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ABSTRACT
Despite significant improvements, women are still underrepresented at high levels in academia. Most research on these inequal-
ities is conducted within a specific national academic system, without taking into account its cultural roots. The aim of the pres-
ent study was to analyze the extent to which the cultural context acts as a barrier on women's career progression. Specifically, we 
focused on psychological processes described under the metaphor of Queen Bee Phenomenon that may reflect the ways in which 
female academics conform to male- gender roles encoded in androcentric social and academic culture. Two samples of women 
academic, one French (N = 73), the other Brazilian (N = 88), were compared through the lens of two dimension of the Queen Bee 
Phenomena: self- group distancing and gender hierarchy legitimation. Brazilian women identify more with their female peer 
group than their French counterparts. French women are more hostile to quotas and more inclined to adhere to meritocratic dis-
courses than their Brazilian counterparts. Both academic contexts tend to perpetuate gender inequalities, but in different ways: 
by maintaining gender- stereotypical expectations in Brazil and meritocratic ideology in France. The implications for policies to 
promote a more egalitarian university context are discussed herein.

1   |   Introduction

The awareness of underrepresentation of women at high levels 
in academia is not recent. For almost three decades, a grow-
ing body of research has analyzed the causes of this inequality 
and the developing initiatives to mitigate its effects but gender 
disparities persist (see Llorens et  al.  2021). Despite significant 
improvements (Thelwall  2020), women are underrepresented 
among the world's highly cited researchers (González- Álvarez 
and Cervera- Crespo 2019; Meho 2022) and in high- ranking ac-
ademic positions, such as university professorships and other 
associated positions of responsibility (Faniko, Ellemers, and 
Derks  2021). These disparities persist not only in the fields of 

science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) but 
also in the social sciences, where most university students are 
women (Van Veelen and Derks 2022).

Most research on these inequalities is conducted within a spe-
cific national academic system, without taking into account its 
cultural roots. The aim of the present study is to analyze the ex-
tent to which the cultural context acts as a barrier on women's 
career progression. More specifically, one way of understanding 
the perpetuation of these inequalities is by examining women's 
attitudes through the prism of stereotypes encoded in androcen-
tric social and academic culture (Kurchenko 2022). To achieve 
this, we chose to compare two academic contexts, European 
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(French) and Brazilian, where inequalities persist despite differ-
ent career paths and progress in public policies.

Several arguments support this choice. Firstly, the great ma-
jority of publications on gender inequalities in the academic 
context are based on research conducted on Anglo- Saxon and 
European populations (Xiong et al. 2022) and, to a lesser extent, 
the Latin cultures of South America. Secondly, the available 
work highlighting characteristics specific to Brazilian culture 
emphasizes traditionally entrenched macho thinking that can 
reinforce gender biases and stereotypes. Therefore, observing 
the attitudes of female academics in such a context can shed 
light on the processes of adaptation to the dominant norm of 
masculinity. Thirdly, this study seeks to expand the currently 
limited research, on advancing female academics in Brazil.

1.1   |   Two Different Academic and Cultural 
Environments

In most European universities, including the French one, only 
two statutory positions exist (lecturer and professor). Both are 
attained through nationwide competitions that involve two 
steps: qualification and recruitment. Furthermore, the high- 
status positions universities are rare and fiercely contested. 
Currently, in Europe, despite almost equal representation with 
men in the early stages of their careers, women remain under-
represented at the highest academic level, occupying around a 
quarter of university professor positions (26% in all European 
countries according to a European Commission report, “She 
Figures”, in November  2021). Over the past two decades, sev-
eral actions to promote gender equality in higher education 
and research have been introduced in Europe. Considering the 
European Parliament Directive on the implementation of the 
principle of equal opportunities and equal treatment of men and 
women in matters of employment and occupation (2006), quotas 
for women on university boards and committees have become 
common practice. In France, the law on the transformation of 
the civil service (2019) introduced the obligation to draw up an 
action plan for professional equality between women and men 
in every public establishment. These plans cover four areas: pay 
gaps, equal access to professional categories, grades and respon-
sibilities; work- life balance and the fight against discrimination; 
violence and moral or sexual harassment and sexist behavior.

