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Abstract 

In May 2024, the Women in Evolutionary Biology Workshop was held at the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Biology. The event served 
as a platform for researchers to present their scientific work and to reflect on challenges that can arise for women in academic environments. 
The program featured scientific talks and poster sessions, alongside discussion forums focused on advancing equity and improving working 
conditions in academia. In this manuscript, we provide an overview of the workshop and highlight key themes that emerged from the discussions. 
These included under-representation in leadership roles, implicit bias, structural inequalit y, intersectionalit y, workplace culture, and the impact 
of parenthood on academic careers. By situating these insights within the broader scholarly literature, we identify recurring structural patterns 
across institutions and disciplines. We also offer actionable strategies to inform efforts toward a more supportive academic culture. The workshop 
discussions emphasized how power imbalances and distorted assumptions about meritocracy can contribute to unequal access to opportunities, 
with intersectional factors—such as race, class, and cultural background—further shaping these dynamics. This manuscript highlights the value 
of events like this one and contributes to ongoing conversations around equity and inclusion in science by capturing and contextualizing the 
experiences and reflections shared during the workshop. 
Keywords: evolutionary biology, gender equality, intersectionality, inclusion in science 
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Introduction 

Science is a human endeavor, embedded within society and 

reflecting its broader challenges. Gender inequality within 

academia arises from a complex interplay of societal fac- 
tors, such as systemic biases, cultural norms, institutional 
practices, and social expectations ( Harding, 1986 ; Podreka 
et al., 2024 ), that have been shaped by centuries of under- 
representation ( Harding, 1986 ; Orr, 2015 ; Wellenreuther 
& Otto, 2016 ). Collective efforts toward gender equal- 
ity over the past decades have helped narrow the gap be- 
tween the number of women and men pursuing science de- 
grees, enabling greater representation of women in tradition- 
ally male-dominated scientific fields ( England & Li, 2006 ; 
Holman et al., 2018 ). However, barriers to the full partici- 
pation and recognition of women in science persist and are 
often reinforced by the hierarchical structure of academia,
with intersecting identities further shaping how these bar- 
riers are experienced ( Moss-Racusin et al., 2012 ; Podreka 
et al., 2024 ). 

Even in fields with gender parity at undergraduate and 

graduate levels, the proportion of women declines as one 
moves up the academic or professional hierarchy, with very 
few reaching senior positions ( Clark Blickenstaff, 2005 ; 
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quality in academia continues to evolve, it is crucial to rec-
gnize and address the deep-rooted and multifaceted struc- 
ural issues that hinder women’s advancement despite po- 
ential initial parity in early education. 

Gender disparities in academia manifest not only in the 
epresentation of women but also in the recognition and 

mpact of their work. One key issue is the lower visibil-
ty of women’s contributions compared to those of their 
ale peers ( Vásárhelyi et al., 2021 ). Research indicates 

hat, while scientific impact and professional networks con- 
ribute significantly to career success, these factors do not 
ave the same effect for female scientists ( Vásárhelyi et al.,
021 ). These disparities are also evident in scientific events,
here women remain under-represented ( Isbell et al., 2012 ; 
artin, 2014 ), not only as attendees but even more impor-

antly as invited speakers ( Débarre et al., 2018 ; Isbell et al.,
012 ; Klein et al., 2017 ; Schroeder et al., 2013 ). This is par-
icularly concerning, as such events play a crucial role within 

he academic ecosystem by facilitating knowledge exchange,
ncreasing professional visibility, and fostering international 
ollaborations—all of which are essential for career progres- 
ion ( Corpas et al., 2008 ; Kyvik & Larsen, 1994 ). 
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To address this problem, conference organizers play
n important role in promoting equality at scientific
vents ( Nittrouer et al., 2018 ). Research shows that the
roportion of female invited speakers increases when
omen are part of organizing committees, and when gen-
er equity is intentionally prioritized ( Casadevall, 2015 ;
ébarre et al., 2018 ; Lupon et al., 2021 ; Sardelis & Drew,
016 ). Thus, implementing policies that promote equal op-
ortunities is crucial for ensuring fairness in participation
nd fostering a more inclusive academic culture ( Martin,
014 ). Encouraging female scientists to take on organizing
oles not only amplifies their voices but also equips them
ith essential leadership, teamwork, and financial man-
gement skills, all of which are critical for academic suc-
ess ( Corpas et al., 2008 ). 

