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Abstract 
This communication is part of a broader project named 'Sensitivity about the perspective of gender of 
university students. Diagnosis and proposals”, which is financed by the program "Aids to Research in 
University Teaching REDICE 2018" of the University of Barcelona. Its main objective consists on 
evaluating the sensitivity about gender among the university students of different degrees in two 
universities of latitudes and very different economic, social and political contexts. In particular, we 
compare gender awareness in the degrees of Economics, Business Administration, Sociology, 
Political Science and History of the University of Barcelona (Spain) with the degrees of Economics, 
Business, Labour Relations and History of the University of Cartagena de Indias (Colombia). This 
comparison between such different contexts aims to help our understanding of how to improve the 
implementation of a gender perspective in university studies in general. The University of Barcelona is 
a public university in a socio-political context where gender equity would be a defining feature of 
development, while the University of Cartagena de Indias (Colombia) is a small public university in a 
context in which equity of gender is underdeveloped. However, this multi-ethnic and multicultural 
university is very politicized and sensitized on gender issues. 

We analyse the awareness on gender issues of the students of the two universities in two different 
moments of their academic cycle: in the first year, when they start their studies at university, and in the 
fourth year, at the end of the degree. The analysis is based on a survey with forty questions. Twenty of 
them are about the profile of the students and their families as well as their socioeconomic context; the 
rest are questions about sensitivity, awareness and knowledge on gender issues. These surveys have 
already been applied to a sample of 1650 students. 
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1 INTRODUCTION AND RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 
Few studies deny that the basis of values in our society remains patriarchal, and is based on a gender 
role division that generates inequalities between men and women. Universities do not escape the 
reproduction of this dominant social model, and the alleged objectivity of academic institutions often 
hides that it has been built on androcentric patterns. In fact, despite the regulations that have arisen in 
an attempt to correct inequalities (In Spain Organic Law 4/2007; Law 14/2011; regulations of the 
ANECA; and in the European Union, Framework Directives, among others), it hasn't yet been 
considered in any depth that the mechanisms involved in the reproduction of these patterns are 
based, above all, on the androcentric character of the processes of socialization and the construction 
of knowledge [1]. However, without sensitization with regard to gender issues, patriarchal behaviour 
cannot be demonstrated or eliminated. Consequently, their introduction to the construction of 
academic curricula is a necessary and, in many cases, essential question, as many young people, 
having grown up in an environment protected by equality laws, are not aware of, or perceive by 
themselves, the existence of patriarchal behaviours or the existence of discrimination. In fact, in 
general, they believe that the situation is fair, and that men and women have the same opportunities. 
Amelia Valcárcel calls this phenomenon: the "mirage of equality" [2].  The acceptance this supposed 
equality even drives us to the conclusion that it is not necessary to promote or apply specific 
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measures to improve the situation of women. Consequently, it can be concluded that the systematic 
absence of gender issues in curricula silences inequalities leading their inattention and reinforces a 
biased image of society. 

The homogenizing and professionalizing role of many university degree programmes leads us to a 
clear concern about whether the stage of university education could lead to a negative bias in terms of 
gender awareness. The need to find an answer and, above all, the importance of proposing academic 
or institutional instruments to solve the biased view of gender equality justifies, in our opinion, the 
relevance of this study. In addition, it is necessary to consider that the understanding and 
measurement of this social phenomenon allows to make visible the existence, recognition and 
valorisation of the problem, and facilitates the application of actions or corrective policies as is affirmed 
by Alfama et al. 

Along these lines, the objective of this research is to estimate the level of awareness regarding gender 
inequality on the part of university students, as well as the role of the university in relation to the level 
the awareness of students with regard to gender equality. That is: 

• What is the level of awareness regarding gender inequality on the part of university students? 
• What progress is made with regard to the awareness of students to gender equality during the 

years of university education?   

• How can the university contribute to achieving effective equality between men and women? 

