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compared with Denmark at the other
end of the scale with 73.6, taking
second place and superseded only
by Sweden. A high percentage of
women professors in countries such
as Romania, therefore, surely cannot
be directly coupled with the idea that
“helping women benefits research” as
the leadership of DFF suggests. That
Norway is relatively well placed in its
proportion of academic staff at grade
A is a result of Norway having introduced a far less restrictive system for
professorships in contrast to Denmark
whereby highly productive lecturers
can simply apply to be upgraded to
the level of a full professor.

DISCUSSION
All in all we can observe a strong
tendency in Denmark over the past
dozen years for special top-research
programmes solely for women with
the intention of increasing the share
of female lecturers, professors and
research-group leaders. Consequently,
leading trends within modern feminism have moved away from the orig-

inal demand of enlightened feminism
that “no one should suffer discrimination” to discrimination becoming a
necessary tool to achieve a statistical
gender balance.
This begs the question of whether
Scandinavian societies are not developing a new tendency towards the
establishment of parallel cultures,
where women are once again classified as ‘the other’, as a special case that
requires social support.
In terms of the legitimacy of these
programmes, it can be noted firstly,
that the programmes were imposed
from above and furthermore with a
minimum of discussion between the
various views on their validity; and,
secondly, that the public in general,
which includes other research scholars
and students, rejects them. Even at the
higher levels of leadership a resistance
can be detected, as is clear through
the example of Aarhus University.
This is probably the main reason why
Copenhagen and Aarhus universities
have made no effort to have the special women’s programmes renewed in
2014.
If gender representation is allowed

to spread to the special representation
of other interest groups, do we not risk
splintering the enlightenment ideal
that individuals are first and foremost
citizens, and only afterwards have
numerous kinds of special identities?
Society risks becoming fragmented
by special interests in which a group’s
particular characteristics are taken as
the essential difference that the state
must recognise through separate legislation.
For further investigation, I will pose
the question: Are we not on the road
to breaking with society’s fundamental principles of trust (Adam S. Seligman), justice (John Rawls) and meritocracy (John Stuart Mills) if we start
to distribute research resources and
appointments on the basis of gender?
For an analysis of female favouritism
in the light of the philosopher Seligman, the political scientist Rawls and
the analyst of democracy Stuart Mills,
see my forthcoming research article
“From Feminism to Favouritism? –
Gender representation in university
research”, in the journal: Økonomi &
Politik, 2014, vol. 3, pp. 3-23.
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Being a woman is not a
disadvantage anymore…
Until the start of my PhD, I had gone
about my studies without ever stopping to give my gender any kind of
a thought. It never crossed my mind
that being a woman could in any way
alter the course of my professional life.
I knew, of course, that “in the past”
women had had to fight to obtain
equal rights and that a woman
thinking of her own career had not
been a given until relatively recently.
However, in my mind, all of that was
sorted out by now and the differences

between men and women had been
abolished. Growing up, my mother always worked and loved her job, and I
couldn’t help somewhat looking down
on stay-at-home mothers. Why on
earth, would anyone choose to miss
out on learning and putting her skills
and intelligence to the test through
a challenging job? One could therefore say that I grew up with the right
attitude for success; all I believed mattered was performance and ambition.
I thought meritocracy ran the world.
During my Bachelor degree in
Biology at Imperial College London
and again during my Masters degree
at the University of Oxford, I was one

