Gender Equity at Imperial
1. Introduction
Each year, ICU conducts a large-scale research project on an issue raised through student feedback. This year the project focussed on Gender Equity at Imperial. This topic was chosen based on feedback received in student surveys across the last year which highlighted some students feeling that Imperial was ‘male-dominated’ and that they avoided certain spaces for fear of being the only woman, ICU sought to examine this further and understand how gender might impact students’ experience at Imperial. This research is also timely for the sector, in light on new OfS conditions of registration around sexual violence and harassment on campus.
It is acknowledged that Imperial continues to do work in this area through Anthena Swan and the Access and Participation Plan, so the intention is for this research to feed into the actions of this work and inform how students of different genders are supported to succeed at Imperial. This report outlines the research findings and makes recommendations based on the emerging themes.
2. Methods
A variety of methods were used across this project. Primarily, a short survey examining the experiences of students of different genders at Imperial was conducted.
This was open to all students and received 59 responses:
· UG 36
· PGT 13
· PGR 10
Four focus groups were conducted with 26 participants to gather qualitative data to use in conjunction with the survey data. The focus groups targeted students who identify as women.
Voucher incentives were offered to encourage participation in the focus groups and survey; these were promoted through ICU social media channels and newsletters.
An online submission tool on ICU’s website was also opened for students to submit instances of ‘everyday sexism’ that received 12 responses, which have been analysed alongside the free text comments.
To increase awareness amongst the student body of ICU’s research and this project, a series of research engagement stalls were delivered in collaboration with Wellbeing Advisors. These took place across Hammersmith campus, the Business School, and the Abdus Salam Library with 125 students engaging in a short research activity in response to agree/disagree statements.
Appendix 1 contains the focus group and survey questions. A complete list of free text comments can be provided upon request, please contact e.mccarthy@imperial.ac.uk if this would be useful to you.
Within this report, data from both the survey and focus groups has been grouped into themes, with quantitative data supported by qualitative data from the focus groups and free text comments.
Response rate
It is important to acknowledge that the number of students who participated in this research is relatively low, however the responses provided and stories shared are important and deserve attention. The results demonstrate the deep and significant impact that gender issues at Imperial can have on students, their studies and their wellbeing. The focus groups in particular allowed exploration of students’ experiences in-depth, and these findings accompanied with the survey results demonstrate an insight into the experience of women at Imperial which can be severe and should be examined and eradicated.

