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1. A robust organisational framework to deliver equality of opportunity 
and reward

2. Appointment and selection processes and procedures that encourage 
men and women to apply for academic posts at all levels

3. Departmental structures and systems which support and encourage the 
career progression and promotion of all staff and enable men and women 
to progress and continue in their careers

4. Departmental organisation, structure, management arrangements and 
culture that are open, inclusive and transparent and encourage the 
participation of all staff

5. Flexible approaches and provisions that enable individuals, at all career 
and life stages, to optimise their contribution to their department, 
institution and to SET

6. An environment where professional conduct is embedded into 
departmental culture and behaviour.
All staff and students are aware of expected professional conduct. Address 
bullying, harassment and misconduct6.2.1 transparent reporting 
mechanism within the department to address any complaints.

2005 Visits to Departments
2007 Launched 

Prof Gillian Gehring



2005 Athena SWAN charter launched



1. Endorsement from Head of Department

2. A description of the Department

3. The Self Assessment Team and process

4. Statistical data of all staff and students

5.1. Key transition points academic – recruitment, induction, promotion, submission to national assessment

5.2 Key transition points non-academic – recruitment, induction, promotion, 

5.3 Career Development: Academic - Training, development career support (staff and students), grant writing

5.4: Career Development: Non-Academic - Training, development career support (staff )

5.5: Flexible work and Managing career breaks

5.6: Departmental Culture:

Outreach, Beacon activities, Role Models, Culture, Timing of Meetings, HR policies, Work load model, Committees















UK Science Funders 

http://www.rcuk.ac.uk/funding/diversity/

http://www.rcuk.ac.uk/funding/diversity/
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9,000  
undergrads
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3,300 academic 
staff
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History of Imperial College Engagement

• 1996 Publication of “Voices from Women in Science” by the 
AWISE group (Chair and Editor – Lesley Cohen)

• 1998 College established the Rector’s Committee on Academic 
Opportunities – AOC. Reports to the Provost.

1998-2005 chair Prof Dame Julia Higgins

2005-2017 chair Prof Dot Griffiths (Deputy Principal of Imperial 
College Business School)

2017-Associate Provost for Equality and Diversity

• AOC: Senior college level management: in HR, vice-or principals 
of faculties, vice-provost for education 

Prof Dame Julia Higgins FRS.

Prof Dot Griffiths.

Prof James Sterling
Provost



Some Achievements of the AOC 

• 1999 Commissioned a report “Academic Progress of 
Women at Imperial College” 

• 2000 Established Elsie Widdowson Fellowships for female 
academic staff on return from maternity 

• 2001 Established the Annual Athena Lecture

• 2003 Equal pay audits introduced 

• 2005 Won Silver Swan award

• 2007 Established  Ambassadors to Academic Women –
three in total one for each faculty.

• Bottom line: A great deal of support at College Level



Linkage of Equality Committees across Imperial College

Faculty of
Natural Sciences



Beacon Activity – Elsie Widdowson







Blackett Laboratory –
Journey towards gender equality



Blackett Laboratory (132 academic, 180 RA)
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Mag Bak Maier (HR staff development) interviewed all academic 
women in Blackett in Nov 2007. Main issues raised at those 
interviews:

• transparency

• Head of group role (job description)

• induction

• communication

• hierarchy culture (support staff and academic staff)

• mentoring quality

• career support

First Actions within the department 

These issues informed our first committee actions AND  they helped 

us to identify questions for our departmental survey in 2008



•Motivated to do my job 

well?

Departmental Survey
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•Treated with respect? •Good cooperation within groups?

Intellectually stimulated by 

work environment?
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2008 Physics Departmental Survey –
informed our 2009 Swan action plan 
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•Sufficiently involved in departmental 
decisions that affect me?

•Good research 

linkage between groups?

•Sufficiently informed about 

promotion, increments and bonus 

reviews?

•Training and Development

Opportunities
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Formed a post doc committee

Representation on Juno Committee

Activated PG research committee

Buddy schemes, Techn. Forum meetings

Creation of Post Doc Devel. Centre

Linkage to our post doc community



Athena SWAN Action Plan
Overall aim: Creating an environment that is fair, transparent and supportive and 
making sure that this is widely known 

Some example actions

• Integration of PG and RA committees

• Buddy schemes for new PG, RAs

• Female PG and RA list for PG interviews

• Mentoring of junior academic staff by professoriate

What does success look like?

Embedding of actions across the department – to enable 

culture change

Engagement of all staff groups, sign up senior management

Sustainability of these  actions in the longer term



Physics Beacon activities
• Outreach

• Initiated an annual Women-in-Physics schools open day, now in its fifth year.

• Initiated the Insights work experience programme for Year 12 students with no prior link to Imperial to 
undertake a work experience placement in our department.

• Acquired funding from the Ogden Trust to support administrative staff to expand our outreach activities.

• The Department’s Head of Outreach was invited by the State Department to examine schemes that have 
successfully promoted diversity within STEM in the United States.

• Engagement

• Advised Elizabeth Truss (the then Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for Education and Childcare) 
during a visit to the Department of Education (DoE), at her invitation, on encouraging girls in schools to 
take up mathematics.  

• The Under Secretary visited Imperial at our invitation in May 2014 and delivered a speech on the need for 
better math and science teaching to encourage more pupils to take STEM subjects after the age of 16, 
particularly girls and those from less affluent backgrounds.  

• Established the Physics with Science Education degree programme, the first degree of its kind in England 
and Wales. Students graduate with a physics degree that is accredited by the Institute of Physics and with 
Qualified Teacher Status.



• Departmental Culture

• Established a committee for Physics Fellows’ Forum with a direct link to the College-wide forum.

