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Abstract
In this article, we investigate how the globalized academic labor market has changed the composition of teaching and
research staff at Swedish, Norwegian, and Finnish universities. We use national statistical data on the gender and country‐
origin of universities’ teaching and research staff between 2012 and 2018 to study how the globalized academic labor
market has influenced the proportion of women across career stages, with a special focus on STEM fields. We pay special
attention to how gender and country‐origin are interrelated in universities’ academic career hierarchies. The findings show
that the proportion of foreign‐born teaching and research staff rose substantially at the lower career level (grade C posi‐
tions) in the 2010s. The increase was more modest among the most prestigious grade A positions, such as professorships.
The findings show significant national differences in how gender and country‐origin of staff intersect in Nordic universities.
The study contributes to research on the gendered patterns of global academic labor markets and social stratification in
Nordic universities.
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1. Introduction
Gender equality has long been one of the key objectives
in European research policies. However, gender balance
has not been achieved in the most prestigious teach‐
ing and research (TR) positions in universities. There
are far fewer women than men in top TR positions and
as leaders of international research projects (European
Commission, 2019). At the same time, recruitment pat‐
terns and career trajectories within the academic pro‐
fession are undergoing significant changes due to an
increasingly globalized labor market and international
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recruitment, although with variation by country and sci‐
entific field (Ackers, 2008).
We do not know how these changes will affect the
gender composition of TR staff. One possible outcome
is that patterns of gender inequality will be reproduced
within global landscapes, as previous research indicates
that women are less likely than men to take part in inter‐
national research cooperation and mobility (Jöns, 2011;
Metcalfe & Woodhams, 2012; Vabø et al., 2014). Another
possible outcome is that the global labor market will chal‐
lenge established recruitment practices along the gender
dimension. Based on data from the United States, Zippel
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(2017) argues that globalization can provide new oppor‐
tunities for women to move to other national and insti‐
tutional contexts and be liberated from exclusive organi‐
zational structures in their home environment. Thus, an
empirical question remains as to how global recruitment
of TR staff affects the gender composition of Nordic uni‐
versities. The key argument in this article is that the con‐
sequences of a more globalized academic labor market
for staff composition, with regard to gender and origin,
will be context dependent and vary by country, career
level, and scientific field.
Despite the increased globalization of the academic
labor market (Enders & Musselin, 2008) and policy
efforts toward internationalization in higher education
(Haapakoski & Pashby, 2017; Huang et al., 2014), there is
a lack of research on the gendered nature of the interna‐
tional recruitment of academics in different national con‐
texts. Research on international academic recruitment
has primarily been concerned with geographical mobility
patterns (Ackers & Gill, 2008; van der Wende, 2015) and
the social stratification of universities’ TR staff according
to the origin of staff (Bauder, 2015; Khattab & Fenton,
2016; Smetherham et al., 2010). Prior research con‐
ducted in the United Kingdom (UK) shows that foreign‐
born TR staff dominate in the lower career positions in
universities (Khattab & Fenton, 2016). It is important to
research the outcomes of the globalized academic labor
markets in different national contexts. Thus, this study
focuses on these outcomes in the context of three Nordic
countries: Sweden, Norway, and Finland. The composi‐
tion of TR staff is addressed at two career stages through
an intersectional lens. This allows us to visualize social
stratification of Swedish, Norwegian and Finnish univer‐
sities with respect to the origin and gender of staff at dif‐
ferent grade levels, and the opportunities available for
different social groups for upward career mobility.
In a European comparative report (Lipinsky, 2013),
Sweden, Norway and Finland were identified as forerun‐
ners in the formulation of gender equality policies and
in the implementation of measures to improve gender
balance in research. On the aggregated level, gender bal‐
ance has been achieved among PhD graduates (since
2005 in Finland, 2009 in Sweden, and 2012 in Norway;
see Norbal database, 2021), albeit with significant dif‐
ferences between fields of science. However, the pro‐
portion of women in top positions in research still lags
behind men.
To our knowledge, prior research has not used full‐
scale population data to study in a comparative setting
how the global academic labor market is related to the
proportion of women in general, or in different scientific
fields. This shortage is partly related to the lack of com‐
parable and reliable data (ETER Project, 2019; Teichler,
2015). The Nordic countries offer comparable, full‐scale
