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Abstract: The study looked at socio-cultural factors that impede women faculty career progress. A total of 142 faculties 

made up of 33 females and 109 males were sampled for the study using a stratified sampling strategy from the faculties, 

schools and institutes. Using a mixed method, the study compared male and female faculty of the University of Ghana, Legon 

using a proxy of roles and responsibilities both at home to find out which gender has more responsibilities in taking care of 

family and home. The findings in the study show the prevalence of subtle gender discrimination mechanisms that hinder 

women’s opportunities for career advancement and other career opportunities. The study shows that the university does not 

effectively create the necessary conditions to support mothers with children under two years. The invisibility of female faculty 

is as a result of their roles as wives and mothers, which invariably leaves them with little or no time to participate in informal 

networks. The study found that many women than men experience conflict regarding their ability to simultaneously play the 

role of wife, mother and worker. The study recommends that in order for the University of Ghana, Legon to retain those 

women who are already in the system, it is necessary to give them responsibilities that would increase their skills in leadership 

positions. Structural changes, such as "family friendly" policies in the form of flexible faculty meeting time may also be 

helpful so that female faculty with children can participate effectively in the university. 
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1. Introduction 

Throughout most of the twentieth century, there was an 

unconscious and unquestioned assumption, in male-

dominated organisations, that a woman should retire, if not 

after marrying, then certainly after the birth of any children 

[1]. Sutherland [2] pointed out that although many women no 

longer had to sacrifice their careers in this way by the early-

1990s, it was still a widely held view that women should 

remain at home during their children's formative years. 

Indeed, she observes that some of the women academics 

involved in her study shared this view. She also makes the 

important point that the decision to have a family can affect 

career progression. Nevertheless, even if women academics 

postpone having children until after they have completed a 

PhD and post-doctoral work, the arrival of young children 

often coincides with the age when they are still expected to 

make an impact in their chosen fields through high-quality 

research and a regular output of publications. 

Studies have shown that women in academia have a 

difficult task of combining multiple roles as mothers and 

wife and that make it difficult for them to move ahead in 

their career tracks as fast as men [3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 13, 14]. This is 

intimated by de la Rey [4] study, where majority of women 

mentioned that childcare and other family responsibility 

accounted for obstacles and challenges they face as 

academicians. Forester [5] in a case study conducted with 

112 women in British Universities concludes that over 80 

percent of the participants believe that family responsibilities 

have interfered with their career progression and 4 out of 5 

still have the primary responsibility for childcare. Moreover, 

it has been suggested that the primary responsibility for 

housework and childcare shouldered by the majority of 

employed women entails their working a “second shift” [5] 
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and that the problems of balancing the demands of a career 

and family life inhibit the realization of the career potential 

of women academics. 

2. Aim of the Study 

The aim of this paper is to explore the socio-cultural 

barriers that hinder faulty members from getting to higher 

echelon of academia. 

3. Methods 

The various Faculties, Schools and Institutes in the 

University of Ghana were put into clusters, respondents were 

chosen from all the clusters, through simple random 

sampling after stratifying for gender; 20 percent of the 

population of faculty was selected based on the proportion of 

both female and male faculties. The study was descriptive 

and cross sectional using a mixed method to collect data. 

Quantitative methods took the form of administration of 

questionnaires to 142 faculties; made up of 33 female and 

109 male faculties. Analyses of these were purely 

quantitative. It therefore emphasized on precision and 

generalized statistical findings and the qualitative was in-

depth interviews with 10 faculties; five females and five 

males were purposively selected for the interview. Content 

analysis was used for the qualitative data, themes were 

developed based on the research questions. 

