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complete a checklist review form (http://bmjopen.bmj.com/site/about/resources/checklist.pdf) and 

are provided with free text boxes to elaborate on their assessment. These free text comments are 

reproduced below.   
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VERSION 1 - REVIEW 

REVIEWER Marilys Guillemin 
University of Melbourne, Australia 

REVIEW RETURNED 22-Apr-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS This is an interesting article that uses a Realist evaluation approach 
of Athena SWAN practices and processes within five departments of 
a UK medical school. As the Athena SWAN initiative is taken up 
more widely across the UK and internationally these kinds of reports 
are increasingly valuable and important. For institutions, faculties 
and departments commencing on the Athena SWAN journey we 
have a lot to learn from evaluations such as these; for those 
departments and institutions well embedded in Athena SWAN this 
report provides useful reflections on which to further improve 
existing practices.  
 
The abstract was clearly written and provided a very good summary 
of the paper. The introduction worked to situate Athena SWAN and 
existing evaluations of this approach, of which there are only a few 
that have been undertaken. It would have been useful to position 
Athena SWAN more broadly in the gender equity literature, which is 
plentiful. There is very little reference to this broader literature, which 
meant that the interpretation of the findings were very localized, a 
point I will return to.  
 
The methods were clearly outlined and appropriate for the research 
question being posed. However, information is required on how 
informed consent was sought, including the SAT meeting 
observations; did all members have to give consent? Were there any 
ethical issues with respect to dual roles with the researchers also 
being staff members? If so, how were these addressed? There was 
25 hours of SAT meeting observations undertaken. How was data 
from these observations collected and analysed?  
 
The results are both interesting and well presented, and appropriate 
to qualitative research findings. However, the results all appear to be 
from the interviews and focus groups. What were the findings from 
the 25 hours of SAT meeting observations? How did they support (or 
not) the findings from the interviews and focus groups?  
 
The discussion adds support to the results presented. However, the 
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discussion could be much more comprehensive and make much 
better use of the relevant theoretical and empirical literature in the 
field. The discussion largely reiterates the points raised in the results 
section and does not maximize the opportunity to further elaborate 
and interpret these findings; what is the authors’ explanation for 
findings such as women undertaking a disproportionate amount of 
the work, and how is this explained in the supporting literature. As I 
mentioned, there is an abundance of gender (in)equity literature to 
draw from- interpreting the findings with reference to this would 
substantially strengthen the paper. In addition, what strategies would 
the authors suggest to address the findings raised eg what local, 
institutional, and societal changes are required to address the 
problems identified?  
 
In summary, the manuscript is well-structured and is a good length. 
It is well-written and organised. It reports on important work and 
contributes some interesting and valuable points to the gender 
equity literature. 

 

REVIEWER Jennifer Waljee 
University of Michigan, USA 

REVIEW RETURNED 26-Apr-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS Thank you very much for the opportunity to review this manuscript 
regarding a gender equity program designed to reduce disparities in 
academic medicine. The authors have tackled a vexing problem 
regarding the glass ceiling for female academic physicians. The 
authors also tackle a novel perspective, the effect of the program to 
incur unintended consequences, which is rarely considered but 
highly important. The authors have identified several interesting 
phenomena, including the fact that this program may actually 
worsen the workload for female faculty. Despite this, the study 
suffers from several methodological issues that render their findings 
uncertain. My specific comments to the authors include:  
 
In the Introduction, the authors introduce the Athena SWAN 
program, but do not describe this acronym or the specific attributes 
of the program beyond just the levels of achievement, which would 
be helpful to place their findings in perspective.  
 
Were the departments a mix of procedural and non-procedural 
disciplines?  
 
The authors do not describe what a Realist Evaluation approach 
refers to, and how this might be unique and potentially valuable in 
this context.  
 
It is interesting that the composition of women on the SAT was 
higher than the composition of women in each of the departments. 
Could the authors comment on why this was observed?  
 
The authors report that they did not find evidence that suggests that 
the program is relegated as a “check box” to ensure financial 
reimbursement, but I suspect that this may be hard to identify based 
on the limited number of individuals surveyed, and potential 
reluctance to report this as so as this may not seem to be politically 
or socially correct.  
 

 on M
ay 16, 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://bm

jopen.bm
j.com

/
B

M
J O

pen: first published as 10.1136/bm
jopen-2016-012090 on 8 S

eptem
ber 2016. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://bmjopen.bmj.com/


This is a single center study across 5 departments, and as such, 
their findings may not relate to other centers. Given the magnitude 
and implications of this program, this study would be strengthened 
by including perspectives from other centers.  
 
I am concerned that the different methods employed for data 
collection (semi-structured interviews as well as focus groups) may 
have influenced the findings. It is possible that individuals are more 
or less reticent to speak in either one-on-one interviews or focus 
groups, and it would be helpful if the authors could clarify their 
reasons for mixing these methods in this study?  
 