statistical data on the teaching and research personnel of
their universities. Hence, our article covers this research
gap and presents a comparative study that investigates
how gender and country‐origin intersect in the composi‐
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tion of TR staff in three Nordic countries. We pose the
following research questions: How has the globalization
of the academic labor markets influenced the propor‐
tion of women at Swedish, Norwegian and Finnish uni‐
versities in general, and in STEM fields (science, technol‐
ogy, engineering, mathematics) in particular? Are there
discernible differences across grade levels? The study
design allows us to make comparisons across countries,
career phases and fields of science, as well as over time
(2012–2018).
Gender and country‐origin, and their intersection,
are important dimensions when studying social stratifica‐
tion among university staff. Whereas previous research
on global academic labor markets has largely neglected
the intersectional perspective (Crenshaw, 1989), we
apply this perspective to draw attention to how gender
and country‐origin are interrelated in academic careers
in the Nordic countries. This approach should affect how
we study and measure recruitment and promotion pat‐
terns in universities. The analysis concentrates on two
critical career stages for university staff: grade C and
grade A. Grade C refers to career development positions
(e.g., postdocs), whereas grade A refers to top career
positions (e.g., professorships). The co‐investigation of
these stages provides insights into the inclusion of
women and foreign‐born TR staff in higher and lower sta‐
tus positions in universities, and thus forms a basis for
further hypotheses on the intersectional nature of global
university careers.
2. Previous Research on Global Academic Labor
Markets
Supranational organizations, such as the European
Union and the Organisation for Economic Co‐operation
and Development (OECD), and individual governments
encourage geographical academic mobility. In the
European Union, collaboration across national borders
and international recruitment of researchers form a core
part of the strategy toward a European research area
(Gornitzka & Langfeldt, 2009). These strategies can sup‐
port international recruitment in specific segments of
the academic labor market. For instance, the Marie Curie
program promotes mobility to fixed‐term research posi‐
tions (Bauder, 2015; Khattab & Fenton, 2016).
Global academic mobility has different push‐and‐
pull‐factors (van der Wende, 2015), and the impact
of these factors furthermore differs across institutions,
fields and positions. In general, the mobility of TR staff
is pursued because it is expected to improve the qual‐
ity of higher education and research (Horta et al., 2010;
Smetherham et al., 2010; Vabø & Wiers‐Jenssen, 2014).
At the national level, international mobility is expected
to increase knowledge production and place the coun‐
try in a better position among competitive economies
(Jonkers & Tijssen, 2008). At the institutional level, mobil‐
ity can support long‐term collaboration and the pro‐
duction of new knowledge (Ackers & Gill, 2008; Fontes
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et al., 2013). At the individual level, mobility is increas‐
ingly a required element in academic careers, especially
for those who aspire to become part of the global aca‐
demic elite (Khattab & Fenton, 2016). Highly reputed
universities display higher shares of academic staff from
abroad (Khattab & Fenton, 2016; Smetherham et al.,
2010; Swedish Higher Education Authority, 2020). This
indicates that the prestige and status of universities
are important pull factors for researchers. However,
Lepori et al. (2015) stated that the ability to attract
researchers is explained mainly by country factors. This
aligns with Khattab and Fenton’s (2016) observation
that different countries send and receive academic
labor and that globalization is more pronounced in
English‐speaking countries.
Demographic change in universities, especially at the
grade C level, can reflect a more international orienta‐
tion in research, fierce competition for positions and a
more egalitarian labor market (Khattab & Fenton, 2016).
However, it can also reflect a dualization of labor (Bauder,
2015; Musselin, 2004). The restructuring of the aca‐
demic labor market with more external research fund‐
ing, lower job security and lower wages implies that
universities depend more on global labor to fill fixed‐
term, research‐only positions (Bauder, 2015; Khattab &
Fenton, 2016; Smetherham et al., 2010). According to
Khattab and Fenton (2016), in the UK, grade C positions
are not attractive to native academics, who would rather
opt for positions that provide better career opportuni‐
ties. Hence, the overrepresentation of foreign‐born aca‐
demics in grade C in the UK implies their overrepresen‐
tation in the secondary academic labor market with few
opportunities for career progression.
Research on global universities reveals some clear
trends (Ackers & Gill, 2005; Khattab & Fenton, 2016;
Smetherham et al., 2010). First, the presence of
foreign‐born academics increases over time. Second,
the inflow of foreign‐born academics is higher in sub‐
ject fields associated with engineering and technology,
compared with social sciences and humanities. Third,
a division of labor crystallizes between nationals and
foreign‐born academics, as the foreign‐born group dom‐