In response to these persistent issues, the Women in Evo-
utionary Biology Workshop was organized to provide a
latform for women in the field to share their research and
eflect upon the challenges they face in academic environ-
ents. This article presents a description of the workshop

nd the main themes that emerged during the discussion ses-
ions, including under-representation in leadership, implicit
ias and intersectionality. For each theme, we examine the
ore issues, potential ways forward, and expected challenges.
 brief summary is presented in Table 2 . 
Although these topics are well documented in the litera-

ure, their recurrence in the workshop’s discussions, raised
gain by a new cohort of researchers across multiple ca-
eer stages, highlights their persistent impact and the con-
inued urgency of addressing them. Therefore, this article
ontributes to ongoing conversations about equity and in-
lusion in science by serving as a resource for individu-
ls, particularly within evolutionary biology, who are com-
itted to fostering a more supportive academic culture. It

lso highlights the value of such events as opportunities for
eflection and for building momentum toward meaningful
hange. 

orkshop summary 

he workshop took place from May 14 to 16, 2024 and was
rganized by female doctoral and postdoctoral researchers
ith the support of a principal investigator. It was funded
y the Scientific Workshop Program of the Max Planck In-
titute for Evolutionary Biology. Participation was free of
harge, but due to limited venue capacity, attendees were
elected through a competitive abstract review to ensure a
igh-quality scientific program. A total of 54 individuals par-
icipated for the full workshop. To accommodate broader in-
erest, the keynote talks and poster sessions were also opened
o researchers at the hosting institution. 

The program included keynote lectures, contributed talks,
oster sessions, and small-group discussion forums. Fe-
ale group leaders from the Max Planck Institute for
volutionary Biology additionally introduced their research

n short presentations. To address the persistent under-
epresentation of women in invited speaker lineups ( Débarre
t al., 2018 ; Schroeder et al., 2013 ; Wellenreuther & Otto,
016 ), the organizers invited only women as keynote speak-
rs. These were: Professor Dr Ayari Fuentes-Hernandez
UNAM, Mexico), Professor Dr Bibiana Rojas (University of
eterinary Medicine, Austria), Professor Dr Deepa Agashe

NCBS, India), Professor Dr Katarína Bodová (Comenius
niversity, Slovakia), Professor Dr Miriam Liedvogel (Insti-
ute of Avian Research, Germany), and Professor Dr Rose-
ary Grant (Princeton University, US). A particular high-

ight of the workshop was the mentoring talk by Professor
r Rosemary Grant, who shared personal insights and guid-
nce on building a successful academic career. She also of-
ered broader reflections on the event, discussing challenges
nd opportunities for advancing equity in science (see Box
 ). 
A key goal of the workshop was to facilitate discussion

n factors shaping the professional and personal develop-
ent of female scientists. The keynote speakers moderated

mall-group sessions focusing on strategies to advance eq-
ity in academia. These conversations highlighted recurring
oncerns, which the organizers synthesized into five main
hemes, explored in detail in the section “Discussion.” A
ode of conduct, shared in advance and described to all par-
icipants at the outset of the workshop, helped create a wel-
oming and respectful environment that supported open di-
logue and collaborative problem-solving. 
After the workshop, participants were invited to com-

lete an online survey about demographics, affiliations,
nd research fields. Of the 54 attendees, 32 responded.
hey represented 17 nationalities ( Figure 1 ), and most were
arly-career researchers across evolutionary genetics, ecol-
gy, theoretical biology, and molecular evolution ( Table 1 ).
hile the majority were based in Germany, the work-

hop also included participants affiliated with institutions
n South Africa, the US, and India. Even among those cur-
ently in Germany, international backgrounds were highly
iverse. 
Of the 32 survey respondents, 31 identified as women and

ne as a man. Although workshop registration was open to
ll genders, the audience was predominantly female, reflect-
ng broader trends of lower male engagement with gender-
elated topics ( Höhmann, 2025 ; Kozlowski et al., 2022 ). Fu-
ure initiatives could aim to encourage participation from
ndividuals of all genders, emphasizing the shared responsi-
ility to advance equity in academia. 
The strong female turnout also highlights the importance

f creating spaces where women feel represented and sup-
orted. Research shows that in mixed-gender academic set-
ings, women often face challenges such as lower visibility,
educed participation in Q&A sessions, and greater likeli-
ood of presenting posters rather than talks ( Hinsley et al.,
017 ; Pritchard et al., 2014 ). 

