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The status of women in the European life sciences

Grounds for Optimism

by Karla M. Neugebauer
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pproximately half of the graduate
Astudents in the molecular life sci-

ences in Europe are women. These
students are selected for their academ-
ic achievements and their potential to
perform well as scientists; clearly, selec-
tion committees and PhD supervisors be-
lieve that men and women are equal in
their intellectual and research capabilities.

Nevertheless, when we plot the percentage
of women holding predoctoral, postdoctor-
al, junior group leader and professor posi-
tions we see a steady and dramatic decline
in the proportion of women at the more ad-
vanced career stages. Women made up only
11.3% of senior faculty positions in natural
sciences in the European Union in 2004. In-
extricably related to this, women are under-

represented in elite national and interna-
tional scientific societies, they receive less
grant support and fewer merit awards than
men, and they are in the minority among
speakers at conferences.

Governments and scientific organiza-
tions are concerned about the loss of wom-
en from science because they provide the
resources for scientific education and train-
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ing; they expect that this investment will
provide returns in the form of discovery and
technological innovation. If most women
with PhDs eventually leave the system, this
is a huge waste of education and training,
not to mention talent. As women are also
underrepresented in business and industry,
itis clear that the loss of female talent is not
specific to academia alone. More long-term
studies are needed to answer the important
and nagging question: what happens to the
women who leave science?

Beyond the fates of individuals, new
studies demonstrate other reasons to pur-
sue gender equity in science: research pro-
ductivity increases in labs when there is a
good balance of gender, and gender-bal-
anced teams are more able to find solutions
to problems than are single-gender teams.
Business and industry are also starting to
realise that identifying the right work-life
balance for their employees will enable
them to recruit and retain productive men
and women researchers.

So, Europeans are asking, “Why do
women drop out of academia?” And, “What
can be done?” In May 2007, a conference

entitled ‘Women in Science: The Way For-
ward’ — sponsored by the European Com-
mission’s SET-Routes network — took place
in Heidelberg to examine these issues. It is
clearly difficult to answer the ‘why’ ques-
tion. Employment conditions (salaries, the
availability and cost of child-care, mater-
nity and paternity leave policies, flexibility
of working hours, attitudes towards both
women and science) play a role, although
they vary among
countries. In Sweden,
for example, employ-
ment conditions are
very family-friendly;
even so, the gender gap remains at the lev-
el of top positions in academia. Many oth-
er important factors are less tangible (ear-
ly childhood education and upbringing,
unconscious bias). Exciting talks by social
scientists at the conference explored how
very young children are socialised to be-
lieve that girls are less interested in or good
at maths and science and how both men
and women unconsciously associate men
with careers and science and women with
family. On the other hand, there is compel-

“We see a steady and dramatic de-
cline in the proportion of women at
the more advanced career stages.”

ling evidence that few differences between
the sexes exist when it comes to perform-
ance in verbal and mathematical tests, con-
sistent with the fact that men and women
are accepted in equal numbers as under-
graduates and PhD students. Women and
men seem to begin their careers with equal
potential for success.

The practical discussion now focus-
es largely on the ‘leaky pipeline’, in which
fewer female PhDs
in maths and science
progress to the high-
est positions com-
pared to their male
peers. Some believe that the leaky pipe-
line is self-correcting, assuming that wom-
en currently in training phases will move
into senior positions over time. Longitudi-
nal data show that this is clearly a fallacy.
Many believe that women leave science, be-
cause having children compromises their
ability to succeed on a competitive career
track. Isabel Beuter of the Centre of Excel-
lence Women in Science (CEWS) cited a
study by Inken Lind, analysing research on
successful women with and without chil-
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