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When S.C. was working as an editor for a science-focused magazine, her editorial 

team was called into a meeting to choose scientists to interview for Q&As in the 

magazine. They started out with a stack of a couple dozen names people had already 

submitted, and during the meeting people threw in names of scientists they thought would 

be interesting. At some point, she realized: every single suggested name had been a 

man’s. “And so I was really aghast,” she said. “We do Q&As often. This can’t be. We 

have to have women in this group.” 

She said she understands how it happened. It was easy to not consider diversity 

when you’re just thinking of an individual, of a single data point. But when she proposed 

specific women to the group, she felt there was some resistance. “There was an 

assumption that if there’s a male scientist doing good work and proving to be influential, 

that that person would make a good Q&A subject,” she said. But for the women, she said, 

“it seemed like everyone was setting a higher bar.” 

The magazine did add some women to their Q&As at the time, but S.C. – whose 

initials are used, along with those of everyone else in this analysis, to allow them the 

anonymity to speak freely about their experiences and views about gender and race -- 

said the trend didn’t really pick up, and she later left the magazine. 



	 2	

S.C., now a freelance science writer and editor, is not alone in her frustration with 

science journalists’ routine blindness when it comes to diversity. In interviews with seven 

science journalists, most of whom have extensive experience writing and editing for 

magazines, it became clear that these journalists saw a failure of science journalism to 

include non-male, non-white voices in its stories.  

These journalists disagreed on the scale of the problem, but they all agreed time 

constraints and reliance on flawed institutional structures made fixing the problem 

difficult. They also acknowledged the particular difficulties of dealing with race, in part 

because of the discomfort associated with the topic and in part because of its relative 

complexity. And they mostly agreed science came with its own problems with gender and 

race, even if they aren’t extreme. 

But more importantly, the journalists saw diversity as a matter of responsibility to 

their audiences, the public and their sources, and they agreed that all science journalists 

should try harder in their daily reporting to reach past the easiest and most obvious 

sources—who were often white men because of the many systems that serve to elevate 

white men in science. 	

The problem in science journalism 

Often, when these journalists talked about the problems they saw science 

journalism as having, they mentioned two issues of representation. For some, the most 

obvious problem was the whiteness of the field itself. But, when asked if there were 

problems in science journalism, most also mentioned representation in the stories 

themselves. Oftentimes, when they spoke about these two issues of representation, the 

journalists wove them together in their answers. When P.S., a female, Indian-American 
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journalist who writes for a conservation magazine, was asked about the problems of 

representation in science journalism, she said that female scientists were not receiving the 

“weight or recognition as they deserve,” and that science journalism hadn’t yet dealt with 

the lack of racial diversity among the journalists themselves. 

 While the journalists agreed that science journalism has its problems with the 

diversity of its sources, they differed on its severity. Three did not hesitate, certain there 

is a problem with representation. Two said they believed there was a problem, but one 

qualified her statement by saying she didn’t think “any of us are doing a good job.” 

Another agreed it was a problem but said it was no different than representation problems 

seen in all of journalism. 

Some of the journalists saw their personal struggles finding diverse sources as 

evidence of a more widespread problem. B.B. is a white, female science writer who 

freelances and also works as a contributing editor for a popular science magazine. “I 

don’t have hard evidence showing it’s an issue, but I know in my own writing, it’s 

something I struggle with,” she said. 

One journalist who was interviewed decided to quantitatively assess his own 

sourcing to determine how much of a problem he really had. Inspired by a colleague at 

his publication, for the past year E.Y., an Asian, male staff writer at a national magazine 

who writes often about biology, has been keeping track of the gender of all of his sources. 

He first combed his stories from January 2016 to February 2017 and tabulated a 

percentage for his female sources: roughly 25 percent. “I had kind of an inkling it 

wouldn’t be very good, but I also didn’t expect it to be that bad,” he said. “Twenty-five 

percent was a bit of a shock.” He believes it’s likely that, like him, journalists may think 
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they are representing more diverse voices than they actually are. “It’s very easy to 

convince yourself that you’re doing fine when you’re not.” 