The progression in the Brazilian university system is more grad-
ual than in European universities, with several intermediate 

levels. There is no need for new recruitment to reach the highest 
echelons; instead, advancement occurs by performing their du-
ties conscientiously and waiting for seniority. This leads to less 
competition in Brazilian universities compared to their European 
counterparts. Whatever the case, women remain also underrep-
resented in the Brazilian scientific community, with their repre-
sentation diminishing as career advances (de Lima et al. 2024). 
In Brazil, a key indicator of significant career advancement in 
science is achieving a Research Productivity Scholar (PQ) at the 
National Council for Scientific and Technological Development 
(CNPq). Cunha, Dimenstein, and Dantas (2021) say that despite 
the growing in the number of women researchers, they remain 
minority among the PQ/CNPq fellows, comprising only 35.6% of 
awardees across various PQ levels and disciplines. This dispar-
ity is more pronounced in disciplines traditionally dominated by 
men. In the scientific field named Engineering, Mathematics, 
and Earth Sciences (Ecet), women account for only 21.3% of 
fellows. The barriers intensify to achieve the most prestigious 
scientific fellowships, with women representing 26.8% of the 
top- tier fellowships across all disciplines. In the Ecet domain, 
their presence is starkly lower, with only 0.7% holding the high- 
level grants compared to 99.3% of men. This situation is unlikely 
to improve swiftly, as the committees responsible for setting 
grant criteria remain predominantly male, with 61% of members 
being men. Regarding management positions within Brazilian 
universities, they are categorized into six hierarchical levels. 
Andrade, Marques, and de Melo  (2023) highlight a decline in 
female representation in positions of trust at the top three lev-
els, with the most significant gender disparity occurring at the 
highest level, women accounting 19.7% of the public servants 
in this position. Moreover, it has been identified that the differ-
ence between Brazilian male and female scientific production is 
more pronounced in the 37–41 age group, when women decide 
to become mothers under biological clock pressure (Dellazzana- 
Zanon et al. 2022). Obviously, for Brazilian academic women, the 
responsibility of caring for young children leads to a reduction 
in scientific publication for an average of four years (Ruckstadter 
and de Souza 2022). Given the heavy impact of parenthood in 
the reduction of female scientists' publications Brazilian scien-
tists have developed a movement called Parent in Science, which 
has proposed the inclusion of maternity leave in the Lattes cur-
riculum to take into account maternity leave when evaluating 
the curricula of female researchers (Carpes et al. 2022). In any 
case, gender equality measures are more recent, less developed 
than in Europe and are mainly related to motherhood.

It is clear that these public policies, regardless of the country in 
which they are applied, are not yet succeeding in reducing the 
inequalities between women and men in the academic sector. 
We suppose that some of the barriers to women's progression in 
academic careers may be due, among other factors, to the cul-
tural pressures on women to conform to the dominant norm of 
masculinity prevailing in the academic context. With this mind, 
we referred to the Queen Bee Phenomenon (QBP).

1.2   |   The Queen Bee Phenomenon: The Necessary 
Adaptation to the Norm of Masculinity

There is a growing body of research that shows that in a male 
organization, women can likewise be involved in maintaining 

Summary

• Psychological processes described under the meta-
phor of Queen Bee Phenomenon may reflect the ways 
in which female academics conform to male- gender 
roles encoded in androcentric social and academic 
culture.

