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Abstract This research examines factors which may be influencing female academics career advancement at Higher
Education Institutions (HEls) in Syria. The paper conducts situation analysis on academic environment at HEIl in Syria,
exploring factors which may be impacting female academics experience and career progression and lack of academic
representation at senior management levels. The paper examines a private HEls investigating the environment in Syria
highlighting the situation after 2011. The methodology applied in diagnosing the situation, is based on data collected from a
capacity building in higher education project (CBHE), funded by Erasmus+. The methodology employs the design of
questionnaire survey administered at the research target group. A one-way translation from English to Arabic is performed
by expert academics and verified by linguistic experts. The sample design employs nonprobability sampling techniques. The
size of the sample is 47 observations for academics. The findings of the analysis are reported across individual, and
institutional levels. The research results signify that interest in research is a strong motivator; while career satisfaction still
reveals an area of future development. There is still little awareness on gender issues topics, as well as little research works
being performed in the scope gender research issues. The concept of gender equality has a high potential for evolution and
expansion on the intermediate and long term at the institutional and socio cultural contests in Syria. The future direction of
this research emphasizes developing a conceptual framework on the factors which may be affecting female academics
experience and career advancement in HEls in Syria. Furthermore, future research recommends the development of
institutional and national policies in the scope of gender equality, which could be reflected at human resources practices,
environment of the workplace, infusion of gender at university mission and planning, curriculum, research, and university
governance.
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1. Introduction

To succeed in today's new paradigm of academic learning and research environment, HEIs need sustainable
practices in academic environment that can transcend time, place, geography, race, and above all gender (Dalati
et al 2020, Dalati 2021). The imperative to empower female academics is accelerating, as international global
universities rely more and more on the significant roles played by female academics and professionals. Prior
academic research indicates that there is requirement for a greater number of female academics in the Middle
East. The need for developing effective female academics with technical, interpersonal, conceptual and decision-
making skills which enhances robust and sustainable academic environment, has become an increasingly
important discipline in HEIs. Challenges associated with social, cultural, economic and gender issues are evident
factors that could impair female academics from taking leadership roles in academic environment. On the other
hand, information overload, technological advancement and connectivity, battle for analytical and research
competencies and increasing ethical dilemmas have been among important factors stimulating the need for
female leaders, who acquire effective competencies and that could transcend cultural, geographical, political,
racial and national aspects. Female academics can contribute to building and creating crucial impact in their
countries at different aspects economically, politically, socially and most importantly as academic leaders
initiating change in the academic arena. In recent times in Arabic societies, female education is acceptable and
supported; however, education is not helping these women to capitalize on full potential in terms of
employment. Therefore, the level of education of women in Middle Eastern societies is not a useful indicator of
the economic status of women. Research studies indicate that women are controlled in patriarchal societies
because of the association to the nature of the structure of this culture which is male dominated (Littrell and
Bertsch 2013, Mouhamad 2003. Dalati et al 2020). The prior research supports that patriarchy is strongest in
rural areas and in peasant and tribal communities (Litrell and Bertsch 2013, Dalati et al 2020). The Purpose of
this research paper is to examine factors which may be affecting female academics experience and career
advancement at top levels of management at HEls in Syria.
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2. Higher Education Environment in Syria

Universities at Syria definitely need the knowledge and expertise of social and technical innovation to create a
sustainable future for Syria. Before 2011 HEls in Syria were expanding as the introduction of private universities
was applied in 2001. That was accomplished through a legislation which allowed the operation of Syrian private
HEls. Before the devastating war in Syria and between 2001 and 2010 Syrian private universities were expanding
and competing to win and recruit students primarily undergraduates. At 2011 a long-term crisis has torn Syria
over the past 13 years, which has created a devastating situation on a social, economic, environmental and
political levels including both private and public sectors. HEls are still operating now; although it has faced
challenges and worsening through the past 13 years of struggle and devastation. Before 2011 Syrian Higher
Education was going through a development phase, characterized by modernizing teaching and research
environments and knowledge transfer, accreditation with international and mainly EU partners. After 2011 and
during the past 13 years Syrian Higher Education is still facing different challenges associated with its
infrastructure, operational, human, technical, intellectual and social levels (Dalati & Alchach, 2018. Dalati et al
2020). Currently, the economic environment in Syria has become more complicated particularly after the global
pandemic and its effect on Syria in different aspects including the higher education infrastructure (Rouh, Dalati,
and Al Bich 2021).

