
REFLECTIONS IN DIVERSITY

A Path to Equality in Asia-Pacific?
Researchers reflect on the issues raised during a 2019 diversity and equity panel— 
and share possible solutions.

In November 2019, a diversity and equity panel at the 
Asia-Pacific Optical Sensors (APOS) Conference in 

Auckland, New Zealand, afforded a unique opportunity 
to share resources and initiatives to promote equity, diver-
sity and inclusion with people from across the Asia-Pacific 
region. In that region, the situation considering gender 
equity in particular is somewhat harsher than in Europe 
or the United States.

The obstacles to success for underrepresented groups 
in the region, however, are multiple and interconnected, 
making the barriers difficult to pinpoint. Gender inter-
sects with ethnicity, and people whose mother tongue or 

culture is not the dominant one will face even more dis-
crimination. The APOS panel zeroed in on equity hurdles 
facing underrepresented groups in STEM, and explored 
current diversity initiatives in the Asia-Pacific.

Academia and inequity
One clear barrier to equity is in the way we teach, which 
is not always gender neutral or culturally inclusive. For 
example, having a student solve a problem on a board in 
front of the class is a deeply uncomfortable environment 
for some; solving problems in groups on “team boards” 
is a simple way to create a more inclusive environment.
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Apart from academic issues, sup-
port staff face equity, diversity and 
inclusion challenges that are often 
forgotten in discussions about equity 
at tertiary institutions. Recognizing 
and celebrating individual differ-
ences is key to equity. The APOS 
panel discussed several initiatives for 
developing inclusive environments, 
some of them easy to implement even 
by a few individuals at the group or 
departmental level. Giving new lab 
members the opportunity to pres-
ent their “origin story” in group 
meetings, for example, encour-
ages tolerance and celebrates each 
individual. 

The most underrepresented 
groups will also benefit from having 
a strong network outside of the lab. 
The Singapore Computer Society’s 
Women in IT group organizes events 
with local companies to encourage 
women to enter STEM fields and 
flourish in STEM careers. Setting up 
peer mentoring groups is another 
way to support individuals from 
underrepresented groups. 

While peer support is impor-
tant, at some point institutional 
support becomes necessary; thus, 
raising awareness among leader-
ship is key. Macquarie University 
in Australia has held lunches for 
early-career women professionals 
in STEM to encourage career-
focused discussions, with a senior 
woman present taking notes of 
the ideas raised and proposing 
practical solutions. On a similar 
note, recently the Chinese Women 
in Physics Committee success-
fully advocated to raise the age 
limit for the early-career grant 
for women applicants who took 
a break for parental leave—an 
important step toward equity, as 
childcare-associated career delays 
disproportionately affect women.

Making the shortlist
Nominations, recruitment and selec-
tion for jobs or grants are breeding 
grounds for inequity. When it comes 
to assessing candidates, “merit” 
may be used as an argument to 
justify a decision, but sometimes 
service contributions, such as com-
mittee involvement and community 
outreach, are not considered as 
meritorious as an extra publica-
tion. Members of underrepresented 
groups may face pressure to take 

on more of these important but 
time-consuming responsibilities, 
which can limit research and thwart 
recognition.

Guidelines for selection panels 
thus need to assign adequate value 
to service that improves the research 
community. Other methods to com-
bat selection-process inequity have 
also been trialed—such as anony-
mizing applications before the first 
shortlisting to remove potential bias 
or asking people to nominate at least 
two candidates, with one being non-
male or from a minority group. 

Additionally—as everyone is 
biased to some degree—the need 
for a rapid decision may cause 
committee members to fall back on 
stereotypes, and these unconscious 
biases can work against women and 
other minority groups in STEM. 
Helpful strategies for committees 
include promoting an open discus-
sion of unconscious bias, asking 
selection panels to defer decisions 
for a day while considering ways to 

While scientific-
society equity 
programs can focus 
on discipline-specific 
issues, national 
equity schemes must 
consider local ethnic 
and cultural needs. 
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make the process more equitable, 
and allowing time for panels to be 
self-critical of their processes.

The visibility conundrum
Another issue lies in what might 
be called “visibility.” In some ways, 
women are not seen as “main-
stream” in STEM, and instead are 
somewhat invisible. We need to 
consciously give more visibility to 
women and minorities by off ering 
them opportunities, such as keynote 
lectures at conferences. 

This visibility issue is why out-
reach and good role models in 
STEM are important. However, 
such responsibilities can also 
overload the few members of 
underrepresented groups who 
are present, leaving limited time 
for research. Time, funding and 
exhaustion are all barriers to 
equality. 

One initiative aimed at address-
ing this visibility issue is Science 
and Technology Australia’s Super-
stars of STEM program. The 
scheme seeks to create a cohort of 
women in a variety of careers and 
career stages in STEM, off ering 
them workshops on social media 
and public speaking, and then link 
them to schools or other oppor-
tunities for outreach. Many of 
the 2018 Superstars of STEM have 

since been off ered promotions, 
indicating that their raised pub-
lic profi les are leading to broader 
career successes.

Toward systemic change
Worthwhile as these and other 
tactics are, the situation in the 
Asia-Pacifi c region also cries out 
for more systemic approaches. 
At this point in the region, only 
Australia has a nationwide equity 
scheme, Science in Australia 
Gender Equity (SAGE), which is 
based on the U.K.’s Athena SWAN 
charter.  

Some societies have imple-
mented equity schemes that 
allow departments to align with 
inclusive guidelines, such as the 
Pleiades award operated by the 
Astronomy Society of Australia. 
These equity schemes provide 
fantastic resources, and there is a 
clear need for such initiatives t o 

become mainstream—for example, 
by making funding conditional to 
participation in these programs. 

However, one size does not fi t 
all. While scientifi c-society equity 
programs can focus on discipline-
specifi c issues, national equity 
schemes must consider local ethnic 
and cultural needs. It would be 
nice to have these programs insti-
tutionalized across the region, but 
for this to happen each country 
would need prominent champi-
ons, like SAGE founding co-chairs 
Nalini Joshi and Nobel laureate 
Brian Schmidt in Australia. 

Science and biases are not 
mutually exclusive. We need to 
nurture the next generation of 
scientists to be not only excellent 
researchers but also self-aware 
enough to recognize their individ-
ual biases and to counteract them 
to create an equitable, inclusive, 
diverse and welcoming environ-
ment for all.

Further discussion of the 
promotion of diversity and inclu-
sivity in photonics will be held at 
CLEO Pacifi cRim 2020 in Sydney, 
Australia, 2–6 August 2020. OPN
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We need to nurture 
the next genera-
tion of scientists to 
recognize their indi-
vidual biases and to 
counteract them. 

Panel members Weitao Liu (left), Judith 
Dawes, Dawn Tan and Keith Gordon.
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