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1. Introduction 

“WOMEDA. Promoting the overcoming of Academic Gender Gap in the MENA region” is 

a project promoted by Link University, with the collaboration of UNIMED – Mediterranean 

Universities Union – and the University of Jordan, Prince Al-Hussein bin King Abdullah II 

School of International Studies, financed by MAECI, Italian Minister of Foreign Affairs and 

International Cooperation. The main aim of the project is to promote the knowledge of the 

academic gender gap in the universities in the OCI countries within the MENA region, in 

order to identify possible specific overcoming actions. 

Between October 2023 and September 2024, the project focused on two categories of 

activities - research activities and exchange activities. 

Concerning research activities, given the innovative nature of the topic covered, the 

research moved from a review of both the scientific literature and the quantitative and 

qualitative data collected and processed in the last 10 years by different International 

Organizations. These data, processed in the quantitative dimension and discussed in the 

qualitative one, allowed a first framing of the topic and  helped to highlight specific critical 

issues on which to focus the quantitative and qualitative analyses implemented by the 

project. Rooted in the literature and in a political analysis, the choice has been made to focus 

the research on five countries: Algeria, Tunisia, Morocco, Egypt and Jordan. Case selection 

has been informed by three main criteria: first, due to strict time and budget constraints, to 

ease data collection we focused exclusively on South-Mediterranean states who are 

UNIMED partners. Second, and relatedly, due to potential challenges in data collecting and 

field research, we focused only on countries that are not involved in violent internal and 

external conflicts. Hence, we excluded Lebanon, Palestine and Syria.   

In addition, in this regard three main actions have been implemented: an in-depth 

qualitative analysis, collecting data, specificities, experiences of selected countries of the 

region; a qualitative analysis involving 20 academic women through semi-structured 

interviews; a specific focus on the University of Jordan, administering both a 

quantitative/qualitative questionnaire, and interviewing Phd Students (male and female).  

Concerning exchange activities, preliminary results of the research have been discussed 

and shared both with the people directly involved in the initiative, and with other 

universities participating to two online meetings: the workshop Womeda and Academy in 

the Mena Region, hosted by UNIMED, with the registration of 136 and the  participation of 

67 academics from different countries of the region (Algeria, Tunisia, Egypt, Jordan, 

Morocco, Iraq, Palestine and Libya) held on May 27th 2024, and the final conference held 

both in attendance and on-line on the 24th of September 2024, at Link Campus University 

in Rome, involving, among the others, 60 students.   
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The degree of participation shows how Academic Gender Gap is a topic of interest among 

the universities in the MENA region. The interventions and the discussions that 

accompanied the two events have been fundamental both for the processing of the 

quantitative and qualitative analysis data, and for reflecting on the impact of some practices 

that, in some countries, have been implemented to increase the participation of women at 

different levels of the academic career, but also to encourage female students to pursue an 

academic career. According to the reflections, at the end of the report some guidelines are 

identified for the identification of possible policies and practices that can represent a 

reference for the planning and the implementation of interventions aimed at overcoming 

Academic Gender Gap. 

 

2. Gender Gap: a global overview 

Gender parity is far from being achieved despite relevant progress made during the last 

decades. In 2023, the global gender gap stood at 68.4 percent closed, with a slight 

improvement (0.3 percent) compared to 2022 (WEF Global Gender Gap Report, 2023: 5, 

Fig.1). Most accounts confirm that an important source of gender inequality stems from the 

underrepresentation of women in the labor market, which contrasts with data on women 

enrollment in tertiary education, as the female student share in higher education has 

continuously increased over the last fifty years across many world regions, and in most 

regions female enrollment now exceeds male enrollment (UNESCO IELSAC, 2022). 

Moreover, besides the presence of higher barriers for women to enter the labor market, 

many studies report the presence of a glass ceiling effect, according to which women's 

disadvantages are stronger at the top of the hierarchy than at lower levels. 

 

 

Figure 1: Global Gender Gap Index and Sub-Index. Source: World Economic Forum, Global Gender 

Gap Report, 2023 
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Employment patterns in the academy reflect the situation in the larger professional world; 

positions with higher status, power, and remuneration are generally dominated by men 

(Monroe et.al., 2008: 216). Indeed, contrary to political narratives that depict universities as 

committed to social justice and inclusivity, they seem to remain “bastions of male power 

and privilege” (Aiston and Fo, 2019: 1). Even though in 2020 at the global level women 

outnumbered men as tertiary education students (52 percent) and represented about 45 

percent of teachers, as compared to less than 35 percent in 1990, in many countries the 

representation of women decreases as academic ranks progress and women are seriously 

underrepresented in the most senior ranks and leadership positions within higher education 

institutions (UNESCO IESALC, 2023).  

Gender disparity in Western universities has attracted much attention, whereas the degree 

of representation and potential career disadvantages of women in Arab Southern 

Mediterranean academic institutions have been less investigated. Limited research on 

academic women in this area highlights that – in addition to factors that favor women 

inequality in academic institutions that play a role at a global level – some context-specific 

variables, such as patriarchal ideology and practices, conservative cultural beliefs and lack 

of organizational support can boost women discrimination in the Arab South 

Mediterranean. Yet, the levels of women representation as faculty members in some 

countries in this region do not confirm the impact of aforementioned additional factors. 

Official statistics suggest that, though a significant gender gap persists, especially in senior 

academic positions, in this region women do not seem to experience greater challenges than 

women in Western countries. This seems to contrast with generally much lower rates of 

women labor force participation in South-Mediterranean states (OECD/ILO/CAWTAR, 

2020). Actually, in comparison to other regions, the Middle East and North Africa remains 

the furthest away from parity, with a 62.6% parity score, with most South Mediterranean 

countries ranking the lowest, especially when economic participation and opportunities are 

considered (WEF GGGR, 2023: p.17). 