The costs and hurdles of gender and racial parity 
 

To make matters more complicated, E.Y. has found that he has to contact more 

women than men to get an equal number. He has calculated that he has to ask about 1.3 

men to get one quote, while he has to ask 1.6 women to get a quote. He attributes this 

difference to women being busier fielding media requests in fields where they are more 

underrepresented (“they probably get a lot of requests for stuff like this”), to women 

having to deal more with childcare, and to men being more likely to seek out media 

attention. “It’s not quite self-confidence, but that willingness to say, ‘yes, I am an expert 

in this and I should be talking about the media about this,’” he said. “I think men are just 

more likely to do that, and I'm not saying that in a complimentary way.” 

E.Y. estimates he spends an extra 15 to 20 minutes on each story balancing the 

gender of his sources, which, by his estimates, adds up to an extra hour of work per week. 

For E.Y., this is “a small price to pay for standing up for this value.”  

But other journalists interviewed were quick to point out that for journalists 

working on tight deadlines, that extra time and effort might not be feasible. And for 

freelancers, time is money. Journalists emphasized this hurdle above all others. “When 

you’re doing a lot of web stories and you’re on tight deadlines, you don’t have -- I hate to 

use the word luxury … but … when you’re trying to churn out stories, it’s very hard,” 

M.H., an editor and writer for a national conservation magazine, said. (However, many of 

the journalists often wrote or edited feature stories and considered themselves as having 
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the privilege of time and creativity for those stories, which meant there was less of an 

excuse for homogeneity among the sources.) 

Because of the time limitations, most journalists rely heavily on the public 

information officers of universities and labs to direct them to the best sources, they said. 

Or they often contact the lead author on the scientific paper of interest or the principal 

investigator of the study or trial. The problem with relying on these sources, however, is 

that public information officers can be subject to the same biases as any other person, and 

the top billing on a scientific paper doesn’t always go to the person who put in the most 

effort but instead can go to the most prestigious author (the conventions for ordering 

authors can vary by field, lab, publication and country, so sometimes there are simple 

methods, such as alphabetical ordering). A study in the peer-reviewed journal The BMJ 

called “Trends and Comparison of Female First Authorship in High Impact Medical 

Journals” looked at 10 years of “high impact” medical journals and found there to be a 

gender gap between male and female researchers when it comes to who nabs the lead 

author spot – something that plays into their professional reputation and success. And an 

article published November 17, 2015, in the journal Nature found that underrepresented 

minorities received grants from the National Institutes of Health at a lower rate than their 

white peers – meaning they are less often the principal investigator, or grant holder, of 

the research. Neither of these studies came to a conclusion about the causes of these 

disparities, but both conjectured a range of biases against and burdens on women and 

people of color that could have led to a generally less privileged place in academia. 
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A.M., who writes often about health issues, was one of the journalists who said 

she thought a range of factors led to white men rising to the top of their fields more 

frequently, meaning they often gained greater name recognition: 

“Part of that is because those are the people who are at the top of the profession 

because they are the ones getting promoted, and they are the ones who are the 

department chairs and the tenured professors. So it's a whole institutional setup 

that just makes it easier for them to get attention.” 

A.M. argued that relying on these official sources often means journalists are 

ignoring the women and scientist of color who may have worked just as closely or even 

more closely with the studies but were given less recognition: 

“Often you hear from women scientists, especially junior scientists, that they are 

afraid to speak up because they feel they have more to lose. So they are not as 

good about putting themselves out there, promoting their work, promoting 

themselves as possible sources.” 

M.H., who was a scientist through her 20s before she became a journalist, and 

who is white and gender non-conforming, added that often, men publish more than 

women. “And that might not be because the women in research aren’t as interesting, but 

because they [the men] have all the advantages that allow them to publish more,” she 

said. “So they're the ones you go to because they have the hundred papers on this topic. 

So there's certainly intrinsic problems in science that might perpetuate the problem.” 