4. Presentation of Findings 

Table1. Background characteristics of Respondents 

Background characteristics 
Female N=33 Male N=109 

Percent  Percent  

Marital status   

Single  15.2 10.1 

Married 75.7 88.1 

Widowed  3.0  - 

Divorced  6.1 1.8 

Highest degree   

MA 3.0 0.9 

LLM 3.0 1.8 

MSc 3.0 2.8 

MBA 3.0 - 

MFA 3.0 - 

M.Phil 30.3 30.3 

MD/MPH - 1.8 

PhD 39.4 57.8 

MD/MPH/PhD 9.1 3.7 

Others 6.1 0.9 

Rank    

Tutor 6.1 2.8 

Asst. lecturer 3.0 0.9 

Lecturer/Res. Fellow 45.4 57.8 

Snr. Res. Fellow/Senior Lecturer 42.4 27.5 

Associate Professor - 5.5 

Professor  3.0 5.5 

No. of years on current rank   

1 – 4 years 60.7 40.6 

5 – 9 years 28.6 41.6 

10 – 14 years 10.7 10.9 

15 – 19 years - 6.9 

 

5. Marital Status of Respondents 

Out of the 33 female respondents, 5.2 percent were single 

as compared to 10.1 percent male faculty in the same 

category; 75.7 percent female faculty were married as 

against 88.1 male faculty. Three percent female faculty said 

that they were widowed whilst there was no male faculty that 

had been widowed. About 6 percent female faculty said that 

they had been divorced as compared to 1.8 percent male 

faculty. Table 1 indicates the marital status of faculty: 

To situate the problem of progression of both genders, it 

was important to look at how far both genders have 

progressed in terms of promotion. It is apparent in higher 

education where female faculty are rarely full professors, and, 

if they are, it is in the humanities; as a general rule, the lower 

the faculty rank, the higher the percentage of female 

[6,7,8,9 ]. 

The highest degree of respondents is indicated in Table 1. 

Female faculty represents the highest percentage in the lower 

degrees, except in 
1
MD/MPH/PHD where female faculty 

accounted for 9.1 percent. Female faculty who hold MA 

were 3.0 percent whilst male faculty accounted for 0.9 

percent. For LLM degree, female faculty accounted for 3.0 

percent whilst male faculty accounted for 1.8 percent.  For 

those who hold MSc, female faculty accounted for 3.0 

percent whilst male faculty account for 2.8 percent; female 
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faculty accounted for 39.4 percent in all PHD holders whilst 

male faculty accounted for 57.8 percent. 

On the issue of number of years spent on current rank, out 

of the 33 female faculty sampled 28 of them indicated the 

number of years that they had spent on their current rank. 

Close to 61 percent female faculty had spent between one 

and four years; 28.6 percent had spent between five and nine 

years on current rank whilst 10.7 percent had spent between 

fourteen and nineteen years on current rank. On the other 

hand, 40.6 percent of male faculty had spent between one 

and four years on their current rank, 41.6 percent had spent 

between five and nine years, 10.9 percent had spent between 

ten and fourteen years on current rank whilst 6.9 percent had 

spent between fifteen and nineteen years. In general, length 

of time spent on a particular rank depends on the individual 

faculty. However, all male faculty interviewed said even 

though they were qualified for promotion, they were pre-

occupied with other things they considered more important 

than applying for promotion. On the other hand, some female 

faculty interviewed complained that they have had to stay 

long on their current rank because processes for promotion is 

too long, aside that they thought it was a deliberate attempt 

to stifle their effort. Another female faculty said she had to 

spend so long a time because it was difficult getting 

researchable topics in her field of study. 

Data from Table 1 indicate that women in academia were 

less likely to be married as compared to their male 

counterparts and also end up being divorced than their male 

counterparts. This is because being single and childless gives 

more room for independence and more concentrated on 

career. Among faculty members who had children the male 

faculty had larger number of children than the female, an 

indication that their wives who were the primary care takers 

bore the responsibility of taking care of the children and not 

them. Table 2 shows the number of children of respondents 

Table 2. Number of children of Respondents. 

No. of children 
Female N=28 Male N=96 

Percent  Percent  

One 28.6 8.3 

Two 32.1 26.0 

Three 25.0 37.5 

Four 10.7 21.9 

Five  3.6  3.1 

Six   -  3.1 

Total  100.0 100.0 

Childcare is one of the difficult challenges women face in 

their careers. This is because, the formative years of children 

are very important for mothers as well as children to grow 

and establish some bond between mother and child. In the 

same vein, the academic clock does not wait for women who 

become pregnant and take time off to raise them. The study 

therefore sought to find out respondents who had children 

and those who had taken care of them at their formative 

years. 