iscussion sessions 

e summarize in the following sections five major themes
hat emerged during the discussion forums of the workshop
see Table 2 for a summary). We contextualize these themes
ithin the broader scholarly literature on gender equity to
raw attention to recurring patterns across institutions and
isciplines. Our aim is to share these themes with the sci-
ntific community and raise awareness of the current chal-
enges faced by female scientists, without claiming to present
n exhaustive account. 

nder-representation in leadership roles 

 recurring issue discussed was the under-representation
f women in leadership roles, a challenge that has been
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Figure 1. Map representing the nationality of attendees who completed the survey. Country of origin of at least one participant is highlighted by darker 
shade. 

Table 1. Distribution of academic positions and countries of affiliation of 
survey respondents. 

Academic position Count Location Count 

Doctoral researchers 10 Germany 23 
Postdoctoral researchers 7 France 2 
Research group leader 6 India 1 
Master’s student 3 Austria 1 
Assistant professor 3 US 1 
Max Planck director 1 Mexico 1 
Researcher (part time) 1 South Africa 1 
Research assistant 1 Slovakia 1 

Portugal 1 
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well-documented in academic research. Huang et al. ( 2020 ) 
demonstrate that most women in academia remain in lower- 
level positions, facing persistent barriers to access leader- 
ship and influential roles. This under-representation limits 
women’s ability to shape institutional priorities and poli- 
cies that address gender disparities, reinforcing a significant 
power imbalance. It also perpetuates the “leaky pipeline”
phenomenon, in which women leave academic careers at 
higher rates than their male counterparts ( Shaw & Stanton,
2012 ). It should be noted, however, that while the “leaky 
pipeline” metaphor describes broad patterns of attrition, it 
oversimplifies academic pathways by assuming a single, lin- 
ear progression. A growing body of work therefore argues 
that efforts should shift from merely keeping women in the 
pipeline to addressing the institutional and sociocultural bar- 
riers that shape academic careers in ways the metaphor can- 
not capture ( Cannady et al., 2014 ; Clark Blickenstaff, 2005 ; 
Grein, 2017 ), as it is further examined in the sections that 
follow. 

These structural dynamics are closely linked to the per- 
sistent scarcity of women in leadership positions, which 

has tangible consequences for aspiring female researchers,
ost notably by depriving them of visible role models who
an inspire them to pursue and persist in science as a ca-
eer path. More broadly, under-representation in leader- 
hip is not limited to gender, it also affects other groups
arginalized by systemic biases (see the section “Intersec- 

ionality”) ( Fox Tree & Vaid, 2022 ). Many participants em-
hasized that representation at all levels of academia plays 
 critical role in fostering a sense of belonging and vali-
ation, which in turn boosts job engagement and satisfac- 
ion. Beyond representation, mentorship—regardless of the 
entor’s identity—was identified as a key factor in creating 
 supportive academic environment. Effective mentors pro- 
ide guidance, motivation, and inspiration while also facil- 
tating networking opportunities, all of which are essential 
or the success and professional development of early-career 
esearchers. 

However, senior female scientists noted that even when 

omen do ascend to leadership positions, they often face 
he risk of tokenism by being disproportionately burdened 

ith administrative duties and service tasks. With commit- 
ees seeking more female representation than exists in the 
ool, women frequently carry heavier workloads than men,
aking it difficult to balance their leadership responsibilities 
hile also serving as the “de facto” role model for others—
ressure that can lead to burnout and exhaustion. To mit- 

gate these challenges, achieving a critical mass of women 

rom diverse backgrounds in leadership positions is essen- 
ial. A greater representation of women in these roles pro-
otes an equitable distribution of responsibilities and helps 
revent feelings of isolation ( Nielsen et al., 2017 ). 
Conversely, younger female researchers cautioned against 

he “Queen Bee” effect. This occurs when senior women,
nfluenced by the deeply ingrained male-dominated cul- 
ure of academia, fail to support their junior peers. In-
tead of promoting solidarity and mentorship, some may 
dopt behaviors that reinforce existing barriers for early- 
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Table 2. Common overarching themes on gender equity, their consequences, potential ways forward, and expected challenges. 

