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Abstract
The legitimacy of business schools is based on rankings, 
revenues, branding, and opportunities to support staff and 
students “to make a difference in the world”. Yet sexism in 
business schools is endemic. Drawing on Acker's inequality 
regimes framework and a thematic analysis of reports in 
Poets&Quants, EFMD's Global Focus and AACSB Internation-
al's BizEd/AACSB Insights over a decade, this study explores 
how business schools are dealing (or not) with sexism. We 
propose a typology of four categories of sexism in business 
schools: belligerent, benevolent, ambivalent, and oblivious 
sexism. Our findings contribute to understandings of insti-
tutional theory and the institutional development of busi-
ness schools as important sites of (sexist and gendered) 
knowledge production and dissemination and entrenched 
inequalities. We posit that media constructions of sexism 
may better inform individual decisions, organizational devel-
opment, and governance about the imperative to eliminate 
sexist behaviors and discrimination. We argue that business 
schools need to gain substantive legitimacy as effective role 
models by reforming themselves. They must actively tackle 
institutional and cultural sexism from within. Implications for 
practice include the effective inclusion of mandatory sexism 
reporting in international business school accreditation 
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1 | INTRODUCTION

In this paper, we examine media reports of gender-based inequity arising from social and cultural norms in busi-
ness schools. We seek to contribute to our understanding of the social construction of organizations where 
sexism, that is, male privilege over women, persists. Our analysis centers around reports of cultural sexism, which 
“combines the notion that sexism is an everyday, ordinary, occurrence, which takes place within masculinized 
hegemonic structures that interact with and create cultural norms and values” (Savigny, 2014, p. 797). Sexism in 
business schools matters for the quality of working lives of women management scholars and in a context where 
many business schools promote the UN's (2015) sustainable development goals (SDGs), it is hypocritical for them 
not to practice the SDGs  such as gender equality and women's empowerment that they profess. Acker's (2006a, 
2006b, 2009) inequality regimes perspective is adopted as the central theoretical framework. This “is an analytic 
approach to understanding the on-going creation of inequalities in work organizations”, specifically “loosely inter-
related practices, processes, actions, and meanings that result in and maintain…gender…inequalities” (Acker, 2009, 
p. 201).

We seek to contribute to our understanding of the social construction of organizations where sexism, that is, 
male privilege over women, persists. Our analysis centers around reports of cultural sexism which “combines the 
notion that sexism is an everyday, ordinary, occurrence, which takes place within masculinized hegemonic struc-
tures that interact with and create cultural norms and values” (Savigny, 2014, p. 797). Sexism in business schools 
matters for the quality of working lives of women management scholars and in a context where many business 
schools promote the UN's (2015) SDGs, it is hypocritical for them not to practice SDGs such as gender equality and 
women's  empowerment that they promote.

The existing knowledge based on sexism defines benevolent (kindly) sexism as normalized and socially accepted 
(Hideg & Shen,  2019). Glick and Fiske's  (2011,  p.  532) work on ambivalent sexism indicates men's “subjectively 
positive and negative attitudes … complementary and mutually reinforcing ideologies”. We extend this stream of 
literature empirically by presenting four types of sexism in business schools based on incidents reported in business 
school media. We illustrate that even in higher education institutions where policies which support inclusion are 
commonplace, gender discrimination against women is normalized and ambivalent, as well as belligerent and invis-
ible. Oblivious sexism is a term we use in this paper to refer to indifferent, impervious, and insensitive behaviors 
where individuals (typically men) are unaware that sexism is happening, even when it is pointed out to them. In 
contrast, belligerent sexism is overt (Armato, 2013), hostile, and aggressive.

To develop a typology of sexism in business schools based on three key publications in Europe and the USA on 
business school news, we respond to Jones and Clifton's (2018, p. 571) observation in Gender, Work & Organization 
that “only once the extent of sexism is out in the open and is labeled and treated as such can it be challenged”.

The business school is a site of special interest because of its often cash-cow status in universities (Starkey & 
Tiratsoo, 2007). In many universities, business schools provide a steady, significant, and robust source of income 
(predominantly from international student fees) for the wider university. Business and management studies are highly 
popular globally (Augier & March, 2011) and include leadership studies. The social constructivist approach adopted in 
this paper differs from the North American and Western European positivism that dominates management research 
and scholarship (Grey & Willmott, 2002). As a counterpoint, this paper is based on a critical diversity perspective (e.g., 
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Herring & Henderson, 2012), which questions the efficacy of formal diversity training initiatives such as unconscious 
bias training to eradicate entrenched discrimination in organizations.

The following research questions underpin this study:

1.	 �What forms of sexist behavior exist toward women faculty in contemporary business schools?
2.	 �How does the rhetoric of equity, diversity, inclusion, and respect in business schools compare with everyday lived 

realities in media reports?
3.	 �How can identifying a typology of sexism in business schools help us understand different forms of sexist behav-

ior to inform interventions that improve the lives of women management scholars?

In addressing these questions, we propose a typology of four types of sexism based on gender rather than on 
intersectionality. We focus on women faculty rather than on women students to critically explore how sexism is 
reported in dedicated business school media as the predicament of women faculty representation is frequently over-
looked in literature on improving gender equality in business and management education (Yarrow & Davies, 2022). 
The two main global business school accreditation bodies are EFMD (HQ based in Brussels) and AACSB International 
(main offices in Florida), and so their key publications are included in our analysis. EFMD's publication Global Focus 
and AACSB Insights (formerly BizEd) regularly comment on developments in the business school sector globally. The 
Financial Times also publishes news about business schools. Poets&Quants in the USA is a key website which provides 
dedicated business school news from global sources. We seek to contribute positively to collective change and inclu-
sion in academic spaces by illuminating structures, practices, processes, and sexist acts that enable the four types 
of sexism that we identify. Moreover, our position views tackling sexism as morally the right thing to do and not just 
a business case (Tomlinson & Schwabenland, 2010). Critical diversity emerged because of concerns about business 
case logic (Zanoni et al., 2010).

