
AN OPEN LETTER TO THE LEADERSHIP OF THE MAX PLANCK SOCIETY (MPG) 
  
We are writing to express our concern at the highly publicized dismissals, demotions, and conflicts 
involving female Directors of Max Planck Institutes (MPI).  These reports have appeared in 
prestigious and widely read outlets including Science (in 20211 and 20182) and Nature (in 20183), 
where issues of leadership and bullying have been highlighted.  Similar reports have also publicized 
cases involving women in top academic positions at the University of Copenhagen (in Nature in 
20194), ETH Zurich (in Science in 20185), and the University of London (in Science in 20186), indicating 
that these issues involving senior women extend well beyond the MPG.   
 
As detailed by Kramer and Harris in their book It's Not You It's the Workplace: Women's Conflict at 
Work and the Bias that Built It and by Gillard and Okonjo-Iwela in Women and Leadership: Real Lives, 
Real Lessons, professional women face many biases that disproportionately delay their advancement 
along the career track and compromise their effectiveness and even their tenure in positions of 
power and authority. Female leaders are judged more harshly, and allegations of leadership 
shortcomings are far more often made against female leaders than male ones.   
 
Gender bias in individual institutions can be difficult to assess because of the small numbers of 
women in leading scientific positions.  The Max Planck Society (MPG), however, has a large number 
of Directors.  We therefore call on the MPG leadership to examine the statistics for MPI Directors 
who have left their positions before retirement or faced sanctions or demotions within the MPG.  Are 
women and/or non-German nationals disproportionately represented in these groups?  To what 
extent do departures reflect institutional pressure from the MPG?  What publicity accompanied 
these departures or demotions? 
 
Since only highly successful individuals are appointed as MPI Directors, subsequent failures in these 
positions represent not only grave individual hardships, but also a loss to the society that invested in 
these careers and reputational damage to the MPG.  Failure of a highly successful individual who has 
attained a high rank is in a very real sense an institutional failure.   We are also concerned that highly 
publicized failures of women at top level positions in science could have a chilling effect on young 
women considering careers in science and engineering. In a 2018 article in Science,7 the upcoming 
vacancies in MPI Directorships were presented as “a chance to hire more women and more foreign 
researchers, and an opportunity to open up entirely new fields of research”.  It will surely be more 
difficult to recruit top talent if the MPG is perceived as being unsupportive of its female and foreign 
leaders.  The MPG has a duty to ensure that the women and foreign researchers recruited as MPI 
Directors do not face discriminatory conditions and to proactively identify and address any issues 
that might contribute to future failures, including bullying, harassment and mobbing of female 
leaders themselves. 
 
The signatories to this statement are female leaders in research from academia, government, and 
industry, who endorse this statement as individuals.  Endorsement of this statement does not imply 
any toleration for discrimination or harassment of early career researchers.  No institutional 
endorsements are implied.  No women affiliated with the MPG were asked to endorse this statement.   
 
                                                           
1 https://www.science.org/content/article/max-planck-institute-demotes-noted-archaeologist 
2 https://www.science.org/content/article/she-s-world-s-top-empathy-researcher-colleagues-say-she-bullied-
and-intimidated-them 
3 https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-018-05634-8 
4 https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-019-02461-3 
5 https://www.science.org/content/article/eth-zurich-starts-process-dismiss-professor-accused-bullying-
students 
6 https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.361.6404.734 
7 https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.359.6381.1204 
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Signatories (in order signed) 
 

