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A nomadic researcher’s reflections on international mobility
and gender: how can we make Aoyama Gakuin University

more diverse and inclusive?

Daniela Lazoroska

Abstract:

In this opinion piece, I reflect on my experiences of being a nomad academic’, who has
in the past five years conducted research in Denmark, Sweden and Japan. I tie those
experiences into the most recent report by Elsevier, a Netherlands-based academic
publishing company, who have published research focusing on gender and academic
trajectories (2021). Their findings posit that researcher mobility is important for career
advancement, but it is not women who tend to benefit from this logic. To address the
constrictions of female academic mobility, I thus share some 'best case scenario’
experiences, in terms of platforms available at the different institutions I have so far
worked, that have made it possible for me as a female researcher to make the most of
my mobility. I also invite you, kind reader, to think together with me, how Aoyama

Gakuin University can become an even more inclusive hub of international research.
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Foreword:

Chelsea Szendi Schieder
Professor, Department of Economics, Aoyama Gakuin University

Working Member of the Schoonmaker Memorial Center for Gender Studies
One of the goals of the Schoonmaker Memorial Center for Gender Studies at Aoyama

Gakuin University, established in 2021, is to “usher us into a fair and dynamic future

society that recognizes differences.” Similarly, Aoyama Gakuin University’'s new
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management declaration recognizes the importance of diversity as part of its mission as
an educational institution: “Be the Difference.”

From April 2022, after an entry delayed by COVID-19 border closures, Dr. Daniela
Lazoroska joined Aoyama Gakuin University as a visiting researcher and became also
the first visiting researcher affiliated with the university’'s Gender Center. Dr. Lazoroska
writes about the experience of a researcher crossing borders and researching in Japan
with particular attention to a gendered perspective. It is an essential read for those in
the Aoyama Gakuin University community and beyond who are committed to creating

research environments that promote gender diversity in educational institutions.

Main text:

I have been a postdoctoral fellow at Aoyama Gakuin University (hereon AGU) with a
relationship to the Schoonmaker Memorial Centre for Gender Studies for almost nine
months now (the stay has been sponsored by the Japan Society for the Promotion of
Science). While my research has been the experiences of female leaders in solar energy
communities in Japan, this opinion piece is about something other than the topic of my
research. I want to discuss the gendered aspects of being an internationally mobile
researcher (the piece builds on a presentation held at the Schoonmaker Memorial Centre
for Gender Studies on 11/28/2022). To do this, I will focus on my personal experiences of
international mobility as a researcher and draw in research findings on gender as a
constraining dimension of that endeavour. I will make some tentative suggestions about
how AGU and the Schoonmaker Memorial Centre for Gender Studies could become an

even greater hot spot for international visiting staff, of a more diverse demographic.

I am an anthropologist and becoming a researcher in this field has taken me from my
birth country of Macedonia to a master’s study Sweden, a PhD in Denmark, PhD
fieldwork in Brazil, a visiting stay in Britain, two postdocs back in Sweden, and most
recently, this postdoc in Japan, before I go back to Denmark and take on a 3-year
assistant professorship. A lot of back and forth. Along the way, I have often heard the
words “internalization” and “researcher mobility”. But I have not had the time to think
that being what I am doing, about the structural implications of how or why researcher
mobility 1s important, and for whom that might be. I have just pursued opportunities.
Until now.

But let’s start with why researcher mobility is important, and whom it might benefit?

77



B ULy -HRELA—ER H25 (2022)