• Both Brazilian and French academic contexts tend to 
perpetuate gender inequalities, but in different ways: 
by maintaining gender- stereotypical expectations in 
Brazil and meritocratic ideology in France.
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gender discriminations. The QBP is a metaphor used to de-
scribe psychological attitudes that a woman who has attained 
a leadership position is likely to adopt toward her subordinate 
female colleagues, thus hindering gender equality regardless 
of her will (Derks et al. 2011). One of the QBP characteristics 
is the assimilation of stereotypical male traits called agency 
(e.g., dominant, independent). Another attitude consists of 
saying things that distance oneself from women at the begin-
ning of their careers or in junior positions who are likely to 
continue to confirm female gender stereotypes (e.g., women 
are less committed than men and less competent, especially 
when they have to reconcile professional and family life). Self- 
group distancing is observed through the perception of the 
commitment, ambition, and sacrifices made in their careers as 
being superior to those of their subordinate colleagues. At the 
same time, “queen bee”(QB) women continue to identify with 
women of the same status who have succeeded in overcoming 
negative stereotypes by reaching positions of high status or 
leadership position. Legitimation of the gender hierarchy, the 
third QBP characteristic, is reflected in the attitudes of denial 
of the discrimination suffered by women, refusal to support 
public policies to combat these inequalities (e.g., affirmative 
action policies, that is, preferential treatment for individuals 
belonging to groups deemed to be disadvantaged) and support 
for a meritocratic ideology that promotes individuals on the 
basis of their merit (ability, hard work, effort, skill, intelli-
gence, and virtue) and not of their social origin.

Often misunderstood as competition between women who have 
broken the glass ceiling and wish to maintain a hard- won posi-
tion, the QBP is actually a way for some women in leadership to 
fit into the dominant model of organizations in which adopting 
the norm of masculinity is the only way to be seen as qualified 
and evaluated more positively.

Over the last two decades, the QBP has also been identified in 
academic fields of higher education and research. Empirical 
findings show that the assimilation of male characteristics and 
distancing from subordinate women (doctoral students) have 
been observed among the senior women (professors) at univer-
sities in Italy and the Netherlands (Ellemers et al. 2004). While 
male and female doctoral students tend to perceive themselves 
as equally committed in their careers, female professors tend 
to perceive female doctoral students as less committed to their 
careers than they were in their beginning stages. Specifically, 
Faniko, Ellemers, and Derks (2021) highlighted the propensity 
of female professors to describe themselves in masculine terms 
as they progress, suggesting that this characteristic QBP attitude 
can be equated with the process of self- group distancing. In this 
study, we did not consider the dimension known as “male trait 
assimilation,” which refers to commitment level, agency traits 
and career choices, because empirical findings have shown 
that these attitudes are more impacted by leadership positions 
than by gender (Faniko, Ellemers, and Derks 2016). Therefore, 
we chose to focus on the two characteristics that are central to 
the QBP: self- group distancing and the legitimation of gender 
hierarchy.

Finally, by using the QBP, our study aims to contribute to the 
literature in this area: until now there has been work on the QBP 

in Europe and Brazil, but to our knowledge, no comparative 
study has been carried out.

1.3   |   Influence of the Brazilian Culture on 
Self- Group Distancing

Although the place of women in the Brazilian labor market is 
increasingly important, gender inequalities persist due to the 
persistence of the gender roles deeply rooted in the culture of 
the macho Brazilian society (Vieira et  al.  2017). There, work 
culture appears to be characterized by the valorization of hi-
erarchy, paternalistic leadership, solidarity and the proximity 
between colleagues (Fang, Schaumburg, and Fjellström  2017; 
Stück and LeClere 2014). Even highly qualified women who are 
prominent in their university careers (Censon et al. 2022) report 
having more responsibility for domestic and caregiving activi-
ties than their partners. In general, women spend almost three 
times more hours a day on domestic activities than men (Loch, 
Torres, and Costa 2021). Moreover, in this context, women are 
often assigned to responsible positions by men on the basis of 
stereotyped female images (Colodetti and Melo  2022). Power- 
related tensions are often observed in scientific careers, as iden-
tified by Barros and Mourão (2020). These authors showed how 
the stereotypes associated with the feminine (e.g., care, support, 
affectivity) influence the professional experience of women 
scientists. Women's internalization of the behavioral norms as-
sociated with this traditional division of roles may lead to non- 
competitive attitudes in the professional sphere (Hirata and 
Kergoat 2007). To sum up, Brazilian university women live in 
an androcentric and collectivist culture which restricts women 
to their feminine social roles. Moreover, Brazilian academic 
women develop their career in an environment that is more col-
lectivist, more cooperative, and less competitive than in France.

