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The planet is facing climate and biodiversity loss crises that impact all of humanity
and yet globally, women remain underrepresented in leading solutions to these
urgent conservation challenges. As one of the world’s largest conservation non-
profit organizations, The Nature Conservancy (TNC) provided a large case-study for
understanding inequity for women in the conservation sector. In 2018, all
1,789 conservation and science staff at TNC were surveyed to understand how
they are able to develop their careers and contribute to conservation research and
decisionmaking. Of the 904 responses (490men and 414 women), results show that
men influence conservation and science decisions more than women; women face
multiple barriers across their conservation careers due to gender bias; women
experience sexual harassment and discrimination, as well as fear retaliation more
than men; and men reported the sector as a more equitable and favorable place for
women than women themselves experienced. Our data demonstrates that gender
equality (equal representation ofmen and women) does not automatically mean that
women no longer face systemic inequity and that intersectional issues such as race,
location and caring responsibilities can all make it even more difficult for women to
excel. Respondents drew from experiences across their conservation careers, to
suggest how the conservation sector could address these issues. Based on our
findings, we recommend practical ways the conservation sector can improve gender
equity, including via workplace and cultural change measures, as well as changes to
recruitment, pay transparency, and career development policies.
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1 Introduction

Despite global emphasis on the benefits of, and need to, achieve
gender equity across the sciences, progress remains slow. At current rates
it will take generations, if ever, to fully address gender equity for women
(Holman et al., 2018; Kuschel et al., 2020). Women are consistently paid
less, promoted less often, cited less, as well as less likely to be invited to join
editorial boards, research panels, and grant proposals (Ross et al., 2022).
Demonstrating this inequality, less than 27%of authors nominated for the
United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)
Special Report on 1.5°C were women (IPCC, 2018). Meanwhile globally,
women remain poorly represented, and in some cases completely absent,
from climate negotiations (Gonda, 2019). Women have identified
multiple intersecting and systemic barriers limiting their participation
in the sciences. These include disproportionate family and caring
responsibilities and active discrimination against them based on
gender, race, and/or nationality (Gay-Antaki and Liverman, 2018).

There are limited published data outlining how conservation
organizations consider gender within their own institutions (Jones and
Solomon, 2019), and a tendency across the conservation sector to view
gender inequity as an issue only for locally based community conservation,
primarily in low-income and emerging economies, rather than an issue
conservation organizations themselves need to address (Westberg and
Powell, 2015; James et al., 2021). Despite this, evidence shows women are
under-represented and/or excluded from decision making within
organizations focused on conservation, climate, and natural resource
management, as well as in research and policy-setting contexts (Jones
and Solomon, 2019).

Studies across sectors show that women and men perceive the degree
to which their organization addresses gender equity differently. Despite
evidence of gender gaps, men (and many women) consistently perceive
gender inequity is less than women actually experience, and there is often
a reluctance by men to acknowledge or reflect on gender bias in their
workplaces (Handley et al., 2015; García-González et al., 2019). Without
both men and women sharing awareness of the problem of gender bias,
making improvements remains difficult (Handley et al., 2015).

This discrepancy between the perceptions of women and men is
heightened by intersectional identities. For example, a 2022 study of
over 25,000 professionals working in science, technology, engineering,
or math (STEM), revealed that white able-bodied heterosexual men
(WAHM) experienced better treatment and rewards in STEM when
compared with members of all other intersectional categories relating to
gender, race, sexual identity, and disability status (Cech, 2022). The
study revealed that, as a group,WAHMweremore likely to benefit from
workplace inclusion, respect, and rewards. Furthermore, this privilege
could not be attributed to any other reasons, such as greater work
commitment or training (Cech, 2022).

There is evidence that in some STEM fields—such as conservation
archaeology in the U.S.—men earn up to 30% more than women; a higher
gender pay gap than the U.S. national average (Davis, 2019). Gender salary
discrepancies are highest in settings conducive to individual negotiating
(Finley et al., 2021), and women are particularly disadvantaged in terms of
pay negotiationswhen there is limited transparency around pay (Bennedsen,
2019). Women also experience a wage penalty for motherhood,
circumstances that continue throughout their careers (Gangl and Ziefle,
2009; Gough andNoonan, 2013). In contrast,men earn awage premium for
fatherhood, especially high-earning men (Glauber, 2018).

Studies in the conservation sector have shown that long hours and
travel are often expected (especially if people wish to have influence and

advance their career), and this is harder for women given their
traditionally greater share of caring responsibilities (Campos-Arceiz
et al., 2013; Jones et al., 2020). Other research also demonstrates that
traditional gender roles are commonly reflected within conservation
organizations (Mahour, 2016). For example, women often occupy
administrative roles (with a focus on so-called “soft skills”), while men
are over-represented in positions of leadership, risk-taking, or those that
involve travel and fieldwork (Westberg and Powell, 2015; Jones and
Solomon, 2019). This often leaves women with lower status, lower paid
roles, and leads to them being sidelined as scientific experts and/or
decision-makers (CohenMiller et al., 2020; Westberg and Powell, 2015).

Across all scientific disciplines and career stages, women are less likely
to be recognized for their scientific publications. Their work is often not
appreciated, not known, as well as being often ignored (Ross et al., 2022).
Such structural disadvantage is evident across science and conservation
institutions, including The Nature Conservancy (TNC)—the focus of this
paper. An analysis of rates of scientific publishing at TNC found that only
30% of authors were women (James et al., 2022).

This paper builds upon existing literature about gender inequity in the
conservation sector by examining perspectives from over 900 conservation
professionals at The Nature Conservancy. The Nature Conservancy is one
of the largest conservation non-government organizations (NGO) in the
world, with an annual revenue of over $USD 1.2BN and approximately
4,000 staff (TheNature Conservancy, 2021a).Wedrew from this large pool
of conservation employees to undertake a large-scale study into how
women and men experience working in the conservation sector (see
Box 1). Respondents drew from their experiences across their
conservation careers, often referring to experiences in different
organizations, locations, roles, and career stages. By identifying how
women and men participate in decision-making and build their careers,
we were able to identify significant areas that limit women across the
conservation sector. Our recommendations are informed by these rich
quantitative and qualitative data and are designed to support conservation
and climate organizations to acknowledge the problem and take steps to
address gender inequity (e.g., James et al., 2022).