1.  Janet G. Hering (Zurich, Switzerland) 43. Keren Bergman (New York, NY, USA) 

2.  Ursula Keller (Zurich, Switzerland) 44. Susan Carroll (Livermore, CA, USA) 

3.  Patricia A. Maurice (Notre Dame, IN, USA) 45. Bettina M. Voelker (Golden, CO, USA) 

4.  Barbara Sherwood Lollar (Toronto, ON, 
Canada) 

46. Donna Testerman (Lausanne, Switzerland) 

5.  Linda P.B. Katehi (College Station, TX, USA) 47. Patricia M. Dove (Blacksburg, VA, USA) 

6.  Molly Shoichet (Toronto, ON, Canada) 48. Sarah Strauss (Worcester, MA, USA) 

7.  Ellen van Donk (Wageningen, Netherlands) 49. Elsbeth Stern (Zurich, Switzerland) 

8.  Beate Escher (Leipzig, Germany) 50. Eva A. Csato (Uppsala, Sweden) 

9.  Susan Stipp (Copenhagen, Denmark) 51. Jennifer Field (Corvallis, OR, USA) 

10.  Liane G. Benning (Potsdam, Germany) 52. Jacquelyn Gill (Orono, ME, USA) 

11.  Carmen Menoni (Fort Collins, CO, USA) 53. Megan A. Ferguson (New Paltz, NY, USA) 

12. Ardemis Boghossian (Lausanne, Switzerland) 54. Miriam L. Diamond (Toronto, ON, Canada)  

13. Suliana Manley (Lausanne, Switzerland) 55. Pamela R. Willoughby (Edmonton, Alberta, 
Canada) 

14. Katrin Beyer (Lausanne, Switzerland) 56. Karin Ingold (Berne, Switzerland) 

15. Julia Hirschberg (New York, NY, USA) 57. Junko Munakata Marr (Golden, CO, USA) 

16. Margaret Palmer (College Park, MD, USA)  58. Debbie C. Crans (Fort Collins, CO, USA) 

17. Efi Foufoula-Georgiou (Irvine, CA, USA) 59. Caroline Kulcsar (Palaiseau, France) 

18.  Peggy A. O'Day (Merced, CA, USA) 60. Lisa Maher (Berkeley, CA, USA)  

19.  Dagmar Iber (Zurich, Switzerland) 61. Jannick Rolland-Thompson (Rochester, NY, 
USA) 

20.  Juliane Hollender (Zurich, Switzerland) 62. Melanie Blokesch (Lausanne, Switzerland) 

21. Stefi Alison Baum (Rochester, NY, USA) 63. Hema Achyuthan (Chennai, India) 

22. Elizabeth Tilley (Zurich, Switzerland) 64. Diana Aga (Buffalo, NY, USA) 

23. Naomi Halas (Houston, TX, USA) 65. Enza Elena Spinapolice (Rome, Italy) 

24. Anke Uhlenwinkel (Salzburg, Austria) 66. Bettina Trueb (Heidelberg, Germany) 

25. Julia Schmale (Lausanne, Switzerland) 67. Corisande Fenwick (London, UK) 

26. Ursula Roethlisberger (Lausanne, 
Switzerland)  

68. Julia A. Kornfield (Pasadena, CA, USA) 

27. Petra Dittrich (Basel, Switzerland) 69. Alba Torrents (College Park, MD, USA) 

28. Daniela Rupp (Zurich, Switzerland) 70. Melody Sandells (Newcastle, UK) 

29. Irmi Seidl (Berne, Switzerland) 71. Silvia Frisia (Callaghan, Australia) 

30. Leslea J. Hlusko (Burgos, Spain) 72. Deb Niemeier (College Park, MD, USA) 

31. Inez Hua (West Lafayatte, IN, USA) 73. Małgorzata Witko (Kraków, Poland) 

32. Rebecca Richards-Kortum (Houston, TX, 
USA) 

74. Luíseach Nic Eoin (London, UK) 

33. Heike Egner (Salzburg, Austria) 75. Lilit Sahakyan (Yerevan, Armenia) 

34. Judith Perlinger (Houghton, MI, USA) 76. Birthe Kjellerup (College Park, MD, USA) 

35. Ruth Gruhn Bryan (Edmonton, Alberta, 
Canada) 

77. Jelena Srebric (College Park, MD. USA) 

36. Lynn Ellen Katz (Austin, TX, USA) 78. Mariya Antonosyan (Yerevan, Armenia) 

37. Evelyn Hu (Cambridge, MA, USA) 79. Lyn Wadley (Johannesburg, South Africa) 

38. Ewa Bulska (Warsaw, Poland) 80. Gohar Mkrtchyan (Yerevan, Armenia) 

39. Karin Sander (Zurich, Switzerland) 81. Astha Dibyopama (Pune, India) 

40. Susan Richardson (Columbia, SC, USA) 82. Nina G. Jablonski (University Park, PA, USA) 

41. Judith Kimble (Madison, WI, USA) 83. Jie Qiao (Rochester, NY, USA) 

42. Michal Lipson (New York, NY, USA) 84. Sarah A. Green (Houghton, MI, USA) 

 