of a majority of women studying to
become potential scientists. This reinforced my optimistic prejudice: “I live
in the 21st century, women can now
do whatever they want and succeed at
it, as well as men”.
Why are women still in such a minority
among the top scientific positions?
It was only when I started my PhD in
Oxford that I started hearing about
the difficulties faced by women trying
to make their careers in science. My
PhD supervisor, Dr Katja Simon was
a young principal investigator and
mother of three, and while working
under her, she made me aware of
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quite a few hicks in my rather naïve assumption that women are completely
equal to men in their potential to succeed professionally (Figure 1).
Without ever being discouraged
from giving it my best go, I came to
understand that there are some very
simple facts that make a career not
just in science, but in any competitive
field, inarguably more difficult for
women than men. Those issues, as
far as I see it, are all linked to biology.
Building a family, which most of us desire at some point in our lives, affects
a woman’s career more than a man’s,
and that remains an unchanged fact,
despite regulations being put in place
forcing men and women to share paternity/maternity leave.
Katja Simon was one of the few
women in her position at the Weatherall Institute of Molecular Medicine to
already have had children by the time
she became a group leader (principal
investigator: PI). Most other women
PIs, postponed having children in
order to first advance in their careers
and secure their positions. While, there
is no right or wrong, the number and
quality of publications being the main
determinants of success in securing
funding and breaks due to maternity
leave(s) inevitably affecting these two
factors, maternity breaks can indirectly
reduce one’s chances of obtaining
grants.
Without dwelling too much on
numbers, one thing is evident no matter where one looks: women, despite
nowadays being in a majority up to
the PhD level, become an increasing
minority the higher one looks. In other
words, there is a severe bottleneck in

the career ladder that results in the
loss of women (Figure 2). And one
cannot help but wonder, whether
this is solely due to a choice made by
women to drop out of their scientific
careers; or whether external factors
make it so increasingly difficult for
women to hold on to their positions
and/or progress in science that it leads
to them feeling compelled to find
alternative career choices. Then again,
one could also ask: Should we really
worry about women being in such a
minority in high-ranking academic
positions? And, won’t this change
slowly on its own? Sadly, it does not
seem to be changing on its own and
as long as the top of the pyramid is a
“men’s club”, the balance isn’t likely to
be tipped by itself.
I do not imagine anybody arguing
against the idea that men and women
bring different ways of thinking and
skills to problem-solving and that it
would actually be to the benefit of all,
if women would participate to every
level of society, a little more than they
do now. I therefore wonder, when
there is such a clear discrepancy in
the number of women that are going
through the higher education system
and the number of women holding
high ranking positions: why aren’t
things being “reformatted” to be more
inclusive of women?
Towards helping women stay in
science: OxFEST, a student society to
encourage women in engineering,
science and technology (http://ox-fest.
org/about/the-society/)
As a result of long tea-time chats
about their experiences as women in

Figure 1. Breakdown of female researchers in Europe. Female researchers as a
percentage of total researchers, 2010 or latest available year. (Source: UIS FACT
SHEET, DECEMBER 2012, No.23; UIS/FS/2012/23)

science, Katja Simon and other young
scientists at the Weatherall Institute
of Molecular Medicine (Figure 3) decided to found a student society for
Females in Engineering, Science and
Technology, also known as “FEST”. The
idea was to create a platform where
issues faced specifically by women in
these areas could be openly discussed,
where awareness to these issues
would be raised and a platform that
women could turn to for help with
their careers in the form of mentorship.
This venture was, to say the least,
successful. The society, now called
Oxford Females in Engineering, Science and Technology “OxFEST”, is
well established among the recurrent
student societies at Oxford University.
New members get recruited every
year at the Fresher’s fair, but members
can also sign up at any event they
attend, as well as attend events as
non-members for a small fee/event.
The type of events held by OxFEST
can be subdivided into 3 types of
events: 1) the speaker series, for which
female scientists from any discipline
are invited to talk about their careers
and their opinions on the gender
imbalance; 2) the CV and other career
workshops; and 3) career fairs, which
take place over a lunch, at which each
participating company has its own table and participants get the chance to
talk to company representatives one
at a time. Finally, and perhaps most
importantly, OxFEST runs a mentorship scheme, for which women scientists are recruited to become mentors
for the society’s members.
The second year of OxFEST’s existence, I was its president and the most
important thing at the time was to
ensure funds for the society to run
on. We therefore approached some
companies to attempt to get them to
sponsor us. Not surprisingly, it wasn’t
difficult to agree on such sponsorships
and we managed to obtain funds from
IBM and GSK. It would seem that not
getting enough women applying for
jobs in the areas of science, technology and engineering is a rather common problem encountered by companies, which are trying to increase
the numbers of women among their
employees.
As you can imagine, our male colleagues got to hear a lot about FEST
while it was being set in motion. To
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Figure 2. Proportions of men and women at various stages of a typical academic
career. EU-25, 1999 and 2003. Original source: European Commission: Eurostat-WIS database 2003. Countries include: Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, the Czech
Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland,
Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom. (Source: Science, Technology and Gender: An International Report. UNESCO 2007.)

