, only 

6.2% of its members are female (Lannert & Nagy, 2020). Substantial gender disparity is also 

characteristic of the academic positions hierarchy in Hungarian universities where women are less 

presented in higher-ranking roles: for instance, women slightly outnumber men in assistant lecturer 

positions while there is a 56.2% gap between men and women in full professor positions (21.95% 

women and  78.1% men) (Lannert & Nagy, 2020). Cultural factors are an internal part of the 

organizational norms of universities. For example, the BME case study demonstrated that in 

certain situations, female academics may be unable to stand up for themselves due to cultural 

influences or norms, such as male dominance in department meetings (Abusalha, 2024).  
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In conclusion, this chapter has demonstrated the complex context of gender disparities in higher 

education leadership in Hungary, which is tightly connected to political and cultural factors. By 

exploring the diverse national context dynamics, this chapter has laid the groundwork for 

understanding why progress toward gender equity in Hungarian academic leadership remains 

uneven.  
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Chapter 4: Methodology  

This chapter provides a detailed description of the methodology utilized in the research. It 

describes the study design and justification for choosing a qualitative research methodology. 

Furthermore, the chapter also includes a data collection method and data analysis procedures. At 

the end, it provides information regarding limitations.  

4.1. Research Design  

To explore the organizational culture of Eötvös Loránd University and its influence on gender 

disparities in leadership, this study utilizes a qualitative case study design. A qualitative approach 

was selected because it enables an in-depth examination of participants’ lived experiences, 

perceptions, and interpretations of organizational culture (Creswell & Poth, 2016; Creswell, 2007). 

According to Creswell (2007), the qualitative approach refers to a comprehensive process that 

flows from big-picture beliefs (worldview), moves through theoretical perspective, and continues 

into hands-on methods for deeply understanding human meaning and experience. Consequently, 

this study does not aim to generate statistically general findings, but to develop context-specific 

insights into the mechanics shaping women’s career advancement in higher education leadership.  

Creswell’s (2007) understanding of social constructivism (often combined with interpretivism) 

supports the research, recognizing that individuals tend to understand the world they live and work 

in by developing subjective meanings of their experiences. According to social constructivism and 

interpretivism, culture is embedded in shared meanings, practices, and values. This perspective is 

particularly relevant for examining gender disparities, as meaning and values within HE 

organizational culture are created through social interaction or personal experiences. So while 

exploring the mechanisms of developing gender patterns within the organizational culture of 

ELTE, the research acknowledges the role of socio-cultural and political contexts in shaping 

organizational processes and leadership trajectories. 

As mentioned earlier, ELTE was chosen as a single-institution case study due to its prominence in 

Hungarian higher education. According to the Center for World University Rankings (CWUR, 

2025), ELTE has been placed among the top 2.4% of universities worldwide, and it has retained 

its leading position in the country since 2014. Furthermore, the gender equality context made 

ELTE a more relevant target university, including events such as incidents of sexism and gender-

based violence in 2013 and 2014 (Gregor et al., 2017), and the existence of a formal Gender 

Equality Plan. As one of the largest and most influential universities in Hungary, ELTE’s 

organizational culture can be seen as both reflective of national academic trends and a potential 

site for institutional change. 
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4.2 Data Collection 

Participants were selected using purposive sampling (Palinkas et al., 2015), targeting ELTE 

representatives holding leadership positions across multiple faculties. One of the key goals was to 

choose a diverse sample representing the majority of faculties due to the increased number of 

faculties (the university consists of nine of them) at ELTE. The sample included ten semi-

structured interviewees from varying leadership positions, such as faculty deans, department 

heads, research group leaders, and program coordinators. Furthermore, an inclusive approach was 

used regarding gender representation to provide an equal chance for female and male colleagues 

to share their insights. More specifically, particular attention was paid to choosing male leaders 

from female-dominated faculties and female leaders from faculties where male staff are 

overrepresented. Inclusion criteria required participants to (1) hold or have recently held a 

leadership role at Eötvös Loránd University, and (2) have at least three years of working experience 

at the university. This approach guaranteed interviewees’ in-depth personal understanding of 

ELTE’s organizational culture and its impact on gender disparities within leadership. Invi tations 

were sent via email, and participation was voluntary. The study received approval from the 

Research Ethics Committee at Eötvös Loránd University (reference number: 2025/272), and all 

participants provided informed consent before data collection. 

For collecting data, two primary sources were used:  

1) Semi-structured interviews, where questions were based on Schein’s and Acker’s 

frameworks, and existing literature about gender disparities in higher education leadership. 

Interviews lasted 45-75 minutes. They focused on observing participants’ perception of 

organizational culture at ELTE, visible symbols and practices of leadership, formal gender 

equality policies, and underlying cultural beliefs about gender and leadership. Interviews 

were conducted entirely online via Microsoft Teams and recorded with consent.  

2) Document analysis included exploring the Gender Equality Plan to examine how its stated 

values and strategies align with participants’ accounts of everyday practices. The document 

was analyzed using the same thematic framework as the interview data, allowing direct 

comparison between policy and lived experience. 

Detailed information regarding sample members includes their gender and faculty affiliation.  Due 

to the sensitivity of the topic and data protection, the specific leadership status of the interviewees 

is not disclosed. Furthermore, to ensure complete confidentiality, the faculty names and 

participants' genders are not cross-referenced or interconnected. As mentioned earlier, the sample 

consisted of ten participants, three male and seven female leaders. These leaders will be mentioned 

as Female P1, Male P2, Female P3, Male P4, Female P5, Female P6, Female P7, Female P8, Male 

P9, and Female P10 in the analysis. When it comes to the faculties, the sample included 

participants from the following nine different faculties: Economics, Education & Psychology, 
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Humanities, Informatics, Law, Primary and Pre-school Education, Science, Social Sciences, and 

Special Needs Education. 

4.3 Data Analysis 

The qualitative data analysis included transcribing the audio recordings from the semi-structured 

interviews via the AI transcription feature in Microsoft Teams. Each transcript was carefully 

checked and compared to the recording to avoid inaccuracies. As the next step, data familiarization 

and coding were conducted in ATLAS.ti. Qualitative data analysis software (QDA software). The 

interview data were analyzed using thematic analysis as described by Braun and Clarke (2006, 

2022), more specifically, a deductive method driven by theory. According to Braun and Clarke 

(2006), deductive thematic analysis allows the researcher to make coding that is directed by 

existing concepts or specific research questions. Consequently, the semi-structured interviews 

were analyzed using a deductive approach, informed by Schein’s (2017) three levels of 

organizational culture and Acker’s (1990) theory of Gendered Organizations. Deductive thematic 

analysis enabled the integration of and established a conceptual framework with data collected 

through semi-structured interviews, ensuring that the themes remained grounded in participants’ 

lived experiences while being interpreted through the lens of existing theories. While the three 

main themes were defined a priori, inductive (Braun & Clarke, 2006) coding was applied to 

identify subthemes that emerged from the data, ensuring that unexpected but relevant patterns were 

incorporated into the analysis. 

The analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six phases of thematic analysis. Phase one 

included familiarization with all ten interview transcripts. At this stage, transcripts were read 

multiple times, and initial notes were made to highlight insights related to gender and leadership 

references. Phase two was dedicated to initial coding, where data extracts were assigned to one of 

the top-level categories and corresponding subthemes. While the coding framework was pre-

defined, inductive subcodes were added when new patterns emerged. The Third phase focused on 

grouping subcodes under their relevant central themes; Phase four was dedicated to revisiting all 

transcripts to ensure consistency in coding and check that no relevant data were missing. The fifth 

phase included defining and naming themes to capture their essence and relation to the research 

question. At the final stage, data extracts were selected to demonstrate each theme, ensuring 

representation from multiple participants and leadership levels. 

Moving to coding, coding each top-level category was divided into subthemes (see Table 1 below), 

reflecting specific dimensions relevant to gender and leadership in higher education. For example, 

Artifacts encompassed “overall organizational culture,” “visible leadership symbols,” “division of 

work,” and “work–life balance.” 

 

http://atlas.ti/
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Table 1. Summary of Themes and Subthemes Identified Through Hybrid Thematic Analysis 

Main Theme Subtheme  Example Data Extract 

Artifacts Overall organizational culture  “One of the central values of 

ELTE is the diversity 

represented by the individual 

Faculties” 

Visible leadership symbols  “I think that, in general, male 

and female leaders have 

different leadership styles within 

ELTE.” 

