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ABSTRACT
While the under-representation of women in senior leadership roles in
the UK higher education sector is well recognised, scant regard has
been paid to how this impacts female academics from alternative
ethnicities and from overseas. This paper aims to help address this
by summarising the findings from an integrative review of
published evidence concerning the career prospects of women who
are migrant academics from UK minority ethnic backgrounds
(MAMEB) in the UK’s Higher Education sector, in three regards,
these being [i] the scale and patterns of their under-representation,
[ii] the possible causes of this under-representation and [iii]
approaches which may be effective in addressing it. This review
found there to be a paucity of material concerning the experiences
of this core group of academics. Furthermore, considerations of
differences between women from alternative ethnic groups or
countries of origin were ostensibly absent from published studies.
Explanations for under-representation include patriarchy, racism,
xenophobia, and issues relating to personal agency. Potential
strategies for addressing these inequalities were located at the
societal, organisational and individual level. Moving forward, this
study calls for further research, including the publication of detailed
statistical analysis, to understand the scale and nuances of under-
representation more fully by migrant women academics from
minority ethnic groups in the UK. In addition, it recommends that
senior leaders within the HE sector collaborate with the
government to address the variety of structural and cultural barriers
which impact these colleagues’ progression in leadership roles.
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Introduction

The under-representation of women in senior leadership roles in Higher Education (HE) is
both a persistent and global social phenomenon (CohenMiller et al., 2023; McTavish &
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Miller, 2009). Over time, a variety of initiatives and commitments have been introduced to
address this issue, including, for example, the adoption of the Convention on the Elimin-
ation of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women [CEDAW] and UNESCO’s Convention
Against Discrimination in Education [CADE] (Chowdhury, 2023). Within the UK, the Athena
Swan, Aurora and STEM initiatives have further sought to redress this imbalance, while
individual institutions have also often introduced additional localised initiatives, aimed
at securing similar outcomes. While these efforts have contributed to some improvement
in the gender imbalance in senior leaders within the English HE sector, pronounced
inequalities nevertheless remain (AdvanceHE, 2021).

Similarly, colleagues from a “non-White” background also continue to experience sig-
nificant under-representation relative to their numbers across the sector as a whole
(AdvanceHE, 2021). Again, a variety of initiatives have sought to address this imbalance,
including for example Advance HE’s Diversifying Leadership programme and its Race
Equality Charter. However, evidence of their impact is similarly mixed (Oloyede et al., 2021).

In the last two decades, marked increases in the numbers of academics from overseas
joining UK HE Providers (HEPs) have added further complexity to this picture of under-
representation (Universities UK, 2022). While the impact of globalisation on the profile
of UK academic staff is recognised (Hughes, 2004), it nevertheless remains an area
which is under-explored and, more pertinently for this study, its impact on the profile lea-
dership largely ignored.

In our own careers, we have seen evidence, both anecdotal and empirical, of why rep-
resentation matters. To be successful in reaching senior leadership positions in academic
institutions, apart from the usual metrics on publication and research, there are informal
social networks that support academics, and this social capital can be an important con-
tributor to career progression (Angervall et al., 2018; Brabazon & Schulz, 2020; Heffernan,
2021). Thus, the absence of diversity amongst senior managers itself serves as an impor-
tant barrier to addressing this issue.

Whilst many aspects of under-representation within HE globally have been explored
individually and strategies to help address them proposed (e.g. Chowdhury, 2023), this
article focuses on a specific intersection which has remained largely hidden, i.e. the under-
representation of women in senior leadership roles in UK HEPs who are migrant aca-
demics from UK-minority ethnic backgrounds (MAMEB).1 Specifically, we explore the
following questions:

(1) What evidence is there concerning the under-representation within senior leadership
positions in UK Higher Education Providers (HEPs) of MAMEB women?

(2) What are the possible causes of this under-representation?
(3) What approaches are potentially important in addressing under-representation and

promoting greater access to senior leadership for MAMEB women?

Torraco (2016) identifies the integrative literature review as “a form of research that
reviews, critiques, and synthesizes representative literature on a topic in an integrated
way, such that new frameworks and perspectives on the topic are generated” (Torraco,
2016, p. 356). We therefore considered this approach particularly suitable for our area of inter-
est, given that it remains ostensibly ignored (our conclusion is that the overwhelming
majority of research relevant to our study has focused on issues of gender and/or race
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and that the importance of migration has largely been overlooked). Thus, we offer this review
as a baseline for existing knowledge, which effectively critiques and resolves inconsistencies,
while simultaneously offering a fresh, new perspective that reveals the principal theories and
patterns that emerge from the limited canon of relevant work (Baumeister & Leary, 1997).

In our discussion, we note the paucity of empirical evidence on this issue, having ident-
ified only two journal articles focused on our core intersection of gender, ethnicity,
migration, and academia in the UK. We describe and justify our strategy for buttressing
this core by including a further twelve articles of particular relevance to our central
focus, each of which we judged to provide an especially important contribution to con-
sidering at least two of these factors in unison.

We then examine the important implications of this and other relevant work from the
wider leadership literature, suggest possible causes of under-representation, and identify
approaches that may be important in promoting greater career progression for MAMEB
women (some of these strategies may also be appropriate to other under-represented
groups in academia going forward). To facilitate this, we offer an exploratory reading of
the issues most important to MAMEB women and, at the same time, highlight issues that
may be more generally relevant to discussions on gender and ethnicity in the academy.