On the issue of caring for children when they were/are 

under school age, 20.7 percent of female faculty said that 

their children were primarily cared for by themselves as 

compared to 11.4 of male faculty. On the other hand, only 

6.9 percent female faculty reported that their partners had 

cared for their children under school age as compared to 20.5 

percent of male faculty’s partners. This is an indication that 

women continue to shoulder the responsibility of their 

children whilst they were still young and needed attention 

irrespective of one’s profession. Interestingly, 55.7 percent 

male faculty reported having equal share between them and 

partner, indicating egalitarian relationship as compared to 

44.8 percent of female faculty. About 7 percent female 

faculty reported that children under school age were 

primarily taken care of by a combination of family members 

as compared to 10.2 percent male faculty. Indicating that the 

external system continue to be useful as far as caring of 

children is concerned. 

6. How Respondents’ Children under 

School are Taken Care 

Apart from the career interruptions for family reasons, 

another factor that had often been quoted to explain limited 

female careers is related to the assumption of responsibility 

for childcare. The interviews revealed in a rather obvious 

way that more male faculty delegated the care of their 

children to their partner, whilst female faculty had to struggle 

from work to home to take care of their children. About 14 

percent female faculty reported that their children under 

school age were primarily taken care of in privately financed 

care as compared to 2.2 percent of male faculty.  

The question of whether the issue of children after school 

hours impairs faculty ability to perform job was asked. 

About 21 percent of female faculty said that it never affected 

them as compared to 43.8 percent male faculty. 65.5 percent 

female faculty reported that it affected them sometimes as 

compared to 48.9 percent male faculty; 13.8 percent female 

faculty reported that it affected them very often as compared 

to 7.3 percent male faculty.  

7. How Issues of Children’s After School 

Hours Impair Respondents’ Ability to 

Perform 

On the issue of conflict between the demands of work at 

the university and that of life outside work, female faculty 

who reported that they had not experienced any conflict were 

20.7 percent as compared to 27.4 percent male faculty, whilst 

65.5 percent female faculty as compared to 54.7 male faculty 

said that it sometimes affected them. Surprisingly, 13.8 

percent female faculty reported that they very often 

experience a conflict as compared to 17.9 percent of male 

faculty. This finding could be as a result of male faculty 

sharing equal responsibility with their wives.  

Women have made significant inroads in education albeit 

the glass ceiling. This has made quite a number of women 
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more willing to postpone marriage and sacrifice not to give 

birth while they pursue career goals as compared to men who 

can conveniently sacrifice the private spheres for the public 

sphere. About 36 percent of female respondents and only 9.3 

percent male faculty reported that they had very often made 

personal sacrifices to get to where they are today. Literature 

on professionals and interviews with faculty reveals that 

either professional woman abandon the idea of having 

children or if they decide to have one, they have children 

later on when their career is on track. Western literatures on 

women in academia assert that female faculty starts having 

children when they attain tenureship. 

The question of not having children or delay in having 

children was posed; about 63 percent female faculty reported 

that they never had to make such sacrifice as compared to 

51.5 percent male faculty. Twenty percent female faculty 

reported that they considered such sacrifice as compared to 

36.1 percent male faculty; whilst 16.7 percent female faculty 

reported that they had actually delayed in having children as 

compared to 12.4 percent male faculty. 

The interviews revealed that some male faculty had to 

delay marriage in order to obtain their doctoral degrees and 

for that matter, even though they are quite old their children 

are very young. A female faculty on the other hand, said she 

has dedicated her entire life to her career and for that matter; 

she has no family of her own. This is a typical example that 

confirms Currie et al. [10] assertion that academia is a 

greedy institution. 

In the private sphere, which is traditionally female domain, 

there is some form of revolution. Female faculty who 

reported not doing domestic work at all was about 9 percent 

as compared to about 6 percent for male faculty. This is in 

contrast to literature on women which say that domestic 

work belonged to the private sphere. However, the fact still 

remains that women are primary care givers. About 12 

percent of female faculty and 7 percent male faculty reported 

that they completely took care of domestic work in the 

household. Table 3 shows the responses of faculty members. 

