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Abstract. Sexist behaviour in the workplace contributes to
create a hostile environment, hindering the chance of women
and gender non-conforming individuals to pursue an aca-
demic career, but also reinforcing gender stereotypes that are
harmful to their progress and recognition. The Did this re-
ally happen?! project aims at publishing real-life, everyday
sexism in the form of comic strips. Its major goal is to raise
awareness about unconscious biases that transpire in every-
day interactions in academia and increase the visibility of
sexist situations that arise within the scientific community,
especially to those who might not notice it. Through the web-
site didthisreallyhappen.net, we collect testimonies about ev-
eryday sexism occurring in the professional academic envi-
ronment (universities, research institutes, scientific confer-
ences. . . ). We translate these stories into comics and pub-
lish them anonymously without any judgement or comments
on the website. By now, we have collected over 100 tes-
timonies. From this collection, we identified six recurrent
patterns: (1) behaviours that aim at maintaining women in
stereotypical feminine roles, (2) behaviours that aim at main-
taining men in stereotypical masculine roles, (3) the ques-
tioning of the scientific skills of female researchers, (4) situ-
ations where women have the position of an outsider, espe-
cially in informal networking contexts, (5) the objectification
of women, and (6) the expression of neosexist views. We first
present a detailed analysis of these categories, then we report
on the different ways we interact and engage with the Earth

science community, the scientific community at large and the
public in this project.

1 Introduction

As in the rest of society, sexism is still pervasive in
academia (Troy, 2019). Most STEM (Science, Technology,
Engineering, and Mathematics) fields are traditionally male-
dominated and the diverse expressions of gender bias tend to
maintain this status quo (Williams et al., 2014; Asplund and
Welle, 2018). This is the case for Earth and Planetary Sci-
ences where women represent between 32 % and 42 % of the
academic community (according to numbers on American
Geophysical Union (AGU) Fall Meeting participation from
2014 to 2016 (Ford et al., 2018), on European Geosciences
Union (EGU) General Assembly and AGU Fall meeting par-
ticipation in 2018 (Popp et al., 2019) and a volunteer-based
survey of the gender of abstract first authors at the EGU Gen-
eral Assembly 2019).

Gender bias contributes to this underrepresentation in
three ways. First, it can lead to discrimination during recruit-
ment (Moss-Racusin et al., 2012; Sheltzer and Smith, 2014),
promotion (Régner et al., 2019), grant evaluation (Kaatz et
al., 2016) and the article reviewing process (Lerback and
Hanson, 2017) although their role in the underrepresentation
of women in academia has been contested (Ceci et al., 2014).
Second, it can lead to an underestimation of female achieve-
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ments, merits and performance (Dutt et al., 2016; Chávez
and Mitchell, 2019). Finally, sexist behaviours and sexual
harassment have a deterrent effect for female and gender-
nonconforming individuals when considering attending spe-
cific events or even pursuing an academic career (John et al.,
2016; Clancy et al., 2017; Biggs et al., 2018; Moss-Racusin
et al., 2018; Dyer et al., 2019).

Ignoring gender bias does not make it disappear. On the
contrary, in a statistical analysis of the national promotion
scheme of french CNRS researchers, Régner et al. (2019)
showed that women’s promotion was less frequent when aca-
demic committees did not believe in the existence of gender
bias. That corroborates other studies showing that individuals
who believe that they are objective show more bias (Uhlmann
and Cohen, 2007). Likewise, merely stating that an institu-
tion is meritocratic has been shown to lead to more gender
bias in promotion decisions (Castilla and Benard, 2010).

Institutional measures that address the mechanism of gen-
der bias and improve gender diversity in academia are well
documented (e.g. Moss-Racusin et al., 2014; Monroe et al.,
2014; Greider et al., 2019; Buitendijk et al., 2019; Williams,
2019). However, one necessary condition of the application
of such measures is that the Earth science community at
large, and especially those in a situation of power are con-
vinced that they are needed and that they are a priority. That
is why we consider that the recognition and apprehension of
gender bias (implicit or explicit) is still a crucial factor to
reach gender parity and equality of treatment in the Earth
science community.

The project Did this really happen?! (DTRH) emerged
from the need to share experiences of gender bias, first as
Earth scientists, within our laboratory and with our direct col-
laborators and colleagues (Bedford, 2018). We are a team of
seven scientists, of which six are early-career women, formed
in 2016 around a research project studying the dynamics of
the Earth’s mantle convection and plate tectonics. Initially,
we started discussing gender biases during internal group
meetings and realised that we had all encountered similar
sexist jokes since the start of the project. To dig deeper into
this topic, we invited two members of the local university
diversity and equality service: Philippe Liotard and Chloé
Schweyer to our discussions. In the meantime, the principal
investigator (PI) of the project was solicited to talk about the
management of his team at an EGU General Assembly ses-
sion and we decided to present our experiences as a mostly
feminine research team (Coltice and Bocher, 2016). In 2017,
we presented a second poster at the same session (Arnould
et al., 2017), on which we decided to draw comics about the
sexist situations faced by each of us, thanks to the talent of
Alice Adenis (Adenis, 2019) who had joined the team in the
meantime. This was initially a way to draw people’s attention
to our stories. Given the success of the poster and the comic
strips, we decided to extend the project by collecting sex-
ist stories from the academic community, and turning these

stories into comics. In doing so, we want to give greater vis-
ibility to this problem, which many scientists face.

One of the challenges to bring awareness about gender
bias issues is that prejudice tends to be minimised by peo-
ple who are not concerned or benefit from it. For exam-
ple, males tend to doubt and question studies showing gen-
der bias more than women do (Handley et al., 2015). More
anecdotally, this is illustrated by a comment we received on
our facebook page: “Having been to lots of science confer-
ences (and being a man) I have never encountered this sort
of attitude, but I guess it exists, unfortunately.” Moreover,
although efforts have been globally conducted to improve
male-female equity, the results of Haines et al. (2016) seem
to indicate very limited changes in gender stereotypes since
the 1980s. Based on our experience, we acknowledge that it
is difficult to recognise gender-stereotypical behaviours: such
behaviours are deeply anchored in our society, our cultural
habits, our education and are, therefore “internalised by both
men and women” (Hentschel et al., 2019). However, iden-
tifying a situation as sexist is the first step to interventions
(Ashburn-Nardo and Abdul Karim, 2019; Valian, 2019). We
believe that comics and illustrations of what everyday sexism
looks like provide a complementary approach to statistics of
real-life experiences and accounts of controlled experiments
to raise awareness about unconscious biases.

