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Abstract

This research aims to identify and analyze the problems of female faculty by studying
the lived experience of female faculty members in STEM fields. In this research, a
qualitative method with a case study approach was used. Sharif University of
Technology was selected as a marginal sample for the study and a semi-structured
interview was conducted with 10 female faculty members of this university. Data
analysis was done with thematic analysis method and using MaxQda2020 tool and
independent coders, cross-examination and contextual description were used to increase
validity and reliability of the analyses. Data analysis led to the identification of seven
main themes, including: non-inclusion of promotion criteria, uneven path to industry
engagement, glass ceiling in holding managerial positions, inadequate professorship
income, weak training and professional development, masculinity of university and
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society culture, and applying of personal preferences in the recruitment .In addition to
common challenges with men, female faculty members have other challenges due to
gender in the field of attracting and promoting scientific rank, which are more prominent
in areas such as holding managerial positions, communication with industry, and the
dominance of male culture. In order to solve these challenges, in addition to creating
culture, it is necessary to provide legal and welfare infrastructure.
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Introduction

In recent years, despite the increasing share of female faculty members, their
proportion in senior academic ranks has remained low. This can be an indicator
of certain problems and challenges faced by female professors in achieving
promotion (Ebrahimi & Chavoshi, 2023, p.35). Consequently, with the growing
inclination of women to enter academic fields, particularly university faculty
positions, gender-disaggregated studies become necessary for planning and
improving recruitment and promotion policies (Kuhn, 1962).

The conflict between professional academic roles and traditional family roles
for female professors can lead to the phenomenon of role conflict, a subject
explored in numerous international studies (Minello, 2020, p.7; Sallee & Lester,
2017, p.408; Mason et al., 2019, p.162). In this context, the fields of science,
technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) present more specific
difficulties and unique challenges for female faculty compared to the
humanities. In these fields, women have less scientific advancement and career
growth compared to men. Although the number of female graduate students and
newly recruited female faculty members is increasing, the presence of women
in higher academic and managerial ranks remains low and has not changed
significantly (Casad et al., 2020, p.15). Some of this research attributes the
difficulties for female faculty in these disciplines to the unsuitable culture
prevalent in the related schools and departments (Xu, 2008, p.621). Others
attribute these challenges to inherent differences or gender-based socialization
(Summers, 2005). On the other hand, a significant number of researchers
identify structural barriers, including discrimination in hiring, a "glass ceiling"
in academic promotion and managerial appointments, and inequality in pay and
support, as the main reasons for these challenges (Settles et al., 2006, p.54; Hesli
& Lee, 2013, p.347). Therefore, the present study aims to identify and analyze



Vol.23, No.4, Winter, 2026 ¥ 7

the issues and problems faced by female faculty in STEM fields by studying
their lived experiences during the recruitment and promotion processes.

Methodology

This study is based on a qualitative method using a case study approach. The
case under study was Sharif University of Technology. Data was collected
through semi-structured interviews. Using purposive sampling, interviews were
conducted with 10 female faculty members holding different academic ranks
and with varying employment histories. The interview results were analyzed
using thematic analysis in MAXQDAZ2020 software (Braun & Clarke, 2016,
p.79). In this research, the thematic analysis process involved three main stages:
1. Deconstructing and describing the text, 2. Elaborating and interpreting, and
3. Integrating and synthesizing (Attride-Stirling, 2001, p.390). To ensure
validity, techniques were employed such as prolonged engagement in the field,
contextual description, and peer review. For reliability, the coding was
performed by three independent coders (Creswell, 2017, p.257).

Findings

The analysis of the lived experiences of female faculty members revealed that
they face seven categories of challenges regarding recruitment and promotion.
These are: The application of personal preferences in recruitment processes; the
non-inclusiveness of promotion criteria; the uneven path to industry
collaboration; the existence of a glass ceiling for managerial positions; the
inadequacy of professorial income; weaknesses in training and professional
development; and the male-dominated culture of the university and society.
Regarding the application of personal preferences in recruitment, female
professors faced challenges such as the negative impact of being a woman, being
a mother, having a religious appearance, and belonging to specific
intellectual/ideological affiliations; and a preference for hiring male applicants
in engineering to maintain the dominant male composition of the faculty. The
non-inclusiveness of promotion criteria included issues such as the scarcity and
superficiality of evaluation methods; lack of attention to the diversity and
differences among academic disciplines; and discrimination in awarding
promotion points. Evidence of the uneven path for women in industry
collaboration includes the existence of gender stereotypes in industry; low
confidence in the capabilities of female professors; and the difficulty for women
to participate in heavy industrial projects due to family responsibilities.