Theme Consequences Potential ways forward Expected challenges 

Under-representation of women 
in leadership roles 

Power imbalance. Limited 
impact on decision-making. 
Lack of visible role models 

Clear promotion criteria. 
Intentional representation of 
women in leadership roles. 
Mentorship programs. Tackle 
the “leaky pipeline” (Cannady 
et al., 2014 ) 

Individual and collective biases. 
Risk of tokenism. Institutional 
inertia 

Hostile and antagonistic work 
environments 

Covert and overt 
discrimination, or harassment 
potentially contributing to 
frustration, stress, exhaustion, 
anxiety, and depression 

Empower women to voice 
experiences. Promote inclusive 
workplace culture. Clear 
policies against harassment and 
discrimination 

Gender-related social norms. 
Fear and experience of 
retaliation. Lack of institutional 
support 

Implicit bias and gender 
inequality 

Unequal evaluation of 
performance leading to a 
negative impact on women’s 
professional advancement. 
“Matilda Effect” ( Rossiter,
1993 ) 

Implicit bias awareness and 
training. Blind evaluation 
processes 

Gender-related societal roles. 
Resistance to acknowledging 
bias. Institutional inertia 

Intersectionality Inequities in education, 
mentorship and access. 
Discrimination. Lack of 
representation 

Equitable merit-based 
assessment criteria. 
Scholarships and financial aid. 
Mentorship networks 

Political polarization. Implicit 
and explicit bias. Limited 
resources. Institutional inertia 

Family and parenthood in 
academia 

Parenthood viewed as a threat 
to productivity. Limited 
participation in professional 
development activities 

Effective dual-career programs. 
Flexible work policies. Access 
to childcare facilities. Equal 
maternity and parental leave. 
Equitable distribution of 
caregiving responsibilities 

Lack of institutional support. 
Limited allocation of resources 
to support families. Academia’s 
incentive structure 
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areer women ( Derks et al., 2016 ; Faniko et al., 2021 ).
his underlines the importance of building solidarity across
areer stages, creating a more inclusive and equitable
cademic environment where young researchers can also
hrive. 

ork environment 

nwelcoming work environments were identified by par-
icipants as significant contributors to the higher dropout
ates among women in science and in turn to their
nder-representation in leadership roles. Covert and overt
ender discrimination, including microaggressions, were fre-
uently cited throughout the discussion sessions as sources
f indignation, frustration, and stress. Examples included be-

ng constantly interrupted during discussions, receiving con-
escending explanations about their own areas of expertise,
nd not being taken seriously as scientists. Many partici-
ants expressed exhaustion from repeatedly facing such be-
avior. 
Isolation in male-dominated departments was also re-

orted, with some participants describing feelings of anx-
ety. This was often linked to the scarcity of both formal
nd informal workplace networks for women, which can
urther reinforce gender imbalance in science ( Kemelgor &
tzkowitz, 2001 ). 
Unsolicited comments about physical appearance and ex-

eriences of sexual harassment were also shared, with field-
ork being a particularly problematic environment. This

ligns with findings from Clancy et al. ( 2014 ), which high-
ighted that female scientists are disproportionately likely to
xperience harassment during fieldwork. Despite the preva-
ence of these issues, many participants expressed a reluc-
ance to speak out, fearing personal and professional reper-
ussions. 
To address these concerns, participants suggested empow-
ring women to voice their experiences. Scientific meetings
romoting gender equality, such as this workshop, were
ighlighted as vital for promoting a safe and inclusive aca-
emic community. Participants also underscored the critical
ole of representation in leadership positions in providing
upport and advocating for systemic change ( Settles et al.,
006 ). Group leaders, regardless of gender, were recognized
s pivotal in creating inclusive and respectful environments
n research groups, where achieving a critical mass of women
as emphasized to avoid marginalization ( Nielsen et al.,
017 ). 

mplicit bias and gender inequality 

articipants also identified implicit biases as a significant
actor contributing to the under-representation of women
n leadership roles. Traits such as confidence, independence,
nd ambition are often perceived as essential for leader-
hip when exhibited by men but are viewed as inappro-
riate or unfitting when displayed by women. These biases
reate a mismatch between societal expectations and the
ualities needed for success, historically undermining per-
eptions of women’s competence and intellectual ability in
cience ( Wellenreuther & Otto, 2016 ). 