The core of the Did this really happen?! project is de-
scriptive: we want to show concrete examples of everyday
sexism in academia, following the idea that it is easier and
more recreational to read a comic strip rather than a plain
text about a sexist behaviour. Although our collection of
comic strips does not cover the whole range of sexist situ-
ations encountered in academia, we believe it can serve as a
support for further discussions on the topic. We collect tes-
timonies of sexism happening in academia via the website
https://didthisreallyhappen.net/ (last access: 9 March 2020,
DTRH team, 2019a), and translate them into comics. The
process of creating a comic strip from collected testimonies
and an analysis of the testimonies received so far are pro-
vided in Sect. 2. We have also experimented with differ-
ent ways to communicate on the project in various contexts
to improve consciousness on sexist biases. We report on
our communication and community engagement activities in
Sect. 3 and comment on their impact. Further, we put our
project in a larger context of describing the different types of
sexism in academia and finding strategies to minimise gender
biases at different levels in our society in Sect. 4.

2 Treatment, classification and analysis of received
testimonies

Testimonies of everyday sexism in academia are mainly col-
lected through our website platform, although the first testi-
monies were gathered from our own experiences. Figure 1
shows the procedure to process a testimony. It ensures that
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Figure 1. Procedure of creation of a comic strip from the testimony of a given contributor. All comics are hand-drawn by Alice Adenis –
distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License. DTRH stands for Did this really happen?!.

the comic strips are depicting the situation as experienced
by the contributor who contacted us while preserving their
anonymity. First, we collectively assess the validity of each
received testimony using three main criteria: (1) the story de-
picts a situation of sexist bias, (2) the story is different from
the comic strip that has already been published (3) it is pos-
sible to tell this story within a short strip of maximum five
drawings. Upon acceptance of each testimony, we write a sto-
ryboard for artist Alice Adenis who draws the corresponding
comic strip. Before and after the drawing stage, we exchange
with the contributor to verify the realism of the expressions
of all characters in the cartoon and the faithful depiction of
the drawn situations. We also ensure that the desired level
of anonymity is respected. After final approval of the comic
strip by the contributor and members of the team, it is pub-
lished and advertised on both our website and social media.

In this section, we present a description and propose a clas-
sification of the different types of sexism that appear in the
collected testimonies. Since we rely on voluntary self-report
and advertise our initiative through personal and professional
networks, this classification should not be interpreted as an
exhaustive list of all existing sexist biases, but rather as a

synthetic way to interpret the testimonies that we received so
far.

2.1 Received stories and proposed classification

Between 2016 and 2019, we received 103 testimonies, from
which we accepted 89 stories. So far, 24 stories have been
turned into comic strips and published online on our web-
page. Two of them (2.2 %) were written by men while
87 stories (representing 97.8 % of all accepted contribu-
tions) were shared by women. Interestingly, most of the re-
ceived testimonies are proposed by both early-career scien-
tists (post-doctoral fellows and PhD students) and full profes-
sors (Fig. 2). One plausible explanation is that full professors
are the ones who likely encountered more sexist situations
during their career and that early-career scientists are more
preoccupied with and more aware of gender biases due to
the recent birth of international feminist movements such as
#MeToo that received a lot of public attention.

The analysis of the testimonies points to sexist behaviours
being the expression of gendered stereotypes that are still
strongly anchored in our scientific community as they are in
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Figure 2. Career level of the authors of the accepted testimonies. FP
stands for full professor, PhD for PhD student, Postdoc for postdoc-
toral fellow, AP for assistant or associate professor, Bs for bachelor
student, Private sector for contributors working outside academia
and Ms for master student.

the rest of the society. One of the most fundamental and still
deeply rooted dichotomies associated with masculinity and
femininity is the agency versus communality opposition (e.g.
Haines et al., 2016; Hentschel et al., 2019). According to so-
cial role theory (Eagly and Wood, 2012), men would be more
agentic (meaning that they are more likely characterised by
assertiveness, independence, instrumental competence and
leadership competence), while women would be more com-
munal (they would be more inclined to feel more concern for
others, sociability and emotional sensitivity). Such stereo-
types do exist in the scientific environment, as we show in
the following sections.

New ways of expressing prejudice against women are
modern sexism (Swim et al., 1995) or neosexism (Tougas et
al., 1995). Becker and Swim (2011) explain that both terms
describe covert forms; the first one recognises that gender
bias exists but its importance is minimised; the second one
arises from the pressure between gender egalitarian beliefs
and negative feelings against women.

These different types of sexism take form through per-
sisting stereotypes, which appear in the testimonies we re-
ceived. The distinct gender biases associated with each story
can be described using several classifications. Binary classifi-
cations include but are not limited to: (1) implicit (automatic
and unconscious) versus explicit (conscious and willingly re-
ported, e.g. Miller et al., 2014), (2) descriptive (characteris-
tics that women/men are believed to have) versus prescriptive
(characteristics that women/men should have, e.g. Burgess
and Borgida, 2000) and (3) benevolent (expression of sex-
ism that appear to be positive, e.g. chivalry or the “women-
are-wonderful effect” conceptualized by Eagly and Mladinic,
1994) versus hostile (sexist view expressed in term of hostile
action or derogatory comments , e.g. Glick et al., 2000) sex-
ist behaviours. Williams et al. (2014) identify four main gen-
der biases encountered by women: (1) the Prove-It-Again,
where women have to make more effort to establish their
place compared to their male colleagues, (2) the Tightrope,

where women struggle between adopting a masculine be-
haviour to be respected, seen as competent but unpopular
and adopting a feminine behaviour to be liked but seen as
incompetent, (3) the Maternal Wall, related to challenges
with motherhood and (4) the Tug of War, related to the com-
petition between women as a result of the aforementioned
pressures. We propose a different classification that is based
on finding recurrent patterns in the testimonies we collected
but shares similar categories with the existing classifications.
We identify six classes of sexist attitudes: (1) confining fe-
males to stereotypical roles, (2) confining males to stereo-
typical roles, (3) questioning female competencies, (4) keep-
ing women as outsiders in networking contexts, (5) objecti-
fying women and (6) neosexism as a backlash of antisexist
policies. A more detailed analysis of these categories is pro-
vided in the following sections. We acknowledge the fact that
this categorisation can be subjective. For instance, most fe-
male/male stereotypes are defined as opposites, so oftentimes
we observe that in a given situation, both male and female
stereotyping are at stake. Moreover, these categories are not
exclusive, and several situations fall into several categories.