Division of work  “Women often take on more 

analytical, hardworking, 

unfavorable, and detailed tasks.” 

Work-life balance  “The idea of work–life balance 

doesn’t really exist at the 

university in general. For 

leaders, it’s even worse.” 

Espoused values  Gender Equality Plan “I’m not sure what is included in 

the Gender Equality Plan.” 

Appointment processes “I don’t think there’s any formal 

preparation for leadership. 

…there’s no formal path to get 

there.” 

Bias in promotions “At the university, job positions 

are officially announced, but in 

most cases, you already know 

who will get the position even 
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before the announcement.” 

Underlying assumptions  Socio-political context  “The Hungarian Academy of 

Sciences has a significant impact 

on behavioral patterns at 

universities.” 

Image of a successful leader  “If someone wants to be a good 

leader, they must possess 

empathy, be able to solve 

problems, and communicate 

effectively.” 

Informal networks 

 

“When a new leader is appointed 

to a position, they usually prefer 

to work with people they know 

well.” 

 

To ensure accuracy, coding decisions were documented in QDA software. Coded extracts were 

cross-checked across all transcripts to guarantee reliability, and interpretations were compared 

against the theoretical framework to avoid researcher bias. Quotations from interviewees are not 

modified to ensure transparency and word-for-word reflection of participants’ insights. This 

approach enabled the study to connect individual narratives to broader organizational culture and 

its gender dynamics, underlying how visible structures, stated policies, and implicit cultural norms 

collectively shape women’s leadership opportunities at Eötvös Loránd University.  
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Chapter 5: Findings  

This chapter presents the analysis of qualitative data on factors influencing gender equality in 

leadership at Eötvös Loránd University. As mentioned earlier, the findings of the study have been 

analyzed through the lens of Schein’s (2017) three levels of organizational culture and interpreted 

through Acker’s (1990) theory of gendered organizations. This chapter is structured according to 

the three main themes of thematic analysis. First, artifacts and their gendered aspects, including 

overall organizational culture, leadership symbols, work division, and work-life balance. Second, 

espoused values embodied by the Gender Equality Plan, which are observed through the insights 

and daily experiences of the participants. Finally, underlying assumptions, such as hidden, taken-

for-granted beliefs and their gendered nature, are crucial for understanding the socio-political 

background and images of leaders rooted in the Hungarian context. Detailed analysis of qualitative 

data addresses research questions formulated in the introduction. Specifically, the findings explore: 

the role of visible cultural elements in shaping access to leadership; the alignment between the 

Gender Equality Plan’s commitments and everyday practices; and the underlying cultural 

assumptions about gender and leadership that influence women’s career progression. 

 

5.1. Artifacts 

This section discusses findings that describe the overall organizational culture of ELTE and its 

visible symbols related to leadership, work division, and work-life balance. Background 

information regarding organizational culture is followed by subthemes interpreted through Acker’s 

Gendered Organization Theory to emphasize the influence of visible artifacts on women's access 

to leadership positions.   

5.1.1 Overall Organizational Culture  

Across the interviews, participants described ELTE’s overall organizational culture as a diverse, 

faculty-driven, and heterogeneous institution. Since each faculty enjoys autonomy, organization 

members see ELTE as “basically nine different universities” (Female P3), with each of them 

maintaining its modes of operation and expectations. For example, formality varies across 

faculties: At the Law faculty, "formalities do matter” (Female P1), and people are usually 

addressed according to their academic title, while at the faculty of Humanities, people “continually 

strive to promote a more informal style” (Male P9), including communication and clothing habits. 

However, sometimes faculty subcultures tend to adopt the overall organizational culture: for 

instance, even though the faculty of Economics is internally more informal, its members follow 

broader “shared customs and traditions” (Female P6) at external meetings to represent ELTE. This 

contextual shift from internal informality demonstrates that, at the organizational level, formality 

is present, primarily when the university interacts with an external audience.  



28 
 

This diversity and autonomy are beneficial and disadvantageous for organizational culture 

members at the same time. From the perspective of maintaining independence, it allows faculties 

to be self-reliant, but it weakens cross-faculty connection, or solidarity. For example, Female P3 

emphasized the lack of community in addressing local issues, such as building maintenance or 

sharing overhead costs, when, instead of solidarity or sharing responsibilities, faculties usually 

“stick to their independence”. Female P 10 describes this heterogeneous culture as “added value” 

for ELTE, which also produces “multi-layered procedures” negatively impacting organizational 

resilience. Furthermore, the extent of diversity and independence can sometimes limit the sharing 

of information between different faculty members and raise concerns about community 

engagement. Due to the separate formal and informal communication systems (including an 

internal communication department, newsletters, and publicity), information sharing across the 

university is fragmented. While the majority of leaders describe their faculty environment as 

supportive, they also emphasize low participation in collective events or a lack of organizational-

level get-together occasions.  

Moving to the management culture within the ELTE, top-level governance emerged as one of the 

strongest determinants of the institutional environment:  

I think that at the top level, the leadership of the university and the overall culture are 

prescribed mainly by the structure of the institution. The Rector is at the top, followed by 

the Vice Rectors, then the senior leadership, and the faculty councils. So, I believe the 

structure is quite strictly defined (Male P4).  

Overall governance of the university is democratic, providing space for faculty members to share 

their opinions; however, final decisions are usually made at the top level. At the faculty, 

governance style varies notably; however, the majority of leaders emphasized joint decision-

making, including the dean, vice deans, and the faculty board.  

5.1.2. Visible Leadership Symbols  

The majority of participants across faculties generally described an everyday clothing style that is 

informal and casual for female and male leaders, with few exceptions where a more formal style 

is expected, such as in the Faculty of Law or the Faculty of Science. However, when it comes to 

top-level leadership meetings, ceremonial or high-stakes occasions, people tend to dress up more 

formally, with suits for men and “elegant dresses” for women. For example, Female P3 mentioned, 

“When I attend university leaders’ meetings, I try to be a little less casual, meaning a bit more 

formal.” A similar idea of having different expectations toward leaders regarding dressing up is 

echoed in the notion of Female P5: “At the faculty leadership level, people typically dress more 

formally… leaders should dress more elegantly than regular staff,” though it does not have a 

mandatory nature. However, these expectations do not vary according to gender; for example, a 

leader from the faculty of Economics emphasizes the long history of arranging graduation 
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ceremonies in a specific manner with traditional rituals, settings, and even movements (shaking 

hands of graduates) that are the same for leaders regardless of their gender.  

While top-level leadership is perceived as prestigious within the ELTE’s organizational culture, 

being the faculty head is associated with additional responsibilities and administrative tasks. For 

some leaders, promotion to faculty leadership (including faculty or department head positions) is 

not even connected to career advancement.  Female P7 comments about becoming a faculty leader: 

“I recall individuals who would rather become a principal investigator in a research group than 

head of a department, because being a PI brings more success, more publications, and helps 

advance their research career”. Thus, male academics dominate top-level leadership at ELTE, 

while faculty heads which “is not a position of strong power” (Male P9),  are usually their female 

colleagues. This gender dynamic resonates with Acker’s (1990) concept of gendered structure 

processes, which describes men in the highest position of organizational power. “Due to tradition,” 

(Male P9), higher-ranking positions are still dominated by men, and at some faculties, the Dean 

position is held by men, while female colleagues occupy Vice-dean positions, which require doing 

more work. According to Female P3, heads of departments are not “big male professors” with 

impressive CVs, but instead, this position is held by somebody who is very diligent and keeps the 

deadlines. 

Leadership style and expectations vary across faculties. A leader from the Faculty of Humanities 

mentioned that within the ELTE organizational culture, academics personally know each other for 

years, and expectations about leaders are associated with their academic background and 

personalities, regardless of their gender. However, other faculty representatives emphasized 

gender symbols related to leadership at the university. One of the most visible symbols at ELTE 

is the gender gap in the representation of male and female leaders at the top level. Apart from that,  

Male P9 emphasized that leadership roles are still perceived as male-oriented positions, which is 

a reflection of the Hungarian context. Female P10 even described different expectations of 

leadership styles for male and female leaders within ELTE’s organizational culture:  

Men tend to make autocratic decisions, whereas women benefit from multi-level 

negotiation mechanisms, listening to the other party, and less immediate revelation. 

Regardless of this, some excellent male leaders can understand the other party's points of 

view and transparently discuss them. The leadership and leadership style defined by men 

are fundamental. 

