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Increasing diversity in conference
speaker programmes

M Check for updates

etterideasemerge frominteractions
amongdiverse cohorts, so scientific
research benefits from contribu-
tions from everyone. Diversity in
gender, race, nationality, region of
the world, and other orientations is essential
to create an environment in which creative
thinking thrives and in which scientific discov-
eryfindsafruitful breeding ground'.

However, thisis not what you seeif youlook
at many of the international conferences and
workshops that are organized in the photon-
ics field. They have solid lists of plenary and
keynote speakers, but often these lists are
not as diverse as they could be. Think back at
thelast three conferences you attended. How
many of the talks you listened to were given
by women or minority members of our pho-
toniccommunity? If you now think about your
professional network, how many colleagues
canyou name that are women or are part of a
minority group?

Indeed, in the recent past, several photon-
ics conferences (originally) had a nearly fully
male invited speaker programmes. Today,
the academic staff in the photonics research
field is still in majority composed of white or
Asianmen, and so their relative proportionin
meetings and conferences is naturally high.
But fortunately this is changing and there
is now a much larger fraction of scientists,
particularly at the early-career stage, that
are female, of colour or from other groups or
world regions that are currently minoritiesin
our community.

These groups must be represented at
the conferences that are organized. If we

have minimal participation of people from
under-represented groups in conference
speaker lists, we miss a major fraction of
the scientific talent that is available in our
research field. Moreover, often members
of these underrepresented communities
bring new topics to the photonics field.
There are scientists from all backgrounds
doing top-class research work around the
world and there need not be any sense of
having to invoke reverse discrimination
when organizing an exciting conference
programme?>’, Moreover, if women and other
less-represented scientists cannot see people
like themselves representedin aconference, it
is dispiriting, discouraging and can ultimately
motivate them to leave the field or move out
of science altogether. This reduces diversity
and narrows the range of ideas and perspec-
tives, ultimately harminginnovationand pro-
gress for everyone.

We have some recommendations to share
here. If you are a conference organizer, be
an agent of change! Creating a space where
everyone feels welcome to contribute is one
of your main tasks. Do bring on board fel-
low organizers with networks different from
your own. For increasing female representa-
tion, do ask for suggestions from the various
women in photonics organizations. Do use
prizes and recognitions given to members
of underrepresented groups for inspiration.
Indeed, for example, the Gordon Research
Conferences and the Materials Research Soci-
ety have diversity and broad representation as
clear principles for conference programme
development',

As three white men writing this commen-
tary, we recognize that white and Asian men,
oftenin positions of influence, have a unique
responsibility to promote diversity on confer-
ence speaker lists and help amplify minority
voices, aiming to raise awareness and drive
meaningful change. So, if you are a white or
Asian man, representing this majority, like the
three of us, and you are invited to speak at a
conference, do check the speaker list and get
intouchwith the organizersifyou thinkitcan
be made morediverse. Do share with them this
Correspondence. We are in the 21st century
and we need this change.
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