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The European Southern Observatory (ESO) is the pre-em-
inent intergovernmental science and technology organisa-
tion in astronomy. lts mission is to design, build and oper-
ate the most advanced observatories on the ground, and
to foster international collaboration for astronomy. The work
carried out at ESO leads to scientific and technological pro-
gress and contributes to social/environmental sustainability
as well as to peaceful scientific cooperation, in line with sev-
eral of the United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development
Goals.

Gender equality, and particularly the advancement of wom-
en in science, has been a priority at ESO since the kick-start
project “Status of women at ESO” [1], that found female em-
ployees accounting for only 18 % of the total staff members.
Almost twenty years later, the fraction of female employees
has reached 26 %, but we aim at more!

Following a data-driven and goal-oriented approach, ESO
has developed a Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI) Plan,
with defined targets, and actions. In terms of diversity, ESO
is doing rather well in terms of nationality, thanks to its 16
Member States, but its goals here are to increase the un-
der-represented groups like women in technical, engineer-
ing and decision-making positions and people with diverse
abilities. In terms of equity, ESO evaluates current best prac-
tices to support diverse staff and monitors gender disaggre-
gated data for what concerns salaries and promotions. In
terms of inclusion, ESO promotes a safe work environment
(e.g., with dedicated policies like the Respectful Workplace
Policy), provides the services of an ombudsperson, and or-
ganises awareness talks at all its sites (Germany and Chile).

However, none of these goals can be considered fully
achieved by simply releasing new guidelines and/or impos-
ing new policies: it requires an alignment of the overall or-
ganization culture, because a work environment becomes
safe and DEIl-based, when the people share and contribute
to the same values.

At ESO this long-term process has started with the par-
ticipation to the H2020 GENERA project (Gender Equality
Network in the European Research Area), which in turn
triggered the setting up of an ESO-internal DEI Committee
and the identification of the so-called “ESO core values” (re-
spect, integrity, accountability, commitment, collaboration,
clear and open communication). All these actions helped
making DEI aspects and concerns more visible and openly
discussed. The DEI Committee has been a key player in
delivering a code of conduct for visiting astronomers, intro-
ducing gender-neutral pronouns in ESO communications,
recommending more diverse hiring practices, preparing the
DEI Plan, and more recently creating a Disability Contact
Persons Network.

One should not underestimate the role of collaborative
partnerships, which can be of different nature but always
a source of inspiration. In this respect, ESO collaborates
with the United Nations Women office in Chile on initiatives
offering women a second chance to complete their higher
education studies, supporting girls in science and/or techni-

cal high-schools in disadvantaged communities. Moreover,
ESO is part of Europe-wide projects and/or networks (like
the GENERA Network, the H2020 Opticon-Radionet Pilot
— now completed), of specific groups (like the EIROForum
Diversity and Inclusiveness Ad-hoc Working Group), and of
a variety of “women in science” working groups, both within
the international astronomical and engineering professional
unions and in the Big Science Business Forum. Although
some of these can be rather informal gatherings, they all
offer important exchange & learn opportunities.

ESO commitment to equity and inclusion is pursued also by
monitoring and improving our peer review system for tele-
scope time requests. During the last decade important find-
ings emerged from several astronomical facilities, namely
that female Principal Investigators (Pls) were systematical-
ly less successful than their male counterparts (e.g., [2],
[3]). These results pushed forward the introduction of dual
anonymous peer reviews (DAPR), i.e. nor reviewers or Pls
know each other identities. A preliminary analysis [4] shows
indeed some improvement in reducing the gender gap in
the awards of telescope time (cf. Figure 1), which seems to
have started already with the unconscious bias training of
reviewers.

In conclusion, the implementation of DEI principles clearly
follows an uphill path and will likely be a never-ending task
on one’s agenda. It requires clear targets, a broad and solid
background in a variety of DEI topics, excellent communi-
cation skills, and lots of resilience. So, let’s keep the focus
without getting (too much?) discouraged along the way!
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Figure 1 — Overall success rates for male (M, green diamonds)
and female (F; blue circles) Pls over a period of 15 years. Each
data point represents one year, thus including two ESO Calls for
Proposals. Dashed lines show the average success rates for M
and F Pls. The vertical dashed line represents the introduction of
unconscious bias training to our peer reviewers, whereas the pur-
ple coloured area covers the period with DAPR in place.

112



https://www.eso.org/sci/publications/messenger/archive/no.128-jun07/messenger-no128-67-71.pdf
https://www.eso.org/sci/publications/messenger/archive/no.128-jun07/messenger-no128-67-71.pdf

