
are anchored in UG 2002, and try to stimulate their implementation in 
higher education steering instruments like performance agreements1.

This autonomy went hand in hand with the expectation that gender 
equality policy would focus more strongly on the respective university’s 
own specific situation and thus be designed more effectively. It also 
aimed to support an orientation on good practices at other universities, 
i.e. to strengthen the competitive element by monitoring and comparing 
universities (Höllinger & Titscher, 2004). Hence, the years following the 
implementation of UG 2002 – despite the statutory definition of equal 
opportunities bodies – under the provisions of UG 2002 (each university 
must set up an equality opportunities working group and a coordination 
unit for women’s and gender research and publish a plan to advance 
women) – led to a broad range of different equal opportunities policies 
at universities, with clear differences in focus, allocation of resources 
and commitment (Tiefenthaler & Good, 2011).

This development coincided with the realignment of public budgets 
to the principle of impact orientation to ensure more efficient deploy-
ment of public monies. Each ministry formulated at least one gender-
related impact goal, with the Science Ministry setting the goal of achiev-
ing a “gender balance in leadership positions, committees and young 
scientists/artists”. This was to be achieved through increasing the share 
of women professors, the share of women in leadership positions/on uni-
versity committees as well as the share of women in Laufbahnstellen – 
tenure track positions leading to assistance professorships (Wroblewski 
2016). Each university’s contribution to this goal is defined in its respec-
tive performance agreement.

In Germany, the Higher Education Framework Act of 1999 amended 
higher education law and cooperation between the federal government 
and the federal states (Länder) in the higher education system – with 
far-reaching consequences for equal opportunities policy. Until the mid-
2000s, equal opportunities policy in higher education was shaped by state 
regulations and federal and Länder programmes respectively. The reform 
of German federalism, which assigned the Länder more legal authority 
and a larger budget for higher education institutions than before, led to 
an end of the country’s Higher Education and Research Programme’s 
for Equal Opportunities  (Hochschul- und Wissenschaftsprogramm; 
HWP). This resulted in an absence of nationwide stimuli and resources 
for improving gender equality at higher education establishments. At 
the same time, numerous scientific stakeholders published “their” ap-
proach to equal opportunities in research. The different positions and 
initiatives to improve gender equality developed lively dynamics that also 
attracted media attention (Dalhoff, Lipinsky, Löther, & Steinweg, 2015). 

ABSTRACT 

Gender equality is a goal of German and Austrian higher educa-
tion policy, which is currently being shaped by decentralised 
policy implementation and a distinct orientation on impact. In 

this article, we discuss the contribution that evaluation can make to the 
interplay between the two. In doing so, we draw on the evaluations of 
two gender equality policies aimed at increasing the share of women 
professors. Using these two examples, we demonstrate the role that 
evaluation can play with regard to policy steering in a setting charac-
terised by decentralised policy implementation and impact orientation. 
Our focus thereby lies not just on the use of evaluation results by the 
commissioning bodies but also on the acceptance and use of evaluations 
and their associated instruments (e.g. indicators) by the higher educa-
tion institutions themselves, thereby allowing evaluation to contribute to 
a general discourse on gender equality politics.

1. INTRODUCTION
Gender equality policies in higher education have been characterised 

for some years by efforts that can be subsumed under the term “from 
government to governance”, in both, Austria and Germany. The aim is 
to transfer responsibilities for the development and implementation of 
gender equality policies from a ministerial to a university/higher educa-
tion level.

In Austria, this has been achieved through the implementation of the 
Universities Act 2002 (Universitätsgesetz 2002, UG 2002; Kasparovsky, 
Stand: 1. Jänner 2013), which gave far reaching autonomy to the coun-
try’s universities. The latter can now make their own budgetary and per-
sonnel decisions and are also responsible for the development of meas-
ures to achieve gender equality and their implementation (Höllinger 
& Titscher, 2004). This change required a fundamental realignment of 
universities gender equality policies (Ulrich, 2006), since the central 
player therein prior to UG 2002 had been the Ministry of Science, which 
established anti-discrimination and gender research bodies (e.g. equal 
opportunities working groups and coordination units for women’s and 
gender research respectively, at universities) and initiated and funded 
pilot projects (Wroblewski, Gindl, Leitner, Pellert, & Woitech, 2007). To-
day, the Ministry of Science can only formulate overarching goals, such 
as the principles of gender mainstreaming and promotion of women that 
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Austria (Wroblewski, 2010) and the “Programme for Women Professors” 
in Germany (Löther & Glanz, 2017; Zimmermann, 2012). We will begin in 
a first step by describing each of these evaluations in detail (object of 
the evaluation, context, evaluation design, results) followed by a second 
step of discussing the role of evaluation in an impact oriented setting 
using our two case studies as examples.