For many science journalists short on time, these highly published, highly 

recommended and very often white, male scientists can therefore seem like the safest and 

most authoritative bet for sources, the journalists said. 
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Hesitancy about race 

The spreadsheet of E.Y.’s stories in 2016 broke sources down by gender, but not 

by race. Since he started keeping track of his sources, though, he has made a note of race. 

But he admits race can be trickier. “It’s harder there, because it’s more difficult to know 

what the target should be,” he said. “It's easy with gender, because it's 50 percent, 

obviously, and it's 50 percent everywhere. So what is the figure when you're looking at 

race?” 

E.Y. is aware that there are distinctions, too, among different races. “So that term, 

underrepresented minorities, sometimes excludes Asians, especially in STEM fields,” he 

said.  “I'm also trying to make sure that when I approach non-white people as sources, it's 

not like 100 percent of those people are Asians. … I'm not recording to that level of 

granularity, but I am trying to intuitively get a cross-section.” 

But he said he thinks the distinctions shouldn’t distract from the goal. “Put it this 

way, if I look at the coverage that exists, I think it skews very heavily toward white men, 

and that's what I want to skew away from.”  (He said he has set a personal goal to aim 

high for non-white sources: 30 percent. And if he hits that mark, he plans to bump the 

goal higher, he said.) 

The greater challenges of race might be reflected in the ways the journalists spoke 

so much more readily and frequently of gender in their answers. P.S., an Indian-

American journalist, for example, spoke at length about gender first. When asked about 

race, she hesitated more. “Yeah, I think it's the same kind of -- I don't know,” she said. 

“That's something I think I need to learn a lot more about. Exactly where those problems 

are originating from.” 
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She did say that she knew from personal experience that race could be 

complicated for a number of factors. “Indian Americans, for example -- I don’t know if 

it’s a cultural thing, but we’re very encouraged to pursue medical sciences and 

engineering,” she said. “So we are going into the sciences, but it’s not a diverse mix of 

sciences.” 

The inclination of these journalists to speak more readily of gender might be a 

result, partially, of their demographics. While almost all of them were female, four out of 

seven were white (although the non-white journalists also tended to focus on gender first 

as well). 

A white woman, S.C., said she thinks people -- both scientists and journalists -- 

find it easier to talk about gender because racism – which has motivated lynchings, 

beatings and many other forms of aggression in its enforcement -- has a more violent 

history than sexism, which can seem relatively benign, and because talking about race in 

the current social climate can seem more fraught than talking about gender. “Even to ask 

that question, to ask, ‘Are there any women in your field doing that work?’ feels more 

comfortable,” she says. “White people have more fear of race issues.”  

Even in what Keith Woods, the vice president for diversity in news and operations 

for NPR, calls the “ordinariness of life” and not the heavier problems of race, many of 

these journalists intimated discomfort. B.B., another white female journalist, admitted to 

feeling the same unease with just asking about it. “For some reason, it’s easier to ask 

[about women in the field] that than to ask, ‘Are there any people who aren’t white in 

your field?’ she said. “I’m not sure why that is, why it feels a little different.’ 

The reasons for the difficulty of race 
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While the journalists were on the whole more hesitant to discuss race when 

unprompted, when asked specifically about the issues of race, they volunteered several 

possible reasons race could be a more troublesome topic.  

A.M., who is a non-white immigrant, for example, said she thought it was slightly 

easier to find female (and often white) scientists for stories than people of color because 

they’re more likely to be well-connected, she said. “I think again it goes to institutional 

support and networking,” she said. “I think if you are a scientist from a minority group, 

then you have fewer in-group recommendations.” 

Several mentioned a simpler logistical hurdle: it can be harder to tell race from an 

author’s name on a paper. E.Y. said he finds it hard to tell from a Google search, and 

C.G., a white female print and radio journalist who often writes about the science of food, 

said she once turned down a writer-byline-counting project because she said it would be 

too difficult to determine the writers’ race: 

“There are certain names that are obviously Asian. There are certain names that 

seem obviously Latina, but not necessarily. And then in terms of African 

American, that's a little harder sometimes to know. Sometimes you know because 

you look at their bio or you look at their picture, but you're not necessarily 

looking at photos of people you're interviewing.” 