Implicit biases also have a profound negative impact on
omen’s professional advancement. Research shows that
omen are often underestimated and held to higher stan-
ards than their male counterparts ( Card et al., 2020 ;
ofstra et al., 2020 ). During the discussion forums, partic-

pants highlighted the difficulty of setting realistic expecta-
ions and maintaining self-confidence in a system that re-
uires women to continually prove their worth. For instance,
ontributions by female authors are less likely to be rec-
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Table 3. References expanding the discussion on intersectionality. 

Topic References 

Race/ethnicity Bourabain ( 2021 ), Gutierrez et al. 
( 2012 ) 

Nationality Johansson and Śliwa ( 2014 ), 
Striebing et al. ( 2023 ) 

Class Crew ( 2020 ), Morgan et al. ( 2022 ) 
Sexual orientation Bilimoria and Stewart ( 2009 ), Taylor 

( 2020 ) 
Disabilities Brown and Leigh ( 2018 ), Brown and 

Leigh ( 2020 ) 
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ognized within academia’s reward system—a phenomenon 

known as the Matilda Effect ( Rossiter, 1993 ). A prominent 
example is Rosalind Franklin, whose critical contributions 
to the discovery of DNA’s structure were overlooked by her 
peers and the scientific community ( Orr, 2015 ). Even today,
women’s contributions are systematically less likely to be ac- 
knowledged through authorship on articles and patents, and 

their work tends to be cited less often ( Caplar et al., 2017 ; 
Dion et al., 2018 ; Dworkin et al., 2020 ; Ross et al., 2022 ; 
Stavrova et al., 2025 ). In addition, women are also less likely 
to be awarded prestigious grants, or to be honored with ma- 
jor scientific awards ( Lincoln et al., 2012 ; Van der Lee & 

Ellemers, 2015 ). 
To address these challenges, participants emphasized the 

importance of building strong support networks to bolster 
confidence and resilience, as well as fostering healthy coping 
mechanisms to manage setbacks. Moreover, biases persist in 

hiring practices and evaluation panels, where both men and 

women undervalue female candidates ( Reuben et al., 2014 ).
To this end participants also highlighted the importance of 
training committees—often composed of senior scientists—
to recognize and address implicit biases. These were identi- 
fied as key steps toward promoting diversity and the under- 
standing of varied cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds.

Intersectionality 

Gender-based challenges in science are often compounded 

by factors such as race, class, sexual orientation, and other 
intersecting identities ( Collins & Bilge, 2020 ; Kozlowski 
et al., 2022 ). This concept, known as intersectionality, high- 
lights how overlapping identities can create unique experi- 
ences of privilege or oppression ( Crenshaw, 1991 ; Harding,
1986 ). Consequently, not all women in science face the 
same barriers, underscoring the importance of considering 
how various aspects of identity shape individual experi- 
ences across different contexts. While an exhaustive discus- 
sion of intersectionality lies beyond the scope of this pa- 
per, we draw on recurring challenges raised in the work- 
shop to illustrate how overlapping identities influence expe- 
riences in academia. For further reading on intersectionality,
see Table 3 . 

One such factor is socioeconomic background. For in- 
stance, studies show that generational wealth, particu- 
larly linked to parental educational attainment, correlates 
strongly with academic success ( Morgan et al., 2022 ). So- 
cioeconomic background is often linked with ethnicity and 

race, which determines who is able to access higher edu- 
cation, further exacerbating inequalities ( Kozlowski et al.,
2022 ). These disparities are not merely statistical, they man- 
fest in real-world challenges such as experiences of discrim- 
nation, lack of representation, and limited access to oppor- 
unities, which hinder career progression and alienate indi- 
iduals from the academic community. 
In addition, cultural and national contexts significantly af- 

ect women’s experiences in science. Some participants re- 
orted that due to cultural norms in their countries fewer
amily resources are allocated to women’s education. Oth- 
rs described intense social pressure to marry and have chil- 
ren rather than pursue professional careers, with some dis- 
ouraged explicitly from entering science because it is per- 
eived as a “man’s job.” Additionally, mobility expectations 
n academia pose unique challenges for women from certain 

ultural backgrounds, as well as for those facing financial 
arriers or disabilities. Some participants noted that leav- 

ng their home countries required male guardian approval,
reating significant obstacles to international opportunities.
imited financial resources and inadequate support for re- 
earchers with disabilities may further restrict women’s abil- 
ty to pursue an international academic career. 