2.2 The expression of female stereotypes

69 % of the accepted stories (61 of them) involve behaviours
that keep females into traditional roles. These roles are of-
ten not in relation to academic work. Many testimonies ex-
press the fact that within their research environment, women
scientists are put back to a gendered condition defined upon
physical stereotypes, among which are attractiveness (“Pretty
face” and “Sympathetic and good looking” comic strips),
wearing a bra (unpublished testimony), and being or becom-
ing a mother (“anyway you will soon be busy with children”
being one quote among others).

Other testimonies highlight cases establishing a domina-
tion relationship. One expression of such a bias is the fact
that women are automatically categorised below males in the
hierarchy. Sometimes male scientists associate female pro-
fessors or editors to students (“Who’s your advisor?” comic
strip, cf. Fig. 3). Testimonies describe female senior profes-
sors in a meeting being automatically chosen to take notes
(for instance “Who’s taking notes?” comic strip). Sometimes,
a female scientist is reduced to the wife/girlfriend of a man
(“Grad school husband” comic strip).

We also received testimonies involving the traditional
stereotype of females not being interested in science, or not
having biological abilities for science by nature (“Confer-
ence wake up” comic strip for instance). Instead, a lot of
testimonies show the stereotype of women being more quali-
fied to do administrative tasks (such as taking notes, “Who is
taking notes?” comic strip, or preparing the practical aspects
of a field trip, “Field trip takeover” comic strip). Likewise,
women tend to be assigned household-type tasks (cleaning
the laboratory, preparing the meals or bringing the coffee dur-
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Figure 3. “Who’s your advisor?” comic strip that falls into the “Fe-
male stereotypical roles” category. In this case, a female is consid-
ered at lower grade based on her appearance and gendered condition
(DTRH team, 2019a; Adenis, 2019). All comics are hand-drawn by
Alice Adenis – distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution
4.0 License.

ing workshops, meetings and field trips, “Field trip takeover”
and “Who is taking notes?”).

The 61 testimonies with such stereotypes show repetitions
of the same situations for different age classes, countries and
situations (conference, laboratory, teaching, meeting).

2.3 Male stereotypes

We identified 34 stories where descriptive or prescriptive
stereotypes on males were at play (38 % of the stories). Such
stereotypes include seeing men as physically superior and
competent individuals, and therefore better fitted for field-
work than women: a testimony reported for example that
male researchers were encouraged to do a field trip while fe-
males’ capabilities were questioned. Positive masculine traits
like being a leader and a decision-maker are at play in the
“First author” comics, where a reviewer wrongly attributes
the first authorship of the article they are reviewing to a male
coauthor instead of the actual female first author.

Figure 4. Example of “Male stereotypes” and “Women as outsiders
in networking contexts” categories. Peers are laughing at a male col-
league who supports his wife’s career evolution. At the same time,
a female scientist finds herself outside of the male fraternity circle.
Comic strip title: “His wife got promoted” (DTRH team, 2019a;
Adenis, 2019). All comics are hand-drawn by Alice Adenis – dis-
tributed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License.

The dominance of male researchers is also argued using er-
roneous biological arguments such as: “It’s normal that men
are more aggressive during discussions because they have
more testosterone” (“Conference wake up” comic strip) or
“Men and women are just better at different things. It’s biol-
ogy.” (unpublished testimony) suggesting that men are better
in STEM fields.

Failure to comply with stereotypical roles leads to strong
reactions, such as in the comic strip entitled “His wife got
promoted” (Fig. 4): the news that a man has relocated due
to his wife’s promotion is received with mockery by male
colleagues, and he is considered as weak because he does
not conform with the traditional male dominant role of the
breadwinner.

Another common mechanism is to interpret male behav-
ior and decisions as necessarily motivated by sexual inter-
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Figure 5. Example of the “Questioning female competence” cat-
egory. A male colleague is putting the physical appearance of his
female peer ahead of her qualification while playing down her
scientific competence. Comic strip title: “Professor likes blondes”
(DTRH team, 2019a; Adenis, 2019). All comics are hand-drawn by
Alice Adenis – distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution
4.0 License.

est, such as in the comic strips entitled “Professor likes blon-
des” (Fig. 5) and “A man’s world”. Phrases such as: “Did you
come with your harem” are used by peers to express men’s
power and sexual dominance when a male PI is working with
a feminine team, and de facto normalise predatory sexual be-
havior.

2.4 Questioning female competence

We identified 57 % of the accepted stories exhibiting ques-
tioning competencies of a female scientist (51 stories). A fe-
male researcher has to prove again and again her excellence
in science and give more evidence that she is as competent as
her male colleagues and deserves her position. This is partly
a result of conflicting views on being feminine and being an
expert in the field. Such a deeply rooted stereotype manifests
itself in particular when it comes to obtaining distinguished
recognitions from the community in the form of an award or a

grant for example. Success is perceived with doubts and con-
tested: “You know why you won the award? That’s because
they had to fill a female quota!” (“Female quota” comics).

Questioning of female professional qualities is especially
striking in cases where success is attributed to the physical
appearance of the female researcher. “Have you ever won-
dered if people just stop by [your poster] because of your
pretty face?” (“Pretty face” comic strip) is an example of the
depreciation of scientific success during a conference. “There
were sure a lot of facts and figures in your talk, little lady.”
(comics “Little lady”) is a condescending remark that a fe-
male researcher received after her talk, exposing her credi-
bility and competencies. Female scientists are too often con-
fronted with being judged by their appearance rather than
scientific competence. “Oh, I guess he (the professor) likes
blondes” (comic strip “Professor likes blondes”, Fig. 5) that
suggests that this male professor was working with a female
researcher only because of her look.