start off with, most of them had a
little disdain towards this enterprise
and thought it rather unnecessary;
they labeled us as a bit of a “feminist”
group – and needless to say, that is
really something one does not want to
be known as nowadays. However, as
the first events took place, a surprising
number of men attended them. Indeed, nothing we did was focused on
women, the society was primarily an
overall career development platform.
Yet, attending these events and hearing about the difficulties women face
with balancing family life and work
did make these men aware of the current hurdles towards keeping talented
women in scientific careers.
Overall, I think we did a wonderful
thing starting such a society at the University of Oxford and societies like OxFEST exist elsewhere and are becoming
more widespread (For similar sites look
at: http://ox-fest.org/resources/ and
http://findingada.com/about/our-mission/), however this is only the groundwork; for things to start changing -time
will certainly help a little- the conditions
and the structure of scientific careers
need to become more woman-friendly.
Oxford to Copenhagen: from “the
gender imbalance in science exists”
– to – “there is no problem here”
Denmark, alongside the rest of Scandinavia, is known as a country of gender
equality and fantastic work-life balance.
And, not surprisingly, that was one of
the reasons for me to come work in

Denmark and I was not alone at that, as
it is often seen that researchers come
to Denmark to start a family. It really
is a great place for doing academic research: the pay is better than in many
other European countries, funding is
relatively easy to come by and work-life
balance is indeed important for most
employers, allowing a greater degree
of flexibility for everybody. One would
therefore expect, with these lovely work
conditions and over-the-top focus on
gender equality (http://forside.kvinfo.
dk/) that the gender imbalance in scientific positions would be nonexistent
in Denmark. Well, sadly, that is not the
case. The gender imbalance in scientific
and academic positions is as prominent
in Denmark as in any other European
country.
Despite the gender imbalance being
overall comparable between Denmark
and the UK, there are major differences
between these two countries. In Denmark, having a baby during one’s PhD is
more than feasible and not having one
at the postdoc level is rather unusual.
In the UK, either of these instances are
hard to come by and I hear from other
research institutes in non-Scandinavian
European countries that some labs pride
themselves of being so hard-working
that“no woman has ever been pregnant
while working here”. From what I’ve
seen so far, the career break required
for having a baby seems to be overall
much better tolerated in Denmark than
in the UK. Therefore, despite it being
more acceptable to take such breaks

and family life being highly respected by
the work place, something still leads to
women leaving science.
Today, working in Copenhagen and
discussing gender equality with my
female colleagues, I hear from a lot of
them that they firmly believe that there
are no differences between men and
women in terms of their likelihood to
succeed in a research/scientific career
in Denmark. In fact, they seem rather
reluctant to acknowledge the persisting
gender inequalities, due to, what I interpret, as a fear of sounding like feminists.
This is an attitude towards the issue
of women in science I had not met in the
UK. Some women were, of course, not
interested in discussing the issue or had
no opinions about it; yet in Denmark, it
is a more active denial of any problem
existing at all. While I agree that aggressive feminism will not serve any good
in ensuring a better gender balance in
scientific disciplines, denial is not the

