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An unbalanced equation
Conference on World Affairs panelists discuss biases and the struggle for equal
opportunity and equal confidence
By Abby Faires
Shortly after Ben Barres, a professor of
neurobiology at Stanford University, gave a
speech about his discoveries regarding nerve
cells at the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology in 1998, an MIT faculty member
was overheard saying, “Ben Barres gave a
great seminar today, but then again, his work
is much better than his sister’s.”
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Barres, however, did not have a sister. He had
recently undergone a sex change operation.
“There is a perspective and perception of how
good a woman is, which reflects on an
unconscious bias in gender,” says Vivian
Siegel, director of scientific education and
public communications at the Broad Institute of
MIT and Harvard. “That bias comes from our
own kind of personal experiences as well as
remembering ones.”
Siegel, who knew Ben Barres when he was a
post-graduate student named Barbara, will
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post-graduate student named Barbara, will
participate in a 2013 Conference on World
Affairs panel titled “Women in Science:
Outnumbered and Outearned” on April 11 that
is expected to explore stories like Barres’.
According to a report issued by the United
States Census Bureau in 2008, fewer women
than men are entering science and technology
professions, and the ones who do are being
Photo courtesy of Ben Barres
paid far less than men. Many 21st-century
Ben Barres
scientists, such as Siegel, say gender bias is
at the heart of both sides of that equation.
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Siegel calls Barres a “striking example” of the role that gender bias plays in science.
“As a transgendered person, no one understands more deeply than I do that there are innate differences between
men and women,” Barres wrote in a 2006 article featured in Nature, an international science journal.
Researchers agree that nearly all humans have unconscious biases about gender that aid them in making
sense of the gender stereotypes they see starting in early childhood. Males are expected to be independent,
assertive and competitive; females are expected to be more passive, sensitive and supportive. But can innate
characteristics be used to support the idea that men are naturally better at science than women?
For Barres, the answer is, absolutely not. He writes that there is no evidence that sexually dimorphic brain wiring
is at all relevant to the abilities needed to be successful in science.
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“The simplest conclusion is that the dearth of women scientists is caused largely by bias and social factors,”
Barres said in speech at Harvard University in 2008.
“By far, the main difference that I have noticed is that people who don’t know I am transgendered treat me with
much more respect: I can even complete a whole sentence without being interrupted by a man,” Barres wrote in
the Nature article.
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For Siegel, the societal roles of being a wife and a mother conflicted with her role as a scientist. Now, she looks
back on her previous marriage, realizing that there were a lot of expectations for her as a wife and a mother, which
she and her husband had failed to discuss before getting married.
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“Of course I had a career and always planned to go forward and not stay at home, but he may not have known
that,” Siegel says. “Still, there is a sense that it is really abnormal for a man to stay at home.”
Siegel came to the Broad Institute as a single mother. And despite a study published in 2007 by Cornell
University, which showed that mothers are 79 percent less likely to be hired and are offered an average of
$11,000 less per year, Siegel decided to put her role as a mother out on the table.
“I explained to them that they needed to understand that I was a single mom, and if there was a battle between
needing to do something for work and my child, my child is always gonna win,” Siegel says. “I can’t be wedded to
this job.”
Although she does not have children of her own, Michelle Thaller, assistant director for science communication
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Although she does not have children of her own, Michelle Thaller, assistant director for science communication
and higher education at NASA, says she can relate to Siegel’s experiences.
“When both people are trying to get the family going, more often, it falls on women,” she says. “It’s hard to get over
that.”
Thaller was expected to speak on the “Women in Science” panel this year, but won’t be able to make the trip due
to federal sequestration funding cuts.
She isn’t sure whether these biases come from cultural pressures or psychology, she says, but we can’t deny the
importance they play in modern society. Still, she says gender biases aren’t scientific, so they can’t be used to
justify the idea that women are innately bad at science.
“People say that women are innately better at navigating relationships,” Thaller says. “So wouldn’t that mean they
should make better presidents, or CEOs, or leaders than men? Or what about in terms of cooking? Why are all of
the top chefs men? … We are always less. That’s the pattern.”
It’s easy to blame men for a gender bias, like women being innately less capable in science. But women are
nearly just as biased as men, according to Jennifer Raymond, a neurobiologist at Stanford University and
colleague of Barres.
“The socialization process of understanding typical roles is very powerful. Once we internalize those roles, it
results in biases of whether people are good at certain things,” Raymond says. “Because we internalize these,
we tend to rate ourselves lower and are less confident to put ourselves out there.”
What makes gender bias so insidious, especially for women, is that the bias is unconscious, according to
Raymond. She says she believes that most people want to be fair and don’t want to have a gender bias. So they
work to rationalize their biases in different ways.
“Bias can put our rational systems to work for us,” Raymond says. “People are so good at rationalizing their
opinions — creating a story to fit their value systems — that it’s really hard to see what’s driving the decision.”
Raymond says Stanford University has some of the best graduate students in the world, and a majority of them
are women.
“It’s alarming to see the rate at which these women say, ‘Well, I don’t know if I’m really cut out for this,’” Raymond
says. “There is a lot of self-doubt and a lot of push-back.”
For Raymond, this self-doubt and push-back are signs that unconscious gender bias isn’t going anywhere
anytime soon unless institutions work to recognize and overcome bias.
“Because we have gotten rid of explicit bias, people have gotten very complacent,” Raymond says. “They think,
‘Oh, the problem will work itself out.’ But if we don’t take active steps to change processes, to reduce biases, then
my 8-year-old daughter is going to be facing the same situation.” It’s important for people to accept that bias
exists in order to overcome it, she says.
“By enabling more women to succeed, despite the existence of unconscious bias, we can gradually eliminate the
stereotype of the successful male scientist, which is the root of gender bias,” Raymond says.
The "Women in Science: Outnumbered and Outearned" panel will take place at the 2013 CWA at 12:30 p.m. April
11. It will be held in ATLAS Black Box on the CU campus. Panelists are Leah Buechley, Charles Love and Vivian
Siegel. Mindy Pantiel will moderate.
Respond: letters@boulderweekly.com
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