Such comments come directly from close colleagues who
work in the same research group, but also more indirectly
from peers within the scientific community at large. An ex-
ample of the latter is: “I never thought the author of this paper
could be a woman!” (comic strip “Authorship”). This points
towards the ubiquity of this social bias.

In addition, a recurring pattern in the stories arises when
a man explains to his female colleague something in which
the female scientist excels at herself and is very often even
more competent. This so-called “mansplaining” (which in-
volves males believing their expertise is more relevant than
their female counterpart), is shown for example in the “Con-
ference classics” comic strip.

2.5 Women as outsiders in networking contexts

We observed that about a quarter of testimonies (19 stories)
depict situations in which female scientists are considered as
marginal in the scientific community or as a different type
of human beings. A recurrent situation shows male scientists
meeting a group of people in which there is one or several
women. Men greet each other but either overlook women or
salute them in a different way, sometimes non-professional
(e.g. “Nice headphones” comic strip).

Another recurrent situation in testimonies concerns the
presence of one or two women in panels, boards or infor-
mal gatherings among a majority of men. In such a context,
stories depict how male scientists interact with each other ig-
noring female scientists. The “His wife got promoted” comic
strip or decisions made during an informal chat in the men’s
restroom (received testimony) are examples. Indeed, broth-
erhood is an important factor that reinforces males’ position
and leaves women outside this circle.

Some partial explanations of these situations are expressed
in testimonies citing male scientists wondering how women
behave, feel or react, as if they would be a different kind of
human being. Again, this shows how work relationships can
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Figure 6. A female scientist finds herself isolated from the research
community at a conference due to needs related to motherhood. Ex-
ample of “Women as outsiders in networking contexts” stereotype.
Comics title: “Breastfeeding at conferences” (DTRH team, 2019a;
Adenis, 2019). All comics are hand-drawn by Alice Adenis – dis-
tributed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License.

drift towards relationships which put female scientists back
to their gendered condition, and also to their condition of be-
ing a mother in some cases. Some actions related to mother-
hood only reinforce their outsider position (e.g. “Breastfeed-
ing at conferences” comic strip, Fig. 6). To express breast
milk, women often have to make do with rooms that are not
designed for it. In the storage room, the lactating mother of
the “Breastfeeding at conferences” comic strip is in a posi-
tion of being somewhere she should not be, like an outsider
herself. And even more when someone comes by without
respecting her intimacy. The underrepresentation of females
creates situations in which such basic needs are not catered
for.

2.6 Objectification of women

Female researchers are sometimes perceived as objects while
their scientific qualification and mental capabilities are com-

Figure 7. A young female scientist is reduced to her physical ap-
pearance. Example of the “Objectification of women” category.
Comic strip title: “Good looking young woman” (DTRH team,
2019a; Adenis, 2019). All comics are hand-drawn by Alice Adenis
– distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License.

pletely neglected and ignored. In 16 stories (making up 20 %
of the accepted stories), women are sexualised and primarily
judged based on their appearance. Their personality, exper-
tise, and decision power are put aside while their attractive-
ness and appearance-based perceptions are highlighted by
peers. This is the case for the “Pretty face” comics mentioned
earlier. Another example is when a professor tells his stu-
dent: “You are a sympathetic, good-looking young woman.”
(“Good looking young woman” comics, Fig. 7) as her only
positive attributes.

In addition, we identified misogynous behaviour in a few
stories. In one of them, a female body is shamed (unpub-
lished story) and sexual comments are made towards females
(“A man’s world” comic strip). Beyond any doubt, such be-
haviour should not be tolerated and accepted neither in the
academic environment nor in any societal environment for
that matter.

www.adv-geosci.net/53/15/2020/ Adv. Geosci., 53, 15–31, 2020
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Figure 8. A young female is receiving an award for being among
the top three students of her year. Her merit is questioned and at-
tributed to an imaginary female quota. Example of the “Modern
sexism and Neosexism” category. Comic strip title: “Female quota”
(DTRH team, 2019a; Adenis, 2019). All comics are hand-drawn by
Alice Adenis – distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution
4.0 License.

2.7 Modern sexism and neosexism

Although awareness of ordinary sexism in science remains
to be achieved, scientists are able to recognise the symp-
toms: an imbalance between women and men for jobs and
awards. Therefore, institutions have proposed diverse ways
to counter this imbalance. However, such policies have their
drawbacks, prescribing females to numbers for quotas or giv-
ing an opportunity for scientists to attribute the success of a
woman to her gender, even for a selection process that does
not perform positive discrimination. 10 % of the testimonies
(eight stories) depict situations in which scientists attribute
any type of recognition of a woman’s work to a result of an
antisexist policy. For instance, an award, an invitation to join
a project or to give a seminar would have come to fill the
female quota (“Being invited” and “Female quota” comics,
Fig. 8). In the testimonies, competencies are overlooked and
women are considered as a minority that would be so much
promoted that men would not be able to get awards, grants
or jobs anymore. In a testimony depicting an astronomy class
composed of 2 women and 5 men, a classmate says “are they
practising some kind of affirmative action this year?” (un-
published testimony). One special situation is proposed in the
comic “Nature cover” in which a scientist suggests that the
presence of women in the editorial board of Nature would ex-
plain why the manuscript of a female scientist gets published.
It reverses the traditional sexist situation, claiming women
are biased against men.

Again, in a work context, most of these situations put fe-
male scientists back to their gendered condition, but this time
behind an institutional shield.

3 Our engagement and communication activities

Our communication activities essentially consist of an online
presence directed to everyone (via our website and through
social media) and more specific actions geared towards the
scientific community (such as participating in conferences or
laboratory seminars) as well as a large non-scientific public
(participation in radio programs or round table discussions).
These activities are an integral part of the project since our
comic strips are based on true stories reported by members
of the STEM community.

