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“He tātai tangata ka tāea: What gets counted, gets done”1 

 

Purpose 

The purpose of this submission to the University Equity Advisory Committee (UEAC) is to 

1. Present the Staff Women’s Caucus (SWC) view on gender equity building on SWC’s 

past and current commitment to, and expectations of, gender equity at Otago 

2. Present for UEAC consideration the views of Otago women, collected through 

consultation with SWC members and other university women, asking that these 

voices are heard 

3. Influence decisions concerning the proposed structure and role of a new equity 

committee according to the above. 

 

Staff Women's Caucus has a specific role in supporting women at Otago and the focus of 

this submission on equity is gender. The SWC recognises and values diversity across all areas 

and levels within the university, including ethnicity, ability/disability and age. It is also more 

accurate to describe the organisation as gendered, since the practices and processes of the 

university support and favour many men and some women, at the expense of many women 

and some men2. This distinction between issues concerning women and gendered issues did 

not become clear until the very last meeting, so unfortunately did not inform the 

consultation process which instead focused on women and women’s issues.  

 

The following is a response to our own history, reported statistics from various sources and 

the consultation process we undertook in July 2015. Otago women’s view of gender equity 

in 2015 has influenced this document and is summarised in Appendix 1.  

 

Background 

In 2008 SWC wrote a discussion paper expressing concern at the unequal proportions of 

senior women at Otago in both academic and general positions. Otago had been ranked as 

one of the least equitable of NZ universities for gender equity in 20063 and the 2006 

Academic Audit had identified a lack of progress in promoting women4.  Staff “did not 

believe that the University’s systems and policies obviously or intentionally disadvantaged 

women. Rather, a range of gendered values and behaviours at times impeded women’s 

                                                           
1
 New Zealand Census of Women’s Participation 2012, Human Rights Commission, Wellington NZ. p. 5 

2 Thanks to Sally Shaw for sharing her insights and research at the last meeting  
3
 Discussion Paper on Gender Equity, SWC February 2008. This paper was a response partly to perceptions and 

partly to published reports, quoting Otago Academic Audit 2006 and New Zealand Census of Women’s 
Participation 2006 published by the Human Rights Commission. 
4
 Otago Academic Audit 2006, 1.7 Equity p9 



advancement”5.  This observation was confirmed by SWC members and included in the 

discussion paper. Following these observations (and no doubt other factors) a Gender 

Equity Advisory Committee was established in 20086.  

 

The Cycle 4 Audit Report 2012 noted mixed views on gender and other equity issues at 

Otago and recommended that the University consider establishing an Equity and Diversity 

Group to replace the Gender Equity Group with the task of exploring “… the spectrum of 

strategic and organisational issues related to equity and diversity.”7 The establishment of 

the UEAC appears to be a direct outcome of the Cycle 4 Audit Report. SWC now welcomes 

the opportunity to contribute to the next development.  

 

Consultation 

In considering our response, SWC decided to seek a wider voice than its existing 

membership and invited all Otago women to attend one of three meetings in July to give 

their views on gender equity. Over 50 women attended. Meetings began with a brief outline 

of the aims and gender statistics from the University of Otago Annual Report 2014 and two 

questions were asked:  

 

 How do Otago women perceive gender equity now?  

 What does a gender equitable university look like?  

 

Responses and discussion notes were taken and analysed. Overall, perceptions of gender 

equity expressed in the meetings were troubling. Many women expressed a sense of 

injustice and/or cynicism. It appears that significant cultural and organisational issues 

persist.  

 

Comparison with other New Zealand universities 

Percentages of senior academic women at Otago did not compare so well with other NZ 

Universities up to 2012, although it should be noted the figures provided in Human Rights 

Commission document (Table 2) do not match those in Otago’s annual report. More current 

and detailed figures are not readily available.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
5
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Table 2: Senior Academic Women in NZ Universities 2003-2012 (Professors, Associate 

Professors)8 

 2003 2007 2010 2012 

AUCKLAND 19.59 20.81 21.7 24.96 

AUT 29.41 26.27 24.79 26.83 

WAIKATO 20.68 22.01 28.57 29.59 

MASSEY 13.59 19.03 23.25 26.00 

VICTORIA 18.36 24.01 22.71 23.23 

CANTERBURY 4.50 12.43 22.43 26.70 

LINCOLN 7.50 10.00 15.87 17.14 

OTAGO 13.83 15.63 20.58 20.83 

 

Between 2003 and 2012, Otago dramatically increased the percentage of senior academic 

women (from 13.83% to 20.83%). While the increase was commendable, it was still low 

compared to other universities. In real terms, Otago had fallen behind. It is not known how 

Otago currently rates across the sector and this situation is wide open for conjecture.  

