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Barriers for women in UK mathematics academia: their voices 

The problem 

confidence 
In all the studies [4-11] participants described a lack of confidence in 
their abilities.  Diane (UG) [5] “I got those questions right but I still didn’t 
understand what I was doing really”.  Roz (PG) [9]  “I always feel like I’m 
struggling”. Anonymous (Lecturer) [10] “I am so inclined not to believe myself” and 
“at 23 I felt like the thickest PhD student ever, all these men talked, I couldn’t talk”. 

relationships with tutors and role models 
In studies [4,5,10,11] women reflect less positively on their relationships 

with tutors: Megan (UG) [5] “they pick on you”, Jess (UG) [5] “he (tutor) 
doesn’t particularly help you” and Anon (Lecturer) [11] “I never got beyond 

being intimidated by my supervisor”. A lack of female role models is also reported: 
Roz  (PG) [9] “the only time we ever had a lady lecturer...”. 

Aims 

What next? 
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To identify and analyse the relevant literature that explores the ‘leaky 
pipeline’ of women in mathematics academia at UK universities 
through qualitative techniques. The objectives are to:  
i. Identify relevant literature intended to explore the perceived barriers 

to entry for women in mathematics academia. 
ii. Analyse any common themes in the results of the included studies. 
iii.  Identify any gaps in the literature and the priorities for future work.  

Methodology 
Articles were identified through a database search of both SCOPUS 
and Web of Science up to 13/07/2021 using the search syntax: 
(gender OR wom?n OR female) AND (math*) AND (higher education 
OR universit* OR college OR phd OR masters OR postgrad* OR PGR). 
The search strategy is shown in Fig 2 resulting in the eight included 
studies [4-11]. Fig 2: Flow diagram illustrating the search strategy. 

Fig 1: Illustration of the “leaky pipeline”[1]. 

UG 42% Masters 32% 

PhD 19% Professor 6% ... 

feeling “different” 
Women surveyed in the studies [4-8] all cited some feeling of “being different” 
to their peers for liking and/or being good at maths. Lucy (UG) [4] says 
“everyone’s called me strange ever since I was a little kid I’ve always 
liked doing maths”. There were no analogous statements from the 
males interviewed in the study [4].  

gendered roles in learning environments 
In studies [4,5,9,10] the authors identified that participants’ roles in learning 

environments were often along traditional gender lines. For example, female 
students reported they were less likely to speak up in class than their 

male counterparts: Rachel (UG) [5] “I don’t like to ask public questions 
myself… I don’t want to look stupid in front of the rest of the group”.  

 

 

Common 
themes 

Other notable themes include the pre-university experience [4-6,9-11], workplace sexism [11], more family responsibilities [11], competition culture  [9-11] and the 
relationship between mathematics and femininity [6, 8, 9] . 

This study has highlighted the lack of research focused on documenting  and analysing the experiences, thoughts and feelings of female-identifying mathematicians within 
UK Higher Education. Our literature review found only eight such papers between the years of 1999-2021. We found that literature in this area tended to focus on US 
universities, different subjects (general STEM or engineering), or pre-university students. Some similar studies have been undertaken for general STEM academics [12] 
which could inspire similar research focusing particularly on mathematics. 

Many of the participants report a feeling of pride and empowerment by their choice to pursue a male-dominated field [4,5,8,9,11] Sarah (UG) [5] “I used to think that was 
more a guys’ subject but recently I think that… there are a lot of girls that are good at it as well and they have this natural thing where they are brilliant”. Roz (PG) [9] “I just feel 
really strongly that I want to do this—feel the fear and do it anyway”. 


