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Barcelona City Council’s Science and Universities’ policies date back to the Barcelona Science programme 
initiated in 2007 and received a policy boost with the Barcelona Science Plan 2020-2023.

Today the city has a series of scientific and university policies that are designed to consolidate Barcelona 
as a capital of research, knowledge and higher education. This science city model must always be based 
on improving the well-being of our citizens, on fostering education and culture among all people, and on 
working for a more diversified and sustainable economic model that generates productive activity and jobs 
of higher quality. For that reason, scientific policies have to promote equity as a core value, making sure 
science and knowledge reach all areas and every person, regardless of their level of income, age, back-
ground or sex.

It is with this goal of promoting a Barcelona of science and knowledge that can overcome the historical in-
equalities between men and women that we present this study, as the starting point of a long-term strategy 
for building a more feminist Barcelona, also within the scientific community.

Jordi Martí

Deputy Mayor  
of Culture, Education, Science and Community

Júlia Miralles de Imperial
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Introduction 
The need to study the careers 
of women researchers 

In order to promote science policies with a feminist perspective, we need to know the reality of women in 
the scientific community of the city and the metropolitan region. The available data show that women are 
in a situation of inequality that prevents them from pursuing a scientific career with the same conditions 
and possibilities of progressing as their male colleagues. 

One of the indicators that makes these differences clear is the vertical segregation that still exists in the 
Catalan scientific community, as shown in the latest report from the Universities and Research Secretariat 
of the Catalan Ministry of Business and Knowledge (2021). These data – from the 2018-2019 academic 
year – show that while university access is very evenly balanced (45% men to 55% women), the higher the 
training level and research category, the lower the percentage of women. The difference gradually widens, 
reaching a peak in the full professor categories, where there are three men to every woman (77% com-
pared to 23%). These figures have consequences in many other fields of research. By way of example, this 
academic year, research projects where the main researcher is a woman have only received 20% of the 
resources awarded in open competition. Also in terms of visibility: inaugural lessons are mainly taught by 
male researchers (Universities and Research Secretariat of the Catalan Ministry of Business and Knowl-
edge (2021). This vertical segregation, which is by no means exclusive to Catalonia, but spread throughout 
Europe (European Commission, Directorate-General for Research and Innovation, 2019) appears grad-
ually, as the research progresses. This explains why the field of research is usually compared to a leaky 
pipeline, that gradually loses its female talent, which is excluded by multiple factors from a research career 
(Berryman, 1983). 

The differences according to sex are also reproduced in terms of horizontal segregation. Returning to the 
data for the academic year 2018-2019, there are branches with a high presence of women, one being the 
health sciences, where 73% of the students are women in vocational training cycles or on bachelor’s and 
master’s degree courses; arts and humanities with 65%, social sciences, with 61%. On the other hand, sci-
ence disciplines have an equal distribution (51% women), while engineering and architecture suffer from 
extreme masculinisation with only 23% of students women (Universities and Research Secretariat of the 
Catalan Ministry of Business and Knowledge, 2021). In that regard, it is worth pointing out that this femini-
sation is not maintained once it comes to research. In fact, the disciplines with the most feminised univer-
sity degrees are the ones with the most vertical segregation, as the percentage of women falls significantly 
among teaching and research staff (TRS). In the case of health sciences, for example, the percentage of 
women is 23% lower among TRS than among students, dropping from 73% of students to 50% of TRS. 
The fall is similar in the case of science and humanities, with 19% fewer women researchers than students. 
The only branch of knowledge where vertical segregation is insignificant is in the case of engineering and 
architecture where the proportion of women is equally low, 25% in the case of students and 24% in the 
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case of TRS. All told, it should be pointed out that the data have remained practically the same in the last 
10 years (Universities and Research Secretariat, Catalan Ministry of Business and Knowledge, 2021). 

Despite the data outlined in the previous paragraphs, the Catalan universities’ report (Universities and 
Research Secretariat, Catalan Ministry of Business and Knowledge, 2021) also provides data that seem 
to indicate a change of trend. Firstly, the data on the incorporation of permanent staff among TRS over the 
last 15 years (2005-2019) show that the percentage of women hired has progressively increased and is 
now approaching the percentage of men (46.3% women compared to 53.7% men). Secondly, the glass 
ceiling index1 has improved considerably during the last decade (2009-2019) and, despite continuing to 
show there is inequality, went from 2.33 in 2009 to 1.93 in 2019. 