2. TWO EVALUATION 
CASE STUDIES 
2.1. EVALUATION OF “EXCELLENTIA”

Object of the evaluation: excellentia was a programme run by the 
Austrian Ministry of Science from 2006 to 2011 to raise the share of 
women professors. Its goal was to make use of forthcoming retirements 
to significantly raise the share of women in professorships (to 26 %, i.e. 
double that of the reference year 2003). For each additional female pro-
fessor appointed, the universities received a one-off bonus of between 
30,000 and 70,000 euros, which they were free to use as they saw fit. In 
most cases, this money was used for measures to support women (e.g. 
grants for female PhD students). The programme managers did not as-
sume that the financial incentive would trigger a direct increase in the 
share of female professors. Instead, excellentia worked on the assump-
tion that it would serve to “reward” those universities which had looked 
at the reasons for the underrepresentation of women in their appoint-
ment procedures and had developed and implemented any necessary 
countermeasures.

Goal and purpose of the evaluation: This was an accompanying 
and responsive evaluation, i.e. it was intended to deliver early indica-
tions and pointers for optimising the programme. The first interim report 
(Wroblewski & Leitner, 2007) therefore focused on the acceptance of the 
programme by the relevant stakeholders at the universities. The 2009 
and 2010 reports contain the results of the case studies at universities. 
The final evaluation report published in 2011 contains an ex-post assess-
ment (Wroblewski & Leitner 2011). This focuses both on whether and 
how the financial incentive had contributed to increasing the share of 
women professors and whether and to what extent the gender dimen-
sion had been anchored in university appointment procedures for the 
long term to counteract a potential gender bias.

Evaluation design: The evaluation design is based on a mix of meth-
ods, university statistics (e.g. share of female professors, age distribution 
of professors), data collected by the universities themselves (e.g. on the 
share of women at different stages in an appointment procedure), uni-
versity documents relating to appointment procedures (e.g. appointment 
guidelines, plan to advance women) as well as interviews with experts. 
The 22 universities in Austria were used as case studies, with the differ-
ent data sources collated to establish as holistic a picture as possible of 
appointment procedures at each university.

While some Länder established their own programmes to promote equal 
opportunities and/or female academics, the federal government and all 
Länder decided to launch and jointly finance the so-called Programme 
for Women Professors (Professorinnenprogramm) as the legal provisions 
allow for cooperation in matters of national relevance2.

The higher education and federalism reforms led to a proliferation 
of equal opportunities agents in the German higher education system 
and were also intended to trigger competition between universities. One 
consequence was the emergence of a multitude of different equal oppor-
tunities structures in the universities. Some universities set up gender/
diversity offices, usually in parallel with already established women’s 
and equal opportunities units. Since then, differentiated priorities and 
complex practices to promote equal opportunities have emerged (Lipin-
sky, 2017): not least with the aid of political and financial stimuli from the 
government’s excellence initiative (Engels, 2009; Engels, Beaufaÿs, Keg-
en, & Zuber, 2015; Engels, Ruschenburg, & Zuber, 2012; Kibler, 2011), 
the Research-Oriented Standards on Gender Equality implemented by 
the German Research Foundation (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft 
(DFG), 2014; Simon, 2011), the afore-mentioned Programme for Women 
Professors (Löther & Glanz, 2017; Zimmermann, 2012) and the recom-
mendations of the German Council of Science and Humanities on equal 
opportunities for scientists and academics (Wissenschaftsrat, 2007; 
Wissenschaftsrat, 2012). At Länder level, equal opportunities indicators 
appear in target agreements between higher education establishments 
and the Länder as performance indicators for the performance-based al-
location of funds.3 

The role played by evaluation in the new coordination mechanisms 
between higher education institutions and the state is broad and varied 
(Roßmann, 2013). In an ideal scenario, an evaluation reveals both, the 
reasons for and scope of any intended/unintended effects. Those who 
commission such evaluations oftentimes give preference to quantitative 
indicators when it comes to determining changes or identifying the “suc-
cesses” of the programme. However, a focus on quantitative success 
indicators alone does not reveal the causes of the intended impact and 
thus leads to a potential distortion of the effects of a programme ( cf. 
Weiss, Murphy-Graham, Petrosino, & Gandhi, 2008), since these cannot 
show what actually led to the changes. To produce a validated causal 
chain, i.e. to link causes to effects, the interpretation of the results (aka 
“successes”) must look at how the higher education institutions actually 
handled the requirements of the programme and which element(s) of it 
had a steering effect in the university or beyond.

