
Janet Welsh Brown of the Office of Opportunities in 
Science, American Association for the Advancement of 
Science, discusses a recent study which suggests that op
portunities for women scientists are not yet equal to those 
of their male colleagues. 

WoMEN students and women scientists still receive the 
persistent message from much of society and from many of 
their professors that they do not belong in science. In an 
intensive study of 120 men and women who received their 
PhDs in the past six years, the majority said that women 
scientists are treated differently from men-that their work 
is not taken seriously, their achievements down-graded, 
their commitment to science always in doubt. The cumula
tive message may be subtle but it is destructive to women's 
achievement and self-confidence and it is reflected in lower 
status, rewards and opportunities. 

The study was conducted by the American Association 
for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) to investigate the 
participation of women in scientific research. The National 
Science Foundation supports the AAAS's work which 
focuses attention on the status of women in science and 
advises the Foundation on policies and programmes it 
should adopt. 
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Fig. 1 Perc_entage of doctorates in science and engineering 
awarded to women by decade (1920s-1970s). Source: NAS. 
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The goals of the broader AAAS programmes on 
'opportunities in science', are to achieve equal access to 
science education and science careers for all able people. 
Women, persons of minority status and those with physical 
handicaps are groups that are seriously under-represented 
in science though together they constitute the clear 
majority of the American population. 

The 120 women and men in the study detaiLed the ways 
in which women are denied models and mentors, excluded 
from informal professional networks and are sometimes the 
subjects of improper sexual advances by men in positions 
of authority over their professional futures. Like women in 
other fields, they are being hit with a 'backlash' without 
ever having experienced the 'frontlash' and their accom
plishments are often denigrated by the assumption that they 
only got their positions through 'reverse discrimination'. 

At the AAAS we seek equal opportunity not only as a 
matter of civil rights and human and economic justice but 
also out of concern that the nation fully utilise its scientific 
and technical talent. As Senator Kennedy puts it: 

The virtual exclusion of women from careers in science and 
engineering is contrary to our national commitment to equal 
employment opportunity and weakens our nation's scientific 
research effort, which needs all the talent the nation can master. 
To bring about the needed changes, we will need the full co
operation of the scientific community, our academic institutions, 
public and private employers, and the federal government. 
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Fig. 2 Percentage of unemployed doctoral scientists and 
engineers by age (1975) . Source: NSF, NASI NCR, USDL. 
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To this end the AAAS programme seeks to increase the 
proportion of women in the sciences, to improve the 
visibility and status of those women already working in the 
sciences, and to move more of them into positions of in
fluence and policy-making*. We try to do this within our 
own organisation of 125,000 members, among our 284 
affiliated scientific societies, and in the world where scientists 
work. Within the AAAS we have sought to have women 
serving on all the governing bodies and functioning com
mittees, and on the Association staff, and to increase their 
visibility through participation in the AAAS Annual Meet
ing. We share these activities with affiliated societies,** and 
with them attempt to make an impact on hiring and pro
motion in the universities and on the policies of the federal 
agencies that fund scientific research and education. 

Occasionally, we provide information on request to Con
gressional staff and sometimes testify at Congressional hear
ings, but for the most part we work in a collegial way with 
the scientists (mostly male) who run the federal science 
establishment. There is wide variation in their interest and 
commitment to equal opportunity, but most of them are 
accessible to the public. We use a combination of informa
tion, technical assistance and pressure depending on the 
particular situation and our own resources. Washington is 
a very communicative town, and a well informed network 
of feminist professionals widely distributed through the 
establishment is perhaps the women's greatest resource. 
Information travels fast. 

Our concern is for women in all the natural and social 
sciences, but we are concerned most of all about the fields 
in which the sex-ratios are most lop-sided, that is, in the 
physical sciences and engineering. Figure I shows graphi
cally what those fields are. In so far as PhD production is a 
barometer, this graph also illustrates exactly what is happen
ing for women in science: marked improvement since the 
1950s has in the mid-1970s matched the women's record of 
the 1920s! In most fields, the enrollment patterns of women 
tend to parallel those of the men regardless of efforts to 
increase female enrollment in the sciences at the university 
level. There are still prestigious university departments, like 
the University of California at Berkeley, where in a faculty 
of fifty chemists there is not a single woman. 

*The goals for minority and physically handicapped persons are 
the same, though some of the specifics of the programmes may 
dif}er. 
**These include the two major national organisations for women 
scientists: the fifty-year-old Graduate Women in Science (Sigma 
Delta Epsilon) and the seven-year-old, rapidly growing Associ
ation for Women in Science. 
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Fig. 3 (above) Proportion of women among scientists and 
engineers employed in colleges and universities by field 

(1974-77). Source: NSF. 

Fig. 4 (right) Median annual salaries of doctoral scientists and 
engineers by sex and age 1973 and 1975. Source: NAS. 

(All figures compiled by Betty Vetter, Scientific Manpower 
Commission, Washington DC). 
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Though more women are being hired at the lower faculty 
levels than was true a few years ago in the post-secondary 
institutions, the salary gap between men and women has 
actually widened in the past two years. Heavily tenured 
faculties, declining enrollments and severe financial pres
sures restrict university opportunities for the young, both 
male and female, in science as in other areas, just at a time 
when the proportion of women scientists is growing. They 
live with the harrowing reality that they are in what is 
likened to a revolving door which will put many of them 
out in the street before their careers have barely begun. 

There are some signs of improvement, however, and if 
the universities were not under such financial pressures, 
some of the improvement might even show up statistically. 
The proportions of women receiving PhDs in the sciences 
can be expected to continue its slow but steady increase. 
Industry, which has employed few women scientists in the 
past, is now welcoming them, at least at entry level. The 
private sector has a long way to go but is taking affirmative 
action seriously, especially since the example of some very 
expensive law suits. There is genuine opportunity in this 
area if women scientists will take advantage of it. The 
women in our study sample who work in industry were well 
pleased with their positions. 

Affirmative action has certainly opened up the recruit
ment process to some degree. In agencies like the National 
Institutes of Health which keep track of research applicants 
and awards by sex, the success rate of women applicants for 
research grants equals the men's, though the women do not 
apply in proportion to their numbers-probably because 
they are not employed in research institutions in proportion 
to their numbers. Admission to graduate schools is probably 
sex-fair at most institutions these days, and the most blatant 
kind of discriminatory statements and behaviour ("I 
wouldn't ever have a woman in my lab!") is on the decline. 

Although very real problems remain and should not be 
underestimated, I am on the whole optimistic. The most 
encouraging sign is that the scientific community is facing 
up to the inequities within it. There is good will and deter
mination in many universities and professional societies and 
in some federal agencies. Senator Edward Kennedy, who is 
a power to be reckoned with in national science matters, 
recently introduced a bill on women in science, meant to 
make a broad attack on the problems. Such signs of 
national awareness and leadership augur well, if women and 
their allies can only maintain the pressure long enough to 
change those deeply ingrained unscientific attitudes and 
behaviours. 0 
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