No. 140 ● 15 December 2012

Gender issues in science research
Introduction
Gender equality may have been a concern in the fields of social sciences and humanities, but
lately science research has also put strong emphasis on gender equality. The highlight of gender
equality in science research states that taking into account gendered perspectives improves
research results. According to Rice (2012), some funding agencies encourage gendered
perspectives in research by making it a condition to award grants. Rice continues to state that the
Research Council of Norway and the European Union’s Horizon 2020 programme have made
gender equality issue a very important criterion in their agenda for science research. Gender is a
critical variable from the initial stage of setting research priorities, developing hypotheses and
choosing study designs to analysing and reposting stage.
The mention of ‘gender’ often triggers the reference to women’s issues such as creating equal
rights and sensitivity towards women’s social role and predicament. The relevance of gender issues
in fact applies to both men and women, relations between women and men and other gender
categories of living beings (The Tema Institute, 2011).
Gender analysis in science research
For science research, gender analysis is divided into the following steps (Gendered Innovation,
2012):
1)

2)

3)

4)

The first step involves reporting the sex of subjects or users, which is a prerequisite to sex
analysis. It includes human, animal, organ, tissue and cell research. It is vital to report the sex
of subjects/users because it could be used to identify research gaps, reduce the chance of
over-generalisation of results and to allow meta-analysis in single-sex studies.
Recognising differences that exist within groups of females and males allow for a better
picture of variations between female and male as well as within the group of the same sex.
Biological and sociocultural factors influence each individual over the course of their lives. An
example given is in the U.S., women are shorter than men in average, 3% of women are taller
than average men and 6% of men are shorter than average women.
Collecting and reporting data on factors overlapping with gender of subjects of study will
ensure that gender is not overstressed when not necessary. Factors such as age, lifestyle,
physical exercise, usage of alcohol and drugs, type of work and socioeconomic background
including gendered behaviours contribute to different findings if not addressed carefully. An
example given is prosthesis designers found notable differences in knee anatomy of females
and males and produced ‘female knee’ especially for females. However, the main criterion
should be height of patients and not gender.
The same has to be applied in analysing and reporting results of research. Depending on the
product of research, for example, a different airbag may be required for males and females
due to body size and composition. Data for comparison between female and male should be
adjusted according to the baseline differences and elements that intersect with gender.
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5)

If gender differences are not found in data analysis, a clear report should indicate that there is
no detection in female and male distinction. This is to help reduce publication bias. For factors
intersecting with gender, researchers should take note that some data of gender differences
are not statistically conclusive.

6)

Analysing gender differences enable cross-study analysis because factors intersecting with
gender are reduced and thus increase statistical power. This has to also come from good
design and reporting for better meta-analysis.

Gender imbalance
Gender analysis in science is also affected by the imbalanced number of women involved in
science and technology. Female academics, researchers, leaders and agents in science are low
in numbers with less than one third of European researchers being women and this is statistically
similar to the world’s average (The Tema Institute, 2011). With this small number of females involved
in research, there is limited expression from women – their thoughts, concerns and problems are
under-represented. According to The Tema Institute (2011), typical patterns of gendering in
organisations create more unequal standing of men and women:
•
•
•
•

Men’s work is generally more valued than women’s.
Division of work between women and men specialising in particular types of work
respectively.
Authority from men and women is treated differently regardless of status and position.
Division between central and marginal tasks where men control the central activities
while women are involved with frontline activities.

Moreover, women still shoulder the responsibility of taking care of children and domestic work.
Personal choice to be housewives contributes to the small number of women researchers. These
women have high qualifications but chose to contribute their talents to their families.
Conclusion
One of the ways to encourage sensitivity towards gender differences is through training and
awareness among scientists. The University of Tromsø, Norway following recommendations from the
genSET project, showed its commitment to promote gendered approach in research by stating
that it would train its scientists at managerial and researcher levels; gender analysis would be
introduced in both basic and applied science curricula (Rice, 2012).
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