Existent research on academic women in this area cannot account for this puzzling data. 

Against this background, this book aims at exploring how gender intersects with other 

personal characteristics, and how these intersections contribute to different experiences of 

discrimination in different contexts. Our argument is that class-related variables, especially 

socio-economic background and social capital, may impact on other factors that are believed 

to influence women experiences in universities and their career outcomes. More specifically, 

socio-economic status may influence women’s ability to achieve a work-life balance and has 

a lasting impact on their identity, whereas high social capital is believed to create equal 

opportunities for employment in relation to less well-connected male counterparts. 
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In order to explain how gender and socio-economic background intersect, improving or 

hampering women’s academic career, we rely on different sources of information and on 

mixed methods. Statistical analysis is conducted using aggregate data, Google Scholar and 

survey data. Qualitative data on the lived experiences of female academics are collected 

through semi-structured interviews with women working in South Mediterranean 

universities.  

To our knowledge, this represents the first study to investigate in a systematic way academic 

gender equality in this area focusing on the intersection between gender and class. First, in 

contrast with existing research, this book goes beyond classic bibliometric analyses to 

account for women’s underrepresentation in senior academic ranks and, along with the 

discussion of the challenges women face during their careers, using survey and interview 

data, it aims at understanding whether women in academia share similar characteristics 

with women in society or they differ in terms of socio-economic background. Second, using 

web scraped information, we aim at understanding whether women who managed to 

pursue an academic career possess a high level of social capital. 

 

3. Gender equality in the academy: theoretical perspectives 

During the last decades many empirical studies have analyzed the representation of women 

in academia. Most of these studies focused on Western-based universities and found that – 

although there has been enormous growth in female students enrolled in higher education 

programmes, in general they experience career disadvantages and are remarkably absent 

for top leadership in most developed countries (Airini et al. 2011; Catalyst 2017; Ledwith 

and Manfredi 2000; European Commission 2012). In academic institutions, the 

representation of women declines from one career stage to another, a problem popularly 

known as the ‘leaky pipeline’.  

Research on the factors that influence the disadvantages in women career advancements 

and their underrepresentation in academic leadership positions, i.e. tenure track professors, 

dean of faculty, head of department, rector and so on, have highlighted that women in 

academia face several gender-related challenges. Actually, many studies show that, 

compared with men, women’s productivity is lower (Lariviere et al., 2013), they are less-

cited authors (Caplar et.al, 2017) and have narrow collaboration networks (Ductor et.al., 

2021). Gender disparity is also visible in the amount of research funding (Witteman et.al, 

2019) and in awards received by women (Meho, 2021). 

Among the main factors impacting women career’s paths, extant literature has devoted 

much attention to difficulties to achieve a work-life balance, given that both work and family 

are demanding in terms of time and energy, a condition that makes them likely to interfere 

with each other (Fox et. al., 2011). Studies show that mothers who are academics spend more 
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time on childcare and household tasks than men (Misra et.al., 2012). This state of affairs 

conflicts with the common representation of academia as a  ‘carefree zone’ in which 

academics have no commitments other than to their profession (Lynch, 2010), and thus they 

are devoid of care responsibilities (Grummell et. al. 2009a). This understanding of academia 

negatively affects women’s careers due to the gendered nature of family life (Nikunen, 

2012). Actually, several studies have identified marriage and maternity as having a negative 

impact on women’s career prospects in academia (Ledin et.al, 2007), since devoting time to 

family is considered as a limitation on a total dedication to their career (Lind, 2008). Indeed, 

family is generally considered as one of the factors that account for women's lower 

productivity (Beddoes and Pawley 2014). This would also lead to privileging men who do 

not have caring responsibilities (Nikunen, 2012), thus explaining the ‘leaky pipeline’ 

phenomenon.  

The problem of work-life balance and dedication to the profession is worsened by other 

interrelated issues, such as the neo-liberalization of the sector and the presence of gender 

stereotypes that socially assign different roles to men and women. Whereas the first leads 

to a strong emphasis on competitiveness, performativity, competence and productivity, 

gender stereotypes according to which these abilities are associated with ‘male’ make 

academia a masculine domain (Fitzgerald, 2011; Haas et.al. 2016). Indeed, according to 

several scholars, workload allocation seems a strong explanatory factor for women’s lower 

productivity in academia (Aiston and Jung 2015; Leberman et.al., 2016). These gender 

stereotypes influence the work that academic women are seen as best suited to undertake 

(Hughes et.al. 2007). Actually, academic tasks can be roughly divided into teaching and 

research activities: student teaching is often associated with ‘feminine’ traits, whereas more 

prestigious jobs like research are mostly associated with rationality and the mind, thus with 

masculine qualities (Leeb, 2004). Hence, men tend to engage more in highly valued tasks, 

which help them advance in their academic careers (Ridgeway, 1997). Moreover, previous 

studies show that women tend to have a greater administrative burden, which is generally 

unrecognized as the amount of research is the most relevant factor favoring career 

advancements (Mason et al., 2013). Hence, workload allocations confine academic women 

to the ‘ivory basement’ where they are allocated enormous amounts of work with minimum 

recognition or rewards (Fitzgerald 2012).  

In addition to these more general problems, women experience more subtle constraints, like 

difficulties in benefitting from networking and mentoring during early stages of their 

careers. Studies reveal that mentorship networks are a relevant instrument for career 

advancements, especially relations with sponsors, who can favor their inner circle’s 

candidates in selection processes (Van den Brink and Benschop, 2014) or providing financial 

resources that contribute to the development of their protegé research line (Ayyala et al., 

2019; O’Connor et al., 2020). Hence, senior academics such as full professors, rectors and 
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vice-chancellors can act as decisive actors in recruitment (Özkanlı and White, 2009). 