1.4   |   Influence of Affirmative Action Policies on 
Legitimization of the Gender Hierarchy

As described in the QBP literature, the legitimation of the gender 
hierarchy is reflected in attitudes of hostility toward affirmative 
action policies, such as the introduction of quotas to balance the 
representation of men and women and adherence to the merito-
cratic discourse.

According to a recent study conducted in 25 European coun-
tries between 2003 and 2018 (Forman- Rabinovici, Mandel, 
and Bauer  2024), quotas are having the direct effect they 
were intended to have, namely increasing the representation 
of women on university boards. According to these authors, 
greater representation of women on university boards—
whether achieved through quotas or not, for example, through 
advancement in academic careers through promotion—con-
tributes to gender equality by providing women with symbolic 
forms of representation used by other women. However, the 
quota policy is still contested by many women who feel that 
they are victims of a form of positive discrimination that would 
deny their own qualities and competence, feel illegitimate in 
leadership positions when they hold them to fill quotas as an-
alyzed in France (Grangeiro, 2021) and in Belgium (Bourabain 
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and Verhaeghe 2022). Moreover, this parity is far from having 
been established among university professors, and the dispar-
ities in the professional experiences of men and women still 
persist. A study carried out among professors- researchers in 
French universities (Drucker- Godard et  al.  2017) found that 
men are generally more satisfied with their work than women. 
Women lecturers are less committed to their universities and 
careers than men, but the trend is reversed or reduced when 
women become professors—in other words, when they have 
broken through the glass ceiling. In addition, when asked 
about their career development, French women denounce an 
unequal promotion system, a lack of recognition of the ped-
agogical tasks that are most often assigned to them to the 
detriment of their dedication to research and difficulties in 
reconciling professional and private life (Drucker- Godard 
et al. 2017). In contrast, a study conducted in Brazilian uni-
versities among 703 academic men and women demon-
strated that female leaders reported being more supportive 
of affirmative policies for women's professional development 
than male leaders and females without leadership positions 
(Grangeiro, 2022).

Numerous studies have shown that academia is marked by 
meritocratic norms, meaning that female and male scientists 
and researchers believe that their career development depends 
on their competence, hard work and overall merit (Fernandes 
et al. 2021). The rhetoric of excellence and meritocracy is pro-
duced and reproduced from the earliest stages of careers by 
privileged and disadvantaged groups alike (Amis, Mair, and 
Munir 2020). The standard of scientific excellence was designed 
by men and (re)produces masculine norms. Meritocratic criteria 
favor men over women insofar as the ideal scientist or researcher 
is considered as male (O'Connor 2020). In French, the qualita-
tive study conducted by Authors (2021) indicated that female 
professors are prone to adopt attitudes that legitimize gender hi-
erarchy. They support a meritocratic discourse, believing that it 
is up to women themselves to improve their university careers, 
whereas female lecturers see the university as having a major 
role in promoting women's careers.

1.5   |   Overview of the Study and Hypotheses

Given a less competitive posture in professional contexts and 
a strong commitment engagement to gender roles combined 
with the more collectivist Brazilian culture, we may assume 
(Hypothesis 1A) less self- group distancing among Brazilian 
university women than among French university women and 
(Hypothesis 1B) less so when they are in positions of research 
responsibility.

Because they evolve in a cultural context that promotes gender 
equality and a professional mix for much longer than in Brazil, 
we assumed (Hypothesis 2A) that French academic women are 
more hostile than Brazilian academic women to political mea-
sures such as quotas and (Hypothesis 2B) more so when they are 
in positions of research responsibility.

We also assumed (Hypothesis 3A) that, because they evolve in a 
professional context more embedded in masculine and compet-
itive norms, French academic women are more adherent to the 

discourse of meritocracy than Brazilian academic women and 
(Hypothesis 3B) more so when they are in positions of research 
responsibility.