The prevalent organizational environment of Higher Education industry in Syria is generally characterized by
(1) deficiency in the development of a sustainable development training programs for its human academic
resources particularly in the scope of female executive leadership, (2) lack of career support and counselling
centers for female academics subject to different forms of discrimination at Higher Education institutions; (3)
lack of integration of gender issues and sustainability at courses and curricula levels; (4) and lack of strategic
emphasis and investment in development of scientific research centers in the scope of gender equality,
sustainability issues and female empowerment( Dalati et al 2020, Dalati 2021). The effects of this problem have
led to a generation of female academics characterized by incompetence as executive managers at senior levels,
as well as low power dead-end jobs (Dalati et al 2020).

3. Literature Review

The preceding literature examines diverse characteristics which could be classified as motivators, and barriers
influencing female academics career progression and advancement. These factors include individual,
demographic, institutional and socio-cultural factors, which may be inhibiting women from following a
successful and effective academic career (Cole & Zuckerman, 1987; Hensel, 1991; Davis & Astin, 1987; Menges
& Exum, 1983; Sax et al., 2002; Blattel-Mink, 2008; Ramsay, 2001, Dalati et al 2020). Previous studies on female
career advancement highpoints the importance of individual factors, as personality characteristics and attitudes,
marital status, and family responsibility (Lobel & Clair, 1992; Greenhaus & Parasuraman, 1993; Aycan, 2004).
Furthermore, the research examined female academics and professional ability to create balance between work
and family and household responsibility, making significant influence to the community and social surrounding
(Reynolds et al 2018). Furthermore, Adler (1993) made an interesting argument based on her research
performed in the US that although in societies women are expected to work and contribute to public and
professional life, they are still also expected to perform their household duties as mothers and wives, therefore,
they encounter a double burden of being professionals and house managers.

Institutional factors are investigated in prior studies on female career advancement and academic
representation at university board of directors (Gardiner, 2005; Reynolds et al., 2018; Kaw & Ahmad, 2014).
These factors include lack of networking skills, lack of training, absence of modelling for effective career and lack
of research development as compared to male counterpart. There exits gender inequality at higher education
based on prior US and EU studies (Hensel, 1991; Blattel-mink, 2008).

Socio-Cultural factors are examined taking into consideration the Middle Eastern region and its social culture.
Aycan (2004) investigated the causes for women underrepresentation at senior management in Turkey, where
the study emphasized the effect of socio-cultural factors, highlighting gender role stereotypes and perceptions
towards women career advancement. At Middle Eastern Culture, there exist societal practices institutionalizing
negative discrimination concerning women, often codified in laws that impair women from contributing in public
life or fully competing in the labor market. This zone is characterized by the low status of women in general, high
fertility rates coupled with low age at first marriage, high maternal and infant mortality rates, higher rates of
female illiteracy, lower levels of female educational enrolment, low female labor force participation, and the
lack of women'’s political participation and political rights (Moghadam, 2003; Caldwell, 2004, Littrell & Bertsch,
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2013; Afiouni et al., 2019). In summary, prior literature examined a set of factors inspected at individual,
organisational and socio-cultural factors.

The prior studies enable the researchers to build a theoretical and conceptual frameworks of the factors which
may be affecting female academic experience and career advancement in Higher Education Sector in Syria. The
factors examined focus on individual, institutional and socio cultural factors.

4. Methodology

The following sections clarify the main methodology factors related to sampling design, strategy and size, and
to data collection design (Cooper and Schindler 2014). The sample unit of analysis comprises of academic staff.
The sample strategy at the target institution employed a non-probability sampling approach. A quota sampling
was applied to improve representativeness. a proposed quota sampling strategy, has divided the sample into
different subgroups indicating 9 faculties operating at a leading private university in Syria. The size of the sample
in this current study is 47 academics. Data was collected between June - July 2019. The questionnaire is designed
to examine potential factors which may be influencing Syrian female academics’ experience and career
advancement. The questionnaire focuses on individual, professional, group, and institutional characteristics. The
guestionnaire is designed taking into consideration the appropriate type of scale required to perform the
analysis, type of response strategy required, type of communication approach required, and questionnaire
layout. The questionnaire design examined classification questions (demographic), administrative questions,
and topic questions. The measurement scale applied comprise nominal, interval and ratio levels.