Methodology

Identification of relevant articles

Torraco (2016) highlights how in contrast to systematic reviews, the evidence base utilised
in an integrative literature review may range from exhaustive to selective, representative,
or pivotal depending on the purpose of the study itself. In all cases. however, transpar-
ency of aims and methods are essential to facilitating its critical appraisal. As this study
focused on a relatively new and under-explored area, it utilised a strategy intended to
maximise the scope of evidence examined (Torraco, 2016). To this end, consistent
search parameters were employed to identify items of interest from the following
databases:

(1) EBSCO: Business Source Complete and Education Source
(2) ProQuest: ABI/INFORM and Education Database
(3) ERIC and
(4) SCOPUS.

All searches were completed on 27 April 2022. In total 6,523 items were identified
through these searches (including 1,635 items which appeared in multiple databases).

In line with Prisma (2020), clear screening criteria were agreed in advance to ensure
transparency and consistency amongst the reviewers. These were:

(1) Is the article a peer-reviewed paper, published between 2012 and 2022?
(2) Does the focus of the article relate to the UK higher education sector?
(3) Does the paper focus explicitly and primarily on race/ethnicity (specifically “non-

White”), AND nationality (specifically non-UK) AND gender/sex (specifically women)?
(4) Is the focus of the paper on staff and not students?
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In total, 4,888 items were assessed against these criteria by the research team. In each
instance, the title and abstract were reviewed, and the item classified according to the
following schematic:

(1) C – a “core” text which specifically addresses each of the criteria outlined (2 items)
(2) E – an “essential” text which considers three of the four criteria identified (12 items)
(3) W – an item relating to the wider context but not focused on the core themes under

examination (311 items)
(4) R – rejected as irrelevant (4,562 items) Figure 1

Items classified as “C”, “E” or “W” (n = 325) were then reviewed in full and their findings
summarised in an Excel database. This database included details of each item’s year of

Figure 1. PRISMA flow.
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publication, author, source, evidence base, identified limitations and main findings con-
cerning the three research questions outlined above. In keeping with Petticrew and
Roberts’s (2006) recommendation, a summary of the (fourteen) most critical articles
which formed the basis for this review is included in Appendix A. The intersections
between these papers are summarised in Figure 2, which shows of the 14 selected,
only two cover all four areas of priority (i.e. UK HEP, gender, ethnicity and migration).
Of the others, seven covered three intersections, with those between gender, ethnicity,
and UK HEP the most common. The remainder were concerned with two intersections,
most commonly gender and ethnicity.

Additional articles were also identified as part of this review and are referred to as
appropriate within the subsequent sections of this paper.

Synthesis of findings

In producing this paper, the authors were cognisant of Post et al.’s (2020) assertion that to
make the greatest contribution to the discourse on any given issue, it is insufficient
to simply report and summarise previous research. Instead, the focus should be to
analyse, synthesise and generate an innovative way to conceive it. Therefore, the
authors sought to connect, integrate, and effectively build upon alternative streams of lit-
erature on related areas of intersectionality, to create an original conceptual framework
(Torraco, 2005), which embraced and extended the most relevant studies concerned
with at least two of these considerations within the HE context.

Post et al. (2020) identify seven specific, alternative avenues for theory generation,
which may form the focus for an integrative review that seeks to extend the existing

Figure 2. Intersections between principal articles.
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discourse in this way. Amongst these, the strategy of exploring emerging perspectives
focuses on increasing understanding of a new phenomenon, in part by contrasting
it with more established ideas; in this case, this included more established discourses
concerning the career progression of both women in general and of women from min-
ority ethnic backgrounds. Further value comes from the fact that articles on other,
related intersectionalities such as this, often utilise alternative theoretical lenses for
their consideration (e.g. feminism, conflict theory, critical race theory), as this required
the authors to identify and analyse the assumptions (Post et al., 2020) within these dis-
courses as to the factors which promote material differences in the experiences of
these women, and, for example, the extent to which differences are driven by ethno-
graphic and biographical variations. Our work further sought to address Post et al.’s
(2020) ambition for integrative reviews, by proposing a coherent and cohesive frame-
work for both explaining and (tentatively) postulating (rather than predicting) the
likely experiences of other minority ethnic women as they enter the UK HE system
for the first time. In doing so, we seek to locate this outside of any individual perspec-
tive or discourse whilst nevertheless remaining cognisant of the value and limitations
of each.

Findings

Evidence concerning the under-representation of MAMEB women within senior
leadership positions in UK higher education providers (HEPs)

In the UK, AdvanceHE’s “staff statistics report” (AdvanceHE, 2021) provides the most
comprehensive assessment of the demographic characteristics of staff employed
within the HE sector. This annual report summarises data from HESA staff records
on the characteristics of all academic and professional support staff holding one or
more contracts of employment with a UK HEI. Data is primarily published in relation
to age, disability, ethnicity, and gender. Some intersectional data is also included, pro-
viding (limited) insight into differences, for instance, by gender and broad ethnic
group, and UK/non-UK nationality by gender and ethnicity. However, data is not pub-
lished on how frequently MAMEB women reach senior leadership positions within UK
HE.

Sang et al.’s (2013) consideration of the careers of nine migrant academic women in
the UK, and Johansson and Śliwa’s (2014) review of the experiences of 31 foreign
female academics, are the only studies identified that specifically address the primary
intersectional focus of this review. While Ghosh and Barber (2021) and Sang and
Calvard (2019) have also examined the experiences of migrant female academics, these
focused on the US and Australian/New Zealand contexts respectively rather than experi-
ences of those migrating to the UK. Elsewhere other studies of interest considered a more
limited number of relevant intersectionalities. For instance, Manfredi (2017), Rollock
(2021), Stockfelt (2018) and Bhopal (2020a) all provide valuable understanding of the
experiences of female academics from ethnic minorities in the UK but do not specifically
consider how these may affect migrants.