3. Findings
Imperial’s culture as a whole
A core question of the survey asked students to indicate negative experiences associated with gender equity at Imperial. As shown in Graph 1, on page 3, most students had experienced worrying about commuting home late at night, micro-aggressions and feeling uncomfortable in their learning environment due to gender imbalance.
This demonstrates that instances of overt discrimination including sexual violence and harassment appear low at Imperial, while showing show a more covert, permeating culture of micro-aggressions and students feeling uncomfortable in their learning environments. This was corroborated by the discussions within the focus groups.
Focus group participants felt a disparity in work ethic amongst male and female students. They described instances of male students having fewer expectations placed upon them and having a lack of drive or care in group work settings compared to their female counterparts. When women achieved lower than they hoped, they described intense feelings of shame and blame upon themselves, whereas they perceived their male peers to place blame on the assessment design or staff rather than themselves. Women overall had a lack of confidence that anything would be done to address this culture by Imperial and referenced how this unwelcoming atmosphere can be compounded by homophobic comments made in passing amongst the male student body.
The free text comments from the survey continue to illustrate a concerning culture at Imperial. Several students describe experiencing misogyny, racism, discrimination and harassment. With their male peers not taking it seriously, seeing it as a ‘joke’ or not perceiving what they are saying to be discriminatory. While the focus group participants shared more on how gender impacts their academic experience and sense of their capability and worth, the survey comments demonstrate instances of more overt sexism that students still face.
‘I'm either looked at as a foreign creature/ pretty object or as someone who can't do as much as men (by men)’​ 
‘So many men are misogynistic but might not out rightly discriminate. It's usually them reducing a woman's ability merely because they're a woman and it sometimes make me feel as though i don't want to work with them.’
‘I felt like in first year during group projects, guys in my group project would be (kind of on purpose) difficult/condescending which would rile me up. then when i reacted negatively by raising my voice, they would look to the other [men]as if to show ‘wow look she’s emotional’. it’s not major but it did make me distrustful of the guys in my group for a while’
‘One male colleague in my first year halls said horrible/disturbing misogynistic, racist, etc. things and wouldn't stop sending disturbing videos/memes to me and my female friends who lived in that hall, and he implied that I would end up as a housewife’
‘I have experienced sexual harassment on campus, including unwanted physical contact and persistent, uncomfortable eye contact. It was difficult to seek help because I wasn’t sure whether my discomfort was “valid” or whether the behaviour was serious enough to report. These experiences have had a noticeable impact on me. I started avoiding tight or form-fitting clothing to reduce unwanted attention from male students. I often found social interaction on campus stressful, and at times I skipped lectures to avoid situations where similar behaviour might happen again.’
These results support the finding that whilst students overall in survey agreed ‘there is an inclusive culture at Imperial’ (71% agree), given the chance to delve deeper through the focus groups and free text comments, many students experience an underlying culture of often quiet misogyny and discrimination which they may not easily identify as such or feel unable to outright call discrimination – despite it’s negative effect upon them. This apprehension or inability to identify instances of discrimination and micro-aggressions were also noted in the survey when students were asked how Imperial could improve gender equity.
‘Helping women learn what intimidation and condescension looks like in a workplace and what we can do to address it.’
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This was supported by research conducted at ICU last year into international students’ experience which found significant proportions of students usure whether they had experienced racism or xenophobia. Emphasising that more can be done to help students identify discrimination, feel confident to report it and build trust that something will be done in response.
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Graph 1
Course/department culture
The focus groups allowed us to examine culture at a closer department and course level. Participants represented a variety of departments with a range of gender ratios. Those students in departments where the ratio leaned more towards women described a supportive atmosphere, where they felt easily able to make friends of all genders. However, the majority were acutely aware of their subject being perceived to be ‘easy’ by peers at Imperial and knew this was explicitly down to it being a subject that women typically enrol on. They described the positive culture on their course as protecting them from possible negative impacts of this wider perception.
For women in departments where the ratio leaned more heavily towards men, they found it much harder to make friends and socially engage on their course. Some felt as though they had been misled during the application process and had been made to believe the ratio would not be as stark as it was. Whilst they were aware of departments trying to do more to encourage integration across the department and provide extra support to women, they still described this leading to feelings of discrimination.
‘Sometimes I feel too shy or silly to ask stuff within our year's group chat which is kind of annoying because it feels like I'm intruding on a guy's friendship group chat when it should be for everyone.’
Separately, students in Medicine described instances of being assumed to be nurses in clinical settings solely due to the fact they are women. They also noted a lack of engagement with unconscious bias training and felt it was not taken seriously by their male peers, which prompted fears for their approach to the working environment. 
Postgraduate students and those on courses where the ratios were more equally split described less issues and fewer feelings of isolation. Masters students in particular felt gender issues were reduced, that there was a positive atmosphere on their courses and that students were more likely to be mature and have experienced working in diverse groups. However, PhD students noted a pressure for women to take on more non-promotable tasks which was not present for their male counterparts.
These experiences further emphasise the underlying culture at Imperial where women are perceived as inferior, with greater expectations placed upon them and a lack of confidence in anything effective being done to address this. It further illustrates that while instances of outright sexism appear low, as students delve deeper into the topic through the focus groups and survey, the reality of what many female students still face becomes clearer.
‘Any course that starts with bio being called a girls course then being immediately followed by “easy” by both men and women and being in a course with less women treated as a flex when it’s actually a problem to be fixed and isn’t reflective of anything other than how STEM wasn’t accessible to women at some point.’
Career and future aspirations
A key theme emerging from the focus groups was career and future aspirations. Many students described how they felt their high ambitions for the future were pushed down by their department, suggesting that they were discouraged from pursuing top positions, with some students feeling this was simply because of their gender.
Students in Medicine raised specific issues around how maternity leave was presented to them on their course as an inevitability that would drastically harm their career. This was a feeling supported by PhD students who felt the same was expected for their research and students in the survey responses identified this as an issue to be challenged and more appropriately contextualised within students’ career aspirations.
‘For medicine, it is assumed that all women will take maternity leave at some stage which will impact their training pathway, and I would like this a) to be challenged and b) for more education to be provided in terms of what maternity leave means for training if and when someone might take it.’
Others felt there was a lack of communication around progressing into academia and not even support for women seeking to pursue a career in academia. Those students who had experienced few gender issues as a student at Imperial still experienced an anxiety around what the world of work may look like in terms of its’ inclusivity. Those who felt Imperial was inclusive were concerned their gender would impact them more as they progressed into work.
Graph 2