Benchmarking against other New Zealand universities is important for women at Otago and 

for those contemplating a move here. It should also matter to anyone concerned with 

maintaining excellence at this institution and with maximising human capital, especially in 

the light of this history. Benchmarking is only possible with adequate, reliable and 

comparable data.   

 

Current gender equity data at Otago 

The 2014 University of Otago Annual Report9 addresses gender equity under the Equal 

Employment Opportunities section. It reports that in 2014 women comprised 35.8% senior 

academic positions (associate professor and above) from a group comprising almost 50%  

women, and 43.3% of senior general staff positions from a group comprising almost 65% 

women (Table 1). This percentage is an improvement from 201210  for both academic and 

general staff. Clearly something is working.  

 

Table 1: Percentages of Academic and General Staff Women at Otago 2010-2014 

% 2010 2012 2014 

Academics who are women 46.9% 46.9% 46.7% 

Senior Academic Women 20.6% 23.2% 35.8% 

General Staff who are women 65.6% 64.6% 64.6% 

Senior General Staff Women 25% 25% 43.3% 

 

                                                           
8
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9
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 Figures derived from University of Otago Annual Report 2014,  p124 



Explaining the improvement, the Annual Report notes the work of the Women’s 

Professional Development Programme, the extended mentoring programme, provision of 

workshops and online reflection tools, and Otago’s continued support of the Universities 

New Zealand Women in Leadership Programme for senior women. This shows the 

effectiveness of equipping women and suggests that certain structural barriers have been 

removed. The University’s new childcare facility may also be considered an important gain 

for gender equity. Gender equity has improved to the extent that the appointment of a 

woman VC was possible without being identified by her as extraordinary for gender reasons.  

 

Although these figures show a marked improvement since 2012, it must be noted that 

gender equity is a work in progress. It’s also worth asking what gender equity looks like. 

Equal representation by women in leadership positions is one very important measure, 

however not all women aspire to leadership. Other factors must also be considered, such as 

equity in career choices, well-being, experience, and perceptions. Institutional culture 

remains a concern for Otago women, as it was in 2008. Many women at Otago have yet to 

feel valued on their own terms, highlighting differences arising from gendered ways of 

working (and which includes some men).  

 

Maintaining and growing gender equity 

Otago needs to track against its own record or risk losing momentum. Collecting and 

reporting useful, relevant data is simply fundamental to maintaining equity. Equity data 

must also be disaggregated so that performance can be tracked at divisional level and 

provide the detail necessary to a) highlight any areas of concern and b) justify 

recommendations for action such as targeted strategies for improvement and c) showcase 

what is working well and d) provide useful stimulus for change.  

 

A tremendous amount of research has already been done on how equity can be improved,  

and even simple things can make a huge difference. Things are improving, most obviously in 

the appointment of women to several very senior positions.  However, the experience of an 

equitable workplace goes beyond and probably precedes promotion. To capture the 

complexity of women’s experiences quantitative data is necessary, and new frames of 

analysis applied. Some hard questions need to be asked and answered. Future gender 

equity work should both draw on current applied research and contribute to that research.  

 

Women at Otago are very interested in gender equity statistics. We see these statistics as an 

important mechanism for assessing our own departments or divisions, and answering the 

need for more transparency and knowledge about the institution as a workplace. When 

particular information is counted and reported, it sends a clear message of value. To not 

count or publish sends a very different message.  

 

 



More than leadership  

Career advancement is an important measure of gender equity. It tells us something about 

the conditions in which women compete for senior and leadership roles, assuming that 

equitable opportunity produces equitable results. Yet gender equity is more than 

leadership. Reflecting similar concerns as those expressed in 2008, cultural and deeper 

issues continue to cloud women’s perceptions of equity at Otago. On-going cultural change 

within the institution is called for, and requires greater transparency.  Although numerically 

there are more women in senior roles, to what extent has this impacted on the everyday 

working lives of women staff members? It would seem Otago is doing well in certain 

dimensions but less so in others. Women certainly expect improvement in those areas 

which traditionally impact on women, such as accommodating the demands of family; a 

respectful, inclusive workplace, respect for diversity, as well as access, opportunities and 

support to advance. 

 

Consultation themes  

Various themes emerged from the consultation sessions, which are briefly presented here. 

To maintain confidentiality, the full consultation report is not available to the public.  

