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Phimale coffee lecture on May 11, 2023
by Daniela Rupp, assistant professor in DPHYS

Why sexism is still present in science
and what we can do about it…

111.05.2023Daniela Rupp, ETH Zürich



||

My way towards a relaxed and informed attitude on gender equality

 Excellent book "Why science is sexist" by my 
colleague Prof. Nicola Gaston, U Auckland

 Yes, there is a problem.

“Women are, on average, over-
represented in lower status 

awards and positions but 
under-represented in higher 
status awards and positions”
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My way towards a relaxed and informed attitude on gender equality

 Excellent book "Why science is sexist" by my 
colleague Prof. Nicola Gaston, U Auckland

 Yes, there is a problem.

https://ec.europa.eu/assets/rtd/shefigures2021/index.html
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My way towards a relaxed and informed attitude on gender equality

 Excellent book "Why science is sexist" by my 
colleague Prof. Nicola Gaston, U Auckland

 Yes, there is a problem.
 It really bothered me: (Why) are men better 

than women at doing…?

 Different life choices?
 Women don‘t like to negotiate?
 Different capability?

http://www.harvard.edu/president/speeches/summers_2005/nber.php
Larry Summers, while being Harvard President 

In prison Nobel prize
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 Different life choices?
 Women don‘t like to negotiate?
 Different capability?
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• Question 2 primes them to think about existing stereotype: Respondents were asked on a five-
point Likert scale how socially desirable they consider fifteen characteristics each for men 
and women (for both scales Cronbach's alpha=0.910):
• Male stereotype: [has leadership qualities] [appears determined] [respectful] [defends own opinion] 

[persistent] [is willing to take a chance] [forceful] [fearless] [shows business-like behavior] [logical] 
[self-confident] [decisive] [powerful] [dominant] [success oriented]

• Female stereotype: [soft-hearted] [strives to soothe hurt feelings] [delicate] [sensual] [sensitive] 
[affectionate] [graceful] [fashion-conscious] [caring] [communicative] [interested in other people] 
[affectionate] [sensitive] [communicative] [emotional].

• Question 3: immediately after then asks them to state their level of agreement with these 
statements: 
• [A job is fine, but what most women really want is a nice home and children]. [Being a housewife is 

just as fulfilling as having a paid job]. [University is more important for a boy than for a girl]. [Being 
professionally successful is more important for men than for women]. [Women should take typical 
women's jobs]. [It is better if the mother takes care of the children. [In families, the man should earn 
more than the woman.] [In families, the man should take on a higher workload than the woman at 
work.] [It is irresponsible for a mother of young children to work full time and focus on your career.] [It 
is responsible for a father of young children to work full time and focus on his career].

06.09.2019Daniela Rupp, ETH Zürich 6from watson article
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Application for 
the job of Police 
Chief:

Science, 320, 1164 
(2008)
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My way towards a relaxed and informed attitude on gender equality

 Excellent book "Why science is sexist" by my 
colleague Prof. Nicola Gaston, U Auckland

 Yes, there is a problem.
 It really bothered me: (Why) are men better 

than women at doing…?
 Why this is (at least for now) the wrong 

question:

There are mechanisms at work sustaining inequality. 
Let’s get rid of them and then look again 
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My way towards a relaxed and informed attitude on gender equality

 Excellent book "Why science is sexist" by my 
colleague Prof. Nicola Gaston, U Auckland

 Yes, there is a problem.
 It really bothered me: (Why) are men better 

than women at doing…?
 Why this is (at least for now) the wrong 

question:
 Where is hidden bias ?

 Moss-Racusin 2012, Science faculty’s 
subtle gender biases favor male students

 170 tenured faculty of 6 large US 
universities‘ Biology, Physics, Chemistry 
departments.

 Led to believe they treat a real CV, give
real feedback.

 Only Jennifer / John exchanged

911.05.2023
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My way towards a relaxed and informed attitude on gender equality

 Excellent book "Why science is sexist" by my 
colleague Prof. Nicola Gaston, U Auckland

 Yes, there is a problem.
 It really bothered me: (Why) are men better 

than women at doing…?
 Why this is (at least for now) the wrong 

question:
 Where is hidden bias ?

bias against female competence is
NOT A MALE ISSUE!

We are all carrying the believe that this male person is more competent.
Daniela Rupp, ETH Zürich 1011.05.2023
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Knobloch-Westerwick 2013, The Matilda Effect in Science Communication: An Experiment on 
Gender Bias in Publication Quality Perceptions and Collaboration Interest

We really think that 
the same work is 
better, when we 

believe it was carried 
out by a male!