And others pointed out that in certain fields, there are simply more white women 

than there are people of color. P.S., who specializes in writing about birds, says she found 

this to be a constant obstacle. However, she admitted that “there’s definitely a few black 

ornithologists and other non-white ornithologists that are well-known. So I can imagine 

going back to them over and over again.” 
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The problems of science 

But while the journalists agreed sexism and racism in science were a problem, 

several were hesitant to say this problem was worse than those of any other field. One 

said it was the same as “any male-dominated field,” and one (M.H., who was once a 

scientist and witnessed sexism in the lab first-hand) thought that science journalism had 

more of a problem with diversity than science itself (careers in science can often pay 

better than science journalism, she posited, and therefore appeal more to people from less 

wealthy backgrounds). 

And there are some areas of science that have greater gender and racial parity. 

Records of doctoral degrees earned have found that women are heavily underrepresented 

in the physical sciences, such as chemistry and physics, but in the life sciences, such as 

biology and health sciences, they are earning more PhDs than men, for example. But still, 

the journalists resisted splitting the issues by fields -- except when they acknowledged 

that in some fields, it could simply be too difficult to find enough non-male, non-white 

sources. 

Even in the fields that tend to have greater parity on the whole, there can be 

subfields that buck the larger trend. E.Y., who usually writes about biology, said he’s 

found that when writing about highly specialized areas, such as abiogenesis, or the study 

of the origin of life, there are often very few female scientists to be found. C.G. also said 

she’d encountered this problem with computational biology, the field that uses data and 

mathematic models and simulations to study biological systems and phenomena. 

C.G. said she struggled finding women for a story about computational biology 

(more people go into it from the computational side than the biology side, she said). But 
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C.G. also said she’d always been able to find women to “bring into the story,” and E.Y. 

was still unwilling to say one area of science was more challenging than another. “It’s 

hard to say, and I think I don’t really want to specifically call out any particular field,” he 

said. 

B.B. also mentioned that astrophysics has had stories about problems with gender 

and diversity, but she says she does not know if that’s because that particular field is 

actually more hostile to those demographics than other fields or just because people have 

chosen to single it out as having a problem. “It might just be a matter of that’s what’s 

getting a light shined on it right now,” she said. “Because you know, you get one 

astrophysics story, and then more people in that field feel more comfortable coming 

forward.” 

Medicine, however, did stand out from the other fields as a matter of greater 

concern because of what the journalists saw as the grander implications of its problems. 

A.M., who frequently writes about medicine, mentioned that a lack of focus on gender in 

the field for a long time blinded researchers to the fact that women experience different 

heart attack symptoms than men. She also said that people often don’t think about race in 

clinical trials, often leading to all white participants. “And so we know very much less 

about the health of Hispanics and Latinos, African Americans and Asian populations,” 

she said.  

And even though the journalists were unwilling to label one field as having worse 

problems than another, they were willing to point to issues specific to science in general. 

One journalist said she thought sexual harassment could be a problem in sciences that 

involve field work where researchers work outside the lab and often with more relaxed 
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codes of conduct. For instance, a 2014 survey published in PLOS ONE of 666 scientists 

called “Survey of Academic Field Experiences” did find that 64 percent of respondents -- 

mostly younger women -- had personally experienced sexual harassment. Two journalists 

said they thought scientists relied on the perceived culture of objectivity in science as a 

way to deflect criticism about diversity. B.B., who said she thinks science is “no better or 

worse than any other field that is dealing with sexism and racism,” mentioned the 

discussions about the upcoming March for Science as a place where people try to claim 

science is above “petty arguments over race and sex.” 

“I think sometimes scientists sort of use their objectivity -- or perceived 

objectivity -- as a crutch to argue that these issues don’t apply to them, when they really 

do,” she said.  

