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Choosing physics within a gendered power structure:
The academic career in physics as a “deal”
Meytal Eran-Jona" and Yosef Nir®>"

JFemberg Graduate School, Weizmann Institute of Science, Rehovot, Israel 7610001
“Department of Particle Physics and Astrophysics, Weizmann Institute of Science, Rehovot, Israel 7610001

™| (Received 29 October 2020; accepted 14 June 2021; published 12 July 2021)

This research focuses on the absence of women among academic staff in physics. To explore the causes
of this gender imbalance, we focus on the decision-making junction between obtaining a Ph.D. diploma
and pursuing a postdoctoral position. We use the mixed-methods paradigm, combining a nationwide
representative survey of Ph.D. students in Israel (n = 267 respondents out of 404 questioned) and
interviews with Ph.D. students and postdoctoral fellows (n = 38). The theoretical novelty that we propose
is to view such career decision making as a “deal” that involves contextual, organizational, and individual
variables and their intersection. Young women are examining the components of this deal: what it offers
them and what prices they will have to pay, but their decision is made within a gendered power structure.
Studying both context factors and agency, we reveal the multiple hidden ways in which gender operates as a
power structure, putting up barriers to women's academic careers. This latent power structure influences
women’s decision making and experiences in several ways. In the academic field, it produces unequal
competition in a male-dominated playground. In the social sphere, choosing a demanding academic career
is seen as disrupting gender order. Within the family, women carry a greater burden of family work and give
precedence to their husband’s career and preferences. Within this social structure, women who decide to
follow an academic career feel that they must excel, and this demand for “excellence” acts as a hidden
mechanism within the gendered power structure that may prevent talented women from pursuing an

October 26 - November 01, 2019 | Weizmann Institute of Science academic career in physics.
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About us

We are a sociologist, Meytal Eran-Jona, and a physicist, Yossi Nir. We are analyzing the barriers to female physicists
for an academic career in Israel. We focus mainly on two stages: At the end of the Ph.D., deciding whether to go for
a postdoc and, at the end of the postdoc, competing for a tenure track position. We study the personal aspects, the
organizational aspects, and the competition from the labor market. Our conclusions, with suggestions for
overcoming the barriers and identifying opportunities, are shared with the academic institutes and the physics
community via lectures and meetings.

Our research is supported by grants from the Israeli Ministry of Science and Technology, from the Estate of Rene
Lustig and from the Estate of Jacquelin Eckhous.

Ph.D. in physics as a hurdle race, and the “glass hurdles” for women

Meytal Eran-Jona'?, and Yosef Nir?'

" Feinberg Graduate School, Weizmann Institute of Seience, Rehovot, Israel 7610001
2 S o -
Department of Particle Physics and Astrophysics,

zmann Institute of Science, Rehovot, Israel T610001%

We

On their way to an academic career in physics, Ph.DD. students have to overcome difficulties at
many levels. Beyond the intellectual challenge, there are also psychological, social and economic
barriers. We studied the difficulties experienced by physics Ph.D. students in the Israeli universities,
with special attention to gender-related issues. Among the hurdles that are much more sign
for women than for men — that we call “the glass hurdles” — we find gender-related discrimination,
sexual harassment, physiological and psychological health issues, and challenges related to pregnancy
and parenthood. We make recommendations for ways to confront and remove these barriers in order
to provide female physicists with an equal opportunity to succeed.

PHYSICAL REVIEW PHYSICS EDUCATION RESEARCH 17, 020101 (2021)

Choosing physics within a gendered power structure:
The academic career in physics as a “deal”

2%

Meytal Eran-Jona"” and Yosef Nir
5 JFemberg Graduate School, Weizmann Institute of Science, Rehovot, Israel 7610001
“Department of Particle Physics and Astrophysics, Weizmann Institute of Science, Rehovot, Israel 7610001

M (Received 29 October 2020; accepted 14 June 2021; published 12 July 2021)

This research focuses on the absence of women among academic staff in physics. To explore the causes
of this gender imbalance, we focus on the decision-making junction between obtaining a Ph.D. diploma
and pursuing a postdoctoral position. We use the mixed-methods paradigm, combining a nationwide
representative survey of Ph.D. students in Israel (n = 267 respondents out of 404 questioned) and
interviews with Ph.D. students and postdoctoral fellows (n = 38). The theoretical novelty that we propose
is to view such career decision making as a “deal” that involves contextual, organizational, and individual
variables and their intersection. Young women are examining the components of this deal: what it offers
them and what prices they will have to pay, but their decision is made within a gendered power structure.
Studying both context factors and agency, we reveal the multiple hidden ways in which gender operates as a
power structure, putting up barriers to women’s academic careers. This latent power structure influences
women’s decision making and experiences in several ways. In the academic field, it produces unequal
competition in a male-dominated playground. In the social sphere, choosing a demanding academic career
is seen as disrupting gender order. Within the family, women carry a greater burden of family work and give
precedence to their husband’s career and preferences. Within this social structure, women who decide to
follow an academic career feel that they must excel, and this demand for “excellence” acts as a hidden
mechanism within the gendered power structure that may prevent talented women from pursuing an
academic career in physics.
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