5. Analysis and Findings

Academics are teaching and research staff of the target HEI in Syria. Academic staff analysis is examined on
different levels, including demographical, individual and institutional levels. At faculty level, 31.9% of
respondents are from the business administration, 12.8% from pharmacy, 17% from information technology,
12.8 % from architecture, 6.4 % from languages’ department, 10.6% from the Fine Arts, and finally 8.5 % from
the University Requirements. Female academics account for 53.2 %, compared to 44.7% males, and 2.1 % who
prefer not to say. 97.7 % of respondents are Syrians, whereas 2.3% have other nationalities. 59.6% of academic
staff are PhD holders, 31.9% are holders of Master’s degree, while 8.5% are Bachelor holders. 27.7% of
respondents are part time staff, whereas 72.3 % are fulltime staff. Respondents’ academic levels range between
lecturer and professor. Most of them are instructors (42.6%), while 8.5% are professors. 19.1 % of respondents
are lecturers, whereas 21.3 % are assistant professor compared to 2.1 % only associate professor. Table 1
illustrate demographical data analysis for academics.

Table 1: Demographical data — academics (n =47)

Faculty Frequency Percent %
Business Administration 15 31.9
Pharmacy 6 12.8
Information Technology 8 17.0
Architecture 6 12.8
Languages 3 6.4
University requirement 4 8.5
Fine Arts 5 10.6
Total 47 100.0

Age Categories Frequency Percent %
less than 30 8 17.0
30 years— under 40 years 8 17.0
40 — under 50 16 34.0
50 — under 60 9 19.1
60- under 70 2 4.3
70 and above 4 8.5
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Total 47 100.0
Gender Frequency Percent%
Male 21 44.7
Female 25 53.2
prefer not to answer 1 21
Total 47 100.0
Education Level Frequency Percent %
Bachelor 4 8.5
Master 15 31.9
PhD 28 59.6
Total 47 100.0
Academic Level Frequency Percent %
Lecturer 9 19.1
Instructor 20 42.6
Assistant Professor 10 21.3
Associate professor 1 21
Professor 4 8.5
Other Academic level 3 6.4
Total 47 100.0

5.1 Motivation and work-life Balance

Examining motivation for academics for entering academia, the results show that 14.9% are driven by
intellectual challenge, 29.8% are motivated by autonomy, 34%, self-esteem, and 36.2% by the salary level. Social
prestige of the job takes 46.8% compared to 48.9% motivated by interest in research. While motivation is a
significant factor for selecting a career in academia, satisfaction plays an important role on the sustainability of
both individuals and HEls. The survey shows that 57.4% are satisfied with their career,10.6% are unsatisfied with
their choice of career, and 21.3% are neutral. Respondents were asked if they have achieved their career
ambitions. 60.9% have not yet achieved their ambitions, whereas 39.1% have. A question on satisfaction with
work-life balance reflected that 55.3% are satisfied, compared to only 8.5% dissatisfied. 14.9% are very satisfied,
17% are neutral and only 4.3 % are very dissatisfied. Achieving balance between work and family can be
challenging, as surveyed 40.4% were prevented by family responsibility, while only 6.4% issued marriage and
21.3% were restrained by child care, and 10.6% didn’t specify. Figure 1 illustrates analysis for balance between
work and family life.

What are the main causes which prevent you from
achieving balance between work and family life?

Other, please specify...

Social environment which assigns...
Children care

Family responsibility

Marriage

0.0% 5.0% 10.0%15.0%20.0%25.0%30.0%35.0%40.0%45.0%

Figure 1: balance between work and family life
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Respondents were asked to suggest ideas that help them achieve work-life balance. 68.1% suggested time
management, while 53.2% proposed spousal support. 29.8% goes to supportive institutional policies, and the
same percentage goes to flexible distribution of roles between men and women. Only 4.3% suggested reducing
social life and activities. Figure 2 presents analysis on work — life balance.

What do you think would help you achieve a
better work-life balance?

Other, please specify

Supportive institutional policies

Reducing social life and activities

Flexible distribution of roles
between men and women

Spousal support

Time management

0.0% 10.0%20.0%30.0%40.0%50.0%60.0%70.0%80.0%

Figure 2: Achieving a better work- life balance

5.2 Curriculum and Research

Figure 4 illustrates percentages on extent to which Gender Equality is integrated at faculty courses at the target
institution. 47.7% of respondents stated that courses which address gender issues in their departments are
provided to a minimum extent, whereas 2.3% indicated the opposite. 27.3% surveyed with” not sure” as they
don’t possess a wide range of information on that topic, whereas 11.4% said that gender issues are addressed
to a good extent, compared to the same percentage which indicated to little extent. Figure 3 represents analysis
for integration of gender topics at faculty and curriculum level.