Figure 3.The Weatherall Institute of
Molecular Medicine, University of Oxford. (Source: http://www.imm.ox.ac.
uk/about)
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way either (see Emma Watson’s UN
speech: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=p-iFl4qhBsE).
My current supervisor Marja Jäättelä, an extremely successful woman
in science, when we first discussed this
issue said she couldn’t really see the
problem anymore. To her, being the
only woman among men had sometimes even felt like an advantage; her
experience in the world of science was
never hindered by her gender. However, about a year ago, she was invited
to give a talk about Women in Science
and therefore looked up statistics
about how many academic positions
are held by men and women, and I
remember the look of shock on her
face when she walked into my office
saying: “There actually is a problem!”.
We then discussed what that could
be due to, and none of us could come
up with a satisfying explanation.
Instead, we got distracted watching
funny sketches about a scenario
where women hold all the leadership
positions (in Danish): “I Hegnet – De
lede ledere. Kønskvoter”: https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=dlKVMDM1xUA and “I Hegnet – De lede ledere.
Løn”: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=kPkNr6xYDYA. The fact that
we found these sketches so absurd
and hilarious highlights that the world
is still full of social gender prejudices;
and these will probably never disappear and perhaps do not need to dis-

appear for women to stay in science,
engineering and technology.
If positive discrimination towards
women is likely not the best
approach; how, then, can gender
balance be achieved?
From the speaker series we ran at OxFEST, almost all our speakers mentioned
as an essential factor in their professional success their choice of partner.
We repeatedly heard how essential
having a supportive and available partner, willing to share the responsibility
for family duties, is for a woman’s professional success. But, besides teaching
young women to choose their partners
wisely, what else can really be done?
Positive discrimination of women,
in terms of having to fulfill certain
quota of women in work places and
having pools of money to be distributed primarily among women are, as
far as I’m aware, the only real attempts
to correct the gender imbalance.
But, how do these really help? My
boyfriend and I have this eternal discussion: while I still can’t make up my
mind regarding how else the gender
imbalance can be restored, he is firmly
against such special treatments for
women and he posted the following
article on my wall: http://politiken.
dk/debat/profiler/mikkelandersson/
ECE2177399/skal-kvinder-i-specialklasse/.
Much to my surprise, quite a number

of friends, like me women scientists,
liked this link. It would therefore really
seem that this is not the best approach:
men will end up having more prejudices
of women and never respect those that
make it to leadership positions, and
women will always wonder whether
they made it there because of their gender. I do not have any definite answers,
but for a long time I had not really seen
this positive discrimination as such a
negative thing, as I could see that this
was a necessary step to actively tilt the
balance so that the balance can then be
maintained by itself. In a men’s club,
how will women otherwise, ever make
it in? And, currently, there seems to be
some level of negative discrimination of
women in science. For example, as you
probably all know, whether the exact
same grant is authored by “John” or
“Jenny” actually makes a big difference.
Women simply do not secure as many,
nor as large grants, as men do.
To conclude, without closing on the
issue, I believe that women need to
become as aware as possible of the
problem, they need to learn to be more
self-confident and for this a mentoring
scheme would be extremely beneficial,
they need to learn to demand things,
demand and expect everything, because deep-down, when a problem
comes up, rather than run away from
it, we need to ask for what’s needed to
solve it.
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As proponents of a more balanced
proportion of men and women in the
natural sciences in Denmark, it is easy
to be seen as overreacting crybabies
who have nothing to complain about,
and who really just want favoritism in
the name of equal rights. Because, as

we all know, Denmark is at the forefront
of equal opportunities. Wrong. Quite
wrong, and probably more than most
people are aware of. The purpose of this
short piece is to put the gender statistics
in the natural sciences in Denmark into a
global/European perspective. The data

presented will illustrate that Denmark
lags behind the European average in
essentially all the ways one can categorize the representation of women in
the natural sciences. In addition, we will
highlight some of the current numbers
specifically from Denmark, on, e.g.,