The authors note that saturation was achieved for semi-structured 
interviews, but not for focus groups? As such, the data appears 
incomplete, and the authors should include an explanation for their 
decision to not pursue more focus group interviews.  
 
There is little description of the analysis of themes from the data 
collection. How were discrepancies managed? What approach was 
used for the analysis – narrative, frequency, other? Was a codebook 
of themes created to then e 

 

VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

REVIEWER 1: Marilys Guillemin  

1.1 This is an interesting article that uses a Realist evaluation approach of Athena SWAN practices 

and processes within five departments of a UK medical school. As the Athena SWAN initiative is 

taken up more widely across the UK and internationally these kinds of reports are increasingly 

valuable and important. For institutions, faculties and departments commencing on the Athena SWAN 

journey we have a lot to learn from evaluations such as these; for those departments and institutions 

well embedded in Athena SWAN this report provides useful reflections on which to further improve 

existing practices.  

 

We thank the reviewer for her positive assessment of our paper with regard to the value of the results 

for both departments and institutions embarking on Athena SWAN as well as those institutions 

already embedded in the process.  

 

1.2 The abstract was clearly written and provided a very good summary of the paper. The introduction 

worked to situate Athena SWAN and existing evaluations of this approach, of which there are only a 

few that have been undertaken. It would have been useful to position Athena SWAN more broadly in 

the gender equity literature, which is plentiful. There is very little reference to this broader literature, 

which meant that the interpretation of the findings were very localized, a point I will return to.  

 

Addressed below in 1.5  

 

1.3 The methods were clearly outlined and appropriate for the research question being posed. 

However, information is required on how informed consent was sought, including the SAT meeting 

observations; did all members have to give consent? Were there any ethical issues with respect to 

dual roles with the researchers also being staff members? If so, how were these addressed? There 

was 25 hours of SAT meeting observations undertaken. How was data from these observations 

collected and analysed?  

• P. 11 added information on informed consent  

• P. 8 clarified that observation notes were hand written and subsequently typed up  

• P 9 added further detail on collection of observational data, including summary observation guide  

• P. 9-10 added the word “all” in relation to data to make clear that all data (interview transcripts and 
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observations) were analysed using thematic analysis. We then go on to describe thematic analysis in 

more detail. Added further detail on coding of data.  

 

1.4 The results are both interesting and well presented, and appropriate to qualitative research 

findings. However, the results all appear to be from the interviews and focus groups. What were the 

findings from the 25 hours of SAT meeting observations? How did they support (or not) the findings 

from the interviews and focus groups?  

• We have changed the wording on p.14 to refer explicitly to how observations support the findings 

that Athena SWAN applications involved a considerable burden of work and that there was a 

gendered distribution of that work as this might have been unclear.  

• P. 15-16 added further detail on data from observations, including an illustrative extract from a SAT 

meeting.  

 

1.5 The discussion adds support to the results presented. However, the discussion could be much 

more comprehensive and make much better use of the relevant theoretical and empirical literature in 

the field. The discussion largely reiterates the points raised in the results section and does not 

maximize the opportunity to further elaborate and interpret these findings; what is the authors’ 

explanation for findings such as women undertaking a disproportionate amount of the work, and how 

is this explained in the supporting literature. As I mentioned, there is an abundance of gender 

(in)equity literature to draw from- interpreting the findings with reference to this would substantially 

strengthen the paper. In addition, what strategies would the authors suggest to address the findings 

raised eg what local, institutional, and societal changes are required to address the problems 

identified?  

In summary, the manuscript is well-structured and is a good length. It is well-written and organised. It 

reports on important work and contributes some interesting and valuable points to the gender equity 

literature.  

• We agree with the reviewer that our paper would be strengthened with reference to the gender 

literature. As this literature is vast we have focused on literature most relevant to interpreting our 

findings. We have added references to and discussion of this literature and specifically addressed the 

question of why there is a gendered distribution of Athena SWAN work.  

• In our original manuscript we suggested strategies to address the findings eg. focusing on 

supporting male workers to undertake caring responsibility, having a joined up national policy on 

gender equity that accounts for the fact that short term contracts are counter-productive for gender 

equity and undermine programmes like Athena SWAN; and extending Athena SWAN to TROs. Based 

on the reviewer’s comment we have added further suggestions on how the unequal distribution of 

work might be addressed and on addressing national level policies affecting gender equity.  