BOX 1 | The case of The Nature Conservancy
The Nature Conservancy (TNC) was founded in the United States of

America (U.S.) in 1951. It began as a land trust, originally with the intent of
setting aside land for long-termprotection and research (Adams, 2006). Its
inception is interconnectedwith the broader U.S. conservationmovement
in the 1900s, whichwas led primarily by whitemenwith a focus on buying
and protecting land for biodiversity conservation and nature-based
activities, including birdwatching, hiking, hunting, and fishing (Taylor,
2016). The conservation movement overall, is associated with
processes of dispossession and social exclusion of both women and
First Nations people across the U.S. (Zurba et al., 2019). Although still
headquartered in the U.S., and with operations in all 50 states, TNC has
extended its reach globally, to Latin America and the Caribbean in the
1980s, the Asia Pacific region in the 1990s, the African continent in 2007,
and by 2014, the organization had also established in Europe. TNC now
also focuses on global conservation issues acrossmore than 70 countries,
including climate change and biodiversity loss, with an increasing focus on
people and social inclusion (The Nature Conservancy, 2021b). Despite the
apparent globalization of the organization, conservation and science
research and publications continue to be predominantly authored by
men located in the U.S. (James et al., 2022). In 2019, an internal
investigation revealed that women employees believed the
organization’s male-dominated culture made it difficult for women to
thrive (Coleman, 2019).Over time, andwith changing leadership, including
appointment of TNC’s first woman CEO in 2019, TNC has increasingly
underscored the importance of gender equity both in the workplace and
the conservation work (The Nature Conservancy, 2021b).

Frontiers in Environmental Science frontiersin.org02

James et al. 10.3389/fenvs.2022.1056751

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/environmental-science
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.3389/fenvs.2022.1056751


TABLE 1 Multinomial logistic regression analysis p-values indicating significant differences (p < 0.05; in bold) for the Likert question responses between women and
men. “Agree” and “Strongly agree,” and “Disagree” and “Strongly disagree,” were aggregated to give “combined agree” and “combined disagree.” Of the 32 Likert
scale survey questions the difference in responses was significant for combined agree and/or combined disagree for 27 of the 33 questions.

Likert scale survey questions Combined agree
response

Combined disagree
response

Q3 At TNC, the conservation/science staff in my business unit/program are at least 50% women 0.9848 0.5984

Q4 At TNC, I feel that I have an influential role in deciding the research/conservation priorities for my
business unit/program

0.0028 0.1106

Q5 At TNC, I feel that overall women have an influential role in deciding the research/conservation priorities
for my immediate business unit/program

0.0015 0.0019

Q6 At TNC, my supervisors regularly share ideas/seek my input when making strategic decisions for my
business unit/program

0.1421 0.0054

Q7 At TNC, I have enough opportunity to influence science research/conservation priorities for my
program/business unit

0.0016 0.1912

Q8 At TNC, I have made important contributions to shaping the Shared Conservation Agenda 0.0166 0.0353

Q9 At TNC, career/professional development opportunities are equally available to women and men in my
team

0.0001 0.0010

Q10 At TNC, I am generally aware of opportunities for career enhancement and advancement 0.3154 0.0054

Q11 At TNC, I actively pursue opportunities for career enhancement and advancement 0.0004 0.4139

Q12 I believe my prospects for career enhancement/advancement at TNC are good 0.6973 0.1031

Q13 At TNC, my supervisor encourages me to apply for more senior roles/stretch projects 0.4145 0.1816

Q14 At TNC, I have a mentor (formal or informal) who helps me develop in my role 0.0056 0.0047

Q15 I am satisfied overall with my current role at TNC 0.0613 0.2603

Q16 I feel like I am realizing my full potential at TNC 0.0220 0.0421

Q17 At TNC, women have the same opportunities to advance as men 0.0000 0.0002

Q18 At TNC, if I took leave of absence for 6 months or more to handle a family matter, it would negatively
impact my position at work

0.3694 0.1914

Q19 I am not achieving everything in my career because of balancing family commitments 0.2668 0.5748

Q20 TNC pay policies mean that women have the same opportunities to advance as men 0.0000 0.0002

Q21 TNC human resources policies and procedures mean that women have the same opportunities to
advance as men

0.0000 0.0014

Q22 At TNC, my gender has not influenced me getting a raise, promotion, key assignment, or chance to get
ahead

0.0020 0.0000

Q23 TNC is doing a good job to improve the role of women in conservation and science 0.0000 0.0007

Q24 TNC should be doing more to increase gender equity at all levels at TNC 0.0000 0.2174

Q25 I would recommend TNC as a great place to work for women pursuing a career in science and/or
conservation

0.0000 0.2434

Q26 I think staff in science/conservation roles at TNC outside the U.S. have significant influence on setting
our global conservation/science priorities for the organization

0.0056 0.4111

Q27 I think women in science/conservation roles at TNC outside the U.S. have significant influence on
setting our global conservation/science priorities

0.0098 0.0106

Q28 I think women from outside the U.S. are well represented in science/conservation leadership roles
in TNC

0.0025 0.0017

Q29 I would recommend TNC as a great place to work for women pursuing a leadership position in science
and conservation

0.0000 0.0125

Q31 BEFORE I came to TNC, my gender played a role in me missing out on a raise, promotion, key
assignment, or chance to get ahead

0.0000 0.0634

Q33 At TNC, I feel supported to raise issues of gender bias (intentional or unintentional) without fear of
reprisal

0.0335 0.0000

(Continued on following page)
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2 Materials and methods

2.1 Survey design and method

Using our experience across conservation, as well as the social and
behavioral sciences, we developed an online survey to collect
perspectives on each respondent’s involvement in science and
conservation decision making, as well as their career satisfaction
and opportunities and barriers to career development. Research
complied with TNC’s Standard Operating Procedures for Research
involving Human Subjects and was approved by the University of
Queensland Institutional Human Research and Ethics Committee
(Approval number: 2018001799).

The survey was designed to understand how respondents felt their
gender influenced both their career and their influence in conservation.
We focused only on staff working in conservation and/or science
positions (excluding staff in other functions such as human resources,
marketing, and information technology) as part of specifically
understanding trends across the conservation sector. A total of
33 questions were asked to elicit personal reflections and experiences
using a five-point Likert scale (refer to Table 1 for the questions). In
addition, open-ended questions asked respondents to provide context
about their experiences. While the survey was only sent out in English,
before being circulated, the surveywas tested three timeswith respondents
from different locations, genders, and primary languages, and was revised
where any confusion around the meaning of the questions was
encountered (see also Letherby, 2011; Patton, 2015).

TNC Human Resources team generated an email list of all
1,789 staff within TNC who held conservation and/or science
positions. All staff on the list self-identified as either male or
female as listed in TNC’s human resources data (there were no
other options available at that time). Although this study lacked
available data to shift beyond a binary definition of gender or sex
(woman/man, male/female), we acknowledge this does not reflect the
lived experience of all staff at The Nature Conservancy, or in
conservation more broadly and sexuality or gender identity can
greatly impact people’s experiences within the workplace (Cech,
2022). Further, we use the term “gender” (grounded in identity)
rather than “sex” (grounded in biology) since staff self-report their
gender to human resources upon hiring; however, we recognize that
only providing two options makes it likely that staff likely reported
biological sex even if their gender identity was different.