We believe that business schools should embed in their own practices the kinds of SDGs they profess. 
Reputation-enhancing activities evident in debates about business school branding, rankings, and accreditation 
(Vidaver-Cohen, 2007) belie entrenched discrimination in institutions based on high-quality education and selectiv-
ity. The context of our study includes gender equality initiatives such as Athena SWAN in the UK in a wider program 
of academic organizing (Benschop & Brouns,  2003), although its efficacy is mooted (Tzanakou & Pearce,  2019). 
Clavero and Galligan's (2021) work and gender equality plans offer hope for change. Awareness-raising is important 
for tackling sexism in the academy (Crimmins, 2019) more widely and for identifying future research avenues. By 
highlighting scandals reported about sexism in business schools, we emphasize power and powerlessness (Anderson 
et al., 2021) in order to drive social change.

We aim to shift from “matters of fact” to “matters of concern” (Latour, 2004) and to develop a novel “inside-out” 
critique (O'Doherty & Ratner, 2017) through contributing to typological understandings of sexism in the business 
school. Latour (2004) argued that facts do not matter as there is no unbiased, unmediated, or natural access to the 
truth. He contended that we are prisoners of language and our own biases. Latour talked about the importance of 
matters of concern, “gatherings” of ideas, players, forces, and arenas as issues about which we care and worry. Media 
reports act as drivers for action to counter the invisibility of sexism in workplace narratives (Jones & Clifton, 2018) as 
matters of concern where respect, decent work, and equality are important in civilized workplaces. We coin the meta-
phor of the “glass cash cow”. Metaphors of the glass cliff, the glass escalator, and the glass ceiling are also useful to 
position sexism in the business school. They underpin a typological construct of business school sexism and its media 
coverage. The top business schools listed in the annual Financial Times global MBA ranking are primarily led by white 
men and recruit relatively low percentages of women faculty and students (Yarrow & Davies, 2022). Lipton (2019) 
observes that men have “a penchant to abuse power; in a word, they are mean”. For some women faculty members, 
business schools not only represent a “chilly climate” (Prentice, 2000; Roseberry et al., 2016) but also a hostile work-
ing environment.

YARROW and DAVIES 2021
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This paper is organized as follows. First, we review literature on inequalities and inequality regimes in higher 
education generally and business schools. We then outline the methodology and research rationale and present key 
findings from which a typology of business school sexism was developed based on an analysis of commentary in 
three media sources. Finally, we highlight our contributions and make recommendations for further research with 
implications for practice.

1.1 | Business schools and sexism

Business and management studies is the most popular university subject globally (Zammuto, 2008). Many higher 
education systems rely on cross subsidies from overseas tuition fees that business schools generate (Cameron, 2017). 
Parker (2021, p. 1123) states that “the Chinese one child policy, and the fact that British universities happen to speak 
the same language as the USA” have resulted in significant reliance on overseas fees. In Australia, the COVID-19 
pandemic exposed inherent fragilities in higher education institutions relying on business and management studies 
export income (Hogan et al., 2020). Despite the financial importance of business schools within the higher education 
sector, they have struggled with issues of legitimacy, impact (Pettigrew & Starkey, 2016), and autonomy as applied 
professional schools. University centralization and financial pressures during the COVID-19 pandemic have inevi-
tably led to university presidents and vice-chancellors pressurizing business school deans to make higher financial 
contributions than other parts of the university. Overload, stress, and unhappiness about pay, pensions, and casual-
ization are evident in university strikes in the UK (Havergal, 2022) and massive job losses in Australian universities 
(Zhou, 2021). Such pressures are likely to exacerbate existing inequalities in the academy.

Cultural sexism in the academy is ordinary (Savigny, 2017), deeply entrenched, and by implication also in the 
business school, where benevolent sexism is normalized and socially accepted (Hideg & Shen, 2019). It would be trite 
to focus here on what role the various forms of sexism play in women's progression through the business school hier-
archy and into leadership positions, lest we focus on further theorizing four categories of sexism on axes of hostility 
and benevolence, and the effect that these have on women in the business school and their media representation. 
We bring higher education media narratives and constructions of sexism to the fore, to create further theoretical 
and empirical understandings of how the discourse is shaping understandings, and indeed experiences, of sexism in 
the neoliberal business school. This study draws on the analysis of publicly available media coverage of incidents of 
sexism that have reached the wider public domain; however, we attest that these are some of the most prominent 
cases that indeed require analysis and discussion but are only the tip of the iceberg. This is demonstrative of far wider, 
deeper, and ingrained sexism not only in business schools but also the wider academy, which is marked by unchecked 
gender inequality (where men and women are not treated equally), vertical gender segregation (where women do 
not rise above a particular level in the hierarchy because of their gender and are clustered in lower status jobs), and 
a hyper-masculinized culture characterized by men's sexual aggression, arrogance (e.g., Byrne, 2016, 2018, 2019, 
2020, 2021) and macho-callous attitudes toward women (Mosher & Anderson, 1986).

In this section, we focus on business school leadership, which is disproportionately male, and which is also a 
pattern in business schools across Europe (Roseberry et al., 2016), Scandinavia (Seierstad & Healy, 2012), and indeed 
the globe. For example, Reilly et al.'s (2016) research conducted in New Zealand illustrated high levels of systemic 
inequalities in the business school, but critically also that these are highly legitimate, set in a context where low 
organizational priority is ascribed to gender equality.

The purpose of this paper is to counter gender discrimination, fortifying the fight against business school patriar-
chy. In the following section, we explore the dispersal of cultural sexism (Savigny, 2014) as a top-down trickle-down 
effect due to the prevalence of (various forms of) sexism in leadership and the prevalence of vertical gender segre-
gation in the business school. In adopting the metaphor of a “glass cash cow”, we refer not only to inherent sexism 
in business schools, but also linkage to the glass cliff (Haslam & Ryan, 2008) and women's precarity within the (glass) 
cash cow of the university-based business school. This analogy also reflects the net effect of oblivious sexism.