Mentorship networks are an essential social support instrument for women’s career 

advancements as well (Miller-Friedmann et al., 2018). Actually, some studies suggest that 

they particularly benefit from same-gender mentor-protégé relationships (Thanacoody et 

al., 2006). Female mentoring also aids professional success by providing general 

encouragement and direction in areas that are new, puzzling, and unanticipated, a role filled 

by traditional mentoring (Monroe et.al., 2008: 224). Yet, in a male-dominated academic 

environment, female mentors are extremely rare. As a consequence, men are more likely 

than women to benefit from mentoring. Empirical evidence shows that men are more often 

sponsored than women (Ayyala et al., 2019; et al., 2020). Women are less likely to co-publish 

with their supervisors or to benefit from career support during their doctoral studies (Baker, 

2010). In general, women rarely benefit from the patronage of senior colleagues and 

therefore do not have access to essential information and support from gatekeepers (Harris, 

Ravenswood, & Myers, 2013). 

 

4. The challenges of women academics in the MENA region 

Research on academic women in Arab countries highlights that, besides aforementioned 

challenges, in this region, women are subject to additional difficulties, due to several 

intertwined factors, such as  widespread patriarchal ideology and practices (Karam and 

Afiouni 2014), the presence of Islamic beliefs regarding women’s positions in society, along 

with hideous gender stereotypes and cultural practices that inform societal expectations 

about gender roles (Abalkhail and Allan 2015). In addition, in most Arab countries these 

norms are translated into legal frameworks that systematically discriminate against women. 

Finally, Arab women suffer from a distinct lack of organizational support (Al-Ahmadi 2011; 

Tlaiss and Kauser 2011). In some cases, obviously also gender segregation limits women’s 

ability to access leadership positions within the organization (Abalkhail 2017).  

Patriarchy, along with the conservative interpretation of Islam and gender stereotypes, 

appear as a crucial factor negatively impacting the economic participation of women, and 

their academic career consequently. Emphasizing that women’s principal role is family care, 

patriarchal norms discourage them from seeking leadership positions, which are taken for 

granted as the right of men (Singh 2008). At the same time, conservative religious stances 

restrict women’s opportunities in leadership and politics (Kassem 2012). Yet, most research 

suggests that it is not Islam that creates barriers and limits choices available to women. 

Rather, it is the patriarchal interpretation of Islam that hampers women’s rights (Omair, 

2008). In addition, some researchers observe that prevailing cultural norms, which are more 

of tribal than of religious origin, discourage women from participation in the labor market, 

including “the strength of family ties […] cultural restrictions on women’s mobility, the 

stigma attached to a husband whose wife works outside the home” (Miles, 2002: 414).  
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Organizational policies in academia mirror these widespread gender biases against women. 

Among the organizational barriers, researchers highlight that the absence or 

underdevelopment of sponsorship programmes in the Arab world is one of the most serious 

problems academic women face. As mentioned, mentorship is deemed as a fundamental 

tool for facilitating women’s career advancement, by providing them with coaching, 

sponsoring opportunities and psychological support (Morley 2013). In the Arab world, the 

problem of mentoring is even more acute than in other regions, due to two main reasons: 

first, there are few mentoring programmes in public organizations generally, and those 

available tend to benefit men more than women (Abalkhail and Allan 2015; Tlaiss and 

Kauser 2011). Second, the absence of women in leadership positions, and thus the absence 

of female potential mentors, along with prevailing cultural norms that favor segregation of 

women and men, may prevent junior women from finding a mentor in the workplace 

(Abalkhail, 2018:4). Hence, in the Arab region, segregation may hinder women’s access to 

organizational resources and promotion opportunities (Nseer, 2015). 

Taken together, aforementioned factors should result in a much more severe 

underrepresentation of women in academic institutions in South Mediterranean Arab 

countries in comparison with the situation of academic women in more egalitarian, secular 

and less patriarchal societies. Yet, even though Arab women are seriously underrepresented 

at higher academic ranks, in Tunisia they make up the majority of researchers, followed by 

Algeria and Egypt in which female researchers are 47 percent and 45 percent respectively 

(UIS, 2024, see fig. 2).  European level data show that in 2018 women represented less than 

50 percent of academic staff (SheFigures, 2021: 105). Since European women participation in 

the labor force is significantly higher than the participation of South Mediterranean Arab 

women (WEF-GGGR, 2023), we would expect a similar, or even worse - given the increased 

obstacles women generally face in academia - pattern in their representation as faculty 

members at all levels.  

Against this background, it appears necessary to explore how gender intersects with other 

personal characteristics, and how these intersections contribute to different experiences of 

discrimination in different contexts (Sang 2018). More specifically, it is necessary to identify 

factors that - intersecting with gender - can either  boost or obstruct women's academic 

careers in the South Mediterranean. 
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Fig. 2: Share of female researchers in selected countries. Source: Unesco Institute of Statistics, 2024 

 

5. Intersectional searching: class and gender 

Research on women participation in the labor force in the Arab region suggests that multiple 

factors related either to identities, such as religion and ethnicity, or class may influence 

gender equality. Two considerations lead us to believe that class-related variables, like socio-

economic background and social capital, intersecting with gender, may contribute to explain 

the puzzle of representation of South-Mediterranean Arab women in academia. First, faculty 

positions are considered “elite occupations” and access to academia is somewhat less open 

than access to other high-powered and desirable occupations (Friedman and Laurison, 2019: 

33). Second, access to influential people is a good predictor of career success. In particular, 

this might be all the more true in the Arab Middle East context, where a distinct form of 

social capital, wasta, to wit the process of achieving goals through connections with 

individuals in high-status positions (Smith et al., 2012), is considered as a key determinant 

of career outcomes. Both access to elite professions and social capital are associated with 

social class, in particular with individuals’ socio-economic background (Friedman and 

Laurison, 2019; Morgan et.al, 2022).  