1111.05.2023
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My way towards a relaxed and informed attitude on gender equality

 Excellent book "Why science is sexist" by my 
colleague Prof. Nicola Gaston, U Auckland

 Yes, there is a problem.
 Sometimes it really bothers me: (Why) are 

men better than women at doing…?
 Why this is (at least for now) the wrong 

question:
 Where is hidden bias and what can we do?
 Constructed criteria confirm our gut feeling

Daniela Rupp, ETH Zürich 1211.05.2023
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Psychol Sci. 2005 Jun;16(6):474-80.

Application for 
the job of Police 

Chief:

If we suspect bias, we are 
less susceptible

Commitment to hiring 
criteria - stated before 

evaluation

Daniela Rupp, ETH Zürich 1311.05.2023
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My way towards a relaxed and informed attitude on gender equality

 Excellent book "Why science is sexist" by my 
colleague Prof. Nicola Gaston, U Auckland

 Yes, there is a problem.
 It really bothered me: (Why) are men better 

than women at doing…?
 Why this is (at least for now) the wrong 

question:
 Where is hidden bias and what can we do.
 Constructed criteria confirm our gut feeling
 Key barrier inside myself and others: 

Stereotype threat

Moè 2007, Are males always better 
than females in mental rotation?
Exploring a gender belief explanation

Reasons?
- Genetic
- Strategic
- Spatial experience
- Stereotype threat

Daniela Rupp, ETH Zürich 1411.05.2023
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My way towards a relaxed and informed attitude on gender equality

 Excellent book "Why science is sexist" by my 
colleague Prof. Nicola Gaston, U Auckland

 Yes, there is a problem.
 It really bothered me: (Why) are men better 

than women at doing…?
 Why this is (at least for now) the wrong 

question:
 Where is hidden bias and what can we do:
 Constructed criteria confirm our gut feeling
 Key barrier inside myself and others:

Stereotype threat

Moè 2007, Are males always better 
than females in mental rotation?
Exploring a gender belief explanation
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My way towards a relaxed and informed attitude on gender equality

 Excellent book "Why science is sexist" by my 
colleague Prof. Nicola Gaston, U Auckland

 Yes, there is a problem.
 It really bothered me: (Why) are men better 

than women at doing…?
 Why this is (at least for now) the wrong 

question:
 Where is hidden bias and what can we do.
 Constructed criteria confirm our gut feeling
 Key barrier inside myself and others: 

Stereotype threat

Steele 1995, Stereotype threat and 
the intellectual test performance of 
African Americans

Daniela Rupp, ETH Zürich 1611.05.2023
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Reality check

 I know that the stereotype threat is an issue. In physics, at ETH, in my lecture
 I want to be good for those affected and for all the others, too
 Do my measures change something? And in the right direction?

Daniela Rupp, ETH Zürich 1711.05.2023
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What I try to do

Any effect?Any positive effect?
1811.05.2023
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My way towards a relaxed and informed attitude on gender equality

 Excellent book "Why science is sexist" by my 
colleague Prof. Nicola Gaston, U Auckland

 Yes, there is a problem.
 It really bothered me: (Why) are men better 

than women at doing…?
 Why this is (at least for now) the wrong 

question:
 Where is hidden bias and what can we do.
 Constructed criteria confirm our gut feeling
 Key barrier inside myself and others: 

Stereotype threat and the Imposter syndrom

Daniela Rupp, ETH Zürich 1911.05.2023

Reason #7 why you may feel like an imposter:
You represent your entire social group.

Reason #2 why you may feel like an imposter:
You are a student.

Reason #3 why you may feel like an imposter:
You work in an organizational culture that 
feeds self-doubt
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A woman doing what?

1943: Anthea Abercrombie, a technicician
at the Dominion Physical Laboratory in Gracefield, 

Lower Hutt, measures screw gauges in the meterology room
Daniela Rupp, ETH Zürich 2011.05.2023
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and what we can do about it…

I know that I share the wish for equal 
opportunities and a more just society with 
a lot of people, female and male. I believe 
that we can only move forward together, 
and we cannot not stop at closing the gap 
between healthy white males and healthy 
white females. 

Last slide of my Phimale Coffee 
Lecture in November 2019:

Daniela Rupp, ETH Zürich 2111.05.2023

 Become aware of our privileges
 Become aware of our biases
 Figure out how they influence our 

behavior

 Your ideas?