In both Austria and Germany, the situation in the higher education 
sector is characterised by a trend towards the decentralisation of equal 
opportunities policy and a corresponding management by objectives ap-
proach in which the continuous monitoring of target achievements plays 
a central role. In this article, we look at the role evaluation can play 
in this interplay of decentralised policy implementation and impact 
orientation. To do so, we take a critical look at evaluations of two state-
run equal opportunities programmes, both aimed at raising the share 
of women professors and institutionalising equal opportunities policy. 
The two evaluations in question relate to the “excellentia” programme in 

2	 Publication by the Federal Ministry of Education and Research of Guidelines on the Implementation of the Programme for Women Professors of the 
Federal Government and Länder to Promote Equal Opportunities for Women and Men at Higher Education Institutions in Germany – Programme for 
Women Professors II, 6.12.2012”.

3	 http://www.hof.uni-halle.de/steuerung/vertrag2012.htm
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programme (2008 to 2017), the federal government and the Länder made 
a total of 300 million euros available.

In phase II of the programme, different funding conditions apply 
for those universities that have already successfully obtained funding 
and appointed women professors in phase one, than for those that are 
submitting gender equality concepts for the first time. In the case of a 
second application, the universities submit a revised version of their con-
cept along with documentation of the implementation of the concept 
previously submitted in phase one. In the case of a first application for 
programme funding in phase two, the universities submit a ‘future-ori-
ented equal opportunities concept’, which details their previous efforts 
and successes in achieving “a lasting improvement in the representation 
of women”.

Goal and purpose of the evaluation: The goal of the evaluations was 
to assess how the programme had been implemented and accepted by 
the universities on the one hand and to determine its direct and long-
term impacts on the other (evaluation of phase II). In concrete terms 
and in line with the programme’s goals, the evaluations focused on the 
impacts on equal opportunities for women and men, the improvement in 
the representation of women at all qualification levels and the increase 
in the number of women in top positions in the higher education system. 

Evaluation design: The evaluation design for phase II of the pro-
gramme and the concurrent full evaluation combine qualitative and 
quantitative social sciences methods with program data analysis. They 
differentiate between implementation of the programme, achievements, 
direct and long-term impacts, combining perspectives from the univer-
sities, the Länder and the ministry. In addition to document analyses, 
expert interviews and statistical analyses of programme data, the evalu-
ation team assessed three different case studies (Löther & Glanz, 2017). 

Results: In the full evaluation, the number of applications for fund-
ing from the programme indicates a very high acceptance on the part of 
the universities. In phase I of the programme, 152 universities submit-
ted an equal opportunities concept, with this number rising to 184 in 
phase II (including repeat applications). Through the funding provided 
by the programme, over 500 women professors have been appointed 
since 2008 (Löther & Glanz, 2017; Zimmermann, 2012). After deduction 
of the expected annual increase rates, the Programme for Women Pro-
fessors has brought about an additional increase of 2.2 %. Through the 
competitive nature of the call for applications and the link this triggered 
between gender policy and “excellence”, the full evaluation identified 
good acceptance of and a general enhancement of the reputation of 
equal opportunities (Löther & Glanz, 2017). An anchoring of equal op-
portunities policy can be seen in particular both in core university bodies 
and at management level; fewer concrete changes are evident at depart-
ment level. A specific development of equal opportunities policy towards 
diversity and internationalisation can be identified at some universities 
in phase II of the programme. Here, an equal opportunities policy with a 
focus on human resources and international recruiting is emerging (Zip-
pel & Lipinsky, 2017).

Results: While the share of women professors rose significantly dur-
ing the programme period (from 13 % in the reference year 2003 to 19 % 
in 2010), women representation did, however, remain below expecta-
tions, i.e. the targeted 26 % share. A number of universities developed 
strategies to combat the underrepresentation of women in their appoint-
ment procedures (for an overview see Wroblewski, 2015). Some started 
by analysing the share of women at different stages of the procedure to 
detect potential sources for gender bias. Others sought to raise the share 
of women and prevent the early exit of women therein by introducing 
corresponding elements to promote women (e.g. active search for suit-
able female candidates, preferential invitation of women to hearings, 
gender-sensitive assessment criteria). 