Women academics’ socio-economic background may impact on other factors that are 

believed to influence their experiences in universities and their career outcomes. First, it 

influences women’s ability to achieve a work-life balance. Women of higher status can 

benefit, as an example, from the help of housekeepers or nannies. Hence, they may have 

more time to dedicate to academia than women in a more vulnerable economic position. In 

turn, this can potentially enhance their productivity and favor their career advancement. In 

addition, other accounts stress that women’s socio-economic background may have a lasting 

impact on their identity, as an example on their self-confidence, especially in a hierarchical 

institution like academia (Crew, 2020: 22). 
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High socio-economic background does not only entail a higher availability of economic 

resources or self-confidence, but also higher social capital, in the form of family ties. Several 

studies highlight that women benefit less than men of networks and mentoring programs 

during the early stages of their career. Yet, other scholars find that mentorship is established 

more on the ground of trust, personal conditions and shared values irrespective of either 

intra-gender or inter-gender mentoring relationship (Levine et.al., 2013). In particular, 

analyzing Arab societies, some researchers argue that wasta (interpersonal connections) 

largely shapes women’s opportunities and that such connections can even override gender 

in the workplace. Hence, the positioning of women within, or in relation to, prominent 

wealthy families may create equal opportunities for employment in relation to their less 

well-connected male counterparts (Hutchings et.al, 2010: 78). 

 

6. A Mixed-method approach 

In order to explain how gender and socio-economic background intersect, improving or 

hampering women’s academic career, we have relied on both quantitative and qualitative 

methods. In this study, we have first collected official governmental statistics in order to 

achieve a clear understanding of women actual representation at different academic 

positions. Additionally, we have collected data from the Google Scholar website (Bradley 

and James, 2019; Keirstead, 2016), in order to web scrape information regarding differences 

in women’s academic paths and career success. These data have been also used to capture 

potential co-occurrence of last names among scholars in selected countries in order to 

understand whether the degree of homonymy in academia is higher than expected at 

random, thus accounting for the potential role of ‘family’ capital in influencing career 

outcomes. Finally, web scraped data permit identifying potential gender gaps in academic 

paths and productivity using regression and network analysis (Kolaczyk and Csárdi, 2014). 

From a qualitative point of view, we have collected the experiences of 20 women, working 

at various academic positions in different universities through the area, using semi-

structured interviews focused on both personal paths and on perceptions on the gender gap 

in academic work, and on the possible practices to promote a better inclusion of young 

women in university careers.  

In this research, we have also focused on a single case study – the University of Jordan –  to 

achieve a deeper understanding of how gender and class intersect. To this purpose, we have 

submitted a survey to the academic staff, in order to collect information regarding men and 

women socio-economic background. Data have been used to implement regression analysis 

on the probability of being part of academia as a woman, given all environmental and social 

characteristics (Wooldridge, 2010). Finally, we have conducted  semi-structured interviews 

with 4 female and 2 male PhD students, specializing in different subjects, to explore their 
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perception of opportunities and limits of women’s participation in high educational 

institutions and identify potential factors that may influence the decision to give up the 

academic career. 

 

7. Data about women researchers in higher education institutions in South 

Mediterranean Arab countries 

According to the 2022 Human Development Index, with the exception of Morocco which 

has achieved a medium level of development, all Arab Southern Mediterranean states 

included in this study have reached a high level of development. Data related to gender 

disparities show that the MENA region displays the highest gender gap, with only a 62.6 

percent parity score. This score means that the region has closed 62.6 percent of its gender 

gap and therefore 37.4 percent of the gap remains. Among countries under examination 

here, Algeria fares the worst with a 57.3 percent score, whereas Jordan is the country with 

the highest overall level of gender parity with a 64.6 percent parity score (see figure 3). 

 

 

Figure 3: Gender Gap Closed in Selected South Mediterranean States (2023).  Source:  World 

Economic Forum, Global Gender Gap Report (2023) 

 

Looking more closely at these data, however, an anomaly appears: on the one side, MENA 

states have achieved good levels of educational attainment (95.9 percent with a global 

average of 95.2 percent), whereas on the other side they display the lowest data on women’s 

economic participation and opportunity (44 percent in the face of a global average of 60.1 

percent). In Arab South Mediterranean states gender parity in educational attainment 

ranges from the lowest level of 94.3 percent of Egypt to the highest of 99.4 percent of Jordan, 

which has mostly reached gender parity in this field (see table 2). As for economic 

participation of women, Algeria performs the worst (31.7 percent) and Jordan the best (54.2 

percent) (see Fig. 4 and 5). 
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Fig. 4 Educational attainment and Fig. 5 Economic Participation and Opportunity. Source: World 

Economic Forum, Global Gender Gap Report (2023) 

 

These data show that, despite progress made during the last decade,  the educational gains 

achieved by women in the MENA are yet to translate into greater empowerment and 

participation in public life.  

These data come as no surprise, given that the World Values Survey identifies widespread 

gender stereotypes in the region, often based on patriarchal norms and cultural practices. 

As figures 6 to 8 show, in most countries a strong majority of citizens believe that women 

have to have children to be fulfilled, that marriage is a fundamental social institution, and - 

most importantly for our research - in conditions of job scarcity, men should have more right 

to women to have a job. 

