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The URI ADVANCE Institutional Transformation Program is a $4.2 million program begun 

in 2003, funded by the National Science Foundation and the University of Rhode Island, to promote the 
careers of academic women in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) disciplines at 
URI.  A wide variety of initiatives were launched to improve the recruitment and retention of STEM women, 
and improve the climate in which they work.  While impacting primarily STEM faculty, ADVANCE promoted 
initiatives that also had a wider reach, and 
thus proved beneficial to the University 
community as a whole. 
 
Measuring the impact of the ADVANCE pro-
gram has taken several forms, including: 
tracking of benchmark data, such as num-
bers of women hired, salary comparisons, 
promotion rates, etc.; conducting work cli-
mate surveys, measuring such variables as 
workplace discrimination, work-life balance, 
career satisfaction, etc.; tallying initiatives 
and policies that have resulted from the 
program, such as the faculty mentoring 
program, the paid family leave policy, num-
ber of people participating in events, etc.; 
and qualitative input, such as interviews 
and anecdotal comments.  Directly measur-
ing faculty perceptions about the overall 
impact of ADVANCE has been a final evalua-
tion exercise as the grant comes to a close 
in the fall of 2009. 
 

 
 

A brief on-line survey was made available to 

faculty in May 2009.  Participants were asked to 
evaluate the overall impact of ADVANCE across sev-

eral variables: on themselves, their departments, their college, the University, the working environment, 
on policies and procedures at URI, the career advancement of faculty, support networks for women, men-
toring, creating a more family-friendly environment, and awareness about equity for underrepresented fac-
ulty.  They were asked to assess the impact ADVANCE has had on 4 behaviors previously determined to 
promote the careers of women STEM faculty:  collaboration opportunities, mentoring, resources for doing 
research, and support through community.  Finally, they were asked to offer comments regarding the best 
parts of ADVANCE, what the lasting impact might be, and what URI could do to continue to improve the 
working climate for all faculty.   
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The ADVANCE Program has had a 
positive impact on:  (N=151) 

Strongly or 
somewhat 
disagree 

Not Sure 
Strongly or 
somewhat 

agree 

 N % N % N % 

Me individually 39 26% 30 20% 83 55% 

My department or college 24 16% 40 26% 88 58% 

The University as a whole 7 5% 38 25% 106 70% 

The working environment in my depart-
ment or college 

39 26% 37 24% 76 50% 

Policies and procedures at URI 11 7% 53 35% 88 58% 

Career advancement of faculty 14 9% 56 37% 81 54% 

Support networks for women faculty 13 9% 35 23% 104 68% 

Mentoring for faculty 19 13% 37 24% 96 63% 

Creating a more family-friendly environ-
ment 

17 11% 43 29% 90 60% 

Awareness about equity for underrepre-
sented faculty 

22 15% 44 29% 85 56% 

Mean percent   14%   27%   59% 

The 153 respondents included 59 

(40%) men and 88 (60%) women (6 skipped 
this question).  Of the 141 who identified their 
department affiliations, 79 (56%) participants 

were from STEM departments, while 62 (44%) participants were from non-STEM departments. 
(STEM departments include: the College of Engineering; the Graduate School of Oceanography; 
Physics, Chemistry, Math, Computer Science & Statistics, Psychology, and Sociology/Anthropology in 
the College of Arts and Sciences; Biomedical  & Pharmaceutical Sciences in the College of Pharmacy; 
and Biological Sciences, Cell & Molecular Biology, Environment & Natural Resource Economics, Fish-
eries, Animal, & Veterinary Science, Geosciences, Marine Affairs, Natural Resources Science, and 
Plant Sciences in the College of the Environment and Life Sciences.) Nearly half (N=73, 48%) were 
full professors, while 25 were associate professors, and 30 were assistant professors. Respondents 
also included 10 administrators, and 9 per course instructors, adjunct faculty, or lecturers. 
 
 
 

The majority of respondents 
(approximately 59%) felt that ADVANCE has 
had a positive impact across all variables (see 
Table 1), with the highest endorsement being 
a positive impact on the University as a whole 

(70%). An average of only 14% of the responses were negative (strongly or somewhat disagreed on 
a positive impact), while about a quarter (27%) were unsure.  As discussed below, it is important to 
interpret these findings in light of the fact that ADVANCE focused on departments in the STEM disci-
plines, and many outside of STEM may have been unfamiliar or had little association with the pro-
gram. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 1.  All Faculty Agreement on a Positive Impact of ADVANCE 

 

WHO PARTICIPATED?WHO PARTICIPATED?WHO PARTICIPATED?WHO PARTICIPATED?    