3.1 Nature of our engagement and communication
actions

Although the project started in Lyon, France, all members of
Did this really happen?! have moved away since then, bring-
ing the project into new institutions, where we propose lo-
cal presentations and discussions at various occasions. Each
member of the group takes any opportunity to talk about the
project during a large variety of actions, which has resulted
in spreading the project and its main message to a broad au-
dience.
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Since the beginning of the project Did this really happen?!
in 2016, we participated in 8 major Earth and Planetary sci-
ence conferences (hosted by the AGU, the EGU, the Aus-
tralian Geoscience Council Convention and the European
Planetary Science Congress), by presenting either a poster
or an oral contribution in the equality and diversity sessions
(Coltice and Bocher, 2016; Arnould et al., 2017; Adenis et
al., 2018; Gérault et al., 2018; Ulvrova et al., 2019a, b).
We also co-organised a short course on gender unconscious
biases in Geosciences, using the comics as illustrations of
unconscious bias behaviour (Alves de Jesus Rydin et al.,
2018, 2019). Taking part in these international conferences is
highly valuable since it allows us to have a diverse and broad
audience as well as meeting and exchanging with other in-
ternational scientific and institutional actors of diversity and
equality. The development of our project has highly bene-
fited from shared experience with other local, international
or institutional members of the scientific community (like
the Égalité group at IPGP, France, Égalité group, 2019, and
WOMEESA, Australasia, WOMEESA, 2019, 500 Women
Scientists, 2019, pod in Zurich and EqualiTea at ETH Zurich,
EqualiTea, 2019c). We also published a blog post on uncon-
scious biases in Geosciences (Bocher and Adenis, 2018), and
were interviewed for an article about the birth of our project
(Bedford, 2018).

All the fore-mentioned actions have mainly been directed
to the Earth and Planetary science community to which we
all belong. We also made efforts to reach other scientific and
non-scientific audiences. First within our university of origin,
in Lyon, with the organisation of a day of discussion and con-
ferences around gender equality in science in January 2018
(Sexes égaux, sciences égales?, 2018), and intervention on
Radio Brume, a Lyon-based university radio (Sciences pour
tous, 2019). We also participated in the Swiss radio show
CQFD (Pourquoi il faut plus de filles en sciences, 2019b).
We connected with other activists in academia through the
participation to an evening on equality in Science (Bocher et
al., 2019a), by co-organising Breaking Gender Barriers dis-
cussion series (500 Women Scientists, 2019), through the I,
scientist conference (Bocher et al., 2019b) and the opportu-
nity to present our initiative to the employees of the the Re-
searchGate company in Berlin. We were also solicited for an
interview by the radio of the Hungarian University of Pest
(Ulvrova et al., 2019a).

3.2 Statistics on our online presence

Since the launch of our website in January 2018, which
marks the start of our internet presence, we have compiled
some statistics about the growth of our project (Table 1). We
use these to measure and analyse the impact and evolution of
our project.

Our website has a central role in our initiative since we
use it to publish our comics and news about our actions and
to collect testimonies on gender bias in academia from the

STEM community. Since the launch of the website, the an-
nual number of visits has remained stable. In 2018 it reached
19 643 views (6377 unique visitors) and we gathered 18 625
views (5965 unique visitors) in 2019 (as of 15 November
2019). The website has 39 subscribers. While most of our
visitors are from Europe (more than 21 800 views, of which
6355 from France, 3941 from Germany and 3938 from the
UK), North America (more than 12 000 views, of which
10 847 from USA) and Oceania (more than 2300 views, of
which 2073 from Australia) where the members of the group
are located, we are starting to reach people from Africa, Asia
and South America. For example, India is currently the 10th
country with the largest number of views of our website (508
views).

We use Facebook and Twitter to advertise our actions and
our newly posted comics. Those media evince high poten-
tial to reach a large audience including scientific and non-
scientific public, making our comics accessible and visible to
people from countries that we cannot reach via conferences
or institutional seminars.

On Twitter, 77 % of our audience is female, while the
proportion of female visitors reaches 70 % on Facebook.
Our tweets have been viewed 3170 times on average each
month (72 932 views in total between January 2018 and
November 2019), although there are large monthly variations
(Fig. 9). Major accounts re-tweeting our project often belong
to scientific institutions, individual scientists active on Twit-
ter but also to independent media, artists, and associations ac-
tively promoting more diversity and equality. So far, on both
social media, the most represented countries are still from
Europe (more than 34 % on Twitter and more than 60 % on
Facebook), North America (34 % of our audience on Twitter
and 23 % of our audience on Facebook) and Oceania (more
than 6 % on Twitter and more than 9 % on Facebook). But
our project has also reached other countries. For instance, in
November 2019, our account has been cited by an influen-
tial female Indian author on Twitter and interest from Indian
accounts has increased since then.

On Facebook, over the period from 15 May to 15 Novem-
ber 2019, 12 accounts received content from our page per
day on average, with seven accounts receiving content about
our website through their social connections. Among them,
three accounts engaged with our page per day on average (via
clicking or commenting on our project).

3.3 Impact of our actions

We first started to present our own insider experience as a
feminine research team in Earth sciences, so the Earth sci-
ence community was at first the main contributor to our
project. However, the whole academic community is wel-
come to collaborate on our project by sending us their sto-
ries and the diversity of the contributors has increased as the
project gained momentum. This way, scientists from diverse
fields are involved in the project that further fuels the inter-
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Table 1. Statistics on our web-based presence.

Data collected on 15 Nov 2019 Website Facebook Twitter

Total values

> since creation 38 268 72 932
> since (date) 4367 (since 19 May 2019)

No. of subscribers and followers 39 via the website/email 496 followers/464 likes 712 followers/84 likes

No. of references to our work
(re-tweets/references etc.)

more than 20 references to
our website

14 links and 2001
references to our website

2036 references to our web-
site

Characteristics of the visitors/tweeters

> dominant gender of the viewers Unknown 70 % female 77 % female
> dominant nationalities North America, Europe,

Australia
North America, Europe,
Australia

North America, Europe,
Australia

Figure 9. Evolution of the monthly number of views on Twit-
ter and on the website https://didthisreallyhappen.net/ (last access:
9 March 2020, DTRH team, 2019a), and the number of accepted
stories (as a function of their date of reception) since the website
launch in January 2018. There is a correlation between the high
number of views, presentations of the project at international con-
ferences and peaks of reception of testimonies that we accepted.
Also, note that the number of views increased significantly after De-
cember 2018 as we are getting more attention in the past year. EGU
stands for the European Geosciences Union General Assembly in
Vienna, AGU for the American Geophysical Union Fall Meeting,
and EPSC for the European Planetary Science Congress.

est of the broader academic community in the Did this really
happen?! initiative.