These expectations regarding gender resonate with Acker’s (1990) five gendered processes, 

specifically symbolism, which refers to cultural symbols reinforcing gender division within an 

organization. Female P5 describes the situation when students (especially girls) expected her to 

ignore rules and make exceptions because she was a female leader: “I think they assumed it would 

be easier for them to reach the goal by ignoring the rules, as I was a woman”. The same female 

leader also emphasized her colleagues, mentioning that “we behave differently when you’re here,” 

explaining that women's presence would make the tone of the discussion softer. She reflected that 
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this might be linked to motherhood, or simply “seeing the world from a different perspective”, 

which brings more diversity in decision-making.  

Based on the insights from the majority of leaders, the language used in leadership at ELTE is 

gender-neutral and does not exhibit gender dynamics. However, some of them emphasize apparent 

differences in languages at the university. For example, female P10 mentions that usually at 

scientific board meetings, male colleagues are addressed according to their scientific or managerial 

titles, while their female counterparts are “often addressed by their first names, and even by their 

nicknames”. Another female participant also mentions being addressed with a nickname at the 

leader's meeting in an informal manner. These language differences in terms of addressing leaders 

may serve to reinforce men’s authority by consistently acknowledging their titles, while 

positioning women more informally through the use of first names or nicknames. These patterns 

align with Ackers' (1990) observation that symbolic forms, including language and titles, can 

reproduce gender hierarchies and power dynamics.  

Interactions between leaders at ELTE, while generally described as collegial and supportive, also 

reveal subtle gender nuances. Some participants emphasized small, almost imperceptible gestures, 

such as situations where two people began speaking simultaneously, a man might defer to a woman 

by saying, “No, you start first,” questioning if it is a gender-based pattern (Male P 2). The same 

male leader mentioned how gender expectations define small talk subjects in some instances. He 

described a situation in which he engaged in small talk about a plant with the female Dean. Still, 

he noted that he would not expect to have a similar conversation with male colleagues, implicitly 

assuming that a man would not be responsible for taking care of the plant. These informal 

exchanges demonstrate subtle biases impacting casual interactions between colleagues at ELTE.  

Some leaders reported more noticeable gender dynamics related to the interaction between female 

and male colleagues. Female P5 shared her experience regarding her male colleague, who listened 

to her attentively and demonstrated a respectful attitude towards her during one-on-one 

interactions. In contrast, while they were interacting in larger groups with other colleagues, “he 

would suddenly play as if he were “the big guy.” Female P5 claimed that with other leaders around, 

this same colleague would even try to present already discussed ideas (between two of them) as 

his own. Even though the male leader’s attitude in this particular situation to demonstrate his 

symbolic dominance was visible, the female leader reported that it took her a long time to 

recognize her colleague's attempt to overshadow her to reinforce his higher status in front of others. 

Female P3 also described another interaction that she interpreted through a gendered lens. 

According to her, during the formal meeting, one male and one female Dean were discussing 

something, when the male Dean told his female colleague, ‘I’m sure you don’t know who 

Szoboszlai is.’ (Szoboszlai is one of the most famous Hungarian football players.) Female P3 

mentioned that even though these two Deans were discussing a broader topic (about the cost of 

hiring prestigious foreign professors) before making this comment, she was still impacted:  
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I silenced myself. I didn’t say, ‘Dean X, you shouldn’t say that to a female Dean.’ I just 

recognized what happened, but I think it was wiser not to confront him then. You can feel 

the power differences in that room… I’m still in a subordinate position. 

These gendered interactions within ELTE’s organizational culture resemble the interaction process 

described by Acker (1990), who emphasizes the production of patterns that validate dominance-

submission. 

5.1.3. Work Division 

Participants’ accounts suggest that even though overall performance expectations are the same for 

everyone at ELTE, non-teaching, unfavorable, administrative, and detail-oriented tasks are usually 

assigned to women. In the majority of the faculties, the positions of secretaries and administration 

are held by female colleagues. Some participants claim that it is hard to find male administration 

at the university level. For example, the Faculty of Primary and Pre-school Education has around 

twenty administrators, and only one of them is male. While the majority of male leaders are usually 

associated with external representation of ELTE, their female counterparts are in charge of internal 

and administrative tasks. Female P10 emphasizes work division at the university from the 

perspective of male and female working areas: 

As I mentioned, senior management tasks, the substantive, external (scientific, 

organizational, and chancellor level) representation of the university, have so far been 

performed mainly by men. …The leading scientific and educational bodies are also headed 

mainly by men. The tasks of supporting students (e.g., students with special needs) are 

carried out by a female leader.  

Thus, the overall pattern of task division aligns with Acker’s (1990, 2012) idea of reproducing 

gender division of labor within organizational culture, even though it is not formally supported. 

Several leaders highlighted the tendency to allocate time-consuming, detail-oriented tasks to 

women. Female P6 mentions that although at her faculty, performance evaluation is algorithm-

based, at another faculty (she doesn’t specify), male leaders avoid doing generally unfavorable 

tasks and transfer them to female colleagues. Female P7 shared a similar opinion that at ELTE, 

women do more administrative work than men. She reported male leaders who try to avoid 

administrative tasks such as handling mail, Neptune, or other administrative systems and transfer 

them to their colleagues, which is not true for female leaders.  

The gender division of work at ELTE places certain expectations on leaders in their everyday 

university life. Even though the majority of leaders mentioned that teaching and research tasks are 

equally divided, Male P4 emphasized that male colleagues mainly lead research projects. He 

highlighted that, usually, bringing forward the research proposals is expected from male 

academics. Female P3 described another gender-related expectation, specifically availability and 

providing emotional support: “They [students] expect me, as a female professor, to respond to 
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emails immediately. But if I were a male professor, you would deal with the missing daddy issue.” 

The same leader mentioned that this expectation increases the risk for female colleagues to slip 

into an “always-available assistant”, or “loveable” role:  

A female professional is often perceived as either attractive and lovable or competent, but 

rarely both at once. So you feel like you have to choose. If you want to be lovable, you slip 

into that role. But I try to remind them [my colleagues] not to self-exploit by providing 

unpaid emotional labor just to be “lovable”. It’s not your job. 

5.1.4. Work-life Balance  

Participants’ reflection on work-life balance reveals that struggling to harmonize professional and 

personal life is usual for most leaders at ELTE. As Male P4 describes within ELTE’s 

organizational culture, “both men and women understand that being a university lecturer is not just 

an eight-hour-a-day job”. The majority of the leaders emphasize that working extra is perceived 

as usual, and it is especially complicated for leaders to prevent working during their free time: “So, 

the idea of work–life balance doesn’t exist at the university in general. For leaders, it’s even worse” 

(Female P7).  

Leaders across different faculties emphasized that they do not see gender bias regarding balancing 

family and professional responsibilities. The Law faculty representative mentioned that colleagues 

show a supportive attitude when someone needs to leave early or has to set appointments around 

childcare responsibilities. Male P4 also underlined that gender does not influence this issue, and 

balancing childcare responsibilities and work tasks can be challenging for men as well. Similarly, 

Male P2 recounted that both fathers and mothers could openly say they were caring for sick 

children, and these responsibilities were accepted without stigma.  

At the same time, some leaders discussed how family responsibilities and structural expectations 

intersect to influence women’s academic progression in specific situations. Female P6 noted that 

balancing family and work responsibilities does not directly force women to leave academia. Still, 

when prioritizing family responsibilities, it slows their progress, compared to men with fewer 

family obligations. One of the female leaders mentioned the personal toll of this issue, recalling 

how she constantly apologized to her children (due to a lack of time), which influenced her 

decision to leave university. From the structural perspective, Female P10 emphasized that the 

scientific career itself is “male-centric”, with regulations that barely accommodate childcare 

during doctoral training or career advancement, which in turn makes it harder for women to reach 

senior leadership positions. Taken together, these perspectives demonstrate personal struggles and 

systematic barriers influencing the ability of women to balance work and family responsibilities.  
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Figure 2. Artifacts- Visible Cultural Symbols at ELTE (created by the author, based on Schein, 2017, and interview analysis). 

5.1.5 Conclusion 

This chapter has demonstrated the first layer of the ELTE’s organizational culture, including 

artifacts such as visible leadership symbols, work division patterns, and work-life balance. The 

analysis emphasized the gendered nature of each symbol, and an interpretation will follow in the 

discussion. The summary of artifacts describing cultural symbols of ELTE is demonstrated in 

Figure 2 below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



34 
 

5.2 Espoused Values 

This chapter is dedicated to analyzing the Gender Equality Plan at ELTE. It includes a brief 

overview of the document’s critical aspects and primary objectives. Since in this research GEP is 

observed as an espoused value in terms of gender equality at ELTE, the document will be 

compared to the lived experiences of interviewees. Specifically, the analysis will examine 

awareness and implementation of GEP, and how the document’s objectives align with daily 

appointment and promotion practices.  