 

AN OVERALL POSITIVE IMPACTAN OVERALL POSITIVE IMPACTAN OVERALL POSITIVE IMPACTAN OVERALL POSITIVE IMPACT    
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STEM VERSUS NONSTEM VERSUS NONSTEM VERSUS NONSTEM VERSUS NON----STEM RESPONSESSTEM RESPONSESSTEM RESPONSESSTEM RESPONSES    

 
Although ADVANCE promoted many initiatives that impacted all faculty, the program most directly 
targeted faculty in STEM departments. Thus, a better understanding of the findings can occur by 
comparing STEM and non-STEM responses. It is not surprising that those in STEM departments re-
ported significantly greater familiarity with the ADVANCE Program: 83.2% of STEM respondents 
reported being somewhat or very familiar with the program, versus 51.6% of non-STEM respon-
dents.  There were also positive correlations between degree of familiarity and how positive an im-
pact the program had across all variables:  the more people knew about the work of ADVANCE, the 
more positively they rated its impact. For example, 41% of the non-STEM responses to impact 
questions were “not sure” versus only 18% of the STEM responses.  
 
As Table 2 displays, for every question, STEM faculty reported strong endorsement for positive im-
pacts.  Statistical analyses revealed that, in addition, STEM faculty reported significantly stronger 
endorsements than did non-STEM faculty for every variable except “awareness about equity for 
underrepresented faculty” (which was a marginally significant difference).  See Figure 1 on the fol-
lowing page.  For example, 84% of STEM faculty (and 52% of non-STEM faculty) somewhat or 
strongly agreed that ADVANCE has had a positive impact on the University as a whole, 79% of 
STEM faculty (and 55% non-STEM) believed ADVANCE improved support networks for women, and 
75% (versus 40% non-STEM) believed ADVANCE had a positive impact on their department or col-
lege.  

  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 2.  STEM Faculty Agreement on a Positive Impact of ADVANCE 
 

 
GENDER COMPARISONSGENDER COMPARISONSGENDER COMPARISONSGENDER COMPARISONS    

 

Significant differences were found between men and women for a few impact variables.  
Interestingly, men reported greater positive impact on their department/college than did women, 
and a greater positive impact on the working environment in their department or college. Women, 
perhaps because they were more directly affected by them, reported a greater positive impact on 
policies and procedures than did men.  There were no significant interactions between gender and 
discipline:  for example, STEM women did not respond differently than STEM men, non-STEM men, 
or non-STEM women.  

The ADVANCE Program has had a 
positive impact on: 

Strongly or 
somewhat 
disagree 

Not Sure 
Strongly or 
somewhat 

agree 

  N % N % N % 

Me individually 13 16% 10 3% 54 70% 

My department or college 6 7% 13 16% 58 75% 

The University as a whole 4 5% 8 10% 65 84% 

The working environment in my depart-
ment or college 

12 15% 15 19% 50 64% 

Policies and procedures at URI 6 7% 19 24% 52 67% 

Career advancement of faculty 6 7% 19 25% 51 67% 

Support networks for women faculty 4 5% 12 15% 61 79% 

Mentoring for faculty 8 10% 14 18% 55 71% 

Creating a more family-friendly environ-
ment 

4 5% 14 18% 57 76% 

Awareness about equity for underrepre-
sented faculty 

10 13% 15 19% 51 67% 

Mean percent   9%   18%   72% 
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Figure 1.  Stem vs. Non-Stem Impact Responses 

 
 
 
 

Focus groups with both men and women were conducted during the first year of 
ADVANCE to determine what barriers existed for women’s advancement at URI, and what key be-
haviors could be engaged in by all faculty to improve conditions for them at the University.  Quali-
tative analyses identified the following 4 behaviors:  creating opportunities for collaboration, gener-
ating support through community, providing resources for doing research, and enhancing compe-
tency through mentoring.   
 
