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Status and Prospects of Women the American Association of University 
Professors collects faculty and salary data 

in Science in Europe by gender on an annual basis ( 6 ) ,  and 
recipients of federal grants are required to 
supply gender information. 

Mary Osborn 

A t  the end of the 20th century, "it is 
wholly inexcusable that centers of modern 
academic teaching and excellence . . . 
should remain bastions of male power and 
privilege" (1). In Europe more effort is 
needed to identify and to appoint qualified 
women to top positions in universities, 
research institutes, and industry. In addi- 
tion, programs are needed for a limited time 
at a lower level to increase the pool of 
qualified female scientists eligible for top 
positions. European Union (EU) money 
should be used to correct the gender imbal- 
ance in Euro~ean science while maintain- 
ing the emphasis on excellence. 

A North-South Divide? 

Three rules govern the distribution of wom- 
en in science. First, the number of women 
pursuing careers in scientific and technical 
disciplines is small in relation to the num- 
ber trained in such disciplines. Second, 
there is a lateral distinction when individ- 
ual disciplines are considered; proportional- 
lv more women are in biological sciences - 
than in physics or engineering. Third, the 
higher one goes in any scientific hierarchy 
the lower is the percentage of women. 

In many European countries, 40 to 50% 
of university students are female. In con- 
trast, in some countries only 2 to 3% of full 
professors are female (2). In addition, the 
distribution of faculty by gender and rank 
(Table 1) suggests that there is a north- 
south divide. Surprisingly, the percentages 
of women at all levels seem smaller in the 
more economically developed northern Eu- 
ropean countries, with the exception of 
France, than in the southern European 
countries. In addition, in northern Europe- 
an countries such as England, Germany, 
and the Netherlands, the numbers have 
remained static for a decade or more, 
whereas in the United States the percent- 
age of full professors who are female has 
increased by 60% in the last 10 years. 

Appointment committees, particularly 
at prestigious institutions, are often all 
male. Few women are on the top national 

(3) and EU committees that set policy and 
control funds. Although representation on 
most EU committees is balanced by country 
and regional economic differences are often 
considered in distributing EU funds (for 
example, through the EU Structural and EU 
Social Funds), very little emphasis has been 
placed on gender balance. In 1992, IRDAC 
had no women and 24 men, and CODEST 
had one woman from Ireland and 26 men 
(4). On CREST all 24 members were men, 
but two deputy members were women, one 
from Spain and one from Portugal (5). Many 
EU advisory committees are all male, and 
almost all top jobs within the European 
Commission to do with science and technol- 
ogy are filled by men. 

Detailed statistical information is nec- 
essary both to assess the status quo and 
also to monitor whether newly introduced 
initiatives meet their targets. Neither .the 
Commission nor OECD, UNESCO, or 
'~urostat seem to have considered gender 
and professional or academic rank, at least 
in the context of scientific occupations. 
Numbers broken down by gender, rank, 
and scientific field are not available either 
for universities or for industrv. It is diffi- 

Interest at the National and 
European Levels 

The current lack of opportunities for wom- 
en in science in Europe has been empha- 
sized in scientific journals (7-9), books (1 0, 
1 I), and reports (1, 12-1 4). The govem- 
ment of the United Kingdom states that 
"women are the country's biggest single 
most undervalued and therefore underused 
human resource. The Government believes 
there is massive scope to attract more wom- 
en into science and engineering. It has set 
up a working party to address this important 
issue . . ." (12). The government of Ireland . , - 
has introduced "gender proofing" to elimi- 
nate "indirect discrimination against wom- 
en and in particular women's exclusion 
(whether intentional or not) from many 
aspects of economic and social life" (15). 
Germany admits that "women are dispro- 
portionately affected by redundancy and 
short-term contracts in the restructuring of 
the scientific landscape in East Berlin" (1 6) 
and in 1991 instituted a special program to 
try to increase the number of women in 
academe (1 4). In many Eastem European 
countries, women scientists have been dis- 
proportionally affected by recent social and 
political changes. 

The low level of reuresentation of wom- 
cult to obtain information on gender ver- en in scientific and technical research in 
sus funding from national organizations, general, and in higher positions in particu- 
and the Commission does not collect in- lar, has become a concern of the European 
formation on gender when dispensing con- Commission and of the European Parlia- 
tracts. In contrast, in the United States ment. This concern is illustrated by the 

Table 1. Percentage of women within professional academic ranks for all disciplines combined. The 
percentages in southern European countries are higher than those in northern European countries 
(33, 34). Full, full professors; Assoc., associate professors; Asst., assistant professors; Ref., 
references. Percentages for other countries at the level of full professor include Norway (6% in 1987) 
(8),  Australia (7% in 1992), and Canada (8%). France has a higher percentage of females at all 
levels than other northern European countries (8). 