5.2.1 Gender Equality Plan and its implementation 

The Gender Equality Plan (2021) at Eötvös Loránd University is the formal and explicit 

representation of ELTE’s espoused values on gender equality. Creating GEP was initiated by the 

ELTE University Leaders' Conference and developed by the Equal Opportunities Committee 

under the coordination of the Third Mission Strategy Office. The working group established GEP’s 

mission around compliance with the Horizon Europe framework and providing an instrument for 

institutional change to embed gender equality into ELTE’s organizational culture. According to 

the main principles of the document, equity, credibility, compliance with the EU framework, and 

the contribution of university citizens are essential concepts. Each stage of the GEP, which 

includes creation, implementation, and monitoring, is open to individuals from ELTE and provides 

them with the opportunity to be active participants. 

The Gender Equity Plan defines six main objectives to support equality and determines actions 

and responsibilities for each aim. Six thematic priorities of the document are as follows: the 

university’s organizational and institutional system; organizational culture and desegregation; 

work-life balance; combating sexism, violence, and gender-based harassment; gender equality 

perspective into research and education; and infrastructure and services. 

The document provides an overview of gender equality at ELTE by describing the data on gender 

representation within the university. Statistical data across nine faculties highlights the existing 

gender gap in leadership in academic and managerial positions. Data resonates with previously 

discussed trends in higher education, such as women's underrepresentation in leadership despite 

increased participation. This is true in the ELTE context in both academic and managerial 

leadership. Data represented in the document reveals that only 36% of associate professors are 

women compared to 64% of their male colleagues. However, at the teaching assistant level, the 

percentage of men sharply decreases to 37%, while the number almost doubles for women, with 

63%. The data regarding academic positions reveal that women’s strong presence at the entry-

level positions does not translate into equal access to higher-level positions. Similarly, even though 

the overall representation of female and male colleagues in management is approximately equal 

(3% in favor of men), in senior management, the gap is considerable, with 68% of male senior 

leaders and 32% of female senior leaders. This gap is similarly reflected in terms of participation 
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in committees, where the higher the prestige, importance, or scientific relevance of the committee, 

the lower the proportion of women involved. 

In addition to this data, the GEP incorporates results from internal research (2018 and 2020 surveys 

on employee satisfaction and needs conducted by ELTE), which emphasizes various working areas 

characterized by gender differences. According to this research, male employees at ELTE feel 

more recognized than women; however, their commitment is lower than that of their female 

colleagues, resulting in a lighter workload for men. GEP emphasizes the need for a deeper 

investigation of this matter and assumes that it might be related to social roles and expectations.  

As mentioned above, GEP emphasizes the critical importance of university citizens’ involvement 

in every stage of the document creation and implementation. Even though participation and 

collaboration are defined as one of the main founding principles of the document, the lived 

experience of the ELTE demonstrates a contrasting picture. The majority of the leaders reported 

that they had never read the document, and some of them were not aware of its existence. One 

faculty leader stated, “I have not read it” (Male P2), while another confessed, “Unfortunately, I am 

not aware of this [GEP]” (Female P10). The promotion or dissemination effort is also low within 

ELTE’s organizational culture. The participants found it difficult to remember any campaigns or 

internal efforts promoting the Gender Equality Plan within the university’s community. Male P9 

mentioned that despite receiving the newsletter every week with various information, he has never 

come across details about the Gender Equality Plan. For others, the integration effort was limited 

to a meeting or campaign in Neptun (ELTE’s digital system), without lasting institutional 

visibility. 

In addition to a lack of awareness, some of the leaders expressed critical opinions about the 

document application. Male P9 emphasized that the implementation level of GEP in institutional 

processes is weaker compared to other universities. The same leader mentioned that job 

applications do not emphasize any policies from GEP, unlike other universities that highlight 

gender equality in their job calls. Similarly, Female P3 perceived the committee’s work for GEP 

as more symbolic to comply with formal requirements than a genuine commitment to address the 

gender equality issue within the university: “They [ELTE’s management] must have it if the 

university wants to apply for EU funds. It is just a checkbox. “Do you have a Gender Equality 

Plan?” “Yes, we have one.” That is it.” Additionally, Female P8 reported a resistance to formal 

gender equality policy or intervention due to the potential risk of external reinforcement: “I did 

not want any kind of regulation that would force us to have an equal number of women and men.” 

The same leader stressed the importance of a “natural approach” instead of formal equality policies 

to avoid fostering a sense of social injustice, noting that both the individual and the broader 

community could perceive gender-based hiring as unfair or artificial. 
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5.2.2 Appointment Process and Bias in Promotion 

The ELTE Gender Equality Plan defines objectives related explicitly to transforming appointment, 

promotion, and decision-making systems. The overall long-term aim is to implement gender 

equality principles in recruitment, selection, and promotion practices. The goal of setting these 

objectives is to provide equal access to positions of power and leadership for both genders and 

balance participation in management and decision-making structures. Transforming appointment, 

promotion, and decision-making systems is defined along clear responsible entities (such as 

students, teachers, Gender Equality Working Group, Deputy Rector General, etc.) and timelines 

between short-term (1 year), medium-term (2–3 years), and long-term actions. Given that the 

present study was conducted after the first three years of the Plan’s implementation, the lived 

experiences of university leaders are compared with short- and medium-term objectives that, 

according to the Plan, should already have been completed. 

The section of objectives in GEP that discusses transforming university decision-making systems 

emphasizes increasing the implementation of gender equality in the management and decision-

making bodies across all faculties of ELTE: “Striving for gender balance in the management and 

decision-making bodies of the institution (at university, faculty and administrative, education and 

research support structures) to meet the requirements of gender equality” (Eötvös Loránd 

University, 2021, p.46). According to the Plan, this can be achieved through measures such as 

conducting process analyses of leadership pathways, incorporating gender-sensitive electoral 

procedures, and introducing mentoring programs for women (Eötvös Loránd University, 2021). 

Following this section, the Plan commits to “Examination of recruitment and promotion 

procedures from a gender perspective” and “Making job advertisements gender-neutral” (Eötvös 

Loránd University, 2021, p.48). The Plan highlights several measures to support these practices:  

conducting research, developing gender equality promotion policies, conducting systematic 

analysis of recruitment procedures, carrying out surveys, and providing maternity leave 

mentoring/support.  

However, the daily experiences of university leaders reveal a more complex reality within ELTE’s 

organizational culture, where informal practices or established norms do not align with formal 

principles. The majority of participants highlighted that appointment processes are fragmented and 

unstructured. As male P2 describes, “there is no formal preparation for leadership. …People 

become professors, not specifically to become Deans. So, I do not think there is anything formal. 

It is a position people can apply for, and then there is eventually a vote.” While the Plan highlights 

fairness and transparency in recruitment and appointment, as a female P3 described, “In most 

cases, you already know who will get the position even before the announcement. Informal 

networks matter a lot.” Furthermore, female P10 underlines the absence of preparation or 

mentoring mechanisms in appointment or promotion processes, noting that: 

This is particularly a big problem in higher education, where, in the case of university 

leadership, it is not enough to have an excellent academic career. On the one hand, it is 
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essential to have meaningful human resource planning, which also includes planning for 

filling individual leadership positions and supporting the acquisition of the necessary 

leadership competencies, e.g., with various training. 

Even though the majority of participants think that academic performance and personal qualities 

play the most critical role for promotion at ELTE, some leaders pointed out persistent gender 

patterns in advancement. Despite the GEP’s aspiration to open pathways for women in leadership, 

ELTE’s daily practices are still characterized by gendered norms. Male P4 reflected on recent 

rector elections, where “every candidate was a man… despite having a gender equality policy, no 

women applied.” The same leader raised a question about the effectiveness of policies and the 

need for additional efforts to address the rooted barriers to women’s participation. Due to the 

hidden and intangible nature of gender bias in promotion, female P3 noted: 

It is so difficult to prove [gender bias in promotion] with 100% certainty… Even when I 

have the feeling that it wasn’t an equal process, it’s still hard to prove. …yes, I’m quite 

sure that there was gender bias in some recruitment or promotion processes. Some cases 

come to mind where I was convinced that the reason an applicant was not promoted was 

because she was female. 