Why it matters 

When it comes to the reasons most of the journalists cared about having a greater 

representation of women and people of color in their stories, they tended to say that it 

was a goal to not perpetuate racism and sexism. They talked of fairness for non-white, 

non-male scientists, whom the journalists thought deserved to be visible as 

demographics.  

They also tended to say the non-white, non-male readers deserved to see 

themselves reflected in the stories. “You know, people don't really connect with you until 

they see themselves in your work,” M.H. said. 

“I think part of a journalist’s role is to not only reflect the true diversity of points 

of view in science … but to amplify their voices,” S.C. said. “And to shine a light on the 

absence of diversity.” 
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Regardless of how the journalists saw their own roles in relationship to science, 

they all seemed to think about diversity the same way. The journalists who identified 

with the watchdog role and the journalists who identified more with the educational and 

entertaining roles of journalism tended to have the same motivations for championing 

diversity in their stories. 

B.B., who identified with the watchdog role, said that part of her motivation was 

“just knowing that there are people who are underrepresented in science that probably ... 

have interest and desire to have these interesting, good jobs,” and to send the message 

that “science doesn’t just belong to white men.”  

“I think trying to highlight their work is nice … because those things matter to 

research,” she said. “It’s not my job necessarily to write a story for the benefit of the 

scientist, but I also think that it’s important to consider those things in the coverage, for 

having complete stories.” 

B.B. wasn’t alone in suggesting journalists have some degree of responsibility to 

sources who were not white men. Journalists typically argue their work is meant to 

benefit their audience and the public, and these journalists tended to make the same 

argument. But they didn’t completely reject the idea that they had a duty to their sources 

– as long as those sources were not the white men who held institutional power. A couple 

even invoked the journalistic slogan to “afflict the comfortable and comfort the afflicted.” 

For these journalists, in these discussions, duty seemed to be less about to whom they 

owed their loyalty and more about challenging versus upholding institutional status quo.  

While the other journalists didn’t quite as explicitly mention the benefit of the 

minority scientists, they did tend to say it was unfair to them to not cover them. And 
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several of the journalists also thought that diversity improved the quality of their 

journalism and benefit their publications. 

It wasn’t all about fairness. P.S. argued that having more diverse stories could 

draw in more readers. Several others argued that diverse sources simply made the 

reporting more entertaining by adding variety and complexity.  

“All editors are looking for a good story,” M.H. said. “And if the person involved 

is unusual in some way, then the editors are going to jump all over it.” 

The solutions 

A few of the journalists argued that scientists themselves had a responsibility to 

encourage non-white, non-male scientists to enter the field and become more visible. But 

pretty much all of these journalists felt that both reporters and editors were responsible 

for ensuring more women and people of color are included in science stories. When they 

were asked how journalists should fulfill that responsibility, a few ideas cropped up 

repeatedly. 

The most obvious solution to most was remembering to not rely completely on 

the first names on papers or on PIOs and to put effort into finding new sources. 

“When you do PubMed searches, don't just look for the big university Harvard 

deans, because those tend to be the white male candidates,” A.M. said. “If there are 

multiple people on a paper, don't just call the name that has already gotten the most 

attention. Maybe call the post doc. Maybe call the woman whose name is second most 

important.” 

S.C. recommended looking to historically black colleges and other institutions 

more likely to have a greater concentration of diverse experts. 
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Similarly, E.Y. argued that journalists should avoid profiling “celebrity 

scientists,” and A.Y. and C.G. encouraged journalists to avoid using scientists who have 

been in several other stories about the same topic.  

“You fall into a rut,” C.G. said. “You know, I don't have a particular beat where I 

go back to the same people. But people who do, maybe they get into that rut with the 

people they usually speak with. And that's hard to break out of.” 

E.Y. and C.G. both recommended using quotes from sources not involved in the 

particular study being described to add diversity if the main sources of the story are white 

men. And P.S. said that when it’s possible to tie a story to people or a community outside 

science, then that’s also a good opportunity to add diversity to a story. 