Respondents were asked to gauge how much these activities had increased for women in STEM: 
Based on your experiences over the last 5 years (or if you have been at URI for less than 
5 years, during your time at URI), how much have the following activities increased at 
URI for women in STEM?  In general, about a third of respondents felt that all 4 key behaviors 
had increased moderately or quite a bit over the past 5 years.   Men reported that opportunities for 
collaboration for STEM women had increased significantly more so than did women.  Although re-
sponse trends were mostly in a similar direction, there were significant differences between STEM 
and non-STEM responses. STEM faculty rated increases in collaboration opportunities, provision of 
resources, and support through community as increasing significantly more over the past 5 years 
than did non-STEM faculty. Perhaps because the faculty mentoring program included all URI fac-
ulty, both STEM and non-STEM faculty rated enhancing competency through mentoring as increas-
ing to similar degrees. Between 75-80% of STEM faculty rated all behaviors except provision of 
resources (rated by 69%) as increasing moderately to completely (see Figure 2).  It is affirming 
that most respondents saw increases in all behaviors, with nearly 18% acknowledging that gener-
ating support through community had increased completely for women in STEM, and about 10% 
acknowledging that the other 3 behaviors had increased completely, as well. 

 

HAVE KEY BEHAVIORS SUPPORTING WOMEN INCREASED?HAVE KEY BEHAVIORS SUPPORTING WOMEN INCREASED?HAVE KEY BEHAVIORS SUPPORTING WOMEN INCREASED?HAVE KEY BEHAVIORS SUPPORTING WOMEN INCREASED?    
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STEM Faculty: Increase in Key Behaviors
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Figure 2.  STEM Faculty Ratings of Increase in Key Behaviors 

 
 

 

Faculty were asked 
three open-ended questions.  
Responses to all questions  
were overwhelmingly positive. 
Many had multiple responses 
for each question, the first of 

which was “In your opinion, what were the best parts of the ADVANCE Program?”  Table 3 
summarizes the response themes. Over a quarter of respondents mentioned the increase in aware-
ness of the issues facing women in STEM, the focus on recruitment and the hiring of excellent 
women faculty, and the provision of opportunities for networking, collaboration, and/or support.   
Representative comments included, “Having active, focused resources (human and financial) di-
rected toward trying to create more positive environment on campus,” “I don’t know:  I only know 
that its objectives are valuable and much needed,”  “Some of the policy changes have been fantas-
tic,” and “The program provided opportunities to learn more about university programs and to get 
to know colleagues from other departments within the university.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 3.  Best Parts of ADVANCE  
Response Themes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

WHAT WILL BE THE LEGACY OF ADVANCE?WHAT WILL BE THE LEGACY OF ADVANCE?WHAT WILL BE THE LEGACY OF ADVANCE?WHAT WILL BE THE LEGACY OF ADVANCE?    

 

    

What Were the Best Parts of ADVANCE? 

 
  

Theme 
% of total  

respondents 
(N=109) 

Recruitment 
Awareness of Issues 
Networking/Support/Collaborations 
Work-Life 
Mentoring 
Resources 
Lunches/Workshops 
Dept. Culture/Climate Change 
Search Committee Education 
  
Don’t know 

28% 
27% 
27% 
16% 
16% 
11% 
9% 
5% 
3% 
  

11% 
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When asked, “What is the lasting impact of the ADVANCE Program?” a very prominent theme 
was the appreciation for bringing in excellent faculty (e.g., “great new female faculty” and “stellar 
colleagues”) and the emphasis on the need to hire more equitably (see Table 4).  Other themes 
included promoting a more welcoming and supportive work climate (e.g., “a much enhanced colle-
gial community” and “The sense of community among women will be lasting!”), awareness of is-
sues facing women in STEM (e.g., “The consciousness raising experiences were very helpful.”), and 
the promotion of family friendly policies (e.g., “a more family-friendly environment on campus,” 
and “improved policies for working women and families”).  One participant said, “There has been a 

qualitative step-increase in women STEM fac-
ulty at URI.  Hopefully the administrative sup-
port, the grass-roots faculty support, and the 
mutual support groups with the ADVANCE fac-
ulty have sufficient momentum and recogni-
tion to continue permanently.”  Another said, 
“The shift in acceptance that equity is part of 
URI’s strategic plan.  Equity initiatives have 
moved from the periphery to a central concern 
of URI.  The recognition that what’s good for 
women’s equity is good for the university.  We 
have a strong mentoring program, an estab-
lished lunch series, and some important work/
life programs that will endure.  ADVANCE has 
energized the campus and that will endure.” 
Finally, there was a large percentage (19%)
unsure of what the lasting impact would be. 
 