Country Year Full Assoc. Asst. Ref. 

Northern Europe 
Ireland 1992 3 10 20 

14 
(5 )  

United Kingdom 1987-1 988 3 6 ( 7 0 )  
1980 3 8 19 ( 7 0 )  

Netherlands 1988 2.1 4.6 14.7 (10) 
1980 2.2 8.9 15.0 (10) 

Federal Republic of Germany 1990 2.6 7.3 24.2 
17.6 

(5 )  
1980 2.5 6.7 (5 )  

The author is at the Max Planck Institute for Biophys- 
ical Chemistry, Goettingen, Federal Republic of Ger- 'pain 
many. The views expressed in this article in part reflect 
the consensus reached at a recent Eurooean Union Turkey 

Southern Europe 
1990 7.4 28.2 

8.2 26.5 36.2 
(5 )  

1984-1 985 
27 

(5 )  
1989 20 23 (71) 

international workshop on Women in science at which 
the author acted as rapporteur. They should not be United States 1992-1 993 14.4 28.9 42.3 
interpreted as those of organizations with which the 

(6 )  
1982-1 993 9.1 19.7 33.5 

author is associated or of the European Commission. 
(6 )  
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1993 International Workshop on Women 
in Science sponsored by the Commission 
(5), as well as by hearings held by the 
Women's Committee and the Energy Com- 
mittee of the Euro~ean Parliament. This 
concern finds further expression in a series 
of resolutions from the Council, from the 
Commission, and from the European Par- 
liament (1 7). All three bodies have en- 
dorsed positive action for changing the 
status of women in science. 

The current challenge in Euro~e is how - 
to translate these expressions of good in- 
tent into action. Policies on equal oppor- 
tunity alone are unlikely to be sufficient 
(18) but nevertheless should be imple- 
mented. Thus, language used by scientific 
and technical organizations should be re- 
viewed ( 1  9). as should statements or ac- . ,, 

tions that reveal unfounded prejudice 
against women in science (20). Better 
instruction in institutional politics and in 
the intricacies of raising funds at the 
national and international levels would be 
useful, as would requiring a written equal 
opportunities statement as a part of all 
applications for national and EU pro- 
grams. Policies emphasizing gender inclu- 
siveness are also helpful (2 1 ) . 

Perhaps the best way to bring about 
change in Europe would be to discuss and, 
set goals at the institutional, national, and 
EU levels to increase the participation of 
women in science and then to use positive 
action to achieve them (22-24). Positive 
action is a vehicle to be used for a limited 
time to change an unjustifiable imbalance 
without infringing on the rights of the 
existing majority, in this case male scien- 
tists. Its iustification is that ". . . unless 
positive action is undertaken to overcome 
the effects of systemic institutional forms 
of exclusion and discrimination, a benign 
neutrality in employment practices will 
tend to perpetuate the status quo ante 
indefinitely" (25). 

In the United States in the 1970s, 
progress for women in academe was depen- 
dent on three factors: a concerted Drotest 
by women themselves, appropriate legisla- 
tion, and use of class action suits to 
enforce the legislation (26). By compari- 
son, in Europe 20 years later women are 
only beginning to protest about unequal 
treatment, legislation if it exists lacks 
teeth and the funds to enforce it (22). and . ,, 

class action suits are for the most part not 
possible. Thus, even more than in the 
United States, improvement in the status 
of women in science in Europe will prob- 
ably depend on pressure from those with 
power to initiate change. In addition, as 
in the United States, the ,press, women's 
groups in scientific societies, as well as 
more broadly based organizations (for ex- 
ample, EWISH) can play leading roles. 

Possible Initiatives 

Initiatives should be directed toward ensur- 
ing that women's contributions to science 
are judged by objective standards and that 
their access to resources is equivalent to 
that of their male counterparts at all career 
stages. In scientific disciplines, access to 
graduate students, facilities, and research 
funds are probably the most important fac- 
tors in terms of productivity. 