As shown in Graph 2, this was supported by the survey and stalls participants. A higher proportion of students at the stalls disagreed with the statement ‘I am concerned my gender will impact my career aspirations’, likely due to more men taking part in the research stalls. However, there remains a high number of students selecting ‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’.
This demonstrates that beyond student life at Imperial, women are acutely aware their gender may continue to impact them as they pursue their careers, particularly in STEM-B career paths and academia, where historically they have been and continue to be male dominated.
Students in the free text comments offered ways Imperial could address this and support their career development further.
‘I would love to hear TedTalk or Workshop from women that has succeeded building confidence in climbing the career ladder. I think it would be useful as most Women tend to undersell their ability, resulting to limited promotion.’
These responses should be considered alongside students in the focus groups and survey responses feeling a distinct lack of female role models in senior leadership positions and amongst their teaching staff. This leaves students feeling more concern over pursuing careers in STEM-B and academia as they do not see themselves reflected in their teaching staff – an issue which students noted in the survey in response to what Imperial could do to improve gender equity.
‘Having representation that matches the general population at all hierarchical levels, from undergraduate students through to senior leadership, including support services, technical staff and heads of Department.’
Awareness of support available to students
As illustrated in Graph 3, many students had a good understanding of where to access support if they were to experience discrimination or harassment. Particularly amongst the survey respondents this may be because those who had accessed support or experienced discrimination and harassment would be more likely to fill out the survey.
Amongst stalls participants, there was a closer split between those who agreed and those who disagreed. In conversations had on the research stalls, students described never having considered where they would go to access support with many suggesting they would start with their personal tutor. Indicating the need to ensure all personal tutors are confident and equipped to deal with conversations such as this with students.
Graph 3
Within the focus groups, there was a generally low awareness of where to go to access support and a feeling that more could be done to promote to students the avenues of support available.
'I only knew about the Report and Support form because I asked a member of staff for advice a few years ago, not because I've ever been told about it in inductions or anything like that […]. I was only able to get support through my personal connections to very supportive members of staff, which I have built myself […]’
This demonstrates that more can be done to communicate the support available to students and the pathways they can utilise should they experience discrimination or harassment. As identified by students in the survey when asked how Imperial could improve gender equity.
‘More/clearer signposting to report sexual violence’
‘Make it more clear where to go to get help and report’
Experience of support during a disciplinary/complaints process
However, several students who took part in the survey and focus groups had experienced the support which Imperial offers to victims of discrimination and harassment and had gone through the complaints or disciplinary process. While the number of students who participated in this research and chose to share their stories is relatively small amongst Imperial’s wider population, their experiences are severe and require urgent attention. A selection of comments indicating what these experiences were like for those students is below. 
'[...] at times have overly coddled and supported the male students being accused of sexual violence far more than they have any female student who’s brought on the report. I don’t think this campus is at all safe for female students and I urge every girl in sixth to NOT apply. […] consistent perpetuation of rape culture at every level of this institution.'
'My experience has shown that very few men understand what consent does and doesn’t look like, with a widespread lack of awareness of what is considered sexual assault or harassment. Male tutors are unequipped to deal with complaints. Male consultants have been reported for sexism and inappropriate comments to women, only to be allowed to continue being firm leads. Despite efforts from the sexual harassment support team, accessing external support for these issues is incredibly difficult.’
'I was sexually assaulted by a fellow student and received zero support at all levels. […] The university gave me zero support, did not hold my abuser accountable nor everyone who bullied me afterwards. They then told me I would face disciplinary action if u publicly spoke about what was happening, including the university’s lack of support […]
'When I was assaulted I found that the disciplinary case was very unsympathetic and had a major impact on my mental health and my studies. The case took 3 years to resolve and this wasn't until after the perpetrator had graduated and left.'
These comments demonstrate a process which takes years, impacting students’ studies and wellbeing significantly. Students feel like they have had to navigate experiences of harassment and assault with little or no support and a facing a fear of speaking to anyone about what they have experienced due to potential backlash from the university. They describe the process as unsympathetic, lacking consideration of students’ individual circumstances and a perception that responding students receive more support than reporting students. Several comments also felt a lack of consequences for those who has perpetrated harassment or discrimination. 
Considering the mixed picture amongst student awareness of reporting mechanisms and support services available to them, these comments demonstrate that those who do access the services are facing significant distress due to the process. While more communication of report and support to students is needed, it is vital that the process works and sufficiently supports students.
Demographic analysis
Small numbers of respondents to this research make demographic analysis difficult. However, splitting by student type suggests that PGs are less likely than UGs to know where to go to access support. 69.4% of UG’s agreed they would know where to access support, compared to 53.9% of PGTs and 40% of PGRs.
PGTs and PGRs also seem more likely to be concerned that gender will impact their career, perhaps because they are closer to their career paths or feel more confident in the direction of their career compared to UG students. 
It was raised several times in the discussions that students felt the issues they faced as a woman at Imperial were only exacerbated by other types of discrimination they may experience such as racism. Any outcomes of this research must be considered with an intersectional lens, and we would suggest further research to examine these intersectional differences more closely.
Next steps
This research was initially presented in a townhall event to students and ICU staff, after which it was presented to the Vice-Provost for EDI and Athena Swan leads. 
Collectively, we agreed the report should be shared with the Athena Swan committee and presented at Student Experience Forum. Following these discussions and the main themes of the results, we recommend the Athena Swan committee consider the following actions:
· Launching an educational campaign across ICU and Imperial. Covering topics such as:
· Microaggressions or ‘hidden’ sexism and their impact, making it clear these are unwelcome at Imperial. Addressing the stigma around terms like ‘feminism’. Helping students to identify instances of discrimination/harassment and encouraging them to use report and support when they experience this.
· Clear comms pre-arrival on gender ratios paired with information on the support offered to women at Imperial.
· Raising awareness of report and support, understanding what communications students currently receive about the service and assessing how they can be improved.
· Incorporating these topics into EDI training provided to students.
· Conducting mandatory, in-person consent training for all students – we know this is being developed currently across Imperial and recommend this is adopted fully, with resourcing and support to ensure all students can access it.
· Assessing department-level support 
· Audit of the initiatives happening across departments to support women
· Linking into Athena Swan work on recruitment of women and representation within departments.
· Improving the complaints procedure, working with the team on the next steps of the recent audit:
· Utilising an educational comms campaign to help build trust in the system, emphasising work the university is doing to improve the procedure.
· Understanding resourcing and case management issues to reduce delays to the process and keep students informed on timelines
· Building in processes for report and support team to receive feedback from students 
· Improve staff training to support dealing with disclosures 

