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6 Gender
Beate Hörr (Johannes Gutenberg University Mainz, Germany)

6.1. Introduction to Gender 
It is surprising: The cultural, social, ethnic and linguistic backgrounds of international students have 
been recognised as influencing factors for the motivations, expectations, experiences, and outcomes 
of international students studying abroad. However, a review of this significant body of literature 
on international students reveals a ‘blind spot’ on gender in relation to the international student 
experience (Boey 2014, p. 1). This ‘blind spot’ is astounding considering that the participation of female 
international students in student mobility has been extensive since the expansion of the international 
education sector worldwide.

This text is mainly based on the authors mentioned in the references taking their opinion/statements 
into account. However there is a large variety of further literature on gender and interculturality. 

Women’s enrolment in Higher Education globally has grown almost twice as fast as the rate of male 
enrolment in the past four decades, primarily due to increased equity and access, enhanced income 
potential, and the internationally-recognised imperative to narrow the gender gap at all levels of 
education. Women now make up the majority of Higher Education students in 114 countries, while 
men outnumber women in 57 countries. Despite this progress, it has been observed that women’s 
participation at higher academic levels (primarily at the PhD level) declines and falls behind that of men. 
When it comes to earning their bachelor’s degree, women have reached parity with men; women are 
also more likely than men to earn their master’s degree, with 56 percent of graduate students being 
female, whereas only 44 percent are male students. However, this changes at the PhD level, since men 
are more likely to earn doctoral degrees (56 percent vs. 44 percent), with some exceptions such as Latin 
American countries and the Caribbean.

As women’s enrolment in Higher Education has increased overall, so has their participation in global 
academic mobility, albeit at a slow rate: 48 percent of women were pursuing Higher Education overseas 
in 2012 as compared to 44 percent in 1999. While much of the growth has come from greater gender 
parity across the world, the larger presence of women in international education can also be attributed 
to targeted scholarship and fellowship programmes that provide opportunities for women and other 
under-represented groups to pursue advanced studies outside their home countries.

Although female students now make up the majority of Higher Education students in 114 countries 
and half of them take part in international mobility programmes, experience shows: Gender is still 
a big issue in intercultural conflicts. When Higher Education Institutions staff or students coming from 
different cultures communicate, irritations may occur caused by different gender traditions or because 
different gender stereotypes are challenged.
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Gender affects and indeed permeates conflicts at the intercultural, societal, and individual level. 
Understanding the role of gender in intercultural conflicts is possible through an analysis of individual 
levels, interactional levels, and the societal level.

Gender in the context of international student (and staff) mobility is seen as a structural category. 
This means that all social, cultural, political, and norm-setting systems are ‘gendered’ in their formal  
and informal structures. Masculinity as dominance and femininity as subordination are still symbolically 
and actually reinforced. 

How gender roles are concretely shaped depends on the cultural context (in the sense of ‘doing gender’ 
West/Zimmerman 1987). Women are still considered in their role as reproducers. Gender creates status 
differences.

Gender refers to the shaping of how gender is generally interpreted and lived or is to be lived  
in a specific culture, in a specific historical situation. Gender comprises the area of culture-, stratum- 
and milieu-specific standardisation of life plans and behaviour patterns.

Gender could be viewed from various perspectives, including these three scientific disciplines which are 
regularly dealing with gender:

• Ethnology cultural anthropology: a cultural variation of gender classification (how many genders 
do we conceive) and representation (what characteristics, norms we associate to each gender), 
ritualisation (how people of different genders should behave, their relations orchestrated)

• Historiography: Change and context of gender differentiation

• Sociology: Gender as a socio-cultural construct

In this context, following the third strategy (3. sociology) gender is mainly understood as a social 
construct (‘Doing gender’, West/Zimmerman 1987), or as social construction following the theories of 
Judith Butler in particular (Gender Trouble. Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, 1990).

6.2. Seven Elements of Gender as a Social Construct
What do we mean when we describe gender as socially constructed? There are seven elements of 
gender as a social construct (West/ Zimmerman 1987; Hirschauer 2017):

1. Classification of Sex: A taxonomy of gender includes biological classifications of a range  
of sexual characteristics, which develop over the course of one’s life. The purely biological level of 
classifications includes chromosomes, which – from a mere biological point of view –categorise 
female sex chromosome abnormalities and male sex chromosome abnormalities. Phenomena such 
as intersexuality or transsexuality also belong here.

2. Perception of Gender: A perception full of prejudice searches for gender signs to the extent that 
viewers locate themselves in the gender scheme.
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3. Presentation of Gender: Gender presentation or gender expression is one’s outwards appearance, 
body language, and general behaviour as categorised under the gender binary by society. Internalised 
characteristics, norms, values are part of this presentation too.