 

Fig. 6 Source: WVS wave: 4, from 1999 to 2004 
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Fig. 7 Source: WVS wave: 4 and 5 from 1999 to 2009 

 

Fig. 8 EVS-WVS waves from 4 to 7 1999-2022 

 

Yet, despite the low level of women participation in the labor market and mentioned social 

prejudices, data concerning women employed as researchers in higher academic institutions 

provide a different picture.  
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First, during the last decades the share of female researchers has gradually increased in the 

Arab region, moving from 30 percent in 1983 to 42 percent in 2022 (UIS, 2022). As far as 

South Mediterranean countries included in this study, women outnumber men as academic 

staff in Tunisia, they represent 47% of academic staff in Algeria and about 45% in Egypt. 

Gender parity in Morocco and Jordan especially is far from being achieved (fig. 9). 

 

 

Fig. 9 Share of female research in selected South Mediterranean States. Source: Unesco Institute of 

Statistics, 2022 

 

At the European level, women represent 45% of academic staff, but European women 

participation in the labor force is higher than the participation of South Mediterranean Arab 

women (WEF-GGGR, 2023). The global average of economic participation is 60%, whereas 

the MENA region reaches only 44%. 

Even though these data contrast with the level of women's economic participation in the 

region and, in some cases, the level of representation of women in Arab universities is even 

higher than EU average, as mentioned, women are severely underrepresented as associate 

and full professors in all the cases included in this analysis.1 

In Tunisia, women outnumber men as assistant professors (56 percent), but they represent 

only 23% of professors and 35% of associate professors (Fig. 10). 

 

Fig. 10: Share of female academics in Tunisia in 2023. Source: MES, 2023. 

 
1Disaggregated data for Algeria are unavailable. 
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Analogously, in Egypt, men outnumber women as full and associate professors, whereas 

women are better represented at lower academic positions. In Jordan and Morocco, as 

mentioned, gender disparities in higher academic institutions are wider. In Jordan, only 

8,6% of professors are female and women represent a fourth of associate professors (25,6%), 

whereas they outnumber men as research and teaching assistants (55,7%) and as instructors 

(54,5%). 

More detailed data are available for Morocco. As these tables show, women represent 32.5% 

of assistant professors, 26.4% of associate professors and 22.4% of full professors, a slightly 

better context for women than Jordan. Moreover, taking into consideration data 

disaggregated by sex and age, we can observe that gender parity is gradually increasing and 

career prospects for younger researchers are more encouraging: 40-44 years old women are 

better represented than older generations (Fig. 11 and 12). Hence, in next decades, if this 

trend is confirmed, academic gender parity in Morocco will increase substantially. 

 

Fig. 11 and 12: Female and Male share of Moroccan academics – Number of Full Prof. by age and 

sex. Source: ENSSUP, 2022. 
 

8. Web-scraping results 

Further data regarding Universities located in the five selected countries were collected 

through Google Scholar. The survey was used to identify researchers, as Google Scholar 

identifies the profiles of professors, researchers and students who have at least one 

publication on the basis of their affiliation. The database obtained from this operation has 

reached 90 thousand observations. The variables identified in this phase are the name of the 

researchers, their position within the University, their fields of study, their number of 

citations, the university they belong to and the city where the University is located. 

From the identification of the geographical location of the universities in the countries under 

examination, it is also possible to understand their different institutional structures. In 

Tunisia and Morocco, universities are distributed in a few large cities, while in larger 
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countries like Egypt and Algeria, universities are located in a higher number of cities. Due 

to the country's size and number of universities, Jordan stands between the two groups. 

 

 

Fig. 13: Percentage of female researchers in cities hosting at least a university. Source: elaboration of 

the authors of Google scholar data. 

 

On the basis of our scholar data, in fig. 13 towns that have at least a University are 

represented. We distinguish different percentages of female participation in research in four 

quartiles. In the lowest quartile there is a participation between 15 and 29 percent. In the 

second, the participation range is between 30 and 39 percent and so on for the other 

quartiles. Morocco and Jordan show a lower percentage, but Jordan has some towns with 

the highest level of women participation. The most populated towns that lie on the 

Mediterranean shores  and close to the Nile river present the higher levels of female 

percentage. Meanwhile, rural (desertic) areas present lower female percentages. 

After locating researchers in the region, the gender of each researcher has been identified 

through three different procedures. Starting from the name of researchers downloaded 

during the web scraping phase, lists of typically male and female names in Arab countries 

were drafted, then these names were cross-referenced with those present in the database. At 

the end of this procedure, more than half of the observations were identified. For the 

remaining ones, the names were ordered in alphabetical order and for those names that were 

present in a high number of observations, gender was searched. Finally, for the remaining 

observations (about 20000), gender was identified through photos (sometimes present on 

the Google Scholar site). At the end of this operation, it was possible to identify the gender 

of almost 84000 out of 90000 researchers grouped as shown in table 1.  

 



 

                                                
 

 

16 

 

   Tab 1: Number of observations by country and gender 

 

Data obtained from web scraping are similar to those obtained by the official statistics for 

all countries except Jordan. The slight differences may be due to the different periods of the 

surveys of official statistics and those of web scraping. As far as Jordan is concerned, web 

scraping assigns a percentage of women 50% higher than official data. In fact, while in the 

Unesco Statistics the percentage of women researchers stands at 20%, our database indicates  

a higher proportion of 33%. (This may be due to an underestimation component as many 

women may not have fixed-term positions and may not be counted). 

Web scraped information was also used to identify the academic position of more than 50000 

researchers in the selected countries. Academic positions were grouped in descending order 

from the highest – Head, Professor, Associate Professor, Researcher, Postdoc, Student – in 

each country.  