To address these multifaceted disparities, participants 
tressed the importance of evaluating scientific achievements 
ithin the context of an individual’s available social, cul- 

ural, and financial capital. A proper meritocratic system 

ust ensure that evaluation processes do not unintention- 
lly favor those with privileged backgrounds, e.g., through 

iased recruitment channels, networking advantages or cul- 
urally skewed evaluation criteria. The importance of initia- 
ives that provide resources to individuals from diverse back- 
rounds, such as scholarships and mentorship networks, was 
lso highlighted, along with the need to continue promoting 
hese initiatives. These measures can help build a more in-
lusive international scientific community, where equity and 

airness are prioritized, fostering an environment where all 
cientists can thrive. 

amily and parenthood in academia 

he issues discussed in the previous sections are exacerbated 

y family, caregiving, and parenthood responsibilities. While 
hese affect both men and women, women are dispropor- 
ionately impacted ( Misra et al., 2012 ; Morgan et al., 2021 ).
ocietal perceptions often confine women’s success to stereo- 
ypical roles, such as motherhood and caregiving. These per- 
eptions are reinforced by the naturalistic fallacy, which sug- 
ests that women’s biological capacity to bear children inher- 
ntly determines their societal roles ( Anderson et al., 2023 ;
aston, 2014 ). As a result, women’s professional opportu- 
ities are frequently limited by social expectations ( Powell,
021 ; Staniscuaski et al., 2021 , 2023 ). 
Participants emphasized two key factors related to fam- 

ly and academic success: dual-career families and moth- 
rhood. Dual-career families, where at least one partner is 
n academic, face distinct challenges owing to the scarcity 
f academic positions and the frequent need for reloca- 
ion ( Tzanakou, 2017 ). These inherent constraints, com- 
ined with household duties and other factors such as age
isparity and geographic location, often result in one part- 
er (typically the woman) opting to leave academia ( Solga
 Rusconi, 2007 ; Spoon et al., 2023 ). 
Academia’s mobility requirements pose additional chal- 

enges for both dual-career families and individuals without 
artners or dependents, who must rebuild support networks 
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ith each move. Participants noted that improving working
onditions requires institutional responses, such as stronger
nboarding processes to ease the demands of frequent relo-
ation and a collective reassessment of the value placed on
nternational mobility. 

Dual-career programs, which support the accompanying
artner in finding a new position, were viewed as a potential
olution. However, participants noted that these programs
ften lack effectiveness or flexibility ( Monahan et al., 2024 ;
olf-Wendel et al., 2000 ). To improve their impact, par-

icularly for early-career researchers, participants suggested
ractical measures such as assistance with credential vali-
ation and document translation, guidance on the local job
arket for the accompanying partner, and greater flexibility

n relocation timing and remote work options for the aca-
emic partner. 
Participants also emphasized the challenges of mother-

ood in academia. They expressed concerns about the con-
icting demands of the “biological clock” and the “tenure
lock,” as the pressure to secure financial stability and career
dvancement often leads women to delay pregnancy until
n age when pregnancy-related risks are higher ( Crawford
 Windsor, 2021 ). Academia’s cultural norms and incen-

ive structures can further disadvantage mothers, as fam-
ly responsibilities are frequently perceived as a threat to
esearch productivity at both individual and group levels.
uch perceptions can negatively influence mentorship, career
evelopment, and performance evaluations, ultimately re-

nforcing patterns of under-representation. These pressures
re compounded by implicit biases and unspoken cultural
orms, which can persist even among leaders who aim to
romote gender equity. For instance, a group leader may un-
onsciously view a graduate student’s decision to start a fam-
ly as a distraction or a risk to productivity, shaping expec-
ations and support in ways that hinder both the student’s
evelopment and broader inclusion efforts. 
These structural and cultural barriers also manifest in con-

rete professional settings. A notable example discussed by
articipants was the lack of childcare support at confer-
nces ( Carter et al., 2024 ; Swann, 2019 ). Such barriers often
revent parents—especially mothers—from attending, rein-
orcing existing inequalities in networking and professional
evelopment ( Schroeder et al., 2013 ; Sardelis et al., 2017 ). In
he case of the Women in Evolutionary Biology Workshop ,
rganizers attempted to provide childcare services, but lo-
istical constraints such as limited space and resources made
his unfeasible. This example illustrates a broader systemic
ssue in academia, where inadequate institutional support re-
tricts parents’ ability to fully participate in career-advancing
pportunities. 
To address these issues, participants emphasized the need