However, it should be noted that those universities with gender-
sensitive appointment procedures were not necessarily the ones that 
were able to raise their share of women professors most or received 
the highest bonus payments. A university’s “success” in the excellentia 
context depended on a variety of factors over which the programme had 
little, if any, influence, such as the share of female professors prior to 
excellentia, the number of appointments in the programme timeframe, 
the subjects taught or the unforeseen vanishing of women professors (as 
a consequence of recruitment elsewhere or retirement).

A broad spectrum of possibilities for appointment procedures 
emerged in the course of the qualitative analysis (case studies) – despite 
the fact that the basics of this procedure were already laid down by 
UG  2002. The impact of an existing equal opportunities policy on the 
appointment procedure also became apparent. In other words, universi-
ties with established and comprehensive equal opportunities policies are 
more likely to also look for and address a potential gender bias in their 
appointment procedures. Such universities frequently already have an 
evidence-based discourse on equal opportunities, i.e. any corresponding 
lack/achievement of success is discussed on the basis of monitoring data 
(e.g. share of women professors).

2.2. EVALUATION OF THE “PROGRAMME FOR WOM-
EN PROFESSORS” 

Object of the evaluation: The German Federal Ministry of Education 
and Research formulated a total of three goals for the Programme for 
Women Professors (phases I and II, 2008 to 2017), namely the promotion 
of equality of women and men in higher education, a lasting rise in the 
share of women at all qualification levels in the higher education sys-
tem and an increase in the number of women in top positions in higher 
education. Two of these goals directly target the promotion of women or 
their representation in the German higher education system. The basis 
for funding decisions is “forward-thinking equal opportunities concepts 
by the universities”.4 A university can only receive start-up funding for 
up to three female professors if it submits a competitive equal opportuni-
ties concept.5 It then undertakes to use an equal amount of the fund-
ing obtained through the programme to implement equal opportunities 
measures at the university. These measures must in turn be described in 
the university’s gender equality concept. In the first two phases of the 

4	 Publication by the Federal Ministry of Education and Research of Guidelines on the Implementation of the Programme for Women Professors of the 
Federal Government and Länder to Promote Equal Opportunities for Women and Men at Higher Education Institutions in Germany – Programme for 
Women Professors II, 6.12.2012.

5	 Ibid.
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qualified male candidate) have not yet produced the desired results. The 
effect of the Programme for Women Professors for social and higher 
education politics thus (also) lies in its ability to counteract the shortcom-
ings of existing (legal) instruments. Given the quantifiable success, there 
seems to be no need to improve the effectiveness of the recruitment 
quota or to reinforce targets for universities in form of the cascade model 
(cf. (Dalhoff & Steinweg, 2010), since the increase in the share of female 
professors is partly being achieved through this programme.

4. CLOSING REMARKS
The aims of the introduction of a ‘management by objectives’ in gen-

der equality policy and the development of a corresponding monitoring 
system are twofold: Firstly, to transfer responsibility for the development 
and implementation of gender equality policies from ministerial to uni-
versity level and secondly, to raise the binding nature of targets through 
the ongoing monitoring of target achievement. In the two case studies 
described in this article, increasing the share of female professors plays 
an important role as key objective as well as central measurement in-
dicator of “success” in equal opportunities policy in higher education.

Based on our case studies, a critical examination of the steering ef-
fect of quantitative indicators indicates their potential influence on the 
implementation of equal opportunities policy at a university. It also re-
veals the corresponding need for specific frameworks. A verified “pro-
gramme success” can strengthen the university’s orientation towards 
equal opportunities or “conceal” the lack of effectiveness of other (non-
competitive, non-financial) instruments. Whether or not such indicators 
will have a steering impact depends greatly on whether they are inte-
grated into an institutional equal opportunities discourse and are com-
patible with other management instruments (e.g. the indicators used in 
quality management).

Identifying and utilising this steering potential requires a look inside 
such a programme’s “black box”, i.e. an analysis of the respective imple-
mentation processes and impact mechanisms such as that provided in 
our case studies through the qualitative analyses. This links the quantita-
tive target criteria and their associated indicators with other indicators 
of success, producing a more comprehensive and conclusive analysis of 
impacts. With the knowledge of impact mechanisms thus generated, 
evaluations also deliver input for the development of future programmes 
– input that would not be possible with a reduced focus on the quantita-
tive target criteria only.
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