85. Lisa J. Lucero (Urbana-Champaign, IL, USA) 129. Jillian Scott (Zurich, Switzerland) 

86. Sohan Lal (Jodhpur, India) 130. Dean Falk (Tallahassee, FL, USA ) 

87. Zaruhi Khachatryan (Yerevan, Armenia) 131. Gwendoline Maurer (London, UK) 

88. Anke Marion Hein (Oxford, UK) 132. Anna Hakobyan (Vienna, Austria) 

89. Olga Kocharovskaya (College Station, TX, 
USA) 

133. Dominique Derome (Sherbrooke, Quebec,  
Canada) 

90. Randika Jayasinghe (Colombo, Sri Lanka) 134. A.H.L.R. Nilmini (Colombo, Sri Lanka) 

91. Magda Batiashvili (Rome, Italy) 135. U.N.K. Rathnayake (Colombo, Sri Lanka) 

92. Maya J. Patil (Solapur Maharashtra, India) 136. N.D.D.B. Nanayakkara (Colombo, Sri Lanka) 

93. Cornelia Denz (Muenster, Germany) 137. Omali Sooriyampola (Kandy, Sri Lanka) 

94. Helena Van Swygenhoven (Lausanne, 
Switzerland) 

138. Uditha Jinadasa (Kandy, Sri Lanka) 

95. Anne E. Carey (Columbus, OH, USA) 139. Nilmini Nethasinghe (Colombo, Sri Lanka) 

96. Janet Callahan (Houghton, MI, USA) 140. E.G.I.P. Wickramasinghe (Kandy, Sri Lanka) 

97. Kathelijne Koops (Zurich, Switzerland) 141. H.M. Jayani Rupi Herath (Colombo, Sri 
Lanka) 

98. Dorota A. Grejner-Brzezinska (Columbus, 
OH, USA) 

142. Aleksandra Radenovic (Lausanne, 
Switzerland) 

99. Carolyn Behrman (Akron, OH, USA) 143. Cara Wall-Scheffler (Seattle, WA, USA) 

100. Audra Morse (Houghton, MI, USA) 144. Jennifer L.M. Rupp (Munich, Germany) 

101. Nancy A. Burnham (Worcester, MA, USA) 145. Elisabeth Sikes (New Brunswick, NJ, USA) 

102. Dorte Juul Jensen (Kongens Lyngby, 
Denmark) 

 

103. Anne Delagnes (Bordeaux, France)   

104. Preeti Dhar (New Paltz, NY, USA)  

105. Irina T. Sorokina (Trondheim, Norway)  

106. Jennie Stephens (Boston, MA, USA)   

107. Melanie Pruvost (Bordeaux, France)  

108. Katarzyna Wrobel (Guanajuato, Mexico)  

109. Rita Adrian (Berlin, Germany)  

110. Polly Wiessner (Salt Lake City, UT, USA)   

111. Judith Klein-Seetharaman (Tempe, AZ, 
USA) 

 

112. Evelyne Heyer (Paris, France)  

113. Ruth Mace (London, UK)  

114. Olga Smirnova (Berlin, Germany)  

115. Cindy Lee (Clemson, SC, USA)  

116. Ana P. Barros (Urbana, IL, USA)  

117. Ravi Korisettar (Bengaluru, India)  

118. Zairu Nisha (Delhi, India)  

119. Nargis Rashid (Karachi, India)  

120. Diana Avetyan (Mannheim, Germany)  

121. Martha H. Conklin (Merced, CA, USA)  

122. Nineta Hrastelj (Brussels, Belgium)  

123. Margaret C. Miller (Sydney, Australia)  

124. Jill Cook (London, UK)  

125. Maria Leptin (Köln, Germany)  

126. Amelle Zair (London, UK)  

127. Julia Lee-Thorp (Oxford, UK)  

128. Lily Poulikakos (Dübendorf, Switzerland)  

 