In October 2018, the online survey was sent through Survey
Monkey to the staff email list. To maximize the response rate, it
was sent out by the TNC Chief Scientist (the most senior science
position within the organization) who encouraged all conservation
and science staff to complete it. Gender was not specifically
mentioned in the cover letter to minimize the risk of
respondents interpreting the survey as “for women” or “for
women only,” given the common (and often incorrect)
assumptions that “gender” is synonymous with “women” (Lau,
2020).

Once survey responses were received, they were sent to a
representative in the Chief Diversity Officer’s office of
TNC who combined them with extra demographic data,
including location and gender. All data were kept confidential,
and responses were anonymized to prevent anyone being
identified.

2.2 Analysis

Data analysis began with descriptive quantitative analysis of the
online survey responses, including summaries of the sample and the
measures, along with basic graphic analysis.

To identify significant differences between women’s and men’s
answers to the Likert scale questions (Qs 3–29, 31–36, and 46), we
aggregated “strongly (dis)agree” and “(dis)agree” into combined
“agree” and “disagree” responses, respectively. We then ran
multinomial logistic regressions with agree/disagree as the response
variable, and gender as predictor for each question (Venables and
Ripley, 2002). All analyses were run using R (R Core Team, 2021).
Significance was given by p-values.

Respondents were invited to provide open-ended free text
responses to questions relating to the following: “Please share
any personal reflections about how you have been treated
in relation to your gender” and “Do you have any
recommendations to ensure women are included in science and
conservation strategy and practice at TNC?” Answers from these
open-ended questions were also analyzed to provide context to the
quantitative data. The lead author read each response to gain an
overall familiarization and understanding of the data. Each
response was then assigned a broad theme and crosschecked by
two other authors.

TABLE 1 (Continued) Multinomial logistic regression analysis p-values indicating significant differences (p < 0.05; in bold) for the Likert question responses between
women andmen. “Agree” and “Strongly agree,” and “Disagree” and “Strongly disagree,”were aggregated to give “combined agree” and “combined disagree.”Of the
32 Likert scale survey questions the difference in responses was significant for combined agree and/or combined disagree for 27 of the 33 questions.

Likert scale survey questions Combined agree
response

Combined disagree
response

Q34 At TNC, women are just as likely as men to be offered opportunities such as co-authoring a paper or
speaking at a conference

0.0079 0.0001

Q35 At TNC, the overall culture supports women as much as men to advance their career in conservation/
science

0.0000 0.0000

Q36 I have experienced sexual harassment at past conferences or important meetings I have attended 0.0000 0.0437

Q46 I care for a child/children/other family members which can impact on my ability to work fulltime, travel
or work outside of hours at short notice

0.1491 0.0132
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TABLE 2 Representative quotes associated with the four themes that emerged from our analysis. Quotes were drawn from two open-ended survey questions:
Q40 Please share any personal reflections about how you have been treated in relation to your gender [N = 402: 225 (54%) women and 233 (36%) men] and Q37 Please
list the top three issues/ideas your organization could address to ensure women are included in science and conservation strategy and practice at TNC [N = 485: 252
(61%) women and 233 (48%) men].

Respondents’ experiences and recommendations to address gender inequity in conservation (representative quotes)

Theme 1: Men influence conservation and science outcomes more than women

Personal experiences

R315 (woman): There are many situations where it is assumed that women will go along with whatever men want to do, even if what men want to do is counter to plans that a team has
originally discussed and decided upon. I have encountered a number of situations where men “close ranks” with one another to push through an agenda or idea, without a clear decision-
making process, or without any regard to what women on the team would like to see happen

R485 (woman): . . .even as I’ve moved into a more senior management role in my business unit, I still notice that a disproportionate amount of the administrative/logistics/fixing problems
work falls to me and many of my female colleagues and I just do not have the same time and space to stay current on trends in conservation science, think strategically, develop new projects
and proposals, etc. as my male colleagues. It is exhausting. . ., especially when trying to balance strategic thinking for work with administration for work, with taking care of my family with
taking care of myself

Recommendations

a) Greater integration of gender equity into conservation work

R256 (woman): Prioritize gender in our own conservation work and outcomes

R461 (woman): . . .ensure integration of gender equity lens into all strategy and practice implementation

b) Working with women from early career

R102 (woman). . .capture lessons learned from women that have been at TNC a long time to learn what works and does not work to pass on knowledge to more junior women

R076 (man): . . .Promote science/conservation as a career choice for women, highlighting the work of women at TNC. . .

c) Connecting women and providing them with what they need to succeed

R073 (woman): . . .It is not enough to invite women to the table to be included in science and conservation strategy, you have to rebuild the table to have new voices heard and respected

R518 (woman). . .Ask women in science and conservation what they need to be better supported to contribute to their full potential and then provide it

R076 (man): . . .provide networking opportunities for women new to TNC to find mentors in science/conservation

d) Ensuring women are represented

R124 (man): . . .Strive for equal gender representation on project teams

R199 (woman): Including an equal amount of women speakers and men speakers at conferences and web calls

R499 (woman): I believe that when I am in a meeting with all men, I’m automatically viewed as having the least “power” in the room to make decisions. Men in positions of power have
sometimes rebranded my ideas as their own or taken credit for my work. . .

Theme 2: Women face gender bias and multiple barriers across their conservation careers compared with men

Personal Experiences

a) Gender bias is faced across career

R010 (woman): As a woman I have received more pressure to be outstanding, compared to my male colleagues (my supervisors usually expect/ask more fromme than frommen colleagues).
In spite of this, my performance has not been recognized in the same way and it ends up being compared with the performance of my male colleagues, of whom less is demanded

R022 (man): I have always felt easily included in the engineering and science worlds as a male. No barriers were ever experienced due to gender

R149 (woman): . . . my observation is that women are generally 5–7 years behind men in career and salary advancement . . . because men have been cultivated to move into higher job
grade roles at younger ages than women

R308 (woman): Senior leadership does not give credit where credit is due and tends to credit the male employee involved in a successful project, regardless that most of the work is done by a
woman (behind the scenes)

R314 (woman): I feel like a man doing my job with my quality of work would have advancedmore rapidly and been more valued and recognized for their contributions that I have been as a
woman. . .