Appendices
Appendix 1 – survey and focus group questions:
Gender Equity at Imperial – focus group questions (these questions were used as prompts with not every question being asked to each group)
First impressions of Imperial 
· What made you want to study at Imperial?  
· What did you expect Imperial to be like before you arrived?  
· Has it met your expectations? 
· How would you describe Imperial in 3 words?  
· How would you describe the culture at Imperial? 

Sense of belonging 
· Where do you feel the most sense of belonging at Imperial? 
· Where do you feel most comfortable with your peers? 
 
Your course/department 
· How does the gender ratio on your course/within your department affect your experience as a student? 
· How is this different to your experience at Imperial as a whole? 
 
Support and resources 
· What resources/support for different genders at Imperial do you know of?  
· What do you know about what Imperial does for gender equality? 
· Have you accessed resources/support with any of these services? What was your experience like? 
· What would you do if you experienced discrimination at Imperial?   
· How significant a problem do you think discrimination at Imperial is? 
· Thinking about your gender identity - How would you rate how supported you feel at Imperial? 
 
Being a woman at Imperial 
· Thinking about your gender identity - How would you describe what it is like for you in your course/department? 
· If imposter syndrome is mentioned – how do you feel imposter syndrome impacts students at Imperial? 
· If at all, how do you see it impact different students in different ways? 
 