Other studies identified in our work offer insight into the experiences of women aca-
demics from other ethnicities and/or HE systems, but do not consider how migration
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may affect this. For instance, Ford et al. (2018) focus on the under-representation of indi-
genous women in the Australian higher education system, while Zhao and Jones (2017)
and Abalkhail (2017) explore the challenges faced by women academics in advancing
their careers in China and Saudi Arabia more generally. Morley (2014) and Morley and
Crossouard (2016) also offer interesting multinational comparisons of women academics’
experiences, primarily (but not exclusively) focused on the Middle East and Indian
subcontinent.

Despite these empirical studies in various contexts, we found that most research on the
under-representation of women academics with the dynamics of race, gender and career
progression focuses on US academic institutions. Moreover, much of this specifically
examines the experiences of Black women (e.g. Chance, 2022; Durodoye et al., 2020;
Ghosh & Barber, 2021; Jean-Marie, 2011), although limited other work considers the
experiences of women from alternative ethnic backgrounds, including Hispanic (e.g.
Suárez-McCrink, 2011) Pacific Islander and American Asian (Le, 2016).

Notwithstanding these limitations, analysis of data included in these (and other)
sources reveals some interesting patterns, which in turn shed light on the situations of
academics considered in this paper.

Firstly, the relative disadvantage of women within HE more broadly is well recognised
and has been a focus for study throughout this century. Indeed, considerable evidence
demonstrates how women academics frequently occupy lower positions in institutions
within most developed countries (Acker, 2008; Probert, 2005). In the US for instance, Dur-
odoye et al. (2020) note that while efforts in the 1970s to improve gender diversity at a
faculty level led to some improvements, fifty years later women are still more likely to
be clustered in junior positions, with fewer promoted to professor. Indeed, O’Connell
and McKinnon (2021) suggest that only around 32% of professors in the US are female,
with slightly fewer (around 27%) reaching this status in the European Union. Data from
AdvanceHE confirms that while the proportion of professors who are women in the UK
has increased by half since 2010, it remains broadly in line with other countries (Advan-
ceHE, 2021; Brill, 2010).

Secondly, while women in general remain under-represented in higher education per
se, there are important differences in experiences between women from different ethnic
backgrounds. More specifically, writers such as Bhopal (2020b) have highlighted how in
the UK women from a non-White background are in general less likely to reach leadership
positions than their White colleagues. This view is supported by data from AdvanceHE
(2021), summarised in Table 1. This shows that White male UK nationals continue to dom-
inate the most senior roles in this country, accounting for 65% of all professors, but only
44% of academics at more junior levels. While the picture is reversed for women of all eth-
nicities, the scale of under-representation differs markedly between Black, Asian and Min-
ority ethnic (BAME) women and those who are White.

While Table 1 is helpful in highlighting the under-representation of female (and
indeed male) academics from non-White backgrounds in leadership, it contains
several significant limitations for our study. Firstly, data is not provided on academics’
countries of origin and so it is impossible to assess the impact that migration may
have on the patterns shown. Secondly, the fact that data on ethnicity is published at
a high level of aggregation and under the category of “BAME” is problematic for both
analytical and philosophical reasons. At a practical level aggregated data prohibits the
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exploration of patterns which may exist within its individual subgroups. Philosophically,
this aggregation makes important assumptions concerning the comparability of its con-
stituent groups which are problematic, and compounded by adopting the abbreviation
“BAME”. In essence, this reflects a tendency within this discourse to homogenise the
experiences of non-White academics, which effectively serves to mask important
nuances in patterns of inequality affecting colleagues from diverse and distinct ethnic
backgrounds (Stockfelt, 2018). One example of this concerns important differences in
how women from different contexts construct their personal identity and the relative
importance they place on ethnicity and gender. For instance, Valverde’s (2011) work
highlights the importance of historical, sociological, and philosophical factors determin-
ing how US women emphasise alternative aspects of identity, noting that while Asian
women academics most commonly consider gender to be a more dominant character-
istic than ethnicity, the reverse is true of their Latina, African America and African Indian
counterparts. Similarly, Bhopal (2020b) concludes that in the UK, White privilege means
that for White women, issues of ethnicity may barely feature at all. The importance of
such differences, which are therefore hidden by such aggregation, should not be
under-estimated and often reflect profound disparities in historical socio-political con-
texts, the legacies of which can be identified in alternative strands of feminist philos-
ophy (Pasque, 2011). That White minority groups (such as Travellers and Gypsy Roma
for example) are excluded from this classification (Advance HE, 2023) is also problematic
as it further perpetuates a view that it is skin colour which serves as the dominant driver
of an individual’s identity and lived experience. Little wonder then that the term “BAME”
is also criticised as both ill-understood and as a mechanism for perpetuating unequal
power relations (Aspinall, 2021).

However, while such limitations in data publication restrict opportunities to examine
the dynamics between alternative intersectionalities, Table 2 nevertheless provides
further insight into the disparities between academics from different ethnic groups,
and from a UK and non-UK background.

Table 1. Academic staff by professional category, gender, and BAME/White identity (developed from
table 5.7 Advance HE “Equality and higher education staff statistical report” 2022).

