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Women in Science 

or  

What keeps them 

out of Science?” 



 

          % of female professors in various countries (2004)  

Women in academia 
 

Target of 25% was recommended by European commission by 2010… 

 

Considerable variation between countries, but there 

is a clear pattern of female under‐representation 

 



Women and men in academia: 

 The scissors diagram  

 

The further you go in academic level, you meet less women 



 
Women & Science:  The leaky pipeline 

  “ Women in science, it’s a little like being a magician - 

take a look at the upper levels of the occupational ladder 

in science and technology: women disappear!” 
   Janez Potočnik,  

   former European Commissioner responsible for 

   Research, Innovation and Science 

 

“Leaky pipeline” phenomenon 



• Historical 

• Stereotyping science and scientists 

• Family and Science 

• Role Models 

• “Female” way of doing Science 

• (In)equality in Science 

 

The Reasons??? 



Stereotyping science and scientists 

“…Scientist is a white man who 

wears a white coat and works in the 

laboratory. He is elderly or middle 

aged and wears glasses…  

He is unshaven and looks tired. He is 

surrounded by equipment: test tubes, 

Bunsen Burners, flasks and bottles 

and weird machines with dials. 

He neglects his family – pays no 

attention to his wife, and never  

plays with his children…”  

Cartoon of a typical scientist, 

        drawn by children 

Average American high-student description  

of a scientist from year 1957, the same year  

the Barbie was designed 



A 9-year old boy is riding in the car with his father, 

and suddenly his father looses control over the car 

and hits the three at the side of the road. The father is 

dead on spot and the boy survives the accident with 

severe brain injuries. He is transported to the nearby 

hospital for an urgent operation. The top surgeon 

enters the operation room, looks at the by and says:  

±Ŋ ŞŜũ°ů operate him. He is my ŮŪũ² 

 

How is this possible? 



Å Social expectations for boys and girls may be very different 
 

  Å Society brings up children by subtly conditioning them to   

a way of thinking and establishing in them life expectations 

 

Gender stereotyping of science 

is complex and deep–rooted 

She wants to  
be a nurse... 

I want to be a  
neuroscientist  



Å Our unconscious beliefs may be more powerful than 

our explicitly held beliefs  simply because we are not 

aware of them.  

 
ÅTake a test to learn about your unconscious bias at 

https://implicit.harvard.edu 

ÅTake steps to address your biases. 

 

Å Most people associate science and math fields with 

“male” and humanities and arts fields with “female.” 

  
Å Even people who consciously reject negative 

stereotypes about women in science can still hold those 

beliefs at an unconscious level. 



Å  Society expectations about female commitment to 

family roles often lead to further discrimination against 

women in academic science 

Å 2 body problem: not each location offers opportunity 

for both partners 

Å  The mutual exclusion of academic and family life has a 

long history 
 

Å  Until well into the nineteenth century Oxford and 

Cambridge male academics were also expected to choose 

between academic career and marriage 

Family or Science? 



Å  Age to start career often 

coincides with the age of 

starting a family 

Å  Family concerns are  

documented to be one of the 

major reasons for women to 

leave science careers 

Yes, clever women do have babies  

 
Å Women who followed studies 

which lead to jobs with little 

job security seem to have less 

children 



Female Role Models : 

“You can’t be what you can’t see” 

Å  Examples that it is possible to be a woman and a 

scientist encourage young women in choice of their 

career and helps them stay in science 

Å  Absence of female role models is one of the main  

reasons for women to stop pursuing scientific career 



What do women do differently? 

Å  Women tend to be more cautious and careful in their  

method and more attentive to details on the way to a conclusion 

 

Men more often report their own scientific ability as being above average 

(70% vs. the women at 52%) 

More men than women describe their scientific approach as creative  

( 27 % vs. 12%) 

 

Å  The women scientists are less concerned with the political  

aspects of science, such as influence and power 

Å  On their way to success men tend to be more aggressive,  

combative and self-promoting 



JPS & JSAP Survey on the Status of Women Physicists, 2002  

(see http://www.aapps.org/archive/bulletin/vol13/13_3/13_3_p18p31.pdf) 

 

Women (those who stay in science) above 35 publish less than 

men but women over 50 more than men – at the end of the 

career the integral is the same ! 



Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) recently admitted to having given  

the 15 female professors in the School of Sciences less space, less resources and  

lower salaries than to their 197 male counterpart. This was corrected only after joint  

effort of all female professors to demonstrate the bias against them. 

Unconscious bias 

From 2002: In Flanders all officially established advisory boards who advise 

government  must have a maximum of two thirds of one sex 



Your productivity might be judged  

differently when you are a woman… 
P. Goldberg, “Are Women Prejudiced Against Women?” Trans- Action 5 (1968), pp. 28-30. 

M. A. Paludi and W. D. Bauer, “Goldberg Revisited: What's in an Author's Name”, Sex 

Roles: A Journal of Research, 9 (1983) pp. 387-390. 

180 women &180 men asked to review math paper authored as 

below and rate 1=best, 5=worst mark 

 
author 

 

John T. McKay 
 

Joan T. McKay 
 

J. T. McKay 
 

Men 
 

1.9 
 

3.0 
 

2.7 

Women 2.3 3.0 2.6 



Female Nobel Prizes: 

"Why so few?“or “How so many endured”?  

Physics  2/192        Marie Curie, 1903  

        (1%)                      Maria Goeppert Mayer, 1963 

 

Chemistry 4/161            Marie Curie, 1911     

        (2%)                      Irene Joliot-Curie, 1935 

                                       Dorothy Hodgkin, 1964 

         Ada E. Yonath, 2009 

 

Physiology and              Getry Cori, 1947 

Medicine  10/199           Rosalyn Yalow, 1977 

        (5%)        Barbara McClintock, 1983 

         Rita Levi-Montalcini, 1986 

                                       Gertrude Elion 1988, 

                                       Christiane Nüsslein-Volhard, 1995 

         Linda Buck 2004 

         Francoise Barre-Sinoussi, 2008 

         Carol Greider, 2009 

         Elizabeth Blackburn, 2009 



Journeys of Women in Science:  

No Universal Constants for the 

persistent few 

   No unique formula to female success in science 

      BUT: 

Institution:    Family 

                   University 

                   Fellow scientists  

                   Mentors 

 

Individual AND Institutional strength 



Measures: 

Think globally, act locally 
 

• Quotas and targets (?)  

• Assuring fairness in funding and assessing 

research 

• Giving women a more active role in shaping 

science and scientific policy 

• Role models and mentoring 

• Challenge Stereotypes 

• Develop sex‐disaggregated statistics and 

equality indicators 

 



BeWiSe, Vrouwen en Wetenschappen in België –  

   Femmes et Sciences en Belgique’ registered as a corporate 

   association since December 24, 2003 

  

• Dedicated to achieving equal and full participation of women  

    in all scientific disciplines and at all levels  

 

• Members from e.g. Belgian universities (UCL, VUB, ULB, 

UGent, KULeuven),  research institutes (IRScNB, Botanical 

garden, Belgian Meteorological Institute, Belgian Nuclear 

Research Centre, Flemish Institute of Technical Research), 

industry, the Belgian government, Belgian and European 

science funding institutions & education 

 

• multidisciplinary - human, natural, social sciences, medicine 

• women & men 

BeWiSe - History 



•Was founded as personal initiative because the  situation of 

women scientists in Belgium and elsewhere in Europe has not 

yet improved sufficiently 

 

• Networking has been identified as one of the key factors to 

provide women scientists with 

– role models 

– support 

– means to communicate their needs to  

   political and scientific institutions 

 

BeWiSe - History 

Å Functions on a purely voluntary basis 



•Mentoring: pool of mentors (male and female) willing to 

help and coach younger  scientist in different aspects of their 

careers 

BeWiSe - Activities 



•Focused workshops and networking lunches 
(“Work-life balance”, “How to go abroad”…) 

•Science promotion, especially among children: 
•Movie “Science needs you!”  

•Currently developing internet platform promoting science for high 

schools 

•Participating at Children Science Events and Camps 

 

 

 Cosmetic Chemistry workshop at 

 “Green light for girls” science event, November 2012 



BeWiSe: http://www.bewise.be/ 
Ánewsletter 

 
 

 

 

 

 



The future is bright! 
 % of Women professors over time 

Never give up ! 