This reflection highlights the complexity of the topic and the limitations of qualitative or formal 

indicators for capturing bias. However, male P4 reported a case related to one of the ELTE’s 

departments where gender bias in promotion is explicit. As he mentioned, while having a vacant 

position, the department members insisted, “We have to find a male head of the department.” The 

same leader emphasized that in this particular situation, the majority of the female colleagues were 

suitable for this position, when the potential male colleague was not qualified for it. He interpreted 

this as a reflection of broader Hungarian cultural norms, where leadership is traditionally 

associated with men.  

5.2.3 Conclusion 

Even though the Gender Equality Plan at ELTE represents a formal commitment to advancing 

gender equality, aligning with EU frameworks and setting objectives for institutional change, the 

findings reveal a substantial gap between the Plan’s espoused values and its lived implementation. 

The summary of this chapter is demonstrated in Figure 3 below. 
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Figure 3. Gender Equality Plan as Espoused Value vs. Lived Practices at ELTE (created by the author, based on Schein, 

2017 & ELTE Gender Equality Plan, 2021, and interview analysis). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.3. Underlying Assumptions 

This chapter discusses the third layer of organizational culture, such as underlying assumptions, to 

reveal the rooted socio-cultural and political norms that are impacting women's advancement in 

leadership within academia. The chapter demonstrates an analysis of the overall socio-cultural and 

political picture of Hungary, with particular attention to gender, as described by interviews. 

Finally, it discusses informal networks as one of the underlying practices within ELTE’s 

organizational culture.  

5.3.1 Socio-Cultural Context  

The accounts of participants highlighted the relevance of understanding the Hungarian socio-

political context in terms of identifying leadership patterns in higher education. Leaders from nine 

different faculties emphasized the state’s policy priorities, Hungarian political climate, and 

traditional gender norms.  
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Even though leaders mentioned the recent development trend in Hungary, focusing on equal family 

responsibility divisions, some participants underlined the persistence of paternalistic traditions in 

the society. As Female P6 described, “We live in a traditionally paternalistic society. Family and 

family obligations can affect a woman’s career”.  The same leader emphasized that paternalistic 

culture is a broader characteristic of the Hungarian context, and it does not only apply to higher 

education. While social norms are changing for the new generation in Hungary, according to Male 

P9, “a very traditional family model” remains, where men focus on earning and women on 

childcare. The same leader highlighted the complexity of social changes in Hungary due to the 

deeply rooted mindset in the working environment: “Hungarian employers are also stuck in this 

traditional understanding of gender roles.” Similarly, Female P6 reflected on the issue of 

traditional family responsibilities that create a barrier for women to focus on advancement in 

academia. Drawing on her professional experience at ELTE, the same leader described how 

unequal divisions of family labor affect leadership practices: 

For example, male managers I’ve worked with had no problem discussing matters at six in 

the evening. Their wives handled everything at home, including the kids and dinner. They 

had no such family obligations at 6 o’clock in the evening, rather than sitting at the table 

and wishing bon appétit. So yes, this is a sociocultural issue. 

Other leaders describe the reflection of these traditional norms specifically within ELTE’s 

organizational culture. Female P5 confirmed the influence of social norms on women’s roles at 

the university: “Yes, the social structure of Hungarian society affects our university. So, the roles 

women have at the university depend not on the university itself, but on society as a whole”. At 

the same time, Female P8 highlighted the long history and traditions of ELTE, where women's 

representation in senior leadership is less expected: 

I think it could be different in a young university, where I know there can be female heads 

of university. But in a historically deep-rooted university like ours, norms are much more 

critical for most people. …Of course, you can examine the university leadership to assess 

the gender balance. I do not think women will ever become a rector. That already tells you 

something.  

Furthermore, Female P3 reflected on the Hungarian context as “carefare regime”, where women 

need to meet dual expectations, such as active involvement in the labor market while carrying out 

extensive caregiving responsibilities. The same leader reported the reflection of this social context 

within ELTE’s organizational culture, where, besides their formal responsibilities, women are 

expected to perform invisible tasks such as organizing social activities or caring for colleagues’ 

well-being. 

Together, these accounts demonstrate the gender socio-cultural context and its elements reflected 

in ELTE’s organizational culture. The traditional distribution of family responsibilities, the 
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additional burden of informal tasks, and paternalistic norms align with Acker’s gendered 

organizational processes reproducing inequalities.  

5.3.2 Political Background  

Interviewees also stressed the importance of the political background that is interconnected with 

the university’s organizational culture. Several leaders pointed out the political context reflected 

in the underrepresentation of women in leadership. As Female P10 mentioned, the influence of 

political factors is visible in male-dominated leadership: “Just as government leaders (ministers) 

are mostly and overwhelmingly men, university senior management positions are also typically 

held by men.” Furthermore, Female P5 emphasizes the link between governmental and 

institutional approaches to gender: “Because there is no requirement at the governmental level, 

there are also no requirements at the university level…If the organizational culture is not different 

from the government's gender culture, then there is no real change between the two levels.” This 

highlights how the gender gap and the lack of regulations at the political level can be an example 

set by the government for the universities.  

On the other hand, some leaders explicitly criticize the Hungarian government’s gender politics 

and distinguish it from ELTE’s and overall higher education institutions’ gender dynamics. Female 

P5 pointed out that while universities continue to value knowledge and competence, these qualities 

appear to hold less importance in the broader Hungarian political context: “You can even read that 

they [government] attack the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. It feels like they want to destroy 

the image of knowledge among the people.” Similarly, Male P4 highlighted that the tension arises 

between ELTE and the government due to the university’s values, which contrast with the values 

often emphasized in Hungarian society and promoted by official politics. As Male P4 emphasizes, 

“official politics tend to promote traditional social roles for women and men, based on the idea 

that their roles are naturally different… They prefer women to be under men.” Funding policies 

were also mentioned as a political influence. Female P3 explained that within Hungary’s 

underfinanced higher education system, male-dominated “STEM fields are favored.” At the same 

time, areas dominated by female students, such as social sciences, humanities, and pedagogy, are 

“clearly underfunded and under-supported.” 

 

Finally, some participants emphasized recent changes at the institutional level. Female P7 

described a shift in the Hungarian Academy of Sciences (which, according to other interviewees, 

is under the threat of government), where new appointments have become more gender-balanced. 

She suggested that this development influences universities as well: “I believe a new era has 

arrived, and more women are increasingly able to reach higher and higher positions as a result.” 

This observation was echoed by Female P5, who highlighted that the university can be seen as a 

“bubble” with a somewhat distinct culture from the broader political context. Reflecting on past 

and present university leaders, she explained that former rectors had attempted to promote women 

in governance, and the incoming rector had recently appointed a female vice-rector. As she pointed 
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out, “So I suppose they either want to show that they are considering gender equality, or they 

genuinely believe that women should have leadership roles.” 

5.3.3 The image of a Successful Leader  

Across faculties, a successful leader is mainly associated with professionalism, revenue 

generation, and measurable outputs to evaluate their performance. As one leader pointed out, 

“productivity is an important sign… building a network—having what I call ‘followers’… is a key 

indicator. But above all, professionalism is crucial” (Male P2). Other leaders emphasize that the 

outcome-oriented leadership expectation at ELTE is related to the neoliberal shift. For example, 

according to Female P3, for the recent elections, one mutual value for all candidates was “focus 

on innovation and productivity. These neoliberal values are becoming more dominant… in 

defining what makes a leader successful” (Female P3). The same interviewee highlighted that: 

You are successful if you bring in money… A successful leader is expected to organize a 

faculty or university with visible academic success, such as many publications in high-

ranking journals. … But you won’t be seen as a successful leader just because you provide 

a dignified, equal, and open working environment” (Female P3).  

Furthermore, personal connections across faculties and building a network were mentioned as one 

of the most critical characteristics for a successful leader:  

The new rector has a robust and wide network of personal connections, not just within his 

own faculty, but across many faculties. I believe that this kind of personal network is the 

most important quality when it comes to becoming a successful leader at the university. 

(Male P4)  

Female P3 also emphasized connections with the government: “You’re also considered successful 

if you have close ties to the government or the ministry and can therefore secure extra funding.” 

In addition to that, visibility, particularly media presence, is also perceived as a success signal: 

“Some have strong engagement with the public and appear often on television and in the media, 

that’s one way to recognize a successful colleague” (Male P2). 