YARROW and DAVIES2022
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1.2 | Cultural sexism in academia and media coverage

Cultural sexism permeates the working lives of many women in academia (Savigny, 2014, p. 794) as a constant “drip 
drip”. Gender is culturally and structurally “done” to women (Bazerman, 1990, p. 797) by asserting the unwanted 
female body (Fotaki, 2013; Pullen, 2018).

By investigating how gender discrimination against women faculty is explored in business school media, we 
note the resultant lack of action arising from coverage as a form of cultural sexism. Institutional inaction serves as 
a force for the further legitimation and entrenchment of sexism. By implication, gender inequality and inequality 
regimes (Acker, 2006b) allow male-dominated cultures to reinforce hegemonic masculinities (O'Connor et al., 2015; 
Pacholok, 2009) as the status quo. This in turn also serves to denigrate and damage women's agency and empow-
erment in a “#MeToo” world (Ozkazanc-Pan, 2018). Culture and agency are seen as entwined (Archer, 1996). By 
integrating the notions of culture and sexism, we position cultural sexism as a bound notion. It is “the prime mover, 
credited with engulfing and orchestrating the entire social structure” (Archer, 1996 p. 17) in sexist organizations like 
business schools. Importantly, informal gendered networks and gendered micro-politics exacerbate and proliferate 
gender inequality and sexism. Yarrow  (2020) characterized this as “the hustle”, whereby women are consistently 
marginalized. This serves as a contemporary modus operandi and expression of cultural sexism (Savigny, 2014). We 
draw on this concept in typologizing business school sexism into four categories of sexism demarcated by two dimen-
sions of hostility and benevolence (see Figure 1).

It is also important to situate the business school in the context of new managerialism and neoliberalism and, in 
turn, the hyper masculinized, fetishized model of metrics. Women's under-representation on business and manage-
ment journal editorial boards (Metz et al., 2016) and the fetishization of journal ranking lists (Willmott, 2011) result 
in gendered knowledge production and exemplify cultural sexism (Savigny, 2017, p. 662). Management journals are 
colonized by men and serve as a (gendered) pseudo proxy for quality. The journal lists that are widely adopted in 
business schools serve as an effective driver of power and powerlessness in the academy (Anderson et al., 2021).

YARROW and DAVIES
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2 | METHODOLOGY

In the following section, we discuss the methods and approach adopted in our analysis of three business school 
media to ensure rigor. The methodological advantages of adopting a text-based approach to analyzing materials 
in the public domain include ease of access to data on sensitive issues. Media content analysis enables us, as Max 
Weber suggested, to monitor the “cultural temperature” of society (Hansen et al., 1998, p. 92) on a broader scale than 
1–1 interviews conducted by individual researchers with limited resources can provide.

The three media were chosen as they are published by the two leading business school accreditation bodies in 
Florida and Brussels and by a leading website which provides news and views about business schools. All media cover 
developments in business schools across the world and aggregate country and regional news coverage. Articles are 
written especially for International Women's Day by women management scholars in these specialist publications. 
For example, one author has contributed to a Forbes article (Symonds, 2022) explaining why MBA scholarships for 
women are needed to reduce discrimination. Wider national media coverage on sexism in business schools tends to 
relate to legal cases such as a sexual harassment lawsuit at Columbia Business School (New York Times, 2016) and 
sensational love interest stories (e.g., Palmer, 2022). Local news also reports on business schools, which are major 
institutions in the region. For instance, the Los Angeles Times provided an op-ed by James Ellis (2019), a former dean 
of the Marshall School of Business (University of Southern California) who was ousted by an acting black female 
President who accused him of ignoring complaints about sexual harassment. We considered analyzing reports in 
newspapers (e.g., The Financial Times business education pages), local media (Los Angeles Times), and on social media 
(e.g., Forbes twitter). As management education is a mature field with well-established international business school 
associations and media outlets that aggregate business school news globally, dedicated business school publications 
from these associations and Poets&Quants were chosen as more convenient sources written by experts in the busi-
ness school field.

We outline the parameters for analyzing patterns of sexism and how they have been covered and presented 
in business school media over the last decade (2010–2021) and discuss justification for the data sources and our 
approach.

2.1 | Epistemology

In this study, we draw on our subjective, interpretivist philosophical position through a social constructivist approach 
to knowledge, whereby we posit gender, sexism, and discourse as social products and discourse as co-constructed 
between actors within the discourse (Bazerman, 1990). We acknowledge that there are multiple accounts of sexism, 
albeit most critically for this study, “how language enters into the continuing process of social negotiation that 
produces novel arrangements for our social future” (Bazerman, 1990, p. 77). West and Zimmerman  (1987) argue 
that gender explains different social arrangements that legitimize fundamental divisions in society. An interpretivist 
approach allows for qualitative insights into complex organizational settings.

2.2 | The sample

In exploring sexism in business schools, this paper adopted purposive sampling (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Saunders 
et al., 2016) as the issue of sexism in business schools is currently under-researched in management and organization 
studies. Further, the rationale for the approach we have mobilized for analyzing academic media sources is under-
pinned by the need for a better understanding of how such outlets report on and subsequently shape the discourse 
around, and subsequent perceptions of sexism in business schools.

YARROW and DAVIES2024
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Three media sources that are based exclusively on business schools rather than higher education more generally 
(such as The Chronicle of Higher Education and Times Higher Education) were selected for analysis due to their focus 
on business schools, their voice and linkage to accreditation bodies, as well as having international readership and 
reach. These three sources are listed in Table 1. Furthermore, the source of data and subsequent method were chosen 
because of the latent need for a better understanding of how media outlets cover and report on sexism, and how this 
shapes wider insight into sexism at the macro sectoral level.

It is noteworthy that while these are the leading sources for business school news, their focus is predominantly 
Western-centric, although they claim to be international. The first two magazines belong to accreditation bodies. 
Poets&Quants is written mainly by professional journalists who have a specific interest in business education. Clearly, 
all are designed to promote management education in a positive light. In the case of Poets&Quants in particular we 
learn from scandals. Each December, Poets&Quants summarizes the key business school scandals of that year. All 
the media provide provocations and insights from the Global South and other non-Western perspectives; however, 
the usual suspects that are featured and which dominate are accredited and ranked business schools in Anglophone 
countries.