R314 (woman) . . .My supervisor is female. I think gender bias is a cultural issue, not just something men do to women. Female supervisors can hold female employees down too

b) Women face extra barriers as parents/carers

R627 (woman): There are bigger societal issues that TNC cannot alone break—the fact that I, and most other women I know, still do 90% of the childcare but are expected to travel for work
just like men, or that lack of good childcare can really limit working/summer hours. Those are not TNC’s fault or responsibility to change, but it is important to recognize that these things
are still out there and pose obstacles to talented female scientists

R561 (woman): As a woman and as a mom, I do sometimes miss out on opportunities because my family is more important, and I cannot make every networking opportunity to boost my
career building skills. . . As compared to fathers.. I think mothers have a difficult time being able to get away to embrace career building opportunities

(Continued on following page)
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TABLE 2 (Continued) Representative quotes associated with the four themes that emerged from our analysis. Quotes were drawn from two open-ended survey
questions: Q40 Please share any personal reflections about how you have been treated in relation to your gender [N = 402: 225 (54%) women and 233 (36%) men] and
Q37 Please list the top three issues/ideas your organization could address to ensure women are included in science and conservation strategy and practice at TNC [N =
485: 252 (61%) women and 233 (48%) men].

Theme 2: Women face gender bias and multiple barriers across their conservation careers compared with men

R356 (woman): . . . No resources as a mom returning from parental leave. i. e., no Mom’s room, meetings were scheduled without breaks and in locations without mom’s rooms, requiring
me to pump in public restrooms while the meeting rolled on. . .

R286 (woman): My supervisor has asked male colleagues to pursue field activities for activities that he never requested of me, which I presume was because I’mamom and should stay home
with my kids

R218 (woman): I am a new mom of 2 years and I feel the balancing act of family life has put the brakes on any ideas for real advancement on my career, which makes me terribly sad, even
as I write this the tears are welling up in my eyes. I love my family and I love my work...

R719 (woman): While not at TNC but during my career I have been directly told that I had been passed over for opportunities because, “Well, you’re a mother.” As though producing
offspring prevented me from being capable or interested in any longer participating in my career, which was fully incorrect. . .

c) Barriers are intersectional

R500 (woman): I think women scientists of color face greater challenges in getting recognition. When I think of it, this has added another dimension of difficulty in being a scientist more so
than being a woman, particularly in North America...

R228 (woman): I will tell you now as a middle-aged woman what I experience is being invisible. And I’ve spoken with lots of accomplished women of my age and instead of them feeling like
they are on the top of their game, as they should be given their accomplishments and career, they feel invisible, marginalized and undervalued. Men at my age would be on the top of their
game—getting awards, honors etc. Women on the other hand at a certain age are cast aside

R199 (woman): Often people think I am less capable than others since I am a small woman. . .

R392 (woman): I have struggled with the combination of gender and age as a young female. I find it challenging to garner the respect, support and inclusion I believe that I have earned
through my work. Older men can create a unit of culture and language that seems very unique to them and hard to penetrate

Recommendations

a) Workplace culture and systems change

R168 (woman): . . . Be cognizant of our culture and work to ensure diversity of leadership styles as well - not working to “fit women in” to the gregarious, often male-dominated personality
space

R706 (woman): TNC is really trying hard to create an inclusive environment, which I really appreciate. However, in some areas it is still an old-men’s club, especially in science and
conservation. At least once a month I still have to hear comments from men that I find sexist. For example, “this is a job for somebody that does not have a kid at home so has more time”
(men also have children, but their time away from work is never questioned), or “given that you just had a kid, you are doing a great job” (am I being measured to a different standard?), or
“here are my girls!” (from amale supervisor to a team of female researchers). I think men do not realize these comments are demeaning and can affect our self-confidence. Women normally
do not report these because we think these are normal, or “I know he did not mean it the way it sounded”

R063 (woman): . . .Better institutionalize and value less hierarchical and more shared leadership and decision-making

R034 (woman): . . .Continue to build leadership opportunities for women - ensuring that women from outside the US can access these opportunities

R142 (woman): ...Keep highlighting women’s conservation and science successes and leadership and promote more blogs and articles from women in conservation and science...

R275 (woman): . . .Get more women on the Executive Leadership teams and as Conservation and Science Directors

R612 (woman): . . .Do not just offer leadership training and develop your TOP female staff—there needs to be a much better program of mentorship, support, and development for entry-
and mid-level female staff to keep them in the pipeline to become leaders

R632 (man)...Promote mentoring relationships among women scientists and conservation staff; creating a network of women and men to help advance women in science and conservation
with-in the organization

R083 (woman): TNC has been very good to me, particularly in that it has allowed me to balance work and family life with flexible hours. That has been extremely important as I juggle kids,
school, elderly parents, etc. . .

b) Addressing parenting/caring barriers

R620 (woman): As long as women continue to make less than men in the U.S., more women than men will be default primary caregivers for children. Many of us invest more time in the
career that makes more money for our family

R136 (woman): . . .Providing sufficient post-natal leave and subsidizing child care would go a long way towards keeping women with children in the workforce

R168 (woman): . . . set a high standard no matter what the country’s laws are—for both maternity and paternity leave

R612 (woman): Change the culture of MORE IS MORE so that people who are balancing caregiving and work roles are not automatically at a disadvantage and punished for their choices
or responsibilities. . .

R088 (woman) . . .I would like to see more women role models at TNC, particularly those who are combining family and career. . .What was not visible to me was the more senior women
role models who were successfully combining family and career to know that it was possible

(Continued on following page)

Frontiers in Environmental Science frontiersin.org06

James et al. 10.3389/fenvs.2022.1056751

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/environmental-science
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.3389/fenvs.2022.1056751


TABLE 2 (Continued) Representative quotes associated with the four themes that emerged from our analysis. Quotes were drawn from two open-ended survey
questions: Q40 Please share any personal reflections about how you have been treated in relation to your gender [N = 402: 225 (54%) women and 233 (36%) men] and
Q37 Please list the top three issues/ideas your organization could address to ensure women are included in science and conservation strategy and practice at TNC [N =
485: 252 (61%) women and 233 (48%) men].

Theme 2: Women face gender bias and multiple barriers across their conservation careers compared with men

c) Improving gender equity in an intersectional way

R461 (woman): . . . Recognize and call out the intersectionality of gender equity with race, class, able-ism, sexuality, education, etc. (provide learning opportunities, seek out guidance from
other organizations doing it better, etc.)

R690 (woman): ...Provide trainings that reveal unintentional bias to all genders of staff-with regard to hiring, negotiation, salary expectations, promotion requests, career opportunity
creation and expectations, presentation styles, and other aspects known to commonly suffer from unintentional gender bias. . .

R168 (woman): . . .Make sure we’re taking into account women of color specifically in our hiring process—at all levels! Seek out applicants (“no woman/woman of color applied” is not good
enough). . .

R703 (woman): . . .Always consider gender and racial make-up when putting together a panel, a working group, a committee. What does this snapshot say about our organization?

