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End harassment
Sexual harassment is a stain on science — and 
we must all take a stand against it.

The past week has seen an outpouring of online comment on the 
subject of sexual harassment in science and its satellite careers 
such as science journalism and communication. It was prompted 

by allegations against a leading figure in science blogging, Bora Zivkovic, 
who has since resigned as blogs editor with Scientific American (which 
is published by Nature Publishing Group). 

Much of the comment has been from women, a distressingly 
large number of whom have described their own experiences of 
misogyny and prejudice in the workplace. One lesson to be drawn 

High maintenance
The next president of the European Research Council will face the dual challenge of preserving 
the agency’s reputation for excellence while trying to address funding inequalities. 

It is an open secret that French mathematician Jean-Pierre 
Bourguignon, director of the Institute for Advanced Scientific 
Studies in Paris, heads the shortlist of candidates for the next presi-

dent of the European Research Council (ERC).
His expertise in differential geometry might not directly help him 

to handle the delicate, differential politics that are rife in the European 
Union (EU), and the consequent tensions between richer western and 
poorer eastern member states that are the most potent threat to the 
ERC. But his reputation as a strong-minded defender of the value of 
research excellence surely will. Such strength is needed to maintain 
the ERC’s happy status quo.

The ERC is a resounding success story. Founded just six years ago to 
fund highly competitive basic research, it launched itself with an appro-
priately rigorous — some might say remorseless — peer-review system 
to fund the best scientists through its two main grant streams. Its reputa-
tion for scientific excellence was quickly established, with universities 
using the number of their ERC grant recipients as a measure of their own 
status. Winning an ERC grant is an occasion for champagne, for both the 
honour and the cash — grants are worth up to €3.5 million (US$4.8 mil-
lion). Moreover, the ERC is likely to enjoy a significant hike in budget in 
the European Commission’s seven-year Horizon 2020 research-funding 
programme, which launches in January.

The clouds that threaten this sunny landscape are distant. But they 
are there, and the challenge will be to keep them at bay. The problem 
of the gap between rich and poor countries will not disappear any 
time soon. And, not unexpectedly, such inequality is writ large in ERC 
statistics. At one extreme, almost half of all ERC grants are awarded to 
scientists in just three countries: the United Kingdom, Germany and 
France. At the other, barely 2% are awarded in the former communist 
countries that joined the EU after 2004. 

When politicians in eastern Europe look at these statistics, they are 
rightly indignant — but they are wrong to ask the ERC to change. They 
often argue inappropriately for reduced investment in the elite research 
agency, or for a special ERC funding stream to favour their own  
disadvantaged countries. The appropriate response would be to fix the 
problems at home that make their scientists relatively uncompetitive. 
The countries need to make good use of generous EU structural funds 
to improve their national research infrastructure. And they need to 
be more wholehearted in following the EU spirit, laid out in various 
treaties and agreements, of investing more in national science and 
allocating most research money competitively. Once their scientists 
are better placed to compete for ERC grants, the differential will slowly 
be reduced. But politics is notoriously impatient, and accusations of  
political discrimination can be powerful.

The commission is unlikely to reveal the new president’s identity 
formally until Horizon 2020 — currently stalled in tense negotiations 
about the overall EU budget — is signed off towards the end of the year.

The ERC is independent, but needs a strong leader to keep it out 

of the sphere of political influence. That is because it is funded by the 
European Commission, the policies of which are dictated by its politi-
cal masters, the European Parliament and the European Council. The 
more beloved and successful the ERC becomes — as indicated by the 
likely rise in its budget from €7.5 billion now to nearly €12 billion next 
year, or around 17% of the proposed total Horizon 2020 budget — the 
more politicians will squabble over who should benefit from its grants.

The ERC is somewhat sheltered from this squabbling because 
the current leaders of the commission’s 
directorate-general for research and innova-
tion are strong proponents of the ERC. But the 
leadership will be renewed next October, and 
the successors might not be so devoted. In any 
case, the shelter itself can be a double-edged 
sword. If not kept in check, the commission’s 
byzantine accountability rules would throttle 

scientists with red tape. The level of detail required for reporting how 
ERC grant recipients have spent their money is already much too high. 
The new ERC president will have to ensure that this does not worsen.

The president will also have to maintain attention on the ERC 
gender gap. According to the latest statistics, only 25% of its grant 
applicants are women, and their overall success rate is just 8%, com-
pared with 11% for men. The ERC takes many soft measures to try to 
improve this, mostly through information campaigns, and this needs 
to continue. And although the ERC budget has improved gratifyingly, 
with success rates for grant applicants hovering around 10%, it is still 
much too low for its mission. The president will have to lobby for a 
level of funding that allows this success rate to double. That, unlike his 
or her official identity, is no secret at all. ■

“The ERC needs 
a strong leader 
to keep it out 
of the sphere 
of political 
influence.”
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Magnetic map
Chemists present a way to infer the enigmatic 
temperature variations inside a reactor.

Most chemical products start their lives as oil. And most of 
the conversion processes used to turn the black stuff into 
plastics, fuels and the rest rely on catalysts. Given the sen-

sitivity of catalysts and Earth’s dwindling supplies of oil, you might 
think that these reactions would be among the most studied and the 
best understood in the chemist’s cookbook.

Unfortunately not. In fact, for many chemists and chemical engi-
neers — those who work with bucketloads of reactants rather than 
the contents of pipettes — what goes on inside an industrial reactor is 
something of a mystery. It’s a black box. Indeed, when some textbooks 
and academic papers on the subject show flow charts of chemical pro-
cesses, they actually represent the reactor, the beating heart of our 
industrial society, as a black box. If process engineers want to know 
what happens inside — and so how to make it more efficient, safer 
or more environmentally friendly — they measure what comes out, 
compare it with what goes in, and make an educated guess.