 

REVIEWER 2: Jennifer Waljee  

2.1 Thank you very much for the opportunity to review this manuscript regarding a gender equity 

program designed to reduce disparities in academic medicine. The authors have tackled a vexing 

problem regarding the glass ceiling for female academic physicians. The authors also tackle a novel 

perspective, the effect of the program to incur unintended consequences, which is rarely considered 

but highly important. The authors have identified several interesting phenomena, including the fact 

that this program may actually worsen the workload for female faculty. Despite this, the study suffers 

from several methodological issues that render their findings uncertain. My specific comments to the 

authors include:  

 

We thank the reviewer for her positive assessment of our paper regarding the value of our novel 

perspective and our contribution in highlighting the potential for the programme to incur unintended 

consequences.  

 

2.2 In the Introduction, the authors introduce the Athena SWAN program, but do not describe this 
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acronym or the specific attributes of the program beyond just the levels of achievement, which would 

be helpful to place their findings in perspective.  

• P.4 added explanation of term “Athena SWAN”.  

• In order to make the attributes of the programme clearer we have moved the description of SATs 

upfront, from the methods section to the introduction section (p.5) and added some additional detail.  

 

2.3 Were the departments a mix of procedural and non-procedural disciplines?  

I’m afraid we are not familiar with the terms “procedural” and “non-procedural” and we have not been 

able to find a definition of these. We would be grateful if the reviewer could provide an explanation in 

order that we can address her question.  

 

2.4 The authors do not describe what a Realist Evaluation approach refers to, and how this might be 

unique and potentially valuable in this context  

• Reworded the text on pages 7 and 8, concerning how the approach is unique and valuable and 

made clearer that this refers to Realist Evaluation  

 

2.5 It is interesting that the composition of women on the SAT was higher than the composition of 

women in each of the departments. Could the authors comment on why this was observed?  

• Please see point 1.5 above.  

 

2.6 The authors report that they did not find evidence that suggests that the program is relegated as a 

“check box” to ensure financial reimbursement, but I suspect that this may be hard to identify based 

on the limited number of individuals surveyed, and potential reluctance to report this as so as this may 

not seem to be politically or socially correct.  

• P.18: Removed the assertion that we did not find evidence of a tick box approach  

 

2.7 This is a single centre study across 5 departments, and as such, their findings may not relate to 

other centres. Given the magnitude and implications of this program, this study would be 

strengthened by including perspectives from other centres.  

• Given resources and time constraints we cannot collect further data from other HEIs. We have 

added to the conclusion on p.27 that this is the first study to investigate how Athena SWAN interacts 

with the contexts it is introduced into and that further studies are needed. As in our original 

manuscript, we make specific suggestions in terms of further research.  

• As highlighted in the ‘strengths and limitations’ section, this study does not claim (or aim for) 

statistical generalisability. We have identified factors that have potential to constrain the programme’s 

effects and potential unintended consequences (in other words, theoretically generalizable findings). 

This is useful because other HEIs can be made aware of these and to identify and, if necessary, 

address them in other contexts.  

 

2.8 I am concerned that the different methods employed for data collection (semi-structured 

interviews as well as focus groups) may have influenced the findings. It is possible that individuals are 

more or less reticent to speak in either one-on-one interviews or focus groups, and it would be helpful 

if the authors could clarify their reasons for mixing these methods in this study?  

• Further detail provided on p.9 to explain that focus groups were undertaken to maximise the number 

of participants within the time/resource constraints of the study and that focus groups were 

segregated by seniority to minimise the changes of participants not feeling free to speak.  

 

2.9 The authors note that saturation was achieved for semi-structured interviews, but not for focus 

groups? As such, the data appears incomplete, and the authors should include an explanation for 

their decision to not pursue more focus group interviews.  

• Added further detail on p.10 to explain that we could not undertake further focus groups as we were 

unable to recruit further participants.  
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2.10  

There is little description of the analysis of themes from the data collection. How were discrepancies 

managed? What approach was used for the analysis – narrative, frequency, other? Was a codebook 

of themes created to then examine transcripts, and how many investigators participated in this 

process?  

• We have modified the text on p.11 so that it now provides greater detail on the process of analysis 

and the specifics of who was involved. 

 

VERSION 2 – REVIEW 

REVIEWER Marilys Guillemin 
University of Melbourne, Australia 

REVIEW RETURNED 22-Jun-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The authors have addressed the reviewers' comments well in this 
revised version of the paper. These include useful additions relating 
to: background on Athena SWAN; realist evaluation methodology; 
observations undertaken, as well as presentation and discussion of 
relevant observation data;and the discussion now includes a useful 
explanatory discussion of the findings.  

 

REVIEWER Jennifer Waljee 
University of Michigan 

REVIEW RETURNED 28-Jun-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS Thank you very much for the opportunity to review this revised 
manuscript. The authors have addressed the comments summarily, 
which has strengthened and clarified this manuscript. The authors 
have chosen an important and timely topic, and the manuscript is 
well written. My remaining comments are as follows:  
 
What were the specific departments chosen? Did these include 
surgical disciplines, medicine, pediatrics, pathology, obstetrics, 
where the representation of women and culture regarding gender 
issues in the workplace may be different?  
 
