
One step forward, two steps back: 
the frustration of diversity efforts in STEM

@LorenaABarba



About me
‣Associate Professor of Mechanical and Aerospace Engineering, 
George Washington University, Washington DC 

‣Member of the Board of Directors, NumFOCUS (since 2015) 

‣Associate Editor-in-Chief, Journal of Open Source Software 

‣Champion for OS Software in research and education

http://lorenabarba.com



About me
‣Parallel Lives: Women in GPU Computing, May 8, 2014, 
NVIDIA Blogs 

‣“I won’t go to your conference because the plenary speakers are 
all men,” Medium, Oct. 10, 2015 

‣“How I get gender balance in tech-conference committees,” 
Medium, June 18, 2017 

‣"Bias, Diversity, Backlash, Manifestos, and Rebuttals,”  
Medium, July 12, 2018

http://lorenabarba.com





In mice

??



“they don’t 
want to…”

https://quillette.com/2018/06/19/why-women-dont-code/


Free-choice explanation and biological differences

‣Counterexample: rapid de-segregation of 
occupations 

- women graduates of medical school: 16% in 1975 … 40% in 1995 

‣ People's interests and choices are not innate 

- experience, economic opportunities, social expectations, parental guidance, 
cultural pressures…



…the culture of a learning community is what 
determines people’s interest in joining it

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1207/s15326985ep4102_4


Occupational sex segregation

‣Turn of the 20th Century: <1 in 5 women worked for 
wages; 1940: 27% of women 16+ worked for wages 
1986: 55% … 57% in 2017 

‣Always segregated by occupation: levels of 
segregation steady between 1900 and 1970, then 
decrease 

‣Women in the labor force as a whole: 38% in 1970, 
43% in 1980 

Ref.: “Job Queues, Gender Queues,” P.A. Barbara, R. Reskin (1990)



Occupational gender segregation is one of the 
leading factors in the wage gap, and therefore 
desegregating high-paying, high-demand 
occupations is a social-justice concern.



https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/why-diversity-matters


https://twitter.com/BrianNosek/status/941676264603226118?s=20


https://twitter.com/BrianNosek/status/941676988577828864?s=20


https://twitter.com/BrianNosek/status/941677558432706572?s=20


https://medium.com/awaken-blog/how-to-not-suck-at-unconscious-bias-training-f4467b3acdf3


What else can we do?



Quotas? 😱

‣“Unfair!” 

‣“We can’t lower the bar” 

‣The argument that gender quotas violate meritocracy 
is based on fallacies (R. Murray, LSE Blog 2015) 

- FALSE: recruitment without gender quotas is meritocratic 

- FALSE: a clear, objective definition of meritocracy exists 

- FALSE: gender is an inherently unmeritocratic criterion

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/merit-vs-equality-argument/



…a zipper quota, requiring local parties to alternate men and women on the ballot, […] 
raised the competence of male politicians where it raised female representation the most. 
We argue that resignation of mediocre male leaders was a key driver of this effect.

https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.20160080


Why Is Silicon Valley So 
Awful to Women? 
"tech companies have spent millions of dollars to recruit 
and improve the workplace environment and conditions 
only to find little has changed for women in tech”



https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/daveyalba/datacamp-sexual-harassment-metoo-tech-startup


https://twitter.com/ledell/status/1114238844503609344?s=20


https://twitter.com/mbonsma/status/1121123279291342849?s=20


https://twitter.com/sarah_guido/status/1114172339988639744?s=20


https://twitter.com/fonnesbeck/status/1117813252963094528?s=20




https://twitter.com/noamross/status/1117802588269891584?s=20
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https://www.datacamp.com/community/blog


https://twitter.com/Phil_Baty/status/1130056519389720576?s=20


https://twitter.com/Phil_Baty/status/1130363153144008704?s=20


https://twitter.com/lauracwatson/status/1130391366100504577?s=20






https://newsmaven.io/indiancountrytoday/archive/the-power-of-cherokee-women-cguyNX91RE6asAyIQwYheg/


“Women had autonomy and sexual freedom, could 
obtain divorce easily, rarely experienced rape or 
domestic violence, worked as producers/farmers, 
owned their own homes and fields, possessed a 
cosmology that contains female supernatural figures, 
and had significant political and economic power” 

—Carolyn Johnston, history professor at Eckerd College



https://twitter.com/LorenaABarba/status/740504725880180736?s=20


“historically, agrarian capitalism has shifted control of 
household, land, and means of production to men; has 
stimulated public policies that disempowered women; 
and has fostered the ‘cult of domesticity’ in order to 
justify the inequitable treatment of wives” 

—Wilma Dunaway, professor of sociology at Virginia Polytechnic 
Institute and State University



In the US, a sexual assault occurs every 
92 seconds 
—Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Bureau 
of Justice Statistics, National Crime Victimization Survey, 
2013-2017 (2018)
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Sexual Harassment of Women: Climate, 
Culture, and Consequences in Academic 
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (2018) 

… need to go beyond legal compliance to 
promote a change in culture 

http://doi.org/c8bd


https://twitter.com/NatureEcoEvo/status/1067087231691776001?s=20


https://www.nature.com/articles/s41559-018-0747-4


https://twitter.com/Dr_KatieG1/status/1042451873188458497?s=20


https://betterallies.com

@betterallies

https://betterallies.com




“Does Microsoft have any plans to end the current policy that 
financially incentivizes discriminatory hiring practices? To be 
clear, I am referring to the fact that senior leadership is awarded 
more money if they discriminate against Asians and white men”

https://qz.com/1598345/microsoft-staff-are-openly-questioning-the-value-of-diversity/


… women in technical roles increased from 18.5 percent to 19.9 percent 
[compared to last year] 

(At this rate, it might take 22 years to reach parity.)

https://blogs.microsoft.com/blog/2018/11/14/diversity-and-inclusion-update-the-journey-continues/


We need 
‣men leaders who are allies 

‣ more women in leadership
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