Table 4.  Lasting Impact Response Themes 
 
 

The final question was “What can URI provide in order to continue to improve the working 
climate for all faculty?”  Nearly a third of the respondents mentioned the provision of resources, 
in terms of more competitive salaries, resources for conducting research, etc. (see Table 5).  A 
quarter of the respondents referred to the continuation of ADVANCE or an ADVANCE-like program.  
There were many comments specifically urging the continuation of ADVANCE, but also many gen-
eral ones, such as “an office and an individual to serve as coordinator for continuing activities,”  
“continue the conversations with the new administration, so that all of these advances are not for-
gotten and left to fade” and “continued support for the kinds of activities sponsored by ADVANCE – 
the need is still strong,” and “continue to raise awareness about inequities.”  Work-life policy ef-
forts were mentioned often, including promoting dual career hires, flexible work arrangements, 
child care, and family leave.  Other comments included the need to provide more balanced and rig-
orous faculty evaluation processes.  Nine percent of the respondents mentioned the need to be 
more inclusive and include all disciplines in ADVANCE-like programs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 5.  Ways URI Can Continue to Improve Climate Response Themes 

   What Is the Lasting Impact of ADVANCE? 

  
Theme 

% of total 

respondents 
(N=105) 

 

Recruitment 
Climate Change 
Awareness of Issues 
Policy Changes 
Networking/Support/Collaboration 
Work-Life 
Mentoring 
  
Don’t know 

41% 
22% 
17% 
14% 
11% 
11% 
5% 
  

19% 

How Can URI Continue to Improve Climate? 

 

Theme 
  
 

% of total 

respondents 
(N=95)  

Provide more resources 
Continue ADVANCE 
Continue work life policy efforts 
Effectively mentor new faculty 
Continue recruitment efforts 
Include all faculty 
  
Other 

30% 
25% 
18% 
11% 
11% 
9% 
  

11% 
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The aim of the end-of-grant survey was to determine what faculty believed were the 

most positive outcomes of the ADVANCE program.  It was kept purposefully brief, and we did not 
ask for critiques or means of improvement.  Certainly a project of this scale can approach 
“institutional transformation,” a lofty and complex goal, in myriad ways. Perhaps more women 
could have been hired, more policies passed, different initiatives launched, more climate workshops 
conducted, and so on.  As it was, however, with very limited staffing, budget constraints, and a 
cadre of devoted faculty volunteers, URI has experienced solid positive change in the past few 
years, in large part because of ADVANCE.  The survey responses overwhelmingly support this.  And 
while it is true that the sample was self-selected, nearly half of the respondents were not directly 
affiliated with the ADVANCE program, and nearly half were men.   
 
The few unfavorable comments seemed to cluster around a theme of exclusion.  One of the over-
riding goals of the national ADVANCE program is to decrease the isolation and exclusion, and in-
crease the access to resources and networks, for STEM women underrepresented in their disci-

plines.  It is somewhat ironic that, while it appears the URI program had 
some meaningful success in these areas, the program also seemed to pro-
duce, for some non-STEM faculty, the very outcome it was designed to 
combat within the STEM disciplines.  There were a few comments referring 
to ADVANCE as an exclusive group, benefiting only a subset of URI faculty.  
Examples include, “It seemed like a good idea, if discriminatory.  Many 
times I thought how nice it would have been had the resources given to 
this program been available as well in my department or for my gender.”   
While some understood that ADVANCE also reached out to non-STEM fac-
ulty (e.g., “giving the female faculty who aren’t formally a part of the AD-

VANCE program an outlet and support system that they can turn to”) others felt differently: 
“Engage ALL faculty in advancing the University rather than creating a special interest program.” 
 