Elsevier, a Netherlands-based academic publishing company, has in the past few years
published a series of reports addressing gender in research, with chapters on gender
and international mobility. They draw on data sets on authors of academic publications,
grant recipients and patent applicants to gain insights into trends in gender-based
representation across 15 countries (Japan included) and the EU (2021: 6). Elsevier has
found gender disparities in researchers’ career trajectories, with men often having
higher starting salaries, and higher likeliness of becoming independent principal
investigators (2021: 56). Women, on the other hand, are found to have a slower pace of
career advancement and spend more time at the assistant professor level (ibid.). Why is
this? Elsevier broke it down to positive and negative effects on the researcher’s career
trajectory. The negative being a persistent implicit bias at the level of institutions (in
terms of hiring, provision of start-up funds, mentoring support and promotion); and that
any women researchers have non-linear career paths, for example, by taking time off for
family reasons (ibid.). What could affect one’s career positively, according to their
findings is the ability to move to other countries to pursue research opportunities. The
2017 Elsevier report, however, revealed that men researchers are more mobile than
women, and publish more often outside their country of origin (ibid). While publications
from mobile researchers are more impactful than those from researchers who never left
their country of origin (ibid.), these benefits are not equally distributed. In sum, Elsevier
finds that with regards to researcher mobility, in every country, the percentage of
women who publish internationally is lower than the percentage of men who publish
internationally (2021: 55). In other words, researcher mobility is important for career

advancement, but it is not women who tend to benefit from this logic.

Speaking from personal experience, from all the countries that I mentioned being a
researcher in, indeed, I seem to notice that it is mostly men that take up opportunities
to conduct research stays abroad. This has also been reflected in my time at AGU, as
other visiting scholars I have met have been predominantly young, white, single or
childless men. While they most certainly deserve their place here, might we think about
how to attract others to AGU, with different gender/identity expression or familial
situations? The Elseviere report makes recommendations on different levels, at the
government, university, funder and publisher level so as to address this gender disparity.
While the recommendations for the university level are most relevant for this discussion,
they focus on the hiring of new staff, which is an essential topic, but I would also
highlight the situation of visiting staff. Or perhaps, inspire you to think about your own

experiences as a visiting scholar and how that has, or might in the future, affect your
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career.

From Elseviere's point of view, working for diversity needs to be made at higher
levels of management (2021: 112). Whatever initiatives exist tend to be at the level of
individual leaders, and that needs to be embedded in the structure. Grassroots level
initiatives at universities need to be more formalized so that they are not “person
dependent”. For example, when I talked to colleagues in Sweden about applying for the
scholarship in Japan, I was warned by colleagues who have experience from research in
Japan that it might be difficult to get a “sponsor” as research staff are extremely busy.
Thus, I tread lightly when I say “suggestion” that could make life for people like me
easier. Because I know that what is a possibility for me, or for people like me, might
mean an immense amount of labour for people like you, research and administrative
staff at AGU, who have helped me, or help others, based on their individual proclivity for
altruism. People who sacrifice their personal time, their time for rest, hobbies, or family,
for the pursuit of their ideals for the collective. Thus, this is a question for you, kind
reader, to think together with me, on how can the work for diversity among visiting
researchers be transformed into something that does not end up being labour for
particular individuals? How does it become embedded in institutional platforms, practices
and resources? You know far better than I can speculate what your resources are: could
the work that individual researchers do to get visiting staff to AGU be turned into a
paying position for an “International Research Coordinator”® Or into a set of tasks for
existing staff? Such an action would reduce the burden from your teaching and research
staff.

The Elsevier report further states that people who do not travel say it is because of
family obligations and lacking invitations (2021). And the part of “invitations” is where
AGU staff can take a more active role on inviting researchers that both promote your
research environment, but also your diversity and inclusion profile. While making
invitations demands being active, there are also more passive ways of being inviting.
From my previous employer, Lund University, I learned a bit more about the “principle
of attraction”. Or that likeness attracts. This implies that you might want to make visible
what you want to attract more of. Thus, when my former colleagues and I felt that we
lacked more informal forums to promote our research to a wider and non-specialist
audience, we made our own collective researcher blog. And now, we have others with
similar interests reaching out to us. That logic in the case at hand translates to giving

visibility to AGU as a place inviting of diversity in a more explicit way. For example, by
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running short cover stories on your institutional webpages by researchers with diverse

demographics on their experiences of being here.