Professor Non-Professor All

All staff [N = 203,620] Male Female Total Male Female Total Male Female Total

White 64% 26% 89% 40% 41% 81% 43% 39% 82%
Black, Asian and Minority ethnic (BAME) 8% 3% 11% 10% 8% 19% 10% 8% 18%
All staff 72% 28% 100% 51% 49% 100% 53% 47% 100%

Professor Non-Professor All

UK nationals [N = 140,405] Male Female Total Male Female Total Male Female Total

White 65% 26% 91% 44% 44% 89% 46% 42% 89%
Black, Asian and Minority ethnic (BAME) 7% 2% 9% 6% 6% 11% 6% 5% 11%
All staff 72% 28% 100% 50% 50% 100% 52% 48% 100%

Professor Non-Professor All

Non-UK nationals [N = 63,210] Male Female Total Male Female Total Male Female Total

White 60% 25% 84% 32% 33% 65% 34% 33% 67%
Black, Asian and Minority ethnic (BAME) 12% 4% 16% 20% 14% 35% 20% 13% 33%
All staff 72% 28% 100% 52% 48% 100% 54% 46% 100%

‘NB Figures may not sum due to rounding’
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Table 2 also supports a variety of research which has highlighted how in addition to
experiencing restricted opportunities for promotion, academics who are women, from
non-White backgrounds and from overseas endure less favourable conditions in a
variety of other ways, including in relation to pay and security of tenure (Bhopal,
2020a; Bhopal & Brown, 2016; Johansson & Śliwa, 2014; Sang et al., 2013). It shows that
women academics remain far more likely to work part time than their male counterparts
(40.9% c.f. 28.5%) and are also more likely to be employed in professional and support
roles (62.7% c.f. 37.3%) than higher status academic ones (Advance HE, 2021).

Table 3 shows similar inequalities in terms of academics’ tenure. While variations may
be relatively small, women academics are nevertheless more likely to be employed on
fixed term contracts than their male counterparts. Table 3 also shows marked differences
in the employment status of White and non-White academics from both the UK and over-
seas, with these collectively favouring White UK nationals over other groups.

Causes of under-representation

Patriarchy, gender stereotypes and the myth of meritocracy
One common theme concerns the persistence of a patriarchal culture which continues to
negatively impact women’s career prospects across many professional settings (Bhopal,
2020a; Ghosh & Barber, 2021; Johansson & Śliwa, 2014; Sang et al., 2013). Patriarchy
can take a variety of forms. For example, Stockfelt (2018), Durodoye et al. (2020) and
Ghosh and Barber (2021) describe how academic roles are often segregated between
genders. Ghosh and Barber (2021), for instance, see female academics as “often expected

Table 2. Academic staff by professional category and BAME/White identity (developed from table 3.20
Advance HE “Equality and higher education staff statistical report” 2022).

UK Nationals Non-UK

Non-Professors Professors Ratio Non-Professors Professors Ratio

White 88.6 90.7 1.0:1 65.3 84.5 0.8:1
BAME total 11.4 9.3 1.2:1 34.7 15.5 2.2:1
Asian 4.6 3.8 1.2:1 12.6 6.0 2.1:1
Black 1.9 0.3 6.3:1 3.7 1.1 3.4:1
Chinese 1.4 2.2 0.6:1 9.9 4.6 2.2:1
Mixed 2.1 1.5 1.4:1 3.6 1.2 3.0:1
Other 1.4 1.3 1.1:1 5.0 2.6 1.9:1

Table 3. UK/non-UK academics, by contract type and gender/ethnicity (developed from tables 3.5 and
4.5, Advance HE “Equality and higher education staff statistical report” 2022).

Open-ended/permanent Fixed term

UK White 72.8 27.2
BAME 68.6 31.4
All 72.3 27.7

Non-UK nationals White 62.8 37.2
BAME 50.0 50.0
All 58.5 41.5

Open-ended/permanent Fixed term

All Male 75.7 24.3
Female 73.4 26.6
All 74.8 25.2
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to be emotionally available to students as bosomy mother figures” (Ghosh & Barber, 2021,
p. 1064), leading to them being overburdened in less prestigious academic duties such as
mentoring, advising, committee work and other service duties. Such gendered segre-
gation produces a “double whammy” effect of reducing women’s capacity to focus on
more prestigious activities such as research and funding applications, while simul-
taneously providing greater space for men to do so.

Patriarchy is seen to extend into fundamental assumptions as to how success within HE
is defined. Johansson and Śliwa (2014) for instance describe how a “myth of meritocracy”
(seemingly based on neutral, objective criteria) serves to perpetuate a focus on individual
achievement, while obscuring underlying processes of differentiation and discrimination
that (invariably) prejudice against women (e.g. different expectations around childcare
responsibilities). A variety of other writers posit that assumptions of race are inextricably
intertwined within such myths and assumptions. Jean-Marie (2011) for instance notes
that, regardless of any wider discourses of equity, policies within HEPs are invariably
written by, or for, White men in power, and serve (directly or indirectly) to protect their
positions of power. Cotterill et al. (2006) build on Johansson and Śliwa’s (2014) position,
by asserting that HEPs are invested in representations which are inescapably masculine,
neo-liberal and White, and unsurprisingly, assume ontological and epistemological pos-
itions which are consistent with this. In practice this results in measures to assess
quality and success that are predominantly Positivist in nature, and a prevailing view
that activities only really “count” if they produce tangible outputs which can be “objec-
tively” quantified. This perspective subsequently supports a culture dominated by
metrics, in key areas of research (with its metrics to assess research quality via ranking
lists and output targets) and teaching (where the quality and impact of teaching can
be “objectively” observed and accurately assessed using quantitative measures), which
in turn generate pan-institutional frameworks and strategies that perpetuate inequality
in these and other key areas (such as networking and collaboration) and ultimately pro-
motion (Cotterill et al., 2006; Jean-Marie, 2011; Lipton, 2017; Spence, 2018). Furthermore,
while suchmechanisms prejudice the interests of all women, Campbell (2022) argues their
ethnocentricity means that those from a non-White background in general, and Black
women in particular, are disproportionately impacted.

