
For	learned	societies,	diversity,	equity,	and	inclusion
should	be	a	central	focus
Reporting	on	the	findings	of	a	recent	survey	of	learned	society	members,	Jonathan	Roscoe	discusses	how
diversity,	equity	and	inclusion	has	become	an	increasingly	salient	issue	for	learned	societies	and	suggests	how
societies	might	adapt	to	be	more	inclusive.

Learned	societies	are	central	to	the	way	academics	organise	to	collaborate,	publish	research	and	promote	their
disciplines,	outside	of	the	organisational	and	geographic	limits	of	universities.	Consequently,	societies	and	their
members	hold	a	significant	position	in	shaping	academic	culture.	As	pressure	mounts	across	society	as	a	whole	to
tackle	deep	seated	issues	around	gender	and	racial	inequalities,	do	members	think	their	societies	are	doing
enough?

Over	the	course	of	seven	iterations	of	the	Wiley	society	member	survey,	satisfaction	levels	with	representation
within	societies	has	remained	consistently	good.	This	year	was	different,	especially	in	relation	to	the	insights	it
provides	into	attitudes	towards	diversity	equity	and	inclusion	(the	full	report	can	be	found	here	and	is	put	into	a
wider	perspective	in	this	paper).	For	the	first	time	we’ve	seen	a	sizeable	drop	in	approval	ratings.	For	example,	56%
are	satisfied	with	the	representation	of	members	across	genders	[Fig.1].	This	is	down	from	65%	last	year.
Satisfaction	levels	with	representation	across	racial	or	ethnic	groups	has	fallen	as	well,	down	7%	to	50%.	This	may
not	be	a	crisis	just	yet,	but	societies	need	to	take	note.

Figure	1:	Membership	satisfaction	rates
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Unfortunately,	these	findings	aren’t	surprising	and	appear	to	reflect	wider	systemic	issues	in	academia.	According
to	research	done	by	the	Pew	Research	Center	in	2017	approximately	six-in-ten	black	STEM	workers	(62%)	say
they	have	experienced	some	form	of	racial	or	ethnic	discrimination	at	work,	such	as	earning	less	than	a	co-worker
who	performed	the	same	job	or	experiencing	repeated,	small	slights	at	work.	That	compares	with	just	13%	of	whites
in	similar	employment.	Also,	according	to	the	UK’s	Higher	Education	Statistics	Agency	(HESA),	although	UK
universities	have	fewer	white	people	than	the	national	average	the	balance	changes	as	seniority	increases	until
there	are	no	Black	people	in	management,	directorial	or	senior	roles.	Not	only	that,	but	significantly,	although
professors	are	frequently	in	key	roles	in	learned	societies,	fewer	than	1%	of	the	professors	employed	at	UK
universities	are	Black	and	they	are	likely	to	be	only	one	of	one	or	two	Black	professors	employed	at	these
institutions.

It’s	not	just	academia,	of	course.	There	is	a	wealth	of	research	available	giving	examples	of	the	lack	of	DE&I	in	the
UK	judiciary	and	in	political	and	public	life,	but	what	the	findings	of	the	Wiley	Society	Member	Survey	indicate	is	that
academic	research,	learned	societies,	and	publishing	all	have	their	own	DE&I	issues	that	need	to	be	addressed.

DE&I	should	be	important	to	everyone

You	may	be	thinking	that	this	concern	is	ephemeral.	After	all,	the	pandemic	has	taken	attention	away	from	the
#MeToo	and	#BlackLivesMatter	movements.	Not	so.	The	work	that	needs	to	be	done	around	creating	a	more
inclusive	research	community	is	more	important	now	than	ever.	According	to	the	Brave	New	World	Study,	co-
sponsored	by	Wiley,	37%	of	Black	respondents,	for	example,	said	they	had	less	time	for	research,	compared	to
30%	of	white	respondents.	45%	of	women	said	they	had	less	time	for	research	compared	to	37%	of	men,	both	as	a
direct	result	of	the	impact	of	the	pandemic	limiting	opportunities	and	increasing	responsibilities	around	caring	and
households.

Our	survey	has	made	it	very	clear	that	societies	have	a	part	to	play	in	improving	the	situation.	75%	said	that	they
believe	societies	should	take	an	active	role	in	making	DE&I	a	central	society	focus	[Fig.2].

This	was	even	more	important	for	those	researchers	and	academics	based	in	Africa,	the	Americas,	APAC,	and
Central	Asia	(although	admittedly	less	so	in	Europe	and,	especially,	the	USA,	where	46%	said	they	were	neutral	on
the	issue).
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Respondents	also	thought	publishers	had	a	part	to	play	with	68%	saying	that	publishers	should	take	the	lead	in
DE&I	[Fig	3].	The	fact	that	84%	of	ECRs	(that’s	those	with	under	5	years’	experience)	were	in	agreement,	should
make	societies	pay	attention.	After	all,	this	is	the	next	generation	of	society	members.	It’s	striking	that	the	group	for
whom	DE&I	was	most	important	to	their	membership	concerns	were	those	with	under	2	years’	experience.	So,
DE&I	isn’t	just	a	moral	and	ethical	issue,	it’s	a	practical	one	too.	Ignore	DE&I	and	membership	numbers	and	the
future	viability	of	societies	will	be	at	risk.	It’s	as	simple	as	that.

What	can	(and	should)	societies	do?

The	good	news	is	that	there	are	several	things	that	societies	can	do	to	address	DE&I	and	be	the	leaders	their
members	want	and	need.	From	working	with	their	publishers	and	ensuring	that	editorial	boards	are	more
representative,	to	removing	the	barriers	to	training	opportunities,	supporting	scholarships,	and	expanding	the
recruitment	for	prestige	roles,	so	that	all	are	included,	and	all	are	given	an	equal	opportunity.	The	key	is	ensuring
that	DE&I	is	central	to	a	society’s	strategy	and	not	just	an	add-on.	Now	that	really	would	be	inclusive.

	

	

The	content	generated	on	this	blog	is	for	information	purposes	only.	This	Article	gives	the	views	and	opinions	of	the
authors	and	does	not	reflect	the	views	and	opinions	of	the	Impact	of	Social	Science	blog	(the	blog),	nor	of	the
London	School	of	Economics	and	Political	Science.	Please	review	our	comments	policy	if	you	have	any	concerns
on	posting	a	comment	below.

Image	Credit:	Scott	Webb	via	Unsplash.	
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