2   |   Method

2.1   |   Procedures

The data were collected exclusively online, in France between 
April and June 2019, and in Brazil between February and April 
2020. In France, the data collection was centralized at the uni-
versity where participants were requested to answer a survey 
through the university communication system. In Brazil, data 
collection at a single institution generated little data, which im-
pelled us to search for academics' institutional e- mail addresses 
on the official HEI websites. That said, non- probabilistic con-
venience sampling took place. Only those who agreed to par-
ticipate in the study by signing the informed consent form 
contributed to the research. They were assured of their privacy 
and of the anonymity of their responses, the voluntary nature 
of their participation and the prerogative of quitting at any time 
without consequences. The average response time was 15 min.

2.2   |   Participants

As part of the larger project, the data were collected from male 
and female academics and administrative personnel. For the 
final sample, we extracted only from female academics who oc-
cupied research and/or administrative positions in French and 
Brazilian universities. The French sample was composed of 73 
academic women and the Brazilian one of 440. To compare the 
two samples, we performed a random selection of 88 partici-
pants from the Brazilian sample.

A power analysis was run on G*Power with an effect size of 
d = 0.40 with the error rate set at α = 0.05 and the power set at 
β = 0.80. The power analysis run suggested a sample size of 
N = 156 (78 each group) to t- test for two independent groups 
and N = 111 to Ancova and Anova tests. Thus, the obtained 
sample size of N = 161 (88 Brazilian academic women and 
73 French academic women) was adequate to test the study 
hypothesis, according to the power analysis conducted on 
G*Power version 3.1.9.7 (Faul et  al.  2007). The occupational 
and demographic characteristics of the participants are pre-
sented in Table 1.

2.3   |   Measurements

For the data collection, a questionnaire was used, composed of 
socio- occupational items (e.g., age, family status, time in the 
occupation, whether or not occupying a position of research 
responsibility) and a set of scales that assessed the character-
istics relevant to the QBP. To examine the identification with 
different female subgroups, a four- item scale (e.g., “I feel close 
to junior female colleagues at the beginning of their career”) 
was used (Faniko et al. 2012). To assess the legitimization of 
the gender hierarchy, we used two items (e.g., “During my ca-
reer in the university, women and men received equal career 
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support”) of the scales of discrimination denial (Derks et al. 
2011), five items (e.g., “In universities, people who do their 
job well ought to rise to the top”) of adherence to merito-
cratic principles (Davey et  al.  1999) and three items (e.g., “I 
am in favor of applying quota hiring policy”) of quota support 
(Faniko et al. 2012).

The authors translated and adapted the scales to the French and 
Brazilian contexts. Reverse translation was then undertaken by 
a professional English teacher, and few differences were identi-
fied between the reverse translation and the original scale items. 
Subsequently, a pre- test was performed with four university pro-
fessors in order to verify any errors or non- understanding that 
would indicate a need for small adaptations. Finally, a seven- 
point Likert scale was used ranging from 1 (I totally disagree) to 
7 (I totally agree).

Psychometric and reliability tests of the scales were conducted, 
through which Cronbach α, variance, KMO, and Bartlett's 
Sphericity test were tested. Table 1 details these tests. The scales 
show significant and reliable results, and the only necessary 
change was the exclusion of one item in the identification scale 
(see Table 2).

3   |   Results

The participants' demographic features, such as age, mari-
tal state, and level of education, had no effect on the QBP at-
titudes. We hypothesized that Brazilian university women in 
positions of responsibility declared less self- group distancing 
than French university women in positions of responsibility 
(Hypothesis 1A) and less so when they were in positions of re-
search responsibility (Hypothesis 1B). To test Hypothesis 1A, 
we conducted a Student t- test. The Brazilian academic women 
(M = 5.24, SD = 0.84) reported themselves as more identified 
with their female colleagues than the French academic women 
(M = 4.26, SD = 1.13). The difference between the groups was 
significant (t(159) = 6.316, p < 0.001). Therefore, we confirmed 
Hypothesis 1A.