The probability of occupying a given position for women compared to men was subjected 

to hypothesis testing. The starting point was the probability of being women and 

participating in academic research (number of women compared to all researchers), which 

is different for each of the countries (Morocco = 0.33721788, Algeria = 0.47961153, Tunisia = 

0.53529676, Egypt = 0.4891705 and Jordan = 0.3812718). Given the probability of 

participation, whether the probability of occupying a position is equal to the probability of 

participation is tested. In all countries, women are more likely to occupy a position as a 

Student, Postdoc or Researcher than a position as  Associate Professor, Professor and/or 

Head (professor with director or managerial positions). 

 



 

                                                
 

 

17 

 

Tab. 2 Binomial probability test: the probability to hold a given position is equal for men and women  

 

 

8. Interviews with academic women in Algeria, Tunisia , Jordan and Morocco. 

Qualitative interviews involved 20 researchers and professors in four countries, Algeria (4), 

Tunisia (9), Jordan (6) and Morocco (1) at different levels of their university careers - from 

PhD to managerial positions in specific universities. People were involved through the 

network of Mediterranean universities UNIMED, of which LINK Campus University itself 

is part, as well as through the University of Jordan. In particular, UNIMED contacted a total 

of 36 Universities of its network in the countries involved in the research: Algeria – Egypt – 

Jordan – Morocco – Tunisia. 15 Interviews were realized through UNIMED coordination 
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with the Universities.  The emails were sent either to the direct targets of the interviews, 

when possible, or to the offices of the Rectors, Delegates and International Relations. The 

invitations were sent out in two tranches. In the case of Tunisia, the first contact also gave 

rise to a snowball sampling, with academic women directly contacting the interviewers. At 

the same time, it has to be highlighted that no person has participated from Egypt while 

contacted (Fig. 14) 

 

Fig.14. Contacts and interviews realized (via UNIMED) 

 

The possibility of embracing a geographically heterogeneous sample with the same 

methodological tool derives from the attention that the research has chosen to give to the 

subjective dimensions of the experience, in order to identify processes and paths, beyond 

cultural, national and normative differences.  

For this reason, the research has been implemented through a qualitative methodology, 

using semi-structured interviews. This tool helps to preserve the centrality of some themes, 

also allowing space for the emergence of new - and unexpected- dimensions (Bichi, 2002; 

Cardano, 2011). In this sense, the interviews, lasting between 25 and 45 minutes, revolved 

around two main axes: the biographical account of one's experience as a woman and an 

academic; the personal perceptions of the role of women in local academia. These two axes 

naturally crossed personal and demographic features, with the proposal of intervention 

practices. The interviews have been conducted online, upon the agreement on the most 

appropriate moments and times, between May and July 2024. They have been transcribed 

verbatim and organized for analysis, which adopted a phenomenological approach, 

enhancing the expression of feelings, conscious perceptions, and personal re-elaborations. 
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The main reference of the analysis is thus the Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 

(IPA) (Smith, 2005; Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009), considering the possibility that it offers 

to bring out relevant themes starting from small samples (Sasso, Bagnasco, Ghirotto, 2015). 

We therefore proceeded, first of all, to reread the individual narratives, analyzing them from 

a conceptual point of view, and highlighting emerging themes compared to research 

objectives. Subsequently, these themes have been organized following the most relevant 

dimensions, which also emerge from the analysis of the literature. The findings were 

anonymized, also eliminating specific geographical/contextual references, which could have 

made people interviewed recognizable.  

Three main issues emerge from the first analysis of the interviews, which are connected to 

each other, sometimes overlapping: 

 

1. Work-life balance: data collected through interviews show that female academics 

feel like family-life is a limitation with respect to careers. In particular, those who 

were mothers reported having experienced severe career setbacks due to 

motherhood. This is particularly interesting for consideration about the feasibility of 

pursuing an academic career: most women, indeed, become mothers during their 

PhD studies and, because of family commitments, they do not manage to devote 

sufficient time to research, which is crucial for career progression in all the countries 

considered. In some cases, this influences the choice of postponing the possibility of 

having a family, until reaching a certain degree of career advancement. In most cases, 

researchers argued that they continued to do mainly teaching, a less time-consuming 

task, until children have grown up.  

Teaching courses at universities appear, thus, more as a strategy to continue to be 

part of the academy than to earn a living. Indeed, most respondents admitted that 

they could afford career interruptions thanks to the moral and material support 

provided by their families. As for their socio-economic status, nearly all of them come 

from a relatively affluent background, with educated parents and husbands. An 

element of particular interest in this case concerns the perception of a disconnection 

between the opportunities offered by a university career in terms of equality of 

opportunity and social demands. Few women report in fact to have been effectively 

discriminated against in the university recruitment system, many report to have 

imposed work ‘needs’ on the family unit, which, although supportive, considered 

family management as an organizational responsibility of the mother/wife.  

In the literature, the latter situation is described in terms of "mental load". Taking as 

a reference the definition of Walzer (1996), the mental load relates to a discrete 

category of family work, which entails the planning, scheduling, and remembering 
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of domestic chores and events. The greater weight of this element of parenthood on 

mothers depends on the fact that this experience is socially differentiated, as it also 

relates to different socialization patterns. As research on the topic shows, mental load 

has a practical dimension, but also a cognitive dimension (Daminger, 2019; Dean, Liz, 

Churchill and Ruppanner, 2022), which includes anticipation of needs, decisions, 

monitoring of activities, attention to events, and which translates into what many 

women encountered as the greatest limit to their own work: the sense of guilt and the 

feeling of missing something, or FOMO (Fear of Missing Out). The presence of a 

family dimension also impacts on academic paths, determining different choices with 

respect to work and research experiences abroad: these can often be determined by 

the husbands' work and study choices. At the same time, the choice to return to the 

country of origin, often to the region or city of origin, is determined by the presence 

of family safety nets that can provide support in the daily management of children. 