inates among fixed‐term and research‐only positions.
Fourth, the more research‐intensive and high‐prestige
universities have more foreign‐born staff compared
with teaching‐intensive, new universities. However, the
research does not provide evidence on where the global
labor comes from, but some evidence corroborates
that the elite institutions recruit more staff from the
United States and not from the Global East and South
(Khattab & Fenton, 2016). In the Norwegian context,
Askvik and Drange (2019) demonstrate that academics
with majority origin and those who come from Europe
and other Western countries display equal distribution
across employment categories, whereas staff from the
Global East and South are overrepresented in research
and postdoc positions and underrepresented in grade A
and teaching positions.
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The stratification of the academic labor market dis‐
plays a hierarchy in which white, middle‐class men keep
the most prestigious positions. Nowadays, the share of
native men in UK academia is declining, and they are
being replaced with women and non‐UK academics in
the lower ranked positions, part‐time and fixed‐term
employment (Khattab & Fenton, 2016). The gender dis‐
tribution is equal across non‐UK and UK university staff,
but non‐UK staff are more prevalent in the younger
age groups. This indicates that the global labor mar‐
ket first changed university demographics from below
(Smetherham et al., 2010). Whereas for many individ‐
ual academics, mobility can be a strategic choice, for
some groups, the opportunities for mobility are highly
restricted. Morley et al. (2018) emphasize that the oppor‐
tunities for mobility are not equal among social groups
but depend on the academics’ gender, ethnicity, age,
socioeconomic status and discipline.
2.1. Women in the Global Academic Labor Markets
Previous research indicates that women are less likely
than men to participate in international collaboration
and mobility (Ackers, 2008; Ackers & Gill, 2005; Jöns,
2011; Nielsen, 2016; Uhly et al., 2017; Vabø et al., 2014).
Research shows that female students and early‐career
researchers tend to be equally as mobile as men, but
at advanced career stages (after 35 years of age), pos‐
sibilities for women to relocate internationally become
more difficult than for men (Jöns, 2011). Women’s lower
access to international research networks and weak sup‐
port structures hinder mobility (Leemann, 2010; Uhly
et al., 2017). In addition, gendered caregiving respon‐
sibilities and (immobile) partners have been identified
as barriers to women’s mobility (Ackers, 2008; Ackers
& Gill, 2008; Leemann, 2010; Vabø et al., 2014; Zippel,
2011). Nielsen (2017) showed that mobility require‐
ments for tenured positions in a Danish university influ‐
enced women’s considerations of leaving academia.
Just as gender segregation in academia reflects the
stereotypical social division of labor between the sexes,
with far more men in top positions and in STEM fields, it
also reflects ethnic segregation along the gender dimen‐
sion (Orupabo, 2016). Thus, women in academia do not
compose a homogeneous group. Instead, there continue
to be significant differences in possibilities for women
from different ethnic backgrounds to be mobile and to
pursue an international academic career (Mählck, 2013;
Morley et al., 2018; Vabø et al., 2014).
2.2. Scientific Fields and Global Academic Labor Markets
The number and proportion of both women and foreign‐
born academics vary significantly by scientific field,
which makes it crucial to pay attention to differences
between fields when studying developments in staff
composition. Although international mobility is increas‐
ingly seen as a requisite to progress in academic careers
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(Zippel, 2011), the expectation to be mobile continues
to differ between scientific fields. International collab‐
oration and mobility are especially important for aca‐
demic careers in STEM, particularly at an early career
stage (Herschberg et al., 2018; Zippel, 2011). In the social
sciences and humanities, international research collab‐
oration does not necessarily require physical mobility
(Hakala, 2002), and recruitment criteria might be more
detached from university internationalization policies
(Herschberg et al., 2018). The differences are related
not only to the different traditions of international col‐
laboration but also to the use of languages in different
fields and disciplines (Hakala, 1998; Jöns, 2007). STEM
fields have traditionally been dominated by the use of
the English language, whereas the languages of publica‐
tions are more varied in the social sciences and humani‐
ties (Hakala, 1998).
Academic mobility is especially gendered in the natu‐
ral sciences (Jöns, 2011). O’Hagan et al. (2019) showed
how the need to seek professional visibility through
international mobility in STEM has gendered conse‐
quences, as women are typically more restricted by fam‐
ily obligations.
Not only do STEM fields recruit high numbers of
foreign‐born academics, but these fields also display a
higher research‐to‐teaching ratio compared with other
fields, meaning that foreign‐born researchers have low
representation in the higher ranked, permanent posi‐
tions (Smetherham et al., 2010). This indicates that there
is a clearer division of work in these fields, with less
opportunity for career progression. In the UK, the strong