To test Hypothesis 1B, we performed an analysis of covariance 
(ANCOVA). The covariate, origin was significantly related to the 
self- group distancing, F(1,158) = 15.84, p < 0.01. Nevertheless, 
there was no significant effect of having a responsibility- based 
research post on self- group distancing after controlling for the 
effect of origin, F(1,158) = 1.667, p = 0.19. Therefore, we rejected 
Hypothesis 1B.

TABLE 1    |    Participants characteristics.

Brazil 
(n = 88)

France 
(n = 73)

Personal variables Age
χ2 (5) = 12.511, p = 0.028

From 20 to 25 4 0

From 26 to 30 4 7

From 31 to 40 34 21

From 41 to 50 23 16

From 51 to 60 20 29

Over 60 3 0

Education
χ2 (1) = 11.225, p < 0.001

Higher education complete 6 19

Graduate studies 82 54

Marital status (couple)
χ2 (1) = 6.764, p = 0.052

Couple 55 56

Not- couple 33 17

Children
χ2 (1) = 3.494, p = 0.062

Yes 45 48

No 43 25

Occupation variables Time of activity
χ2 (5) = 25.318, p < 0.001

Until 1 8 4

From 2 to 5 25 11

From 6 to 10 28 15

From 11 to 15 14 6

From 16 to 20 2 12

Over 20 11 25

Research responsibility
χ2 (1) = 67.712, p < 0.001

Yes 77 17

No 11 56

Administrative responsibility
χ2 (1) = 0.146, p = 0.702

Yes 58 46

No 30 27
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Even though they evolve in a cultural context that promotes 
gender equality and professional mix, we hypothesized that 
French academic women are more hostile to policy measures 
that promote gender equality than Brazilian academic women 
(Hypothesis 2A), and more so when they are in positions of re-
search responsibility (Hypothesis 2B). To test Hypothesis 2A, 
we conducted a Student t- test. The French academic women 
(M = 3.94, SD = 1.73) declared less support for quotas than the 
Brazilian academic women (M = 4.52, SD = 1.79). The difference 
between the groups was significant (t(159) = 2.047, p = 0.04). 
Therefore, we confirmed Hypothesis 2A.

To test Hypothesis 2B, we performed an ANCOVA. The co-
variate, origin, was not significantly related to the support 
of quotas, F(1,158) = 1.26, p = 0.263. Also, there was no sig-
nificant effect of having a responsibility- based research 
post on the support of quotas after controlling for the effect 
of origin, F(1,158) = 0.446, p = 0.505. Therefore, we rejected 
Hypothesis 2B.

Moreover, we hypothesized that, because they evolve in a pro-
fessional context more embedded in masculine and compet-
itive norms, French academic women are more adherent to 
the discourse of meritocracy than Brazilian academic women 
(Hypothesis 3A) and more so when they are in positions of re-
search responsibility (Hypothesis 3B). To test Hypothesis 3A, we 
conducted a Student t- test. The French academic women (M = 5.26, 
SD = 1.02) declared more adherence to meritocratic discourse than 
did the Brazilian academic women (M = 4.35, SD = 1.02). The dif-
ference between the groups was significant (t(158,384) = −4.917, 
p < 0.001). Therefore, we confirmed Hypothesis 3A.

To test Hypothesis 3B, we performed an ANCOVA. The co-
variate, origin, was significantly related to the adhesion to 
meritocracy, F(1,158) = 29.13, p < 0.01. There was also a sig-
nificant effect of having a responsibility- based research post 
on the adhesion to meritocracy after controlling for the effect 
of origin, F(1,158) = 6.67, p = 0.011. Therefore, we confirmed 
Hypothesis 3B.

4   |   Discussion

The objective of this study was to analyze how cultural barriers 
may affect women in the development of their academic careers. 
Precisely, the analysis focused on the psychological processes—
self- group distancing and gender hierarchy legitimation—that 
may reflect the way in which women academics conform to the 
cultural characteristics structuring their relationships to their 
professional environment. Two samples of academic women 
in positions of responsibility were compared—one French, the 
other Brazilian.