These figures show there is a significant segregation by sex and indicate there are factors that make it dif-
ficult for women researchers to advance in their research careers. In spite of the fact that some indicators 
seem to offer a glimmer of hope, the differences continue to be significant, which is why Barcelona City 
Council is promoting research that explores the factors that explain this situation. This research is there-
fore geared towards explaining the career path of women in the scientific community of Barcelona and its 
metropolitan area and identifying key elements that might guide the design of policies aimed at improving 
conditions and opportunities in the careers of women researchers. Given the availability of quantitative 
data that demonstrate the existing inequalities in the field of research, this study has opted for a qualitative 
approach that takes an in-depth look at the mechanisms and everyday practices that sustain these differ-
ences day after day. 

_________

1 Relative index that is calculated by comparing the proportion of women in three researcher categories, in relation 
to the proportion of women in the entire TRS category: Grade A (Full professor), Grade B (Associate professor, Uni-
versity school professor, Associate professor non-civil servant, researchers on the Ramon y Cajal programme) and 
Grade C (Doctoral readers, researchers on the Juan de la Cierva programme, Visiting researchers and postdoctoral 
research staff). An index of 1 would indicate equality between men and women, while a value higher than 1 would 
indicate that women face an added degree of difficulty when it comes to accessing higher categories.
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Main results
Below we summarise the main results of the study Women and Science in Barcelona. A qualitative analysis 
of the factors that influence the careers of women researchers. It looks in depth at how the mechanisms 
and everyday practices that impact on the careers of women researchers materialise in the different con-
texts of scientific research: seminars and meetings, scientific events and congresses, preparing scientific 
articles, and accreditation and assessment processes. As can be seen in the research report, these mech-
anisms manifest themselves in a particular manner in each of these environments. Next, we give a broad 
outline of the factors identified that could make the academic progress of women scientists more difficult. 

The field of research requires constant, unconditional commitment and calls for full-time dedication. 
The research career path thus becomes a long-distance race without a break, that does not stop at the 
end of the working day. These characteristics of the research field are difficult to combine with care 
responsibilities, which could mean an added obstacle, basically for women, due to the unequal distribu-
tion of care tasks. The fact that women do take on those tasks to a greater extent can have an impact on 
various aspects: 

 The volume of publications produced, as the activities required for producing them (reading the bib-
liographic sources, writing and correcting the text, etc.) are usually done outside working hours. 

 Attending scientific congresses and informal events associated with them, because that involves hav-
ing to travel and being far from the people in your charge, or lengthening the stay to attend not only 
speeches but also the spaces where the scientific community socialises. Given these are important 
for the promotion, visibility and creation of a professional network, difficulties in taking part in them 
constitute obstacles for a researcher’s career. 

 Deciding whether to accept proposals for promotion or advancement to higher professional catego-
ries, which would require even more dedication that is incompatible with care responsibilities. 

 La decisión sobre si aceptar propuestas de promoción o ascenso a categorías profesionales superio-
res, que requerirían una mayor dedicación aún, incompatible con las responsabilidades de cuidado. 

For all the reasons outlined, women researchers who want to be mothers are forced to weigh up the con-
sequences that motherhood might have on their career. Some do decide to become mothers, despite the 
incompatibilities, while others put off the decision and some give up the idea. 

In the course of the interviews, mention was made of what we could call masculinised academic culture, 
understood in the traditional or dominant sense, which refers to certain ways of doing things, conceptions 
of how the research field works, and which take the form of a communicative, relational and leadership 
style that is competitive and, to a certain extent, aggressive and restrictive. Even though in recent times 
this has ceased to be the dominant culture and has been undergoing important changes, it continues to 
have a notable force and presence in the field of research. This masculinised academic culture expresses 
itself in two fundamental aspects: 
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 A masculinised male researcher model, characterised by learned hypersecurity, which leads to a 
tendency to overestimate one’s own competences, to argue from conviction and aplomb, and to over-
rate one’s academic training. In contrast to that, a feminised model of women researchers has been 
identified that is characterised by internalised insecurity – imposter syndrome – which manifests itself 
in a tendency to doubt their own contributions and competences, and in not considering themselves 
to be worthy of the recognition they have received or the posts they occupy. These opposing models 
have an impact, for example, when it comes to moving up the career ladder, applying for research 
projects or publishing in scientific journals. With the masculinised model there is a tendency to go for 
more ambitious opportunities but with the feminised model there is a tendency to apply for opportuni-
ties that are below one’s competences and merits. 