Table 3. Extent to which respondents take care of domestic work 

Extent to which respondents  

take care of domestic work  

in the household: 

Female N=33 Male N=109 

Percent  Percent 

Not at all  9.1  5.5 

Less than half 24.2 56.9 

Half 21.2 18.3 

More than half 33.3 12.0 

Completely  12.1  7.3 

Total  100.00 100.00 

[11, 12,] have shown that career women are more likely 

than their men counterparts to interrupt their career. Data 

from the survey indicate that more female faculty, 27.3 

percent as compared to 11.5 percent had had interruptions 

longer than six months in their academic career. Various 

reasons had been given for such interruptions. For those who 

have ever had interruptions in their career longer than six 

months, 27.3 percent female faculty reported that they had 

had interruptions as compared to 11.5 percent male faculty. 

The reasons assigned for the interruptions were: child rearing 

44.4 percent for female faculty, 11 percent female faculty 

attributed the interruption to financial expediencies as 

compared to 18.2 percent male faculty. Another 11.1 percent 

female faculty said that they needed change in academic 

field, as compared to 9.1 percent male faculty. No female 

faculty reported having left academia in pursuit of political 

expediencies as compared to 54.5 percent male faculty. For 

faculty who left for educational pursuit, 33.3 percent were 

female faculty and 54.5 percent male faculty.  

Table 4. Reasons for interruptions 

Because of: 
Female N=9 Male N=11 

Percent  Percent  

Child rearing 44.4 - 

For financial reasons 11.1 18.2 

Change of academic field 11.1  9.1 

Political activities - 18.2 

Educational pursuit 33.3 54.5 

Total  100.0 100.0 

The data reflect the relatively high level of collective 

assumption that women are responsible for children in 

Ghanaian society [3]. In some instances, the extended family 

plays an important role in the care of young ones. Obviously, 

the existence of the collective childcare structures neither 

mean that women are relieved off this "mental pressure" to 

take care of the children, nor that these services allowed 

them to do freely all the activities related to an academic 

career, for example travelling to participate in conferences. 

The data from the interview corroborates that of the 

quantitative data. When questioned about the relationship 

between work and family, both women and men faculty said 

that they experienced some form of work-family spill over. 

According to Lambert [13], in this process the emotions, 

behaviours and attitudes are carried out from work to family 

and vice-versa. However, the negative spill over and the 

situations of work-family conflict were more evident in the 

case of women. Three women in the sample described 

familiar situations where the husband’s lack of support 

emerged as one important source of conflict. During the 

interviews, a female faculty made these statements 

concerning the work-family conflict: 

“... I had to go abroad to get my Ph.D. at a time I had a 

young child and I did not want to leave her behind. My 

husband also encouraged me even though it was a 

difficult situation. It was more or less conflicting 

relationship; I decided having the PhD abroad. I don’t 

see myself as the ideal mother for my child I have my 

work, and obviously I want to be married and have 

children, I think that I have already made some sacrifices, 

namely, I don’t go abroad to attend conference sometimes, 

as I think I should have done. In addition, there were 

times when I needed to work hard, I did not give up my 

work, and I had to repeatedly hear my husband say, “You 

don’t need to work, you shouldn’t be working today”. I 

often work Saturdays and Sundays preparing notes for 
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Monday and I sometimes have to deal with very 

unpleasant situations created by my husband.  

I do not have his support as I think that I should have. I 

end up not being the wife that he wanted me to be, he 

wanted someone totally devoted to him, and I don’t fit in 

that role” 

In other cases, despite the husband’s support, women’s 

work-family conflict is associated with time constraints due 

to the enormous responsibilities of taking care of their 

children and having to work longer hours. For the majority 

of women in the interview the responsibility for the care and 

well-being of their children are borne by relatives who, in a 

way have helped reduced the burden on their (women) career. 

