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Frequently Asked Questions 
“Made-in-Canada” Athena SWAN program 

 

As committed to in Budget 2018, the Government of Canada will be adopting an Athena SWAN 

program in Canada, adapted to the Canadian context, including changing the name and 

developing a Canadian version of the Charter. Specifically, the Charter will be inclusive of 

underrepresented groups and be relevant to all areas of research, and all post-secondary 

institutions. After extensive consultation, NSERC will be undertaking the design and 

implementation of a five-year pilot program. 

1. Minister Duncan held consultations with the research community in summer 2018 and NSERC 

hosted workshops in the fall.  How are these initiatives different? 

The Honorable Kirsty Duncan, Minister of Science and Sport, has indeed conducted 

consultations in the summer to gather input on how the Athena SWAN model should be 

adapted in Canada. Input from these consultations contributed to the agenda of NSERC-led 

workshops held from September 24 to October 4where a “made in Canada” Athena SWAN 

model was discussed.   

The workshops were an initial forum for discussion and input from the research community, and 

an opportunity for post-secondary institutions (PSIs) to start considering their own capacity and 

readiness to undertake the preparations involved in applications for Athena SWAN-type 

recognition. Representatives from Advance HE, the organization that administers the Athena 

SWAN program in the UK, were involved in these workshops to provide insight about the 

experience in the UK and other jurisdictions that have implemented the model.   

2. What is the implementation date of the Athena SWAN program in Canada? 

 

It is expected that the Canadian Athena SWAN pilot program will be announced in early 2019.  

Further community engagement will be undertaken before the pilot is designed so at this point, 

it is too early to determine when the first application deadline will be. 

3. How will institutions be awarded different awards (bronze, silver, gold)?  

The Canadian Athena SWAN program will be modeled on the program in the UK, but will be 

adapted to Canadian realities. Institutions will have to apply for Athena SWAN awards. At this 

stage it is too early to confirm if awards will be made only at the institution level, or if they will 

also be made at departmental and other levels. Applications will be peer reviewed and decisions 

will be made as to whether an award is approved or not. How institutions in the UK are 

awarded, application processes and deadlines are explained on the Advance HE website.  

 

https://www.ecu.ac.uk/equality-charters/athena-swan/apply-award/
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The following is a summary of the UK Athena SWAN requirements for each level: 

Bronze 
The institution 
• Provides a thorough self-assessment of its environment using qualitative and quantitative 

analysis 
• Identifies key issues and challenges 
• Provides an SMART action plan to address key issues to carry the organization forward.  

SMART refers to Specific, Measureable, Achievable, Realistic and Timely. 
 

Silver 
• Bronze criteria are met 
• Demonstration of impacts of previous activities 

 
Gold 
• Bronze and silver criteria are met 
• Serves as a beacon in the discipline, sector and beyond 

 
4. Is there a limited number of bronze, silver, and gold awards? If many institutions qualify, do 

they all get the award or will it be limited because there are a finite number of awards? 

 

There is not a limited number of bronze, silver, and gold awards. If all institutions that submit an 

application meet the standards of the program, they will all receive an award. The program is 

not a competition between institutions – institutions are reviewed according to their own 

circumstances. In the UK, applications are prepared by the institutions’ self-assessment teams. 

 

5. What is a Self-Assessment Team? 

 

A self-assessment team is a unit established by the institution preparing an Athena SWAN 

submission that undertakes the thorough self-assessment of the institution that is required in 

order to submit a successful Athena SWAN application.   

6. Will it be mandatory for post-secondary institutions to participate in the Athena SWAN 

program, and will federal research funding be contingent upon an Athena SWAN award? 

It will not be mandatory for post-secondary institutions to participate, and it is anticipated at 

this time that the Canadian program will not be a requirement for institutions to qualify for 

federal research funding from the Tri-Agencies. 
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7. Will you be considering the unique elements of each post-secondary institution when building 

the program? (Natural demographics of institution location, larger schools vs. smaller schools, 

etc.). 

Yes. As the program involves self-assessment, and is not a competition between institutions, it 

needs to be designed in a way that the unique elements of each institution can be taken into 

account. 

 

8. Will the Canadian Athena SWAN include the LGBTQ2+ community, or just women? 

The vision of the Canadian Athena SWAN program and its corresponding Charter is to be 

inclusive of researchers from underrepresented groups. It will encourage and recognize 

commitments by post-secondary institutions to advancing the studies and careers of 

researchers from all underrepresented groups.  