presence of non‐UK academics in lower grade STEM
positions could be due to a supply deficit, whereby
local academics opt for a commercial career with better
employment conditions than those available in academia
(Ackers & Gill, 2005; Khattab & Fenton, 2016). The high
proportion of foreign‐born staff could also be due to high
research funding in these fields, which allows universi‐
ties to hire fixed‐term staff and to continue to attract new
talent, but not to develop candidates toward full profes‐
sorships (Smetherham et al., 2010).
3. Contextual Background
Sweden, Norway, and Finland are comparatively small,
open societies that engage in global research competi‐
tion. Internationalization has become a strategic priority
for Nordic governments and universities (Haapakoski &
Pashby, 2017; Stensaker et al., 2008). This includes the
aim of attracting more researchers from abroad (Finnish
Ministry of Education and Culture, 2017; Research
Council of Norway, 2020; Swedish Government, 2018).
Nordic countries rank high on measures that have
been identified as pull factors for foreign researchers,
such as wage levels and expenditures for national
research and development (R&D; see Lepori et al., 2015).
Sweden, Norway, and Finland all represent open sys‐
tems where access for international applicants is not con‐
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strained by formal barriers, such as accreditation sys‐
tems for foreign PhD degrees (Afonso, 2016; Musselin,
2005). Yet, Finland has a weaker tradition of recruiting
and retaining academics from abroad (Hoffman, 2007).
In terms of possibilities for stable positions available for
doctoral graduates (Afonso, 2016), Sweden and Norway
can be considered systems with high security, whereas
Finland represents a country with lower security and
with more fixed‐term positions. Better career prospects
and financial resources for R&D in Sweden and Norway
(OECD, 2020) can be expected to have led to a higher
proportion of foreign‐born academics in Sweden and
Norway than in Finland.
Despite the traditions of gender equality work in
the Nordic countries—described as “women friendly
societies” (Hernes, 1987)—and gender equality work in
the research sector (Lipinsky, 2013), women continue
to face obstacles when trying to reach positions at
higher academic career stages. In 2018, the proportion
of women in grade A positions was ca. 31 percent for
Norway and 28 percent for Sweden and Finland (in head‐
counts). Thus far, the gender equality policies in Swedish,
Norwegian and Finnish higher education and research
have been detached from the internationalization poli‐
cies (for Norway see Vabø, 2020). Thus, internationaliza‐
tion policies have not addressed the gender outcomes
of global academic labor markets and international aca‐
demic recruitment. In Norway, they are addressed for
the first time in the 2021–2027 strategy of the Research
Council of Norway (2020).
4. Data and Method
In this study, we use full‐scale statistical data on TR staff
employed at Swedish, Norwegian, and Finnish universi‐
ties between 2012 and 2018.
The Swedish data, provided by Statistics Sweden,
are a combination of several registers, where data on
country origin come from the Multi‐Generation Register.
The data set has some missing information on the origin
of staff (e.g., 4.2 percent of staff in grade A and 1.4 per‐
cent of staff in grade C in 2018; see Supplementary File 1).
We removed these data from the graphs. The Norwegian
data come from NIFU’s Register of Research Personnel
and matched employer–employee register data from
Statistics Norway. The Finnish data, provided by Statistics
Finland, are a combination of higher education data on
university staff and statistics on the population structure.
We use headcounts, not full‐time equivalents, because
we are primarily interested in the total composition of
university staff.
The two main variables are gender and country‐
origin. Gender is a binary variable that differentiates
between men and women. Country‐origin is also a
binary variable that differentiates between native‐born
and foreign‐born staff. One advantage of country‐origin
is that it is unambiguous and constant (cf. citizen‐
ship, which might change), but it has some limitations.
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Most importantly, we do not know the reasons for,
or timing of, mobility. However, the number of ‘home‐
grown’ TR staff with an immigrant background can
be expected to be small (for Norway see Gunnes &
Steine, 2020; for Sweden see Swedish Higher Education
Authority, 2019). In Norway, 80 percent of foreign‐
born researchers are international mobile researchers
(Gunnes & Steine, 2020). In Finland, the majority of
foreign‐born staff is also likely to be international mobile
academics, given the small share of the immigrant pop‐
ulation (seven percent in 2019; cf. 20 and 14 percent in
Sweden and Norway, respectively; see Statistics Finland,
2019; Statistics Norway, 2019; Statistics Sweden, 2020).
The vast majority of native‐born staff in the three coun‐
tries have two native‐born parents. The proportion of
second‐generation immigrants among the TR staff of uni‐
versities is low (our data; see also Gunnes & Steine, 2020;
Swedish Higher Education Authority, 2019). Another lim‐
itation of the data is that the data do not incorporate
information on the countries of origin.
The data classify the TR staff of universities accord‐