Racism, uneven career pathways and a “hierarchy of colour”
Discussions of prejudice also feature consistently within the literature. For instance, in her
study of the experiences of Black professors in the UK, Rollock (2021) identifies racism as
operating at both an individual and wider systemic level. Here, racism is the key reason
why “Black female academics endure an uneven and convoluted pathway to professor-
ship characterized by undermining, bullying, and the challenges of a largely opaque pro-
gression process” (Rollock, 2021, p. 209). Similarly, Oade (2009) highlights strong racial
and gender elements to the various forms of bullying that take place in the academic
context, including personal verbal abuse, derogatory remarks, spreading false rumours,
and a wider set of behaviours which cause academics to doubt themselves, reduce
their self-esteem and question their competence or commitment.

Stockfelt (2018) expands this discourse by emphasising the need to explore the
nuances of individual experiences. Importantly, in her examination of the experiences
of several Black female academics in the UK, she highlights how some respondents
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believe “society utilises a hierarchy of colour with darker skins at the bottom” (Stockfelt,
2018, p. 1023), which in turn has implications for the treatment received. From an aca-
demic perspective, she describes one respondent’s opinion that Chinese academics
were commonly viewed as the “model minority” with Blacks (Caribbean, African, British,
and other) at the bottom. Valverde (2011) also identified a similar hierarchy in the US
context, noting that the “prevailing stereotypical thinking about Asians [sic] is that they
are intellectually more capable than other groups of color” (p. 52); a perspective which
he states underpins the term “model minority” in relation to this group and has very
real implications in relation to career advancement.

Given Stockfelt’s (2018) conclusion that ethnicity impacts more than gender on career
prospects, the significance of such a hierarchy is important within the context of this study
and links strongly to the discourse of scientific racism. Durodoye (2003) for instance ident-
ifies a long tradition of science both contributing to and reinforcing inequality in general
and a view of “non-White” as inferior in particular. Similarly, Sue and Sue (2003) highlight
how “differences” between alternative groups have effectively been framed as deviations
from and deficient to a “White” norm, regardless of the fact ethnicity itself is socially con-
structed and does not exist a priori. Diamond (1994) for instance notes a variety of alterna-
tive ways in which humans may be defined and categorised, such as digestion, genes, and
resistance, each of which can be justified as coherently as by skin colour. From one per-
spective, it is therefore unsurprising that it is colour which is central to such discussions of
relative biological merit, given that it is this characteristic which most readily distinguishes
the allocation of privilege within many societies. In our view, the fact that academia as a
core social institution has historically facilitated Scientific Racism, which continues to
legitimise negative stereotyping and impact on material outcomes at all levels of
society, reinforces the importance of our study.

Xenophobia, its intersection with race and gender, and conceptualisations of
“foreignness”
Ghosh and Barber (2021) discuss how racism and xenophobia, often underpinned by
spurious pseudo-scientific justifications as outlined above, impact migrant academic
women’s career progression. Perhaps most strikingly, they highlight how racism and
xenophobia operate as independent variables, influencing academics’ careers in a
variety of complex ways. For example, while White overseas academics may benefit
from racial privileges, they frequently simultaneously suffer exclusion because of xeno-
phobic prejudice, for example pre-conceptions concerning their linguistic skills. For
women, challenges associated with patriarchy and misogyny, outlined above, complicate
this dynamic further. For example, Lin et al. (2004) found that women academics often
believe sexism to be a driving factor behind students and colleagues using feedback
mechanisms to question their wider professional capabilities, which in turn may result
in significant damage to their career progression. That responsibility for this is frequently
placed on the individual academic themselves (e.g. that they need to develop their lin-
guistic capabilities further) is telling, as this serves to simultaneously both deny yet
reinforce what can be a wider hostile culture for women in academy (Nawyn et al., 2012).

Gheorghiu and Stephens (2016) also highlight how xenophobia can negatively impact
migrants’ career prospects. Michael (2011) adds further complexity to this picture by
noting how in recent years HEPs, driven largely by commercial considerations, have
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increasingly sought to position “foreignness” (including amongst its academic staff) as an
asset and source of enrichment to campus life, but at the same time, failed to provide the
support migrant academics require to realise their full potential. Furthermore, to compete
effectively with domestic academics, foreign colleagues may in practice be required to
demonstrate greater productivity, despite potentially enduring language related difficul-
ties, fewer mentors, smaller professional networks, and more limited access to support
(Kim et al., 2011; Mamiseishvili & Rosser, 2010; Stephens, 2016). Clarke (2005) notes
how in many instances, these and other issues can produce tensions which contribute
to increased recognition of difference, and in turn greater, negative latent or overt com-
petition which can spill over into incivility and bullying.