Several participants emphasized that, from their perspective, leadership qualities are gender-

neutral. For example, Female P1 mentioned that professional qualities “are gender-neutral traits 

that a leader should possess, regardless of whether it’s a man or a woman.” However, looking at 

successful leaders' image from the perspective of social expectation, the majority of leaders 

reported the tendency to associate leadership qualities with male leaders. Male P4 pointed out that 

even though he does not share this view, some people still assume leadership qualities are “special 

man qualities.” 

Although formal leadership qualities are described as neutral, participants acknowledge 

underlying assumptions that are often framed by gender expectations. Female P6 explicitly 
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emphasized that from the social background perspective, “Successful leaders are men. A 

successful leader is masculine”. Similarly, Female P5 pointed out in the Hungarian context, people 

would assume that a male person better represents leadership qualities. For instance, she 

emphasized that at the university, the main justification behind this assumption is that during 

external meetings, due to the male-dominated leadership in ministry, “it’s assumed that a man 

would express the university’s interests better”. 

Despite having a personal vision of gender-neutral leadership, participants emphasized a broader 

social context, where expectations are coded according to gender. Female P1 noted that she 

disagrees with this opinion, but from a cultural perspective, empathy and availability are usually 

associated with female leaders. Meanwhile, Female P6 pointed out masculine and feminine 

leadership style patterns: 

A masculine leader is very decisive and might say, “I know what to do. I will tell you what 

to do. I will lead without compromise. We will go forward and win.” This is quite different 

from the style of a female manager, who may aim for compromise, collaboration, and a 

win-win approach. Asking questions like, “Do you have a problem?” or “How can we 

address it together?” 

These reflections highlight that even though the majority of interviewees do not share a gendered 

vision of successful leaders, they acknowledge the underlying assumptions that are rooted in 

Hungarian societies and reproduce masculine or feminine images of leaders. 

5.3.4 Informal Networks  

As mentioned previously, from the structural perspective, the lack of formal structure for 

leadership advancement is one of the issues at ELTE. Consequently, the majority of the 

participants reported informal connections and networks as a key tool for advancement. However, 

not all participants perceived these networks as highly consequential. For example, Female P1 

described that colleagues become part of the networks through involvement in initiatives or 

research projects, which “definitely help promote some of their members”. In this sense, networks 

are practical arenas where collaboration and visibility translate into career capital. Similarly, 

Female P5 mentioned that while lobbying and personal endorsements do occur, these are not 

structured or permanent enough to qualify as “networks.” 

In addition to these perceptions, Male P4 emphasized the tendency at ELTE, where new leaders 

prefer to work with colleagues they already know and trust, underscoring that “It's more about 

trust and familiarity than formal structures.” Furthermore, Female P3 reported the importance of 

social networks and connections at ELTE due to the lack of formal structure for promotion; she 

reported that cross-faculty connections are indispensable for “navigating power games” within the 

university. 
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Figure 4. Summary of Underlying Assumptions (created by the author, based on Schein, 2017, and interview analysis) 

While the majority of participants perceive this as part of the overall organizational culture at 

ELTE, some leaders look at these connections or networks from a gender perspective, for instance, 

Female P8 referred to earlier periods at the university when informal networks in certain faculties 

were “absolutely impenetrable for women”. Although she noted some changes, another leader 

acknowledged the likely existence of an “old boys’ club,” particularly visible in doctoral schools 

led predominantly by older male professors: “I’m sure the old boys’ club exists, but I can’t bring 

any hard evidence for that, because if it exists, I am not part of it, because it’s a closed old-boys 

network” (Female P3).  

The accounts regarding informal networks at ELTE demonstrate a dual attitude from the university 

citizens’ perspective. While for some participants informal connections are perceived as fair and 

an internal part of the organizational culture, some leaders see them as a reinforcement of barriers 

to inclusion.  

5.3.5 Summary 

Even though underlying assumptions are perceived as one of the most difficult layers of 

organizational culture to be determined, the interview insights form a clear picture of rooted values 

and expectations within Hungarian culture that are impacting existing gender norms at the 

institutional level. The summary of the underlying assumptions is demonstrated in Figure 4 below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



44 
 

Chapter 6: Discussion  

This chapter demonstrates the interpretation of the previously discussed findings. Following the 

interpretation, the chapter describes the alignment between findings and the aforementioned 

literature review to shift the results to a broader context and explore the relationship with previous 

research. It then outlines implications and limitations.  

6.1 Interpretation of Findings in Relation to Literature 

The findings of this study address the main research question (RQ) concerning factors influencing 

women’s leadership advancement at ELTE. Through the exploration of the university’s 

organizational culture, it is evident that three layers, such as artifacts, espoused values, and 

underlying assumptions, play a substantial role in shaping gender practices within the university. 

To make interpretation more structured and connected to research questions, the following 

paragraphs will be dedicated to answering each question separately. 

Main RQ:  What factors influence female academics’ leadership career development at ELTE?   

Across all three cultural levels, the study shows how formal commitments to gender equality 

coexist with daily organizational practices and assumptions that continue to support male-

dominated pathways to leadership. The interplay of visible artifacts (titles, daily interactions, work 

division), espoused values (the mismatch between GEP and practice), and basic underlying 

assumptions (traditional family roles, political regime, images of successful leaders, and the 

legitimacy of informal networks) all these layers together impact women’s career pathways to 

leadership advancement at ELTE. 

As mentioned earlier in the analysis of findings, several factors in ELTE’s organizational culture 

mirror Acker’s (190, 2012) claim that organizations are gendered in their logic. Acker’s (1990) 

five different processes that reproduce gender expectations and hinder women’s progression within 

an organization are expressed at ELTE through various cultural layers: the division of working 

tasks steers women toward administrative or extra work; symbolic practices in leadership 

(interactions, modes of addressing, masculine dominance in leadership, etc.) normalize authority 

as masculine. Successful leader expectations rooted in Hungarian socio-cultural norms reinforce 

the image of men as the “ideal worker” and leader. These practices align with Acker’s (2012) 

opinion that persistent gendered processes reproduce gender inequality in organizations. 

1st Sub-question: How do visible artifacts influence women's access to leadership positions at 

ELTE?  

ELTE is a diverse university with different organizational subcultures in each faculty, which draws 

a contrasting picture. Depending on the faculty, for some leaders, ELTE is a formal, traditional, 

and title-conscious university, while others see it as more informal. Visible symbols in leadership 

are characterized by women’s underrepresentation in senior management positions, 
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disproportionate allocation of administrative tasks (they are mainly assigned to female colleagues), 

gendered dynamics in interactions (through modes of addressing, or hierarchical positioning in 

communication), and struggles with work-life balance for both men and women. These visible 

symbols reinforce gender practices within ELTE’s organizational culture and play a critical role 

in women’s accessibility to leadership positions. Embedded in institutional processes, they serve 

as a glass ceiling, negatively influencing women’s chances of advancement (Meza-Mejia et al., 

2023).   

The barriers identified at ELTE also align with work division disproportion issues widely 

discussed in existing literature (Bird, 2011; Deem, 2003; Hakiem, 2022; Mojab & Gorman, 2003; 

Moore, 1987; Morley, 2014). Female leaders at ELTE reported unequal distributions of 

responsibilities, primarily administrative tasks. Furthermore, research findings show the tendency 

to assign extra, detail-oriented, or time-consuming duties to women: this also includes “mom 

work” (Bensimon & Tierney, 1996) and emotional support (Bird, 2011). This imbalanced work 

division creates barriers for women at ELTE to focus on career development and discourages them 

from pursuing higher-level positions.  

2nd Sub-question: How do espoused beliefs and values in the Gender Equality Plan (GEP) align 

with the ELTE’s practices? 

The Gender Equality Plan at ELTE is aligned with EU framework expectations. It supports gender 

sensitive-recruitment, university citizens’ involvement in document-related activities, work-life 

balance, transparency of promotion procedures, and mentorship for leadership. However, the lived 

experiences of university leaders demonstrate fragmented and informal appointment processes 

with no support for preparation. The lack of awareness about GEP and the low participation level 

across faculties are substantial issues at the university, including an alarming example of the 

majority of leaders who have never interacted with the document. The gap between espoused 

values stated in GEP and the lived experiences of leaders creates low expectations regarding the 

document. The GEP is mainly perceived as a solely formal document rather than a practical tool 

to support gender equality at the university. The misalignment between GEP objectives and 

practice also plays a critical role in reproducing informal gendered processes of recruitment and 

appointment.  