Our comic strips describing sexist behaviours are
freely available to download (under a Creative Com-
mon Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 Inter-
national License) and print. Their aim is to foster reflections
and conversations on gender equality. Recently, we have cre-
ated a 12-page booklet assembling some of the published
comics. We distributed the booklet assembling some of the
published comics (available in the Supplement) during con-
ferences (EGU General Assembly 2019, EPSC 2019 and

I, Scientist 2019) to all interested scientists, who brought
those printed comics in their laboratories. Moreover, we con-
duct informal discussions, small presentations, and work-
shops within our respective institutions and laboratories to
raise consciousness about gender inequality in science and
promote adequate professional relationships between female
and male scientists. From our experience, these discussions
have often proved beneficial since the comics trigger reflec-
tions on depicted sexist situations and people also start to
reflect on their own behaviour. This is a necessary and crit-
ical step forward in apprehending sexist biases, aggressions
and microaggressions in everyday life. Finally, we also dis-
cuss our project while visiting other laboratories. This partic-
ipates in increasing consciousness about gender inequality in
various workplaces.

The number of views on the project’s website and our so-
cial network accounts varies through time. We observe a sig-
nificant increase of the number of views and received testi-
monies after international conferences (Fig. 9). This shows
the impact of our interventions, and how the word of mouth
propagation participates to the spreading of our project.

The content of our website has been reused or cited
more than 30 times on forums (Vis mon job de géologue et
chercheure au CNRS, 2019), opinion pieces (Valian, 2019) or
institutional websites (Equal Opportunity Committee CRC-
TR211, 2019). It has also been retweeted or cited more than
2000 times on both Facebook and Twitter. With those social
media, it is possible to reach a large audience that is more di-
verse (in terms of occupation, origin, and ideas) compared to
the conferences or local institutions. For example, the largest
peaks of views of our project (such as the one in Decem-
ber 2018, Fig. 9) not only coincide with presentations of our
project at conferences but also with the advertisement of our
website by influential people on social media.
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3.4 Reactions to our actions

The majority of the feedback that we have received is very
encouraging: “Great initiative. I am a PhD candidate in geo-
dynamics from India. . . I recently came across your poster
in EGU. . . Cudos [sic] to the entire team for taking such
an innovative initiative in fighting sexism”. Many female re-
searchers also identify themselves with situations depicted
in our comics. For example, we received: “Dear Colleagues,
I just discovered your site via twitter . . . looking at your
comics [Breastfeeding at a conference] I just can’t believe it,
it exactly happened to me as well. Thanks for representing it
so well.” Others acknowledge the fact that our comics made
them more mindful of sexist behaviours around them: “You
know what? I did not realise until I read your article that I
was being discriminated by people from my lab and during
congress. I am used to it. . . So sad. . . ” Such reactions show
that our comics can help to bring awareness of unconscious
biases simply by showing such situations.

Sometimes people react to our comics by saying that they
have never encountered, witnessed or recognised sexist atti-
tudes depicted in the strips. Another type of reaction com-
prises people that are pessimistic about their own situation
and that suffer due to gender stereotypes: “I am a woman and
I have 3 children, I [am] completely disappointed, it is toooo
much and always what I am doing in the lab is not enough
and moreover not appreciated. At home as well whatever I
did with my children it is not enough, I need to spend more
time with them but I can not. I feel like I am a bad mom and
a bad scientist. I need more time to read, to think about what
I am doing, to play with my children, to write the thesis, to
find a fund after my PhD. I need motivation !!!! I need more
24 h per day to complete my duties!! In my next life, I will
never be a woman”. Finally, some of the comments point out
that our comics often do not provide any reaction (other than
anger, shock and surprise, which almost every time happened
to be the real reactions of our contributors) nor provide any
solution to the depicted situations: “these cartoons run the
risk of portraying women as helpless victims. I think women
often do not know how to respond either to doubts cast on
their abilities or praise of their abilities. It would be helpful
to provide women with possible answers” (Bedford, 2018).
We discuss these legitimate concerns in the next section.

4 Discussion

We presented the results of two years collecting testimonies
on everyday sexism in academia, translating them into comic
strips and reporting on our observations (online, during con-
ferences and in research laboratories). The aim of the project
is twofold: revealing common patterns of sexism in academia
and educating ourselves and others on these instances. Both
aspects of the project, the collection of testimonies on one
side, and the communication around the project on the other

side, are done simultaneously and thus influence each other.
Communication on the project is our primary way to gather
testimonies, and, in return, new testimonies allow us to
reevaluate the different instances of sexism one can en-
counter in academia. This process makes it possible to gather
evidence of everyday sexism within various academic com-
munities while encouraging the members of these communi-
ties to actively identify everyday sexism when they experi-
ence it.

One limitation of our analysis is the inevitable sources of
bias in the testimonies collected: we rely on contributors ac-
tively reporting to us. We observe that the participation to the
project is biased from (1) the academic discipline of the con-
tributors, (2) their place of work, (3) their gender and (4) the
type of sexism reported.

Our contributors tend to come from the Earth science com-
munity and mainly work in Europe, USA, and Australia,
which are places where members of the project are currently
working. Our ongoing efforts to eliminate this bias include
participating in conferences that are not specific to the Earth
Science community (e.g. the I, Scientist conference), and
also growing our influence on social networks.