2 GENDER SENSIVITY: THEORETICAL APPROACH 
Despite the progress achieved in legal terms, the broad knowledge generated by feminist and gender 
studies continues to show the existence of inequality between men and women in our society. 
Regarding the field of higher education, the research that deals with showing the persistence of a 
gender gap refers, in particular, to the potential effects of curricular innovation from a gender 
perspective [4], the differences in the process of the insertion of graduates [5], or the possible 
existence of differential factors in terms of the achievement of competences [6]. The first evidence of 
gender blindness in educational planning coincides with the diagnosis of the elements that makes its 
introduction difficult: the socialization of the students in a patriarchal model and the attitudes of 
teachers who do not see, or do not believe, it is necessary to introduce this perspective into 
educational planning. On the other hand, it is also agreed that a lack of knowledge of the content, 
methodologies and specific materials also hinders such incorporation, because teachers, frequently, 
do not have the necessary training or experience to deal with it [7]. The second body of evidence 
reveals the scope of the problem by providing evidence of the persistent gap in favour of men. 
According to the research that has been carried out, occupational allocation and the characteristics of 
the insertion are unequal. In general, women are awarded more precarious contracts, lower wages 
and more situation of overqualification. Finally, in the analysis of the achievement of competences, the 
various studies reveal a great controversy. However, there are not many works that aim to measure 
the degree of sensitivity / gender awareness of university students, as well as the possible change of 
position and assessment that could be produced as a result of their passage through a university 
education. To contribute to the analysis of this particular topic, we have carried out a bibliometric 
cross-sectional study through the Web of Science. The research criteria used have been the words: 
gender, perceptions, awareness, higher education, university graduates.   

In this framework, we should highlight the work of: 

• Olson & Niklas in a study published in 2017 who tried to detect different gender sensitivities in 
Swedish students aged 12 to 19. The results reveal a gender bias in terms of perception. The 
gender gap increases with age [8]. IS THIS WHAT YOU MEAN?   

• Zuo et al. In research published in 2018 about university students in Shanghai, the authors 
conclude that both sexes maintain an apparently egalitarian attitude. The difference lies in the 
observation of a more equitable demand for women in terms of social conditions [9]. 

• Remich et al. In research published in 2016, the authors studied possible differences in 
perceptions about the future career of doctoral students in the area of biomedicine. They 
conclude that, in general, students recognize the existence of systemic gender inequalities in 
science, as well as their repercussions in terms of insertion processes [10]. 
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• Sipe et al. In a study published in 2016 in the US, the authors conclude that university students 
tend to minimize or even disregard the probability of experiencing gender bias or discrimination 
in their careers. Their results also suggest that students are not only aware of these problems, 
but that awareness has been extended to include greater concern for gender discrimination 
against men [11]. 

• Ersoz and Gunindi conducted a study in 2012 to determine the perception of gender inequalities 
on the part of students in Turkish universities. In order to observe the effect of the educational 
institution on the perception of students, they used the same questionnaire for both first and 
fourth year degree students. The study confirms the hypothesis that "women have more equal 
values than men". They also observed that they were more open to claim possible changes in 
gender roles. They did not find significant differences between the first and fourth year students 
regarding their gender perception. The work of the mother influenced the perceptions of the 
children in terms of gender roles, increasing the perception of the existence of inequalities [12].  

• Anderson et al., in a piece of research published in 2012, compared the attitudes of medical 
students from Dutch and Swedish universities in terms of gender stereotypes. Significant 
differences were found in the gender attitudes on the part of Dutch and Swedish students. 
Swedish students expressed less stereotyped thinking about patients and doctors, and the 
Dutch were more sensitive to gender differences. The gender of the students was significant. 
Male students in both countries accepted stereotypical behaviours more easily. The educational 
level of the mother corrected the tendency to accept such behaviours. 

Despite the differences in approach and analysis, as a whole these investigations reveal the need to 
verify the degree or level of sensitivity of students, and the need to have indicators or assessments in 
this regard. Some authors argue, even, that the development of gender-sensitive and/or gender-
sensitive systems is essential to demonstrate inequalities and transform existing biases [14]. 

3 METHODOLOGY 
The present research is based on a comparative approach to the gender sensitivity of students from 
two universities in very different socioeconomic and political contexts. The study was carried out on a 
representative sample of degree students from the University of Barcelona and the University of 
Cartagena de Indias (Colombia) that encompass a broad disciplinary development. Regarding the 
University of Barcelona, the degrees analysed are: Economics; Business Management; Sociology; 
Political Sciences; and History.  Regarding the University of Cartagena, the degrees analysed are: 
Economics; Business Management; Social Work; and History. 