AACSB International launched BizEd as a magazine in November/December 2001. AACSB International is a 
US organization founded in 1916 to accredit only schools of business initially, and since 1997 it has accredited 
business schools outside North America. It lost recognition by the Council for Higher Education Accreditation 
in 2016 and achieved ISO 9001 certification, a quality management system, in 2019. AACSB's HQ is in Tampa, 
Florida, with 870 members world-wide. Its focus is on accredited business schools and its members. During 
2001–2011, 42 BizEd covers included men and 17 were women; however, there has been less of a focus in the 
last decade on heroic leadership figures on the covers and inside the publications. In 2021, BizEd was renamed 
AACSB Insights.

EFMD (European Foundation for Management Education) first published Global Focus in January 2007, when 
all but one article were written by men in the first issue. EFMD is a non-profit organization with headquarters in 
Brussels, formed in 1972 to support business school accreditation with over 800 members in 80 countries. Many 
articles in Global Focus are written by members of the business school community rather than journalists to showcase 
new developments in the sector. Global Focus is published now in English, Chinese, and Spanish and offers in-depth 
analyses and updates on management development globally with thought leadership, insights, and reports from 
experts in universities, business schools, companies, and consultancies.

Poets&Quants was founded in 2010 as a website of news and features written by journalists. It focuses 
on MBA admissions and graduate schools of business with its own set of rankings. John Byrne, a former jour-
nalist at Businessweek, founded C-Change Media, the publishers of Poets&Quants where he is Editor-in-Chief. 
Poets&Quants is part of a company which also organizes direct mail and campaigns to generate leads for clients, 
which are predominantly business schools. Its style is provocative with scoops such as a dean's resignation at Stan-
ford's Graduate School of Business following an affair with a colleague whose husband had been fired from the 
faculty (Symonds, 2020). Clearly, there is a US orientation and bias toward elite business schools that are funding 
advertisements in Poets&Quants.

YARROW and DAVIES
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2.3 | Data collection

The search for articles in the three publications above for content analysis included seven keywords “bullying”, 
“discrimination”, “gender”, “inequalities”, “sexism”, “sexual harassment”, and “women”. The keywords were chosen 
because of the thematic closeness to the research questions as well as key themes in the extant literature. Our search 
results revealed 600 items of articles and items of media coverage, which included the above terms either in the title 
or within the text. Table 2 presents our search results and articles explored in each publication.

2.4 | Data analysis

Typologies have been criticized for representing reductionist and simplistic systems of classification (Doty & 
Glick, 1994). The data analysis of sexism in business schools in this paper, however, provides four broad categories 
framed by Acker's (2006a, 2006b, 2009) ideas of organizational inequalities regimes. We believe that the typology of 
four types of sexism we propose offers useful heuristics for naming and calling out different types of gender discrim-
ination which are constant features in the working lives of women management scholars.

The advantage of a typology is that it allows for parsimony. We are mindful that typologies tend to overlook 
causal operating processes (Scott, 1981) and so in this paper we contextualize systems and practices within business 
school inequality regimes to compensate for this limitation.

The main mode of analysis for this research is thematic analysis. Elements of critical discourse analysis (CDA) 
were initially mobilized due to the nature of the written form of data that we analyzed for this research. The primary 
mode of analysis was thematic, but we drew on the notion of language as a form of social analysis. Critical analysis 
provides a sensitizing frame to aid thematic analysis and understanding of discourse and rhetoric in the three publi-
cations we analyzed. While we did not carry out a formal CDA, our initial coding and subsequent thematic analysis 
have been shaped particularly by the notion that “understanding is impossible without knowledge, and knowledge 
acquisition and change usually presuppose discourse. Indeed, it has been claimed that whatever is socially relevant of 
knowledge is usually also expressed in text or talk” (Van Dijk, 2003, p. 87). Further, understanding the various facets 
of CDA aided our discussions in the development of our thematic coding framework. CDA facilitated our awareness 
of the ways certain terms were used in the different publications and their occurrence. This provided an initial and 
iterative framework to inform the initial coding phase to illustrate how gender inequity and sexism are communicated 
in the publications analyzed.

We analyzed the articles thematically (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and iteratively. In the second stage of the coding, we 
clustered the initial codes based on our interpretations. Intercoder reliability was supported by the two coders famil-
iarizing themselves with the data and immersing themselves in it to gain an overall picture, developing a coding frame 

YARROW and DAVIES

Keywords BizEd/AACSB insights Global Focus Poets&Quants

Bullying 0 2 0

Discrimination 7 6 8

Gender 40 31 92

Inequalities 4 8 24

Sexism 0 1 6

Sexual harassment 3 0 18

Women 42 28 280

Total 96 76 428

T A B L E  2   Keywords explored in each publication
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with both researchers initially coding the data separately using single words and phrases. We then revised and  final-
ized the coding based on a discussion of inconsistencies and through joint agreement (O'Connor & Joffe, 2020).

Figure 2 illustrates the coding process and the key themes which emerged from the analysis.
As a theoretical underpinning for the analysis, we also draw on the work of Acker (2006a, 2006b) and the notion 

of inequality regimes and their various facets to inform the aggregate dimensions, an approach also adopted by Reilly 

YARROW and DAVIES

F I G U R E  2   Data structure and coding process
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et al. (2016). This multi-level approach has in part informed and provided a scaffold for our thematic analysis, but 
also the presentation of our data, aiding the rigor of our typology and theory building. We mobilized Acker's notion 
of inequality regimes as a sensitizing concept and to aid understanding of how the ways in which sexism is written 
about serve to reproduce existing inequalities. Particularly, the facet of “the visibility of inequalities” has helped in 
the analysis of this research in that “People in dominant groups generally see inequality as existing somewhere else, 
not where they are (Acker, 2006b, p. 452) which has a strong linkage to our aforementioned positing that business 
schools, where equality awareness is claimed, for example, through the veiled teaching of equality and diversity 
and corporate social responsibility (CSR), that the focus urgently must shift to internal retrospection and critique. 
Furthermore, the facet of Acker's framework surrounding the legitimacy of inequality regimes is highly pertinent in 
that sexism, as a part of business school gender inequality, is deemed to be highly legitimate, characterized by the 
“the almost unshakable fusion of gendered identities and workplace organizing practices” (Acker, 2006b, p. 457).

