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Is there a gender bias in how academic leaders are criticized?
By Lea Heckmann, Sarah Young, Hang Liu and Lindsey Bultema
Yes, but not the way the media portrays it.
Recently, 145 female scientists signed an open letter to challenge the way the Max Planck
Society (MPS) manages power abuse cases involving female directors1.
This recent discussion was triggered by the removal of Nicole Boivin from her position as a
director at the Max Planck Institute for the Science of Human History. This makes her the fourth
publicized female MPS director facing power abuse accusations in the last years. Naturally, one
begins to ask themselves if female leaders are judged more harshly than their male
counterparts.
But what if this is only half of the story?
As the representatives of the doctoral researchers of the MPS, we take it upon ourselves to
shed light on this topic. After the public accusations2,3 in 2018, we have witnessed and
supported the successful development of internal and external unbiased reporting lines and
channels to treat cases of power abuse. We therefore see the need to speak up in the current
discussion questioning these procedures.
Within the MPS, four 2,3,4,5 out of 54 female directors (7.4%) had to cope with the consequences
of official and publicized bullying reports and subsequent decisions. While for male directors this
number was only one6 out of 250 or 0.4%.
Whereas: in our 2019 survey from the Max-Planck PhDnet7 13% of doctoral researchers stated
to have experienced bullying by a superior.
So what if the psychological barrier towards voicing righteous complaints against female leaders
is lower, but male directors are still getting away with bullying and misusing their power?
To investigate this further, we included questions regarding the gender and characteristics of
the supervisors in our 2020 survey. Roughly 2400 out of 5000 doctoral researchers participated
in the 2020 survey8 and were additionally questioned about reported and non-reported
experienced conflicts.



For the following, we only considered doctoral researchers, who have a director as their direct
supervisor (n=448). What we find is that roughly 13% of doctoral researchers have experienced
conflicts with their direct supervisor (only directors) for both female and male supervisors

respectively. Startling is that 8.7%, so
roughly two thirds of these 13%, report
the conflict if it was with a female
director, while only 3.4% report it for
male directors. The main reasons for
not reporting a conflict with a
supervisor are: 1) that the doctoral
researchers think it would not be
resolved or 2) because they are afraid
of the repercussions.

Additionally, we asked the doctoral researchers to subjectively categorize the career stage of
their supervisor as early, middle and late stage. For early stage directors 56% of conflicts are
reported, while only 31% for middle and 26% for late stage directors.
When looking at the gender
distributions, unsurprisingly we find
a decrease of female directors with
advancing career stages (32% of
females in the early stage, 16.1% in
the middle stage and 8.1% in the
late stage).

This leads us to three conclusions:
1. Conflicts with female

directors are either more
likely to be reported on or
more likely to be perceived
as severe enough to be
reported on

2. Established directors are
less likely to be reported on

3. Most established directors are male
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It is known that the same behavior can be perceived very differently if shown by a man or awoman, especially in leading positions9,10. Therefore, we suspect that the root causes of theobserved differences in reporting are due to the unconscious bias and prejudices againstwomen in leadership positions.
The second part of the problem is that academia has the habit of creating small kingdomsaround the established and late stage leaders. This makes it difficult to speak up whenexperiencing conflicts. Early career researchers feel that they will not be supported in resolvingthe conflict and fear consequences towards their own career.
We definitely see a gender bias in the number of conflicts doctoral researchers experience andreport. But instead of lowering the bar again, we advocate for stronger measures and betterprotection of early career researchers who face bullying and power abuse independently of thegender of their superior. Therefore, official reporting channels and procedures includingconsequences, if proven necessary, are essential to drive cultural change within academia andprotect early career researchers against power abuse. In doing so we make sure that all leadersregardless of their gender and level of experience justly face the consequences of theirbehavior.