When E.Y. starts to struggle to find sources who aren’t white men, he said, he 

would start emailing people he knew in the field he was writing about to ask if they knew 

of any talented women or people of color in the field. P.S. said she will usually ask 

women for talented sources in their field. “A lot of women, I would say, engage in the 

shine theory [the concept promoted by feminist journalist Ann Friedman in 2013 that 

women should strive to help each other shine rather than see each other as competitors], 

where they brag about other women who are great at their job,” she said.  

M.H. did emphasize that there were always going to be limitations to these tactics 

as long as the “whole ecosystem” of science is unaware of its problems. 

“Because at some point, you can just be like, I interviewed 50 people and these 

are the three white guys that everybody [knows] -- I don't know where else to look,” she 

said. “It's all word of mouth, essentially. I mean, word of mouth, word of RSS feed, word 
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of email, but it's essentially humans talking to humans, and you're always going to have 

problems with that.”  

Another solution some of the journalists suggested was following scientists and 

science journalists who care about these issues on Twitter. Similarly, M.H. said she 

learned to think more about race in science from a friendship with a scientist who cared 

about the issue. 

E.Y. said he was hoping his public efforts to improve would rub off on other 

journalists. “I want to talk about it so that other people may think about it for themselves 

and may find it easier to do so because they've seen a colleague do it or because we've 

talked about tips or tricks for doing it,” he said. “I think leading by example is the way 

we're going to fix this in the long run.” 

As proof of E.Y.’s point, B.B. said she thought seeing efforts like E.Y.’s have had 

an effect on her. “I think that seeing other writers publicly accounting in their own 

writing for at least the gender stuff has really made me think about it,” she said.  

Diversity in science journalism 

For a longer-term solution, however, some of the journalists thought the field of 

science journalism itself had to become more diverse. “Go out and look for those writers 

that are from underrepresented communities, that are already writing out there,” M.H. 

said. 

In fact, when the journalists were asked what the problems of science journalism 

are, many said science journalism has a distinct problem with racial diversity, even 

though most were unwilling to say it was worse than other fields of journalism when it 

comes to source diversity. 
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“I don't think a lot of diverse candidates think about going into science 

journalism,” P.S. says. “They might rather do politics or justice or sports. I don't know. I 

don't want to pigeonhole, but ... I definitely see less of them engaging and wanting to talk 

about science journalism than in other fields.”  

While B.B. said she thought all areas of journalism were too white and that 

science journalism wasn’t a standout offender, M.H. herself admitted she had contributed 

to this when she hired interns at her publication. “For the most part I was hiring white 

women,” she says. “And I was like, wow, I was thinking about gender parity, but I 

realized I have this blind spot for people of color.” 

C.G. added that the issue also extended to women, though less dramatically. 

“Even though there are more women than men in science journalism, men get more of 

these awards, they get more of the high-impact features in high-impact magazines, etc., 

etc.,” she says. “It’s still dominated at the most public level by men.” The Science Byline 

Counting Project, published in 2016 in The Open Notebook, an online resource and 

community for science journalists, corroborates her claim. In almost all publications they 

examined, men published more in-depth features than women. In some publications, the 

disparities were extreme: In the eight months they examined, 81 percent of features at 

Scientific American and 73 percent of features at Wired were written by men. 

Ultimately, the journalists all emphasized that the first and most important step 

toward improving representation is realizing there is a problem of representation, and that 

journalists have a responsibility to do something about it. 

After E.Y. started keeping track of his sources, his percentage of female sources 

jumped from 25 percent of all sources to just over 50. He said he’s happy with the 
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number, and he mentioned that he has received a lot of support for his efforts. “The 

stupid thing is that I think people shouldn’t be given extra credit, like, recognition for 

doing this,” he said. “It’s just sort of taking this to where we ought to be already. 

“I think the responsibility for fixing it comes from all of us,” he said. “It needs to 

start from the ground up. It needs to start with individual journalists making an effort and 

saying, okay, I need to put in a little bit more time, and I'm going to fix this within my 

own reporting.” 

	


