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In November the Gender and Ethics Unit of the European 
Union organized a Gender Summit to address quality 
research and innovation through equality. The thesis was 
that for the EU to remain competitive economically, it 
needs to ensure that its workforce, particularly at high levels 
in management and leadership, includes women as well as 
men. Studies have shown that teams of men and women are 
more creative and innovative than single-sex teams.

One session was dedicated to science publishing and 
was facilitated by Professor Simone Buitendijk, Vice-rector 
of the University of Leiden, who later summarized the 
key points at the final plenary session in front of the 400 
registered delegates. The session was opened by Dr Shirin 
Heidari, Executive Editor of the Journal of the International 
AIDS Society. Shirin reminded us that women have been 
historically excluded from clinical trials, so most prescribing 
information is extrapolated from data predominantly 
obtained in men. In 1997 the US National Institutes of 
Health introduced its revitalization act, which requires 
the inclusion of women in NIH-funded trials. However, a 
review of clinical trials testing antiretroviral drugs between 
1995 and 2010 shows that women remain underrepresented, 
making up less than 40% of trial participants. Gender is 
also neglected in published literature, where authors rarely 
include gender-based analysis, and is something that few 
peer reviewers and editors note. Shirin showed evidence 
that, with some variation between journals, the majority of 
published articles on trials of antiretroviral agents did not 
provide a gender-based analysis.

The International Committee of Medical Journal 
Editors has two sentences on gender issues in its uniform 
requirements (Vancouver guidelines):

“Because the relevance of such variables as age and sex 
to the object of research is not always clear, authors should 
explain their use when they are included in a study report—
for example, authors should explain why only participants 
of certain ages were included or why women were excluded.”

And, “Where scientifically appropriate, analyses of the 
data by such variables as age and sex should be included.”

The Journal of the International AIDS Society has taken 
a first step to address this gap and introduced a gender 
editorial policy in 2010.

Dr Astrid James, Deputy Editor of The Lancet, confirmed 
that gender implications are often underreported in 
published articles, though she was pleased that The 
Lancet was the best of the journals mentioned in Shirin’s 
presentation. She informed us that The Lancet’s international 
advisory board has had equal representation of men and 
women for several years. She also pointed out that four of 
the top seven medical journals have female chief editors.

Dr Joan Marsh of Wiley-Blackwell and President of 
the European Association of Science Editors, thought 
that positive action could be helpful. When recruiting 
new members to editorial boards, people should question 
whether there are eligible women: anecdotal experience 
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suggests that while men are usually listed initially, on 
prompting, many equally suitable female candidates become 
available. Such positive action (not positive discrimination) 
could be extended to peer review. Being invited to review 
papers is an important step in academic progression and 
becoming part of the decision-making elite within the 
academic community. As editors, we should check that 
women are being considered equally for these roles.

The social science perspective was addressed by 
Professor Ulla Carlsson, Director of the Nordicom Review, 
who emphasized that editors should be more proactive in 
promoting gender analyses and balance.

Dr Virginia Babour, Editor of PLOS Medicine, regrets that 
authors frequently write “Dear Sir” even when addressing 
female editors. She said that many women are prominently 
active in the open access movement, a disruptive 
environment in which their complementary talents may be 
more welcome, although traditional publishing has always 
been an industry in which women are well represented. Dr 
Magdalena Skipper, Senior Editor at Nature, confirmed that 
her in-house working environment has more women than 
men but the opposite applies when she goes to scientific 
meetings or institutions. Nature has a policy that all data 
referred to in publications must be publicly available and 
hence open to further analysis but it has no specific policy 
on gender. In her own discipline of genetics and genomics, 
sex is reported because it is a critical feature.

The panel presentations were followed by a lively 
discussion that ranged over several related issues, 
including bias against female authors (see Amber Budden’s 
study in Trends in Ecology and Evolution, doi:10.1016/j.
tree.2007.07.008) and thus the merits of various degrees of 
transparency in peer review, from double-blind to open. 

Ginny Babour said that she does not allow peer reviewers 
to make private comments “for the editor’s eyes only”: a 
policy that Shirin determined to adopt immediately.

Joan Marsh thought that there were two “take-home” 
messages: we need guidance for medical journals on 
the reporting and analysis of results by gender and we 
should encourage all those involved in the management 
of journals, in all disciplines, to ensure that women are 
properly represented on editorial boards and among the 
peer review community. Simone Buitendijk added a call for 
the European Medicines Agency to license drugs only when 
the data fully cover the effects in women.
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