Current postdoctoral fellowship pro- 
grams-including those offered by the 
EU-usually offer support for only 2 years, 
and this is not enough time to establish an 
independent reputation in a field, particu- 
larlv for women who want children. There 
are not enough longer term positions avail- 
able, and women may not always be fairly 
considered on their individual merits for 
those positions that exist. Thus, many 
women quit science at this critical stage 
without having had a chance to use their 
training. It is at this point that mentoring 
has a role to play and positive action should 
be used for a limited time to retain more 
women in science and thus to increase the 
pool of qualified women eligible for top- 
level positions. One possibility would be to 
finance starting scientist positions for well- 
qualified young women scientists to be 
awarded "ad personam" by an international 
committee (23, 24). These would pay an 
above-average salary, based however on the 
national scale, provide funds for a techni- 
cian and students and some money for 
research, and could be held for 6 years at an 
institution of the recipient's choice. Con- 
tributions to child or dependent care could 
also be included. One hundred such ~ o s i -  
tions (20 per year for the next 5 years) 
would cost 6 million European currency 
units (ECUs) per year for 10 years (27). 
This should be compared to the costs of 
current EU programs such as COMETT, 
LINGUA, or TEMPUS, which from 1990 
to 1994 each consumed 40 to 50 million 
ECUs per year, to the 785 million ECUs 
reserved for the Fourth Activity of the 
Fourth Framework Program for 1994 to 
1998, and to the 10,925 million ECUs for 
the total cost of this program over the same 
period (28) [see also (5, 22, 24, 29)] (1 
ECU - $1.12, £0.75, or DM1.94). 

At the higher levels, appointment 
committees have to be forced to consider 
formally whether there are female candi- 
dates who qualify, particularly if jobs are 
not openly advertised. Further measures 
might include not paying for scientific 
conferences unless women are included as 
speakers [compare with the current policy 
of the U.S. National Science Foundation 
biology directorate (30)] and requiring 
when there is a committee vacancv that 
both a male and a female are considered, 

leaving the committee free to choose the 
better candidate (3 1 ) . 

Recommendations 

National governments and granting agen- 
cies, the European Commission, and the 
European Parliament should: 

1) Ensure that qualified women are in- 
cluded on the top EU committees that set 
policy-that is, IRDAC, CODEST, and 
CREST-as well as on committees that 
allocate scientific and technical funds. 

2) Collect, monitor, and publicize on a 
yearly basis statistical data from EU member 
states and from EU programs relevant to 
women in scientific and technical research. 

3) Take the initiative in developing 
positive action programs for women in sci- 
ence. Possible initiatives have been dis- 
cussed above. Longer term "ad personam" 
positions should be favored over shorter 
term fellowships. 

4) Use EU Structural and Social Funds 
to increase the entry of women in scientific 
and technical fields and to train women in 
technical positions. 

5) Encourage the Task Force for Human 
Resources (i) to fund EU-wide women's 
networks and (ii) to support women's stud- 
ies in science and technology designed to 
study factors that affect science education 
and the tendency of girls to self-select out 
on scientific and technical subjects and that 
influence the entry and reentry of women in 
scientific and technical research. 

6) Use future EU programs, as well as 
the Fourth Framework Program, to promote 
equal opportunities for women in scientific 
and technical research (32). ~, 

7) If sufficient progress cannot be made 
using persuasion and the measures suggested 
above, consider further legal measures or 
financial pressure to enforce the process. A 
very effective measure would be to require 
that all industrial firms and academic insti- 
tutions set up and document programs to 
increase the representation of women in 
scientific and technical research at all levels 
as a condition for receiving EU funds. 

These recommendations reflect the con- 
sensus reached at the 1993 EU internation- 
al workshop on women in science (5). This 
meeting focused on the current lack of 
access to decision-making bodies, lack of 
access to top scientific and technical jobs, 
lack of access to research funds, and lack of 
access in terms of entry into scientific and 
technical research. Other problems, such as 
conscious or unconscious prejudice against 
women in scientific and technical research, 
inflexibility in career structures, and diffi- 
culty in finding child care, should not be 
underestimated [see (31. 

In conclusion, achieving equity for 
women in science is a problem that should 
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no longer be ignored either at the national 
or the EU levels. In one sense, it is a 
problem that some member states seem 
unable or unwilling to solve by themselves, 
yet one where pressure to improve the 
situation could be applied at the EU level 
given determination on the part of the 
European Parliament, the Commissioner 
for Research, and the head of the Director- 
ate General for Science, Technology and 
Development (DGXII). The costs of train- 
ing large numbers of women in science and 
technology at the undergraduate and Ph.D. 
levels, as well as in the wide variety of EU 
programs, are a poor investment if women 
are not encouraged to pursue professional 
careers in these fields. Alternatively, initi- 
ating measures to increase both the total 
number and the pool of female scientists 
eligible for top jobs would not only com- 
pensate for a possible decline in the number 
of male researchers by the year 2000 (31) 
but would increase the diversity of the 
scientific workforce and, most importantly, 
raise European competitiveness in science 
and technology. 
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