or policies that promote a sustainable and equitable shar-
ng of childcare responsibilities. Key measures included pro-
iding accessible childcare facilities within or near aca-
emic institutions and ensuring equal maternity and pater-
ity leave, thereby improving working conditions for par-
nts and reducing the likelihood that parenting-related ca-
eer gaps are viewed unfavorably on academic CVs. Par-
icipants also highlighted practical adjustments—such as
cheduling meetings and seminars at family-friendly times—
hich were widely seen as both feasible and beneficial. Fi-
ally, they underscored the importance of supportive part-
ers and strong personal networks, noting that an unequal
istribution of housework and childcare remains a major
ontributor to missed promotions and foregone job oppor-
unities, particularly in a system that prioritizes international
obility ( Morgan et al., 2021 ). 
In general, addressing family-related systemic issues re-

uires sustained workplace dialogue and institutional re-
orm. Institutions need to implement welcome offices that
ork in conjunction with dual-career initiatives, develop ef-

ective parenthood programs, and adjust institutional poli-
ies to accommodate parenting responsibilities. Participants
tressed that beyond offering paternity leave, fathers must be
ctively encouraged and supported by their employers and
olleagues to take on childcare responsibilities without fear
f negative career consequences. Normalizing parenthood

nvolves making changes to existing policies that unfairly
enalize parents—especially women ( Crawford & Windsor,
021 ). This is essential not only for promoting equality in
cience but also for retaining high-quality applicants. Out-
tanding candidates, regardless of gender, may be discour-
ged from applying for positions if they are uncertain about
areer opportunities for their partners or institutional sup-
ort for parents. 
Beyond institutional policies, sustained progress requires

ommitment to resource allocation at both institutional and
unding-agency levels. This is essential for promoting gen-
er diversity and solidarity across career stages. Hiring and
raining research assistants to cover specific tasks while in-
ividuals are on parental leave were highlighted as effec-
ive strategies ( Reese et al., 2021 ). Alternative metrics for
esearch assessment (e.g., the San Francisco Declaration
n Research Assessment, DORA; Allen et al., 2025 ) also
ave the potential to make academia more inclusive by bet-
er integrating parenthood with academic career progres-
ion ( European University Association, 2025 ; Vinkenburg
t al., 2014 ). 

onclusion 

reating an equitable academic environment requires delib-
rate action at every level of the scientific community. Dis-
orted assumptions about meritocracy that ignore unequal
ccess to opportunities often obscure the structural barri-
rs that disadvantage women and other under-represented
roups. Meaningful progress therefore depends on coordi-
ated efforts: individuals must recognize and address im-
licit biases; departments must cultivate safe and inclusive
orking environments; institutions must implement policies

hat accommodate diverse career paths; and funding agen-
ies must actively support equity initiatives and ensure fair
valuation of proposals. Importantly, these measures benefit
ot only women but also other groups facing similar chal-
enges. 

Sustainable change will only be achieved when all mem-
ers of the academic community—not just those most
ffected—actively engage in equity efforts. Although high
urnover in academia and the disproportionate exit of
omen from the academic pipeline pose challenges, individ-
al and collective actions, even at a small scale, can create
ipple effects that lead to meaningful improvements. Rely-
ng solely on under-represented groups to drive equity initia-
ives risks overburdening them and may inadvertently hin-
er their career progression, broad participation is therefore
ssential. 
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Workshops such as the Women in Evolutionary Bi- 
ology Workshop provide valuable spaces for reflection,
community-building, and exchange across career stages and 

disciplines. Many participants reported that engaging with 

others facing similar challenges offered a sense of validation,
belonging, and solidarity often missing from daily academic 
life (see the section “Testimonials”). At the same time, like 
any first edition, the workshop also faced practical limits.
Space constraints and the scale of available travel support 
meant that not all voices could be included. These experi- 
ences underscore the importance of future initiatives adopt- 
ing more inclusive formats, such as hybrid participation,
satellite events across institutions, childcare support, and ad- 
ditional funding to enable wider and more diverse participa- 
tion. 

Looking ahead, intentionally structured gatherings like 
this workshop can serve a dual purpose: increasing the visi- 
bility of female researchers in evolutionary biology, and cre- 
ating opportunities to discuss ongoing challenges and con- 
crete actions to address them. While no single event can re- 
solve all systemic issues, future editions that involve insti- 
tutional leaders and decision-makers may help amplify im- 
pact. In addition, future workshops could highlight not only 
established researchers but also postdoctoral researchers, re- 
search scientists, and other early-career scholars as keynote 
speakers, to elevate emerging talent and strengthen mentor- 
ing networks. Designing topics that encourage broader en- 
gagement across genders will also be important, as sustained 

progress requires participation from all members of the com- 
munity. 