The rigor and, in turn, reliability of our data analysis (Appleton,  1995; Shenton,  2004) were assured by the 
researchers constantly iterating between the three research questions and the data. The coding processes allowed 
for self-correcting as a quality measure (Mays & Pope, 1995) at every stage to enhance the credibility of our findings 
(Polit & Beck, 2008), as well as stimulating structured conversations around our research themes, which aided further 
deepening of insights between us.

2.5 | Ethical considerations

In this research, we draw on publicly available information; however, we remain deeply cognizant of discourse about 
victims of institutional sexism and the sensitivities entailed in discussing specific individuals. Thus, our focus is at 
institutional and macro-sectoral levels to explore broader media constructions of sexism in the business school to 
avoid harming individuals whose stories have not been reported publicly.

2.6 | Strengths, limitations, and further research

The British co-authors are insider-researchers (Brannick & Coghlan, 2007) in so far as they are two academic women 
who work in business schools in England. One author has written frequently for Global Focus. Bias was mitigated in 
analyzing this publication compared with others as she did not lead on the thematic analysis. The other author is an 
early-career researcher. Neither author has worked in the business schools mentioned in the articles or knows the 
authors or individuals involved in the scandals.

We drew on epistemic and methodological reflexivity (Hibbert, 2021; Johnson & Duberley, 2000) to consider 
our own interpretations based on personal or second-hand experiences of sexism in business schools. As Brannick 
and Coghlan (2007, p. 60) warn, we may be “prone to charges of being too close” to the subject matter. We sought to 
overcome these challenges by being systematic about focusing on text (rather than images) with verifiable processes 
(Wellington, 2000) for replicability. We acknowledge the lack of focus on imagery as a limitation. One author is a 
modern languages graduate and the other has German heritage, and both are interested especially in textual analysis. 
The outsourced Global Focus designer usually includes stock images. One of the researchers has frequently asked for 
these to be changed for her own articles as they predominantly tend to be of men in gray suits and do not indicate 
images chosen by authors. There are clearly opportunities for future research which includes an analysis of images 
(Pauwels & Mannay, 2019) as well as or in addition to text.

A further limitation includes desk-based collection of secondary data only. We cross-checked our analysis to 
ensure consistency in our coding strategy (Corti, 2018). Additionally, we acknowledge the limitations of secondary 
data collection via non-peer reviewed “informal” media outlets. Nevertheless, these play an important role in the 
discourse around business schools, and by implication, institutional sexism.

YARROW and DAVIES2028
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Future research methods to understand sexism in business schools might draw on institutional and auto ethnogra-
phies, focus groups, and participant observations. Qualitative and quantitative methods to understand intersection-
ality, organizational contingencies, and careers using an innovative range of visual methods and videos, biographical, 
narrative, and philosophical approaches to understand and eradicate persistent gender inequalities (Stead, Elliott & 
Mavin, 2021).

3 | FINDINGS

In this section, the findings relate to the media reports analyzed for this study and not to an earlier empirical 
project. We have attempted to narrow the arguments and assertions in our discussion to match the actual data 
presented in the figures. Figure one maps a selection of illustrative comments from the publications analyzed 
and from which the four types of sexism were identified. We noted that reports of what we coded as belligerent 
sexism were confined to examples from Poets&Quants. This may reflect high-profile cases in the US context, 
where there are many business schools and high-stakes legal cases which have emerged. We infer that the four 
types of sexism were operating simultaneously for some individuals in business schools where type 1 sexism was 
reported in the press. As the categories are subjective, a business school woman academic might consider that 
she is experiencing belligerent sexism from one colleague and oblivious sexism from members of the leader-
ship team, while a well-meaning mentor or close colleague may be offering support with benevolent/ambivalent 
sexism.

The following section is structured around the four types of sexism identified:
Based on our analysis of the media, we identified and defined four categories of sexism: belligerent, ambivalent, 

oblivious, and benevolent sexism. This extends the work of Hideg and Shen (2019) and Glick and Fiske (1996, 1997, 
2011). The full typology is presented in Figure 3.

We define the four types of sexism below. We acknowledge components in the types may overlap and we do not 
claim that they are mutually exclusive.

YARROW and DAVIES

F I G U R E  3   Typology of business school sexism
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3.1 | Type 1: Belligerent sexism

Belligerent sexism is characterized in our analysis by antagonistic, hostile, and aggressive behaviors (Glick & 
Fiske, 2011) and engaging in a gendered power conflict openly in the business school. We typify the belligerent type 
as the most overt form of sexism. It includes high levels of hostility and minimal, if any, benevolence. This macho 
approach blatantly endorses inequality regimes (Acker, 2006a).

3.2 | Type: 2 benevolent sexism

This is illustrated by the “well-meaning” man, who may engage in chivalry and paternalistic patterns of behavior. Benev-
olent sexism can be manifested in forms of “enlightened sexism” (Armato, 2013), with men in business schools appear-
ing to be helpful, for instance, volunteering as allies to women. They may appear to be supporting CSR actions or gender 
equality programmes as a form of benevolence. Benevolent sexism is enacted as part of the disembodied symbolic 
order and the unwanted female body (Fotaki, 2013; Pullen, 2018). This type of sexism is characterized by high levels of 
benevolence and low levels of hostility. It exemplifies Savigny's (2017, p. 662) notion of cultural sexism in “discourses 
of neo-liberalism, which take shape as neo-liberal hegemonic masculinity, and are operationalized and appear as both 
internalized misogyny and isolation as a mechanism to discipline women”. Despite the rhetoric of benevolence, in 
reality this type of sexism can reinforce inequality regimes (Acker, 2006a) as much as belligerent sexism but covertly.