ing to scientific field (all countries) and position (Sweden
and Norway) or academic career stage (Finland). The clas‐
sification of fields of science follows the OECD interna‐
tional classification system. The STEM fields include (nat‐
ural) science, technology, engineering and mathemat‐
ics. We merged agricultural sciences with natural sci‐
ences because of the low number of staff in agricul‐
tural sciences.
We use data on staff in grade C and grade A posi‐
tions. Positions at these levels have strategic impor‐
tance in the universities, and they are the most com‐
parable across the three national systems. For example,
grade B positions include a more heterogeneous set
of TR positions (e.g., university lecturers and senior
researchers). Grade C and A positions are also more
likely to be inclined to internationalization pressures
than positions in grade B, which are often closely related
to teaching and thus to the use of national languages.
In Sweden, grade C refers to career development posi‐
tions, such as postdoctoral and assistant professor posi‐
tions. In Norway, grade C entails postdoctoral positions.
In Finland, grade C encompasses staff in career stage II,
such as postdoctoral researchers. In Sweden and Norway,
grade A positions refer to professor positions. In Finland,
grade A equals positions in career stage IV, the major‐
ity being professor positions. Hence, interpretations of
the results should consider that the professional cate‐
gories are not identical in the countries, which have
somewhat different occupational structures and career
logics, including different funding arrangements for R&D.
For example, the absolute number of persons in grade C
varies considerably between the countries, with the
most people in Finland and the fewest in Norway (see
Supplementary File 1).
In the analysis, we first calculated the proportion of
foreign‐born women, native‐born women, foreign‐born
men, native‐born men, all women and all foreign‐born
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staff between 2012 and 2018 in grades C and A. We ana‐
lyzed the overall national developments over time and
compared the findings across the countries. Second, we
examined the changes in the staff composition by scien‐
tific field in 2012 and 2018. Here, we focused on two
fields that in 2012 had the lowest proportion of women
in grades C and A: natural sciences and engineering and
technology. These STEM fields have received significant
policy attention due to the skewed gender distribution.
For the comparability of the findings, we used propor‐
tions rather than headcounts in the analysis. Headcounts
and data on (1) all fields and (2) STEM fields in grade C
and A are presented in tables in the Supplementary Files.
5. Findings
5.1. Foreign‐Born Staff and Women in Grade C and A
Positions
We first investigated how the composition of TR staff
in grade C changed between 2012 and 2018, espe‐
cially regarding the proportion of foreign‐born staff and
women. In all countries, the number of people in grade C
increased. The total headcounts and proportions can be
found in Supplementary File 1.
Figure 1 shows that in all three countries, the propor‐
tion of foreign‐born staff increased significantly, whereas
correspondingly, the proportion of native‐born staff
decreased, especially that of native‐born men. In Finland,
the starting point differs, with a significantly lower pro‐
portion of foreign‐born TR staff in 2012 (25 percent
vs. 44 percent in Sweden and 50 percent in Norway).
Sweden displays the strongest growth: The proportion
of foreign‐born staff increased by 24 percentage points
and reached 68 percent in 2018. In Norway, the increase
was 18 percentage points, which also led to 68 per‐
cent of foreign‐born TR staff by 2018. In Finland, the
increase was 12 percentage points, which led to 37 per‐
cent foreign‐born staff. In all countries, the growth in
foreign‐born staff is due to a combination of an increase
in the number of positions and a decline in absolute num‐
bers of native staff.
When we look at gender differences, we see similar
growth rates for foreign‐born women and men in Finland
(51 percent for both), whereas in Sweden, the increase
was steeper among foreign‐born women (61 percent;
49 percent for men) and in Norway, it was steeper for
foreign‐born men (38 percent; 34 percent for women).
The proportion of all women remained quite steady in
Sweden and Finland, at around 45 percent, whereas in
Norway, it decreased from 48 percent to 46 percent.
Figure 2 shows the development of grade A. In
Sweden and Norway, the number of people in grade A
increased, whereas in Finland, it decreased by 20 per‐
cent. As in grade C, the starting points of the three coun‐
tries differ considerably, with Finland having a lower
proportion of foreign‐born staff (8 percent in 2012;
10 percent in 2018) than Sweden (21 percent in 2012;
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Figure 1. Staff in grade C at Swedish, Norwegian, and Finnish universities between 2012 and 2018 (percentage of all people
in grade C).
24 percent in 2018) and Norway (24 percent in 2012;
30 percent in 2018). Although the proportion of foreign‐
born staff increased, the changes were slower when
compared with grade C. The stability is at least partly
related to the nature of the positions: Grade A posi‐
tions in the three countries are predominantly perma‐
nent, whereas grade C positions typically last two to
three years. There is a large discrepancy in gender bal‐