On the other hand, only three men described situations of 

work/family conflict, but they were mostly feelings of 

personal guilt for spending little time with family especially 

with children. On the other hand, for most men the 

relationship between work and family is depicted as a 

supportive one, with their wife’s understanding of the high 

demands of an academic career. The following quotations 

illustrate this point: 

“My family is very supportive, there is a lot of 

understanding my wife and other family members take 

care of the home”. 

Another male faculty comments that: 

“There is a lot of support; I think that there is a good 

understanding of my absences. When we have time 

constraints workwise, we have to find some extra-time in 

the family time... Nevertheless, I feel I have great support 

and trust from my family. The family, in my case, has 

given me strong support and incentive that has been very 

important indeed! When I was doing my PhD, she [the 

wife] relieved me of domestic tasks (errands I need to run 

for the home).” 

The interviews revealed that although both men and 

women experience work-family conflict, they do it 

differently. For men it was a question of regret for not being 

able to spend more time with their children. For women it 

was exhaustion from trying to play and to adjust to two 

different roles. In this sense, these women viewed time 

required by children as a serious barrier to their career 

progress.  

The findings also revealed that little has changed in 

society in terms of who is responsible for looking after the 

children and for household chores. Even though hiring 

domestic help can be a form of coping strategy, the ultimate 

responsibility for children and domestic tasks invariably 

seems to rest with women. In this study, six of the married 

participants (two women and four men) stated that the 

women (the interviewees or the interviewees’ wives) kept the 

full responsibility for childcare and domestic tasks. The 

following illustrations depict very well how the traditional 

gender division of roles at home remains unchanged: 

“My wife is mainly responsible for the family; she’s the 

one that takes care of most domestic work. This gives me 

more free time to invest in my career and more freedom to 

travel when I need...” (Male faculty) 

“I’m mainly responsible for the family sphere. In practice, 

I have to divide my efforts by multiple tasks, taking the 

kids to school, but I get someone to take them from school, 

and when they are at home around four o’clock and, from 

then on, I can do my work…..” (Female faculty) 

Two single women faculty said marriage and motherhood 

are considered very distant realities and important constraints 

detrimental to their career prospects. It must be underlined 

that these women who are single and without children, still 

hold a very traditional image about the gender division of 

roles in family. For them, little has changed in terms of 

gender stereotypes and gender roles and attitudes hence, their 

decision to postpone child bearing. 

Women still bear the burden of domestic responsibilities. 

As [14] underline, “western societies have achieved some 

progress towards gender equality in the public sphere of the 

labour market, but gender inequality in economic roles in the 

household may be more resistant to change”. Such a 

resistance to change in the private sphere helps keep gender 

inequalities and patriarchal structures in society. These 

patriarchal structures are, nevertheless, not only sustained by 

men but also by women that are socialised into believing that 

domestic tasks are for women and not for men. A senior 

female faculty observes;  

“Women were raised to know how to support all the 

family responsibilities. Thus, they are more skillful than 

men for doing these tasks. On the other hand, women 

know how to be multifunctional but men do not. Women 

are able at the same time to hold a child, prepare food, 

pick up the telephone, but if I tell my husband who is 

reading the newspaper to see if the onion is burning, it 

definitely ends up burned. In my opinion, men do not have 

the ability to be multifunctional.” 

The socialisation process in childhood has continuous 

effects in adult behaviour. Both men and women help to 

perpetuate a social system where women remain 

disadvantaged in the private/home sphere. Inevitably, men 

and women are still socialised to perform traditional roles 

and as long as this continues, gender inequalities in work 

settings will remain. The majority of women in this case 

study try to combine family and work but give priority to 

their family. Single women in this sample do not 

permanently refuse the idea of having a family. However, 

they have decided to primarily invest in their career 

development. 

Finally, the paper confirms that mobilisation of women on 

domestic activities in terms of the reproduction role is 

definitely much higher than that of their male colleagues.  

The work culture in some departments emphasises the 

need to work long hours and weekends and to be competitive 

if someone wanted to be successful. This does not offer 
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female faculty with young ones the opportunity to contribute 

effectively since they have to carry on the spill over from 

work to home and vice versa.  