3.3 | Type 3: Ambivalent sexism

This type of sexism in business schools includes inconsistencies between belligerence (type 1) and benevolence (type 
2). It is characterized by the ambivalence of the socially accepted need for benevolence and supporting gender equal-
ity in the organization while enacting and enabling hegemonic masculinities (Armato, 2013; Glick & Fiske, 2011). 
High levels of benevolence and high levels of hostility. Type three illustrates “[c]ultural sexism is the ‘drip drip’ of 
daily experiences, which serves to marginalize, silence, damage self-confidence, and destroy belief in the ability of 
women. It is the very ordinariness of sexism, which reflects the internalization of hegemonic masculinized discourses' 
(Savigny, 2017, p. 663), which reinforces inequality regimes” (Acker, 2006a).

3.4 | Type 4: Oblivious sexism

The oblivious bystander adopts a laissez faire approach, which means that they can act as a passive enabler. Obliv-
ious sexism is characterized by incidents where nothing is done, linked systemically to organizational myopia 
(Catino,  2013). This is exemplified by the bystander effect (Latane & Darley,  1970) and the absence of personal 
responsibility, resulting in apathy. Low levels of hostility and low levels of benevolence. This form of cultural sexism 
echoes Savigny's (2017, p. 669) observation that “[c]ultural sexism is operationalized through women's isolation; their 
disciplining and silencing; and through the internalization of misogyny”. Oblivious sexism might be mapped most 
closely to the concept of inequality regimes (Acker, 2006a) as a counterpoint to being anti-sexist. The type suggests 
inertia and a lack of agency, which allows inequality regimes to flourish.

3.5 | Making sense of the typology

Our typology might be apparent in a spectrum of sexism, which develops over time, like the proverbial “boiled frog” 
phenomenon (Tichy & Ulrich, 1984), where changes are imperceptible and go unnoticed. For instance, the non-actions 
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of bystanders might suggest to the perpetrators that benevolent sexism is condoned. This, in turn, may result in a 
culture where there is an escalation of ambivalent and belligerent sexism if there appear to be no consequences for 
treating colleagues unprofessionally.

Insights from the three business school media outlets we analyzed provide valuable discourse around sexism in 
business schools. These informed the basis for the development of the typology of sexism in business schools, under-
pinned by insights into cultural sexism. We reviewed media articles which provided interesting cases about sexism 
and discrimination (Knights & Richards, 2003) and how these were discussed and acted upon. We explored not only 
the visibility of inequality but also how this functions as a source of control and compliance maintained the status 
quo of sexism. Whilst Acker (2006b, p. 452) is referring to the visibility of inequality as the “degree of awareness of 
inequality”, it is important to illustrate here that the media play an important role in this. Judging by the regularity of 
media reports, coverage regarding sexism and discrimination against women may have little effect on those in posi-
tions of power. This is particularly where ambivalent and oblivious forms of sexism continue to play out, apparently 
condoned by those in the upper echelons.

It is interesting that in an article from EFMD's Global Focus, Hardcastle (2021) examines sexism amongst busi-
ness school advisory boards, where there is some interest in “creating the perfect diverse mix” of members. We 
posit that calling out sexism in advisory boards is an area which provides strategic opportunity for understanding, 
and in turn, tackling sexism through formal channels and pushing business school deans out of their comfort zones. 
For example, Sally Blount, formerly Dean of Kellogg School of Management, also stated in AACSB Insights “if a board 
of trustees is really serious, the advice I offer corporate boards should be equally applied to higher education: whenever 
a high-potential woman or minority departs, board members should require an exit interview and detailed post-mortem” 
(Davidson, 2017). We argue here that this must also include discussions around sexism, any scandals during a dean's 
tenure, and the treatment of women deans and their experiences of sexism. We need to counter the “glamour-
ized, fetishized, and sexualized” (Elliott & Mavin, 2017) coverage of women deans and patriarchal and masculine 
imperatives.

Bringing men into the conversation surrounding sexism is not only integral to drive behavioral and business 
school cultural change, but also key for inclusive leadership. Men dominate business school deanships around the 
globe and top-ranked, elite MBA programmes. Yet continually the onus remains on women to aspire to leadership 
positions by relying on their personal resources to overcome cultural sexism and rise above inequality regimes 
(Acker, 2006a).

During the COVID-19 pandemic around the world, business schools have been under increased economic pres-
sure, functioning in a volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous context. Women remain under-represented as 
deans as “only 19% of the top 100 ranked schools in the world have women deans, with only one woman dean 
among the top 20 programs” (Leander & Watson, 2021). The usual issues of informal networks (Yarrow, 2020), caring 
responsibilities (Nash & Churchill, 2020), and vertical gender segregation mean that there is a lack of role models. 
We argue here that introspection and action on sexism in business schools are currently lacking. An AACSB Insights 
article (Adya et al., 2021) identified several women who started positions as deans during 2020. This brings to the 
fore concerns about the glass cliff (Ryan & Haslam, 2007) in a period where the chances of failure may be high, 
which is linked to subtle forms of sexism (Ryan et al., 2007). This links to the notion of benevolent sexism (Hideg 
& Shen,  2019), whereby the “opportunity” to become a dean, in some cases the first female dean in a school's 
history, is presented as well-meaning and as organizational benevolence. This may represent an expression of benev-
olent sexism inherent in the organizational ecosystem in the disembodied symbolic order (Fotaki, 2013) of business 
schools.

Further, there was a strong onus on “building women's confidence” in the business school and “getting women 
into leadership positions” to overcome cultural sexism. While these are indeed important, we argue here and in refer-
ence to the extant literature that the focus must be on cultural change in the business school as an entity. Such cases 
may represent benevolent sexism that singles out particular women for advancement and not others, which results in 
perceptions of ambivalent sexism. This may only address one part of an inequality regime (Acker, 2006a).