“Glass, concrete and ivory ceilings”
Numerous studies employ metaphoric “ceilings” to highlight how structural factors place
de-facto limitations on academics’ careers. Hoque et al. (2021) for instance describe the
presence of a (generalised) glass ceiling for female academics within a medical context,
who despite outperforming their male counterparts on a range of measures, remain mark-
edly less likely to achieve leadership roles because of various invisible barriers to career
advancement. Similarly, Manfredi et al. (2014) identify an “ivory ceiling” through which
passive racism requires Black academics to work twice as hard as their White peers to
secure promotion. For Baxter-Nuamah (2015), the scale of challenges to be overcome is
better embodied through the metaphor of a “concrete ceiling”, which is in practice
almost impossible to penetrate and reinforced through racism, sexism, ageism, stereotyp-
ing threat, isolation, and tokenism.

These metaphorical ceilings operate at both a systemic and institutional level. Duro-
doye et al. (2020) for instance highlight how in the US, such ceilings are maintained
within individual organisations by “an unwelcoming climate, slanted internal processes
and disinterested policymaking, all [of which] adversely impact the promotion prospects
of women of colour at an individual institutional level” (p. 630). Similarly, a lack of positive
role models, reduced mentoring opportunities and an unwillingness to challenge patriar-
chal procedures and cultures are also identified within individual institutions as restricting
career prospects for women in general and women of colour in particular (Bhopal, 2020a;
Johansson & Śliwa, 2014; Stockfelt, 2018). If women do make it to interview, Valverde
(2011) suggests the panel they face is likely to be dominated by White men, and
employ masculine criteria for assessing their suitability.

Personal factors and individual agency
Unsurprisingly, many of the factors identified above as restricting the career progression
of individuals at the system or organisational level are also keenly felt on a routine, day-to-
day basis by individual academics. Bhopal and Brown (2016) for instance highlight how
the intersection between gender, ethnicity and class can compound the challenges aca-
demics face personally and the decisions they routinely have to make, describing this as a
“triple burden”; less then, the even application of gravity and more the feeling of carrying
a millstone around one’s neck.

Social ostracisation and exclusion from (male dominated) networks (Allen et al., 2021;
Bhopal, 2020a; Ghosh & Barber, 2021), dealing with conflict and bullying (Gheorghiu &
Stephens, 2016; Rollock, 2021) and coping with toxic cultures (Stockfelt, 2018) are all
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challenges identified in the literature as more likely to be faced on a day-to-day basis by
women and women of colour.

Tellingly, Monroe et al. (2008) conclude that organisations frequently view such issues
as problems for the individual to cope with rather than for the institution to address. Simi-
larly systemic challenges relating to gendered issues such as the allocation of caring
responsibilities, frequently require women from all backgrounds to make difficult per-
sonal decisions, and feature heavily within discussions around the role of personal
agency in career progression. For MAMEB women, the reduced likelihood of an extensive
support network makes such dilemmas especially keenly felt. Thus, discourses of personal
agency effectively reinforce gendered, racial and other inequalities by absolving social
and individual institutions of their responsibility to address them.

Important approaches in addressing under-representation and promoting
greater access to senior leadership

Relatively little space is given in the literature to exploring approaches to addressing the
variety of issues identified as barriers to progression to senior leadership roles for MAMEB
women. Where strategies themselves are discussed, many of the approaches described
are at a relatively high level and effectively reiterate the causes of inequality already
discussed.

Sector and societal approaches
One of the fullest considerations of strategies targeted at systemic challenges features in
Allen et al.’s (2021) exploration of inequality in the Australian HE sector. Building on the
work of Westering et al. (2012), Allen et al. (2021) advocate strengthening legislation at a
national level to address societal inequalities underpinning poorer career outcomes for
women. In doing so, they highlight a range of legislation relating to this issue generally,
and the presence of regulatory standards specifically tailored for the education sector.
However, they also recognise the limitations of such legislation and draw attention to
various structural issues across HE which systematically reproduce inequalities in out-
comes between male and female academics, for instance in terms of patriarchal assump-
tions which underpin systems to awarding grants and funding, publishing papers,
accessing professional development and securing leadership opportunities. Thus, Allen
et al. (2021) echo the views of writers such as Manfredi (2017) and Durodoye et al.
(2020) who see change as requiring a more fundamental reconsideration as to what
success “looks” like in HE and the development of a more inclusive definition for this.

HEP and organisational strategies
Several studies focus on the organisational level and identify specific actions individual
HEPs can take to address under-representation. For example, Manfredi (2017) calls for
greater commitment to strategies of positive action, including targets for diversity, and
outlines approaches which can address barriers to recruitment and promotion. Sang
and Calvard’s (2019) work in Australia and New Zealand also advocates the need for uni-
versities to adopt clearer and more consistent policies for promotion, not least to enable
them to be scrutinised for their implicit “Whiteness”.
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Bhopal and Henderson (2021) highlight the impact having a family can have on career
prospects, and the responsibilities that HEPs have to address the disproportionate impact
of this on women’s careers. Allen et al. (2021) and Bhopal (2020a; 2020b) also recognise a
broader need to promote examples of successful female academics from minority ethnic
backgrounds, while simultaneously monitoring promotion and recruitment practices to
ensure that their numbers increase. At the same time, role models of this kind may
also make a major contribution to the progression of their peers, by supporting mentor-
ing programmes which help academics from our intersection of interest to realise their
potential (Allen et al., 2021; Bhopal, 2020b; 2020a).

