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Academic Women’s Association – University of Alberta 
 
Gender Gap in Canada Research Chairs by Tier and Granting Agency at U15 Institutions  
 
(Edmonton, 18 August 2016) As part of an ongoing, independent, comprehensive equity audit of the 
university, the Academic Women’s Association at the University of Alberta undertook a study of Canada 
Research Chairs (CRC) program. The purpose of the study was to examine the gender distribution of the 
1683 Canada Research Chairs (CRCs) that were active in Canadian universities as of February 2016. This 
report is the fifth in our diversity gap research series, and provides a representative snapshot of the CRC 
distribution. Led by Dr. Malinda S. Smith (AWA President) and Dr. Kisha Supernant (AWA Vice-
President), the AWA research team focused its analysis on the U15 research intensive universities, which 
are located in 7 different provinces across Canada. The U15 are home to 70.1% (1189) of all CRCs.  
 
The AWA study found three dimensions to the gender gap at U15: first, there is a gender gap by Tier 
(Tier 1 and Tier 2), which is most evident among Tier 1 CRCs. Second, there is a significant variation in 
the gender gap among the three granting agencies, the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 
(SSHRC), the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council (NSERC), and the Canadian Institutes 
of Health Research (CIHR). While nationally NSERC receives the majority of CRC funding, at U15 
institutions it is the CIHR disciplines. Most U15 members are medical-doctoral institutions. Third, and as 
illustrated in the infographic of CRCs by universities, there is a variation in the gender gap among U15 
members. Some institutions had a large gender gap with either Tier 1 or Tier 2 CRCs, and a large number 
had a significant gender gap with both tiers. In April 2016 Dr. Ted Hewitt, head of the CRC program, sent 
an open letter to university presidents urging them, “to make a concerted effort to address the under 
representation of the four designated groups (women, Aboriginal Peoples, persons with disabilities and 
visible minorities) in nominations for Canada Research Chair positions.” The CRC program data show 
equity targets are set relatively low and, still, are often not met. In the period 2012-2014, CRCs included 
26% women, 13% visible minorities, 1% Aboriginal and 2% persons with disabilities. 
 

I. CRC Gender Gap by Granting Agency (SSHRC, NSERC, CIHR) 
 
As the infographics and Table 1 below show, the granting agencies and, in turn, disciplines, are unequally 
funded in Canada. The 1683 CRCs examined by this study were unevenly allocated among the granting 
agencies: 44.4% (748) to NSERC; 34.6% (583) to CIHR; and 20.9% (352) to SSHRC.  
 
Table 1: U15 Canada Research Chairs – Gender Gap by Granting Agency 
 Granting Agency U15 Total by Agency Male Female 
Social Sciences and 
Humanities Research 
Council (SSHRC) 

15.9% 
(189) 

59.8% 
(113) 

40.2% 
(76) 

Canadian Institutes of 
Health Research (CIHR) 

43.1% 
(513) 

71.3% 
(366) 

28.7% 
(147) 

Natural Sciences and 
Engineering Research 
Council (NSERC) 

40.96% 
(487) 

78.2% 
(361) 

21.8% 
(106) 

Total 100% 
(1189) 

72.3% 
(860) 

27.7% 
(329) 

Source: “Analysis of Extant CRC Awards by Institution, Agency, Tier and Gender” (2016-02-10); M.S. Smith and K. Supernant, “Diversity 
Gap in CERCs and CRCs” (Edmonton: AWA, 2016-06-01). 
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The uneven funding to the granting agencies also shapes the gender gap. The federal government 
allocates the majority of federal funding dollars to disciplines where there are relatively few women 
faculty. Federally, there is significantly less funding being allocated to humanities, social sciences and 
education disciplines, as Table 2 illustrates. Paradoxically, the humanities, social sciences and education 
disciplines are where the overwhelming majority of women academics are located in the academy. 
 
 
Table 2: Representation of Women and Academic Staff by Seniority and Field of Study in Canada, 2008-09 
 Percentage of 

women as full 
professors 

Percentage of 
women as 
associate 
professors 

Percentage of 
women as 
assistant 
professors 

Percentage of 
women as 
lecturer/ 
instructor  

 
 

All 

Total number of 
researchers 
(women and 
men) 

Life sciences 23.4 41.5 46.1 60.0 35.0 7,089 
Humanities, social 
sciences, education 

 
28.5 

 
42.6 

 
48.0 

 
51.1 

 
39.6 

 
18,390 

Physical sciences, 
computer science, 
engineering and 
mathematics 

 
9.0 

 
15.5 

 
23.9 

 
29.1 

 
14.8 

 
8,235 

Other subjects or not 
reported 

18.2 30.8 36.7 0.0 32.0 225 

All subjects 21.7 36.2 42.6 44.9 32.6 33,939 
Total number of 
researchers (women 
and men) 