ance when we compare the proportion of women in
grade A and grade C positions: The large share of women
in grade C is not reflected at the highest hierarchical
level. However, an interesting and discernible trend in all
the countries is the decline of native‐born men, which
indicates increased diversity in grade A. Female repre‐
sentation has improved in all three countries, with the
strongest growth in Norway.

Grade A posions
Sweden

Norway

Finland

100%

100%

100%

80%

80%

80%

60%

60%

60%

40%

40%

40%

20%

20%

20%

2012

2014

2016

2018

2012

2014

Na ve-born men
Na ve-born women

2016

2018

2012

2014

2016

2018

Foreign-born men
Foreign-born women

Figure 2. Staff in grade A at Swedish, Norwegian and Finnish universities between 2012 and 2018 (percentage of all people
in grade A).
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In Sweden, the drop among native‐born men is com‐
pensated by an increase among native‐born women
(3 percentage points), foreign‐born women (2 percent‐
age points) and foreign‐born men (1 percentage point).
In Norway, the proportion of native‐born women and
foreign‐born men increased by four percentage points,
and foreign‐born women by two percentage points.
In Finland, the number of women in grade A positions
went up and down, but in relative numbers, their pro‐
portion increased. The drop in the proportion of native
men has been compensated by an increase among native
women (three percentage points) and foreign‐born men
(two percentage points), whereas among foreign‐born
women, there was hardly any growth. In 2018, they con‐
stituted only 1.5 percent of staff in grade A.

71 percent). The proportion of women remained stable
at c. 35 percent in natural sciences and increased in engi‐
neering and technology from 25 percent to 33 percent.
This increase among women is mostly due to the increase
in the number and proportion of foreign‐born women,
who in 2018 clearly outnumbered native women.
Also in Norway, where the proportion of foreign‐
born staff was already high in 2012, the proportion
increased by 13 percentage points in natural sciences
(in 2018, their proportion was 76 percent, as in Sweden)
and 14 percentage points in engineering and technology
(reaching 82 percent in 2018). At the same time, the pro‐
portion of women decreased by a few percentage points,
resulting in 39 percent in natural sciences and 31 percent
in engineering and technology. This is explained espe‐
cially by the increase among foreign‐born men. Foreign‐
born women outnumbered native women, especially in
technology and engineering.
When compared with Sweden and Norway, in
Finland, the proportion of foreign‐born staff was low
in 2012: 31 percent in natural sciences and 28 per‐
cent in technology and engineering. Their proportion
increased by 14 percentage points in natural sciences
and by 20 percentage points in engineering and tech‐
nology. Foreign‐born staff were more skewed toward
men than in Sweden and Norway. The proportion of
women decreased by one percentage point in natural
sciences (35 percent women in 2018) and increased