Methodologically, I am concerned that the authors were not able to 
achieve saturation with focus group data collection due to insufficient 
recruitment. As such, it this manuscript too preliminary? Why were 
only 5 departments chosen? Instead, it may strengthen this study to 
include a broader range or all departments within the institution to 
achieve more generalizable findings and ensure sufficient sample 
size.  
 
In the Introduction, Line 54 – the acronym STEMM should be 
detailed.  
 
The authors indicate the Department 3 did not hold SATs during the 
data collection period. It is unclear if the findings presented reflect 
Department 3 or not? 
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VERSION 2 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

REVIEWER 1: Marilys Guillemin  

 

Comment 1.1 The authors have addressed the reviewers' comments well in this revised version of the 

paper. These include useful additions relating to: background on Athena SWAN; realist evaluation 

methodology; observations undertaken, as well as presentation and discussion of relevant 

observation data; and the discussion now includes a useful explanatory discussion of the findings.  

 

Response 1.1. We thank the reviewer for her positive feedback on the revisions we have made.  

 

 

 

REVIEWER 2: Jennifer Waljee  

 

Comment 2.1 Thank you very much for the opportunity to review this revised manuscript. The authors 

have addressed the comments summarily, which has strengthened and clarified this manuscript. The 

authors have chosen an important and timely topic, and the manuscript is well written. My remaining 

comments are as follows:  

 

Response 2.1 We thank the reviewer for her positive feedback on our revised manuscript  

 

Comment 2.2 What were the specific departments chosen? Did these include surgical disciplines, 

medicine, pediatrics, pathology, obstetrics, where the representation of women and culture regarding 

gender issues in the workplace may be different?  

 

Response 2.2 We cannot state the specific departments as to do so would risk compromising the 

anonymity of our participant institution and departments. As stated in the manuscript, the study took 

place in a university medical school where departments do not coincide with medical specialisms, 

instead they cross-cut the specialisms listed by the reviewer.  

 

Comment 2.3 Methodologically, I am concerned that the authors were not able to achieve saturation 

with focus group data collection due to insufficient recruitment. As such, it this manuscript too 

preliminary? Why were only 5 departments chosen? Instead, it may strengthen this study to include a 

broader range or all departments within the institution to achieve more generalizable findings and 

ensure sufficient sample size.  

 

Response 2.3 We have previously addressed this reviewer’s request to expand the number of HEIs. 

We have copied our original response below as the same applies to the request to expand the 

number of departments:  

 

• Given resources and time constraints we cannot collect further data from other HEIs. We have 

added to the conclusion on p.27 that this is the first study to investigate how Athena SWAN interacts 

with the contexts it is introduced into and that further studies are needed. As in our original 

manuscript, we make specific suggestions in terms of further research.  

• As highlighted in the ‘strengths and limitations’ section, this study does not claim (or aim for) 

statistical generalisability. We have identified factors that have potential to constrain the programme’s 

effects and potential unintended consequences (in other words, theoretically generalizable findings). 

This is useful because other HEIs can be made aware of these and to identify and, if necessary, 

address them in other contexts.  

 

Five case study departments is by no means a small sample size for a qualitative study and this 

underscores a key distinction between the aims of qualitative and quantitative methodology. As we 
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have stated above and in our limitations section, in keeping with the aims of qualitative research, the 

study does not aim for statistical generalisability but for theoretical generalisability. In the specific case 

of this research, theoretical generalisability refers to the identification of factors (sometimes called 

“themes” in qualitative research) explaining how Athena SWAN can be enabled and constrained by 

interactions between the programme and the context it is implemented into and whether these 

interactions might produce unintended consequences. We are not seeking to establish the statistical 

prevalence of these factors, which would constitute statistical generalisability. Therefore, the fact that 

we did not reach saturation for the focus groups does not epistemologically invalidate the data. The 

fact that we did not collect data in all departments does not invalidate the data either. It means that, 

as we have stated in the limitations section, the findings are not exhaustive-further research may (or 

may not) identify additional factors and we make recommendations for further research. This is the 

first study to look at this question. We cannot be expected to exhaustively identify all possible factors 

across all contexts. Rather the aim is to make a substantial contribution to identifying these factors, 

which, as the reviewers recognise, we have done.  

 

 

Comment 2.4 In the Introduction, Line 54 – the acronym STEMM should be detailed.  

 

Response 2.4 Added to the manuscript on P. 4  

 

 

Comment 2.5 The authors indicate the Department 3 did not hold SATs during the data collection 

period. It is unclear if the findings presented reflect Department 3 or not?  

 

Response 2.5 We have added an explanation as to why the data suggest that the findings do hold in 

Department 3 to the ‘Strengths and Limitations’ section on p. 25 
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