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What is a scientist?





Beyond Bias and Barriers (NIH 2006)

Some facts on gender balance

She Figures (European Commission: 1999, 2003, 2006)



Scissors Diagram of the Gender Distribution within Career
Stages in Biological Sciences at German Universities (2003)

K. M. Neugebauer, “Keeping Tabs on the Women: Life
Scientists in Europe” (2006) PLoS Biology, 4:0494



So…
What am I doing here?

What helped me:
parents believed I could do anything
persistence & desire
strong mentors & role models
supportive partner
willingness to move to my advantage



Importance of mentoring

Find the right mentor for the job: 
This may not be one person -- get as many as you need!!

Ref. Making the Right Moves, HHMI



http://www.elso-cdc.org/M11.shtm



http://www.elso-cdc.org/M11.shtm



Some reasons for the loss of women on the career ladder

self-confidence 

unconscious bias

stereotype threat

perceived difficulty integrating of family life 
with the demands of an academic career in science

accumulation of disadvantages can render women
less successful a candidates



Is there someone to blame?

Steven Pinker and Peter Lawrence* seem to blame women 
themselves:

Male-like: Loud and self-assured, pushy, claim credit for
their work. We recognize this behavior as successful.

Female-like: low confidence, not pushy, thoughtful and
unassuming. This behavior suggests he/she is second-rate.

…. PL does suggest that academic bodies should keep these
differences in mind….. does this work?

*Lawrence 2006 PLoS Biology
Men, Women and Ghosts in Science 
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Confidence:

Why do women choose not to pursue academic jobs?

Examples of women at the postdoc level who decided
not to pursue group leader positions because they felt
they were “not smart enough”, didn’t have good enough
ideas, etc.

These women based their decisions on self-evaluation alone

DON’T MAKE ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT YOUR ABILITIES

ASK FOR REAL FEEDBACK!



Advice for a Young Investigator
By Ramon y Cajal

“… at the time I was doing thing that
didn’t work, was lost, and more than
once was hopelessly discouraged
about my ability to pursue laboratory 
science…”

Chapter 2. Beginner’s Traps
Undue admiration of authority. The most
important problems are already solved.
Perceived lack of ability.



Advice for a Young Investigator
By Ramon y Cajal

“… at the risk of appearing repetitive,
tiresome, and boring… discoveries are
not the fruit of outstanding talent, but 
rather of common sense enhanced by
technical education and a habit of thinking
about scientific problems. Thus, anyone 
with mental gifts balanced enough to cope 
with everyday life may use them to progress
successfully along the road of investigation.”



Yale University Press, New Haven, London 2006

Find a 
peer group



when both male and female evaluators are asked
to evaluate job applications, they will give the applicant a
lower rating and be less likely to hire the person if they are
told that the applicant is a woman than if they are told the
applicant is a man. Similar outcomes are evident when
evaluators are asked to review candidates for 
raises, promotions, or leadership positions.

Bias in letters of recommendation: Letters about women
refer more often to family, while letters about men refer
to career performance.

Beyond Bias and Barriers 

Unconscious Bias

F. Trix and C. Psenka (2003). Discourse &
Society, SAGE Publications (London, Thousand
Oaks, CA and New Delhi) Vol. 14(2):191-220



Unconscious Bias

In 1:1 interactions, men maintain eye contact with a woman 
expert/superior only a small fraction of the time, while women
are more highly attentive to the male expert.

Virginia Valian Why So Slow?



Brian Nosek, University of Virginia: 
Project Implicit
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/

Shows that men and women have difficulty associating
women with career and men with family.

Take the test yourself! It’s an eye-opener!!!!

Unconscious Bias



Stereotype Threat

Dar-Nimrod & Heine. 2006. Science 314:435



Stereotype Threat

Dar-Nimrod & Heine. 2006. Science 314:435



Ledin et al 2007 EMBO Reports

This study shows that women move to their own disadvantage
and their partners’ advantage. As a postdoc, this can be deadly. 



Solving the two-body problem
Get advice on how to approach your job search,
taking your partner into account!

Make a deal with your partner: 
Who has veto-power?

But don’t make deals you may regret later:
“It’s OK, honey, it’ll be my turn next time.” 

If the institution recruiting your partner is helping,
make sure you make clear what kind of job
you are looking for.



What can we do?

Increase female applicant pool (eg in job searches,
solicit as many applications as possible from women -- you 
Still want to select the best applicant.

Ensure gender balance: 
review panels, editorial boards, speakers at meetings

Protest. 
Be mentors and role models. 

Young scientists -- both men and women -- must be sure to
avoid the accumulation of disadvantages!

ACCUMULATE SUCCESS INSTEAD!!!



Academic science is a great place for families

daily schedule is flexible

geographic mobility can be an advantage

In most countries, the pace of progress 
for your career is fairly flexible (eg long post-doc,
1 yr/child delay in tenure clock).

On the perception that academia is incompatible with 
family life… It’s just problem-solving



On being a role mode (not a super-hero):

It may not be enough to show that you can handle the chaos 
and hysteria of having a family and running a lab. This may look
impossible to them!

Show your group that your family is important to you. Allow 
them to know when you sacrifice something at work, because
your family IS a priority to you.



What is necessary for gender equality in science?

Prerequisites:
affordable, on-site childcare
family-friendly work environment

transparent career structures with clear guidelines
for advancement

everyone needs a mentor

raise awareness & treat everyone equally

…. The rest will follow.



Useful Links
EMBO Life Sciences Mobility Portal
http://mobility.embo.org/index.php
Fellowships and Grants. Job vacancies. Funding deadlines by country. FP7 funding at a glance. 
Mobility stories, etc. Women in Science.

ELSO Career Development Committee pages
http://www.elso-cdc.org/
Funding, mentoring, student and postdoc organizations, advice for junior PIs, women in science, 
database of expert women

American Society for Cell Biology (ASCB)
http://www.ascb.org/
Many resources, esp. women in science pages!

Science Careers
http://sciencecareers.sciencemag.org/
Jobs. Funding. Meetings and events. Career Development advice and articles.

Alternative Careers
http://sciencecareers.sciencemag.org/career_development/more_topics/alternative_careers
100s of case studies of scientists who have moved into alternative jobs.