As proposed, the Brazilian academic women reported less 
self- group distancing than the French academic women; this 
effect was observed regardless of their positions in terms of re-
search responsibility. This result probably reflects the fact that, 
in a culture strongly marked by patriarchy (Vieira et al. 2017; 
Waight et al. 2022), while concomitantly pursuing an academic 
career to a high level, Brazilian women academics conform 
more to stereotypical female role expectations than do French T
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women academics. The identification between women seems to 
reinforce and strengthen a sense of collectivity that is a stronger 
structural feature in the Brazilian than in the French academic 
context. In a society historically marked by patriarchal norms, 
women, even those with high professional status, are often more 
responsible for family caring than their romantic partners. The 
promotion of inclusive work contexts which improves women's 
leadership performance (Bodla et  al.  2023), while respecting 
self- identification within the female group, is a relatively new 
demand in Brazil and needs to be introduced gradually.

Active gender equality policies are more developed and have ex-
isted for a longer time in French than in Brazilian universities. 
However, there has been a “backlash” in Europe against so- called 
positive discrimination (known in the USA as “affirmative ac-
tion”). As we assumed, French female academics are more hos-
tile than Brazilian female academics to gender quota policies and 
this effect is observed regardless of their position in terms of re-
search responsibility. This may be due to the fact that Brazilian 
university women have not yet had any experience of the results 
of their country's gender equality policies in practice. For exam-
ple, apart from a few isolated cases, the period of maternity is not 
taken into account in the calculation of their scientific productiv-
ity, as required by the country's Lattes Curriculum Guidelines. 
On the contrary, given the real- life consequences of the active 
gender equality policies and possible problems in their daily work 
due to the imposition of quotas, French women academics may 
be rendered resistant to positive discrimination. Furthermore, 
we may assume that the more pronounced sense of collectivity 
characteristic of Brazilian culture and the minimal self- group dis-
tancing among the Brazilian university women identified in this 
study may result in greater support for affirmative policies among 
Brazilian than among French women academics.

At last, as we hypothesized, the French women academics re-
ported being more adherent to meritocratic discourse than their 
Brazilian counterparts. Moreover, holding positions of research 
responsibility increases adherence to the discourse of meritoc-
racy—this more for French than for Brazilian academic women. 
This seems to reflect the fact that, while androcentric culture 
limits Brazilian women's ambitions for academic advancement, 
it also keeps them out of a historically male professional con-
text with rules and ideals created by and advantaging men more 
than women, such as excellence, brilliance, and complete dedi-
cation. On the contrary, and even more so when they reach re-
search responsibilities, French women academics immersed in 
a competitive environment tend to reproduce the meritocratic 
discourse. Indeed, the more competitive and embedded in male 
norms they are, the more they must believe that career advance-
ment is based on gender- neutral criteria. This is because it is 
threatening for women with career ambitions to assume that 
their gender would put them at a disadvantage in competition 
with male candidates (Fernandes et al. 2021).

By examining the queen bee phenomenon (QBP) in France and 
Brazil, this study propounds an original comparison between 
two countries with marked cultural differences. Thereby, it 
highlights the cultural determinants that may affect the QBP in 
an academic context; on the one hand, patriarchal and collectiv-
ist culture reduces self- group distancing among women and is 
likely to strengthen the cohesion and solidarity among women, 