Indicate the extent to which your department
offers courses which address topics related to
Gender Issues?

To a Maximum extent [l 2.3%
To good extend | 11.4%
lam not sure [N 27.3%
To a little extent | N 11.4%
To aminimum extent [N 47.7%

0.0% 10.0%  20.0%  30.0% 40.0% 50.0%  60.0%

Figure 3: Integration of Gender Equality in faculty courses

Descriptive analysis proves that there is little awareness about gender issues since 87% of respondents are not
conducting research. Furthermore, 89% are not currently doing any research that address gender issues,
compared to only 11% who are doing so. Figure 4 illustrates percentages on academics performing research in
gender issues at the target institution.
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Are you currently doing any research in
Gender Issues?

HYes

® No

Figure 4: Research production in the Gender Issues

5.3 Institution HR practices

Respondents are asked if a gender quota, based on merit, would be good institutional policy, 59% agreed and
41% disagreed. On a question on gender quota 40.4% indicated that positions should be given based on abilities
and not only gender. 10.6 % justified that it might be viewed as unfair. 6.4 % said it will not be helpful, and only
4.3 % said it is not necessary. Figure 5 illustrates percentages on introduction of gender quota in higher
education.

Do you think that imposing a gender quota
(specific based on merit) will be a good policy
in academia?

HYes

® No

Figure 5: Gender Quota based on Merit

Descriptive data analysis generally reflects perceived agreement levels of respondents towards institution HR
practices, where the highest mean score (4.13) goes to equal opportunities for promotion for both men and
women. Whereas, the lowest mean score (3.13) goes to providing training programs for women. This signifies
the lack of training programs oriented for women and the critical need for this kind of training. Table 2 illustrates
average mean scores and standard deviation on factors associated with HR practices.

Table 2: HR Practices at Institution

HR Practices at Institution M SD
1. Training programs for women 3.13 1.23
2. Equal opportunities for promotion for both men and women 4.13 1.08
3. Common recruitment & selection policy which is equal 3.97 1.09
4. Performance appraisal is independent of gender 4.1 .95
5.  This university has Gender Equality at workplace 3.72 1.01
92
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HR Practices at Institution M SD
6.  This university is a women friendly workplace 4.00 .89
7. Equal vacations all employees 4.08 .92
8. Common training and development policy for all. 3.74 .98
9. Fair reward and recognition policy 4.02 .93
10. Women get proper maternity leaves as per the law 4.12 .87
11. Women are allocated the same rewards as men 4.08 .95
12. Women are allocated the punishments as men 4.10 .94
13. Women are given leadership roles 3.91 1.01
14. | feel included in decision-making processes 3.27 1.03

5.4 Sexual Harassment, Sexism, and Stereotypes

Generally, descriptive analysis demonstrates higher percentages of respondents who neither experienced nor
observed sexual behavior, ranging from 85.1 % for those who neither experienced nor observed sexual teasing,
jokes or remarks, to 91.5 % for those who neither experienced nor observed pressure for sexual favors, or sexual
assault. 6.4% experienced sexual teasing, jokes or remarks, with another 6.4% who observed this behavior, and
only 2.1% who experienced and observed this phenomenon, while 85.1% neither observed nor experienced this.
6.4% experienced unwanted physical contact, while 4.3% observed this, while 89.4% neither observed, nor
experienced. However, the subject of sexual harassment behavior is a complex issue as it is differently
interpreted across cultures. Moreover, higher percentages indicating neither observed nor experienced can be
related to conservative culture of the Middle East. Such topics are perceived as taboos. Table 3 lllustrates
descriptive data analysis on sexual harassment at institution for academics.