Regarding the glass ceiling, gender stereotypes about women's management
skills and low acceptance levels among staff for having a female manager make
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it more difficult for senior administrators to select and appoint female professors
to managerial positions. Furthermore, financial challenges related to insufficient
salaries compel some professors to seek secondary employment alongside their
full-time faculty positions, which may lead to a reduction in the quality of their
faculty duties. In some cases, a lack of awareness about the promotion process,
its stages, and the relevant regulations has prevented the timely promotion of
some female professors. Finally, working within the university's patriarchal
environment has meant that the problems and challenges faced by women often
go unvoiced, and female professors try to assimilate by mimicking male norms
to retain their positions.

Conclusion

The present research demonstrated that female faculty members, on their path
to recruitment and promotion, face not only issues common with their male
colleagues but also unique challenges specific to them. These challenges are
most evident in areas such as establishing industry connections, attaining and
serving in managerial and executive positions, and overcoming the male-
dominated culture within the university environment. These findings emphasize
that the challenges faced by female professors differ from those of their male
counterparts in various aspects. This contradicts the perspective of the "gender
neutrality and impartiality of the university," which attributes success in
recruitment and promotion solely to individual merit (Wroblewski, 2012). As a
proposed solution, designing a formal part-time tenure-track (PTTT) pathway
could provide an opportunity to increase women's presence in universities by
facilitating a balance between work and family.
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Table 1. Research participants

code Faculty Academic Rank Marital Status
1 Computer Engineering Professor Married
2 Energy Engineering Assistant Professor Married
3 Computer Engineering Associate Professor Married
4 Chemical gnd P_etroleum Assistant Professor Married
Engineering
5 Electrical Engineering Assistant Professor Married
6 Industrial Engineering Assistant Professor Single
7 Economics Assistant Professor Married
8 Management Assistant Professor Married
9 Civil Engineering Visiting Professor Married
10 Chemistry Associate Professor Married
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Table 2. Themes extracted from the research data

Main Sub-themes Semantic Units
Themes
Negative impact of
. being a woman and Negative points of motherhood in
Imposition - - s e .
mother, belief that recruitment, strict filtering in recruiting
of personal Lo . O
engineering fields women, attention to the applicant's
preferences I litical and i affiliati
in faculty are masculine, political and economic affiliations,
) belonging to negative perception of having a religious
recruitment e . .
specific ideological appearance and Basij background
and belief factions

I, Cross-Checking
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Non-
inclusiveness
of promotion

Flaws in evaluation
methods

Superficial and formal evaluation, neglect
of diversity and differences among
scientific fields, difficulty of promotion
conditions, overlooking certain activities,
discrimination in scoring

Neglect of the

Disregard for differences between male

criteria . and female professors, inattention to
family and cultural . ; - . ;
family formation, childbearing and child-
roles of female . ! . .
rearing, one-dimensional evaluation
professors o
criteria
Harsh environment of the country's
. industry, non-acceptance of women's
Existence of gender . . . L
. viewpoints, preference for men's holistic
The uneven stereotypes in . \ . .
. i view over women's detailed-oriented
path of industry, difficulty . ) . o
. ) view, low confidence in the capabilities of
industry of women's female professors, difficulty of research
engagement presence in P ’ y

industrial projects

travel for professor-mothers, dominance of
male-oriented informal networks and
connections

Existence of
aglass
ceiling in
holding
managerial
positions

The role of male
professors' informal
networks, gender
stereotypes
regarding women's
management skills

Women being less known than men, low
acceptance level of staff for the presence
of a female manager, less consideration of
individual characteristics and family
duties in high-level decision-making
arenas, perceiving executive and
managerial responsibilities as masculine

Insufficiency

Insufficient salary

Low salary at the beginning of
employment, low salary level of faculty
compared to other jobs in society,

of for living expenses, | difficulty for young professors in covering
professorial need to have a housing and car costs, unprofitability of
income second job returning to Iran to become faculty,
inability to cover the costs of laboratory
equipment and materials
Lack of training on how to work with
Neglect of the . . .
- S educational and administrative systems,
Deficiency training needs of L
: L . weakness of training workshops, lack of
in training newly hired .
awareness about the promotion process
and professors, low

professional
development

awareness of
regulations and
rules

and conditions, lack of necessary guidance

and consultation from mentors, absence of

a clear professional development program
for newly recruited faculty

Masculine
culture of the

The masculine
nature of the

Existence of patriarchy in technical and
engineering faculties, women's issues not
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university university being expressed, female professors' efforts

and society environment to mimic the behavior and speech of male

professors, belief in women's lower ability
in scientific work

Lack of sufficient
social acceptance
for women's active
role

Belief that housekeeping and childcare
duties belong to women, low social
acceptance of women's employment
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