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A neuroscientific approach to increase gender 
equality 

 

To the Editor — Gender inequality is prevalent in many countries and cultures, and it persists despite our awareness of it and the policies some 
countries have put in place to combat it. France, for example, offers significant opportunities to enable women to handle both career and 
personal life: it provides a social healthcare system that was ranked No. 1 by the World Health Organization in 2000, a legal framework 
promoting gender equality1, and relatively accessible and affordable childcare and scholastic infrastructure. Herein lies the paradox: despite 
France having a strong reputation for providing a favourable social and professional context, French women still lag behind French men in their 
careers.  

One of the main reasons gender inequality persists despite this supportive infrastructure is the perpetuation of implicit biases and gender 
stereotypes. These shape the way we behave, our  ability to recognize unequal treatment, the willingness of disadvantaged individuals to 
speak up, and even the research conducted in institutions that have been raising awareness of gender inequalities in science since  20012,3   

(http://www.cnrs.fr/mpdf/; https://www.inserm.fr/gouvernance-organisation/cs). Current research indicates that we grow into our anticipated 
roles (for example, men are bread winners, women are caretakers) rather than being predisposed for them2–6. As the philosopher Simone de 
Beauvoir wrote: “women are not born but rather made”7. Thus, a major challenge, as recognized in cognitive and social neurosciences, is to 
defeat implicit gender biases. 

 

 
Fig. 1 | Roadmap for gender equality.  Iterative phases  ‘measure current  status’,  ‘raise awareness’,  ‘make  it  possible’,  and  ‘perform actions’  (MAPP) are 

intended  to accelerate politics  towards gender  equality. A non exhaustive list of concrete actions depicted here include establishing equal visibility  of 

female researchers, organizing empowerment workshops, promoting equality of female leadership  and regulating interaction with any institutional instance. 

External actions, based on networking and  on interacting with and sharing information, tools and actions between research institutes and pivotal 

organizations, are also essential. The potential effect of performed actions is then assessed and adapted in a next MAPP cycle. 

 
To pinpoint existing implicit gender bias and fight gender inequality, a group of neuroscientists at the Institut du Cerveau et de la 

Moelle Épinière leveraged their knowledge of cognitive neuroscience to develop a roadmap of practical steps to fight gender inequality. 
These iterating steps include collecting and communicating data, seeking endorsement from directors and management, and 
implementing actions (Fig. 1). Internal sex-disaggregated data acquired before the onset of our initiative in April 2017 showed that only 
26% of women occupied (co-) group leadership in our institute, which is composed of 63% women. Other sex- disaggregated data 
showed that 25% of the speakers invited to present at the weekly scientific seminar were female, effectively diminishing the visibility of 
neuroscientific research performed by women. These data inspired us to establish a gender equity committee to actively combat gender 
biases. By raising awareness of the gender inequality in key positions within our institutions, we have raised the pool of female invited 



speakers from 25% to 44% and female team leadership proportion to 31% in the last 1.5 years (as of December 2018). We also enforce 
gender-neutral phrasing in official documents, discuss the strategy of future recruitments and  host biannual empowerment training, as 
well as educational workshops on implicit gender biases. Taken together, these activities share a common goal: moving towards gender 
parity by exposing the implicit biases enacted by both sexes and actively combatting them by, for example, promoting and inviting more 
women. Our success over the last 1.5 years highlights the importance of complementing existing, larger country-level policies with 
explicit measures facilitating the recognition of implicit biases we perpetuate. Only by combining these two will we reach gender 
equality. 
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