Table 3: Sexual Harassment at Institution

Sexual Harassment at Institution Experienced | Observed | Observed and | Neither | Total
experienced

Sexual/sexist teasing, jokes, remarks or | 6.4% 6.4% 2.1% 85.1% 100.0%

questions

Pressure for dating 6.4% 21% 21% 89.4% 100.0%

Sexual/sexist letters, phone calls, emails | 6.4% 0.0% 2.1% 91.5% 100.0%

Leaning over, cornering, pinching, | 6.4% 4.3% 0.0% 89.4% 100.0%

touching, unwanted physical contact

Pressure for sexual favors 8.5% 0.0% 0.0% 91.5% 100.0%

Stalking 6.4% 4.3% 2.1% 87.2% 100.0%

Physical/sexual assault 6.4% 21% 0.0% 91.5% 100.0%

Examining bullying behavior from a manager within the institution, 22% indicated they observed bullying
behaviors, while 7.3% experienced it, 9.8% experienced and observed, while 61% neither experienced nor
observed. 29.3% indicated they have observed a colleague exercising bullying behaviors, while 9.8% experienced
and observed bullying from a colleague. 4.9% experienced only, and 56.1% neither experienced nor observed
these behaviors. Similarly, responses towards students who practiced bullying behaviors range are as such,
27.9% observed such behaviors, 11.6% observed and experienced, 4.7% experienced, and 55.8% neither
experienced nor observed.

5.5 Female Academic Role Model and Empowerment

Respondents were asked to provide their perception of a female academic whom they consider inspiring and
viewed as a role model. Figure 6 illustrates characteristics possessed by an inspiring female academic.
Respondents indicated charisma and expertise in academic field as distinctive characteristics with 57.4%.
Confidence follows next by 53.2%, while 36.2% goes to independence; resilience signifies 34.8%, and ability to
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uplift her students’ marks 34%. Assertiveness was also identified by 25.5% of that sample. Figure 6 illustrates
characteristics of female academic role model.

Characterisitcs of Female
Academic

Resilience

Confidence

Charisma

Expertise in her academic field
Independence

Assertiveness

Ability to uplift her students
Ability to inspire

Figure 6: Characteristics of a Female Academic

6. Discussion Recommendations and Future Research

The results of study on academics discloses results on individual levels. For example, motivation behind working
in academia indicate various factors, where motivation to conduct research is the highest level. With regard to
academics’ career ambition is still an area which requires improvement, where the majority has not yet achieved
their career ambition. Satisfaction with work -life balance discloses good levels. However, family responsibility
and social environment which assigns traditional roles to men and women are considered as barriers to
achieving balance between work and family life. At a departmental level results signify that courses which
addresses gender issues are at the very minimum levels. This brings a very interesting and predictable results
that gender issues including the subject of gender equality and equity are not addressed adequately at the target
institution. the results confirm little awareness exists on the subject of gender equality. Moreover, the results
reveal minimal levels of gender research being performed in this scope at target university. At the institutional
level, results disclose that the introduction of gender quota based on merit would be considered as a good policy
to boost female representation at various domains in higher education. However, the results vary across gender,
indicating higher level of support by female academics, to the introduction of gender quota within higher
education sector. The examination of sexual harassment does not reveal significant concern for the target
institution, although the discussion of this topic is sensitive. Alternative methodology would bring deeper insight
on the topic, including focus groups or individual in-depth interviews. The responses on sexual harassment
reveal significantly that the subject is underdeveloped and sensitive topic which requires research and
awareness workshops in Syria and the Middle East in general.

The examination of female academic role model empowerment reflects positive attitudes towards female
academics as role models, who demonstrated effective personality traits, skills, abilities and competencies.
Moreover, the results show that female academics at the target institution have positive perception and feel
empowered as women working in higher education sector.

The future direction of this research recommends building a conceptual model of factors affecting female
academics role models in Higher Education sector in Syria. The model would consider factors at multi- levels
including individual, group, organisational and socio- cultural levels. Furthermore, future research would also
test the model after its theoretical and conceptual development. It would be comprehensive approach
combining theory building and theory testing approaches. Also future research direction may include a
comprehensive approach of private and public universities, expanding on the samples of the study. Furthermore,
future research should focus of policy implication and advocacy. Critical gender research issues such as sexual
harassment and gender policies in research, curriculum and governance and human resources practices are
excellent areas for extensive future research.
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7. Conclusion

This research provided a diagnoses analysis on factors which may influence female academics’ experience and
may impair their career advancement addressing challenges towards achieving gender equality in higher
education. The findings disclose that motivation for performing research in the scope of gender, is a critical need
and area of development. The topic of gender requires examination and development. The introduction of
gender quota is considered as a good policy at the institutional level. Sexual harassment does not disclose
significant findings, although it is a future area of investigation which requires a combination of quantitative and
qualitative research approaches. The topic of female role model is a crucial area of investigation, and discloses
positive perception and attitudes of academics towards female role models. This paper is the first step to further
research in the scope of gender equality and equity and female empowerment in higher education in Syria.
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