The third bias observed is the gender bias in both con-
tributors and the public reached through social networks: so
far, we have mainly reached women (more than 70 % of the
views on our social media accounts, and 97.8 % of accepted
testimonies come from women). The very low percentage of
male testimonies might mean that men are not noticing ev-
eryday sexism, or do not identify it as such. The second hy-
pothesis seems to be supported by the study of Becker and
Swim (2011) who found that American male college stu-
dents encountered the same amount of sexist remarks as their
female counterparts, but, on average, considered them less
sexist. Drury and Kaiser (2014) provide an extensive review
of male detection of sexism and intervention. In particular,
they identify two characteristics that tend to play a major
role in male observer’s detection of sexism and intervention:
the rejection of legitimising beliefs (i.e. the belief that one’s
success is due to internal factors such as talent, hard work,
and other intrinsic qualities) and the communal orientation
(i.e. the tendency of individuals to focus on the well-being of
others without expecting direct benefit from it). We suppose
that the same mechanisms should lead men to contribute to
our project, and thus plan on modifying the presentation of
our project to appeal to both aspects (rejection of legitimising
beliefs and communal orientation) by clarifying (1) how sex-
ist bias might affect the career of women, and (2) how our
project can contribute to changing behaviours in academia.
The results described in Hardacre and Subašić (2018) and
Subašić et al. (2018) point towards one potential additional
solution. They show that although framing the inequality is-
sue as a common problem for both genders rather than as a
women’s issue increases the legitimacy of leaders, an impor-
tant aspect to convince men and women to take action is to
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have the support of male leaders. We plan to integrate these
adjustments in future presentations of the project.

The fourth bias concerns the type of sexism that is re-
ported. The study of Williams et al. (2014) provides statistics
of recurrent gender bias experienced by women in academia,
based on interviews conducted on sixty women in the USA.
This study offers a reference to which we can compare the
testimonies that we received and allows us to identify poten-
tial blind spots. However, we cannot compare directly the
proportions given in their studies with our numbers since
their classification is different, and the numbers provided re-
fer to the proportion of women that have encountered a given
bias, while we report on the proportion of a given bias within
the testimonies collected.

In agreement with Williams et al. (2014), we find a preva-
lence of the “prove it again” bias, which corresponds to
the category that we named “Questioning Female compe-
tence” (66.7 % of interviewees versus 57 % of collected tes-
timonies). Most of the behaviours that we identify as “be-
haviours that aim at maintaining women in stereotypical fem-
inine roles” (69 %) belong in their studies to the “Maternal
Wall” (64 %) and to the “reported pressure to take on dead-
end traditionally feminine roles” (34.1 %).

We also identified several types of bias that were not re-
ported as such in Williams et al. (2014). First, we chose to
include instances in which the pressure is on men to con-
form to typically masculine stereotypes. We consider that, in
order to move beyond the stereotypical gender role assign-
ments, it is also important to address it and include men in the
conversation, as argued earlier in the discussion. Secondly,
Williams et al. (2014) report on a sense of isolation among
women of colour, but much less among white women. We
identified 19 stories that depicted women as outsiders, but
we did not collect information on the skin colour of contrib-
utors. Finally, 10 % of our stories reported modern sexist or
neosexist views, a category which is absent from Williams et
al. (2014).

On the contrary, several biases reported by Williams et
al. (2014) are underrepresented in our testimonies. For ex-
ample, they report that 55.3 % of women scientists witnessed
“tug-of-war” patterns, which are tensions between female
professionals arising from gender bias, such as the “queen
bee syndrome” (Staines et al., 1974), when a senior fe-
male professional is tougher towards female subordinates.
We have not received any testimony describing this pattern.
Overall we received very few testimonies in which women
behave in a sexist manner, while sexist bias in women exists
and can be higher than men’s in some instances (Ellemers
et al., 2004). Several studies have shown that ambiguous
sexist behaviour was harder to detect when the perpetrator
was a woman (Baron et al., 1991; Sterk et al., 2018), which
could explain the absence of such testimonies. Williams et
al. (2014) also report the prevalence of sexual harassment en-
countered (34.5 % of interviewees) while only 2 received tes-
timonies qualify as sexual harassment (although 20 % of our

testimonies contained behaviours related to the objectifica-
tion of women). One plausible explanation is self-censorship,
according to the personal discussions we had with potential
contributors who had endured or witnessed sexual harass-
ment in the workplace. They often feared to be recognised
and also considered that comics are not the adequate support
for these terrible stories.

Considering these aspects, our project should be seen as an
incomplete picture of what everyday sexism can look like in
academia, the statistics reported in Sect. 2 do not necessarily
reflect the proportions of different types of sexism experi-
enced by women in academia. For our future interventions,
we plan to draw examples from the aforementioned literature
to fill the gaps in stereotypes representation and encourage
our audience to consider all types of sexism.

Comic strips are a good way to give visibility to issues
that are usually overlooked. Our project is centred on sex-
ism in academia but could be extended to consider other
types of prejudices, both independently from sexism, but
also from an intersectional point of view (Crenshaw, 1989).
Bernard and Cooperdock (2018) provide an alarming syn-
thesis on the state of ethnic diversity in Earth Sciences in
the US, with no apparent improvement for the past 40 years.
It is difficult to estimate the situation in Europe given the
absence of unified ethnic statistics for historical and data
protection reasons (Simon, 2012), but there is no reason
to expect a better representation of people of colour. Con-
cerning the situation of LGBTQ in science, although the
general society’s opinion has made progress in some coun-
tries, a survey of UK physical scientists reported that 28 %
of LGBT+ respondents “considered leaving their workplace
because of the climate or discrimination towards LGBT+

people” (Dyer et al., 2019). This proportion rose to almost
50 % for trans scientists. Representing in a graphic form the
struggles that the LGBTQ community faces could help the
rest of academia connect, empathise and become more inclu-
sive. Likewise, comics could be an efficient way to convey
the experience of disabled scientists and bring cognizance
on intentional and unintentional ableism, for example during
conferences (Fleming, 2019). Beyond the specific discrimi-
natory behaviours that are based on stereotypes against these
different categories, we expect to find common ground in the
situation of feeling like an outsider and being asked to prove
again and again competence in science. For people to con-
tribute to our project in these directions, we need to rethink
our communication strategies, but also put more resources
and energy into this project, which is challenging since we
all act on a voluntary basis and have no dedicated time or
funding for it.

The primary goal of our comics is to depict the situation
to our readers. Oftentimes, the contributors are left surprised
and shocked by the sexist comments or attitude, and there
is a risk of consistently representing women as helpless vic-
tims. The bystander intervention approach shows great re-
sults in empowering women and men to fight against un-
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conscious biases (Powel, 2011). Initiatives like ADVANCE-
Geo bring these much needed strategies to our commu-
nity (ADVANCEGeo, 2020). We also participate in this ef-
fort through complementary activities and discussions within
our laboratories and at conferences. The communication on
our project uses three main modalities: (1) advertisement
through social media, (2) traditional communication prac-
tices of academia (mobility of researchers, visit of collabora-
tors, international conferences) and (3) institutional Equality-
Diversity-Inclusion (EDI) initiatives. We reflect hereafter on
the importance of each of these modalities to spread our mes-
sage and develop common strategies of change with other
activists.

