Editorial

https://doi.org/10.1038/s42254-022-00536-1

Fighting stereotypes

M Check for updates

“Girls don‘t like physics” is acommon refrain,
but this perception has not always existed, nor
does it occur everywhere in the world today.
We call on our readers to fight such unfounded
stereotypes.

arlier this year, Katharine Birbalsingh, the UK Gov-

ernment’s tsar for social mobility, made the com-

ment that “physics isn't something that girls tend

to fancy”, because girls allegedly don’t like hard
maths. The comments came in the context of the fact that
just16% of the A-level physics cohort in the school where
Birbalsinghis Head were girls. The sentiment that physics
isnota ‘girl’s subject’ will not be a surprise to anyone who
hasworkedin physicsin placeslike the UK, USA or Western
Europe, where the proportion of women physicists at any
career stage today rarely surpasses1in 5. These statistics,
which have remained steady for a number of decades,
despite gender equality increasing on other fronts, are
oftenexplained by theideathatgirls simply don’tlike phys-
ics. Yet, this stereotype is neither universal, nor rooted in
aparticularly deep history.

Today, in Eastern Europe women make up half of the
scientific work force, alegacy of the Soviet Union’s com-
mitment to gender equality ineducation. A similar commit-
mentto gender equality could be seenin Chinainthe1970s,
when1in3 Chinese physicists were women. Butin the early
2000s the number dropped tojust 8%, and sits around 20%
(on parwith the West) today. Itis clear that top-down gov-
ernment policies can have atangibleimpactonthe gender
balance of physicists. But so do cultural perceptions and
stereotypes (or lack thereof) about gender and physics. For
example, inIndia, thereis verylittle perception that women
do not enjoy, or are less capable in physics or maths’.

A 2021 study” of Muslim-majority societies, including
placeswhere girls outnumber boys in physics*, identifieda
number of social factorsin these countries that supported
women to study physics. Participants mentioned alack of
stereotyping of subjects (single-sex classrooms mean that
women do not feel out of place because of their gender)
and also attributed their religion as driving them to study
hardinall subjects andlearnabout the world around them.
The women in the study reflected that they were encour-
aged to pursue studies that benefit society — this is true
in many cultures — but in their cases, physics was seen as
apractical subject towards the betterment of humanity.

“The uptake
of physics
by girlsis
determined
by social
and cultural
expectations
that have
evolved over
time, and
these values
continue to
change.”

Even in the West, the idea that physics is for boys is a
relatively recent one’. A study of secondary schools in
Boston, USA in 1845 revealed that more girls than boys
were taking classes in natural philosophy (as physics was
then called) and getting higher grades than them, too. In
19th-century America, not only were girls studying phys-
ics, but women were writing physics textbooks. At the
time, natural philosophy and theology were closely linked
and the study of physics and astronomy was perceived as
crucialintheintellectualand moral education of women —
bothtoappreciate God’s creation of the world and toward
off superstitious beliefs. However, in the 20th century,
increasing numbers of working-class children began to
attend secondary school, and the educational focus shifted
to practical subjects that would help them to join the work-
ingworld, and at the time the most common future for girls
was in domestic or secretarial work, rather than scientific
research’.

The stereotype that girls do not like physics or maths is
often used against diversity and inclusion initiatives that
are driving to increase the number of women in physics.
But girls do not have an innate dislike of maths. Rather,
the uptake of physics by girls is determined by social and
cultural expectations that have evolved over time,
and these values continue to change. Negative gendered
stereotypes are damaging and work against the diversity
andinclusioninitiatives toincrease the number of women
in physics. We believe that the entire physics community
should fight back against these unfounded views. In this
Issue we include a World View that provides practical tips
on how to change the gender stereotypes about physics
found today. We hopeit willinspire our readers to become
partof'thischangein their personal and professional lives
and find their ownwaystoteach childrenand young people
that physicsis for everyone.

Published online: 3 November 2022

References

1. Yang, J. China debates big drop in women physics majors. Science 295,
263 (2002).

2. Gupte, N. et al. Women in physics: An Indian perspective. AIP Conf. Proc.
628,171(2002).

3. Moshfeghyeganeh, S. & Hazari, Z. Effect of culture on women physicists’
career choice: A comparison of Muslim majority countries and the West.
Phys. Rev. Phys. Educ. Res. 17, 010114 (2021).

4. Iraji zad, A., Roshani, F. & Izadi, D. Improving the status of Iranian women
in physics. AIP Conf. Proc. 1697, 060024 (2015).

5. Behrman, J. Physics ... is for girls? Phys. Today 75, 30 (August 2022).

naturereviews physics

Volume 4 | November 2022 | 689 | 689


https://doi.org/10.1038/s42254-022-00536-1
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-61247374
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-61247374
https://www.economist.com/europe/2019/07/18/why-half-the-scientists-in-some-eastern-european-countries-are-women
https://www.economist.com/europe/2019/07/18/why-half-the-scientists-in-some-eastern-european-countries-are-women
https://www.nature.com/articles/s42254-022-00517-4
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1038/s42254-022-00536-1&domain=pdf

	Fighting stereotypes