As computing power has grown, this educated guesswork has been 
renamed ‘modelling’. Reconstructions of the catalytic processes that 
occur in reactors use complex mathematics to represent the relation-
ship between reactants, products and everything in between. Heat 
transfer, fluid dynamics and surface-reaction kinetics all offer a theo-
retical platform for such models, but, like all models, they rely on 

observations from the real world to make them realistic. Which takes 
us back to the black box and, often, to the most basic of questions — 
just how hot is it in there?

Anyone who has cooked a soufflé will know that the temperature, and 
how it fluctuates inside the oven, has a crucial bearing on the result. They 
know that the temperature selected and that the oven reaches can disa-
gree. And they know that, even with the best temperature circulation, 
cool spots can lurk between lower shelves or above a baking tray. Now 
imagine that your precious pudding relies on the random collisions of a 
fizzing tempest of high-pressure gas and ageing, unpredictable catalysts. 
And that you are being asked to deliver 3,000 puddings an hour.

A reliable temperature map of the guts of a working chemical reac-
tor would be valuable. People have tried to achieve this, most often by 
placing sensors at strategic points. The problem is the age-old paradox 
that the measurement disturbs what is being measured.

On page 537 of this issue, chemists offer a solution. Nanette Jaren-
wattananon at the University of California, Los Angeles, and her 
colleagues describe how they use the magnetic field of an nuclear 
magnetic resonance (NMR) scanner to accurately infer the hot and 
cold spots of a reactor carrying out the hydrogenation of propylene. 
And they report that, under the right conditions, hotter parts of the 
reactor signal narrower peaks on the NMR spectra.

There is a pleasing symmetry here. In the 1970s, NMR was handed 
to biologists and renamed magnetic resonance imaging (MRI). The 
biologists worked out a way to use MRI to sense the temperature 

inside the human body remotely. Now the 
chemists have reclaimed both the tool and the 
function. It is a proof of concept at this stage, 
but it does go some way towards opening that 
mysterious black box. ■

is that language matters: in effect, there is no such thing as ‘casual’ or 
‘low-level’ abuse. And, as the ongoing comments from both men and 
women on social media make clear, the impact of such behaviour on 
women, many of whom are early in their careers, can be pernicious 
and long-lasting. Women can begin to doubt their achievements and 
their abilities. They might question the motives of people who com-
ment on their work. In short, they can lose confidence; when com-
bined with the structural and institutional obstacles that they already 
face, this can make women look elsewhere for job satisfaction. This 
is unacceptable. Science simply cannot afford to lose some of its best 
talent to boorishness. 

A major problem is the widespread tacit acceptance of adolescent 
behaviour. Let us call him Dr Inappropriate: he is the lecturer at the 
conference drinks reception with the wandering hands. (No such 
behaviour has been attributed to Zivkovic.) He is the head of depart-
ment who thanks his female colleague for her excellent presentation 
but suggests that she wears a shorter skirt next time (yes, this really 
happened). Worse, Dr Inappropriate is often the lab head, or an equiv-
alent — a mentor with responsibility and power over the careers of the 
women whom he asks to work late on a project or to join him in a taxi 
home. Sometimes he is a very senior scientist indeed.

Nature acknowledged in an Editorial last year that we have poor 
representation of women among reviewers and authors (see Nature 
491, 495; 2012) — but we pledged to change and have attempted to do 
so, with mixed results that we shall report soon. We have asked others 
to acknowledge their own gender biases, and urged them to do what 
they can to improve the prospects and visibility of women in science.

Our Women in Science special issue this year (see nature.com/
women) offered our most comprehensive and high-profile collection 
of articles on the subject so far. Yet we have not adequately addressed 
the problem of harassment, perhaps because it is difficult to quan-
tify. Officially, the obstacles to women in science are policy issues 
such as availability of childcare and lack of flexible hours. We might 
never know how many are pushed to leave because they are fed up of 

working with Dr Inappropriate. Just as worrying are those women who 
do not make that choice and who find that they must simply endure.

The evidence of the scale and depth of the problem is anecdotal. 
But the anecdotes all point to sexual harassment being a real stain on 
science. Just ask around: every one knows a Dr Inappropriate. (We 
have here emphasized male–female harassment, but female–male and 
same-sex harassment happens too.) 

What is to be done? Most institutions 
already have policies that outlaw harassment 
and bullying. Could and should they be more 
strictly enforced? Yes. This often requires the 
victim to make an official complaint, and 
many are justifiably reluctant to do so, but a 
facility for anonymous whistle-blowing may 

help. A more pragmatic solution is to force Dr Inappropriate to keep 
his hands to himself, and this is where the rest of us can come in. More 
of us must challenge such actions when we see them, publicly if neces-
sary. Too often we accommodate and excuse them: “He doesn’t mean 
it”; “That’s what he’s like after a drink”; “Just make sure you don’t work 
late on your own.” 

There are many behaviours that could be construed as abuse, and 
there are grey zones. Flirting is human nature. Some students marry 
their supervisors. Such considerations argue against glib judgements, 
but must not distract from the central message. 

Here is one category of sexual harassment to focus on: when it repre-
sents an abuse of a professional relationship, particularly one in which 
the abuser has power and the victim feels unable to challenge it as they 
would like. That is wrong, and we should all label it so. We should 
all seek to promote not only appropriate rules, but also a culture of 
active discouragement and prevention of sexual harassment. If you 
are the party with the power, ask yourself: will the recipient of your 
social overtures wonder whether your support for his or her work is 
dependent on how she or he responds? If the answer is yes — or even 
maybe — do not cross that line. ■

“Science simply 
cannot afford 
to lose some of 
its best talent to 
boorishness.”
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