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REFLECTIONS IN DIVERSITY

Building a Humane Workplace
Athene Donald argues that, to create successful labs in an era of increasing diversity, 
leaders need training in group dynamics.

Increasingly, industry has recognized that diverse teams 
make better decisions—and, potentially, more money. 

For years, for example, car safety analysis rested on 
using a “standard” U.S. man as the model for crash-test 
dummies—a framework that completely ignored how a 
small adult (typically, but not necessarily, a woman), let 
alone a child, might fare in a collision. Decisions informed 
by only one viewpoint can lead to trouble.

Although industry’s profit motive does not necessarily 
translate to academia, making better decisions because 
a team is approaching a problem from many angles cer-
tainly does. Yet diversity, in whatever form, can also bring 

challenges—precisely because it means, by definition, that 
not everyone is seeing the world in the same way. And, 
inevitably, that can lead, often unintentionally, to people 
“rubbing each other the wrong way.”

Leading such a diverse team in the lab thus requires 
awareness and sensitivity. Unfortunately, training in these 
skills is seldom found in the undergraduate or graduate 
curriculum! Many group leaders or principal investiga-
tors (PIs) flounder when facing tensions among students, 
postdocs or visitors.

Industry seems to be looking more actively toward 
solutions. And one, from which academia could learn, 

Getty Images

Pulses



 15  FEBRUARY 2017  OPTICS & PHOTONICS NEWS

is to take appropriate leadership 
training much more seriously from 
the outset.

Confronting bad behavior
The problems that can arise in 
diverse workplaces needn’t lie in 
explicit sexism or racism. A single 
student who is over-possessive of a 
key piece of equipment, and loud-
mouthed in their own self-defense, 
can wreak havoc in group dynamics, 
as other group members take sides 
and as less vocal students start to feel 
harried and even bullied. All of this 
may take place beneath the PI’s radar, 
as bullies can be skilled at covering 
their tracks.

In such situations, everyone can 
benefit from “bystander training,” 
to enable them to challenge bad 
behavior when they see it. But the 
responsibility for that rests with the 
team leader. Above all, the PI has to 
believe wholeheartedly that bullying, 
even of this comparatively mild form, 
has to be tackled, or worse behavior 
may flourish and multiply.

The leader also needs to be sure 
that everyone understands the lab’s 
policies—setting out well understood, 
and transparent rules for equipment 
access, for instance, means no one 
hogging some vital item can pretend 
they were acting out of ignorance. 

Avoiding favoritism— 
and worse
The team leader’s own even-
handedness also affects group 
dynamics. Favoritism—be it who 
gets to give the conference talk, or 
who is expected, time and again, to 
wash up the glassware—can spawn 
all kinds of problems. These things 
matter. They can significantly affect 
the subsequent career progression 
of the students or postdocs involved. 
And they aren’t talked about enough 

as inexperienced but creative 
researchers suddenly find themselves 
responsible for more junior staff. PIs 
need to appreciate that these aren’t 
trivial issues—and that professional-
ism means that favoritism should 
have no place in the lab.

Even more toxic to a productive, 
fair environment is when explicitly, 
or even implicitly, sexist or racist 
remarks are tolerated. An atmosphere 
in which it’s “okay” to comment on a 
fellow worker’s cleavage or suggest 
that someone is incompetent simply 
because of their gender, race or origin 
is unlikely to be a happy one.

Gender equality initiatives,  
such as the Athena Swan Charter 
(www.ecu.ac.uk/equality-charters/
athena-swan/) within the U.K., may 

make excellent progress in populat-
ing committees with a good propor-
tion of women, or in ensuring that 
advertisements look as if an institu-
tion welcomes families. But if, at the 
local level, unpleasant comments are 
tolerated, then equality will be barely 
even skin deep. 

Promoting a positive culture
I would go even further, however. 
The PIs who promote an environ-
ment in which there isn’t simply 
an absence of harm, but a positive 
culture that supports all group 
members—including those suffering 
a temporary loss of health, well-being 
or even confidence—will most thrive 
as labs become increasingly diverse 
workplaces.

We can all suffer dips in per-
formance if our health, or that of a 
family member, takes a nosedive. We 
may become less productive if wor-
ries mount about a friend, finances, 
crumbling relationships or any of a 
thousand other factors. Awareness 
and mutual support can help anyone 
to get through tough times; provid-
ing enough social space and time for 
such support to be expressed within 
a research group—as well as enabling 
more professional networking and 
encouragement—can only benefit the 
productivity of the team as a whole. 

If the best are to succeed, if real 
talent is to thrive, and if boorish, 
selfish behavior is to be discour-
aged, we need to make sure PIs 
have the skills to deal with these 
and other group dynamics—and 
are given encouragement when 
they successfully do so. OPN
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The PIs who promote 
an environment in 
which there isn’t 
simply an absence 
of harm, but a 
positive culture, will 
most thrive as labs 
become increasingly 
diverse workplaces.
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