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balance on public bodies and to allow the
access to public records needed to examine
peer review in the award of grants, fellow-
ships and appointments.

The report says that “old-fashioned”
practices characterize some academic insti-
tutions. “Reliance on patronage, the ‘old boy
network’ and personal invitations to fill
posts cuts across fair and effective employ-
ment procedures,” it says, adding that scien-
tists’ employers tend to be “behind the times
in addressing the life/work balance and need
to modernize”.

ETAN member Agnes Wold, of Göteborg
University in Sweden and the author of a
study on bias in the award of research grants
(see Nature 387, 341–343; 1997), describes
the report as a “milestone”.

“It is very important to show the poor
record of [some] countries,” she says, adding
that women scientists do poorly in countries
well known for equal opportunities. “It has
nothing to do with childcare; scientists have
a special talent — like the military — for
keeping out women.”

Shaping the commission’s sixth Frame-
work research programme (FP6) is another
aim of the report. ETAN wants activities and
support for networks of women in science,
including proposals for ‘Eurogroups’ and for
one-off grants designed to be attractive to
women, but not to exclude men.

“We are asking the commission to
improve the design of FP6,” explains Teresa
Rees, the report’s rapporteur and a social sci-
entist from the University of Cardiff. The
goal, she says, is to make it easier for women
to participate. The report says that the orga-
nization of science gives men an unfair
advantage. 

The group, explains Rees, wants “the
“integration of equal opportunities into
policies, systems, structures, programmes
and ways of thinking and doing”.

“We are proposing a set of strategies
towards changing cultures and organiza-
tions,” adds Rees. “This is a one-off chance to
get it right.” Natasha Loder

Brussels
Under-representation of women and dis-
criminatory, “old-fashioned” employment
practices are undermining efforts to achieve
excellence in European science, according
to a report prepared for the European Com-
mission in Brussels that was presented to
the commission this week.

The report is the first systematic attempt
to gather statistics on European women in
science and to use them in policy recommen-
dations. Compiled by the European Tech-
nology Assessment Network (ETAN), it says
that the number of women in senior scientif-
ic positions remains low, despite the differ-
ent cultures and research systems in the
member states of the European Union.

In virtually all of the states, for example,
women make up less than 15 per cent of full
university professors. Data on membership
of the world’s academies of science reveal
what the report describes as an “extraordi-
nary” and undemocratic picture of the insti-
tutions that shape science policy (see Table 1).

The report also shows that women are
rarely on committees that set science policy.
Some private research organizations, such as
the governors of Britain’s Wellcome Trust
and the scientific advisory board of France’s
Association pour la Recherche sur le Cancer,
have no female members. Nor are there any

women on the board of governors of the
European Commission’s own Joint Research
Centres.

But one of the report’s main complaints is
the lack of adequate statistics on gender in
European organizations and the difficulty of
obtaining data that is comparable across
member states. 

ETAN is optimistic that the report’s offi-
cial handover to research commissioner
Philipe Busquin on Tuesday (23 November),
and its consideration by CREST, the com-
mission’s main research advisory panel, on
Friday will help to maintain the issue’s high
profile in the commission. The report will
then be considered by government officials
involved in promoting women in scientific
research in member states. Social affairs
commissioner Anna Diamantopoulou will
also be present on Tuesday.

Chaired by cell biologist Mary Osborn, of
the Max Planck Institute for Biophysical
Chemistry in Göttingen, ETAN is a group of
experts set up last year by the commission to
look at Europe-wide issues. Osborn hopes
that the report will catalyse discussion 
at member-state level, and that it will result
in a directive requiring employers to keep
gender-disaggregated statistics.

ETAN says that member states should
introduce legal measures to ensure gender

Gender discrimination ‘undermines science’

Table 1 Women members of national scientific academies

Country % No. (total) Society

Turkey 14.6 16 (110) Turkish Academy of Sciences

Iceland 12.3 19 (155) Icelandic Society of Sciences*

Norway 11.1 82 (736) Norwegian Academy of Science and Letters*

Finland 8.0 36 (445) Finnish Academy of Science and Letters*

New Zealand 7.3 19 (259) Royal Society of New Zealand

Ireland 6.4 18 (280) Royal Irish Academy of Science, Polite Literature and Antiquities

Croatia 6.3 9 (142) Croatian Academy of Sciences and Arts

US 6.2 118 (1904) US National Academy of Sciences†

Sweden 5.5 19 (347) Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences

Canada 5.3 48 (899) Academy III (Science) of the Royal Society of Canada

China 5.1 27 (533) Chinese Academy of Science‡

Scotland 4.5 54 (1148) Royal Society of Edinburgh

Austria 4.2 13 (311) Australian Academy of Science

Germany 4.0 56 (1378) All German Academies of Science* § ||

TWAS 3.9 20 (512) Third World Academy of Sciences

France 3.6 5 (139) Académie des Sciences

UK 3.6 43 (1185) Royal Society

Denmark 3.5 5 (143) Royal Danish Academy of Sciences and Letters* ¶

Hungary 3.3 6 (183) Hungarian Academy of Sciences

India 3.1 21 (679) Indian Academy of Science‡

Spain 2.7 9 (336) Royal National Academies of Spain*

Italy 2.6 13 (496) Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei, Rome*

Ukraine 2.6 5 (192) National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine

Poland 2.5 5 (199) Polish Academy of Sciences*

Russia 1.7 10 (600) Russian (formerly USSR) Academy of Sciences#

Japan 0.8 1 (133) Japan Academy

Netherlands 0.4 1 (237) Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences* ¶

Ten largest institutions in bold. * includes science and arts; † includes active and emeritus members; ‡ 1994 figures; § in 1991, head count of five regional
academies, not including Göttingen and Heidelberg: in 1999, head count of the seven regional academies;|| includes foreign and corresponding members; 
¶ only the class of sciences has been counted; # 1998 figures.
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