R155 (woman) . . .Make sure when international women are employed at TNC that their voices and perspectives are welcomed and encouraged rather than expecting assimilation

Theme 3: Women experience sexual harassment, discrimination, and fear retaliation

Personal Experiences

R742 (woman): With a past employer, in working with a conservation group, I was called Barbie and was not taken seriously in my role

R742 (woman): I have been told by a past employer that I should not pursue a PhD because I have children and they would not support me

R235 (woman): As a female scientist, I know the unconscious bias is against me when I challenge higher level directors. This has been established in the scientific literature. When women
raise concerns and challenge superiors, they are punished in their careers, while men are promoted

R149 (woman): . . . I feel like there is no forum. . .where these problems can be safely discussed without being labeled negatively or risk further career advancement delays

R541 (woman): There are few enough of my white male colleagues that are skilled in the area of differences and bias that I often feel like a lone voice raising issues when I see them and can
at times feel pretty alienated

R155 (woman): Our society teaches girls and women to “please, perform, perfect” so the vulnerability it requires to speak up, take a risk, etc. is much greater for women than for men

R035 (woman): Once you internalize the subtle, pervasive cultural messages about what you as a woman can/cannot do at work, you start to fall behind when you hesitate or flounder as
male colleagues step forward

R345 (woman): It just feels like we are happy with how far we have come, but as women we still keep our mouths shut to avoid rocking the boat

Recommendations

R352 (woman):. . .TNC wants to encourage women to be empowered but I think the generic experiences we have all had in our life and careers affects individuals’ self-esteem and holds us
back from speaking up and getting involved. Also women have different psychological, emotional and health reasons that affect their work which we do not feel comfortable talking about
with our senior male managers. It would be great to talk in a confidential and safe place about all the issues that are holding us back

R142 (woman): Promote communication/decision styles that encourage more listening and discourage dominating a conversation. Give people more ways to provide input—like this
survey, facilitated group conversations or presentation polls—to ensure you are hearing from a more diverse group

R697 (woman): Ask us to participate. Encourage us to participate and support our participation. Be respectful of the opinions that we offer

Theme 4: Men overestimate gender equity for women in conservation

Personal experiences

R495 (man): I did not think this was an issue. Do we not have qualified female scientists on staff?

R085 (man): I have not seen a gender bias in science and conservation strategy and practice

R002 (man): I believe that the attention to gender issues at TNC is going beyond what is necessary. We are already doing well

R295 (man): It’s all we hear about. I don’t care about men versus women... it’s about qualifications to do the work

R220 (man): . . .Having worked for other employers, I feel that TNC goes way above and beyond. Sometimes its overboard and actually does little to further the cause

R815 (man): I’m starting to feel like there is a conspiracy against me...

Recommendations

R068 (man): . . . design teams to be balanced in terms of gender

R461 (woman): . . .make some basic practices mandatory for all staff [e.g., no “manels” (all male panels)...or papers, meetings, teams, etc., external or internal. . .ensure integration of
gender equity lens into all strategy and practice implementation

(Continued on following page)
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2.3 Response rate

In 2018, there were 1,789 total Conservation and Science staff: 44%
(781) women and 56% (1,008) men. We received a total of
904 responses to the survey: 414 (46%) women and 490 (54%)
men), meaning a response rate of 53% for women and 49% for
men. Respondents were also categorized by the region where they
were physically located. Most respondents, 741 (82%), were in North
America with the remainder 163 (18%) in Asia Pacific, Africa,
Caribbean, Latin America, and Europe. In addition, a total of
402 respondents [225 (54%) of the women and 177 (36%) of the
men] provided written responses to open-ended questions relating to
their personal experiences of gender inequity throughout their
conservation careers, and 485 respondents [252 (61%) of the
women and 233 (48%) of the men] made suggestions for
improving gender equity at TNC.

3 Results

We have highlighted the following four themes that emerged from
the data, each of which we discuss in sections below:

1) Men influence conservation and science outcomes more than
women.

2) Women face multiple barriers across their conservation careers
due to gender bias.

3) Women experience sexual harassment and discrimination, as well
as fear retaliation, more than men.

4) Men overestimate gender equity for women in conservation.

The results to all quantitative questions, including level of
significance based on the binomial logistic regression output
p-values, are provided in Table 1. In most cases, differences
between women’s and men’s responses were significant or highly
significant (Table 1; Supplementary Material S1). Representative
quotes associated with the four themes that emerged from our
qualitative data analysis are provided in Table 2. Throughout this
paper we also include example quotes in italics (including
their anonymized ID and gender) to provide further context for
each theme.

3.1 Men influence conservation and science
outcomes more than women

Overall, women felt less able to contribute to conservation and science
than men. This ranged from large goal setting decisions for their
organization to more specific conservation decisions for their
management unit and immediate team. For example, only 49% of
women compared with 65% of men agreed that they had enough
influence in determining research and conservation priorities for their
program (Q7; Table 1; Figure 1). These data were matched by written
responses from women, who frequently described being sidelined, or
overlooked, in relation to conservation science work (examples in Table 2).

Women were also less involved in conservation implementation and
described the disproportionate administrative responsibilities they were
expected to carry out related to project and staff management. For
example, 54% of women, compared with just 38% of men, were
responsible for providing support to other conservation and research
staff (Q1; Figure 2). Such activities significantly restrict time available for
conservation and science related work. For example: . . .even as I’ve
moved into a more senior management role in my business unit, I still
notice that a disproportionate amount of the administrative/logistics/fixing
problems work falls to me and many of my female colleagues and I just
don’t have the same time and space to stay current on trends in
conservation science, think strategically, develop new projects and
proposals, etc. as my male colleagues. It is exhausting. . ., especially
when trying to balance strategic thinking for work with administration
for work, with taking care of my family with taking care of myself [R485
(woman)] (Table 2).

3.2 Women face multiple barriers across their
conservation careers due to gender bias,
compared with men

Women reported that their gender had played a key role in
restricting their careers in conservation and science. For example,
29% of women reported that before they came to TNC their gender
had played a role in them missing out on a raise, promotion, key
assignment, or chance to get ahead whereas only 4%ofmen reported this
(Q31; Table 1; Figure 3). This was backed by findings from qualitative
data, where women gave examples of the long-term career and salary

TABLE 2 (Continued) Representative quotes associated with the four themes that emerged from our analysis. Quotes were drawn from two open-ended survey
questions: Q40 Please share any personal reflections about how you have been treated in relation to your gender [N = 402: 225 (54%) women and 233 (36%) men] and
Q37 Please list the top three issues/ideas your organization could address to ensure women are included in science and conservation strategy and practice at TNC [N =
485: 252 (61%) women and 233 (48%) men].

Theme 4: Men overestimate gender equity for women in conservation

R500 (woman): . . . having a supervisor who recognizes the unique opportunity and challenges that come with being a woman in science has been incredibly helpful in my career. These
people have pushed me and put me up for opportunities without any hesitation and that has made all the difference

R073 (woman): . . . Stop focusing on just the % of women in the organization and instead work on how they are trusted, believed, and held up in the organization. . .

R618 (man): Continue to educate men to increase awareness and understanding of unearned privilege, including tips and practical tools for correcting unconscious bias. . .

