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A joint panel discussion between Indian and American experts 

on issues of equal opportunity and diversity in physics was 

held online on November 11, 2021. The goal of the panel 

discussion was to identify outstanding issues and brainstorm 

solutions with both sides learning from initiatives taken by the 

other. The event was opened by Prof. Vandana Nanal of TIFR 

followed by a welcome address by Prof. Srubabati Goswami 

of PRL, Ahmedabad who currently heads the Indian Physics 

Association’s Gender In Physics Working Group. The 

assistant director of programs at the American Physical 

Society, Prof. Renee-Michelle Goertzen, highlighted the 
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international nature of the physics community and APS’ 

commitment to collaboration and diversity. 

The discussion was moderated by two early career scientists— 

Dr. Nishita Desai who is a Ramanujan Fellow at TIFR and     

Dr. Jyoti Katoch who is an Assistant Professor of Physics at 

Carnegie Mellon University. The panel consisted of two 

Indian and two American experts— Prof. Gautam Menon, 

who is the current Director of the Centre for Climate Change 

and Sustainability at Ashoka University,                                        

Dr. Suchetana Chatterjee, who is a faculty member at the 

Department of Physics at Presidency University,                       

Prof. Meenakshi Narain, who is a Professor of Physics at 

Brown University and past-chair of Brown Physics Diversity 

& Inclusion Initiative, and Dr. Ramón Barthelemy, who has 

been an AAAS Science Policy Fellow dedicated to equity and 

inclusion in physics and astronomy and currently an Assistant 

Professor at the University of Utah. 

The panel addressed questions of overcoming biases and 

proactive leadership in eliminating disparities, and the steps 

that need to be taken, with an emphasis on raising awareness, 

improving resource allocation and mentoring. The discussion 

started with a look at hiring policies. Prof. Narain explained 

her own initiatives in improving transparency and general best 

practices to improve hiring and retention of women and 

minorities which advises first and foremost to decide the 

evaluation criteria and procedures before starting the process.  

Furthermore, she advised that all evaluators should take an 

implicit bias test beforehand to become aware of their own 

biases. 

In response to Prof. Narain’s suggestions, Dr. Chatterjee 

pointed out that the hiring norms in India are fixed by perhaps 

outdated government rules and therefore are not amenable to 

proactive changes based on new data but are followed as close 

to the letter as possible in a defensive strategy to avoid 

litigation. Something as simple as adding a line saying 

applications from women and minorities are encouraged 

would lead to breaking the official format and invite 

accusations of preferential treatment. Dr. Barthelemy 

highlighted the necessity of ally-ship of the majority who 

should bear the burden of demanding change where needed.  

Prof. Menon described a few practical ally-behaviours that can 

be modelled by good leaders, for example, calling out 



News and Events 

 

49  Vol.52(1-2) 

“manels”, i.e., conference panels made up entirely of men, and 

clarifying committee compositions and responsibilities. 

The question of having well-constituted committees 

necessitates comparatively far more service contributions 

from women faculty than their male contemporaries which, in 

turn, impacts their ability to spend time, energy and focus on 

research and damages metrics responsible for tenure and 

promotion decisions. When asked for their comments,         

Prof. Menon frankly replied that this is a problem that is 

unsolvable until more women are hired to distribute the work, 

whereas Prof. Narain suggested that tenure decisions could 

take extra service responsibilities into account and re-weight 

research productivity accordingly. She also suggested that 

women simply start saying no to service requests if they will 

not be given weight in tenure and promotion decisions. 

A new line of discussion was initiated by Dr. Katoch on 

mentoring support for young faculty members that can help 

them navigate the tenure process. Prof. Narain described her 

own University’s norms where each incoming faculty member 

is given a senior faculty mentor. This was seen as somewhat 

similar to undergraduate support in India. However,              

Prof. Menon acknowledged that no formal support system 

currently exists for young faculty in India in his knowledge 

and that this could be a useful addition. 

An insightful question from the audience asked how junior 

members can hope to make a change when they have no 

decision-making power and their suggestions are often 

dismissed by appealing to “this is how we do things.”          

Prof. Menon clarified that in hiring committees this is likely 

due to government rules of there being two levels of hierarchy 

required between the level at which the candidates are and 

those in the committee. He conceded that this could be 

bettered by having a committee that allows representatives 

from multiple levels. 

Furthering the discussion about what ally-ship would mean in 

practice and what bias training looks like, Dr. Barthelemy 

acknowledged that often those that most need the bias training 

as the ones likely to hear it the least whereas the people most 

engaged with the training are the ones with fewest biases 

themselves. However, even with targeted bias training, only 

training is not enough but the process needs review both as the 

committees are active, and after reasonable milestones to 

assess what has worked and what hasn’t. He emphasised that 

to truly improve diversity, the very process of hiring has to be 

modified and provided a personal example of an otherwise 

stellar applicant to his group who did not receive all 

recommendation letters in time for the deadline because the 

advisor had extraordinary family caring responsibilities. 

Prof. Menon asked how cultural components factor into 

designing bias training. Dr. Barthelemy highlighted that both 

milieu and geography obviously change the expectations and 

the definitions of what is acceptable and therefore only local 

communities can make this decision. 

A comparison of family-friendly policies in both countries 

illuminated many differences. In the US, faculty have both 

maternity and paternity leaves, students get maternity leaves 

but not paternity leaves and contract-based postdoctoral 

fellows are entitled to neither.  For conference travel, childcare 

facilities may be subsidised by the university but no regular 

child-care subsidy exists.  In India, the situation is much better 

with six months’ maternity leave at all levels and also child-

care leave that can be taken any time till the child turns 18.  

However, the child-care policies and mobility allowances are 

not gender neutral and Dr. Chatterjee pointed out that this is 

therefore being misused to pressurise women to stay behind. 

To finish off, the panelists commented on initiatives that 

provide benchmarking for how well each institution performs 

with diversity requirements.  Prof. Narain mentioned the NSF 

advanced program that is attempting to make some 

benchmarks. Dr. Barthelemy mentioned that representation 

should not be seen as the be all and end all goal but inter 

fostering an inclusive culture is more important than mere 

numbers. A comment from Prof. Shobhana Narasimhan in the 

audience introduced the GATI initiative and identified what 

needs to be addressed so it can actually be adopted by 

institutes in India. 

 