YARROW and DAVIES 2031
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4 | DISCUSSION

The typology, which has evolved from our analysis of sexism in business schools over the last decade, demarcates the 
most prevalent and entrenched forms of sexism. Our theorization of four types of sexism has been derived from the 
data, and underpinned by the extant literature. The typology provides a novel, contemporary theoretical framework 
for thinking about the four different types of sexism as we look forward to a post-pandemic recovery that rectifies 
the inequalities of gendered labor experienced during the COVID-19 crisis (Özkazanç-Pan & Pullen, 2020). It broad-
ens the current theorization of ambivalent and benevolent sexism to show empirically that intentional incivility in 
terms of belligerent sexism and unintentional (oblivious) sexism may be operating alongside and at the same time as 
more overt and covert sexist behaviors.

However, in contrast to the extant literature, we argue that in the marketized, neoliberal business school 
context, benevolent sexism, ambivalent sexism, and “the bystander” as the oblivious enabler are bound together in 
their passiveness, and thus form the theorization of inaction as a dangerous form of contemporary sexism through 
inaction. We hereby extend Glick and Fiske's  (2011) work by developing the notion of ambivalent sexism to the 
oblivious bystander and creating a linkage between benevolence and the veiling of institutional and individual 
sexism. The Y axis demonstrates the level of associated hostility, and actively hostile behaviors toward women in 
the business school, with the X axis charting the level of benevolence and more veiled forms of sexism. This serves 
to highlight the tensions between the “corporate image” of diversity and inclusion that business schools wish to 
portray (as a marketable entity in the neoliberal context) and the hostile environment in which business schools 
are (Armato, 2013; O'Connor et  al.,  2015; Reilly et  al.,  2016). We contend that business schools are outwardly 
liberal, and internally conservative organizations, with institutional conservative liberalism serving productively as a 
form of gendered oppression. It is clear that there is a dichotomy between how sexism is reported in the business 
school media we have analyzed and the messiness and subjectivity of lived experiences. Sexism is often presented 
objectively and quantitatively as “gender inequality” and the “under-representation of senior women.” For the sake 
of rankings, for example, goals may be stated to achieve a better gender balance, particularly for MBA programmes. 
The case for a better gender balance is more likely to be based on a business school's status as a “poster child” 
and cash cow for the rest of the university (Starkey & Tiratsoo, 2007) than on really addressing social injustice and 
inequalities. This draws attention away from accepted and ingrained in-house sexism, characterized here as obliv-
ious sexism. In the following sections, we discuss how inaction surrounding the various forms of sexism serves to 
reinforce the status quo in business schools and how, alongside this, diversity programmes mask cultural sexism 
and inequality.

4.1 | Inaction and sexism

We argue that inaction constitutes the allowing and enabling of [gendered] intellectual harm and sexism, a prevalent 
trend which has been identified in our study. It is such inaction that enables and allows sexist not only to persist, but 
to become yet further entrenched and ingrained in the business school. This may serve to perpetuate legitimized 
“sexist trickle down” to teaching and women students' lived experience of the business school and an ingrained “lad 
culture” (Phipps & Young, 2015). This serves to shape the gendered, sexist context, and acceptance of cultural sexism. 
Hostility masquerades as benevolence and performance management in business schools.

After all, business schools are important and popular sites of (sexist and gendered) knowledge production and 
dissemination. However, the first step is for business school leaders to admit the problem of sexism (Fondas, 2013) 
actively within their own walls. They also need to acknowledge that women are actively oppressed in business 
schools. These academic units are fruitful arenas for hegemonic masculinities (Ford & Harding, 2008; Fotaki, 2013; 
O'Connor et al., 2015), rather than simply being sites which are inhospitable toward women.

YARROW and DAVIES2032
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At Indiana University's Kelley School of Business, claims of disseminating racist, sexist, and homophobic views via 
social media were shut down with individuals claiming protection under the first amendment in the USA (Ethier, 2019). 
The School is sending a clear message of inaction and, in turn, enabling and legitimizing sexism, racism, and homo-
phobia. This further entrenches the status quo of the white, unencumbered, cis-gender male, heterosexual scholar. 
Inaction could and should also be explored through and with business school advisory boards to develop meaning-
ful conversations and action around sexism in business schools. Returning to Acker's  (2006a) notion of inequality 
regimes, the utility of the notion of inaction is further enhanced in that inaction serves as a reinforcing process 
for inequality regimes. With reference to our typology, ambivalent and oblivious sexism point to inaction. Further, 
with reference to the White House Gender initiative and the AACSB “best practices for business schools” initiative 
(Clements, 2016) in AACSB Insights, we argue here that concrete action plans must address inherent sexism. Sexism 
permeates the culture of the business school as an entity and directly hampers efforts for equality, diversity, and 
inclusion. It is such strategic inaction surrounding the various forms of sexism we typologize here that undermines 
all systems, attitudes, and initiatives to improve gender equality. If best fit practices are to be implemented, these 
must begin from a standpoint of acknowledging and admitting the problem of sexism (Fondas, 2013) in the business 
school as a base line, which must also be actioned and acknowledged by advisory boards and other business school 
stakeholders (Hardcastle, 2021) for long-term, systemic institutional change and illuminate structural inequalities 
and systemic practices. Indeed, “in business schools, institutional change is only possible with the leadership of top 
management who are able to follow trends in the global and local environments” (Paprika & Tekavčič, 2019). The main 
implications for practice from our findings include the need for robust mandatory reporting information to be incor-
porated into accreditation standards and rankings criteria. This may include AACSB, AMBA, and EQUIS criteria and 
media league tables such as the Financial Times rankings. We argue that without a direct connection to accreditation 
outcomes and sexism reporting, awareness-raising of sexism in business schools is futile. To drive change, reporting 
and governance within all business schools need to be aligned in the fight against the four different types of sexism 
illustrated in the typology.