R308 (woman): Moving away from women having to learn from men to be in leadership positions and focusing more on the men doing things differently to help change the entrenched
culture bias

R217 (man): . . . adopt policies that make pay rates transparent to all. Research shows that when pay rates are transparent, employees are better empowered to assure they are receiving fair
and equitable pay
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FIGURE 1
Graph of responses toQ7. At TNC I have enough opportunity to influence conservation and science priorities for my program as a percentage of the total
number of respondents for each gender.

FIGURE 2
Graph of responses to Q1. Is your role predominantly? (Chosen from a drop down list). As a percentage of the total number of respondents for each
gender.
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outcomes of this trend. I feel like a man doing my job with my quality of
work would have advanced more rapidly and been more valued and
recognized for their contributions than I have been as a woman. . .[R314
(woman)] (Table 2).

Women also reported that they did not have the same opportunities in
their careers asmen (Figure 4) and that the expectations placed upon them
were higher compared to their men counterparts. Various barriers were
cited at all career stages from early career to senior leadership

(representative quotes in Table 2). In stark contrast to the experiences
of inequity cited by women, nearly all men commented that gender had
not held them back or ever been an issue for them. I have always felt easily
included in the engineering and science worlds as a male. No barriers were
ever experienced due to gender [R022 (man)] (Table 2).

This disadvantage was not associated with a lack of effort by
women in pursuing career advancement and leadership
opportunities. For example, 65% of women noted they actively

FIGURE 3
Graph of responses to Q31. BEFORE I came to TNC, my gender played a role in me missing out on a raise, promotion, key assignment, or chance to get
ahead. As a percentage of the total number of respondents for each gender.

FIGURE 4
Graph of responses to Q17. At TNC, women have the same opportunities to advance as men. As a percentage of the total number of respondents for
each gender.
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pursued opportunities for career enhancement and advancement,
compared with 52% of men (Q11; Table 1). Despite this, women
described career pathways and models of leadership as being
largely defined by men and subject to entrenched gender bias.
Respondents highlighted that cultural change was needed in
conservation, including support for a diversity of leadership
styles, as well as mentoring, sponsoring, and championing
women across their careers. Be cognizant of our culture and
work to ensure diversity of leadership styles as well—not working
to “fit women in” to the gregarious, often male-dominated
personality space [R168 (woman)] (Table 2).

Our data revealed that both men and women believed that family
and care commitments could negatively impact their careers. Both
genders (30% of women and 28% of men), for example, felt that they
were not achieving everything in their career because of seeking to
balance family commitments (Q19; Table 1). And 42% of men and
48% of women felt that if they took a leave of absence for 6 months or
more to handle a family matter, it would negatively impact their
position at work (Q18; Table 1). Furthermore, similar percentages
(42% of women and 46% of men) agreed that care for a child/children,
or other family members would impact their ability to work fulltime,
travel, or work outside business hours at short notice (Q46; Table 1).

So, although both men and women felt that care commitments could
impact their career, qualitative data highlighted some of the specific ways
in which gender-defined roles including caring and parenting impact
women disproportionately. These included, lack of financial support
(parental leave), or a lack of structural support such as breastfeeding
areas for women returning towork. Assumptions that women returning to
work would not be capable or interested in traveling, attending meetings
and workshops, or undertaking field work was cited as another challenge
(Table 2). The weight of such inequalities bears down on women, with
several women describing the stress of balancing the needs of a family with
a strong desire to advance their careers. In responding to these challenges,
respondents made suggestions that included setting high standards on
caring leave policies across countries, making equitable pay for women a
reality, tailoring specific support for mothers, flexible working hours, and
the recognition that societal norms mean women have disproportionate
caring responsibilities.

Respondents also noted that women experience barriers in their
conservation careers due to multiple intersecting factors, including race,
ethnicity, age, physical abilities, and geographic location. For example,
only 8% of women and 14% of men felt women from outside the U.S.
were well represented in science/conservation leadership roles in TNC
(Q28). Women with intersectional identities described various
experiences of unconscious bias and discrimination during their
conservation careers. Respondents offered rich suggestions on how to
improve gender equity in an intersectional way. These related to training
for leaders in bias and privilege, recruitment programs and quotas,
mentoring, and sponsorship.. . .Always consider gender and racial make-
up when putting together a panel, a working group, a committee. What
does this snapshot say about our organization? [R703 (woman)] (Table 2).

3.3 Women experience sexual harassment
and discrimination, as well as fear retaliation,
more than men

Women also reported higher rates of sexual harassment and
discrimination across their careers in conservation, with 15% of

women compared to just 2% of men, reporting that they had
experienced sexual harassment at conservation related conferences
or important meetings (Q36; Table 1).

There also continue to be barriers for women in speaking out
about diverse forms of gender-based discrimination and harassment,
with 18% of women compared to 6% of men, describing not feeling
supported to raise issues of gender bias (intentional or unintentional)
without fear of reprisal (Q33; Table 1). Women commented that they
often felt that there was no safe mechanism to raise issues and that they
did not feel supported to do so without fear of retaliation. They also felt
that often managers were not skilled in understanding or addressing
issues of discrimination. Some women reported workplace cultures
that actively silenced such problems. Women also expressed that
gender norms are pervasive across society, leading women to
internalize and/or privatize these structural barriers as personal
problems best managed individually (Table 2).

3.4 Men overestimate gender equity for
women in conservation

By far the most significant differences between men and women
across the survey related to how well respondents thought gender and
inequity was being addressed in conservation, and how supportive
they thought their workplace was for women. Across all issues, from
women’s influence and leadership in conservation to work culture,
career advancement and pay, men perceived the conservation sector as
significantly more equitable than how women actually experienced it.
For example, only 48% of women compared with 74% of men,
indicated that human resources policies and procedures supported
equal opportunities for women (Q21; Table 1; Figure 5).When asked if
they thought policies and procedures supported equitable pay, 63% of
men compared with just 32% of women thought there was equity
(Q20; Table 1). Furthermore, 79% of men and only 58% of women, felt
that the overall culture of their organization supports women as much
as men to advance their career in conservation/science (Q35; Table 1).
Overall, 78% of men compared with just 44% of women, felt that
women have the same opportunities to advance as men (Q17; Table 1;
Figure 5). In addition, 82% of men compared with only 64% women,
believed that women had an influential role in deciding the research/
conservation priorities for their programs (Q5; Table 1) with one man
stating: I did not think this was an issue. Do we not have qualified
female scientists on staff? [R495 (man)] (Table 2). The trend continued,
only 56% of women compared with 78% of men felt that their
organization was doing a good job to improve the role of women
in conservation and science (Q23; Table 1). This is reflected in the
divergent experiences described by women and men. For example,
some men felt that the focus on gender within their organization had
gone too far, with adverse outcomes for the organization and
themselves: . . .Having worked for other employers, I feel that TNC
goes way above and beyond. Sometimes it is overboard and actually
does little to further the cause [R220 (man)] (Table 2).