5.2. Foreign‐Born Staff and Women in STEM
We then move on to determine the composition of staff
in grade C and A in STEM fields. The majority of staff
in grade C are postdoctoral researchers. Postdoc has
long been a necessary career stage in STEM (Bessudnov
et al., 2015).
Figure 3 shows that in Sweden, the proportion of
foreign‐born staff in grade C increased significantly, by
24 percentage points in the natural sciences (in 2018, the
proportion was 76 percent) and 21 percentage points in
engineering and technology (in 2018, the proportion was
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Figure 3. Staff in grades C and A in natural sciences and engineering and technology in 2012 and 2018 at Swedish,
Norwegian and Finnish universities (percentage of all people in the scientific field).
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by two percentage points in engineering and technol‐
ogy (28 percent women in 2018). Although the num‐
ber of foreign‐born women increased and the number
of native women decreased, native women still outnum‐
bered foreign‐born women in 2018.
Figure 3 shows that the increase among foreign‐born
staff in grade C is not (at least yet) reflected in grade A.
Furthermore, gender balance is more skewed toward
men than in grade C. Although the proportion of native
men has decreased in all the countries, they still domi‐
nate grade A positions in STEM, especially in Finland.
In Sweden, whereas native men comprised only
15–18 percent of grade C staff in STEM in 2018, in
grade A, they represented the majority. However, the
staff have become more diverse, as both the proportion
of foreign‐born staff and women has increased. The pro‐
portion of women increased by approximately 3–4 per‐
centage points, quite similarly for native and foreign‐
born women, and reached 19 percent in natural sciences
and 16 percent in engineering and technology.
In Norway, the proportion of foreign‐born staff
increased significantly in grade A: from 28 percent to
35 percent in the natural sciences, and from 27 percent
to 39 percent in engineering and technology, the major‐
ity of them being men. The ratio of foreign‐born to native‐
born staff is quite similar across both genders in grade A.
Hence, we do not see the same intersecting gender and
country‐origin profiles that applied to grade C positions
in STEM. The proportion of women increased by approx‐
imately three percentage points, resulting in 20 percent
in the natural sciences and 14 percent in engineering and
technology, again quite similarly for native women and
foreign‐born women.
In Finland, as in grade C, the proportion of foreign‐
born staff was significantly lower in grade A than in
Sweden and Norway. In the time‐frame, the overall num‐
ber of people in grade A in STEM decreased. The pro‐
portion of foreign‐born staff in grade A increased also in
Finland: from nine percent to 14 percent in natural sci‐
ences and from 12 percent to 17 percent in technology
and engineering. It is notable that at both time points,
nearly all foreign‐born staff were men: Foreign‐born
women comprised less than one percent of grade A posi‐
tions in STEM, and their low proportion even decreased
in the 2010s. Overall, the proportion of women remained
at a lower level than in Sweden and Norway and with
small changes over the years: at approximately 16 per‐
cent in natural sciences, and with an increase from nine
percent to 11 percent in engineering and technology.
6. Discussion
Today, international academic recruitment is an impor‐
tant part of building excellent research and teaching envi‐
ronments. Recruitment patterns in the Nordic region are
an expression of a growing global labor market for aca‐
demics. The global market for postdoctoral researchers
in particular acts as a catalyst for a new recruitment prac‐
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tice where international mobility is not only an ingredi‐
ent for success in a scientific career but also contributes
to legitimization of more deregulated and flexible work‐
ing conditions, as expressed in the use of temporary posi‐
tions (Vabø, 2020).
The findings indicate that the proportion of foreign‐
born staff increased rapidly in the 2010s, especially at
Norwegian and Swedish universities. Interestingly, the
gender distribution in grade C has remained quite stable,
with foreign‐born men and women substituting native‐
born men and women. In grade A, native‐born men have
given way for women and foreign‐born men. Compared
with grade C, the changes in the composition of TR staff
in grade A are modest, and native‐born men maintain the
majority share in all three countries.
There are several explanations for the differences
in the increase of foreign‐born staff between grade C
and grade A positions. First, grade A and grade C are
affected by different labor market dynamics. For exam‐
ple, there is likely to be a larger pool of applicants in
grade C as international experience has become a quali‐