Future 
· How do you think your gender will impact your career, if at all? 
· How has gender influenced your ambitions in either a work or academic environment? 
· How would you feel about entering an academic career in your area? 
· What changes have you noticed during your time at Imperial in terms of gender equality? 
· How would you rate the work being done at Imperial and in industry to support women in STEM careers?  

Survey questions
Gender equity at Imperial – survey
Q1 I understand that my data will be handled in accordance with the Union's Data Protection Policy (https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/privacy), and that I can withdraw my consent at any time by contacting icu.representation@imperial.ac.uk.
I confirm 

Q2 Please rate the extent to which you agree with the following statements:
	
	Strongly disagree
	Somewhat disagree
	Neither agree nor disagree
	Somewhat agree
	Strongly agree

	There is an inclusive culture at Imperial 
	
	
	
	
	

	I feel I belong at Imperial 
	
	
	
	
	

	I know where to access support for harassment and/or discrimination 
	
	
	
	
	

	I am concerned about the impact of my gender on my career 
	
	
	
	
	

	Imperial is a welcoming space for students of all genders 
	
	
	
	
	

	I feel comfortable discussing gender issues with my peers 
	
	
	
	
	



Q3 Have you experienced any of the following during your time at Imperial? (please select as many as apply)
Micro-aggressions 
Sexual harassment 
Feeling uncomfortable in your learning environment, due to gender imbalance 
Worrying about studying or attending student events late at night due to the commute home 
Lack of women role models in your department 
Lack of women role models at Imperial as a whole 
Feeling overlooked in favour of male students 
Lack of empathy towards gender related issues 
Lack of support for gender diversity 
Sexual violence 
Prefer not to say 
None of the above 
Other (please state): __________________________________________________

Q4 How have the above experiences impacted you as a student at Imperial?

Q5 What is one thing the University could do to improve your experience as a woman at Imperial?

Q6 Is there anything else you would like to add on your experience as a woman at Imperial?

Q7 What type of student are you?
Undergraduate (UG) 
Postgraduate Taught (PGT) 
Postgraduate Research (PGR) 

Q8 Please select your Faculty:
Faculty of Natural Sciences 
Faculty of Medicine 
Faculty of Engineering 
Imperial Business School 
CLCC 
CHERS 

Q9 Are you a home or international student?
Home 
International 
Prefer not to say 

Q10 What is your preferred gender identity?
Male 
Female 
Non-binary 
Pan or Polygender 
Prefer not to say 
Other (please state): __________________________________________________

Q11 What is your ethnic group?
Asian/Asian British 
Black/African/Caribbean/Black British 
Mixed/multiple ethnic groups 
White 
Prefer not to say 
Other (please state): __________________________________________________

Q16 If you would like to enter the prize draw, please follow this link - https://forms.office.com/e/bBpNa1NT9J    Please ensure you click the button below to submit your survey response.     
Have you experienced any of the following during your time at Imperial? (please select as many as apply)
Have you experienced any of the following during your time at Imperial? (please select as many as apply) - Selected Choice	Other

Worrying about studying or attending student events late at night due to the commute home	Micro-aggressions	Feeling uncomfortable in your learning environment, due to gender imbalance	Lack of empathy towards gender related issues	Lack of women role models in your department	Feeling overlooked in favour of male students	Sexual harassment	Lack of support for gender diversity	Sexual violence	Lack of women role models at Imperial as a whole	Other (please state):	Prefer not to say	28	22	17	15	14	14	12	10	9	8	3	0	Responses
No. of students
I am concerned my gender will impact my career aspirations

Stalls	Strongly disagree	Disagree	Neutral	Agree	Strongly agree	23	35	23	31	9	Survey	Strongly disagree	Disagree	Neutral	Agree	Strongly agree	4	8	9	23	15	
No. of students




I know where to access support for harrassment and/ or discrimination 

Stalls	Strongly disagree	Disagree	Neutral	Agree	Strongly agree	12	40	10	52	13	Survey	Strongly disagree	Disagree	Neutral	Agree	Strongly agree	4	10	9	24	12	
No. of students




image1.png
*  imperial
®e® CoOllege
union