We are pleased to note that funding has already been se- 
cured for a second edition of this workshop through the Sci- 
entific Workshop Program of the Max Planck Institute for 
Evolutionary Biology. Although some logistical challenges 
remain, we are committed to building on the success of this 
inaugural event and to addressing several of the aims dis- 
cussed here. 

We thus invite the scientific community to continue striv- 
ing for equity and fairness in academia. Though progress has 
been made, much more can be achieved through sustained,
collective action and a shared commitment to build an in- 
clusive academic culture. 

Box 1: Professor Dr Rosemary Grant’s per specti ve of the 

workshop. 

“A major feature of this excellent international meeting was the 
coming together of women from different backgrounds and sci- 
entific disciplines to discuss shared problems and potential so- 
lutions. There is immense value in hearing directly from those 
who are disadvantaged through gender, race, poverty or other 
circumstances. We witness their problems with a forceful im- 
mediacy and learn to appreciate how ideas for solutions vary be- 
tween countries and communities. Sadly, such groups on their 
own rarely succeed in overturning entrenched institutionalized 
inequalities. However, when meetings include people in posi- 
tions of power, in this case sympathetic men in prominent posi- 
tions, change can occur remarkably rapidly and produce lasting, 
beneficial effects. 

Some years ago, I witnessed an increase in the proportion of 
female professors in a science department in the US grow from 

zero to 50 percent within a few years. This was brought about 
by the administration of the University launching many of the 
suggestions we discussed in Plön. Specifically, the initiation of a 
regime to bring equal numbers of men and women for job inter- 
views, the establishment of a position in each department for 
a senior woman professor and her laboratory and extra tenure 
time allotted to both parents in junior positions. Affordable day- 
care centers were set up nearby, and a university office that gave 
professional aid in acquiring jobs, visas etc. for partners and chil- 
dren. A further consequence of this improved ratio was a reduc- 
tion in incidents of sexual harassment. 

I suggest a follow up to this wonderful workshop with one 
that includes tolerant and sympathetic people who have the 
power to instigate rapid and much needed change. We are wast- 
ing so much talent if we don’t build on the momentum generated 
from this symposium and continue to ignore the diversity around 
us.”

estimonials of participants 

The one feeling that stood out for me in this meeting was
he easy camaraderie that formed across participants, in such 

 short time, across all kinds of boundaries. We were all part
f something good and important and lasting, with so much
o learn from each other and share. The science was inspir-
ng, conversations were fantastic, and the organizers were 
mart, efficient, and really nice. I came away energized about
y science and my community—the best outcome from any 
eeting!” Professor Dr Deepa Agashe, National Center for 
iological Sciences, India. 
“As I listened to the participants of the meeting express

heir views on the problems faced by women in science I
as struck by two thoughts. First, the problems are often

reated by men, deliberately or unconsciously, therefore men 

eed to be engaged more in the discussion of the problems
nd their solutions. Second, there were few men in the audi-
nce. I asked both men and women why this was so and was
old that many men had been invited but chose not to come
pparently because they thought (wrongly) there was a hid- 
en agenda, that women really did not want the men to be
resent. Here, then, is a communication barrier that hinders 
 solution to the first problem. To the extent that a hidden
genda is a general perception among men elsewhere, a joint 
ffort by men and women is needed to dissolve the barrier to
ommunication and cooperation.” Professor Dr Peter Grant,
rinceton University, US. 
“The workshop was well-structured, providing an excel- 

ent platform to exchange both scientific and non-scientific 
deas. It allowed us to discuss important topics and chal-
enges that women in science have faced and continue to
ace, aiming to find solutions. The discussions were thought- 
rovoking and empowering, highlighting the importance of 
ollaboration, support, and leadership among women in sci- 
nce. I was inspired not only by the science but also by
he mentorship provided throughout the event, which en- 
ouraged me to engage more actively in related initiatives.
 left feeling motivated to make a greater impact both in
y workplace and within my direct scientific community.”
uadalupe López Nava, Doctoral researcher, Max Planck 

nstitute for Biological Intelligence, Germany. 
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