Throughout the analysis, it was clear that while business schools are effective marketers of equality and diversity 
and they engage in initiatives such as Athena SWAN in the UK, systemic changes are required. Clearly, such initia-
tives are not a panacea for banishing gender discrimination. Business schools are sites of the four types of sexism we 
typify. For example, an article from Poets&Quants (Yang, 2017) which we analyzed discussed how “men at top busi-
ness schools tackle sexism” and the introduction of “manbassador” programmes at schools such as Berkeley Haas, 
where men discuss what is going on in terms of sexism. It is interesting that a woman is leading the group and discus-
sions. Again, this places the onus on women to pick up the pieces and drive the conversation. We argue that such 
“manbassador” programmes serve as a marketing veneer to spark conversation and awareness amongst students. 
However, they do not tackle sexism in the business school per se, but rather serve to further mythologize the male 
hero and dominant hegemonic relations (Nadin et al., 2020). These programmes potentially also contribute to invis-
ible or covert discrimination (Jones & Clifton, 2018). We also posit the notion of equality and diversity programmes 
shifting perpetrators of sexism from belligerence to ambivalence. We see this when business school leaders and 
those in positions of (gendered) power are encouraged to attend and engage with equality and diversity training. 
These interventions merely serve to alter patterns of overt sexism to benevolence and ambivalence surrounding 
sexism, to create a veneer of social acceptability.

Equality and diversity training may well be beneficial in organizations (Kalinoski et al., 2013) and raise aware-
ness of sexism in business schools. However, Noon (2018, p. 206) takes a view from a critical diversity perspective 
that unconscious bias training, for example, may simply be seen as “yet another distraction from the embedded, 
structural disadvantages within organizations” (Noon, 2018, p. 206). We propose mandatory reporting in accred-
itations standards and rankings criteria as one mechanism to counter gender discrimination in organizations 
(Kelan, 2009; Knights & Richards, 2003). Importantly, we need to guard against “fake solidarity” in resisting and 
dismantling sexism.
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5 | CONCLUSION

From our findings, it is evident that there is an ongoing lack of admission around the extent of sexism in business 
schools. Business schools need to gain substantive legitimacy as effective role models by reforming themselves and 
actively tackling institutional and cultural sexism, with the imperative to eliminate sexist behaviors and discrimina-
tion. Sexism remains the status quo in business schools. This is further entrenched by inherent vertical gender segre-
gation and ambivalent sexism, whereby little to no action is taken when sexism occurs. It is the lack of institutional 
action, inextricably linked to organizational myopia (Catino, 2013), that further enables and legitimizes various forms 
of sexism.

Our theorization and subsequent typology of four different types of sexism in the business school contribute 
to current understandings of the breadth and depth of sexism in different contexts. The typology enables a further 
nuanced understanding of the spectrum of sexism and how the four types of sexism play out.

The typology we have proposed holds the potential to serve as a tool to influence discourse around, and of, 
sexism in business schools. We argue from our research that, as a product of media coverage of sexism in busi-
ness schools, academic media coverage holds the potential to contribute positively to social change around insti-
tutional  sexism in business schools. This is in part due to deans' reputational fears. There is much scope for future 
research to explore deans' perceptions of the role of media in reporting sexism as well as intersectional inequalities. 
We welcome longitudinal research on shifts between covert and overt sexism in business schools. Work on resisting 
sexism with an understanding of gender and intersectionality in the academy (Crimmins, 2019) can be extended to a 
closer inspection of sexist behaviors in business schools as the COVID-19 pandemic has unfolded. The pandemic has 
been particularly challenging for female academics (Gabster & van Daalen, 2020), and deans' resistance to accusa-
tions of sexual harassment makes conversations about sensitive issues tougher to address. For example, Ellis (2019) 
resisted accusations of sexual harassment in Marshall Business School at the University of Southern California: “I 
was dismissed after the administration reviewed 10 years' worth of complaints against Marshall faculty and staff that 
included allegations of racial and gender discrimination and hostile workplace conditions.” To my knowledge, none of 
the complaints was about me personally… Here are the facts: There was no pattern of sexual harassment or discrim-
ination at Marshall, although there were certainly some complaints'.

We propose an analysis of media coverage as a weapon to drive much needed cultural changes surrounding 
business school sexism. Sexual harassment perpetrated by line managers and leaders is an abuse of power (McEwen 
et al., 2021) and must be rooted out. We call for mechanisms to smash the business school glass cash cow as a site 
of normalized cultural sexism. There are real opportunities for changing inequality regimes for post-traumatic growth 
(Greenberg & Hibbert, 2020) as we aspire to build back more fairly.

Business schools need to gain substantive legitimacy with business school members by behaving as role models 
in dealing with complex issues of identity politics as seen more broadly in society. There is a strong case for business 
school leaders to reform their own institutions by actively combating the deeply ingrained sexism that prevails. If busi-
ness schools are to remain sustainable—and indeed profitable—they must actively deal with the four types of sexism 
highlighted in this paper. The first step is to acknowledge the deeply ingrained organizational myopia (Catino, 2013) 
which prevents action being taken in the context of sexism and the neoliberal, hegemonic business school. Currently, 
many business schools are effective enablers of the relentless everyday microaggressions (Algner & Lorenz, 2022) 
that women continue to face (Basford et al., 2014). Proactive governance and criteria from accreditation bodies, 
media rankings, and boards must drive reputational and financial impetus for meaningful change to eliminate all types 
of sexism in business schools. We call for sexism reporting requirements from the three main business school accredi-
tation bodies (AACSB, AMBA, and EQUIS) as well as national associations and rankings. Enablers to mobilize effective 
governance and strategies to resist sexism in the academy (Crimmins, 2019) are vital if business schools really are 
able to embed the UN's SDGs (Weybrecht, 2022) of decent work in their own cultures. Evidence-based implemen-
tation and evaluation of training workshops and gender plans to address sexism in the academy are vital to drive 
changes. We face on-going crises with the war in Ukraine, rising inflation, and the cost of living. Yet as Johnson (2022, 
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p. 639) has commented, “women deserve better…in the new economy” as we emerge from the pandemic. We hope 
that academic leaders who have dealt conscientiously and compassionately with the COVID-19 crisis (Fernandez & 
Shaw, 2020) can continue to do so to eradicate sexism in business schools.
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