The methodology used is based on a survey of first and fourth year students on their perceptions 
and/or opinions regarding gender inequalities, in order to estimate their degree of awareness. The 
number of students surveyed was 1,681. A single questionnaire was designed in order to ensure 
homogeneous evaluation indicators. The survey included both Likert questions (scales 1 through 7) 
and assessment and opinion questions such as control questions. The first of these facilitated the 
quantification of the sensitization, the second ones were an opportunity to obtain details or additional 
information that could facilitate and improve the interpretation of the data, and the last ones were used 
to gauge the validity of some of the answers, since they are questions that are formulated in a different 
way, but should provide the same answer as previous questions. In order to collect the surveys, forms 
designed through Google docs were used, and the answers were saved in a spreadsheet format, 
which made it easier to quantify them. 

The quantitative analysis of the results were carried out using the SPSS statistical package 
incorporating multivariate techniques such as linear or multinomial regression. For the analysis of the 
open questions, a codification of the responses by category or through logical or concordant groupings 
was carried out in order to permit a qualitative analysis. In this case, we were able to use the software 
ATLAS.ti. 

We are currently involved in a comparison of the results of the surveys of the first and fourth year 
students of each degree, as well as comparing any differences between degrees and universities, and 
observing whether or not significant changes exist. 

4 PRELIMINARY RESULTS 
The current state of the research shows the following achievements: 
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a) Preparation of a pilot survey where different aspects were addressed: 1. Questions about the 
student's profile, the profile of the family of origin, the profile of the parents; 2. Questions that 
fully affect the degree of gender sensitivity 3. Questions that attempt to capture the level of 
knowledge with regard to gender issues; 4. Questions about the sensitivity with regard to 
gender issues received in pre-university education; 5. Questions that should only be answered 
by 4th year students and which refer, among others, to whether or not they have modified their 
perception with regard to gender issues or whether or not they have received specific training in 
gender issues. 

b) The development of the pilot survey has led to several working meetings. The initial proposal 
started from the University of Barcelona.  Subsequently, in meetings between Catalan and 
Colombian researchers at the University of Cartagena de Indias, some modifications were 
made. These were intended to incorporate the different sensibilities that involve economic, 
social, political and cultural contexts as diverse as those involved in both universities. 

c) Pilot survey validation. This survey was passed to the students of the Gender and Citizenship 
Master's degree of the Interuniversity Institute for Gender Studies (Barcelona) and was 
improved in many aspects. A good example of the improvements incorporated are the ones that 
focused on the variables that looked at the type of family of the respondents and the "gender" 
profile of the respondents. 

d) The definitive survey consisted of 18 questions in which the profile of the respondent and 
his/her family of origin are defined, and 22 questions more closely related to the degree of 
gender sensitization. The number of students surveyed was 1339 for the University of 
Barcelona and  261 for the University of Cartagena de Indias. 

e) The database obtained has allowed a first exploitation about the importance of introducing 
critical thinking in the two universities and to provide the student's curricular itinerary with 
gender content. 

In short, a first general-purpose operation confirms the initial hypotheses. The University of Barcelona, 
despite being a university in a European environment in which gender equity is seen as being 
important, contains students who enter its degree programmes with a quite remarkable degree of 
sensitivity with regard to gender, but do not alter their perception over the years in which they are at 
university. In addition, the small public university of Cartagena de Indias, immersed in an economic, 
social, political and cultural environment with less gender equality, registers a lower degree of 
awareness about gender issues at the time of admission to the university and one substantial 
improvement throughout its permanence in the university (Graphic 1 and 2) . We have detected an 
important phenomenon in the case of the UB's first year students: the latest manifestations of March 8 
and the Me Too movement have influenced them substantially in terms of the degree of awareness, 
especially when compared to fourth year students (table 3). This observation highlights the importance 
of the political context and the impact of the feminist movement on the degree of gender awareness 
on the part of university students. Cultivating critical thinking in the classroom and incorporating a 
gender sensitive approach is still an unavoidable challenge that has to be addressed. 
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