while a more meritocratic setting helps to legitimize gender hier-
archy. Our results consolidate knowledge on QBP, in particular 
the importance of self- group distancing (Faniko, Ellemers, and 
Derks 2021) and the need to consider meritocratic ideology, es-
pecially in an academic context. Meritocratic principles suggest 
that the university constitutes a fair and just context, meaning 
that the abilities demonstrated and efforts made will be re-
warded regardless of gender, even though the role expectations 
conducive to progressing and succeeding in an academic career 
are male. Paradoxically, women's adherence to meritocratic 
principles is an obstacle to active gender equality policies in the 
academic context (Grangeiro, 2024). Consequently, this study 
should contribute to the reflection on how gender inequalities 
and discriminatory practices are experienced, perceived, and 
addressed in academic settings. To take this reflection further, 
we need to consider the implicit processes that drive gender dis-
crimination, and in particular, the ways in which women some-
times come to justify the inequalities of which they are victims. 
Two conceptual frameworks that have given rise to empirical 
studies in a single- sector context can be drawn upon here: the 
theory of system justification (Jost and Banaji 1994), which al-
lows us to understand how and why gender stereotypes that are 
seen as complementary ensure the stability of the social systems 
in place and the theory of core values (Schwartz et  al.  2012), 
which allows us to analyze the potential inadequacy of women 
to the dominant values in the organization (Aelenei et al. 2020).

In terms of practical implications, this study should contribute to 
reflection on how gender inequalities and discriminatory practices 
are experienced and perceived and addressed in academic set-
tings. The examination of two distinct academic cultures should 
facilitate an exchange of experiences regarding gender diversity 
practices. For example, gender diversity managers in Brazilian 
universities may be able to anticipate some of the consequences 
of quota implementation in European universities. Specifically, 
the representation of women in management positions obtained 
through quotas by no means guarantees the absence of gender 
discrimination. This study supports the observations and analysis 
of Deschamps  (2023) on French universities, where the govern-
ment decided in 2015 to impose a quota of women on university 
recruitment and promotion committees. However, the presence 
of women on these committees does not necessarily promote 
the actual recruitment of women and may even be detrimental 
to their careers. In fact, the author notes a surprising correlation 
that could suggest a queen bee effect: the higher the proportion 
of women on a committee, the lower the ranking of female can-
didates, regardless of the quality of their applications. In other 
words, quotas for high- ranking positions may, in the medium 
and long term, help to transform male culture, provided that 
women leaders effectively implement measures designed to pro-
mote equality. However, it bears mentioning that not all women 
in positions of power develop QBP attitudes; on the contrary, some 
help to increase the proportion of women in high- status positions 
as soon as they reach a position of responsibility (Arvate, Galilea, 
and Todescat 2018). It likewise bears mentioning that the recogni-
tion and reward of the communal practices existing in Brazilian 
universities, especially with regard to maternity leave, could po-
tentially provide inspiration for communal gender diversity prac-
tices in French universities. In addition, the valuing of communal, 
teamwork- based practices may, over time, weaken agentic gender 
norms for development and success in research careers.
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5   |   Limitations And Future Research Directions

This study has some limitations that can be addressed in future 
work. It is still exploratory based on only a few elements that 
distinguish the two cultural contexts: the more traditional male- 
dominated and collectivist culture in Brazil than in France and 
the more cooperative academic environment in Brazil versus the 
more competitive in France; its results will need to be confirmed 
by a systematic cultural comparison. Notably, given the appar-
ent importance of adherence to meritocracy, it will be necessary 
to combine the data collection with the assessment of the ideo-
logical postures that guide women academics in the conduct of 
academic projects. It will also be useful to more clearly identify 
how a real or perceived competitive academic context conditions 
the ideological postures and professional strategies of women 
academics. Moreover, this study focused on limited samples of 
university women. In future work, the data collection should 
be extended to different university contexts (e.g., institutions of 
varying size, prestige, and endowment resources). Finally, fu-
ture work will need to integrate the analysis of the obstacles that 
male academics may face, the objective being to foster a more 
inclusive academic setting.

6   |   Conclusion

An inclusive and egalitarian university means not assuming 
that there are two types of leadership, one male and the other 
female. To achieve this, public policies in favor of gender diver-
sity must be implemented at two levels. At the individual level, 
this means recognizing the psychological processes, rooted in 
values and stereotypes that contribute to the perpetuation of in-
equalities, on the part of both women and men. At a structural 
level, it is essential to rethink increased competitiveness and the 
pursuit of excellence, as they condition behaviors and attitudes 
that leave little room for diverse leadership styles, regardless of 
gender role expectations.
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