 

Women and gender:  Although these discussions explicitly concern women, several women 

commented on the need to include men in finding solutions to a culture of inequity, 

also recognising that men may also experience similar inequalities. The organisation 

and culture are gendered- university processes and practices reward specific forms 

of masculinity, creating an environment that supports and favours many men and 

some women, at the expense of many women and some men. Gender relations are 

more than women’s experience and not just an issue for women. 

 

Data collection and reporting: women want to know more about what is happening at this 

university, what the equity statistics are. Qualitative data is also important. Why isn’t 

more information available? 

 

Transparency: seen as vital for the development of a gender equitable university, but 

currently missing. Transparency refers to scrutiny and accountability, and is 

invaluable for modelling best practice and setting standards. 

 

Leadership: greater numbers and proportions of women in leadership roles are great, but 

what is it like for women in leadership positions? How did they get there? And why 

do so many women not aspire to leadership? Numbers alone won’t capture future 

gender equity and may even obscure a pipeline problem. There was also a strong 

sense that to not recognise gender when women achieve leadership positions can be 

detrimental to other women.  Women felt that women’s successful promotion 



should be acknowledged as absolutely linked to gender, since gender operates as a 

barrier to so many. 

 

The great divide: there are differences in how general staff and academic staff experience 

gender equity. Many general staff women feel undervalued in their roles and that 

their contribution is not respected. Academic women experienced specific tensions 

around promotion, PBRF and work distribution/roles. Many feel undervalued in the 

current recognition and rewards structure of the University, which also works at 

odds with Māori values of community.  

 

Gendered ways of working: there are broad gender differences in how men and women 

work - collaboratively versus competitively, nurturing versus neglect, community 

versus self-interest. There is also an issue where women are assumed to be over-

represented in ‘precarious” employment.   

 

Culture: Sexist behaviour is still being experienced across the University, although more 

prominently in certain sectors. Women reported being discriminated against, both 

directly and indirectly. The most troubling instances are sexual harassment, bullying, 

and put-down or offensive language. Gender discrimination is also experienced in 

everyday situations where women are expected to take subordinate roles or behave 

submissively. Why is this still happening?  

To change the culture, clear messages are needed about what is and is not 

considered acceptable behaviour, and unacceptable behaviour is actively and clearly 

managed, not swept under the rug.  

 

Family friendly and flexible: There is a strong sense that being truly family-friendly and 

flexible goes a long way towards gender equity. Flexible work needs to be the norm 

rather than the exception, and not just reliant on an enlightened HoD. 

SWC Recommendations 

Although heartened by certain improvements, SWC is particularly concerned that cultural 

issues persist. Action is required. A fresh approach is called for.  

Based on SWC history, the findings from the three focus groups and other research into 

gender equity both in New Zealand and further afield, SWC makes the following 

recommendations: that the new equity committee has two main functions. The first 

concerns tracking, analysing and reporting, and the second concerns promoting best 

practice towards continued positive change in culture. A third recommendation is offered 

regarding the operation of the new equity committee.  

 

 

 



1. Tracking and reporting 

o Establish criteria for collecting relevant, detailed gender equity data, which 

allows both tracking progress within this institution and comparison with 

other NZ institutions  

o Collect data annually according to agreed criteria, per division and service 

area, including but not limited to the following: 

 Number of women applying and succeeding in job applications  

 Number of women applying and succeeding in promotions 

 Number of sexual harassment/discrimination/bullying complaints  

 Proportion of women on grants committees and other committees  

o Analyse results in the context of relevant, current research 

o Report and publish these statistics and findings, tracked against the previous 

year 

o Identify and target areas of concern and recommend strategies for 

improvement: Revision the work culture 

o Benchmark with NZ tertiary institutions, and other institutions within the 

Matariki network 

o Consider using Departmental Reviews to gather information and report on 

issues of gender equity (and equity in broader terms).  Department Reviews 

could include a section on diversity to report against. 

o Periodically conduct qualitative research to measure levels of happiness and 

wellbeing, assessing culture change and identifying any new barriers. 

2. Culture change 

o Develop a Strategic Framework for Equity with gender as a prominent  

concern. Consider ways to value diversity. Use the framework to offer a 

vision, provide guidelines/solutions and set equity targets 

o Show-case equity successes as identified through data collection and 

reporting  

o Develop and promote a University of Otago Code of Conduct for staff 

o Research effective culture change 

3. As a committee 

o Provide a good process for people wanting to interact with the committee 

o Actively contribute to a culture of equity that requires transparency in all 

university policies and procedures relating to staff. 

 

Thank you 

Staff Women’s Caucus, 2015  