fication criterion among early career researchers (Vabø,
2020). Second, the pace of renewal differs between fixed‐
term grade C positions and mostly permanent A posi‐
tions. Third, according to the Swedish Higher Education
Authority (2020) increased international recruitment in
grade C is a result of specialization in STEM, which
requires universities to enlarge their pool of applicants.
Fourth, as in the UK (Khattab & Fenton, 2016), potential
native applicants for grade C positions in the Nordic coun‐
tries might find more attractive job opportunities out‐
side the universities. For example, Frølich et al. (2019)
argued that native Norwegians in STEM might find an
attractive labor market outside universities, which might
partly explain the large proportion of foreign‐born staff
in the temporary grade C positions.
In the Nordic comparison, Finland represents an out‐
lier with a lower proportion of foreign‐born staff, very
few foreign‐born women in grade A and steeper gender
segregation in STEM. Possible explanations for the lower
level of foreign‐born staff in Finland include shorter tra‐
ditions of internationalization, openness of the society
and the labor market toward foreigners, inbred recruit‐
ment, and governmental funding cuts in R&D (Hoffman,
2007; OECD, 2020; Pietilä, 2015). What explains the low
proportion of foreign‐born women in grade A requires
further studies.
The contributions of this study derive from the com‐
bination of excellent empirical data and a novel analyti‐
cal approach. First, we use register data that comprises
all universities’ TR staff in Sweden, Norway and Finland
for almost a decade. This allows us to track changes
within and between countries. To our knowledge, this is
the first comparative study that addresses the intersect‐
ing patterns of gender and foreign origin among univer‐
sity staff in the Nordic context. Furthermore, the study
illustrates the intensity of the globalization of academic
labor markets also outside the English‐speaking world,
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but with significant variation across national contexts.
Moreover, the study contributes to existing research as it
shows the varying gender outcomes of the changing aca‐
demic labor market in the Nordic countries. For example,
Swedish universities have been successful in attracting
foreign‐born women to engineering and technology in
grade C. As a result, the overall proportion of women has
increased. In Norway, on the other hand, the proportion
of women in STEM has slightly decreased, as the upsurge
of foreign‐born men has been so significant. Finally, this
study contributes to research on social stratification in
Nordic academia. The contrast between the diversity in
grade C and the native‐ and male‐dominated grade A is
striking, and in line with the stratification found in the
UK (Khattab & Fenton, 2016; Smetherham et al., 2010).
Thus, global recruitment acts as a catalyst for stronger
stratification within the academic profession also in the
Nordic countries.
In future studies, researchers should look more
closely at the intersections of gender, country of origin,
scientific field and position among foreign‐born TR staff,
as this would make it possible to discern differences in the
universities’ inclusionary practices and to analyze what
barriers individuals with different backgrounds and gen‐
ders encounter across their careers. Mählck (2013), for
example, points to the different starting points and prej‐
udices faced by women from different ethnic and cul‐
tural backgrounds entering Nordic academia. Our data
cannot reveal the reasons behind the conspicuous social‐
demographic differences in the composition of grade A
and grade C. Further studies should therefore focus on the
mechanisms that lead to different staff compositions in
specific national, organizational and disciplinary contexts.
The policy implication of our findings is that it is crit‐
ical that policymakers in Nordic higher education and
research include a clear intersectional dimension in their
internationalization policies to acknowledge questions
of country‐origin and gender. The empirical data show
that foreign‐born women increasingly replace native
women in grade C, especially in Sweden and Norway.
If the universities are not able or willing to keep mobile
foreign‐born women, a crucial question is whether uni‐
versities will be able to maintain and increase the female
share in grade A positions. Another pressing issue is that
policymakers, as well as collegial bodies in Nordic univer‐
sities and research systems, need to assess the effects of
internationalization policies on the gender balance and
social stratification of staff systematically. Universities
should critically assess their recruitment processes to
identify biases and procedures that may have discrimina‐
tory outcomes according to applicants’ gender, ethnicity,
and country‐origin.
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