 A masculinised communication style, which consists in expressing one’s own opinions in a profuse, 
unnecessarily exhaustive way rather than a concise fashion; in interrupting the interventions of others 
and not respecting turns to speak; also in outlining ideas or works in a vehement and aggressive man-
ner and displaying ones own merits. At the same time, it can also involve a tendency to question in an 
over-scrupulous manner the interventions of someone who does not share this communicative style, 
doubting them or not giving them the same value. When this communicative style is the predominant 
one in contexts such as seminars, meetings, conferences or congresses, it may make some women 
researchers feel uncomfortable, undermining, discriminating and preventing their full participation. 
The consequences crystallise in spaces such as seminars, meetings or congresses, where women 
researchers tend to participate less and are less visible. Sometimes their contributions receive less 
recognition. 

The gender stereotypes that are present in society are also reproduced in the scientific field. So women 
researchers are attributed abilities and competences that are supposedly those of women, such as teach-
ing, pedagogical, organisational, emotional management and care skills. This stereotyped attribution of 
competences means they are assigned certain tasks and functions as a priority: the logistics and admin-
istration of meetings and projects, drafting and completing forms, care and maintenance of the research 
spaces (laboratories, replacing stocks, etc.), promoting group cohesion, routine and more mundane tasks, 
preparing presentations, design and layout, and so on. The impact of taking on these less demanding, less 
visible tasks is that, in the long term, these women researchers receive fewer academic merits. 

The presence and visibility of women scientists is a key factor when it comes to encouraging future gener-
ations of women to opt for the research field. Unfortunately, despite the gradual increase in recent years, 
we have yet to achieve a sufficiently broad presence of women researchers that act as role models. The 
persistent lack of reference women scientists affects female researchers who are just beginning their 
careers. If they choose a discipline with little female presence, it is highly likely that they will receive less 
social support, to the point where there are those who recommend they change their mind. Moreover, the 
lack of reference figures prevents their having models that might show them how a woman researcher 
would develop in their work. If their only leadership role models are male, who they might not identify so 
closely with, then the lack of role models to identify with means that when they are beginning to develop as 
women researchers, they have to “find their own way” and learn how to do it without any reference points.

Likewise, leadership styles, whether they come from a man or a woman, become genuine models or guide-
lines to follow. That gives rise to the thought that not only is there a lack of visibility of women in the field of 
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research, but above all a lack of new styles of firm, assertive leadership that are far removed from the 
more aggressive and competitive masculinised model. 

The lack of references also refers to the message intended to be conveyed when visibility-raising ac-
tions are carried out. Thus, it is important to avoid the tendency of certain media to focus on finding out 
how the scientist interviewed has managed to combine her academic career with her family life, or whether 
she has had to give up certain things. These visibility-raising actions are, paradoxically, counter-productive 
inasmuch as they put the woman’s scientific side, her field or research or her academic merits second. 

Finally, the study highlights how measures are now being implemented to mitigate these iniquities. On 
the one hand, current measures to increase women’s visibility are welcomed, even though they are re-
garded as being insufficient. On the other hand, there are some measures that generate more controversy, 
for example, positive discrimination initiatives which, while they might help to revert vertical segregation, 
can also have consequences. A final measure that fuels debate involves the harassment protocols which, 
although regarded as essential, are perceived as not being implemented effectively. 

All the factors described above are superimposed on each other throughout the scientific careers of women 
researchers, in such a way that they end up having an impact on the attainment of the academic merits 
required for professional promotion, accreditation and/or recognition.
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Conclusions and recommendations
This final section includes a set of 10 recommendations for guiding future measures or public policies 
aimed at mitigating the gender inequalities present in the scientific community. The recommendations have 
been drawn up in light of the main conclusions that flow from the research and offer broad lines of work 
that need to be promoted: 

01. The study has identified a whole series of everyday practices that contribute to maintaining the 
inequalities that women researchers suffer. That said, the degree to which these practices have 
been identified and are recognised varies greatly among the various members of the scientific 
community, both among men and women. Thus, sharing and pooling those factors which, daily, 
contribute to maintaining these inequalities can help to make them visible, make their causes 
known, as well as the specific forms they take, and, consequently, reverse them. We therefore 
need to undertake measures that raise the scientific community’s awareness of the every-
day practices and stereotypes that maintain the inequalities suffered by women researchers. 

