Diversity in conferences

eventsguide

Conferences need to be more diverse — but organizers must be cautious about how they achieve diversity.

WOMENANDLGBTQ+PEOPLEAREN'T

TOKENS—DON'T

EATTHEMASSUCH

Adisingenuous invitation made Gwen Grinyer reconsider taking partin
equity, diversity and inclusion sessions at conferences. By Gwen Grinyer

recently turned down aninvitation to par-
ticipate in animportant conference in my
field.Suchaninvitationis normally an hon-
our —and an opportunity for professional
advancement that many early-career
scientists don’t get. So, why did I decline?
The invitation wasn’t to talk about my
research, but to co-organize a one-hour
session for delegates to engage in conversa-
tions about equity, diversity and inclusion
(EDI) in physics. According to conference
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rules,  was told, this session had to be led by
awoman. My heart sank. I felt I was invited
only because of my gender — not because of
my qualifications as a scientist.

Despite being a woman in physics and a
member of the LGBTQ+community, as well as
being passionate about learning and support-
ing others to make my field more welcoming,
EDlisnotmy area of expertise.lameducated,
trained and qualified to study and talk about
science. And, although lam more than happy
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to share my own experiences and to be a vis-
ible role model for younger people,  am not
qualified to run EDI training sessions for my
peers and colleagues.

This conference has had more than 60
annual meetings — and very few of those
meetings were chaired by a woman. I and
another female scientist were asked, in the
same e-mail, to lead the diversity session.
We weren’t given any guidance on what we
should talk about or whether we would be
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compensated for doing this volunteer work,
or even acknowledged in any way.

Leading a diversity session is over and
above our already busy jobs as scientists. It
is also work that is most often given to (and
unfairly expected of) people who belong to
under-represented groups, who have been
oppressed by historicaland systemicbarriers
for their entire careers, and who are now over-
burdened with trying to make things better for
future generations. Theirony is that, because
of this, diversity sessions arereally important,
but those running them take on more work.
Andbecause thatleaves less time for research,
they ultimately run the risk of falling further
behind in their careers. Organizers must rec-
ognize this and value EDI contributions on a
par withresearch.

“Organizers mustbe
respectful, and take their
rolesseriously.”

This conferenceis heldinthe United States,
which Iwould not feel safe visiting. In just the
past few years, the country has seen signifi-
cant increases in instances of gun violence,
racism, homophobia and transphobia. In the
first three months of this year, for example,
US state legislators proposed a record 238
bills, most of them targeting the trans com-
munity, that would severely limit the rights
of LGBTQ+ Americans. InJune, the Supreme
Court removed constitutional protections
for access to abortions. As a result, some sci-
entific conferences have already boycotted,
or are considering doing so, states that have
passed laws against abortion. I suggest that
conference organizers take a similar approach
to countries that have homophobic or trans-
phobic legislation.

Make conferences inclusive

Being able to connect remotely to the confer-
ence would have alleviated some of my con-
cerns. However, this option was not mentioned
inmy invitation,and I had the impression that
the organizers were planning a full return to
anin-person event, just like the ones before
the COVID-19 outbreak. During the pandemic,
online tools were developed and expanded
that allow people to be included in in-person
meetings in innovative ways, without hav-
ing to be physically present. Providing such
remote-access or hybrid options at confer-
ences encourages participation fromimmu-
no-compromised individuals; people with
disabilities; those whose safety is a concern
in certain cities, states or countries; people

who encounter travel barriers, such as delays
in obtaining visas or the prohibitive costs of
attending an international conference; and
people with children or other care responsi-
bilities. Remote options are also an excellent
choice toreduce our contributions to climate
change.

Overall, I felt that my invitation to partic-
ipate in this conference was tokenism and a
poorly thought-out attempt atimproving EDI.
Such initiatives are of fundamental impor-
tance to science, and we need to treat them
seriously. Approaches similar to the one that
I experienced are performative and won'’t
improve diversity in science — they will only
damageit.

My message to conference organizers is
simply that EDlinitiatives require careful and
thoughtful planning. There are several ques-
tions that you need to ask to create a safe,
affirming and inclusive space for everyone.
For anyone planning a conference, I suggest
consideringthe following issues to make your
event more inclusive:

*Why does your conference need adiversity
session, and what are its goals?

«Isashortsession ataweek-long conference
aserious enough attempt to make your field
better? Can it be integrated into other activi-
ties to provide year-round opportunities?

- Howare you going to ensure thateveryone
can participate and feel safe and welcome?

-Canyouavoid placingall the responsibility
of organizing the event on members of
under-represented groups?

+ What are you doing to acknowledge the
effort that these people are puttingintodevel-
oping EDlinitiatives?

- Areyoutreating the talk asanintegral part
of the conference programme? Don’t schedule
it as a parallel session or over a lunch break,
and encourage all delegates to attend.

«Areyouinviting under-represented speak-
ersbecause youwant themthereandbecause
you respect their knowledge and the value of
what they can teach you? Or do you simply
need to satisfy a diversity requirement?

Conferences are still very privileged,
patriarchal places. For members of minority
groups, speaking in these spaces about the
barriers that they have facedin their journeys
to become scientists can be vulnerable, per-
sonal and emotional experiences. So organ-
izers must be respectful, and take their roles
in planning these sessions seriously. Publicly
reliving our traumato satisfy your EDl obliga-
tionsis notour job.

Gwen Grinyer is an associate professor
of physics at the University of Regina in
Saskatchewan, Canada.

Nature | Vol 612 | 22/29 December 2022 | $93

© 2022 Springer Nature Limited. All rights reserved.

Be In
charge
of your
next
career
move

Search for your
new role quickly
by discipline,
country, salary
and more on
naturecareers.com

nature
Careers

A80547