 

2. Cultural related constraints in work Organization: some women, especially STEM 

disciplines academics, report specific difficulties deriving from cultural/social 

elements and representing an effective limit to the realization of research activities 

that translate into lower productivity: specific issues can be linked to the normative 

or socially determined impossibility of staying in laboratories during the night or 

after a certain hour of the day; or to the need to be accompanied in field research by 

male colleagues. This has a fundamental impact on productivity and supports the 

observed propensity of mothers to work in teaching rather than in research. This also 

translates into a teaching load that impacts the possibility of writing and doing 

research. In a few cases, the organization of work is agreed upon within the family, 

developing a series of strategies that can circumvent socio-structural obstacles. 

 

3. The shadow of the male umbrella. Talking about Arab women’s ability to progress 

in a professional career, Arar (2014, p.424) underlines that it is mainly linked to the 

support they have of the men in their lives, that at times need to consent to the 

different activities they carry on, or to be supportive in the process of work-life 

balancing. In the research an academic dimension has emerged: many women 

recognise that during their career progression they have sometimes been 

discriminated against, as women, especially complaining about the difficulty of 

carrying out leadership roles, when this involves the necessity of heading a mixed 

group. In this case, specific issues are encountered, based on gender stereotypes and 

socio-cultural resistances (Arar and Abramovitz 2013). Most of the interviewed 

underlines, at the same time, the relevance in their life of ‘enlightened’ male 

academics - at least initially at a more advanced level of the career (as thesis director, 
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department director or supervisor) that have supported them in their own career 

progression, considering their abilities beyond gender stereotypes. In a significant 

way, these stories are usually linked  to a certain difficulty in identifying female role 

models both in work and in life. Recurring models come from the religious tradition, 

the family - mother and father the latter prevalent when particularly supportive) or 

famous women organic to government structures. So, although female mentoring 

has, therefore, sometimes been mentioned as a possible practice of supporting 

quantitative and qualitative women representations in the Universities , it seems to 

remain drawn with very fragile boundaries. 

 

9. A focus on Jordan: Survey with academic staff and the interview with PhD students. 

The first part of the specific work on the University of Jordan, has involved a specific survey, 

submitted to the academic staff of the University of Jordan in April 2024. The first responses 

only arrived in June following numerous reminders. The number of completed responses 

that correspond to the number of our database is 65 observations. Among the respondents, 

women represent 57% of the sample. The average age of the interviewees is 46 years, and 

women have an average age of 42 years while men are 51 years old. Almost all the 

interviewees are of Jordanian origin. The average number of children per respondent is on 

average 2.2, higher for men 3.4 and lower for women 1.4. Almost all of the interviewees have 

a full-time contract. This does not seem to be an always questionable choice on the part of 

teachers. 

Tab. 3 Descriptive statistics 

 

From the descriptive statistics table (tab. 3) we can  state that the rate of response for women 

was larger compared with female presence in academia. This can be a signal of selection 

bias, meaning that women felt closer to the survey questionnaire and decided to answer. To 
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solve this issue we used weights to correct for the prevalence of women, and we adopt a 

probability of participation from the general statistics in figure 9. However we present both 

regressions with and without weights (tab. 4 and tab.5). 

 

Tab. 4 Probability of holding a position at University using survey unweighted data 

 

Tab 5 Probability of holding a position at University using survey weighted data 
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Statistics analysis show that the probability of being a professor is more influenced by 

having academic parents than by gender. This correlation is confirmed by interviews with 

Jordanian academics at PhD level,2 who highlight that the likelihood of being recruited by 

universities essentially depends on three main factors, namely the quantity and quality of 

publications, one’s previous professional, also non-academic, experience, and nepotism.3 

Besides the relevance of scientific productivity, which is a prerequisite for achieving 

academic jobs in a wide range of countries, both the relevance of professional experience 

and wasta seem to be related to social capital, that is individual’s connections. According to 

one interviewee, after getting their PhD, women can experience more entry barriers in the 

academy in Jordan, as, in contrast with men – during their Phd studies – they do not have 

parallel jobs. Hence, whereas their scientific productivity can be equal to that of men, they 

lack social connections with relevant people. These connections appear important because 

they are part of “what you bring at University”.4 As for the role of wasta, interviewees 

describe it both as a widespread practice, especially in tribal societies in the MENA, and one 

serious problem (“it’s like the cancer affecting the body invisibly…because by phone you 

can fix anything…”)5 as it hampers equality and merit. In particular, having academic 

relatives seems to provide aspiring academics with a competitive advantage, given that 

“[academics] are widely connected with other people […], in the public sphere, in the 

bureaucracy. If you are a lecturer […] you may receive a call from a businessman and he 

wants just make a recommendation to support his son, his relatives, to take care of them. 

That's how you start a public relation […]”.6  

 

10. Policy Recommendation 

As pointed out in the introduction, this research has been intended as the beginning of a 

path. Analyzing, over the course of an albeit short period, the study and working conditions 

of some women within some universities in the Mediterranean basin may be useful: 

● to consolidate or remove assumed work priorities; 

● to position useful reading filters for the future;  

● to glimpse promising avenues for further study, that is, to identify areas of analysis 

worthy of attention;  

 
2Due to the sensitivity of information, identity, academic position and affiliation of interviewees are anonymized. 
Respondents are coded using the first letter of the country of work and a number that corresponds to the chronological 
order in which interviews were held. 
3Interview with J1.  
4Ibidem. 
5Interview with J2 
6Ibidem. 
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● to verify the quantity and quality of the studies carried out, including by providing 

timely, though perhaps still limited, feedback.  