 
12,675 

 
12,120 

 
8,394 

 
768 

 
33,939 

 
 

Source: Council of Canadian Academies, “Report in Focus: Strengthening Canada’s Research Capacity: The Gender Dimensions,” (Ottawa, 
November 2012): 4. Available at: www.scienceadvice.ca  
 
 

II. CRC Gender Gap by Tier (T1 and T2) 
 
If the federal funding gap creates one kind of structural problem, then another kind of problem arises from 
the smaller number of Tier 2 CRCs (48.7%). Most women in the academy are at the rank of assistant or 
associate professor. However, the majority of U15 CRCs (51.3%) are Tier 1 and in most U15 institutions, 
only full professors will be eligible and nominated for these chairs. While the percentage of women and 
men in midcareer and at the full professor ranks may partly explain the Tier 1 gender gap, academic rank 
cannot explain the inequitable allocation of Tier 2 CRCs at U15 institutions. 
 
 
Table 3: U15 Canada Research Chairs – Gender Gap by Tier 
  U15 Total by Tier Male Female 
CRC Tier 1 51.3% 

(610) 
81.3% 
(496) 

19.7% 
(114) 

CRC Tier 2 48.7% 
(579) 

62.9% 
(364) 

37.1% 
(215) 

Total 100% 
(1189) 

72.3% 
(860) 

27.7% 
(329) 

Source: “Analysis of Extant CRC Awards by Institution, Agency, Tier and Gender” (2016-02-10); M.S. Smith and K. Supernant, “Diversity 
Gap in CERCs and CRCs” (Edmonton: AWA, 2016-06-01). 
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III. CRC Gender Gap Variations among U15 
 
The data on how CRCs are distributed at different institutions in the U15 demonstrates that much work is 
left to be done to achieve equity in gender representation, especially in Tier 1 CRCs. As the infographic 
on the U15 CRC gender gap by tiers illustrates, the highest percentage of women in Tier 1 CRCs is 29% 
(McGill), with only 3 other universities (U of Toronto, UBC, and Dalhousie) having more than 20% 
women at Tier 1. No university is near parity for Tier 1 CRCs and 4 universities (U of Calgary, U of 
Ottawa, U of Manitoba, and Queen’s U) have less than 10% women holding Tier 1 CRCs. In general, 
those universities with better representation of women in Tier 1 also have better representation of women 
in Tier 2 CRCs, with UBC (50%), McGill (44%) and U of Toronto (42%) leading the way. However, the 
majority of U15 universities are at or below 35% of women in Tier 2 CRC positions, indicating that 
further work is needed to close the gender gap.  
 
As the two infographics illustrate, the disparity in funding in CRCs by Tier and by Agency is significant. 
This disparity raises some significant questions about the underlying factors that shape how funding is 
distributed. First, CRC funding is disproportionately awarded to science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics (STEM) fields, where women are known to be significantly underrepresented, particularly at 
senior levels and where, historically, disciplinary culture and structure have made it harder for women to 
succeed. The data collected by the AWA indicates that among active chairs at U15 institutions, the most 
are allocated to CIHR, which also has among the lowest percentage of women. The breakdown of the 
genders by agency at U15 institutions demonstrates a decrease in the percentage of women as more CRCs 
are allocated. SSHRC has 40% women (n=76) and 16% of chairs, NSERC has 28.1% (n=137) of women 
and 41% of CRCs, and CIHR has 27.7% (n=142) of women and 43% of CRCs. A 2015 article in 
MacLean’s magazine points to “thousands of small, sexist moments that make [women] feel unwelcome 
and unworthy” in STEM fields. When prestigious funding is given to any field of study, it is important to 
ensure equity in representation of women, because having women in prominent leadership positions will 
provide positive examples for new and emerging scholars in those fields. However, even in SSHRC 
fields, where women are better represented, there is still not parity in gender distribution of CRCs.  
 
The AWA strongly supports closing the granting agency and disciplinary funding gap at the federal level,, 
and the diversity gap in the allocation of CRCs at the university level. Structural and institutional biases t 
have shaped the inequitable distribution of CRCs for the past 15 years. Despite awareness of the problem, 
these inequities have not been addressed by most institutions within the U15. The AWA calls upon the 
federal government to equitably fund the granting councils and review how CRCs are allocated by 
granting agencies. There is review is necessary to address both the gender gap and inequity in funding by 
field of study. There is also need for a review of funding policies at the U15 institutional level to ensure 
the removal of persistent structural and institutional biases in the awarding of CRCs. 
 
       For more information, contact: 
Dr. Malinda S. Smith     Ms. Nancy Bray 
Professor, Political Science    PhD Candidate, Interdisciplinary Studies 
President, Academic Women’s Association  Communications Officer, AWA 
University of Alberta, Edmonton    Email: nbray@ualberta.ca  
Diversity Gap Campaign     https://uofaawa.wordpress.com/  