However, while such policies and strategies have an essential role to play in addressing
the inequality outlined, their existence alone is no guarantee of success. Rollock (2021) for
instance notes that “universities, like many public institutions, author equality and diver-
sity statements and express their unrelenting commitment, in job advertisements and
elsewhere, to increasing the number of under-represented groups, especially women,
those with disabilities, and those from Black and minority ethnic backgrounds.
However, such statements and promises do relatively little to alter the education land-
scape either in terms of representation or improving the daily experiences of these
groups” (Rollock, 2021, p. 215).

Allen et al. (2021) identify leadership as among six key areas which require systematic
intervention to effect genuine change on this issue. More specifically, they note that
leaders’ commitment is essential to the success of initiatives intended to promote equality
and to addressing both structural and cultural issues which potentially threaten it.

Personal strategies
The greatest consideration of potential approaches to addressing inequalities in represen-
tation between gender and different ethnic backgrounds at senior leadership level
focuses on actions open to individual academics. This may reflect a context where struc-
tural safeguards are largely ineffective, and it is therefore beholden on the individual to
identify and take the necessary action themselves. As noted above, it can also be seen
as a mechanism for reinforcing existing patriarchal and race-based exclusionary cultures
and structures, and absolving institutions and the sector as a whole of responsibility.
Effectively, then, it legitimises a “victim blaming” discourse and narrative that as some
women achieve “success”, all can, so as long as they are prepared to do whatever is
necessary to achieve it.

One strand of this concerns the degree to which MAMEB women who aspire to lea-
dership positions should actively seek to assimilate with existing, dominant cultures. For
instance, Sang et al. (2013) found that while most foreign academics in their study had
applied for UK citizenship, retaining the capacity to draw on their wider experiences
was nevertheless key to their success: “for these women, standing at the intersection
of two countries was seen as an advantage, as they were able to draw on two reper-
toires of academic and cultural tradition, which helped them identify a wide range of
possibilities and work in the UK” (p. 164). Similarly, Johansson and Śliwa (2014) assert
that being such a metaphoric “double stranger” may not be an uncomplicated cumu-
lative disadvantage, and indeed for overseas academics in UK business schools, “for-
eignness” could serve as an asset, enabling them to test and potentially exploit
differences in cultural norms to their own advantage. At the same time, Johansson
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and Śliwa (2014) concede that the effectiveness of such strategies may be limited by a
range of factors, including the cultural proximity of an individual academic’s schools
and their personal biography. One example of proximity is alternative dimensions of lin-
guistic competence, with accent in particular serving as an important marker of class
and ethnicity, and therefore acting in practice as a powerful attribute for the social posi-
tioning of academics (Coulthard, 2008). Similarly, self-presentation (for example in terms
of dress and the use of jewellery to meet European standards of beauty) may also be an
important factor in the process of (personal) social construction and subsequently
impact an individual’s career progression within academia (Bauder, 2006; Chance,
2022; Johansson & Śliwa, 2014).

Finally, several writers highlight the value of a small set of personal attributes in career
progression. For example, Johansson and Śliwa (2014) and Rollock (2021) both draw
attention to the importance of commitment and hard work, while recognising that
what is judged as “working hard” and therefore worthy of reward is underpinned by
established masculine norms, and often varies depending on ethnicity, gender and
migrant status. Sang et al. (2013) highlight the value placed on mobility as a means of
“demonstrating commitment”, which again can be viewed as embedded within mascu-
line assumptions of what is necessary for career progression, and does not take into
account factors including gendered expectations of family and caring responsibilities. Per-
sonal resilience is also highlighted as critical in some studies, with Chance (2022) for
instance concluding that resilience and strength are core characteristics of the “super-
women” who overcome challenges of racism, sexism and ageism to achieve leadership
positions in academia in the US. Indeed for Chance (2022), overcoming such obstacles
is not only necessary for personal success; it also helps to develop the attributes required
for success as leaders in the future.

Table 4 summarises the principle causes of under-representation and approaches to
addressing them identified by this review.

Table 4. The principle causes of under-representation and approaches to addressing them.

Level Causes of under-representation
Approaches to addressing under-representation/

promoting greater access

Sectoral and societal Patriarchy
Racism
Xenophobia

Regulatory standards specifically tailored for the
education sector.
Actions to promote a more “inclusive” idea of what
constitutes success.

Institutional/
Organisational

Patriarchy
Racism
Xenophobia
Metaphoric ceilings: glass, ivory,
and concrete
Organisational culture (toxic
environment)

Strategies and actions to address barriers at
recruitment and promotion
Clearer and more consistent policies for promotion
Showcase role models who have progressed to senior
leadership
Leaders’ commitment to promote equality

Personal and
Interpersonal

Patriarchy
Racism
Xenophobia
Metaphoric ceilings: glass, ivory,
and concrete
Organisational culture (toxic
environment)
Social ostracisation and exclusion
Personal agency

Notion of being a “double stranger”
“Foreignness” as an asset
Personal attributes
Commitment and hard work
Mobility as a means of “demonstrating commitment”
Resilience and strength
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Discussion

Our integrative literature review identifies several important findings concerning the
under-representation of MAMEB women in senior leadership positions in HE.