Regardless of these findings, most respondents, although still
significantly more men than women (91% of men and 78% of
women), would recommend their organization as a great place to
work for women pursuing a career in science and/or conservation
(Q25; Table 1). This figure dropped to 63% of women and 85% of men
for a leadership position (Q29; Table 1). These findings were backed by
other questions, with 73% of women compared with 50% of men,
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reporting that their organization should be doing more to increase
gender equity at all levels (Q24; Table 1).

Several women respondents highlighted that society/sector wide
inequity was pervasive and appreciated the efforts of their
organization in addressing gender bias and inequity. Suggestions
from respondents to further address gender bias included balancing
gender on teams/panels/workgroups, trainings on gender bias
(including unconscious bias), going beyond gender diversity to true
gender inclusion, provision of support for early career women
scientists, as well as the promotion of diverse leadership styles (so
women do not have to fit into “male culture” to succeed) (Table 2).

4 Discussion

The conservation sector has passionate, ambitious, and committed
individuals who want to make meaningful contributions (Pienkowski
et al., 2022). But many people seem unaware of how gender inequity
impacts both science and conservation efforts as well as individual’s
career progression. The fact that only 44% of women, but 78% of men
think that women and men have the same opportunity to advance in
their conservation careers, reveals a significant problem. Men’s lack of
awareness may be compounded by the reluctance of women to discuss
discrimination they experience. Significantly, 18% of women reported
fearing reprisal if they raised concerns about discrimination or
harassment; other sectors have shown this fear is justified. There is
evidence that situations often get worse for women when they speak
out in the workplace (Rudman et al., 2012; Gianakos et al., 2022).

Our survey revealed that women felt less able to access and
perform in leadership positions. Several women commented that
they felt pressure to fit into culture that did not value a more
collaborative style of leadership. Preventing women from
progressing into leadership and then leading authentically is not
only detrimental for individual women but can also hurt the

organization. For example, the largest global study of women in
the workplace, conducted across over 400 organizations collectively
employing more than 12 million people, demonstrated that women
are (a) more likely to be strong leaders that support staff and teams, (b)
are more likely to advance diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts, and
(c) do the work to speak out against discrimination in the workplace
and mentor others (McKinsey, 2019).

Evidence across sectors shows that all people, regardless of their
gender, consistently overestimate women’s representation, and
therefore, general progress towards gender equity. Focusing too
much on how gender equity is good or has improved can, perhaps
counter-intuitively, stall further progress (Ryan, 2022). In addition,
men and women who overestimate progress towards gender equity in
their workplaces are more likely to show gender bias in performance
reviews: candidates randomly assigned a female name were more likely
to be evaluated poorly, recommended to be paid less, and discouraged
from seeking promotion (Begeny et al., 2020). Furthermore, studies of
traditionally male dominated science fields (i.e., conservation) that
have moved towards greatly increasing numbers of women
represented, demonstrated that those who thought bias was no
longer a problem were most likely to perpetuate gender bias
(Begeny et al., 2020).

This is concerning when again, our results revealed that men
consistently overestimated gender equity across questions relating to
conservation decision making and leadership, and workplace culture
and policies. Given that 78% of men thought there was already equal
opportunity between the genders, it is likely to be challenging to work
on improving it (only half of men thought their organization should
do more to improve gender equity, whereas three quarters of women
did). Accordingly, we see that raising awareness about existing
inequities across conservation is crucial for everyone (not just
women).

One way to both highlight inequities and address them is greater
transparency for pay, benefits, and career advancement. Only 32% of

FIGURE 5
Graph of responses to Q20. TNC pay policies mean that women have the same opportunities to advance as men. As a percentage of the total number of
respondents for each gender.
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women compared with around 63% of men felt that pay policies are
equitable. There is clear evidence that disclosing salary range on
recruitment and publishing pay data closes the gender pay gap. For
example, in Denmark, a study of the gender pay gap before and after
legislation mandating pay transparency noted that the pay gap closed
by 13% (Bennedsen, 2019).

Interestingly, our results show no significant difference between
men and women on how family and caring commitments impacted
their careers. Given that evidence across sectors shows that women
have far greater caring responsibilities both inside and outside the
workplace, this may indicate that their organization’s approach to
flexible work is helpful. However, evidence from our qualitative data
and from other sectors shows that women do still typically shoulder
most of these caring responsibilities (Knudsen and Wærness, 2008).
For example, women, and especially working mothers, do significantly
more housework and childcare than working fathers; worldwide
women spend 300% more time on unpaid care work than men
(OECD Development Centre, 2015; McKinsey, 2019).

Intersectionality recognizes that people are subject to multiple layers
of social division and power, including race, gender, age, class, and
wealth, which all interact with each other to determine how people can
benefit or be disadvantaged in the world (Hill-Collins and Bilge, 2016).
This includes recognizing that gender diverse people (including non-
binary, trans, and others) experience unique and compounding
challenges, some (but not all) of which may align with those
experienced by cisgender women, especially when they are perceived
by others as women (regardless of their biological sex and gender
identity) (Davis and Yeung, 2022). The qualitative answers from our
respondents highlighted intersecting issues including race, nationality,
location, age, and caring roles that intersected to further impact each
woman’s ability to influence conservation and build their careers.

For example, across international organizations, inequity can also
show up as a lack of representation in leadership and decisionmaking for
women outside where the organization is headquartered, such as Europe
and the U.S. There was recognition that a dedicated and sustained effort
is needed for international organizations to fully include women located
outside of the headquartered location. This could include diversity
quotas for conservation leadership positions and career development
opportunities. Support needs to be deliberate and include dedicated
resources such as language translation and travel funds to ensure women
can fully participate. These opportunities need to be designed so women
are welcomed virtually where travel is unachievable. For example, this
study would have been improved if resources had been available to
translate our survey instrument into the primary language of all survey
recipients. It is also important to note that conservation and science
organizationswork within countries that have different legal frameworks
and minimum requirements for benefits such as paid parental leave.
There is opportunity for international organizations to design policies
that enable all women, regardless of which nationality they are or
country they are located in, to benefit from equitable workplace
standards, salary and benefit packages.

