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Not just Salk

In her Sciencelnsider News Story “Salk
Institute hit with discrimination lawsuit
by third female scientist” (20 July, http://
scim.ag/2uPXWCa), M. Wadman reports
that three of the four senior women
scientists at the Salk Institute have filed
a lawsuit alleging gender discrimina-
tion. The concerns of these faculty serve
to remind us that these issues are still
relevant, and they are not unique to the
Salk Institute.

In the 1990s, Nancy Hopkins became a
spokesperson for fair treatment of women
when she confronted the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology (MIT) for system-
atically assigning less space and resources
to women faculty. The now-famous MIT
1999 report (I) suggested steps to correct
the bias, which were implemented by
MIT. Subsequently, a number of institu-
tions evaluated potential discrimination
of their women faculty, including Stanford
in 2002, University of Michigan in 2002,
Princeton in 2003, Duke in 2003, Johns
Hopkins in 2006, and Yale in 2014 (2).
Among the concerns raised were bias in
promotions, space and resource allo-
cation, committee assignments, and
leadership opportunities. These allega-
tions of bias are substantiated by data,
as summarized in the 2007 report by the
National Academy of Sciences, “Beyond
bias and barriers” (3), and in the 2010
American Association of University
Women (AAUW) report, “Why so few?”
(4). The reports highlight the role of
unconscious bias that leads to fewer
opportunities for women. Unconscious
bias is difficult to assess, precisely because
it is unconscious, and usually unintended,

SCIENCE sciencemag.org

yet it is deeply embedded in our culture
(“Measuring and managing bias,” J. Berg,
Editorial, 1 September, p. 849). Notably,
both men and women, nonscientists
and scientists, display the same biases
against women (5).

When leaders claim that there is no
bias at their institutions, it is essential
to examine the data. Whereas some
reports (such as the AAUW report)
suggest progress is being made, recent
studies (5, 6) document the persistence
of the problem. Indeed, the Salk lawsuit
has led many of our colleagues to again
raise questions of similar discrimina-
tion at their institutions, illustrating that
gender discrimination problems are far
from solved. Furthermore, we recognize
that, while the Salk case is about gender
discrimination, our minority colleagues
face even greater challenges (7-9), and we
need to include their concerns as we fight
bias. Combatting all forms of discrimina-
tion and overcoming unconscious bias
is an ongoing battle. It will require deep
societal changes, in addition to strong
institutional policies to commit to change.
The Salk case reminds us of the challenge
of diversifying academic biomedical com-
munities, both for women and minorities.

‘We can look to several evidence-based
solutions that can lead to real change (10,
1I). It is time to take action and make
changes that will solve this recurring
issue. The next generation of scientists is
watching, and many are choosing not to
pursue a career in science, where they feel
they will not have support. We need a vig-
orous national response to this national
problem. The health of the scientific
enterprise depends on it.
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