4. Gendering of Signs and Artifacts: The most famous examples for this gendering of signs are  
the signs used for bathrooms for male and female.

5. Differentiating Gender within Social Structures: The social construction of gender is a theory 
authenticated by reality in feminism and sociology about the operation of gender and gender 
differences in societies. According to this, society and culture create gender roles, and these roles 
are prescribed as ideal or appropriate behaviour for a person of that specific sex.

6. Assignment of Gender (names, social conventions, segregated fields and artifacts want to decide 
about our sex / gender) is the determination of an infant’s sex at birth. In the majority of births,  
a relative, midwife, nurse or physician inspects the genitalia when the baby is delivered, and the sex 
is assigned, without the expectation of ambiguity.

7. Cultural construction of the biological sex: Expectations about attributes and behaviours appropriate 
to women or men and about the relations between women and men – in other words, gender – are 
shaped by culture. Gender identities and gender relations are critical aspects of culture because they 
shape the way daily life is lived in the family, but also in the wider community and the workplace.

At the societal level, a world dominated by men is characterised by the historical discrimination of 
women and injustice reproduced in institutions and by ideologies. Assumptions about male superiority 
pervade until today in the western hemisphere. The life experiences on which the claims of the 
dominant ideologies have been founded, are those of men, not of women. Patriarchy, like dictatorships, 
controls reality. Women and men are socialised within rigid gender expectations. Institutions such as 
the church, the family, and the law reproduce these biases in cultural norms, rules, and laws. Women 
have historically been subjugated politically, economically, and culturally. This institutional system of 
oppression and injustice directly creates disputes, sustains and escalates other conflicts and invades all 
other human interactions. 

At the interactional level, there are a number of studies which support this theory. Gender may surface 
in conflicts in the way that parties interpret and give meaning to the conflict. Gender role stereotypes 
cause problems if the stereotype has little to do with the requirements of studying or teaching at 
a Higher Education Institution.

The critical incidents presented concerning Gender aspects can be analysed following the seven 
elements mentioned above.

6.3. Challenges of Gender in International Student  
and Staff Mobility 
In international student and staff mobility, a lot of misunderstandings concerning the differentiation 
of gender within social structures may occur (see point 5.). One example of such a misunderstanding 
is presented in ‘A Woman in a High Position (DE)’, where the problem is caused both by a different 
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understanding of hierarchy as well as a different concept of gender within the social structure.  
The concrete role of a leading woman within a Higher Education Institution is, from the point of 
view of the visiting professor, not appropriate. The expectation of only men being allowed and being 
able to be leaders in Higher Education is predominant in this CI. Something similar happens in the CI 
‘Angry Student (AT)’: The older, male student from an Arabic country did not associate competence 
and status with the young female student assistant. Also, it may have been a challenge to assume 
a younger woman has a higher status than him in the given situation. And as presented in the CI ‘Writing 
about Own Achievements (DE)’, the respect for an academic hierarchy dominated by males and the 
power of academic staff is high in some countries. Women consequently underlie two disadvantages:  
as a student, because they are on a lower level within the academic hierarchy, and as females.

In the CI ‘Protected Girls (AT)’ a male chaperone was there to observe female students from Iran when 
going out with peer students and to make sure they do not have indecent contact with other Europeans. 
This situation reveals a specific dominant role of the man (a protector of their honour, a guardian) and 
the ‘protected’, in other words: suppressed women (weak, naive, not able to take care of themselves). 
But the interpretation of the question if the girls feel ‘protected’ or ‘suppressed’ is also a question of 
the self and ideal self-description of both, the man and the women. Masculinity and femininity are 
cultural concepts, just like gender stereotypes are (Hofstede 1998). Also, in the CI ‘You Will Cook for 
Me (PL)’, we may observe how gender stereotypes appear as a sign of an unequal balance of power 
between men and women, which has to be considered as a reflection of a concrete different cultural 
perception of gender roles and masculinity and femininity in a certain nation (Hofstede 1998, chapter 5: 
The cultural construction of gender). There is a clear division between the social roles and status of men 
and women. When the student from Saudi Arabia asks a Polish woman to cook for him and claims that 
he could pay her, the woman is reduced to a servant’s role and a kitchen maid. The CI ‘Silent Woman 
(DE)’, where, following the narrator’s perception, the question of equality between men and women 
arises, is concerned with this issue as well: For the German consultant, the female international student 
has the same rights and duties as men have. She is not reduced to certain private roles (mother, wife, 
daughter, housewife), but she is free and may choose her own way of life, even in public.