Many respondents identified the need for more training; some
responses focused on women (leadership skills and mentoring, for
example), and some responses focused on men or all staff (training
about gender bias, diversity, equity, and inclusion). It is important to
note that, focusing on training individual women (or men) rather than
addressing inequitable systems and workplace cultures is helpful but
insufficient when used as the primary approach to address gender
equity issues in the workplace. It is much easier for an organization to

focus on offering women extra coaching to take career risks, negotiate,
overcome imposter syndrome, and boost leadership skills, rather than
addressing the workplace systems and cultures that reward men for
risk taking and limited care of their teams, whilst punishing women for
the same behavior (McKinsey, 2021). Research suggests that women
do not begin their careers with lower ambition or confidence, but that
these are eroded by workplace cultures (Ryan, 2022). Therefore, any
training to build skills for women must be accompanied by educating
men on inequity and how to be better colleagues, as well as having
women serve as mentors to men, and making changes to
organizational policy and culture which go beyond individuals. The
role of training should be to help women thrive within equitable
organizations, not to ask them to make further changes and
accommodations to survive within inequitable ones.

5 Recommendations

Based on the extensive literature on women and equity in the
workplace, the quantitative survey, and over 1,800 suggestions in the
open-ended section of the results, we propose a series of recommendations
that individuals and organizations can apply to improve gender equity in
conservation. These involve continual reviewing and adjusting policies,
systems, and norms to create a culture that fully leverages the benefits of
diversity, one inwhichwomen and all employees feel comfortable and able
to reach their potential:

5.1 Show leadership

Ensure that diversity, equity, and inclusion are publicly stated and
lived values of the organization and that they are actively resourced
and demonstrated by leadership.

a. Conservation organizations and their leadership publicly pledge
and then ensure intersectional gender diversity on panels, boards,
and executive leadership teams.

b. Senior leaders fully and publicly support efforts to create more
equitable workplaces—and are accountable for progress on
ambitious diversity goals and metrics.

c. Actively recruit and value leaders with diverse and collaborative
styles and approaches.

d. Build capacity and resource specialist leaders and teams to address
gender inequity in conservation and the workplace.

e. Partnerwith organizations that specialize in addressing gender inequity
and workplace culture across an organization rather than focusing on
individual change. Fully resource best practice recommendations.

5.2 Transparency and accountability

Women do better where organizations are transparent, consistent,
and accountable in their actions. Women also need to know that they
are being promoted and paid equitably. Overall, women fall behind
men when pay and progression is not transparent and relies on
individual negotiation.

a. Set clear goals to improve intersectional gender representation in
departments, roles, and especially in conservation leadership positions.

Frontiers in Environmental Science frontiersin.org13

James et al. 10.3389/fenvs.2022.1056751

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/environmental-science
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.3389/fenvs.2022.1056751


b. Track diversity metrics by gender, race/ethnicity, and the
intersection of the two.

c. Collect and publish data on progress towards these goals.
d. Publish pay equity analyses and corrections, and internally share data

on pay, promotions, and other rewards to ensure career development
and progression is equitable. This needs to be disaggregated by gender
and other variables including race and location.

e. Publish salaries for advertised positions.

5.3 Diversify teams and create career
pathways and sponsorship for women

Women face challenges in science and conservation at all career stages.

a. Continue to reduce bias in hiring through bias awareness training
for recruitment teams, diverse interview panels, and removing
gendered language from job descriptions.

b. Track hiring and promotions to determine whether women, and
especially women of color, and women in low to middle income
countries, are being hired and promoted at similar rates to other
employees. If there are gaps at certain levels or functions, adjust,
including doubling down on best practices in those areas.

c. Provide dedicated sponsorship programs —that is, people who can
provide new opportunities and connections—for women and
especially women of color and women outside where international
organizations are headquartered, especially the Global South.

d. Undertake anti-bias training for managers responsible for performance
reviews and promotions. Monitor and adapt training programs.

5.4 Flexibility and wellbeing

Women have suffered higher rates of burnout during the
pandemic and shoulder most caring responsibilities in and outside
the workplace. The workplace culture across conservation consistently
expects and rewards people who work and travel excessively. Women
also shoulder higher office and family caring responsibilities and face
career limitations when they become parents.

a. Establish work norms that promote flexibility in hours and location
of work while also setting clear and fair boundaries so that people
are not expected to always be working.

b. Establish equitable parental leave policies across countries,
subsidized childcare, and flexible schedules.

c. Encourage virtual meetings and follow up for those who cannot
easily travel or attend after-hours events.

5.5 Embed awareness, training, and mentoring

Training and mentoring is important for everyone to understand
unconscious bias in individuals and systems and ways to address it.
However, it cannot be the primary way to address gender bias, as
advocacy and systems change is crucial. However, it is one important
piece and can help move allies from awareness to action.

a. Provide quality and well-resourced training and awareness for all
employees (not just women). This includes (but is not limited to)

effective training in unconscious bias and effective hiring and
retention strategies. Training and awareness must be ongoing
and targeted at men as much as women. There must also be
follow-up to understand how training was understood and applied.

5.6 Connecting women

a. Establish and resource employee resource groups and other official
networks to allow women to discuss and address workplace issues
that emerge.

b. Ask women across the organization what they need through
anonymous surveys and through networks. Listen and be ready
to respond and to resource their recommendations.

c. Establish programs for official mentoring, coaching, allyship, and
sponsorship for early-mid career women to be connected to
advocates across the organization.

d. Focus on intersectionality and allyship, which improves the work
experience, particularly for women of color, parents, carers, and
women from the Global South.

5.7 Address sexual discrimination and
harassment

a. Create or revise reporting and support mechanisms to be current
best practice and centered and informed by the rights and safety of
the person raising an issue of sexual discrimination or harassment.
Ensure there is access to dedicated professionals qualified in trauma
informed responses and processes.

b. Regularly check workplace culture through anonymous surveys
where gender disaggregated results are reported back to teams.

c. Continually reinforce workplace values which do not tolerate
sexual discrimination and harassment.

5.8 Addressing intersectionality

a. Set goals and measures for representation that also explicitly cover
intersectionality. Continual work is needed to understand how
these recommendations address the challenges identified by
women with various intersectional identities (e.g., race,
disability, sexual orientation, country of origin, etc.).

b. It is also imperative that we move to considering gender in non-
binary terms in conservation.

6 Conclusion

Comprehensive evidence shows that women do face bias across
science, conservation, and research, from pay and benefits, promotions,
publishing, funding, and hiring to decision making and setting strategic
direction (Grogan 2019; Ross et al., 2022; Ryan, 2022). It is impossible
and unrealistic for individuals to solve the problems they face, and it is
also unacceptable to rely on individuals to forfeit their career goals and
conservation influence because organizations are not designed for
women to excel (Grogan, 2019).

Although most research papers conclude with suggestions for
future research, we feel strongly that there is already sufficient robust
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evidence, some of it referenced in this paper, that supports action
towards our recommendations. We strongly suggest that the next steps
should be that conservation organizations commit to implementing
actions towards gender equity and then report on their progress in a
transparent and accessible way. Further research could then involve
the success of various interventions, and the difference those
interventions make for different women, and subsequently for the
effectiveness of conservation and climate action. Conservation, and
the climate and biodiversity crisis urgently need women to be fully
involved.
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