● to establish contacts, agreements, models of common organization. 

In other words, the study we have carried out is a contribution to the definition of a method 

of work necessary to give continuity and a common scientific language, to the study of the 

gender gap in Mediterranean universities, in an effort to highlight obstacles and lines of 

their bypassing, for the necessary and desirable process of women's empowerment. 

To this aim some operative recommendation have been identified: 

1.  Universities need to be placed at the center of women's empowerment actions. It 

is necessary to pursue the objective of promoting, structuring, consolidating 

permanent monitoring systems of the phenomena related to the existing gender - 

gap, especially in Universities, considering that: 

● there is a multiplier effect of training and awareness-raising actions concerning 

national elites in determining the policies of the countries involved. In this sense, 

interventions concerning actors in the university space have direct connection with 

work on the behavior of elites and, more specifically, the ruling classes; and 

● empirical evidence regarding some Mediterranean areas (Libya, Jordan, the West 

Bank...) testifies to the characteristic of universities as resilient institutions, with the 

ability to keep themselves operational even in phases of crisis and even conflict; 

Both aspects previously highlighted suggest that Universities should be considered 

as permanent spheres of elite/class leadership training and sufficiently continuous 

experimentation with empowerment policies.  Universities are, therefore, a place 

with sufficiently similar characteristics in the Mediterranean basin, such that 

common forms of dialogue and languages can be experimented with. In general 

terms, universities are “contributors to peace.” 

 

2. Cross-cutting strategic work’s lines should be implemented. As part of this 

strategic, methodological and organizational effort to give rise to ongoing forms of 

monitoring university policies, placing among them, as this research does, an 

emphasis on women's empowerment actions, it is already plausible to identify sector-

specific choices that can be suggested to dedicated governments and institutions. In 

fact, as a result of the findings promoted by this research, specific aspects have 

emerged to which it is already possible to recommend attention and identify lines of 

work. 

● Promoting women's leadership in mentoring actions. “Supervisor” roles taken on 

by women in universities, would be important because they would know 
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better what challenges other women face especially in the early stages of their 

careers. They would not only offer material support, but also often greater 

understanding. Mentorship Programs should be established, pairing  

experienced academic Arab women with junior faculty members to provide 

guidance, support, and role models. Mentorship can, indeed, help women to 

overcome cultural barriers through the academic environment, providing 

them with networking opportunities, and professional development 

strategies, as well as direct access to female role models, sustaining self-

confidence development. Key tools of a Female Mentorship Program could be: 

Mentorship Matching between students and appropriate mentors, on the base 

of academic fields; mentor training; establishment of mentorship guidelines; 

strategies for the evaluation of the effectiveness of the mentorship program; 

alumni Engagement:  

● Put in place appropriate policies to promote work life balance. These include issues 

such as: maternity leaves that are too short for women; extension of those for 

men; support initiatives especially for those with young children; etc. 

● Initiate the development of awareness campaigns, necessary to raise awareness of 

both women and men to recognize discrimination and to promote the 

elimination of barriers for working women and discriminatory social rules. 

These campaigns should involve directly governmental institutions and 

should target academic Arab women also in order for them to recognize subtle 

forms of gender discrimination they may encounter within their professional 

environments and that sustain discriminatory practices. Key tools of 

campaigning could also be Workshops and Training sessions led by experts, 

focusing on identifying subtle forms of discrimination, understanding their 

impact, and developing strategies for addressing them. 

● Provide for ongoing “peer counseling” projects. 

● Organize entrepreneurship help courses for women who lack financial independence. 

Scholarships for women from less developed regions should be provided. In 

this way it would be plausible to intervene to partially and gradually 

overcome the tendency widely found in the course of the research (and in 

Jordan, especially) to the prominence of only women from rather affluent 

families. To this aim, different financial incentives can be articulated: Merit-

based grants; Need-based grants; Family allowances; Tax-benefits for parents 

and students. 

● Undertake initiatives of confrontation, dialogue, exchange of experiences, and 

participation. These initiatives should not be episodic but coordinated and 
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continuous, through the use of existing programs (e.g., ERASMUS plus); the 

promotion of research; and the launching of initiatives and events in which it 

is also possible for women from Mediterranean universities to meet and spend 

periods of time traveling and living together with foreign colleagues and 

institutions. 

 

3. Launch structured and shared permanent observatory experiences in the 

Mediterranean area. This could mean contributing to a program that, among other 

initiatives, includes: 

● the establishment of a roaster of Mediterranean universities with which to 

share the aims and methods of an Observatory, in this also enhancing and 

specifying experiences already underway (e.g., the UNIMED network), and 

achieving as a result in the short term the intensification of forms of dialogue 

and collaboration; 

● the identification of common scientific research priorities, the availability of 

funding, and the organization of targeted working groups; 

● the promotion of moments of confrontation: meetings, seminars, conferences, 

summer schools, etc., and the promotion of periodic events to animate 

alliances and strengthen knowledge; 

● the identification and realization of common technological tools such as 

Databases, research supports, AI programs, etc., to facilitate the Observatory's 

initiatives; 

● launch of a permanent survey system that can provide updates for Databases 

and suggest policy. 

From the first experience in the present research, it seems possible to draw an 

initial suggestion of functions toward which to orient the Observatory's 

operational scheme, influencing some research actions and the focus of the 

survey(s). 

- Campaigning and awareness raising  

- Advocacy  

- Mentoring and peer counseling 

- Cross-cutting actions to overcome economic barriers: from scholarships to 

self-entrepreneurship 

- Ongoing monitoring actions. 
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