A “special interest program” was indeed the charge given by the National Science Foundation. 
However, the boundaries were blurry in most cases at URI, advocacy and overtures to “non-STEM” 
faculty regularly occurred, and many of the initiatives were officially generalized to all URI faculty 
and beyond.  Still, more efforts might have been made to educate the URI community about why 
targeted initiatives are important, and about the subtle barriers that exist more tenaciously for 
some groups of faculty than for others.  Also, more efforts could have been made to more clearly 
explain what departments constitute a target area, according to the National Science Foundation, 
as a few were confused about why their departments were not specifically included in the program.  
Generally, these determinations are made based on low national statistical representation of 
women in NSF-fundable areas.  Finally, more spotlighting of the general ripple effect that ADVANCE 
has had across the University, and the fact that “a rising tide lifts all boats” might have helped ex-
pand a sense of ownership of the program to a wider group. 
 
But the appeal to “engage ALL faculty” is a crucially important one, as the University moves for-
ward beyond ADVANCE.  Survey input indicates overwhelming support for continuing a distinct, 
defined initiative to recruit and retain a diverse, excellent faculty, to continue to improve work-life 
balance policies and practices, and to conscientiously promote an inclusive work climate for every-
one.  The fact that so many respondents (19%) were unsure of the lasting impact of the program 
likely reflects the awareness that relegating these initiatives to volunteer groups, relying on individ-
ual administrative leaders, or dividing initiatives among various “homes” can result in diluted ef-
forts.  In moving forward, the University should capitalize on the focused momentum ADVANCE has 
begun, and expand the model to include a broad definition of diversity, and all faculty, staff, and 
students at URI. 
 
 

A “special  
interest  
program” 

 

IMPLICATIONSIMPLICATIONSIMPLICATIONSIMPLICATIONS    
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An ambitious proposition, institutional transformation is one that requires vigilant and multi-layered 
efforts over a significant time period.  How do we know we are there?  When conscientious recruit-
ment efforts result in a diverse faculty base? When salaries, access to resources, promotion rates, 
retention rates, and positions of leadership are equally distributed? When the working climate feels 

welcoming, open, and supportive for all faculty, regardless of 
gender, ethnicity, age, physical disability, etc.?  When policies 
supporting flexible work schedules for those with personal and 
family responsibilities are solidly in place and utilized without 
negative consequence?  Yes, all this, and more. 
 
Evidence shows that ADVANCE has made inroads in all these ar-
eas.  Policies have been implemented, women have been hired, 
workshops have been conducted, connections have been fos-

tered, mentoring has increased, and best practices have been disseminated,  However, traditional 
attitudes about differential abilities of men and women, and between ethnicities, still exist at URI 
and elsewhere, as many women and minority faculty will readily attest.  Subtle bias and discrimi-
nation exist in the quiet corners of interpersonal dynamics, in habitual social and professional inter-
actions that occur unconsciously between faculty members and each other, their students, and ad-
ministrators.  Deeply ingrained cultural norms frame our judgments about how work should be per-
formed and by whom.  Stereotypes and incorrect attributions about the causes of behavior persist, 
as does a lack of awareness that situations are experienced very differently by different people. 
Micro-inequities that accumulate over time remain invisible to most, or go unacknowledged by 
those unwilling to put their careers at risk.  The fact that men reported more positive impacts by 
ADVANCE on their departments and on the working environment in their departments than did 
women may allude to women’s recognition of intransigent attitudes and practices still at play. 
 
Has ADVANCE made inroads in these more intractable areas, as well?  Yes, most certainly many 
individuals’, as well as the collective, consciousness at URI has been raised, and, as survey re-
sponses strongly indicated, there has been an impact on how faculty understand equity and diver-
sity in the workplace.   However, as many other ADVANCE programs nationwide have discovered, 
true institutional transformation does not occur in 5 or 6 years.   It does not have an end date; it is 
an ongoing process.  Overt, proactive efforts need to continue into the future to ensure that the 
investment the University has made thus far does not dissipate back to business-as-usual.  As of-
ten happens, a diffusion of responsibility will likely occur if specific agents are not identified to con-
tinue this important work. Institutional policies and practices must continue to evolve, and faculty, 
staff, and administrators must assume individual responsibility for promoting an inclusive work-
place both by their formal actions and their interactional practices with each other.   It is our hope 
that the foundation laid by ADVANCE, and other equity initiatives at URI, will be actively built upon 
in all these ways, and that URI will continue to progress as an excellent place to work. 

 What is 
institutional  
transformation? 

ADVANCE would like to extend sincere gratitude to the many who participated, supported, and who will con-
tinue to partner together in a common mission to promote equity and diversity at the University of Rhode Island. 
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