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Women in research

Science remains male-dominated

But a new report says females are catching up

 From the print edition | Science and technology Mar 11th 2017

MARCH 8th was International Women’s Day. That seemed to Elsevier, an academic publisher, a

good occasion to publish a report looking at the numbers and performance of female scientists

around the world. The report, “Gender in the Global Research Landscape”, analysed the

authorship of more than 62m peer-reviewed papers published in 27 subject areas over the past

20 years, in 11 mostly rich countries and in the European Union as a whole. The papers and their

citations are indexed in Scopus, a database that is run by Elsevier.
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In the EU, and in eight of the 11 countries considered, the share of women authors grew from

about 30% in the late 1990s to about 40% two decades later. Brazil and Portugal are closest to

equality, each just a percentage point shy of it. In Japan, by contrast, barely a �fth of researchers

are female—a fact that may re�ect the particularly uncool image science has among Japanese

schoolgirls.

Women are

best

represented

in subjects

related to

health care.

In nursing

and

psychology,

for example,

they outnumber men in several countries, including

America and Britain. Less than a quarter of researchers who

publish papers in the physical sciences are women. Perhaps

as a consequence of this, inventors who register patents are

still almost all men. In the places covered by the report the

share of patent applications by women ranges from 8% of

those �led in Japan to 26% in Portugal. Women are, however, making progress, even in the still-

male-heavy world of engineering. Though they constitute only between 10% and 32% of authors

of papers in that �eld in the places the report looks at, the share of those papers in which a

woman is the lead author is between 35% and 52%.

All of this is quali�ed good news. Women do, nevertheless, still su�er from a “leaky pipeline”

phenomenon that sees them drop out of scienti�c careers at a higher rate than men do. At

Imperial College, London, regarded by many as Britain’s leading technological university, about

35% of undergraduates are women. But that percentage falls with each step up the career ladder.

At the moment, only 15% of Imperial’s professors are women.

Partly, this stems from the fact that when those professors were undergraduates the sex ratio

was even worse. But it also re�ects the problem of career-building which women face in all

areas, not just science. Even in the most progressive countries, they still shoulder the lion’s
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share of child care and housework. Boosting their numbers in the laboratory will take more than

merely convincing girls that science is cool.