Over the last two decades, the ease of sharing information
to a wide audience online, especially using social media, has
allowed the rise of powerful feminist movements, aiming at
talking about sexual harassment and aggressions, rape cul-
ture and everyday sexism, the most well known and ground-
breaking being the #Metoo movement. Within academia,
courageous researchers raised their voices to speak out about
their harassment experiences and push institutions to act (see
for example Jahren, 2016, Wadman, 2017, and Wadman,
2018). Alongside exposing these dreadful stories, we believe
it is also important to put a focus on more mundane instances
of everyday sexism and microaggressions, in the spirit of
the international everyday sexism project, for example (Ev-
eryday Sexism Project, 2019b). The dynamics of the online
community and solidarity of different initiatives and activists
helped us tremendously to amplify our message, as reported
in Sect. 3.

Additionally, this project has developed in its current form
because the necessary spaces existed within the academic
world for it to emerge and grow. Two factors played a ma-
jor role in the inception of this project. First, the presence
of the equality-diversity and communication services at the
University Claude Bernard of Lyon (Mission égalité – di-
versité, 2019a) and the availability of two of their members,
Philippe Liotard and Chloe Schweyer, were crucial to our
evolution from a group of scientists experiencing gender bias
to activists for gender equality and diversity and inclusion
in academia. With their help, our informal exchanges on the
everyday sexism that we experienced played the role of a
consciousness-raising group, as they were used by second-
wave feminism to identify a common pattern of oppression
in the society (Sarachild, 1968). The second element was
the solicitation from ERC program officer Claudia Alves de
Jesus-Rydin to present our experience as an ERC-funded
team at the EGU General Assembly, in a session entitled
“Promoting and supporting equality of opportunities in geo-
sciences” (Coltice and Bocher, 2016). Both of these factors
led us to release the first set of comics, one year later, at the
same EGU session (Arnould et al., 2017).

Likewise, other spaces and periods created within the aca-
demic life allowed us to develop our project and raise our am-
bitions. Most of us are currently working as researchers. We

leverage our collaboration relationships, and take advantage
of visits of and to other researchers to communicate on the
project, informally, but also during scientific presentations.
More importantly, the relative increase of the diversity of
backgrounds of academic employees and the change in men-
talities makes it more common to have dedicated Equality-
Diversity-Inclusion groups within laboratories and institu-
tions. These groups play a crucial role in spreading infor-
mation and creating initiatives from the local scale to the in-
ternational scale.

Holmes (2015) uses the framework of Risman (2004) to
understand the barriers that women face in academia, with
three levels at which women can find barriers to their pro-
fessional development: the institutional, the interactional and
the individual levels. Generally, institutions develop solu-
tions to these different types of barriers with a mainly top-
down approach (Buitendijk et al., 2019). However, the devel-
opment of our project shows how institutional structures can
create opportunities for individual or grass-root actions to
emerge and grow. Research has shown that diversity, equality
and inclusion improve when all the members of an institution
feel they are actors of change (Dobbin and Kalev, 2016). For
it to be possible, it is important that institutions support and
encourage grass-root initiatives that promote EDI.

5 Conclusions

The project Did this really happen?! was created in 2016
by a team of seven scientists working on the geodynamics
of Earth’s mantle and lithosphere. After having faced sex-
ists microaggressions, discussions arose internally to address
these everyday issues. We chose to report on these sexist sit-
uations through comic strips. This communication tool has
the benefit of being approachable and engaging while show-
ing the situations without the need for explanations or inter-
pretations. Between 2016 and 2019, we have received 103
testimonies, from which 89 have been accepted, and 23 pub-
lished. From this sample of sexist biases collected from the
scientific community, we are now able to analyse with more
details the types of stereotypes that are still common in our
research environments. We have classified the stories into
six non-exclusive categories of sexist biases: (1) those which
maintain females to stereotypical roles, (2) those which con-
fine males to stereotypical roles, (3) those which question fe-
male competencies, (4) those which keep women as outsiders
in networking contexts, (5) those which objectify women and
(6) those which show the backlash of antisexist policies. We
found that although all these sexist biases are well repre-
sented, whatever the age of the contributor, the country, and
the context in which these situations took place, the major-
ity of the comics (70 %) follows a situation in which women
scientists are defined upon physical stereotypes. The second
most common feature is the questioning of female abilities
(61 %). Male stereotypes are present in almost half of the

www.adv-geosci.net/53/15/2020/ Adv. Geosci., 53, 15–31, 2020



28 M. Bocher et al.: Drawing everyday sexism in academia

comics (41 %) while the other categories are less represented.
Although modern sexism is not represented abundantly in the
comics, it provoked the most controversial feedback that we
have received on this project.

The large number of testimonies depicting recurring sexist
situations suggests that such behaviours are still widespread,
and we advocate for more vigilance and actions to fight
against sexism in the workplace. These comics can help to
point out (un)conscious biases at work. While women are
currently more sensitive to these questions (based on the on-
line presence, they represent more than 70 % of our audience
on social media and more than 95 % of our contributors), one
of our objectives is to encourage men to take an active role
in addressing sexism by testifying.

The short term goal of the team is to produce a more com-
plete picture of everyday sexism in academia by producing
new comics from the received testimonies. We will also im-
prove our diffusion and communication materials so as to
increase the accessibility of the project and to promote their
use by research institutions. To do that, we will provide open-
source presentations and workshops, including comics and
bibliography on gender equality. We also plan to design a
short movie on “unconscious bias in academia” to improve
the visibility of our cause. Another main objective is to lever-
age the increasing number of followers to extend the scope
of the project to other discriminations. We intend to encour-
age discussions with other minorities but are also using our
everyday proximity with the students to increase their sen-
sitivity on sexists bias and inappropriate behaviours in the
academic world. We encourage them to be proactive and are
confident as this generation already stands up for what they
believe in and embraces equality and inclusion values.
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