The critical incidents mentioned above happen in different contexts. There are office situations, 
a teaching situation, an informal situation and a consulting situation. Nevertheless, in each situation 
the perception of masculinity and femininity, of gender roles and stereotypes circles around power, 
hierarchy and dominance.

Let us go deeper and have a closer look at gender issues of international students in a counselling 
situation like in the CI ‘Silent Woman (DE)’.

In ‘Silent Woman (DE)’ the assignment of gender (see point 6.) and the cultural construction of biological 
sex (see 7.) are crucial for the silence of the woman. According to social conventions, she is not expected 
to talk while her husband is present, especially in an official consultant office in a Higher Education 
Institution. This case reveals certain expectations about the relations between women and men – in 
other words, gender – which are shaped by culture. This CI ‘Silent Woman (DE)’ describes a consulting 
situation. Concerning gender aspects in consulting relationships, researchers found out that female 
consultants are closer to their clientele because they establish emotional contact with those seeking 
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advice. The disadvantage, however, is that men assume that they are less competent and thus behave 
accordingly.

Research shows that German men actually get into contact with counsellors more easily and are more 
likely to open up to them. ‘However, it is not certain whether this also applies to men with a different 
cultural background who are seeking advice, especially those from countries where women are 
particularly discriminated against’ (Vogt 2014, p. 213). If women advise men from male-dominated 
cultures, this can hinder the counselling process and, in some cases, lead to failure. Women are more 
sensitive to the setting in which counsellings take place than men (see page 215). 

6.4. Possible Solutions and Measures: Towards a better 
Understanding of Gender Concepts in Counselling Situations  
at Higher Education Institutions
Sometimes, the misunderstanding in consulting situations is very easy to solve: 

Exercising language sensitivity with respect to how to address the interlocutor (using titles and correct 
form of address for men and women), speed, and clarity of expression can be very helpful, for example. 
Some care must also be taken that a gender-sensitive language is used, but not in such a way that 
it is exaggerated or aggressive. When offering counselling sessions, we have to consider the setting 
and cultural backgrounds. Certain gender-critical behaviour that irritates the staff member should not 
automatically be seen as a discourtesy or an attack, but must be viewed in the context of the socio-
cultural background of the international student receiving the counselling.

Dignity and attitude must be respected, even if the gender perception shows that the international 
student behaves in accordance with a different gender scheme. To avoid quick judgement by categorising 
people (‘He is a macho’), the consideration of the particular situation in which the international students 
find themselves in may help: What about cultural background, habits, livelihood security, residence 
security, migration experiences? In the concrete CI ‘Silent Woman (DE)’, the husband works as a parcel 
deliverer. If his wife decides to study again, there is no one at home to take care of the children, which 
is supposed to be her role, following the social structure in their home country. There is also an aspect 
of male humiliation (the man working in a low-wage job and the woman studying to get an academic 
degree).

This kind of situation could possibly be avoided in order to reduce the inhibition threshold for counselling 
if university staff offered group counselling together with other international students. This could be 
offered as long as the group members experience themselves as equal (for example couples from 
similar cultures). 

Being aware of the contradictions between the personal lifestyles of staff members and international 
students requires the ability of introspection and flexibility. Counter-transferences correspond 
to the respective life story and are ‘disturbances’. These conflicts can be based on different values 
and norms with regard to gender roles and the relationship between the sexes at the institutional 
level. Inconsistent, antagonistic gender attributions, intercultural conflicts have a deep impact on the 
formation of the psyche of staff members and international students. Narrow, one-dimensional and 
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internalised images of women’s and men’s roles strongly limit the action opportunities and only allow 
potential for change in the relationship if they are made explicit. Staff members must always be aware 
that their interpretation competence makes them active co-constructors of a conflict and its solution. 

6.5. Critical Incidents on Gender
Overview table

Title Country Narrator Other person Situation Topic 

Writing 
about own 
achievements

Germany Staff Columbian Service Centre 
for Equality 
and Diversity in 
a university

Gender and self-
description

A Woman in 
a High Position

Germany University 
staff

Egyptian Office of the Head 
of the Centre of 
a university

Gender and status

Silent woman Germany University 
staff

Moroccan university office Gender and 
hierarchy

Angry Student Austria Austrian 
student

Egyptian small office of 
the dean at the 
university

Gender and 
hierarchy

Protected Girls Austria International 
student

Iranian 
students

public space, in 
a city in Hungary

Gender and role

You will cook  
for me

Poland staff member Saudi Arabian international office 
in a university

Gender and role
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