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1. IUA thanks the Committee for inviting us to today’s hearing. Our universities are 

deeply committed to equality, diversity and inclusion for all staff and students, and 

we see a part of our role as taking a leadership role in civil society.  

2. The universities have contributed significantly to the establishment and workings 

of both the Citizens’ Assemblies, and the predecessor Constitutional Convention, as 

an important model for democratic deliberation on key societal challenges. On that 

basis we are very pleased to have the opportunity to participate in this very 

important discussion with the Committee. 

3. By way of context, it should be noted that the universities have statutory 

responsibilities “to promote gender balance and equality of opportunity among 

students and employees of the university” (Universities Act 1997) and “to eliminate 

discrimination and promote equality of opportunity and treatment of its staff and 

persons to whom it provides services” (Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission 

Act 2014). 

4. We share the view of the Citizens’ Assembly on Gender Equality that gender 

equality must be mainstreamed in all societal interactions, and addressing the many 

inequalities that exist by reference to gender requires ambitious, not incremental, 

change.  

5. Across our sector, addressing gender equality has been at the forefront of our EDI 

agenda in recent years. Major focal points have included the introduction of  the 

Athena SWAN Charter (a gender equality self-assessment accreditation scheme -

since 2015), and the HEA Review of Gender Equality (2016), resulting  in a concerted 

collective effort across the entire sector to accelerate the necessary change.  

6. Engagement with Athena SWAN has been significant, with all universities holding 

institutional and multiple departmental awards. In addition, a large number of 

people have become involved in gender equality work through Athena SWAN. 

Bronze Athena Swan accreditation signifies that an institution, department, or school 



has carried out a rigorous and evidence based self-assessment, has a good 

understanding of its challenges, and a credible gender equality action plan.   

7. Gender Equality Action Plans are in place across all universities as a standard 

management practice (thus supporting conversion of policy into practice) and are 

subject to internal monitoring and reporting, and Vice President for EDI roles (or 

equivalent) have been established across the sector. 

8. The Athena Swan programme is increasingly addressing related challenges, such as 

gender identity, and also intersectionality of gender with other protected groups, 

notably with respect to race. 

9. Addressing gender inequality is complex and challenging.   The Report of the 

Citizen’s Assembly reflects some of these complexities, including bias and 

stereotyping, provision of care, and the need for committed leadership.  

The universities have an important role across many of the detailed 

recommendations and, through their programmes of work on gender equality at 

both institutional and school level, are well placed to contribute, for example  

- working with primary and post-primary sectors to advance EDI on curriculum, 

and teaching methods, through both initial teacher education and curriculum 

reform 

- emphasing role models in STEM, and engaged with primary and post-primary 

students about STEM learning and career opportunities to promote female 

participation in STEM 

- the development and implementation of consent education and bystander 

intervention training, modelled and evaluated in ways that it can be adapted to 

needs of schools. 

Some of the recommendations targeted at government are ones that the 

universities have long supported, for example extending the higher educational 

grants system more fully to part time students, but in the context of a properly 

resourced higher education system overall. 

10. With respect to role models, measures in the universities to increase the number 

of women in senior academic and leadership roles in higher education have seen the 

proportion of women in the most senior professor grade  increase from 19% (rolling 

average 2013-2015) to 27% (December 2020), an increase of 42 per cent or 8 

percentage points. However, further progress is needed to bring us to the minimum 

target of 40% women professors. Government and the HEA have initiated the Senior 

Academic Leadership Initiative, which represents a significant investment. This has 

been implemented through all stages successfully, has attracted very high-quality 

candidates, and recruitment for posts approved under cycle 2 of this scheme is 

currently underway.  



11. Before 2020 there had never been a female university President in Ireland. We 

now have female presidents in 3 of 8 IUA member universities. The gender 

composition of the governing bodies, academic councils and executive management 

teams are increasingly aligned to the norm that there should be a minimum 

representation of 40% male and female members. 7 of the 8 Chairs of the Governing 

Authorities of our member universities are now held by women and all top 

management teams in our universities are gender balanced. 

Conclusion 

12. To conclude, I once again thank the Committee for the invitation to join the 

discussion today and confirm that in broad terms we are very supportive of the 

recommendations. 

13. Whilst the higher education sector has made significant progress in gender 

equality, through self-assessment and the development and implementation of 

action plans, and new leadership structures, there is much still to do to achieve and 

embed sustained cultural change.  

14. Based on our experience of implementing gender equality plans and striving to 

achieve the systemic and cultural change needed to sustain progress on gender 

equality, we would emphasise that decisions and strategies will need to be evidence 

based, tailored to key areas of need, and appropriately resourced in order to achieve 

the required change. 

 