8. Discussions 

Childcare and domestic work is all structural factors that 

have affected women possibilities of shattering the glass 

ceiling. If it is more profitable for women than for men to 

stay at home when the children are small, it will affect their 

chances of advancement within the organisation. To think of 

a career woman being pregnant for nine months and 

exclusively breastfeeding for six months is a difficult task for 

women in academia since missing out for all these months 

would mean being less productive. It becomes practically 

impossible for women to obtain the same merits, and 

compete on the same terms as men if structural factors, 

directly or indirectly, hold them back. The study therefore 

confirms other findings [3, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17] that female 

faculty roles as workers, mothers and wives impede their 

advancement in academia.  

A female head of a section confessed that she spends very 

little time with her family since she leaves the house very 

early and gets home later in the evening at about seven. 

Unmarried female faculty in the study attest to the fact that 

they virtually spend most of their time preparing for 

academic activities and not making time for other social 

activities. Again, this is example that academia is a greedy 

institution. The paper again supports [3,14] work which 

indicates that women in academia have a difficult task of 

combining multiple roles as mothers and wives and that 

make it difficult for them to move ahead in their career 

tracks as fast as men.  

The findings show that more women do more than half of 

domestic work in the household than men. This paper 

supports [2, 4, 13, 14] studies, where majority of women 

mentioned that childcare and other family responsibilities 

account for the obstacles and challenges they face as 

academicians. However, like in most African societies the 

external family has an important role to play in supporting 

working mothers to take care of the children as well as the 

home, but that does not completely relieve women of the 

responsibility of caring especially for the young.  

Data from the survey indicates that more women have had 

to make personal sacrifices concerning their career by 

delaying childbirth and have had interruptions in their career 

to have babies. According to the women interviewed, women 

are required to be involved in both family and work.  

In typical Ghanaian circles society expect women to 

combine everything very smoothly and nobody expects that 

from men, that they combine both roles very well, it is 

enough that they are good professionals. Women have to be 

good professionals on one hand, but, on the other hand, they 

cannot harm their children by neglecting them when they are 

young. When men do not give much importance to their 

family, they are not seen as harming their family but are 

taking care of their lives; if women are taking care of their 

professional lives, they are seen as harming their children. 

The problem in our society is that now women have to 

handle both roles, not just one, they have to deal with both. 

One must underline the dominant view of career in the 

lives of women as a means of both economic and social 

empowerment. Marshall [18] indicated that careers should be 

interpreted as a sequence of jobs within and between 

organisations rather than as a steady climb up to the 

organisational ladder. This demands the reinvention of the 

career concept allowing women and men to take career 

breaks whenever they feel necessary [19, 20, 21].  

The majority of women and men in this sample still 

believe that equal opportunities between the sexes can only 

be achieved through individual solutions. They seem to 

ignore that it is impossible to achieve equality as long as the 

gender division of roles remain. As underlined by Ferreira 

[22], the creation of equal opportunities between the sexes 

remains confined to the private realm through the 

confrontation between women and men, while the 

institutions that are responsible for the promotion of equality 

between the sexes remain absent and without responsibilities 

on this matter.  

As stated by Arber and Ginn [12], the inequalities in the 

private sphere change very slowly because women 

themselves contribute to perpetuate the traditional gender 

role division due to the socialization process that sustains a 

masculine ideology. However, as studies have shown, if 

women are to achieve equality with men, it must be in both 

the labour market and the domestic sphere and changes have 

to be carried out in both realms and not just in the private 

sphere [1, 2, 12, 18, 19]. Therefore, changes have to be 

triggered in both spheres of an individual’s life. It is not only 

the division of labour at home that limits women’s 

possibilities of choosing work orientation and career pattern, 

but research has shown that horizontal gender segregation 

partly has to do with individual and rational choices [20, 21, 

22, 23, 24, 25, 26].  

9. Conclusion  

Despite the changes in attitudes towards women’s 

academics, they are still hampered by the existence of 

gendered values and attitudes towards their non-work 

responsibilities.  
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