The findings also resonate with the main trends discussed in the literature on gender disparities in 

higher education leadership. As mentioned in the review, women’s representation in HE (at the 

student or lower-ranking career positions) does not translate into their visibility in leadership 

(Hadjar & Buchmann, 2016; Manfredi, 2017; Meza-Mejia et al., 2023; Morley, 2013). Similarly, 

interviewees emphasized that at ELTE, women are well-represented in mid-level or administrative 

positions while senior leadership remains male-dominated. The gender gap is also highlighted in 

the GEP, with data showing approximately twice as many male associate professors and senior 

managers compared to their female peers (Eötvös Loránd University, 2021). This resonates with 
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the “leaky pipeline” dynamic, confirming the loss of women who opt out of academic careers at 

ELTE, leading to fewer of them reaching advanced levels. 

The analysis of the Gender Equality Plan also demonstrated a connection with broader literature. 

The gap between espoused values expressed in GEP and the lived experience of ELTE leaders 

reflects the emphasis on gender equality actions in Hungary as formal tools rather than 

commitment to supporting women’s rights (Striebing et al., 2020). For example, the prevention of 

the above-mentioned informal practices in promotion (that are barriers to inclusion) is one of the 

objectives of the document at ELTE; however, the practical tools for supporting this objective do 

not exist. Furthermore, as discussed in the literature, the involvement of different stakeholders is 

the key element for the effective implementation of GEP (Verge, 2021). In contrast, the lack of 

university citizens’ participation in the creation, implementation, and monitoring processes of the 

document is a substantial challenge at ELTE. While the involvement of organization members is 

defined as a principle of GEP, most leaders have not even read the document, and some of them 

have a skeptical attitude towards it. The findings, therefore, show how the disconnect between 

stated commitments and everyday practices, identified in earlier research, becomes evident in this 

context. 

3rd Sub-question: What implicit (cultural, social, and political) beliefs about gender roles in 

leadership are embedded in the organizational culture of ELTE? 

Even though at the visible artifacts level, work-life balance has been described as a shared struggle 

for both men and women, from the underlying assumptions’ perspective, the traditional 

“paternalistic” Hungarian social context puts more responsibilities on women. From a political 

point of view, the male dominance in leadership at the governmental level is reflected in the gender 

representation of senior managers at ELTE. However, the radical traditional vision of gender roles 

in politics conflicts with the university's current efforts to achieve gender balance. Furthermore, 

even though leaders personally disagree with it, the successful leader image is mainly associated 

with men in the Hungarian socio-cultural context. This association extends to setting expectations 

toward female and male leadership at ELTE, for example, perceiving men as leaders who better 

represent the organization, or expecting more availability from female leaders. Finally, informal 

networks, as one of the hidden underlying values within university daily practice, reinforce barriers 

to inclusion (due to the male-dominated senior leadership, women’s limited access to these 

networks is likely). These underlying assumptions demonstrate third-layer social norms that 

implicitly or in some cases explicitly influence women’s advancement to leadership positions at 

ELTE. 

The results regarding the Hungarian context are strongly connected to the previously discussed 

literature. Éva Fodor’s (2022) idea of “carefare” regime echoes with the interviewees’ descriptions 

of the Hungarian socio-cultural background, particularly in relation to traditional family models. 

Even though the majority of interviewees name work-life balance as a shared struggle, some 

examples reported by ELTE leaders emphasize the direct impact of imbalanced family 
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responsibilities on leaders' availability at the university. Furthermore, the interviewees' accounts 

of the political climate and lack of regulatory frameworks echo Krizsán and Zentai’s (2006) 

argument about the ineffectiveness of gender mainstreaming and Abusalha’s (2024) claim 

regarding the absence of governmental monitoring tools. The reflections on male dominance in 

both government and university leadership positions further mirror national statistics showing 

Hungary’s extremely low scores in political empowerment (WEF, 2024) and the significant gender 

gap in academic leadership (Lannert & Nagy, 2020). However, more optimistic perspectives of 

some participants show that ideological conflict between ELTE and Hungary’s anti-gender regime 

makes the university’s organizational culture partially resistant.  

Furthermore, the analysis of successful leadership perception at ELTE is closely connected to the 

literature on the masculine symbols in higher education leadership. Even though the majority of 

participants describe formal leadership qualities such as professionalism, productivity, and 

networking as gender-neutral, from a Hungarian socio-cultural perspective, the successful 

leadership is coded as masculine, reflecting Acker’s (1990) argument that men’s bodies and 

masculinities shape organizational processes. Similar to Carvalho and colleagues’ (2011) 

description of the typical male vice-chancellor, several interviewees emphasized that societal 

expectations in Hungary assume that “successful leaders are men” (Female P6), particularly in 

external relations with the male-dominated ministry. Although ELTE leaders do not personally 

share these values, the findings confirm that the dominant image of a masculine, successful leader 

is deeply rooted in the Hungarian socio-cultural context and creates a barrier for women that is 

positioned as “other” within male-dominant discourse (Burkinshaw & White, 2020). 

The study findings also reflect the institutional barriers discussed in the literature review, such as 

informal networks and promotion processes. Due to the informal nature of these practices, they 

are usually hidden as third-layer cultural values within an organization. At ELTE, participants 

highlighted the fragmented and informal nature of promotion practices and building personal 

connections as one of the factors for advanced career options. Some participants also echo the 

existence of “old boys’ clubs” and exclusive professional circles in the past and in the current 

organizational culture of ELTE. Even though some leaders perceive informal networks as an 

integral and gender-neutral part of university practice, due to the male-dominance of senior 

leadership, women’s access to these networks is less likely because they usually privilege those 

already embedded in dominant groups (Moore, 1987).  

Interpretation of findings and situating them within broader literature reveals that three interrelated 

cultural layers shape women’s leadership advancement at ELTE. Asking “insiders why they do 

what they do?” (Schein, 2017) provided a clear picture of visible artifacts, espoused values, and 

underlying assumptions at ELTE interpreted through Acker’s theory of Gendered Organizations 

and the broader literature on gender inequality in higher education leadership. 
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6.2 Implications 

Given the complex nature of the gender disparities in leadership at ELTE, several 

recommendations emerge for the university’s governance and Hungarian HEIs. The study findings 

reveal that leadership within the university is shaped by three-layered organizational culture norms 

that need to be carefully addressed by strengthening policies and transforming the underlying 

cultural patterns that sustain inequality: 

1. To prevent limited awareness and weak integration of GEP, the university, together with 

its citizens and governance, must ensure the GEP is operationalized through concrete 

actions, visible monitoring, and transparent reporting. To increase visibility and 

opportunities for organization members to interact with the document, GEP must be 

embedded into faculty-level strategies, performance indicators, and explicitly mentioned 

across-faculty communications (through newsletters, community events, etc.). 

2. The university governance must institutionalize transparent appointment and promotion 

processes to support more inclusive leadership. Introducing leadership development and 

mentoring programs can reduce reliance on informal networks and strengthen formal tools 

for recruitment and promotion processes.  

3. The findings of the study suggest that without accountability, gender disparities in 

leadership risks remaining a persistent issue. University Governance, together with the 

Rector’s office, the Vice-Rector General, faculty Deans, and the Gender Equality Plan 

working team, should establish independent monitoring bodies, publish progress reports 

on gender equality, and hold leaders accountable for results at the faculty and central levels. 

This would ensure that commitments translate into measurable institutional transformation. 

4. Finally, individual responsibility plays a critical role in addressing deeply rooted gendered 

norms within a university’s organizational culture. While structural reforms and policy 

frameworks, such as the Gender Equality Plan, provide a necessary foundation, they are 

insufficient if members of the university community do not recognize their individual roles 

in creating a more inclusive working environment for themselves and their colleagues. 

Organization members can challenge gender norms by identifying their own biases, 

questioning informal practices that reinforce inequality, and modeling inclusive behaviors 

in daily interactions. 

6.3. Limitations  

While this study offers valuable insights into the gendered nature of leadership at ELTE, several 

limitations must be acknowledged. As a single case study, the findings are deeply embedded in 

the organizational culture, policies, and socio-political context of one Hungarian university. They, 

therefore, cannot be generalized to all higher education institutions. The participant sample, though 

purposely selected to capture different faculties and leadership levels, was limited to ten 
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individuals, meaning that specific perspectives, particularly from non-leadership staff, may be 

absent. The data are self-reported, reflecting participants’ perceptions, which can be shaped by 

personal experiences, selective memory, or the desire to present oneself in a favorable light.  