In my case, considering Aoyama Gakuin University as the host university, and
Professor Schieder as a mentor was a result of such actions. I came across Professor
Schieder’s research after reading a post she wrote about the current state of gender
studies in Japan on the Gender Studies blog at the London School of Economics (2019).
Professor Schieder’s blog post opened my eyes to the political issues surrounding gender
issues and research in Japan, and opened up possibilities that I otherwise would not
have had the opportunity to explore. The outreach of such research has the effect of

inviting diversity.

The Elseviere report also mentions the importance of mentoring networks. This was
also a finding of my research with women in the energy sector in Sweden and in Japan
(cf. Lazoroska et al. 2021). When you are a minority in a group, it helps if you have
access to networks with those of similar experiences that could empower you in your
current situation. Maybe mentoring does not only have to be about research itself.
Maybe it could be about other dimensions of one’s identity and life that we do not often
talk about but take up much of our time as individuals. Let us just make an example of a
hypothetical network for visiting researchers with children, as childcare obligations were
mentioned in the report as a reason not to travel. I do not see this as the responsibility
of AGU, but something that AGU together with other universities or even funding
bodies could co-promote, or just spread the knowledge about. It does not have to be an
actual group of people meeting physically, it can just be a google document, or a social

media page where people share information about child-care facilities, et cetera.

Another concerning conclusion by the Elsevier report is that women are not able to
equally benefit from international mobility, both in terms of participation, but also in
terms of outcomes (ibid: 67). While women might be internationally mobile as
researchers, they do not get as much out of it as men would. The Elsevier researchers
propose that it is the collaboration network to “blame” for this (ibid.). They found that
men have more co-authors than women, and that both men and women tend to be
homosocial in their co-authorship. While contacting researchers for collaborations is
indeed the responsibility of the individual researchers, there is something to be said
about the serendipitous encounter, of people with similar interests meeting by chance

and starting a collaboration from there. In Sweden, there is a tradition called “fika”,
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which means coffee break, that employers are obliged to provide their employees time
for, and employees are obliged to show up for. There is coffee, tea, cinnamon buns and
fruit served. At my two former Swedish employers, all or most employees would join for
a 40-something minute break once a week and have a cosy time with their colleagues. I
spend two and one years each at these places. This is not such a long time. But I know
most of the people in my unit by name, and by research. And I also know a lot about
their personal interests, ranging from filmmaking, knitting, combucha brewing, winter
bathing et cetera. It is through these informal meetings that I have managed to feel
anchored at these temporary places, and I have the leverage to draw on them as
professional networks. Prof. Chelsea Szendi Schieder, my inviting mentor at AGU, has
been adventurous enough to start such a tradition at the Schoonmaker Memorial Centre
aiming at mixing groups of students with researchers. Perhaps institutionalizing a fika-
event at AGU could assist both permanent staff and visiting researchers to get to know
each other better and start up collaborations that are bigger than what an individual can

be intentional about.

As a final note, when I conducted research on women’'s engagement in energy
communities, I read research stating that women are prone to avoiding risk behaviour
(Sundblad et al. 2007). The explanation to this can be tied to the fact that globally, men
more often than women, are in a position of power, and the world is less dangerous for
them as they are protected by the resources they have. One might extend that logic
that traveling as an academic is a risk. Being a woman, and one with a family, is even
more so, because one has responsibility for the health and wellbeing for multiple people.
So, I appeal to you, kind reader, to think together with me, what is it that you as
representative of AGU can do to make this a more inviting for researchers who are
different than the “usual demographic”? Where and how can you use your power to
lobby for greater inclusion? How can you support more diverse researchers to be more
risk-taking, and take a chance on Japan and AGU? And I have to be honest with you,
kind reader. Writing these things i1s excruciatingly uncomfortable. Partially, because I do
not want to take up space for what is a more personal topic than the content of my
research. And by saying that, I forget what feminists have always known: that the
personal is political. Some of my personal struggles as a woman, as a migrant, a working-
class originating person, or a mother are “simply” embodiments of systems that are not
made for “me”. And they might not be made for you either. How might we talk about
greater diversity of visiting staff if you already might be struggling with other aspects

of your work and institutional life? But still I felt that these are things that I must bring
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up, not for me, but for someone else who is not yet here.
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