Firstly, while the under-representation of both women and of people from Black and
minority ethnic backgrounds have long been recognised as issues within a variety of aca-
demic contexts (Miller, 2016; Xiao et al., 2020), the intersection between these and
migration has largely been ignored. This is reflected in the paucity of published statistics,
with what limited data is produced aggregated at too high a level to support exploration
of the differences between the experiences of women from different backgrounds. While
we recognise this may in part be a consequence of technical limitations, presenting data
in this way at once precludes such detailed explorations, while simultaneously promoting
a homogenised perspective which subconsciously devalues such an activity in any case.
This is especially unfortunate in this instance, given the suggestion that nationality and
ethnicity may both act as powerful agents in these women’s career journeys. Thus,
while such data allows us to identify a number of broader challenges which migrant aca-
demics face (such as less secure tenure for instance), it is impossible to determine the
degree to which these affect colleagues from particular contexts. Given Stockfelt’s
(2018) suggestion that a de-facto “hierarchy” may exist in how ethnicity is viewed and
Johansson and Śliwa (2014) claim that for some, “foreignness” may actually represent
an asset, this is particularly frustrating.

Secondly, patriarchy serves as a central unifying theme in the experiences of all
women, regardless of ethnicity and nationality. The literature reviewed in this study
reveals how this impacts women in a variety of ways, some of which are less
overtly recognised. The detrimental effect that maternity may have on women’s
careers is well documented across a wide range of careers and industries, but con-
siderably less attention has been given to the precise mechanisms through which
this occurs. Johansson and Śliwa’s (2014) concept of the “myth of meritocracy” is
therefore especially valuable here in making explicit how supposedly “neutral” and
gender-blind considerations, primarily concerned with research activity, frequently dis-
advantage female academics in general and those with additional caring responsibil-
ities in particular. What is missing in the literature is a fuller insight into how
cultural and other considerations mediate the impact of patriarchy to produce
different outcomes for MAMEB women.

Studies included in this review highlight how patriarchy operates at a variety of levels,
with systemic challenges amplified or reduced at both the institutional level (for instance
through policy decisions and work cultures) and the personal/interpersonal level (for
example through expectations concerning work choices, bullying, and social exclusion).
The material reviewed here suggests strategies which may help to address these.
Perhaps foremost in these is the contribution leaders can make in a variety of ways,
including for example promoting networks, providing mentoring opportunities, and chal-
lenging gender-based expectations around caregiving (both within the personal and pro-
fessional spheres).

Thirdly, research reviewed strongly evidenced the relative importance colleagues place
on alternative, intersecting aspects of personal biography in their (personal) constructions
of identity (Crenshaw, 2021, 2013). Becker’s (1963) seminal work on labelling is particularly
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valuable here in highlighting how dimensions of ethnicity, place and gender combine in
complex ways to influence both how colleagues view themselves and are viewed by
others. For researchers, policy makers and programme developers, navigating the delicate
path between atomisation and generalisation is perhaps the most difficult ongoing chal-
lenge in ensuring that future work considers questions of this nature in “coherent but sen-
sitive ways” (Nichols & Stahl, 2019, p. 1257).

Limitations of this study

Despite considerable interest in career progression within academia, relatively few studies
were identified which covered the central focus of our research. This was perhaps to be
expected given the emergent and highly specific nature of our interest. We addressed this
in part by adopting an approach which at once was wider (in terms of the intersectional-
ities it covered) and more targeted (in that it focused on the most important studies only),
and thereby enabled the team to utilise the most important research focused on closely
related intersectionalities relating to gender and ethnicity.

In our review we focused on three specific aspects of MAMEB women’s identity in relation
to their ambitions to reach senior leadership positions, these being gender, ethnicity, and
migrant status. A fundamental question therefore is whether there are other aspects
which may be equally or potentially more important, such as sexuality, religion or class.

Within our paper, we have discussed at some length the philosophical and practical
limitations associated with categorisations of ethnicity and recognise that these are
applicable to a significant proportion of the source material which underpins this
review.

Finally, we acknowledge an important limitation within the integrative reviewmethod-
ology itself. Integrative reviews are inevitably dependent upon the scale and quality of
material available (Elsbach & Knippenberg, 2020). This risk is potentially heightened in
intersectional studies where the scope of interest is narrowed and availability of source
material reduced (Elsbach & Knippenberg, 2020).

Implications for research and practice

Our review has a variety of implications for research and practice. Firstly, it highlights the
paucity of empirical evidence into the factors which inhibit the prospects of migrant
female academics from ethnic minorities securing leadership positions. Care is needed
to ensure that such studies provide insight into the various ways in which such barriers
impact women from different contexts, together with the efficacy of alternative strategies
in addressing these.

Secondly, despite their espoused commitment to addressing the under-representation
of womenwithin leadership positions, alongsidemore generally addressing issues of diver-
sity as part of their wider commitment to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG), more
needs to be done to encourage HEPs to embed practices which genuinely tackle the root
causes of this. Our view is that given the scale and complexity of these challenges, it is
necessary for the sector as a whole to work with the government to develop and
implement the safeguards necessary to produce practical outcomes, which genuinely
make progress and do not simply pay lip service to the concerns of those affected. One
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step is to publish openly disaggregated data which lays bare, for the first time, the true
scale of how under-representation affects women from a wider variety of backgrounds.

Finally, our review highlights the role which MAMEB women themselves may play as
agents of change. Moving forward we believe this review has helped to clarify what further
work may look like, and those pieces of the puzzle which it is most important to source.

Note

1. In using this abbreviation, the authors are mindful not to be seen as attempting to introduce
yet another acronym to an already overcrowded lexicon. Moreover, in this context, we are
especially concerned that such a strategy could be seen to infer a uniformity of experience
and homogeneity of context which we explicitly reject. As such this term is used solely to sim-
plify presentation and increase the readability of this paper.
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