Additionally, the role of researcher and the theoretical framework applied inevitably shaped the 

analysis. Even though reflexivity and an audit trail were used to enhance rigor, complete neutrality 

in qualitative research is not possible. The decision to adopt a hybrid thematic analysis, using 

deductively derived main themes from Schein’s and Acker’s theories alongside inductively 

developed subthemes, provided firm theoretical grounding but may have constrained the 

exploration of issues outside this framework. Finally, the document analysis was limited to ELTE’s 

Gender Equality Plan, which restricted the policy perspective to a single, formal institutional 

source and did not include other potentially relevant internal records. These limitations do not 

undermine the value of the findings but should be considered when interpreting their scope and 

applicability. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion  

This study explored gender disparities in leadership within higher education institutions through a 

case study of Eötvös Loránd University (ELTE), drawing on Schein’s theory of Organizational 

Culture and Acker’s theory of Gendered Organizations. By analyzing three layers, such as 

artifacts, espoused values, and basic underlying assumptions, alongside leaders' lived experiences, 

and the Gender Equality Plan, the study demonstrated how deeply embedded cultural values and 

everyday organizational norms continue to impact women’s pathways to leadership. Even though 

higher education institutions have undergone substantial reforms and they increasingly adopt 

formal measures such as Gender Equality Plans, persistent inequalities emphasize that addressing 

this issue from a cultural transformation perspective is more challenging than policy 

implementation.  

Findings reveal that ELTE’s organizational culture is heterogeneous, driven by diverse faculty 

practices and marked by gender norms. Leadership roles, especially at the senior level, remain 

visibly and structurally associated with masculinity. Furthermore, work division, appointment 

processes, informal networks, and interaction symbols are characterized by gender dynamics that 

implicitly and explicitly reinforce exclusion or bias. Although the Gender Equality Plan represents 

the formal policy that supports gender balance at the institutional level, its limited visibility and 

lack of effective implementation suggest that it often functions as a symbolic document rather than 

a transformative tool. 

As the third layer cultural element, the Hungarian socio-political context further amplifies these 

dynamics. Traditional family values, anti-gender political discourse, and systemic barriers (such 

as informal networks) constrain women’s advancement to leadership positions. Women at ELTE 

go through a “thornier path” in their academic career, steering social expectations, imbalanced task 

divisions, and gendered informal norms. These challenges emphasize how gender barriers are 

reproduced at different levels of organizational culture, from informal practices to the national 

political context.  

In contrast, the lived experiences of the ELTE leaders reveal areas of potential progress. Interview 

data shows collegial leadership practices, current internal efforts to balance gender representation, 

and the presence of female leaders in mid-level roles as important starting points for change. Even 

though limited implementation efforts characterize the Gender Equality Plan, it still represents a 

foundation with a context-sensitive strategy upon which more participatory and well-implemented 

strategies can be built.  

In conclusion, to provide more inclusive leadership, institutional leaders and the university 

community must not only adopt formal equality measures but also confront the gendered 

assumptions and power dynamics embedded in everyday academic life. Real progress requires a 

cultural shift that challenges individual responsibilities of each organization member to foster more 

inclusive leadership pathways and ensures that policies translate into practice.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A- Interview Questions  

Introduction: self-introduction, providing study details, and defining key terms such as 

organizational culture, artifacts, espoused values, and gender disparities. 

 

➔ Potential warm-up questions: 

1. Can you tell me about your role and career path within ELTE? 

2. Can you briefly describe one regular day at ELTE? 

 

➔ Leading question to research topic: 

3. How can you define the overall organizational culture at your university? 

 

➔ Gendered Organizational Culture & artifacts 

4. What visible symbols do you see in leadership at your university (e.g., physical environment, 

dress code, language, or rituals)? 

5. Potential sub question: What do you think about these leadership symbols regarding gender-

neutrality? 

6. How do you think leaders are expected to behave in your institution? 

7. Potential sub question: Are certain leadership styles considered more suitable for men or 

women? 

8. Are there gendered patterns in the types of work male and female academics are expected to 

perform at ELTE (e.g., administrative roles, student support, teaching, research, or leadership)? 

9. Potential sub question: Can you share any examples of how certain responsibilities tend to be 

assigned differently to men and women at ELTE? 

10. How do leaders at your university manage work-life balance, and do you think these 

expectations vary by gender? 

11. Potential sub question: Are there any formal or informal supports for maintaining work-life 

balance, particularly for women in leadership? 

 

➔ Gendered espoused beliefs in GEPs and university practices: 

12. Leading question: How familiar are you with your university’s Gender Equality Plan (GEP)? 

13. How does the university emphasize the importance of GEP? 

14. Potential sub question: Are there any tools (e.g., reports, posters, social media campaigns) that 

explicitly promote the GEP’s values? 

15. Do you know any policies from GEP that were effectively implemented in leadership 

appointments? 

16. Do women and men receive different feedback or mentoring regarding leadership roles?  
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17. A potential question to close the section: Have you witnessed gender bias in recruitment, 

promotions, or performance evaluations? Can you share an example? 

 

➔ Gendered implicit beliefs 

18. Leading question: Do you think the Hungarian political context and social-cultural beliefs 

influence the organizational culture at ELTE? 

19. Have you noticed any socio-cultural norms influencing women’s leadership access in your 

university? 

20. Do you see the Hungarian political context’s impact on women’s access to leadership positions 

in your university? 

21. What qualities are most commonly associated with successful leaders in the university? 

22. Potential sub question: How are they coded? If explanation or guidance is necessary: Did you 

feel that they were coded as “feminine” (e.g., empathy, collaboration) or “masculine” traits (e.g., 

decisiveness, authority)? 

23. Are there any informal networks that help individuals advance in leadership? 

24. Potential sub question: Are these networks equally accessible to men and women? 

 

➔ Future Strategies & Recommendations 

25. What steps should universities take to foster a more inclusive leadership culture? 

26. What advice would you give to women aspiring to leadership in academia? 

 

➔ Closing Remarks & Follow-up 

27. Is there anything else you would like to share about gender and leadership in academia? 
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Appendix B- Informed Consent Form 

Informed Consent and Description of Research (online study)  

You are about to participate in research coordinated by Dr. Rónay Zoltán (ronay.zoltan@ppk.elte.hu) and 

Salome Pataridze (salome.pataridze@iliauni.edu.ge). The study is carried out by a Master’s in Research 

and Innovation in Higher Education student, Mariam Lagundaridze (Laghundaridzemaryam@gmail.com). 

  

The study focuses on understanding the complex landscape of gender disparities in leadership within the 

Hungarian higher education context. The study examines the organizational culture of Eötvös Loránd 

University (ELTE) to understand the specific cultural, social, and institutional factors contributing to gender 

disparities in leadership. 

  

This interview lasts about 40-60 minutes, and participation is voluntary. Participation can be suspended 

so that it does not become tiresome. It is also possible to terminate involvement at any time and decline 

to answer questions without giving reasons. There is no monetary compensation. 

  

The results of this study may later be published at scientific conferences. If requested, written or verbal 

information will be provided on these events. All information (including video and/or audio material, if it 

was part of the research) collected during this research will be handled with strict confidentiality. Data 

obtained during the study is stored as coded information on a secure computer kept in a safe or locked office 

in a coded format. The research data are analyzed statistically, during which no personal identification is 

possible. The document with the rules regulating personal data processing (General Data Protection 

Regulation (GDPR) is attached with its enclosures. 

  

I……………… (Undersigned) declare that I was given thorough information regarding the circumstances 

of my participation in the present research. I agree with the conditions and to participate in the study. I also 

consent to use the anonymized data collected during this process so that these may be accessible to other 

researchers. I reserve the right to terminate my participation at any time, in which case the data belonging 

to my person should be erased. 

  

As a data processor, ELTE FEP ELTE FEP Institute of Education handles my above personal data 

confidentially and does not allow access to these for other data processing or data analyzing organizations. 

Details of this statement are found in the “Privacy Notice,” which I agree with, as proven by my signature. 

 I read the ”Privacy Notice” document and…. 

O I agree and accept 

O I do not agree, do not accept 

  

By proceeding, you agree that data collected on your person, which cannot be identified as belonging to 

your person, may be used for research purposes and will be accessible to other researchers.  

 

I declare that I am over 18 years old. I have received complete, detailed information about the conditions 

of my participation in the study. I agree with these conditions, and I am willing to participate.  

O yes O no 

  

 