02. The scientific context is governed by a masculinised academic culture that takes the form of a 
rather aggressive and restrictive communicative style. This style may be expressed by discourse 
cancellation, occupation of the discourse space or a failure to recognise contributions, among 
other ways. It would therefore be advisable to provide tools for managing and regulating com-
munication styles, with recommendations adapted to the various research contexts (seminars, 
meetings, conferences, congresses, etc.). 

03. The qualitative data show that while some women researchers have a certain internalised insecu-
rity, which makes them doubt the consistency of their contributions, some men overestimate their 
competences, which can lead them to express themselves with a certain amount of arrogance 
and immodesty. Hence the need for empowerment actions that help to reverse the insecurity 
women have learnt and give them more security and confidence in their capabilities. At the same 
time, these actions must also ensure that models of interaction and debate are promoted that 
are based on prudence, consideration and modesty. 

04. While there are already measures to make women more visible, even now there is a lack of wom-
en researcher role models. Thus we need to continue promoting parity of participation in media 
and broadcasting spaces, as well as at major scientific events. It should be noted that in 
research fields that are highly masculinised, it may be difficult to achieve parity due to the lack of 
women and the overburdening of the few women who work in them. In such cases, the target of 
ensuring that women feature in all the presentations may be lowered. 

05. Existing measures for making women scientists visible basically focus on showcasing those who 
occupy senior posts in the research field. Although this measure is essential, it has been noted that 
there is a need to go further and also tackle leadership models and the diversity of women scien-
tists. In that regard, there is a need to boost actions to highlight women scientists by incorporating 
a process of reflection on research group communication, leadership and management mod-
els. That means promoting more assertive, cooperative and competent styles that differ from 
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the more aggressive and competitive masculinised style. Similarly, it is also important to publicise 
women researchers who are at different stages of their academic career, as they can become 
reference figures for young women starting out in the research field.  

06. There are some fields of knowledge (care work and looking after people, social sciences, etc.) as 
well as types and uses of knowledge (applied knowledge, knowledge transfer, etc.) that do not 
have the same recognition or reputation as other fields and it is precisely those that are highly 
feminised. Those fields tend to receive less public recognition and less recognition from the scien-
tific community. Among other things, that affects the degree of visibility of women researchers and 
access to funding. We therefore need to opt for visibilisation measures that give recognition and 
prestige to the most feminised fields of knowledge. 

07. The characteristics of a research career, intersected by the gender mandates, make it difficult 
for women researchers who decide to become mothers to climb the professional ladder in equal 
conditions. The consequence of having to take on more care tasks outside working hours can be a 
hindrance to a research career with an uninterrupted logic, which demands total dedication in and 
outside work time. Hence the need for measures that facilitate a work-life balance and reduce the 
scientific production gap that arises as a result of the unequal distribution of care tasks. 

08. Women tend to have less presence in the informal spaces for various reasons (balancing this with 
care work, feeling uncomfortable with the space, etc.). These spaces play a key role in scientific 
careers because they are decision-making hubs and help to create synergies between research-
ers and the search for opportunities, among other things. Consequently, there is a need to under-
take measures that help to ensure effective participation by women researchers in the informal 
and decision-making spaces. 

09. Women researchers tend to take on tasks for which, in accordance with the gender stereotypes, 
they are socially assumed to be much better suited, such as organising meetings, compiling and 
recording information, applying for subsidies, routine lab work or fieldwork, or the visual and aes-
thetic design of reports. Taking on these types of tasks goes against performing other tasks that 
are more highly valued in the academic world. To deal with this situation, it would be necessary 
to promote actions that ensure equal sharing of the tasks and functions of each of the activities 
inherent to the research. 

10. This study has shown that the current actions for tackling sexual harassment leave a lot of room 
for improvement. Although this research has not specifically addressed the question of identifying 
cases of harassment, some cases experienced at first or third hand have emerged that make it 
clear the protocols are still not effective enough. The lack of training on the part of people in charge 
of applying the protocols or the lack of figures to turn to if someone suffers harassment are some 
of the causes. A firm commitment is therefore needed not just when it comes to designing and ap-
proving the protocols against sexual harassment but also when it comes to ensuring an effective 
roll-out and assessing them for accountability purposes.
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