• Set up an annual PhD female-student-led event for International Women’s Day.

• Rolled out training for all staff for the Personal Review and Development Plan (PRDP) based on a 
redesigned form, in response to concerns expressed in the most recent staff survey.

• Acquired funding from the Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council (EPSRC) for 20% of 
dedicated administrative staff and for the chair of the Juno Committee to support the work of the 
committee.

• Set up a female PhD – UG networking group, providing advice, support and cohort building 
activities

• Hiring & Promotion

• Hired two new female lecturers (in the last 3 years).

• Promoted a female from a short-term to a permanent position on the teaching staff.

• Promoted a female Senior Lecturer to Reader and two females from Reader to Professor.

Physics Beacon activities



Statistics
UG
• Admissions
• Exam Performance
• Support
• Professional Skills
• Career Advice
• Role Models

Fellows
• Applications
• Mock Interviews
• Support
• Career Advice
• Professional Skills
• Role Models



Final Year Undergraduate Surveys

• Overall similar, but an increased request for training (business and professional skills)
• Men show slight increase in appreciation of new tutorial system
• Women show a slight decrease in appreciation of new tutorial system

2010 2016

Statistics on Exam
Performance not just
End of degree marks



Undergraduate Physics Degree Performance



International Women’s Day – PhD students
1. What aspects related to working or studying

at Imperial have you found to be helpful or

positive?

 Being in contact with great researchers

 Other students and staff are very

supportive and I can seek help easily.

 I think the support network available is

excellent and there is a genuine interest

expressed by department, faculty and union

to work together to solve issues

 College tutor system is good

 Offering non-science related activities to

broaden knowledge base

Impact
Interlinking UG-PhD and PhD-Postdocs



Post Doctoral Researcher
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Post Doc Committee

200 post docs
20% female

Higher % of women 
Are interviewed than % apply
We are providing opportunity

Still the plight of the postdoc
Remains an issue

We have set up an industry club
For research and recruitment

“The postdoc committee has given postdocs a voice in the 
department, for example improving fairness of teaching allocations.”

IMPACT on departmental culture



Fellowship Holders

Amelle Zair

Irina Kabakova

Astrid Eichhorn

Emma Chapman

Sarah Malik

Sasha Rakovich

Paula Alvarez Cartelle 

Francis Froborg

Dimitra Georgiadou

Paloma Arroyo Huidobro

Impact 2010 (1F), 2016 (13F)Early career researcher forum/and academic women's lunches

Lectureship 2017

Lectureship 2017

Lectureship 2017



Departmental Culture - teaching Load
• Load distribution made explicit in 2009

• Point system for all types of work available on web 2010

• Load review conducted in 2011. ‘Buy-outs’ and minimum load set, individual staff load uploaded to web. 



IMPACT on departmental culture: The long-term leave form was really easy easy to use and 
helpful in planning my additional paternity leave (which would now legally be "shared parental 
leave").



Departmental Culture

• Timing of staff meetings and colloquia

• Wording on adverts

• Representation of women on departmental committees

• Role of heads of section

• Clarification of the promotion process

• Mentoring and support

• Induction web pages for all staff catagories

• Restructuring of the appraisal/personal review form PDRP

• Expansion of the Juno E&D committee from 6 to 26 people!!



Women in Physics Schools Open days
Informative, persuasive, empowering, entertaining, fund, 
educational, inspiring, eye opening, interesting, 
useful/helpful, engaging.

More to physics than meets the eye
Opened my eyes about Physics outside the classroom
Exciting to see women achieving such amazing things in 
Physics
Made me more confident in my abilities within Physics
Gave me more confidence in a ‘manmade’ world
I learnt that physics has numerous doors to be opened



Lesley Cohen, Optics and Photonics News April 2015

Lesley Cohen, Physics World, April 2012

The pipe still leaks…

Appointments
Search committees
Women on the appointment panels
Open and inclusive advertising

Still…progress is slow..



MAKE A 
DIFFERENCE

STAY CONNECTED





Questions
Dr Gabriella Obexer-Ruff, Coordinator of the National Programme for Equal 
Opportunities at Swiss Universities since 2004, moderator panel discussion.

Can you outline one activity/initiative or piece of advice that makes/made a 
positive difference for gender equality?

Engagement at all levels of the institution. With senior management very visibly 
signed up. For example statement added to promotion and appointment 
paperwork

Are their any examples of structural bias in physics and chemistry that needs to 
be addressed?

Appointment interviews – the dynamic is different for men and women, both the 
interviewers and the interviewee (generalisation aside).

http://www.nccr-must.ch/gender_and_science_meeting_2017/gabriela_obexer-ruff.html


Post Docs -

Percentage of female Post Docs shortlisted
Greater than application statistics

Percentage of female post docs appointed
Lower



Impact on departmental culture

• Sent: 15 August 2016 09:04
To: Cohen, Lesley <l.cohen@imperial.ac.uk>
Subject: Re: Juno meeting next week - request

•

• Hello Lesley,

•

• From my perspective, the two most noticeable positive changes resulting from Juno are:

•

• 1) The postdoc committee has given postdocs a voice in the department, for example improving fairness of 
teaching allocations.

•

• 2) The long-term leave form was really easy easy to use and helpful in planning my additional paternity leave 
(which would now legally be "shared parental leave").

•

• Cheers,



Career Time Line

1970-1980

Withington Girls School
Manchester

Bedford College UoL

Cavendish Laboratory 

1983-1987

1980-1983 1987-1991

Brooklyn Polytech NY 

Imperial College London 

1991

1993-2001

Royal Society Fellowship

Head of Solid State Physics

2008-20141998

Daughter

College Dean/Consul

2016-2019