9. Will the program be focussed only on STEM? 

The Canadian Athena SWAN program will be relevant to all areas of research and all post-

secondary institutions and affiliated research institutes. 

10. How will the Athena SWAN charter and award criteria be decided upon? 

The criteria for the Canadian Athena SWAN charter will be developed following, and informed 

by, community engagement. Please visit our website to learn more about the avenues through 

which the community can participate and contribute. We encourage students, postdoctoral 

fellows, researchers from under-represented groups, equity officers and university staff, 

researchers and faculty who are interested to contribute to the design and development of this 

initiative. There is no deadline for submitting comments via consultations@nserc-crsng.gc.ca. 

11. Why should institutions participate in the Athena SWAN program? What opportunities and 

benefits will institutions have with this program?  

An independent research study carried out by Loughborough University in the UK reported on a 

number of benefits of the program, including advancing careers of women and creating a 

positive impact on changing attitudes and research cultures. Another benefit is that the Athena 

SWAN award is considered to be a strong PSI asset, making institutions more attractive to 

prospective faculty, staff and students. At present in the UK 731 research institutions and 

departments hold an award. 

 

Athena SWAN was established to increase equity, diversity and inclusion (EDI) and help drive 

deeper cultural change within the research ecosystem. Sound EDI-informed policies and 

practices increase a PSI’s access to the largest pool of qualified potential participants in research 

endeavours, enhance the integrity of institutions’ application and selection processes, and 

strengthen research outputs and the overall excellence of research. 

http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/NSERC-CRSNG/EDI-EDI/Athena-SWAN_eng.asp
mailto:consultations@nserc-crsng.gc.ca
https://www.ecu.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/advancing-women%E2%80%99s-careers-in-STEMM-evaluating-the-effectiveness-and-impact-of-the-Athena-SWAN-Charter-FINAL.pdf
https://www.ecu.ac.uk/equality-charters/athena-swan/2018-statistics/
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12. How will the Athena SWAN program be connected with the Canada Research Chairs (CRC) and 
the Canadian Foundation for Innovation (CFI)? 
 

The CRC and CFI are not directly involved but they are part of discussions with the Tri-Agencies 

on program design and implementation.  The design of the Canadian model, as much as 

possible, will be built on best practices found in other programs and initiatives, as well as on the 

research evidence currently available. 

 

13. How does the Athena SWAN initiative align with the work of Canada Research Coordinating 
Committee (CRCC)?  
 
The Canadian Athena SWAN initiative is being led by NSERC on behalf of the Tri-Agencies, all of 

which are members of the CRCC. The initiative is a key component of the CRCC work plan, 

particularly the priority area of removing barriers faced by researchers from underrepresented 

and disadvantaged groups to ensure equitable access across the granting agencies and establish 

Canada as a world leader in equity, diversity and inclusion in research. 

14. Is there a fee or charter membership that has to be paid by post-secondary institutions? 

We do not anticipate that there will be membership or application fees for the duration of the 

pilot.  Evaluation of the pilot in due time will guide any decision to charge fees in the future.  

15. How much will the program cost to implement at institutions? 

This is difficult to assess and will vary according to circumstances at each institution. However, 

many PSIs are already implementing EDI initiatives and action plans and the costs related to 

applying for an Athena SWAN award are similarly related to the costs involved in planning, 

designing and implementing practices to advance EDI at participating institutions.   

16. Is there a dollar value that each award level equates to?  

While there is no dollar value assigned to any of the Athena SWAN awards, the program has 

been shown to have a number of benefits such as advancing careers of members of 

underrepresented groups, having a positive impact on changing attitudes and research cultures, 

and making institutions more attractive to prospective faculty, staff and students.  

17. Can institutions have access to sample application forms? 

Sample applications for the UK Athena SWAN program are available on their website. 

Applications for the Canadian Athena SWAN program will be available in 2019.  In the UK, 

successful applications are being made available via the institution’s website. 

 

 

 

http://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/127.nsf/eng/home
https://www.ecu.ac.uk/equality-charters/athena-swan/apply-award/
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18. Will institutions be required to post their applications online? 

We have not yet determined whether successful Canadian Athena SWAN applications will be 

made available publicly.  

 


